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        Direwolf

    
    
    
    
                Roxanne Kindley is just a regular high-school girl. She has a few friends, a few people she'd rather avoid, and an infatuation with a girl she's never spoken to. Pretty typical.

Things take a strange turn however, when Roxy helps a bizarrely intelligent wolf while on a walk through the woods behind her house. Not long after, a certain girl takes a sudden interest in her, and Roxy can only begin to wonder where this will lead as it seems her new friend holds a terrifying secret.

If you enjoyed Direwolf, follow me on tumblr (www.tumblr.com/bamber344) for news about future projects!

(cover art by the incredibly talented @themissakat, check them out!)

(crossposted on Scribblehub)

            

    
        1: A Chance Meeting

    
    
    
    
                Roxy trekked through the woods near her home, leaves and twigs crunching under her sneakers as she walked the familiar ground. A breeze wafted through the trees and she relished the feeling as it tousled her short, black hair, freshly cut the night before. She always tried to not let it grow past her chin and it was refreshing to know she wouldn’t need to worry about it for a while.

She often walked through these woods, the peaceful sounds of the wildlife in the undergrowth and the feeling of comfortable isolation soothing her anxieties better than any other remedy. She practically grew up wandering aimlessly through the trees, trying to spot animals or catch falling leaves to press in a scrapbook, getting hopelessly lost on more than one occasion. Today, she was just trying to get away from the stress of schoolwork and her mother’s constant badgering about how she had ‘ruined her hair again,’ as was the case every time Roxy cut her own hair, even though it looked perfectly fine. Roxy walked for a long time, no direction in mind but faithful that she’d be able to find her way back when she needed to return. Well, as long as the sun was still up, at least.

As she mindlessly meandered through the woods, enjoying the warmth of the afternoon sun on her tan olive skin, a sound tore her from her meditative calmness. A whimper, a cry for help from some injured woodland animal. Roxy knew the dangers of approaching wild animals, everyone who lived in Dewsbury knew them, but that didn’t stop her heart from wrenching with every yelp that filtered through the trees. Eventually, her undying curiosity (read: lack of self-preservation instincts) got the better of her and she made her way in the direction of the sound, careful to not step on any crunchy leaves or twigs.

She stumbled out into a clearing and was immediately frozen in her tracks by the sight before her. A massive, golden-haired wolf was lying in the centre of the clearing, whimpering and trying to tug one of its huge hind legs out of the jaws of a bear trap. Or maybe a wolf trap, if those were a thing? Considering that the last time a bear was even sighted in this part of Washington state was before Roxy was even born, she was reasonably confused.

She stepped in for a closer look. The beast noticed her presence and stiffened, baring its fangs and growling deeply, a sound that reverberated through the air and shook Roxy’s rib cage. Dark, crimson eyes bored into her soul and Roxy found herself completely frozen in place.

“H-hey, it’s alright buddy, I'm not gonna hurt you, I-I just wanna help,” Roxy said in a soothing voice, raising her hands with a calming gesture. She didn’t expect the wolf to understand what she was saying, but she was hoping that the tone of her voice helped calm it down a bit. Much to her surprise, the wolf immediately backed down, the growl cutting off as it lowered its head in uneasy acceptance.

Wow, that’s one smart animal.

She took a cautious step closer to the beast’s head. Lowering herself down to one knee and ignoring how the rough ground dug into her bare skin (why did I decide to wear shorts today?), she very slowly reached a hand out towards the creature, her palm up to show that she wasn’t holding anything. The wolf shifted its head closer and sniffed at her hand cautiously before giving it a curious lick. Roxy squealed at the sudden wet sensation and pulled her hand away before realising her overreaction and laughing to herself.

“Aww, you’re not scary, are you? You're just a big softie!”

The wolf let out a little bark, as if in agreement, and attempted to move closer before suddenly yelping and pulling back, clearly having forgotten that its leg was trapped.

“Oh my god, I completely forgot! Sorry, puppy, let me help you out of that thing,” Roxy said soothingly, carefully stroking the beast across the head, enjoying the way that it seemed to lean into her touch.

The girl stood up and walked over to the wolf’s hind leg, feeling its red eyes following her as she moved. She took a second to examine the bear trap before taking a deep breath and slotting her hands in the space between the metal jaws. She pulled with all her strength and felt the metal shift ever-so-slightly under her grip. Thankfully that was all the wolf needed to pull its leg out and allow Roxy to let go before she pulled every muscle in her arms.

The wolf sat up and licked its wounded leg for a bit before fully standing up and walking over to Roxy. It was then that she saw just how truly massive this creature was. Roxy was a fairly average height for her age, standing at around 5’5”, yet this creature stood at least 2 inches above her. The wolf lowered its head towards her and Roxy was given a split second to start feeling nervous before its giant tongue flicked out and licked her face.

Roxy laughed and fell backwards as the wolf pounced on her and began assaulting her face with its tongue before nuzzling its head against her. The girl cooed at the behaviour before pulling herself back to her feet and reaching up to scratch the wolf behind the ear.

“A creature as beautiful as you has gotta have a name. How about...Bear?” she asked, more to herself than to the wolf. To her surprise, the animal huffed its dissatisfaction at the name and Roxy’s eyes widened. “Wait, can you... understand me?”

The wolf yipped and wagged its tail swiftly through the air, creating a noticeable breeze. Roxy took a minute to digest that little piece of information before continuing.

“Wow. Ok, uh... you don’t like that name?” the wolf huffed again. “Ok… are you male or female?” It cocked its head to the side and Roxy mentally hit herself. It obviously can’t answer that, dumbass, try something else.

“Ok, how about this, bark once for male, twice for female.” Two barks rang out through the clearing. Roxy laughed, despite herself. This whole situation was way too weird. “Ok, good to know that you can count, I guess. So you’re a girl wolf, then?” The wolf boofed at her. “How about… Artemis? Like, after the Greek goddess of the hunt!” Roxy suggested. The wolf immediately started wagging her tail and nuzzled up to the raven-haired girl again.

“Artemis it is.” Roxy said with a smile, hugging the wolf and burying her head into the thick fur on her neck.

Hmm, smells like pine.

—

Roxy trudged through the halls of her school. It was Monday morning and classes hadn’t started yet. She kept looking out through the tide of students for the faces of any of her friends, but her eye ended up caught, as usual, on one particular student, walking through the halls with her usual air of uncaring obliviousness.

She was someone that Roxy had had her eye on for quite some time, tall with long limbs and clear musculature, a wild mane of unkempt blonde hair cascading down her back and shoulders, little streaks of white peeking through the fluff. Her white school shirt was always untucked from her skirt, and she was always sporting some kind of new scratch or bandage every time Roxy saw her. Today, she had a bandage wrapped around her calf.

Roxy wasn’t sure what had her caught up on the wild girl. It wasn’t her tall frame or muscular figure, nor was it her expressive face or bright blue eyes. There was just something about her, something that her other classmates lacked that made Roxy’s whole body burn with curious desire. Shame she had never even spoken a word to her.

The girl stopped in her tracks suddenly, causing a couple students walking behind to bump into her. She didn’t seem to mind however, shutting her eyes and lifting her nose to the air, almost like she was trying to smell something. Suddenly, her sky-blue eyes opened and locked onto Roxy, causing the shorter girl to jump and quickly look away, suppressing a shiver.

When she looked back, the blonde was right in front of her, and suddenly her feet left the ground as she was pulled into a tight hug.

“Ah- u- why?!” she squealed as her face was suddenly pressed into the crook of the other girl's neck. She tried to take a breath to calm her rapidly beating heart and instantly regretted it as her nose was filled with the weirdly intoxicating scent of the wild blonde. She was lowered to the ground, face burning and heart beating a million miles a minute from the sudden close contact with the object of her infatuation. As much as a secret part of her longed to be closer to the mysterious girl, that was not what she had been expecting.

Before she could even say anything in response to whatever that was, the other girl was already walking down the hallway in her original direction, and from this angle Roxy could just make out the hint of a wide smile on her face. She watched her walk away, entranced by her energy and intrigued by the odd interaction, and definitely not locked on the sway of her hips. The raven-haired girl eventually managed to pull herself out of her gay stupor and continued walking down the hall, headed for class, only one thing on her mind.

Huh, she smelt like pine. Weird.

—

Roxy sat down across from her friends at her usual table for lunch. Ross was lying face down on the table while Leif was blankly chewing on a sandwich she brought from home.

“Ok, so,” Roxy started, prompting Ross to lift his head from the table to look at her, his fluffy brown hair bouncing slightly in the process. “Do you guys know that one girl? Tall, blonde, really blue eyes, kinda spacey?”

“Oh, you mean the one that you openly gawk at every time you see? Yeah, I think I know her.” Ross replied, smirking as Roxy’s face steadily reddened.

“I- wha- no- no I don’t!” Roxy stammered out, watching with dismay as Leif started laughing.

“Don’t try to hide it, dude, it’s so obvious that you’ve got the hots for her and honestly, I can’t say I blame you. She is fine,” Leif said, eyeing Roxy knowingly. “Anyways, what about her?”

Roxy took a second to swallow down her embarrassment at getting outed like that before continuing.

“Anyway, the weirdest thing happened this morning. I was just walking through the halls, I saw her and suddenly we made eye contact. Then, out of absolutely nowhere, she comes up to me and hugs me! Like, fully lifted me off the ground and everything! Then, before I could even say anything, she just walked away down the hall like nothing even happened. She didn’t even say anything! I was so confused!” 

The table was silent for a moment as her friends stared at her incredulously before they both burst out laughing, much to Roxy’s chagrin.

“Yeah, good one, Rox,” Ross managed through his laughter, “but, next time, I’d try to make it a little more believable.”

“I’m not lying, you dick!” Roxy hissed through her clenched teeth, face turning red as she realised the obnoxious laughter was attracting stares from other tables. “And keep your voices down, people are staring!”

Leif was the first to stop giggling, sighing as she wiped a tear from her eye. “No offence Rox, but it does sound pretty far-fetched to me. I mean, you have literally never even spoken a word to her in your life. You don’t even know her name! Why would she just hug you out of the blue?”

“That’s what I wanna know! Whatever, let's just move on, you guys clearly don’t believe me anyways.” Roxy pouted.

The lunch continued on as normal for the next few minutes, the 3 friends sharing jokes and talking about their weekends, although Roxy never brought up the wolf she met in the forest, knowing her friends would make fun of her for being a Disney princess or something.

Suddenly, all conversation halted as Roxy felt a presence sit down on the bench next to her and she recognised the scent of pine. She turned her head and was greeted by a grinning face, icy blue eyes peering at her curiously. It was the girl from this morning, once again appearing to Roxy out of nowhere. From this angle Roxy could see that her canines were pronounced, slightly longer than what would be expected of a normal human. It almost looked like she had...

Fangs…?

Roxy caught herself staring and realised the girl had started speaking. Quickly pulling herself together and decidedly ignoring the warmth on her cheeks, she interrupted. “Um sorry, I didn’t catch that, What were you saying?”

“Oh, I just wanted to apologise for hugging you out of nowhere earlier,” the girl's voice was husky and relatively deep. Out of the corner of her eye, Roxy noticed that her friends, who had been giggling at the gay disaster that was the raven-haired lesbian, suddenly froze when they registered what the blonde had said. “I realise in hindsight that might have made you uncomfortable and I'm super super sorry if it did, that wasn’t at all my intention. I know most people don’t just hug other people for no reason, and yeah, I just wanted to check to make sure I didn’t, uh.. cross any lines or anything.”

The girl finished her apologetic ramble and was pouting at Roxy, big blue eyes reminding her of a sad puppy. Roxy pulled herself together before replying.

“Uh.. o-oh no don’t worry about it! It wasn’t a big deal, I wasn’t expecting it but like you didn’t cross a line or anything, you’re fine...” Roxy laughed nervously, looking up at the girl and feeling her face slowly grow redder again for about the fifth time in as many minutes. Suddenly someone kicked her under the table and Roxy realised she was staring again. She glanced over at Leif who was gesturing something between them with her eyes encouragingly. Roxy remembered herself.

“Oh! Uh… I'm Roxy, by the way… And you are?” She looked at the girl expectantly as her blue eyes lit up like the sky on a summer day and Roxy felt her heart flutter as she broke into that adorable grin again.

“I’m Samantha! But people just call me Sam,” she said excitedly, looking away from Roxy to the other members of the table. “By the way, I was wondering if it was alright for me to sit here today? My usual table was taken by that group over there when I got here.” Sam gestured over her shoulder to a group of students and Roxy’s mood plummeted as she recognised the table’s inhabitants. Rich girls and sporty guys and pretty much everyone who thought that they were better than their fellow students, colloquially referred to as the ‘popular kids.’ They were mean, controlling, and occasionally even downright sadistic, taking demented satisfaction in humiliating and hurting their classmates at the slightest provocation.

“Ugh, I hate those guys,” Roxy muttered under her breath, and Sam sent her a questioning glance. “you’re welcome to sit here with us as long as you want, I wouldn’t want them to target you because you tried to get your table back or anything.”

“Target me? What do you mean?” Sam looked genuinely confused. Had she really never had an issue with those people? Roxy would have thought they for sure would have tried something with how much of an outcast Sam was. She’d only ever seen her hanging out with one other person before. That being said, the girl did strike quite the intimidating figure, what with her tall frame and muscular build. And beautiful hair. And sparkling blue eyes. And adorable smile. And-

Roxy remembered that she had a physical presence and that she was actually having a conversation right now.

“Don’t worry about it, it’s nothing,” the shorter girl finally replied, wiping her hand across her mouth as if she had been drooling which, for all she knows, she might have been. Eventually the conversation between the four teens returned to normal, with Sam even occasionally laughing along to the jokes that began to fly again as the group got comfortable with the new girl’s presence.

There was a lull in the conversation as Roxy focused on eating her lunch, trying to ignore the warmth radiating from the girl sitting to her left, who had definitely shifted closer to her at some point, considering that their bare knees were now slightly touching, sending shivers down Roxy’s spine at every contact. Something tapped on her foot and she looked up to her friends, who were now staring at her. Leif made eye contact with her before glancing over to Sam, silently telling the Raven-haired girl to look over.

Roxy turned her head to her left and was greeted with Sam staring at her, mouth slightly ajar and a light dusting of pink on her cheeks. Roxy shot her a questioning look that prompted Sam out of whatever stupor she was lost in.

“Oh, uh.. Sorry, you just have a really cute nose.”

Roxy was certain that you could fry an egg on her face with how hot it suddenly was, her usually slightly darker complexion no doubt turning a brilliant shade of red. She could feel her stomach churning with flustered butterflies as she tried and failed to stammer out a response.

“uh- you- I- aha- wha..” Roxy stated intelligently. Out of the corner of her eye she could see Ross and Leif giggling and whispering to each other. “Umm.. Th-thank you.” She finally managed to squeak out. Sam’s smile was nothing short of beaming, ecstatic that her compliment had been received well. She turned back to her meal, bright smile never dimming. If Sam had a tail, Roxy was certain it would be wagging right now.

—

Ava walked into the cafeteria, eyes open, searching for her sister. She scanned the room until her eyes locked onto that familiar mane of white-gold hair, sitting with a group of unfamiliar people. She sighed, praying that her socially oblivious adoptive sister hadn’t made a fool out of herself again. Sam had been acting weird all day, always seeming to be searching for something. She'd walked into first period with a massive smile on her face that, while certainly not unusual for the excitable blonde, was usually reserved for things that she actually liked, and school was certainly not one of those.

Ava approached the table, eyeing the students sitting around it, the most notable of which was a dark haired girl sitting next to Sam, staring at her with her mouth slightly agape, so purely brick-red in the face that Ava was sure she was about to catch fire. Sam was grinning to herself as she ate, her own cheeks visibly pink and completely unaware of her sister’s presence, which was unusual for the girl considering her heightened senses.

“There you are, Sam. What are you doing sitting over here?” Ava questioned, causing Sam to finally notice her.

“Oh, hi Ava!” she said excitedly. “There were already people at our usual spot, so I sat here instead. These guys were nice enough to let me stay.”

“Yeah, Sam seems pretty cool,” a brown haired boy sitting at the other end of the table said. “Although, if she keeps chatting up Roxy here, I fear she might pass out.” At the mention of her name, the dark haired girl (Roxy, Ava guessed) groaned and buried her burning face in her hands.

Ava raised an eyebrow at that but didn’t comment on it. Instead, she grabbed Sam under her armpits and dragged her from the bench. “Alright, come on mutt, let’s give the girl some space.”

“Aww, but Avaaa, these guys are cooooool.” Sam looked up at her, pouting and staring into her soul with big blue puppy-dog eyes.

“I’m sure they are, but you were supposed to be in detention today and let me tell you, Mr. Henderson is not pleased.”

“Aw shit,” Sam huffed as she allowed herself to be dragged away from her new friends, earning weird looks from nearby students. She looked back to the table and loudly shouted a goodbye as Ava pulled her out of the cafeteria.

—

Once they were out in the hallway, Sam finally pulled herself up and walked alongside her sister like a normal person, headed towards the detention hall.

“So, who’s the girl?” Ava questioned as they walked through the mostly empty halls, her shoulder-length brunette hair swaying with every quick step.

Sam had been spacing out but was pulled back in by the question. “Oh, that’s Roxy, I met her over the weekend.” She responded matter-of-factly.

“Wait, I thought you were running around as a wolf all weekend?”

“Yeah, I was.”

“And she wasn’t scared off by the fact that you’re a werewolf?!” The brunette hissed in a slightly-too-loud stage whisper.

“Well, she doesn’t know that part,” Sam yawned, her canines glinting in the light as she opened her mouth wide. “She stumbled across me while I was in my wolf form and I stayed in it the whole time. As far as she knows I was just an abnormally large and incredibly loveable wolf.” The wild girl smirked. “I liked her enough that I wanted to try and make friends with her as a human as well. You know, like you’ve been telling me I need to?”

“Wow, she must be pretty damn brave to be able to just walk up to you as a wolf like that. Hell, even I get intimidated sometimes and I've known you since you were a puppy!” Ava said, more to herself than anyone else.

“Yeah… She’s pretty great…” the blonde sighed wistfully, not noticing the light smattering of pink that had returned to her cheeks or the slight smile on her lips as she thought of the other girl. “Although... It probably had more to do with the fact that I was maybe sorta kinda...” Sam swallowed before looking at the ground guiltily. “Stuck in a bear trap.”

Ava stopped in her tracks, turning to her sister, green eyes bulging. “you were WHAT?!”

Sam bit her lip, trying to force the tension out of her body before continuing. “Yeah, it’s actually really lucky she came when she did, otherwise I probably would’ve been stuck there waiting for whoever set the trap to come check it, and they probably wouldn’t have been nearly as nice as she was...”

“Well shit, Sam, I'm glad you’re okay but you’ve really gotta be more careful running around like that, hunters are always more active this time of year, and that’s not even counting the kind that specialises in you.” the brunette scolded, pointing a finger at the taller girl before composing herself and calming down at Sam’s thoroughly chastised expression. “Well, what happened after that?”

“She uh.. She played with me for a bit and umm...” Her cheeks reddened and her heart fluttered a little at the memory. “She gave me a name.”

At this point, Sam’s whole face was crimson at the admission and Ava was practically beaming at her.

“Awww, that’s so adorable! What’d she call you? C’mon, you can’t not tell me!” The brunette was all but begging.

“That’s none of your business.” Sam stated firmly before turning to continue on their path down the halls. Ava pouted but nonetheless acquiesced to her sister's harsh tone. They walked in silence for a little while before the shorter girl broke it again.

“So, are you gonna ask her out?”

Sam’s face immediately returned to its previous red state. “Jesus, Ava! I've known her for all of two days, I don’t like her like that!”

I think?

Ava laughed to herself before continuing. “Well, I've seen you get the hots for people that fast before and that was without the whole ‘saving you from potential death’ bit. Plus, you apparently had no issues with chatting her up earlier, either.” The brunette said with an audible smirk.

“She has a cute nose! I wanted her to know that! There was absolutely nothing behind it!” Sam sped up and walked ahead of her sister, praying to the moon that she didn’t notice how red her ears were.

“Sure, sure.”

            

    
        2: And What Big Teeth You Have!

    
    
    
    
                The pounding rhythm of her feet on the forest floor mingled with the frantic beating of her heart as she ran. A rock flew dangerously close to her head and hit a tree as she passed. All she had done was trip and spill chocolate milk on Kimberly’s shirt and now her and her gang were chasing her through the woods armed with rocks and sticks and god knows what-the-fuck else. It wasn’t even her fault! Kimberly’s friend was the one that tripped her in the first place!

These people are fucking psychos

Blood rushed in Roxy’s ears as she made the mistake of looking over her shoulder to see how close her pursuers were. Right as she looked back, a rock finally found its target and struck her over her right eyebrow. A sharp pain rattled through her skull as she stumbled but somehow managed to keep her footing on the rough terrain. She wasn’t nearly as athletic as most of her pursuers, but the fact that she had been walking through these woods since she was a little girl meant that she knew exactly where she was going and how to quickly traverse the uneven ground without tripping up or slowing down. It was the only advantage she had over them, and it was what would lead her to safety should everything go to plan.

At this point, Roxy could feel the blood dripping down her face from the wound the rock had made. It was throbbing along with each of her frantic heartbeats and the blood was stinging her eye, but she grit her teeth to the pain and kept running. Up ahead there was a steep slope that, through her years of practice, Roxy knew how to slide down perfectly without losing any speed. For anyone unfamiliar with the territory, however, they would have to either slow down to a crawl to carefully descend, or keep up their speed and most likely tumble and injure themself.

Roxy could see the slope coming up and allowed herself a little preemptive relief that she was about to be free of the horde of psychotic teens, but that relief ended up being short-lived. Whether it was due to the stinging pain in her head, the intense adrenaline of the chase, or the blood obscuring her vision, Roxy somehow failed to notice the root that was sticking out of the ground, right in front of the slope. It caught her ankle and the world slipped out from under her as Roxy fell.

She tumbled down the slope head over heels, praying to any deity that would listen that she didn’t hit a tree or something on her way down. In reality, her fall only lasted a few seconds. To Roxy, however, it felt like hours as her body painfully scraped across the twigs and rocks on the ground, leaving stinging cuts along the olive skin on her bare arms and legs.

Her tumble finally came to an end as she hit the bottom of the slope and continued rolling until her head cracked painfully against a tree, leaving stars in her vision as she hopelessly attempted to regain her bearings. The orange light of the setting sun shined through the canopy and coloured everything in a tangerine filter that was definitely not helping her regain her bearings. Through the haze she could vaguely make out forms descending the slope slowly, laughing as they came.

The raven-haired girl tried to pull herself to her feet and continue running, but as she put weight on her ankle a sharp pain coursed up through her leg like lightning. She let out a hiss as she fell back onto her behind and tried very hard to focus her sight on her offending ankle, but all she could make out through the ever-present blur was that any movement sent pain shooting up her leg and her skin was already turning a painful shade of purple. Something, somewhere deep in her mind was screaming at her that she needed to run, but Roxy couldn’t for the life of her remember why right now.

A figure loomed over her, and Roxy’s vision chose that moment to start clearing as she looked up, revealing Kimberly’s sneering form towering over her, the chocolate milk stain from earlier still very clear on her white school uniform, matching with her chocolate brown hair.

Oh, that’s why I was running. Fuck.

Roxy tried to crawl away backwards, heaving herself on her scraped elbows and pushing off her good ankle, doing anything to put distance between herself and the one who would hurt her, but it was in vain as a kick lashed out into the side of her head, knocking away any delusions of escape and sending her careening back into that blurry unfocused hell as the throbbing pain in her skull reached new heights. In the back of her mind, Roxy wondered if she had a concussion, but right now that seemed like the least of her problems.

“No more running, Rox. Did you really think I would just let you get away after that stunt you pulled? Like, who do you even think you are? This was my last clean shirt!” Kimberly spat, “You ruined it, so you’re gonna pay for it.” She stuck out a hand. “Cough up, dyke. Fifty bucks, right now, and I’ll consider letting your sorry ass walk away.”

Anger flared in Roxy’s chest at the hateful slur and she felt her instincts switch from flight to fight. The raven-haired girl forced herself to her feet, gritting her teeth against the pain. She leant against the tree to fend off the dizziness and made sure to keep her weight firmly on her good ankle.

“Why would I e-even have fifty bucks on me right now?! A-and it wasn’t even my fault, you f-fuckin’ moron. If you were paying any attention you would have seen Leon trip me. Or, was that your plan? Get him to trip me so I spill my drink on you, so you can try to shake me down and feel even slightly justified for it? Well, guess what? Even if it wasn’t his fault, I still wouldn’t give you a goddamn cent, you horrible bitch. Go find someone else to rob.” 

Roxy glared at her tormentor defiantly, burying the fear coursing through her veins and trying to ignore the shaking in her legs. She was tired of letting these people push her around forever. She was probably gonna end up regretting goading them like this, but at the moment she was far too fed up to care.

Blood dripped down Roxy’s face and onto her own uniform, staining it with harsh red among the brown dirt stains from her fall. Kimberly stared at her in disbelief for a moment before her expression quickly switched to furious rage. “What the fuck did you just say to me, freak?”

“You heard me, Kimberly. Fuck off.” 

The tension in the air was palpable as the two girls stared each other down, each silently daring the other to make the first move.

It was Kimberly that broke first, pinning Roxy against the tree by her shoulders and bringing her arm back to throw a punch that, despite how obviously it was telegraphed, Roxy only just managed to block by throwing her arm up, the fist still slamming painfully into her forearm.

Roxy shoved all her weight into the other girl, pushing her off, before throwing a right hook at Kimberly’s jaw. The hit connected and Roxy hissed as a sharp pain shot up her arm.

No one ever told me how much punching someone hurts! Fuck!

The brunette recovered quickly and leapt at Roxy with a furious growl. She violently gripped Roxy’s hair and pulled, forcing Roxy to accidentally step back onto her bad ankle in an attempt to keep her balance. She cried out in pain as her leg buckled, bringing her crashing into the dirt with Kimberly close behind. 

Roxy was stunned from the fall and as such couldn’t do much to react when Kimberly started hammering her fists down onto Roxy’s face, each strike thickening the fog residing in the girl’s head, and that certainly wasn’t helping her recover her senses. Roxy was about to try to bring her hands up to get this crazy bitch off of her, but suddenly, with a flash of gold above her and a yelp from the other girl, Kimberly’s onslaught was no more.

Roxy sat up and immediately froze at what she saw. Kimberly was lying on the ground a few meters away, looking like she was about to piss herself. She was pinned to the dirt by a giant golden wolf, red eyes boring into the brunette’s soul as a deep guttural growl filled the clearing, reverberating through Roxy’s chest.

“Artemis...” Roxy whispered as the sight clicked in her fog-addled brain. Artemis’s ears twitched and she looked away from her catch towards her human friend, leaving Kimberly panting in the dirt. The wolf quickly trotted over and sniffed at Roxy, a strangely concerned look on her face, before a giant tongue flicked out and started licking at the wound on her forehead, sending lashes of pain shooting through her skull.

“Ow! Arty! Stop!” Roxy yelped. The wolf acquiesced and stepped back with a guilty look. “I know you're just trying to help, okay? But that really hurts. I'll be fine, sweetie, don't worry.” Roxy reached out to affectionately stroke along Artemis’s head, much to the wolf’s pleasure.

“What. The. Fuck.” Kimberly’s shrill voice pierced the air, breaking the brief peace between Roxy and her wolf and causing them to look over at her. She was back on her feet, one of her friends holding onto her arm to keep her steady. She stared incredulously at Artemis and Roxy. Roxy might have been imagining it, but she seemed to be quivering slightly. Artemis growled at her again and the brunette immediately tensed up, clinging to her friend even harder.

“This is fucked,” She turned to her friends. “Let’s get out of here, I am not gonna get mauled just to teach that freak a lesson.” Her words earned her a vicious bark from Artemis that made her jump about a foot in the air before she turned and walked away as coolly as anyone could while they were gripping onto their friend so tight their knuckles had turned white.

Adrenaline still coursed through Roxy’s body as she watched her attackers retreat. She pushed herself backwards until she was leaning against the tree again. Her whole body was shaking and the painful throbbing in her head never seemed to cease. Nothing seemed real right now, like she was watching the world through a hazy screen. She was nauseous. Her ears were ringing. Roxy vaguely noticed that her face was wet. Why was her face wet? Oh, she was crying.

The realisation opened the floodgates and Roxy broke. Loud sobs ripped out of her chest and echoed through the clearing. She dimly felt a warm presence next to her as Artemis curled up and rested her head on Roxy’s lap. The weight was grounding and Roxy buried her face in her fur as she bawled her eyes out, crying away her adrenaline and fear into the safety of her wolf’s fluffy mane.

“Thank you..” Roxy’s words came out as a tiny whimper and were muffled by the fur, but Artemis understood. She’d finally stopped crying and now she just felt exhausted and sick. Her body felt like it’d been hit by a truck and she could already feel her face swelling up where Kimberly had hit her.

“I need to get home, but I don’t think I can walk with my ankle the way it is right now,” Roxy thought aloud. “If I'm not home soon my dad’s gonna start freaking out and at that point my ankle’s gonna be the least of my worries.” She let out a forlorn sigh against the wolf’s fur. “I don’t know what to do, Arty..”

Suddenly, Artemis lifted her head from Roxy’s lap and gave a big stretch before standing up to her full impressive height, tail wagging idly behind her. She bent back down into a prone position, making eye contact with the girl, before nodding her head towards her back.

“You... want me to get on?” The wolf let out a tiny huff of confirmation, and Roxy found herself carefully pulling herself up onto Artemis’s back, holding on tightly to her neck as she lifted back into her full standing height.

“Ok, uh... What are we-” Her questions were cut short when the wolf started bounding through the trees, Roxy crying out and clinging on for dear life. They sped through the woods at an incredible speed, trees flying past as a blur until before she knew it, they were at the edge of the woods, right outside Roxy’s backyard.

The wolf gently lowered back to the ground, allowing Roxy to gingerly climb off into a nauseous heap on the floor. She nuzzled the shaken human and gave her a gentle lick on the cheek to calm her. Roxy took slow, deep breaths before allowing Artemis to help her to her feet. The injured girl leant on her wolf as she limped towards her back door. Once they reached it Roxy turned to Artemis and gently rested her forehead against the wolf’s own.

“Thank you so much, Arty,” she said softly, stroking her fur with one hand. “Next time I go into the woods I'm definitely bringing some treats for my good girl.” Artemis wagged her tail with incredible gusto and gave her companion one last lick for good measure before quickly bounding back into the undergrowth. Roxy watched her go until she was gone, already missing the comforting scent of pine.

—

The incident in the forest was on Thursday. Today was Monday and the first day Roxy would be returning to school after what happened. Over the weekend a brilliant array of bruises had sprouted over her face and body and for at least 2 days afterwards she was so sore she could barely move. Today was better though and she was able to walk, albeit with a limp, on her injured ankle. Thankfully, it had only turned out to be badly sprained, not broken, and only required a brace over the weekend.

Roxy had never been much of a makeup gal, but today she was wishing that she had at least dipped her toes in it when she was younger, lacking any kind of concealer to cover up the assortment of dark bruises on her face. She limped through the school halls, keeping her head down and powering through all the stares and whispers about her appearance. She was just about at her locker when she bumped into someone and involuntarily looked up. She found herself staring into Sam’s gaze, her piercing blue eyes gazing back at her, a distinctly concerned look on her face.

Without a word, Sam gently grabbed Roxy’s chin and tilted her face up, taking in the bruises on her face and the bandage above her eyebrow. At this point Roxy had been friends with the girl for about a week, and she was already getting used to the unusual gestures and frequent physical affection she was fond of, as much as it always made her heart flutter and her face heat up. This, however, was something different. In place of her usual bright smile, her lips were a thin line and there was something serious in her eyes, something furious. For a second there Roxy would have sworn that she saw Sam’s breathtakingly blue eyes flicker red for a moment, but she passed it off as a trick of the light.

Sam hugged Roxy in a tight embrace, and while the shorter girl was now used to the feeling of Sam’s freely given hugs, this one was different from her usual bright, energetic, lift-you-off-the-ground bear hugs. It was soft, warm, protective in a way that left Roxy feeling breathless against the other girl’s chest.

“I’m glad you’re okay. If that bitch ever comes near you again, I'll rip her apart.” Sam whispered, and Roxy knew that she meant every word. She hugged back tighter for a second before realising something and pulling away to look at the other girl.

“Wait, how did you know it was Kimberly that did this? I haven’t seen you since lunchtime on Thursday.” Roxy questioned. There was a slight, almost unnoticeable pause where Sam faltered for a second before replying, but Roxy caught it.

“I-I-I saw you spill chocolate milk on her at lunch, then saw her gang eyeing you as you left that afternoon, and kinda put two and two together. Also, she was kinda loudly bragging about it at lunch on Friday, it was pretty hard to miss.” Sam replied, noticeably avoiding Roxy’s eyes.

“Sam...” Roxy said sternly, making a note of how the other girl immediately tensed up. “Have you been watching me?” She let her fake sternness slip into a playful smirk, and watched with glee as Sam immediately grew red-faced and flustered.

“Wha- What?? No! Wait, I mean yes! Wait! No...?” Sam was sputtering and laughing nervously, eyes looking everywhere but Roxy, hands waving around crazily. “I-I-I j-just happened to see you at those moments! I wasn’t watching you! I swear!”

Roxy laughed wholeheartedly at the display of adorable floundering before her before smiling openly up at the other girl and giving her a playful punch on the arm. “It’s chill dude, I was messing with you!” Sam audibly breathed a sigh of relief. “Anyways, I was wondering if you’d wanna hang out sometime? Like, outside of school.”

“Oh! Yes! That’d be awesome!” Sam’s bright smile lit up the whole hallway, her twinkling blue eyes leaving Roxy feeling both breathless and enraptured.

“Great! Well, I've gotta get to class but we’ll talk about this more at lunch, okay? See you later!” Roxy started to walk off past Sam, but stopped and leaned up on her toes to whisper into her ear.

“By the way, you’re really cute when you’re flustered.”

Roxy smugly dropped back down and sauntered off as much as she could with her limp, leaving Sam a bright red, stuttering mess in the middle of the hallway.

Score one for Roxy! That was revenge for the nose thing last week! Not that I’m still thinking about that or anything…

—

They had agreed to meet at a diner, grabbing something to eat before heading out and exploring the town. Sam was waiting in a booth, trying to sit still while she was forced to  remember exactly why she generally tried to avoid places like this. While most werewolves (Sam assumed, as she didn’t actually know any other werewolves.) find it easy to block out all the external stimuli that comes with having heightened senses, Sam had never quite wrapped her head around that particular puzzle, and as such, she was aware of everything. 

The sweat of the overworked staff on this busy Saturday mid-morning, the dozens of different smells emanating from all the food and drink nearby, that guy a few booths down who was wearing way too much cologne. All of these scents combined with all of the sounds one would associate with being in a diner, (turned to the max due to her heightened hearing), were turning out to be incredibly overstimulating for the blonde girl, her usual calm and spacey demeanour shifting into something much more tense.

And so she sat there, bouncing her leg, biting her lip, sitting in one of the most stress inducing places in the known universe, just because a girl that she maybe-sorta-kinda liked had asked her to meet there. She was aware that it was pretty pathetic that she was already completely enraptured at this point, but could you blame her? Roxy was kind, funny, brave, and literally the cutest person Sam had ever met. Not to mention she wasn’t even afraid of her wolf form! That was big, Sam had decided. It was important.

Someone cleared their throat and Sam jumped so hard she slammed her knees against the table. She had been so caught up in her lovesick thoughts she hadn’t even noticed the waitress who had been standing at her table for presumably some time. She raised an amused eyebrow at Sam’s reaction before speaking.

“Hi, welcome to Danny’s, what can I get for you today?”

“I-I, uh, I'm wait-waiting for s-s-someone,” Sam vaguely realised her hands were shaking, so she moved them to her lap in an attempt to hide it. Where the hell was Roxy? “I-I’ll order when she.. When she ar-arrives, p-please.”

The waitress shrugged. “Alrighty then, you sure I can’t at least get you a water or something? You look a little stressed there.”

“Th-that would be nice. Thank you.” Sam gave a shaky smile as the waitress walked off.

I really hope Roxy arrives soon, I'm not sure how much longer I can handle this.

The urge to shift into her wolf grew with every passing second in the hellish diner. She could feel it itching under her skin, desperate to escape the horrendous overstimulation, but she held her ground. The fact that it was the full moon that night didn’t help, but nothing was gonna stop Sam from getting her day together with Roxy.

The door to the diner opened with the ding! of a bell, and Sam immediately caught the one scent she actually wanted to smell. Lilac and strawberries hung in the air, announcing Roxy’s arrival, and the blonde girl immediately perked up. If her tail was out right now, it would definitely be wagging. Roxy walked into view, smiling at Sam as she came and...

Oh, wow...

She was wearing ripped black skinny jeans and a tight black crop top, exposing her midriff. Sam knew she was definitely going to have to put a considerable amount of effort into not blatantly staring at it, but some part of her already knew that was not a battle she would win. The outfit was complemented by some dangly earrings, a necklace with a little sword hanging off of it, and her usual black converse shoes. Simply put, she was gorgeous, the faded bruises adorning her face doing little to counter that. If anything, they were adding to it. Sam suddenly felt weirdly underdressed, despite her perfectly adequate choice of wardrobe. She herself was wearing a white graphic tee, complimented by a red flannel and some denim jeans.

Roxy slid down into the seat across from Sam, still smiling at her and definitely noticing the way she’d been staring, if the slight shade of pink adorning her cheeks was anything to go by.

“Hey, Sam!” She said brightly. “How are you?”

“Uh- g-g-good! I'm good! Great, even! How are you?” Sam desperately tried to play it cool but it was proving difficult as she was still hyper-aware of every little thing going on inside the building. Roxy raised an eyebrow.

“You sure dude? You're looking a little nervous there, are you alright?” The shorter girl’s face dropped into a concerned expression that made Sam’s heart twinge with affection.

“Y-yeah I'm ok, I ju-just don’t really tend to do too well in, uh...” Sam took a second to breathe and consider her words. They came out as a whisper as she lowered her head a little. “These types of environments...”

Roxy’s face flashed with confusion for a split second before realisation dawned across her features. “Would you feel better if we sat outside?” She smiled softly at the taller girl, causing a warmth to spread across Sam’s face.

“Oh my GOD yes.”

The two girls moved to one of the outside dining tables, much to the confusion of the waitress, who had just returned with Sam’s water. She quickly realised where the girls had gone and took their orders before returning back inside the diner. Roxy ordered waffles while Sam ordered her favourite, bacon and eggs with extra bacon. The two girls happily gossiped, talking about rumours they’d heard about their classmates, (“did you know that Percy has a crush on Brad? I know right?!”) although it was mostly Roxy doing the talking, as Sam was usually far too spaced out to pay attention to the proceedings of the school courtroom. Not long after, their food arrived, and they happily dug in, Sam doing her best to use the not-actually-silver silverware provided and trying to resist the full-moon-enhanced urge of her wolf to tear the food apart with her bare hands.

“So, what do you wanna do today?” Roxy asked in between bites of waffle.

Sam thought for a second before shrugging. “No idea, honestly I mostly spend my weekends just wandering around the woods or doing whatever Ava wants to do.” The blonde laughed nervously, scratching her neck. “I don’t really know what most people my age do since I don’t really hang out with them much.”

Roxy paused and looked up, her curious brown eyes meeting Sam’s blue ones.

“Wait... Did you say ‘wandering around the woods?’”

Sam swallowed down her food harshly before replying. “Yeah, I did say that. Why?”

“Oh, it’s just, I like to walk around the woods too, I was just wondering if you’d maybe ever seen a giant golden wolf walking around?” The dark haired girl asked sincerely.

Sam choked on a piece of bacon she was eating and started coughing manically. She quickly recovered, however there were still tears stinging her eyes. “What wolf? What are you talking about? I haven’t seen any wolves! Haha no idea!” Sam chuckled nervously, refusing to meet Roxy’s eyes. She eyed the display with something akin to confused suspicion on her face before shrugging and continuing.

“Oh well, there’s this wolf that I've seen out there a few times, she’s actually pretty friendly! I was just wondering if you’d seen her as it’s been a little while since I last ran into her. Although, to be fair, I haven’t really been into the woods as much since...” She paused solemnly, looking down at her now empty plate. “what happened with Kimberly... I don’t think she’ll come after me again, but man, it was pretty scary getting cornered like that. Those woods have always been a safe and calming place for me, but now every time I walk through them all I can think about is what happened...” The raven-haired girl’s voice came out as nothing more than a whisper.

Sam’s expression softened, and she reached across the table to gently grab one of Roxy’s hands. The other girl startled a little at the contact, staring at their intertwined hands with a steadily reddening face. Sam spoke up.

“Hey, listen to me. I’m not gonna let her hurt you again, okay? As long as I'm around, you’re safe.” Roxy tore her gaze from their hands to meet Sam’s eyes. She broke out into a shy smile, her eyes slightly wetter than they had been before. She nodded. “Now, enough about her, let’s go do something fun.”

The two girls finished up at the diner and quickly departed, heading into town to continue their day. They wandered through Dewsbury, taking in the sights and enjoying the warm sun before stopping to get some ice-cream from a stand. Roxy got strawberry while Sam got vanilla, and the two girls headed towards the last stop on their agenda today, the mall.

Sam was reluctant, expecting the intense noise and stimuli of the mall to be too much for her wolf to handle, especially with the upcoming full moon that night, but when they arrived the blonde girl found herself to be miraculously calm, her wolf eased by the comforting aura of Roxy’s familiar presence. She found herself smiling happily as they explored the complex, checking out different stores (although taking a wide berth around the incense store) and trying on different clothes. Roxy tried on a one-piece swimsuit in preparation for summer and when she’d walked out of the changing room to show it off, Sam had just about passed out from all the blood that rushed to her head.

All throughout the time they spent at the mall, there was a suspicious scent lingering somewhere at the edge of Sam’s senses. It was familiar, but between the multitude of other scents from the people around them, as well as the overwhelming scent of Roxy that Sam was quietly enjoying, it was hard for her to put her finger on exactly what it was. Something about it was setting her wolf on edge, but in the crowded shopping centre there was nothing she could do about it, so she just did her best to ignore it and focused on enjoying her day with Roxy.

—

The restroom was silent save for the sound of water running out of a tap and the muffled sounds of the lively shopping centre beyond. Roxy scrubbed her hands clean in the cool water, excited to get back out there and spend more time with Sam, who was currently waiting outside. The day was going even better than she could have hoped, Sam seemed like she was having a great time, and if the way that she kept catching the blonde staring at her was any indication, Roxy had definitely made the right choice of outfit for this outing.

She smiled to herself as she thought about her friend. They’d only known each other for about 2 weeks at this point, yet they were already growing inseparable. Something about the girl’s freely given affection and carefree yet caring attitude had completely broken down Roxy’s walls in record time and in their wake had left an ever-present something sparking at the edges of their relationship, something that, if Roxy wasn’t mistaken, both girls seemed to be aware of yet never spoke about. Either way, their dynamic was clearly working, and Roxy was eager to see where it would end up.

The raven-haired girl was pulled out of her thoughts by the sound of the door opening. She looked up into the mirror and when she saw who had walked in, she froze.

“Well, fancy seeing you here, Roxanne.”

—

Sam was standing guard outside of the toilets, waiting for Roxy. The suspicious smell from earlier was slightly stronger, but it was still too weak for her to identify without shifting into her wolf form right here in the middle of the shopping centre. So instead she settled for keeping an eye out, looking around at everything to see if anything jogged her memory.

Suddenly, a different, albeit much more enticing scent captured her wolf’s attention; the smell of meat. Immediately, Sam could feel herself begin to shift, her wolf desperate to search for the source of the appetising smell. The blonde bit her lip to try and regain some self-control, but all she succeeded in doing was cut herself on her steadily sharpening fangs.

Alright, fine! I'll go and see what that is and maybe get some, but only if you calm down!

Her wolf quickly complied and Sam begrudgingly (excitedly) set off to find the source of the mouth-watering scent. It wasn’t hard and the werewolf quickly found herself inside a kebab store, staring at a giant slab of meat slowly rotating on a skewer. The server sheared off a few slices of meat and put them in a bun with some sauce and other things before handing the finished kebab to a waiting customer. Sam suddenly realised she was salivating and shook her head.

If you're good, we can come back here after Roxy is finished in the bathroom and then we can get some, but not without her!

Sam turned on her heel and walked out the door, back in the direction of the bathroom. The closer she got, the stronger the familiar scent grew, mingling with the lilac and strawberries of Roxy’s scent, until realisation hit her like a slap in the face. Memories flashed in front of her eyes, visions of the forest, an injured Roxy, and one very angry brunette bitch.

The blonde broke into a sprint, letting her wolf out just a little bit, making it to the restroom much faster than even the quickest Olympic sprinter. She knew her irises had definitely turned red, as they always did when she tapped into her wolf, and she would usually be worried about people seeing her, but right now nothing mattered except for making sure Roxy was okay.

She burst into the restroom with enough force to rip the door off of its hinges, but immediately knew it was empty. She couldn’t hear any signs of life coming from any of the stalls, but she could smell the lingering scent of Kimberly and Roxy, as well as the latter’s fear, hanging in the air. Sam ignored what the scent of fear meant and instead used it to track down where they had gone.

She followed the scent out of the restroom and down a service corridor. The door at the end was slightly ajar and she could hear voices coming from the alleyway outside. Sam stepped out and was immediately confronted by the sight of Kimberly and two other girls cornering Roxy against the far wall. Roxy was standing tall, but from the scent of her sweat and the sound of her rapid heartbeats, Sam knew it was just a front. Kimberly was saying something but Sam wasn’t listening. The brunette suddenly shoved Roxy back against the wall and Sam stepped in.

“You stay away from her!” She shouted, walking up and roughly grabbing Kimberly’s wrist. The girl was surprised at the sudden interruption, but broke out into a smirk.

“Aww, you must be Roxy’s girlfriend! Don't worry, we were just...” Kimberly faltered as she took in the blonde’s appearance. Sam’s irises were blood red, her teeth were bared, and her nails were longer and unusually sharp.

“Don’t play dumb with me, bitch! I swear to god, if you ever come near her again you’ll be spending the next six months in a hospital bed!” Sam made sure to let an audible growl into her voice as she spoke. She could feel Roxy’s eyes on her.

Kimberly’s face flashed with fear before quickly being covered with a mask of confidence. She shoved Sam away from her. “Who the hell do you think you are?”

Suddenly, an arm snaked around Sam’s throat from behind and she felt herself being choked by one of Kimberly’s friends. “I’ve got her Kim! Take her down!”

The brunette stepped forward menacingly, but before she could get far Sam reached over her head, grabbed the girl behind her by the back of her shirt, and bent over, pulling with all of her strength and flinging the girl over her head like a ragdoll. She slammed into the ground roughly, her head cracking against the pavement.

Kimberly looked taken aback by the show of strength, but rushed forward anyway, only to be met by a powerful right hook that sent her immediately collapsing to the ground in a heap. The last of Kimberly’s lackeys stood there, staring at Sam fearfully, before running off, leaving her two friends behind.

Sam released a breath she didn’t realise she had been holding and let her wolf settle, her eyes reverting to their natural blue. Finally, she turned to look at Roxy. The poor girl was pressed against the wall, arms crossed over her chest in a defensive manner. She ran to Sam, wrapping her in a tight hug, gripping the back of her flannel tightly and pressing her face into the crook of the blonde’s neck. Sam could feel Roxy’s body quivering against her own and she tenderly returned the embrace.

“It’s okay, Rox, you’re safe. I told you I wouldn’t let her hurt you.”

Roxy could only squeeze harder in response.

—

The girls found themselves cuddled together on Roxy’s bed, the shorter girl cradled against her taller friend’s chest, lying there in the comforting darkness of the evening. After the confrontation in the alleyway, they quickly decided that they’d had enough for today, but as Sam went to leave Roxy had quickly grabbed her hand, not wanting to be alone.

And so here they were, Sam holding Roxy against herself protectively, the only sound being their quiet, intermingled breathing. Part of Roxy knew that she should probably be flustered by such intimate contact, but after the events of this afternoon she was far too tired to care about that, only caring about enjoying the warmth and comfort of Sam’s arms.

Speaking of Sam, what even was that today? When she burst into the alleyway she’d looked... different. Although Roxy hadn’t gotten much of a good look considering all the movement and intensity of everything that was happening, the blonde’s movements were strange, animalistic almost, and that’s not even to mention...

“Hey, Sam?” The blonde snorted and shifted a little, whispering a little ‘huh?’ as she moved. Evidently she had fallen asleep at some point.

“Back in the alleyway, when you were fighting Kimberly, and even before that, your eyes... They were red. What was that?”

            

    
        3: Questions and Answers

    
    
    
    
                “Why were your eyes red?”

Sam’s heart lodged in her throat.

Shit shit shit! Of course she saw me! She was right there! God I’m such an idiot! Okay, we can fix this, just play dumb.

“Uuhm.. Wh-what eyes?”

NOT THAT DUMB!

Roxy giggled a bit. “Are you sure you’re not still asleep, Sammie?” Sam’s heart fluttered at the nickname, but still she kept up the act.

“What’re we talking about?” Roxy shifted so she was looking directly into Sam’s eyes, but the blonde just flopped onto her back, head resting against the headboard of the bed. Roxy sighed, before a devious smirk covered her face. She crawled over Sam’s prone form and laid down on top of it, chin resting against her crossed arms, face inches from Sam’s own.

Sam’s breath hitched. Roxy was so close. Her breath was brushing against Sam’s face. Her warm coffee-brown eyes were staring into Sam’s own blue ones, a hint of playfulness sparkling at their edges.

“Seriously dude, what was up with your eyes earlier?” Roxy whispered quietly. Sam could tell from her tone that the dark haired girl wasn’t actually that bothered about it, she was just curious, but that didn’t change the fact that she can’t know because oh god she won't understand she’ll hate me she’ll think I'm weird she’ll tell someone she’ll-

Roxy poked her cheek, tearing the blonde from her spiralling thoughts. She averted her gaze. “I-I-I don’t know what you mean.”

Roxy lifted her head a little and raised her eyebrow in that way she did that always caused butterflies to form in Sam’s stomach. She moved in closer, smirking slightly.

“You, Samantha, are a terrible liar.”

Sam snorted and pushed her off playfully, causing an impromptu wrestling match that somehow ended with both girls falling off the bed and onto the carpet in a sweaty, giggling heap. Sam lifted herself off of the other girl and planted herself on the carpet next to her.

“I won!” she celebrated with a panting laugh. With the full moon up right now it had been really difficult not to let her wolf leak out during the tussle.

“Hah, barely.” Roxy replied as she turned her head towards her companion, smiling warmly. Sam smiled right back.

The two girls basked in the warmth of each other’s presence for a few precious moments. Sam reached out and grabbed Roxy’s hand.

“You know, I think you’re the first real friend I've ever had,” she whispered. Roxy turned onto her side to face her and Sam did the same. “I think I can be pretty intense for most people, and they get weirded out and leave, so at some point I guess I just stopped trying to make friends and just figured out how to make do. But then you came along and you just... didn’t care about any of that. So just... thanks for being my friend. It means more to me than you know.”

At this point Sam could feel her chest burning from the unshed emotion. It wasn’t common for her to bottle up her emotions but admitting her loneliness to Roxy like that had torn something in her, something that she desperately didn’t want her crush to see. She tried desperately to hold it back but deep down she didn’t really know how. Her bottom lip started quivering and she bit her lip to choke back a sob. An indistinguishable emotion flashed across Roxy’s face for a split second before she fell back into a soft smile. A hand reached out and touched Sam’s cheek.

“Please promise me you wont leave.” Sam choked out as her fragile hold snapped. Tears started streaming down her face, accompanied by quiet, heaving sobs as Roxy shuffled closer to embrace her friend while she broke apart in her arms.

“Shhh, it’s okay hun, I'm not going anywhere. You mean just as much to me, and I wouldn’t throw away our friendship for the world.”

After a few minutes, Sam’s quiet sobbing eventually petered out, soothed by the soft strokes of Roxy’s hand through her hair and across her back. She was exhausted, and the warmth of the girl next to her was slowly putting her to sleep again. Sam didn’t fight it, and fell into a peaceful slumber in the arms of her dearest and only friend.

—

Roxy awoke. Immediately she could tell she wasn’t on her bed. Her body was stiff and whatever she was lying on was hard and rough, and there was a warmth cradled between her arms. She inhaled and the distinct smell of pine wafted through her senses.

Wait, what?

Roxy cracked open an eye, and saw a fluffy mane of golden hair. Her heart started beating a thousand times a minute. Sam, her close friend, and the object of her current affections, was curled up in her arms??? Suddenly, memories of the night before rushed into Roxy’s head. Tired cuddling, a playful wrestling match, tearful confessions and soft comforts.

And Sam admitting she only sees me as a friend...

The raven-haired girl immediately felt guilty, as though she was taking advantage of her friend by cuddling her like this. She very slowly shuffled herself backwards until there was enough distance between herself and the sleeping girl. Sighing, Roxy picked herself up and sat down on her bed, hanging her head in her hands.

Sam was a very physically affectionate girl, that much was clear, but up until this point, Roxy had been telling herself that Sam was being extra affectionate with her because she liked her back. Evidently, that wasn’t true, as Sam admitted last night. She only saw Roxy as a friend. Roxy was okay with that, right? She was strong, she could handle just being friends with the girl who had entranced her from the moment she laid eyes on her. She could handle it.

Right?

A strange, whimpering growl pulled Roxy from her thoughts. She looked up to the source of the sound, and saw Sam, rolling around and thrashing about on the floor in her sleep. Another strange growl tore from her throat, startling the raven-haired girl.

How the hell is she able to growl like that??

Sam bared her teeth, and even from her distance, Roxy could see that her already pronounced canines were even longer than usual, as if she was preparing to attack. All Roxy could do was sit there, absolutely stunned.

Sam’s growls suddenly turned into fearful whimpers, and a terrified expression overtook her still sleeping face.

“...no... p-please... please don’t...” Sam’s voice sounded so small and scared that Roxy’s heart broke, just a little bit.

“no... no... mom... MOM!” The last word came out as a shriek as Sam shot up into a seated position, blood red eyes darting around the room frantically, searching for the threat. Eventually her eyes found Roxy, who stared back in amazement.

I KNEW IT! How the hell does she do that??

Sam panted heavily, eyes still locked with Roxy’s, as the red slowly seeped out of her irises to be replaced by their natural sky-blue hue.

“Sam, what-”

“I-I can explain! I swear! J-j-just give me a second, p-please. I… I n-need a minute.”

Roxy sat there patiently as Sam’s breathing slowly returned to normal. She took a deep breath and opened her mouth to speak, but a knock on the door interrupted her, startling both girls.

“Roxanne? I heard a shout, are you okay?” Roxy’s mom’s voice was muffled through the door, but her words were clear.

“Y-y-yeah I'm okay! I just tripped!” Sam looked at Roxy, head tilted to the side, clearly confused, but Roxy just shook her head in response.

“Can I come in?” Without waiting for an answer, Roxy’s mom tried the handle. Thank god she locked it when they came home yesterday.

“No! No, I'm... uh... I'm changing!” Roxy quickly turned to Sam to whisper to her.

“You need to get out of here, if my mom sees you, I’m seriously dead.” Roxy ordered. Sam took a second to process, then nodded determinedly, quickly rushing to the window next to the girl’s bed.

“Roxanne, open this door now!” Her mom’s voice was turning sharp, and Roxy knew she was out of time. Should she take any longer, her mom would definitely punish her, so her only option was to open the door and pray that Sam could get out in time.

With leaden steps, she walked slowly to the door and unlocked it, before grabbing the handle and pulling it open. Her mother stood before her in the hallway, all high cheekbones and perfect makeup, even this early on a Sunday morning. Martha Kindley was a prim and proper woman, through and through, which was the cause of much tension between her and her tomboyish daughter.

She surveyed the room with beady green eyes, and Roxy was suddenly very grateful she’d inherited her dad’s brown eyes instead. Since she didn’t seem to have any issues, Roxy assumed that Sam had made it out okay, and made a mental note to apologise to her later for the sudden send-off. Martha huffed in apparent satisfaction.

“You really must be more careful Roxanne, I swear, you’re so clumsy.” Roxy could only mutter an agreeance through gritted teeth as her mom walked off down the hallway.

—

Sam vaulted out the window onto the patio roof, before slipping off into a safety roll on the ground. She sprinted into the woods, the pounding of her feet on the dirt echoing the thoughts running through her head.

Fuck fuck shit fuck she knows she knows she knows oh god what do I do how do I explain this?

A familiar fire started burning in her chest, and for the first time in two days Sam allowed it to engulf her, pausing only briefly to put aside her clothes so that they didn’t get ruined in the upcoming transformation. Red seeped into her irises and her bones creaked as they shifted and changed. Her teeth lengthened and her nails sharpened into claws. Her skin itched a second before golden fur started sprouting. Her spine cracked and she fell to all fours, her arms almost completely unrecognisable, now appearing as canine forelimbs. there was a dull pain in her chest as her organs shifted around to better suit this new form. A howl tore itself from her newly formed snout, and her transformation was complete.

It had been far too long since she allowed herself to embrace her primal urges like this, in Sam’s opinion. Once she ensured her clothes wouldn’t be lost she set off, pounding through the undergrowth, running freely and wildly and following any random scent that her nose picked up. It was calming, freeing in a way that nothing else ever was. When she was like this she knew that everything would be okay.

Memories rushed through her head of running through the woods with her mother when she was a pup, of hunting rabbits with her father. She missed them so much, and as much as she loved her adoptive family, nothing could ever compare to her love for her parents. Sam was just grateful she was able to connect with them in this way, even after all this time. One day she’d find the bastard-

The smell of blood shot through her senses, bringing her back to the present. As far as she knew, there weren’t many predators in this area apart from her, and she hadn’t hunted anything yet today, so that meant that there was something out there that shouldn’t be. Sam quickly changed course and started following the scent.

The trail quickly ended in the torn up carcass of a deer, warm blood dripping from its mangled remains and congealing in a pool below the corpse. Up until now, part of Sam was holding out hope that maybe a fox had just caught a rabbit or something, but for a fully grown deer to be completely decimated like this meant that there was something big roaming around. The thought put Sam on edge, her fur bristling.

Hidden among the almost overbearing scent of viscera in the air, was a strange scent, one that Sam hadn’t smelt before. The scent of rust with a hint of earth. Sam knew it must belong to whatever tore apart the deer, and made a mental note to remember it, should she ever come across it again.

After the particularly gruesome and slightly concerning encounter, the werewolf’s lust for the freedom of the woods was unequivocally quenched for the day, so she turned around and ran back to the spot where she left her discarded clothes, deciding that, yeah, it’s probably time to head home.

—

Sam walked in through the front door, only to immediately be assaulted by the mouth-watering smell of bacon and eggs wafting into the living room from the kitchen.

“Well well well, look what the cat dragged in. Or, I guess, the dog in this case.” Ava was sitting on the couch, clearly watching something on the TV, although it was now paused so that she could fully focus her attention on her sister.

“Yeah, good morning to you too, Aves.” Sam grumbled half-heartedly, not really in the mood for her sister’s antics after the emotional rollercoaster of a morning she’d had.

“So...” the brunette started, smirking slightly, meaning Sam was definitely not going to enjoy this next question. “I take it your date went well?”

“Oh my God Ava, I told you-!” Sam sputtered before lowering her voice. “I told you that it wasn’t a date!”

“Now see, I was inclined to believe that, but then you just so happen to spend the night with the girl you’ve been making goo-goo eyes at all week, and what do you expect me to think?” That ever-present infuriating smirk was once again plastered across Ava’s face, accompanied by an insinuating eyebrow raise, and at this point Sam was seriously considering doing something about it.

“Okay, first of all? Nothing remotely like that even happened, so ew, stop insinuating, you perv.” Ava simply shrugged her shoulders in response.

“Can you blame me for considering it a possibility? I've seen the way you two look at each other.”

The blonde rolled her eyes. “Whatever. Second of all, I didn’t even mean to spend the night. We were hanging out in her room and we’d had a long day so I accidentally fell asleep.”

“In her arms..” Ava said with a wistful sigh accompanied by that fucking smirk and Sam’s face instantly turned beet red.

“No!... Maybe... Shut up!” Ava’s joy was palpable and Sam was really wishing there was a hole she could bury herself in right now.

“Ha! I knew it! It was a date!”

Sam loudly shushed her but clearly a second too late as Carol, Ava’s mom (and by extension Sam’s adoptive mother), poked her head out of the kitchen to see what all the commotion was about. Carol was okay in Sam’s book, but she could never compare to her real mom.

Carol was close friends with Sam’s parents, having known them since they were all teenagers, and was even considered an honorary member of their pack. When Sam’s parents had passed, Carol was the one who took her in. She treated Sam like her own daughter, despite their (quite obvious) differences, and never scolded her for her more animalistic traits, even when she was constantly called into the office at school because Sam couldn't stop herself from teething on pencils or biting kids that were mean to her and her sister.

Honestly, she was all that Sam could ask for in a parent, but the girl still couldn’t bring herself to call Carol her mother. Sam couldn’t abandon her birth family like that. She would always be Samantha Reed, not Samantha Walker.

“Who has a date?” Carol asked, her red curls bouncing as she moved her head.

“No one! No one had a date!” Sam spouted far too quickly.

“Sam spent the night with the girl she likes!” Ava shouted out, much to the blonde girl’s dismay.

“Oh yeah, just expose me.” Sam grumbled. A wide, beaming smile broke out across Carol’s face as she immediately fell into ‘mom-interrogation’ mode

“Oh Sam, you’ve got to tell me everything! What's her name? What's she like? When did you meet? What's her favourite food? We'll have her over for dinner soon and I've got to know what to make!” She started waving her hands around as she spoke, still holding the spatula.

“Her name is Roxy, she’s very cool, we technically met twice but she doesn’t know it, and I don’t know.” Sam sighed, praying that that was the end to the relentless questioning. “ANYWAY, I currently have a much bigger problem; She saw my eyes turn red and now I don’t know what to do.”

Two blank faces stared back at her. It was Ava that spoke up first.

“Have you considered just telling her the truth?” the brunette asked, slightly puzzled.

“Of course I've considered it! I just don’t know how she’ll react! She's like my first real friend, I don’t want her to hate me.” The last part came out as a whisper as Sam struggled to hold her voice steady. She was getting tired of having to admit stuff like this. Hopefully this time she could hold it together a little better, at least. To her surprise, Ava laughed.

“Are you kidding me dude? She would be all over that!”

“Wh-what?” Sam’s face flushed pink as her sister stared at her with a flat expression.

“She’s already totally friendly with your wolf form, so what could possibly even go wrong? Plus, if I had a boyfriend that had supernatural strength and speed, I'd be super into that. You've got nothing to worry about.” She smiled reassuringly.

“Ava’s right, Sammie, if this girl really is as great as you say she is, then I'm sure she’ll love you for who you are,” Carol brought Sam in for a warm embrace that, despite her being at least 6 inches taller, always made Sam feel small and safe. The older woman pulled back to place her hands on Sam’s shoulders, making sure that the spatula was out of the way. “And if she doesn’t, well then you dodged a bullet, didn’t you?”

Sam sighed. “I guess you’re right... As usual.” She smiled. “By the way, your eggs are burning, I can smell it from here.”

“Oh shoot!”

—

The clock struck midnight and still Roxy was up, sitting at her computer, eyes burning with exhaustion and strain yet determined to continue her search. She reached out to take a sip of her Monster, only to realise that the can was empty. She sighed, getting up from her desk to throw it in the bin.

Even now, after hours of research, a part of her mind was yelling at her that this was wrong, if Sam wanted to keep her secret, that was her right, and Roxy had no right to go snooping around. And yet, her curiosity remained. After all, how could it not? Sam's eyes could turn red, seemingly at will! And that’s not even counting all the other strange stuff about her she’d witnessed. Everything about it was screaming mystery, and it was one that Roxy was determined to solve.

And that’s how she’d found herself here, in this dark corner of the internet, this creepy alleyway in the dead of night, researching about people with red eyes and other sort of weird phenomenon. Most of the stuff she had come across so far seemed like crazy-person conspiracy junk (and yeah, ok, I guess what I'm looking for is pretty far fetched too), but she finally felt like she might have been getting somewhere. She'd found an old article from the 80’s about a man with ‘red eyes and superhuman strength’ getting shot to death by police somewhere in northeast Europe, which admittedly wasn’t much, but it was the first real clue that she had, and god dammit, she was gonna run with it.

Roxy searched for anywhere the article had been cross-posted, hoping to link it with something that had more information about what exactly the red eyes meant. After a while her search was seeming fruitless, until a very strange comment on a forum page the article had been cross-posted to caught her eye.
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Cower in fear, all you disgusting creatures of the moonlight. The Day of Judgement is coming for all beast-fuckers, were-monsters, and moon-walkers alike. None shall be spared when the end comes. The Sons of the Black Sun will make it so.

 

Roxy surprised herself by bursting out into an incredulous laugh. More conspiracy junk, and yikes, it looked like this dude was seriously liable to hurt somebody if he didn’t get those ideas in check. Like seriously? Were-monsters? What, like werewolves and stuff? What a nutcase! Roxy could believe in people with red eyes, she’d seen it herself! But people turning into giant wolves? That was just ridiculous.

...right?

The end of the comment sparked a curiosity in the raven-haired teen. Sons of the Black Sun? Sounds like a cult. She opened up a new tab before copy-pasting the name into the search bar. Zero results.

Now that was weird. She moved back to the tab with the weirdo on it before checking out his profile. Several more mentions of this group/cult/thing as well as a link that was just a garbled mess of numbers and letters. Roxy was hesitant to click on it, she knew the dangers of pressing strange links, especially in this part of the internet, but inevitably her curiosity won out.

A website homepage popped up on her screen, ominous music emanating from her headphones. The text at the top of the page read 'SONS OF THE BLACK SUN’ with a motif of a wolf head impaled on a stick in front of a crescent moon just beneath it. This was definitely the place.

There was more text further down the page, reading:

WE ARE THE SONS OF THE BLACK SUN, GOD’S CHOSEN PURIFIERS. FOR CENTURIES, OUR SECT HAS PROTECTED HUMANITY FROM THE CREATURES OF THE NIGHT, HORRIFIC BEASTS THAT ESCAPED FROM THE PITS OF HELL DURING THE DARK AGES. THESE CREATURES APPEAR HUMAN ON THE OUTSIDE, BUT INSIDE THEY ARE TERRIBLE MONSTROSITIES, SEEKING ONLY TO KILL AND DEVOUR.

SIGNS OF A WERE-BEAST INCLUDE: SODOMY, HOMOSEXUALITY, AND OTHER SIGNS OF DEPRAVITY, AS WELL AS UNNATURAL EYE COLOUR AND A STRANGE AFFINITY TOWARDS THE WOODS.

THEY FEAR ONLY THE BITE OF SILVER, SO IF YOU SUSPECT SOMEONE OF HIDING THEIR MONSTROUS NATURE, KEEP YOUR SILVER CLOSE, AND IT MAY JUST SAVE YOU FROM THE DEVIL’S SPAWN.

THEY ARE HEARTLESS BEINGS, AND DESERVE NO MERCY, NOR WILL THEY RECEIVE ANY WHEN THE DAY OF JUDGEMENT COMES. JOIN US, BROTHER, AND TAKE JOY IN THE PURIFICATION OF THE CHOSEN.

Okay, Roxy was really starting to get creeped out. She remembered learning about the Salem Witch Trials in school, of people persecuted and killed for no reason other than crazed zealotism and ignorance, and this was seriously ticking all of those boxes. How many innocent people had these crazy people hurt, just because they suspected them of being, what? Werewolves? Demons?

An image of Sam flashed into her head, eyes red and fangs bared, throwing a girl over her shoulder like she was nothing more than a stuffed toy, and suddenly the idea didn’t seem so far-fetched. Still, heartless beings? Terrible monstrosities? Even if Sam was some sort of ‘creature of the night’ or whatever, that didn’t sound like the girl she knew, regardless of any supernatural qualities. Not her Sam. Sam was caring, protective, affectionate like no one else in the world. She was sweet, insecure, and undeniably human, no matter what some crazy religious whack-job on the internet said.

A cold fear gripped her heart at the thought of one of these people hurting her friend. The only thing keeping her calm was the thought that hey, maybe these people are all bark and no bite? At that moment, her eyes caught on a tab at the top of the page, labelled ‘conquests.’ She involuntarily swallowed before hesitantly clicking on it.

Roxy stopped breathing. Greeting her were images upon images of bodies, human bodies, all neatly labelled with a date and a location, arranged in a list format, as though it was nothing more sinister than the results of a Youtube search. Many of the bodies were visibly torn up, blood and viscera strewn about the image like the haphazard strokes of a child with a paintbrush, while others were liberally adorned with the clean cuts of a blade or dotted with holes from gunshot wounds. Most, if not all of the bodies were stark naked, with only a few torn scraps of clothing remaining around their broken forms. A particularly gruesome image of a man with his head all but blasted off was labelled ‘Jelgava, Latvia. 1985’ and somewhere through the horrified fog in her mind Roxy connected it to the news article she’d read earlier.

Roxy felt sick, so so sick. It was real. These were real people, and they were dead at the hands of these fucking psychos. She didn’t know what to do. She wanted to look away so badly, but she couldn’t tear her eyes from the horrific images on her screen. An image caught her eye. Two people lay side by side, bodies in equal states of mutilation. A woman with wild blonde hair and blank, glassy green eyes laid next to a man with shorter silver hair, his own eyes sporting a sky-blue hue. Something about them was terrifyingly familiar, and it made her stomach turn. She read the label.

Dewsbury, United States of America. 2007

That was it. Roxy shut off the tab as quickly as she could before rushing out the door and down the hall to the bathroom. She barely made it to the toilet before the contents of her stomach were violently rushing out. Through her heaving and retching only one thought was racing through her head.

Sam.

She was okay, right? Of course she was! She was there, alive and well just this morning! There was no way anything could have happened to her, regardless of how close to home some of those killings were, right? She was safe, she had to be. And besides, Sam was super strong! Sure, some of those people in the photos looked just as buff and powerful as her, if not more. And sure, against someone with a gun, muscles weren’t gonna be much good. But she was okay. She was.

Roxy, having finally stopped expelling her dinner into the toilet, weakly fell backwards onto the cold tile floor. She had to talk to Sam, had to make sure she was okay, even though there was no way anything had happened to her. Nope. No way.

She slowly lifted herself up off the floor, flushed the toilet, washed her hands and face in the sink, and tiredly made her way back to her room. Her hands were shaking and her heart was pounding as she lowered herself onto her bed carefully, picking up her phone along the way. She looked at the time, 12:52 am, before navigating to the phone app and bringing up Sam’s contact. An image of the smiling blonde stared back at her. Roxy took a deep breath before pressing the call button.

With each consecutive unanswered ring, the fear in her heart grew. Deep down, she knew it was irrational, that the odds of something happening between this morning and now were incomprehensibly low, but that didn’t stop the pure terror that tightened it’s hold on her every second that she didn’t hear the soothing, husky voice that she longed for.

After what felt like an eternity, someone finally, finally answered on the other end with a very tired sounding voice.

“hello? Roxy? Are you alright?”

Roxy could barely keep herself from crying out of relief. Sam was okay!

“Sam! Sorry for waking you up... I.. I’m okay, I suppose. Just had a rough night and... wanted to hear your voice, I guess.” Her voice sounded torn and strained, no doubt the aftereffects of spilling her guts in the toilet earlier.

“Aw Rox! Don't worry about it! I’d always wake up for you!” Sam cooed, and Roxy felt the fear that once lay in her chest be replaced by a familiar ache, nothing but overwhelming adoration for the girl on the other end of the phone. “Is there anything you wanted to talk about? You know I'm always here for you.”

“I.. Just... you know that stuff you said last night? About how much I meant to you?” There was a sound of agreement through the phone. “Well, I know I said so already, but I just wanted to tell you that you mean so, so much to me as well. You make me feel so safe and comfortable, and honestly, I don’t know what I would do if something ever happened to you. I haven’t even known you that long, and I still can’t even imagine not being friends with you.”

A muffled sound came through the phone, and it took a couple of seconds for Roxy to realise that Sam was crying again.

“Roxyyyyy, you sweetheart, you’re gonna kill me over here.” Her voice was shaky and accentuated by sniffles, but Roxy swore that it was still the most beautiful sound she’d ever heard.

The raven-haired teen giggled and the two fell into a calm dialogue. Both girls were exhausted out of their minds, but neither wanted to bring it up and risk ending the call, so they just kept talking, chatting about nothing and everything, revelling in the sound of the other’s voice. Could you really blame them if neither noticed the time until the sun was well above the horizon?

            

    
        4: The Transfer

    
    
    
    
                Sam yawned as she sat down at her desk. She'd only managed to get a few hours of sleep last night before the ringing of her phone tore her out of dreamland, and she was imagining Roxy wasn’t fairing much better.

What even freaked her out so much anyway? It's one thing to call me at 1 in the morning but the poor girl sounded like she was on the verge of tears!

The thought was quite troubling, but what was even more troubling was the return of a familiar scent from the previous day. This wasn’t the scent of Kimberly, who was sitting near the back of the room sporting a wonderfully purple bruise on her cheek and pointedly not looking in Sam’s direction, this was the troubling scent of rust and earth that had accompanied the torn-up corpse of a deer, deep in the woods.

It meant that the culprit was nearby.

Judging by the fact that there didn’t appear to be any large predators in the classroom as far as she could see, it was most likely that this mystery deer-killer was like her, a werewolf. The very thought of another werewolf nearby, in her territory, set her on edge to the core of her being. Sam hadn’t had much experience interacting with other members of her species outside of her old pack, but she knew enough to know that even the general presence of another werewolf nearby was enough to justify being on guard.

Werewolves are naturally territorial, much like their animal counterparts, and for the most part Dewsbury and its surrounding woodland were considered the territory of the Reed pack, Sam’s family. From what little her mother had been able to teach her before her and her father’s passing, Sam knew that her family’s bloodline was much more powerful than the average werewolf, being traceable directly back to the origin of their species as a whole, the Direwolves, and not one of the branching subspecies. This equated to not only a stronger wolf form, but also stronger a human form, as well as a much deeper connection with their wolf, being able to maintain control during a full moon where most werewolves would be forced to indulge their baser instincts.

It was for those reasons, as well as the belief that there were at least two werewolves of the Direwolf clan present in the area (those being Sam and her mother, as her father was of a different clan), that most in the werewolf community generally made a point of steering clear of the town.

If there was another werewolf in town, settling down comfortably enough to be enrolled in a school, it was likely that word of her parents death had finally spread to the wider community, and this mystery werewolf was trying to stake a claim on her territory. That was bad news. When a werewolf is looking to take someone else’s territory for themselves, the first thing they would do is go after the pack currently controlling it. That meant that it wasn’t just Sam who was in danger, anyone who she’d imprinted on was potentially in the firing line.

Sam clenched her teeth and shut her eyes, trying to focus in on the scent, aiming to pinpoint the culprit so she could take matters into her own hands before they figured out who she was and tried anything. If they figured out her identity and got a lock on her scent, it would be all too easy to trace back to her pack. She could warn Ava, Carol, and Tom, Carol’s husband, easy enough, as they already knew she was a werewolf and would understand, but Roxy? That would be a whole other conversation.

Honestly, Roxy was never even meant to join before Sam could tell her about it, but with their friendship and Sam’s ever-growing feelings for the raven-haired girl, she’d accidentally imprinted on her without realising it, making her an official member of the pack without the girl ever even knowing of its existence. Unless she wanted to admit to Roxy her true nature in order to warn her of the threat, the only thing Sam could do was try to nip it in the bud and keep it in check.

She was still struggling to get a pinpoint on the scent. Between all of the people in the classroom and the light breeze coming in through the open window, her olfactory senses were completely overloaded. She sighed. Guess there’s nothing for it then, I'll just have to hope that I can catch them before they catch me.

“Miss Reed! Pay attention!”

Oops, I guess class has already started.

—

Sam carried her tray over and sat down at the lunch table. Ross was already there, eating his lunch with an exasperated look on his face, as well as Roxy, who was currently face down on the table, snoring softly.

“Is she asleep?” Sam asked, gesturing to the girl next to her.

“Yup, completely conked out the second she sat down.” Ross shrugged.

“She say anything about why?” Sam knew that their phone call was obviously part of the reason, but she was curious to know about what her crush had been doing that led to it in the first place. Ross huffed.

“Thought you might know something, considering you’re showing off some pretty considerable eyebags of your own. You two lovebirds get up to something last night?” Ross teased. Sam did her best to ignore the jab despite the rising heat on her cheeks at the thought.

“Eh, she called me at like one in the morning sounding pretty bothered about something. Was just hoping you might know something about why.” The brown-haired boy just shrugged, looking across the table to the sleeping girl. Sam reached over and ran her hand through the other girl’s shock of black hair, gently scratching at her scalp. She shifted a bit, grumbling as she lifted her head, ready to yell at whoever it was that was bothering her nap, only to stop in her tracks when she saw Sam smiling back at her.

“Mornin’ sleepyhead. Have a nice nap?” Sam asked with a raised eyebrow, enjoying how the other girl’s face immediately turned bright red. Roxy yelped as she slapped Sam’s hand off her head.

“I was sleeping just fine, thank you very much!” She huffed, grumpily crossing her arms.

“Aww, don’t be like that, you know you’re happy to see me!” The blonde said with a wink.

Something flashed across Roxy’s face for a second and her eyes went blank. She snapped out of it and replied.

“Yeah. I am.” She agreed, smiling weakly. It was the exact same tone she had when Sam picked up her call last night. What on earth happened? Sam was about to speak up and ask about it when Leif sat down, sporting a brand new bright green hair dye job and three large tupperware containers full of what looked to be fried chicken.

“Sup, queers! Work had a bunch of leftover chicken last night and they were just gonna ditch it, so I snagged it, hope y’all like cold KFC!” She smiled brightly, opening each of the containers. “There's enough to go around, dig in!”

Everyone claimed a couple of pieces and started eating. Sam grabbed a couple of her own and started mindlessly picking the skin off of each piece, placing the remains on Roxy’s lunch tray without even thinking about it. She was so enamoured with her task and the idea of tearing into a chicken breast that she didn’t even notice the entire table grow silent.

“Sam. What the fuck.” Ross’s mildly squeaky voice broke the tense quiet. The blonde looked up to find everybody staring at her like she was insane.

“Hmm?”

“What are you doing?” The look he was giving her was so bewildered that part of her thought she might have accidentally half-shifted without realising. A quick glance down confirmed that, no, her arms weren’t covered in fur and her nails were still just nails, not claws, so that wasn’t the issue. She looked back up to study each of her friends' faces, trying to deduce what had gotten them so disturbed. Roxy finally decided to bring her into the loop.

“Y-your chicken, dude. What are you doing to it?” She looked just as confused as the rest of them, but the slight look of fond amusement behind her eyes put Sam at ease. At least whatever apparent culinary crime she’d committed had managed to pull the girl out of her funk.

“Oh! Sorry, I forgot that most people don’t do this,” Sam laughed nervously. “I really hate the grease on the skin of this stuff, but the chicken is still good, so I usually just tear off the skin and give it to someone else.” She gestured to the pile of skin that had accumulated on Roxy’s tray. The shorter girl’s eyes widened as she noticed it for the first time, picking up a piece and putting it in her mouth.

“Well fuck, if it means I get more skin then you eat however you want! That's literally the best part!” She said, playfully punching Sam in the shoulder. The blonde’s heart fluttered lightly at how quickly her best friend accepted her weird habits, and a heat found its way onto her cheeks as she gazed adoringly at the girl who was currently messily stuffing her face with chicken.

God, she’s so cute, I wish I could just kiss her. Maybe I should ask? Wait, no no no, there are so many people around! Do I really want my first kiss to be in the middle of a school cafeteria, while her face is covered in chicken grease? Actually... She is pretty adorable like this... kissing her would probably be perfect no matter where we were, her looking at me with those warm brown eyes and that soft black hair, and that utterly adorable nose! God, how am I so gay for this girl?

Sam’s incredibly unsubtle gay stupor didn’t go unnoticed by the other two residents of the table, who gave each other a smirking side-eye. Leif coughed, snapping Sam out of her very homosexual thoughts. Roxy looked up from her feast, and a light dusting of pink spread across her cheeks as she realised Sam was staring at her.

“Penny for your thoughts, blondie?” Leif asked, giving her a knowing look. Sam sputtered, face red and ears burning, realising how obvious she’d been. She was about to attempt to reply when Leif looked past her, a slightly confused look on her face. That’s when the scent hit her.

Rust and earth.

She whipped around and her mouth went dry as she was greeted by the person she’d been searching for all day. He was decently tall, although not quite as tall as herself, with broad shoulders and rough tan skin. His dark curly hair was shoulder length and hanging loose. Sam realised that she was blatantly staring, but she was far too shocked to care. Did he figure her out already?

Their eyes locked, forest green against sky blue, and he regarded her for a moment. His eyes flashed to an almost imperceptibly brighter green for a second, a show of his wolf, and Sam knew she was caught. She made sure her friends couldn’t see from the angle, and let her eyes flash red as she glared in response, a silent threat. His eyes flicked to each person at the table, and lingered on Roxy for far too long.

“Can we help you?” Sam spat out, intentionally letting a bite into her words. She could feel her friends staring at her, but she didn’t have it in her to care, not when there was a threat to her pack standing right there. He didn’t seem phased in the slightest, meeting her icy stare with a charismatic smirk.

“I’m new in town, thought I'd introduce myself. Name’s Blaine.” God, even his voice oozed charisma. This wasn’t good. “Y’all mind if I sit with you?”

Ross spoke up before Sam could refuse, inviting Blaine to the table. Despite there being a perfectly good seat on the other side of the table next to Ross and Leif, Blaine chose to sit down right next to Roxy. There was no way he didn’t know she was part of her pack at this distance, her scent would be all over the raven-haired girl.

Blaine effortlessly struck up a conversation with the other people at the table, but Sam was a bit too tense to tune in right now, nor did she want to. Her head was too full, vivid intrusive thoughts flashing across her mind, gruesome possibilities about what the other werewolf’s intentions were, and what she could possibly do about it. She would have to confront him, obviously, try to weasel out what his plans were. She was a direwolf, she was almost certainly stronger than him, she could beat him in a fight if it came to that, but she knew that just beating him might not be enough. She could threaten him, maybe? He doesn’t know anything about her, he wouldn’t know the lengths she’d go, so he might be more likely to take the threat seriously.

What if he didn’t listen, though? Would she really be able to follow through with whatever threat she made? She wouldn’t even hesitate to kill him if it meant protecting one of her pack, but she really, really didn’t want it to come to that. She'd been in fights before, but the thought of actually killing someone made her so sick that she almost threw up onto her long forgotten chicken.

God, when did it get so hot in here? The air was so stuffy it almost felt like she couldn’t breathe. The ongoing conversation at the table was suddenly all-too-loud to her extra sensitive ears, and the smell of grease wafting off the leftover chicken was causing her already nauseous stomach to turn.

She had to get out of here, had to leave, but when she tried to move she found that she couldn’t, she wouldn’t. She didn’t want to bring any attention to herself by moving. Despite this, her leg started bouncing and her hands were twitching in her lap even as she was desperately trying to make herself look smaller.

A soft, cool hand found its way into her own admittedly sweaty one. Suddenly the whole world came back into focus. The conversation was still in full swing around her, but a look to her right revealed Roxy, gorgeous, amazing Roxy, eyeing her with a look of soft concern.

Her free hand came up to the blonde’s face, and her whole body fluttered with butterflies as Roxy wiped something from her bottom lip. Sam vaguely realised it was blood from where she’d bitten through her lip without realising.

“You wanna go someplace quiet?” Her voice was soft amongst the loud din of the cafeteria, almost as if she knew that Sam would still hear her. The thought made her flush with affection, bringing with it a fond image of Roxy knowing her secret and accepting it, taking care not to overwhelm her heightened senses.

Sam tried to reply, but the words caught in her throat, so she simply nodded. Roxy lifted off her seat, followed by Sam, still holding onto her hand.

“Lunch is almost over, so we’re gonna head out. See ya.” Without waiting for a reply, the shorter girl led them out of the cafeteria and into the hall. Sam could feel Blaine eyeing them the whole way. They walked hand in hand through the silent hallways, heading towards Sam’s next class. Once they reached it, Roxy spoke up.

“What’s wrong, Sammie? You feeling okay?” the pure, unfiltered concern in her voice filled the blonde with something a bit more intense than just adoration, something that caused her heart to pound and her legs to feel weak. She immediately buried Roxy in a bone-crushing embrace before she could either impulsively kiss her or burst out crying. It was a 50/50 chance, honestly.

She sighed, breathing in the other girl’s calming scent. It cleared her speeding mind and allowed her a moment of peace to sort through her thoughts. Everything slowly fit into place. She stepped out of the embrace and pressed her lips softly against Roxy’s forehead, smirking slightly when she heard the girl’s breath hitch.

Roxy’s olive skin was once again covered in a blazing red and Sam couldn’t help but giggle a little bit.

She knew what to do.

—

He walked down the bustling hallway, moving to his next class. The blonde one –the other werewolf, he remembered- walked up to him and shoved something into his hands before continuing down the hall. It was a note.

AFTER SCHOOL. BEHIND THE GYM.

SHOW UP.

—

“So, are you and Sam a thing now?”

Roxy almost tripped over. “Wh-what? No!”

Leif just smiled back. “Are you sure? You two literally walked out of lunch hand in hand. Sure you weren’t finding a corner to go snog in?”

“She was... she was having a panic attack or something. I was trying to calm her down by holding her hand, you know how physical she is. It's not like that.” Her voice was barely audible over the din of the hallway, dozens of students rushing to their lockers, eager to head home. Leif paused for a second before replying.

“Hmm... I hope she’s okay.” The newly-minted green-haired girl frowned, before looking back up at her friend. “But still, it’s obvious you like her, why don’t you just ask her out already?”

“She doesn’t like me like that, Leif. She only sees me as a friend.” Roxy replied. Leif scoffed and stared back at her with a flat look.

“And where exactly did you hear that?” Roxy looked down.

“She said it herself. When we were in my room. She said I was her best friend. Friend.”

“Did you tell her how you feel about her?”

“No, why?”

Leif stopped walking and stepped towards the wall and out of the flow of surging teenagers, pulling Roxy with her.

“Rox. Roxy. Roxanne. I love you, but you’re an idiot. That girl is so obviously into you, it would take a blind person not to see it. ” The idea brought a hopeful blush to her cheeks, but she quickly pushed it down. False hope would get her nowhere.

“Wh-what?! No she isn’t! How would you even know?” Leif raised an eyebrow.

“That girl can’t hide her feelings for shit. You shoulda seen the way she was looking at you during lunch! I swear she was about two seconds away from just grabbing you and kissing you right there, if that new guy hadn’t shown up.”

Roxy’s mind flashed to the hallway with Sam, the gentle kiss she placed on her forehead, leaving the shorter girl so flustered she didn’t absorb a single word of the next class. She absentmindedly pressed her fingers to the spot that she swore she could still feel, two hours later, before shaking her head.

“B-but... She’s so tall! And-and strong! And pretty! what could she possibly see in me?” Leif just sighed.

“Girl, you need to work on your self-esteem. You're a straight up catch, and believe me, Sam knows it.”

Roxy grunted. “Can we talk about something else, please? My self-esteem is just fine, thank you very much.”

“You got it, Roxstar. How about that new guy, huh?”

—

Sam walked around the corner of the gym, and sure enough, Blaine was there, waiting for her. He shot her a smirk as she approached.

“So, that girl, is she part of your pack or something? Your scent was all over h-”

Sam didn’t give him time to finish, grabbing his shoulders and slamming him against the wall, eyes red and fangs bared. Adrenaline coursed through her system, burying the fear that remained after lunch deep in the pits of her stomach. There could be no misconceptions as to who was in charge here.

“If you so much as lay a finger on her, or any member of my pack, I will personally rip you in half and throw your corpse into a river.” Her voice was low and accentuated by a harsh growl that reverberated through the stone walls of the gym. To his credit, Blaine seemed largely unfazed.

“And I have no doubt that you could, blondie, what with your big direwolf muscles and everything.” his voice had an almost mocking tone to it, and Sam really wanted to wipe that stupid fucking smirk off of his face. “But rest assured, I have absolutely zero interest in going after your pack or taking your territory.”

Sam’s confusion was evident on her face. “What? Why are you here then?”

Blaine let out a laugh. “Is it really so hard to believe that I just wanted to live here? Plus, I wanted to see if the rumours about a direwolf living here were true, and judging by those eyes of yours, I would say they were right on the money,” he said. Sam let go of him and took a step back.

“Why should I believe you?” He shrugged.

“Believe what you want, I don’t care.”

Sam paused for a moment, studying the other werewolf intensely.

“Fine. But stay away from my pack. The offer to rip you in half still stands.” She said, turning away from him. He hummed, though there was a hint of annoyance in it.

“You sure I can’t at least talk to that girl with the black hair? Isn’t it a bit possessive to keep her all to yourself just because she’s in your pack? She is single, right?” That smirk was still audible in his voice and Sam’s stomach twisted. In an instant, her hand was around his throat, forcing him back against the stone. His eyes flashed brighter and he kept talking.

“That being said, isn’t it a little weird that, like, your whole pack is made up of humans? I could smell you on another girl in one of my classes as well. Like, I get it, it’s always nice to have a pet to play with, but more than one? I mean, I'm not seeing any other werewolves around here, so it’s pretty easy to put two and two together.” His tone turned aggressive the more he spoke, either unaware of the way the hand around his throat clenched tighter with every word, or uncaring of the consequences.

“Oh well, I guess you would have to make do, considering your real family were slaughtered like nothing more than swine. Imagine that! A direwolf being bested by some pathetic hu-!”

His nose shattered under her fist with a sickening crunch and fell to his knees, doubled over and cradling his face as blood fountained from between his fingers, dripping onto the grass.

“Augh, you bitch! What the hell is your-”

She cut him off again by kicking his shoulder, pushing him over onto his back. Her whole body trembled with barely contained rage, thankfully masking the cutting pain his comments instilled.

“What the hell makes you think you get to talk to me like that? This is my territory, and as long as you’re in it, you don’t get to just disrespect me because you’re frustrated that I won't let your predatory ass near one of my pack. I see what you’re trying to do and trust me, you’re barking up the wrong tree, find someone else to perv on. Don’t you dare talk about my family like you know what happened, unless you want me to break something else, and stay away from my pack!”

She kicked him again and walked off, leaving him in the dirt.

—

Roxy and Leif stepped through the doors and out into the courtyard, already full of students mingling and loitering instead of heading home. The girls walked side by side through the crowd until Leif stopped in her tracks, prompting Roxy to do the same.

“What is it?” Roxy asked.

The green-haired girl nodded her head in the direction she was looking.

“Isn’t that Sam?”

Sure enough, there was Sam, sitting on a bench, staring forlornly at the ground. Leif audibly winced.

“Whoof, that does not look good. I’m gonna leave this one to you, Rox. You know I'm terrible at that emotional stuff. Let me know if she’s alright, yeah?” Leif said, putting a hand on her friend’s shoulder.

“Yeah, alright. I'll talk to you later.”

With that, Leif nodded and walked off. Roxy sucked in a breath and made her way over to Sam.

“Hey, are you alright?”

The blonde looked up with a slightly irritated, slightly sad expression on her face. Once she processed who was in front of her, the girl stood up and quickly enveloped her friend in a hug and Roxy quickly returned it. When Sam pulled back, her expression had regained much of its usual brightness, although Roxy couldn’t help but notice it was still slightly dimmer than normal.

“I am now.” She said with a smile. Roxy’s heart fluttered just a little bit. “I was actually hoping to run into you. Do you wanna come over tonight? Carol’s making spaghetti, and she always makes too much.”

“Sure! Just let me text my dad to let him know.” Roxy replied happily, pulling out her phone.

Oh my gosh she just invited me over for dinner!! Wait, no, calm down. This doesn’t mean anything. Friends invite each other over all the time.

“Who’s Carol by the way? Another sister?” The raven-haired girl asked.

“Oh, she’s my... my uhh...” Sam paused, her expression darkening slightly. “My guardian.”

Roxy knew better than to ask about the story there, so she just accepted it and moved on, trying to ignore the nagging at the back of her head, reminding her of what she saw last night.
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She shook her head. Don’t need that ruining my night. It doesn’t matter, Sam’s safe, whether she’s some sort of supernatural creature or not. She’s right here.

Roxy took Sam’s hand, prompting the girl to look up.

“Let’s get going, shall we?”

—

“And here’s the basement! This is where we can hang while dinner’s cooking.”

Roxy took in the space before her. It was a cosy, medium sized room with wooden walls. There was a medallion yellow couch in the centre, facing the staircase they came in from. Under the staircase was a small flatscreen, with a DVD player and several games consoles in the cabinets below it. The back of the room behind the couch seemed to be mostly storage space, with several boxes stuffed into the corners crammed with various bits of junk.

The thing that most threw her off, however, was the absolutely huge pet bed sitting next to the couch, littered with many stuffed animals, both intact and in shreds. Roxy had seen pretty much the entire house on the tour that Sam gave her, and she was yet to see a dog of any kind.

“Wow, your dog must be massive.” The shorter girl said. Sam visibly stiffened.

“Haha yep! Do you wanna watch a movie?”

Roxy didn’t even have the energy to question the not-at-all subtle change of subject, still being exhausted from her all-nighter despite having slept through most of her classes. She just flopped onto the surprisingly comfortable couch, quickly followed by Sam, who grabbed the remote and started navigating through TV menus.

Neither girl knew what to watch, and to be honest, both were far too drained to even focus on anything, so they just threw on some random superhero movie. It followed all the predictable beats and twists and Roxy found herself nodding off about midway through. She did her best to stave it off, not wanting to pass out before the dinner that Sam’s guardian was so kindly preparing for her.

She looked over to her friend. Sam had that same forlorn thousand-yard stare as earlier, boring holes into the ground with her eyes. Roxy nudged her leg with a light kick to grab her attention. She startled and looked at Roxy, rubbing tears from her eyes.

“You okay, dude?”

Sam nodded slowly, not making eye contact. “y-yeah, I'm okay.” Her voice was rough and shaky.

Roxy shuffled over to the other girl and took her hand, resting her head on Sam’s shoulder.

“You know you don’t have to pretend around me. It's okay to not be okay sometimes.”

She ran her thumb along the back of Sam’s hand, stroking back and forth softly. Sam was silent for a moment, before a single tear rolled down her cheek, signalling the start of the waterworks. She fell into Roxy, sobbing against her chest.

“To-today w-was just s-s-so hard!” She cried.

“I know, I know. You wanna talk about it or do you just want some comfort?” Roxy whispered softly, running her hands through Sam’s thick blonde hair. Sam was silent for a moment.

“C-comfort, please.”

“Alrighty then.”

Roxy leaned back against the arm of the couch, allowing Sam to lay on top of her. The closeness of their bodies made her heartbeat skyrocket, but she reminded herself it wasn’t the time for that. Sam needed her.

She continued to stroke Sam’s head as the blonde’s cries slowly quietened into nothing. They stayed there for quite some time, barely listening to the background noise as the movie reached its climax, simply enjoying the casual physical intimacy. Roxy accidentally scratched her nails against Sam’s scalp and the taller girl twitched.

“Oop, sorry.” Roxy said, moving her hand away, only for Sam to grab it and put it back.

“Keep going, that felt nice.” The blonde’s voice was muffled against Roxy’s chest. The shorter girl giggled.

“Here, turn over, I'll give you a head massage.”

Sam did as she was told, shuffling around and laying her head back into its spot on Roxy’s chest. She looked back to Roxy, eyes red-rimmed and puffy, yet adorned with a soft smile.

It was then that Roxy realised why Sam chose to rest her head right there, and her whole face lit up with crimson. Sam seemed to immediately pick up on what the other girl was thinking, and smirked up at her. Summoning her courage, Roxy spoke.

“Getting comfy there?”

Sam shut her eyes and hummed. “What can I say? You're comfortable. Like a big pillow.”

“Mhm, sure.” Roxy pressed her fingers against Sam’s head and started kneading. She almost failed to hold back her snort when Sam’s whole body immediately went limp against her. Her head was rolling back and forth, trying to find that perfect position against Roxy’s fingers.

Sam sighed in a way that made Roxy blush. Evidently she’d found her sweet spot.

“ssscrmch.” Sam mumbled; eyes half lidded.

“Hmm?”

“ssscratch pleasse..”

Roxy obliged, scratching her nails along the girl’s scalp, and watched with great amusement as her leg started kicking out like a dog. Sam was totally blissed out, mumbling out various noises of satisfaction. The sheer intimacy of the moment was so strong that Roxy swore her heart would burst if she didn’t do something about it. She looked at Sam’s face, and her eyes inevitably flickered to her lips. Her heart started beating faster. She hadn’t even realised she’d stopped scratching until Sam shifted around again and looked up at her.

“Why’d you stop?” Her blue eyes were piercing into Roxy’s soul, completely unaware of the inner turmoil the other girl was currently experiencing.

“I.. uh.. you just..” Roxy stammered, her cheeks heating up when she realised what she had been about to do.

I was totally about to kiss her. Holy shit, I was about to kiss her!

Sam raised an amused eyebrow.

“I just…?”

Roxy pulled herself together and leaned in, planting a soft kiss on Sam’s cheek. The blonde froze.

“You just looked really cute like that, that’s all.”

A blush spread from Sam’s cheeks all across her face and down her neck. She lifted a hand and placed it over where Roxy’s lips had met her skin and an adorable grin broke out across her face. She looked like she was about to say something when a loud knock rang out from the door, startling the girls enough for Sam to fling herself off of Roxy, landing in a heap on the floor.

“Dinner’s ready!”

Roxy couldn’t remember who started giggling first, but it wasn’t long before both girls were completely incapacitated by full-bellied laughter. Eventually, wiping the tears from their eyes, they managed to pull themselves together enough to head to dinner.

Dinner itself was a light-hearted affair, and Roxy watched with adoration as Sam managed to get pasta sauce all over her face and down her uniform, much to her guardians’ dismay. After dinner (and after washing her face and changing into some clothes not doused with sauce), Sam walked Roxy home, holding her hand the entire way. They walked in comfortable silence, listening to the sounds of the woods nearby and enjoying the warm evening breeze tousling their hair.

Roxy stole a glance up at Sam. Her hair was almost glowing in the moonlight, and her eyes were closed, a gentle smile adorning her pale face. She looked the most at peace she’d been all day. A feeling of warmth washed over the shorter girl, and she smiled.

In no time at all, the two girls arrived at the Kindley household. Roxy turned to Sam, hands still intertwined.

“Well, I guess this is it.” Roxy said quietly.

“I guess it is.” Sam replied, looking away.

Neither girl made to leave. Sam took her other hand and faced her, an action that made Roxy’s heart race.

Is she...?

Sam met her eyes, dazzling blue gazing softly into warm brown, and bit her lip, as though she was considering something. Finally, she stepped closer, her hands leaving Roxy’s to cradle the raven-haired girl’s face. Roxy’s breath hitched as the blonde leant in, and before she knew it, Sam was kissing her.

Roxy’s own hands found Sam’s waist and she kissed back. Sam’s lips were unbelievably soft. She’ll admit, she’d fantasised about this moment a decent bit in the past, but those daydreams were nothing compared to the real thing. Every tiny movement of Sam’s lips sent electricity coursing through her body, making her feel like she was floating, like nothing else in the world existed apart from the girl in front of her.

Just as fast as she’d moved in, Sam backed off and separated the kiss. With a beaming smile, she turned around and jogged off back towards her house.

“Bye!”

Roxy was still too busy processing the last few minutes to reply. Her heart was racing, and a giddy smile broke out across her face. She fondly watched Sam go until she disappeared around a corner. As Roxy turned and began walking up her path, a weird feeling came over her. She frowned, looking around at the darkened street. It was empty.

There was no one around, so why did it feel like she was being watched?

            

    
        5: Conversations

    
    
    
    
                “And then she kissed me! And it was just… wow, I mean, it was amazing, but… what does it mean? Like, are we dating now, or was that just her being affectionate? ‘Cuz it’s been a week and she hasn’t kissed me again, but it does feel like we’ve grown even closer. At the same time though, I don’t want to just assume we’re dating now, y’know?” Roxy sighed and sat up, looking towards her friend. “Am I being stupid about this?”

Artemis just stared back at her with the most exasperated look it was possible for her canine features to create before lowering her head back onto the ground and letting out a long sigh. Roxy fell back to lying down against Artemis’ huge body with a sigh of her own.

“You’re right, you’re right. I just need to talk to her.” Roxy said, running her hands through her hair. “Man, what a weird week it’s been. First it was the kiss, and then there’s that new guy, Ben or Blaine or something. He keeps acting like, weirdly friendly with me, but I’ve noticed it’s specifically when Sam’s not around. When she’s there he barely even gives me a passing glance! It’s almost like he’s scared of her or something. Probably a good thing too! On Friday, he even tried to put his arm around my shoulders!” 

Artemis almost immediately started growling, the deep sound reverberating through the girl’s ribcage. Roxy just laughed and stroked the wolf’s mane placatingly. “Don’t worry Arty, I shut that shit down real quick.” 

It took a few more seconds for Artemis’ growling to cease. She huffed before turning her head to face her human companion. Roxy slipped a hand into the pocket of her denim overalls and pulled out a treat.


The wolf’s face immediately lit up, and Roxy chucked the treat towards her huge, already drooling maw. Artemis immediately snapped her head up and stole the treat right out of the air, happily scarfing it down in less than a second. The raven-haired girl couldn’t help but giggle at the display. She laid back down, snuggling into the warm fur a little bit more, savouring the familiar smell of pine shared by both her favourite wolf and her favourite human.

Admittedly, it was a little strange that the two of them smelled pretty much exactly the same, but she just passed it off as being due to the fact that Artemis lived in the woods. Her actual scent would likely be much more... dog-like after a bath and some time away from the forest. The fact that Sam smelled like pine as well was probably just due to the shampoo she used or something. Probably. 

Even with all the weird, supernatural seeming shit surrounding Sam, it was a bit too far-fetched for Roxy to assume that her maybe-girlfriend could turn into a giant dog just because they smelled the same. It definitely wasn’t just because she didn’t want to admit to herself that she’d just been venting about Sam… to Sam. 

Roxy’s train of thought was interrupted by the sounds of quiet footsteps and a snapping twig emanating from the trees bordering their clearing. The girl shot up and quickly looked around, but Artemis barely twitched her ears in the direction of the sound, apparently too comfortable in her current position to care too much about the likely minimal threat whoever was out there posed.

Roxy laid back down warily, still slightly worried about who could be out there, but confident that Artemis would keep her safe. She was expecting some sort of hunter, or perhaps some teenager on a hike, or god forbid, Kimberly again. What she didn’t expect was for one of her school friends to come stumbling through the trees, hand in hand with another boy, both so enamoured with each other that they didn’t even realise what they’d stumbled into.

“Ross?”

His head spun around at an impressive speed as he jumped about 3 feet into the air, tearing his hand from the other boy’s like he’d been burnt.

“Roxy?! Wh-what are you…” His words quickly faltered as he noticed the giant golden wolf she was lying against. Artemis herself just watched the interaction with mild curiosity.

Roxy made a show of stretching casually before pushing herself into an upright position. Her eyes flitted between the two boys and she vaguely recognised the other one from the school football team. A smirk spread across her face as she recognised the chance to get revenge for all the teasing she’d endured over the past few weeks.

“So, a secret paramour, eh? You guys out here to study anatomy?” She teased with a grin. Ross attempted to cover up his blush with a scowl, but the other boy was too terrified by Artemis’ presence to even process the jab. He shuffled back over to Ross and gripped his arm tightly, bringing the brown-haired boy’s attention back to the elephant in the room. Or, in this case, the massive wolf in the clearing.

“Roxy, why are you sitting next to a giant wolf?” Ross spoke very slowly, as though he was trying not to startle Artemis, who currently seemed like she couldn’t care less about proceedings.

“Oh! Yeah, uh.. This is Artemis!” The girl said, standing up and making a show of presenting the wolf, flaring her hands dramatically. “Don’t worry, she’s harmless! Well, at least to me. She attacked Kimberly once, though she didn’t really hurt her so much as threaten her. It really doesn't look like she’s bothered by your presence, so you should be fine.”

Right on cue, Artemis stood up and, after a big stretch, lazily walked over to the boys, sniffing them curiously. She didn’t tower over them quite as much as she did Roxy, but her sheer size was still very much apparent as football-boy quickly hid behind Ross, not eager to get anywhere near the beast. Apparently having had her fill of the new scents, Artemis plodded back to Roxy before flopping onto her back, revealing the shock of white fur on her stomach.

“Aww, does someone want scratches?” Roxy asked with a gleeful smile on her face. The wolf huffed in response and Roxy quickly obliged, kneeling down and smothering Artemis with affectionate coos and “who’s a good girl”s as she scratched her fluffy underside. It didn’t take long for her leg to start kicking out, once again bringing Roxy’s mind back to Sam, who had done the same thing on the night of their kiss. She smiled softly as a light blush covered her cheeks at the memory.

Ross coughed. “Uh.. Right… So, um… how exactly did this-” He gestured with his hands. “Happen?”

Roxy looked back at him, still scratching. “I saved her from a bear trap! I’m not sure who would have set one, considering bears aren’t even really an issue here.” She frowned. “But either way, after that I just kept running into her out here. She’s the reason Kimberly didn’t rough me up any more than she already had!”

“Uh huh… Right, well that’s good, I guess. When exactly was this?”

“It was…” Roxy thought about it for a second before freezing.

Two days before Sam first came up to me and hugged me for seemingly no reason… Ok, these coincidences seriously need to stop.

“It was a few days before Sam came around, I think.” She decided. Ross actually relaxed a little bit, although his ‘friend’ was still very clearly terrified.

“Hah, funny. You managed to make friends with two weirdly tall hyperactive blonde things in the span of a week,” he said, putting his hands on his hips. Artemis rolled out of the scratches and stood up, yawning slightly. She walked around the raven-haired girl in a tight circle, brushing against her before sitting down again, placing her head on top of Roxy’s. “Hah! She even acts like her!”

Okay, all of this was getting to be a bit much. Between all of the weird coincidences and the whole potential relationship thing with Sam, all Roxy really wanted to do right now was find a quiet, dark hole to contemplate in for a week. 

“Yes, yes, the humour of the situation isn’t lost on me.” She said, barely managing to keep the tension out of her voice. “ It looks like Arty wants to head out now, so we’ll leave you two to your hanky-panky or whatever it is you’re doing out here. Seeya.” 

She turned and walked off with Artemis before Ross could reply, savouring the sounds of embarrassed sputtering behind her. First step? Have a proper talk with Sam about their relationship. Easy, right?

—

As it turned out, not so easy, in fact. Obviously this was not a conversation one wanted to have over text, and as such, Roxy had to wait until she could see Sam in person again. The only problem with that being, she had pretty much all but disappeared.

A quick investigation (in reality a quick text to Ava) concluded that Sam had forgotten to hand in so much homework that she was stuck in lunchtime and after-school detention until she could get it all done. Roxy was stuck, with no way to see Sam in person until at least next weekend. Great. And to make matters worse, Roxy had just gotten assigned a group assignment with none other than the ever-persistent Blaine. Just her luck.

The general lack of Sam’s presence that week had meant that Blaine had stepped up his ‘friendliness’ to a whole new level, unsubtly flirting with Roxy every chance he got. While Sam’s usual brand of unsubtle flirting was mostly honest and innocent and left Roxy feeling full of adoration, Blaine’s had an almost slimy texture to it. The nicer, naive part of her wanted to give him the benefit of the doubt. She didn’t know him that well, maybe that was just how he interacted with people? If she was being honest with herself, there wasn’t a chance in hell of that, if the way that he very obviously eyed her up and down when he thought she wasn’t looking was any indicator. 

No, it was very clear what Blaine wanted from her, and so long as Sam was still locked away in detention, there was pretty much nothing she could do but try to ignore the gross feeling of being treated like a piece of meat and tell him off when he inevitably overstepped. She knew that if she told him up-front to back off, he would no doubt chuck a hissy fit and honestly, that was not a confrontation she wanted to deal with right now. Telling him she was already with Sam was out of the picture, too, at least until she could get confirmation on that front.

She could always tell him she was only really interested in girls, of course, but from what she could already gather of his personality, that probably only had about a 50/50 chance of actually working. Oh well, couldn’t hurt to try, could it?

It was late on a Thursday afternoon, a couple hours past the end of the school day. The old, busted-up AC of the school library was doing little to stave off the unseasonable April heat that had accumulated in the building. Roxy was sitting down at a table, focusing on her laptop and trying desperately to ignore the feeling of Blaine watching her from his spot across the table. She just wanted to get her part of this assignment done as quickly as possible so that she could go back to not having to actively spend time with the guy, and thankfully, she was just about finished.

“...And done!” She said cheerfully as she put the finishing touches on her part of the work. Now all that was left to do was pray that Blaine actually did his share. Hopefully, now that Roxy didn’t have to hang around, he wouldn’t be distracted by her and would actually get on with it.

“Awesome! Great job, little bird. Mind if I check over your work?” He was already standing before Roxy could even reply, too busy internally cringing at the lazy and not-at-all demeaning nickname he’d given her, despite her numerous protests. He walked over to her and put a very possessive hand on her shoulder as he looked through what she’d done. Alright, enough was enough. Time to put her foot down.

“Alright dude, you seriously gotta stop with the touching. A girl needs her personal space, y’know?” Roxy stood up as she spoke, carefully yet firmly grabbing his hand and removing it from her person. Blaine was silent for a moment as he processed her words, but the way his face flashed with furious anger for a split second before he could cover it up had sent a small spike of fear through her heart.

Blaine was quick to compose himself. “Of course! My apologies. I’m just a very physical person, you get me? Sometimes I simply forget other people's boundaries.” He shot her a charismatic smile in a clear attempt to break the tension in the air and the slight sickness in her stomach. It didn’t work.

“Riiight. Well, I’m just gonna put this out there in case it needs to be heard. I like girls. Not into guys. At all.”

Roxy eyed his face closely, but whatever reaction she’d been expecting, it certainly hadn’t been confusion. The boy looked at her, eyebrows furrowed in perplexed uncertainty, before looking away, bringing his hand to his chin in an almost laughably stereotypical ‘thinking’ pose. The raven-haired girl just sighed. She’d just spent most of her afternoon doing schoolwork, she really didn’t have the mental energy for this.

Blaine finally looked back to her, seeming like he was about to speak, but the sound of the door opening (seriously, you’d think a library of all places would invest in some squeak-free hinges) stopped him in his tracks.

Sam walked through the door holding a book, face blank, earphones in and not a care in the world. She managed to reach the book return slot before she realised that she wasn’t alone. She glanced at Roxy before locking eyes with Blaine, and her calm expression was quickly marred with a scowl. Roxy looked back to the boy next to her, and realised that he was glaring back at Sam defiantly. These two definitely had some sort of history.

The blonde walked up, maintaining intense eye contact with a very disgruntled Blaine the whole way. She slipped her arm over Roxy’s shoulders and the shorter girl unconsciously found herself leaning into the warm safety of Sam’s touch.

“This guy bothering you, Rox?” She asked, voice even and controlled.

Roxy eyed him for a long moment before replying. “No. I think he gets the hint.”

Sam shrugged. “Hmm. Well, either way, I need to have a chat with him, so would you mind waiting outside for a sec? I won’t be long.” She finally broke her intense eye contact with Blaine, turning to Roxy and giving her a warm smile.

“Alrighty. I needed to talk with you too, actually, so don’t take too long.” 

“You got it.” 

—

They both watched the door slowly squeak closed. The room was filled with a tense silence as the two werewolves stared each other down.

“I told you to stay away from her,” Sam said, very flatly.

“I had no choice, we had a group assignment together.” Blaine shot back, not bothering to hide the disdain in his voice.

“I don’t care. You’ve been bothering her outside of class as well. I told you to stay away from her.” Her stern tone reverberated off the walls of the otherwise empty library, demanding respect from the very books on the shelves.

He scoffed. “She’s not yours. I can pursue whoever the hell I want.”

“Keep telling yourself that and see what happens.”

Silence once again reigned supreme over the room. Blaine’s eyes flashed brighter green and Sam responded in kind, red seeping into her irises. 

Blaine clenched his fists. Sam held her breath. A single eye twitch was all the warning she had before a right hook moving at the speed of a professional fastball struck her across the jaw. She stumbled backwards, grunting in pain. If she hadn’t had her wolf out, that hit likely would have fractured her jawbone. A warm, viscous liquid dripped down her chin accompanied with a stinging pain and she belatedly realised that it still managed to split her lip.

Now was no time to be deliberating over injuries. She looked up just in time to see Blaine, growling loudly and coming in for another swing. Sam deftly dodged to the right, grabbing his arm as it flew past and using it to pull him into a brutal knee to the stomach, lifting him off the ground.

He fell to his knees with a wheeze, desperately trying to catch his breath. Sam allowed him no such luxury, planting her foot in his heaving chest, throwing him onto his back. The back of his head made contact with the library's carpeted floor with a dull thud and the blonde was on top of him in an instant. She straddled his chest, repaying his right hook with one of her own as her other hand curled around his neck.

A tooth flew out of his mouth as her fist connected, skipping off into the far corners of the otherwise silent library. She grabbed a fistful of his hair and roughly tugged his head up to face her.

“What part of STAY AWAY don’t you understand?!”

Sam could feel her canines sharpening and lengthening as she bared her teeth, itching to dig in for the kill. Spit was mixing with the blood dripping down her chin. A loud growl was emanating from her chest, but Blaine didn’t even flinch. It took a second for her to realise that he was unconscious and couldn’t even hear her.

Blaine’s head flopped limply down to the ground as she let go. She quickly stood up and brushed herself off. She experimentally prodded at her lip and winced at the sharp pain that sparked out from the wound. Welp, that sucked. She’d finally gotten all of her homework done and was hoping to hang out with Roxy tonight, but a busted lip was certainly gonna put a damper on things if all went well. 

Ah well, nothing a good hour with the wolf out won’t fix. Probably better to avoid having red eyes out in public, so I’ll just wait till we get back to mine. Hopefully Roxy won’t notice, and either way, she’s seen it before and hasn’t brought it up so I’m sure it’ll be fine! Right? 

The blonde wiped her face off on her sleeve, not caring that she was staining the white fabric crimson, and made her way to the door. She had a date, after all, and she wouldn’t miss it for the world.

—

Roxy stepped out the door and leaned against the adjacent wall, slotting her earphones in. She chucked on a random playlist and started scrolling mindlessly while she waited for Sam to finish up whatever business she had with Blaine. What the hell was going on between those two anyway? Between Sam’s straight up panic attack when he first showed up and Blaine completely avoiding Roxy any time Sam was around, it was obvious they had some kind of history. Maybe they knew each other or something? Whatever, just another small thing to add to the seemingly never-ending list of mysterious things about Sam.

Roxy continued her scrolling for about another minute before the door opened and Sam stepped out.

“Sam! Hey, can I- woah! What the heck happened?!”

Sam had a steadily darkening bruise adorning her left cheek and a cut on her lip that looked like it had only just stopped bleeding. Despite this, her expression portrayed nothing more than vaguely pissed off apathy.

“We had a talk. I don’t think he’ll bother you anymore,” Sam said matter-of-factly as she shrugged.

“Sam! You didn’t have to do that!” Roxy reprimanded sternly.

“Hey, he swung first, okay? Besides, he needs to get it through his head that you aren’t up for grabs.”

Roxy paused for a moment and her heart fluttered as she processed the blonde’s words. “N-not up for grabs…? Wait, you mean…?”

Sam sighed. “Yeeah… I probably should have been a bit more clear about this, b-but… I was kinda waiting for you to reciprocate on your own.” She took a deep breath in before taking one of Roxy’s hands. “So, in the spirit of complete transparency, because I know I'm kinda bad at it… Do you wanna go out with me?”

Roxy released a breath she hadn’t realised she’d been holding and surprised herself by laughing, causing Sam to cock her head to the side, a slightly confused expression on her face.

“Oh my god, I’m so dumb,” the raven-haired girl laughed. “I was totally overthinking this.”

“S-so… Is that a-”

“Yes! …yes, I’d love to go out with you, Sam.”

A wide smile broke out across the wild girl’s face, though it quickly turned into a wince as it stretched her split lip. She shut her eyes and let out a sigh as her thumb brushed softly along the back of Roxy’s hand.

“Man, that’s a relief. I would kiss you, but, uh… you know.” Sam looked away sheepishly. Roxy giggled.

“Hah, yeah. That’s okay, I’m sure we’ll have plenty of time.” The shorter girl smiled up at her new girlfriend. Sam’s blue eyes met her own and the blonde blushed.

“Heh, s-speaking of time, Carol and Tom are going out tonight, so Ava and I were gonna order pizza. D-did you wanna come over?”

Roxy didn’t even hesitate. “Sure! My dad doesn’t mind if I’m out late, so long as I let him know where I am, and my mom only really cares if she thinks it’s gonna affect her ‘reputation’ or whatever, so it should be fine.”

“Awesome! So, should we get going?” Sam asked excitedly, bouncing on the balls of her feet as she pumped her free hand. A groan of pain emanating from the library answered her question.

“Yep! We should definitely go!”

—

The girls once again found themselves in Sam’s basement. Just as before, Sam couldn’t decide what to watch, so Roxy took the opportunity to show her girlfriend (OH MY GOD SAM’S MY GIRLFRIEND NOW!!) one of her favourite shows. Just as Roxy had expected, Sam was quickly drawn in by the bright colours and quirky anthropomorphic frog people on the screen. The raven-haired girl smiled to herself, before resting her head on her partner’s shoulder, settling in for a comfortable night of bingeing. 

She’d borrowed one of Sam’s shirts, as well as a pair of her sleep shorts. While the shirt would ordinarily be slightly form-fitting on Sam, it was far too big on Roxy’s much smaller frame, although the raven-haired girl didn’t mind. If anything, the size made it even comfier, as if the familiar scent of Sam wasn’t enough for that. The shorts had fit surprisingly well, only needing a slight bit of adjustment with the draw-strings. 

Sam herself was wearing a slightly cropped tank top and her own pair of comfy sleep shorts. Roxy had to stop herself multiple times from openly drooling at Sam’s toned arms and shoulders, as well as the sliver of exposed midriff showing off an impressive set of abdominal muscles. It was probably revenge for the time they went to the mall, she supposed.

Forty five minutes and two episodes into the binge, Roxy shifted slightly, stealing a glance up at Sam. Peering up at the girl currently serving as her pillow, she noticed something odd.

“Hey Sam?” She asked.

“Hmm?” The blonde reluctantly tore her eyes from the screen to look at her girlfriend.

“Your eyes are red again.”

Sam froze. She took a good few seconds to reply.

“Oh, uhh, yeah. Th-that just sorta happens sometimes. Don’t really know why.” She laughed nervously, eyes darting around the room. “I-it should go away soon enough.”

Roxy raised an eyebrow and scooted over to lean against the arm of the chair, swinging her legs onto Sam’s lap as she did so.

“I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again. You are a terrible liar.” Sam visibly paled and the shorter girl quickly smiled placatingly before the blonde could start freaking out. “It’s fine, you don’t have to tell me about it if you don’t want to. It’s none of my business anyways.”

Sam paused for a second before meeting Roxy’s gaze and giving her a small smile. She thoughtlessly placed her hand on the olive skin of Roxy’s lower thigh who then had to try very hard not to blush at the feeling of Sam’s surprisingly warm hand on her bare skin. She failed.

“Thanks, Rox. I’ll tell you eventually. I’m just… I’m just not there yet,” Sam admitted.

“Hey, it’s okay. I did actually have another question for you though. What’s up with you and Blaine? There’s clearly some sorta history there.”

Sam shifted around a little bit, staring at the ground. “I… I wouldn’t really call it history so much as just… a conflict of interest, I guess?”

Roxy frowned. “You had a panic attack when he first showed up though, like you already didn’t like him and were surprised he was there. I won’t press you if you don’t wanna tell me-”

“No, it’s fine. It’s just… complicated. I didn’t know him, but I could tell who he was, I guess. That’s the best I can really explain it.” She made eye contact once again, her oddly familiar red irises piercing into Roxy’s soul and making her subconsciously shiver. “Let me know if he comes near you again. He only wants one thing from you and despite the warning I gave him today, I doubt the creep will give up that easily.”

Roxy rolled her eyes fondly. “I’m sure I’ll be fine so long as I have my big, strong girlfriend there with me.” 

Sam blushed and looked away sheepishly. “Heh. Girlfriend. I’m still getting used to that.”

Roxy sat up, bringing her face closer to the blonde’s. She raised her hand up and gently placed it on Sam’s cheek, guiding her gaze back, smiling as she leaned into the touch.

“Me too.” Roxy’s eyes flicked down and she brushed her thumb along the other girl’s bottom lip. “Huh, your lip’s already healed.” Sam shuddered.

She looked back up. Sam’s face was extraordinarily red, and she was very pointedly not meeting Roxy’s eyes. Instead, her eyes were trained just a little further down. Roxy was suddenly very aware of the hand that still remained on her thigh.

“Huh, funny that.”

Roxy moved in and Sam met her in the middle, bringing their lips together into a gentle yet eager kiss. Roxy brought her other hand up to cup Sam’s face and the blonde girl sighed against her lips. The hand on her thigh inched ever-so-slightly upwards, but it was enough to cause Roxy’s breath to hitch.

Sam pulled back. “Sorry, was that okay?”

Roxy just smiled back at her softly, sliding her left hand around the back of Sam’s neck while using the right to gently pluck the other girl’s hand off her thigh to place it on her waist.

“It was good, I just don’t think I’m quite ready to go that far just yet.”

Sam blanched, quickly looking between Roxy’s thigh and her face. “Oh my god I didn’t even realise I’m so sorry I-” 

A finger against her lips silenced her stammering apologies. “It’s okay, hun. Did you wanna keep going?” 

The taller girl just nodded eagerly. Roxy leaned back down against the couch, pulling Sam into another kiss, this one deeper than the last. They shifted around, lips remaining locked together as Sam found her place straddling Roxy’s hips.

Roxy’s hands brushed through thick white-blonde hair as their lips moved against each other. An odd sort of spark lit in the shorter girl’s abdomen, and she pushed up a little, kissing Sam more aggressively. Sam let out a little whimper and the spark became a flame.

After an intense minute, Roxy pulled back for air, taking in the flustered girl above her. The blonde’s cheeks were an adorable shade of pink that complimented her still-red irises perfectly and she was panting slightly.

“Keep going?” Sam sighed.

“Hell yes.” Roxy agreed, grabbing the collar of the other girl’s tank top and forcefully pulling her down. Sam let out a squeak as their faces clashed together, and the raven-haired girl kissed her feverishly. The feeling of turning the usually strong girl into putty was intoxicating and Roxy curiously slipped her tongue in to explore Sam’s mouth.

The taller girl let out a quiet moan and shifted against her hips slightly. Roxy tentatively probed her tongue along Sam’s teeth. The girl’s sharp canines made her heart flutter even more than it already was.

They melted into each other, hands eagerly exploring and lips moving against one another, sighing and sinking into their combined warmth. They were so engrossed with each other that neither girl heard the door open. A loud clearing of the throat startled them enough to break apart, but just barely. They whipped their heads around to find Ava, one hand on her hip, the other holding a phone, very obviously recording the scene in front of her.

“Now, I’m sure there’s a very straight explanation for this.”

While Roxy’s instinct was to try to scramble off the couch and grab the phone, the weight of the girl on top of her was making that impossible. Sam, for her part, seemed effectively frozen, face tomato red, staring at Ava like a deer caught in headlights. Her eyes must have returned to their usual hue at some point during the frantic makeout, as they were now an icy blue.

“...Uuhm.”

Ava laughed and put her phone away. “I’m kidding. Honestly it took you guys long enough. I’m just glad we don’t have to suffer through your endless pining anymore.” The two entangled girls just stared back at her and Ava sighed. “Anyway, I’m ordering the pizza now, any requests?”

Roxy and Sam shared a look before returning their gazes to the brunette.

“P-p-pepperoni…?” was all Sam could manage to get out.

“Y-yeah, th-that.” Roxy’s voice was barely more than a husky whisper.

Ava laughed. “Alrighty then, I’ll leave you to it. Have fun~” She sang as she hopped back up the stairs. The door shut with a bang, leaving the two lesbians in silence. Sam eventually snapped out of her frozen stupor and sighed, settling herself down and burying her face in Roxy’s chest.

“That was so embarrassing!” She suddenly cried out, startling Roxy, who then placed a placating hand on the back of Sam’s head.

“She was gonna find out sooner or later. Although we should probably tell the others before she can do anything with that video.”


Sam poked her head up. “What video?”

“Dude. She had her phone out. She was recording us.”

Sam’s face quickly returned to its previous shade of red. She quickly pushed herself off the couch and sprinted up the stairs with the speed and urgency only a disgruntled sister could have.

“AVAAAAA!!!”

Roxy just sighed and rested her head against the armrest. Her phone vibrated and she pulled it out, revealing one new message on her friend’s group chat.

St Matties gay club
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“Aw nuts.”

            

    
        6: Girls' Day Out

    
    
    
    
                “Dude, you’re doing it again. What’s up?” Roxy asked as she grabbed her girlfriend’s hand. The pair were walking down the busy main street of Dewsbury after school on a Friday afternoon and Sam was acting strange- more so than usual. She was constantly looking around, watching her back, eyeing every passing stranger suspiciously. While it could definitely be said that the wild girl was far from ordinary, this new behaviour was starting to creep Roxy out a little bit. It brought to mind the uncomfortable feeling she’d been noticing periodically over the past few weeks; like she was being watched.

Sam sighed before looking her in the eye. “Alright, I’ll tell you, but try not to freak out.”

Roxy raised an eyebrow. “Okay?”

Sam swallowed, looking around once more before dragging her into the mouth of an alleyway, away from the steady flow of people.

“I think you’re being followed.”

Roxy’s blood turned to ice in her veins and a lump formed in her throat. “Wh-what?! How do you know?”

Sam paused, seemingly lost in thought for a moment. “Call it a hunch. As far as I know, it’s been going on since the day we got together, at the very least. Have you noticed anything weird lately that might indicate someone’s following you?”

“Hmm…” The shorter girl took a second to think about it before replying. “While I haven’t really noticed anything solid, I have been getting the weird feeling that I’m being watched whenever I’m alone. Not sure you could consider that substantial evidence though,” she said, making air quotes. “Seriously though, I feel like something like this constitutes more than just a hunch. If it’s got something to do with that red eye thing, I understand if you’re hesitant to share, but if you think someone is actually following me, don’t I deserve to know? You can trust me, Sam.” Roxy squeezed her hand reassuringly.

The girl in question averted her gaze, blue eyes boring into the ground before flitting about nervously. Sam took a deep breath and steeled herself before speaking. “Let’s just say I’ve got a very good sense of smell. For the past week and a half or so, whenever I’m around you, I’ve been picking up this weird scent, definitely from a person because there’s a clear hint of B.O. I didn’t think anything of it at first, but it’s there like, every time we’re together.”

Roxy stared at her incredulously. “How do you know it's not just me that you’re smelling?!”

“Because you smell nice! You smell like lilacs and strawberries and sweet stuff!” Sam paused for a second, blushing as she realised what she’d just said before pushing on. “Whoever this is smells completely different. And I know it’s not just a passing person because I keep smelling them. I can smell them right now!”

“Okay, okay, I believe you. I’m being followed. Now what?” Roxy asked. She was doing her best to keep up a mask of confidence, but in truth a deep feeling of dread had settled in her gut as the realisation set in. Someone was following her, stalking her; someone who might want to hurt her or her loved ones. The thought made her nauseous.

Sam hesitated for a moment, completely oblivious to the inner turmoil her girlfriend was currently experiencing. “Well, can you think of any reason why someone would want to follow you? How long has this feeling been going on?”

The raven-haired girl thought for a minute. She could vividly remember the feeling of being watched on the night Sam had first kissed her- that was the first time it had shown up. Was there anything that she’d done before that that could’ve…?

Oh.

Oh.

The website. 

Everything clicked in that moment: The couple in the photo, murdered in Dewsbury in 2007. The reason it had freaked Roxy out so much wasn’t just the fact that it happened in the same town she’d lived in for almost her entire life, it was in the thick blonde hair of the woman and the striking blue eyes of the man. It was the fact that they looked uncannily, terrifyingly familiar.

They were Sam’s parents.

“Roxy? You okay?”

She was shaken out of her daze by the feeling of warm hands cradling her face. Sam was looking at her with a worried expression. Roxy shook it off and did her best to smile, despite the harrowing realisation.

“I’m okay. L-let’s just go home. I’ll tell my parents about the stalker and we’ll call the police or something.” She leaned up on the tips of her toes and gave Sam a quick kiss. “Everything’ll be okay, Sammie. No need to worry.”

—

Roxy felt pretty bad about lying to her girlfriend. Still, it was far better than the alternative. If her hunch was right and those creepy cult people were the ones following her, there was no way she was letting Sam get involved. Those people killed her parents! It didn’t matter how strong she was, Roxy would not put her in harm’s way like that.

The police, while still a potential option, probably wouldn’t solve anything. Even if her parents believed her enough to make the call, only a small percentage of stalking claims ever actually lead to an arrest and it wasn’t like she had a lot to go on in terms of evidence. That being said, in the unlikely event everything did work out, Roxy would still have that same question burning at the back of her mind: What would a hyper-religious genocidal cult even want with her? 

There was only one way to find out, but she’d need some backup.

—

“FUCK!” Leif yelled as ‘YOU DIED’ appeared in the centre of

 the screen. This boss was really kicking her ass.

“That wasn’t very lady-like,” her older brother snarked as he walked into the room.

“Fuck off, Todd. I’ll show you lady-like in a minute,” The green-haired girl grumbled. The ends of her hair brushed the base of her neck as she moved and the tickling sensation only succeeded in irritating her further. She really couldn’t wait for it to grow longer.

Todd shrugged his shoulders innocently, a shit-eating grin clear on his face. “I dunno, I just thought that since you wanna be a girl so bad, you’d actually try and act like one.”

Leif put down her controller and stretched over the back of the couch to glare at her brother, who was now leaning against the kitchen counter, shovelling chips into his mouth without a care in the world. 

“Okay, first off: Fuck you. I don’t wanna be a girl, I am one. And secondly: That’s super misogynistic. Women can act however they damn well please.” 

Todd just shrugged once again, clearly satisfied with the reaction he managed to get. Leif turned back around with a huff.

“Whatever. It’s a Saturday, aren’t you supposed to be annoying someone else right about now?”

“Hey, great idea! Catch you later!” With that, he was out the door and down the road.

The girl sighed and turned her attention back onto her game. If she could just get through the first phase with more than half her estus, beating the Nameless King would be a piece of-

All of a sudden, her phone started ringing, breaking her concentration and causing her to once again fall victim to an attack she could have easily dodged had she just been paying attention. Leif sighed again, placing her controller on the couch resignedly before pulling out her phone. It was Roxy.

“Yo, Rox. What’s up?”

“Hey, I need your help with something. Are you free?”

“Yeah, what do you need?”

“It’s probably not a good idea to talk about it over the phone. Can I come over?”

“Sure. Uh, is everything okay?”

Leif was met with silence and belatedly realised Roxy had already hung up.

“Well, that was weird,” The green-haired girl muttered to herself.

A sharp knock on the door startled her and she immediately got up to check it. She was surprised to find Roxy, already there, standing stiffly on her front porch, struggling to keep a straight face. All Leif could do was stand there as Roxy snorted and started laughing. After a second she calmed down and wiped a stray tear from her eye.

“Sorry, sorry, I couldn’t help myself!” She sighed giddily. “I’ve always wanted to do that. Can I come in?”

Leif just stared at the slightly shorter girl for a moment before her thoughts caught up to her and she stepped aside, allowing Roxy into the house.

“So, did you just come here to hang out and mess with me, or did you actually need my help with something?”

Leif closed the door, folding her arms as she leaned against it. Roxy flopped onto the couch before leaning forward, elbows resting on her knees and hands steepled in a tense position. After a moment of stillness, she spoke.

“How do you feel about helping me threaten a potential cultist?”

Silence filled the room. It took a good twenty seconds for Leif to process what she’d just heard and when she did, she could barely keep herself from bursting out laughing.

“Right, so you’re messing with me. Got it.”

Roxy grimaced. “Yeah, yep, that’s on me,” she took a deep breath in. “Nope, dead serious. I’m like ninety-five percent sure someone’s following me and I have good reason to believe they might belong to a group of hyper-religious genocidal cultists.”

Leif froze, gazing intently at Roxy’s expression, trying desperately to gauge whether this was just a continuation of the joke. Finding no evidence of humour on the brown-eyed girl’s face, Leif felt a lump form in her throat.

“Oh. Okay. You’re being serious. Wow.” She carefully made her way over to the couch and sat down next to Roxy. “Alright, I have some questions.”

“Naturally.”

“Okay, first off.” Leif looked her friend in the eye before quickly grasping her arms. “Holy fuck, girl, are you okay?!”

The girl in question jumped at the sudden increase in volume. “Yeah, I’m okay! I haven’t been attacked or anything. The only reason I even know is because Sam is weirdly observant and keeps noticing this person showing up near us whenever we’re in public together.”

Leif breathed a sigh of relief. “Well, I’m glad you’re alright then. That brings us to question two. Why don’t you just ask Sam for help? That girl is built like a brick shithouse! If anyone was gonna intimidate some weirdo stalker, it’d be her. Plus, there’s like, no way she’d say no if you asked her, she’s head over heels for you!”

Roxy winced. “Yeah, that’s where things get a little complicated. For reasons I can’t say, there’s a decent chance that Sam falls into the target group of those cultist wackos. I don’t and, as far as I know, neither do you. That’s why I need your help. I need to figure out why these guys are following me. It doesn’t make any sense, I’m just a random, no-name teenager!”

“And Sam isn’t? How can you be sure it’s a cult that’s following you, anyway?”

“She’s… Look, it’s a long story and, honestly, it’s really not my place to share it. As for the cult thing, I stumbled onto this freaky ass website a couple weeks ago. It was talking all about the wrath of god and how they were gonna purge the sinners or some shit. Obviously, I thought it was all nonsense until I found a section of the site that was just like, full of dead bodies. Like, actual dead people that these cultists have killed. Some of them were right here in Dewsbury! I first started feeling like I was being watched the day afterwards, so I don’t think it’s too far-fetched to assume they traced my computer or something.”

Leif leaned back and let the words sink in as she sunk into the couch cushions. “Wow. That’s… A lot.”

“Yep,” Roxy sighed. “I’d get it if you didn’t want to help me after hearing all that. I wouldn’t want to put you in any danger eith-”

“Are you kidding me? Roxy, if you’re actually getting followed by a fucking murder cult, there’s no way in hell I’m letting you go confront them on your own! I’ve got your back, sister. Plus, you said that we’re not even in their target demographic or whatever anyway, so I’m sure it’ll be fine!”

Roxy sat there in shock for a few seconds before leaning over and wrapping Leif in a hug. “Thanks, dude. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

“Hey, don’t worry about it. You’re like my oldest friend, I’m not gonna leave you hanging.” Leif pulled out of the hug and shot Roxy a grin. “So, what’s the plan?”

—

The plan was simple: Wait in an alleyway until whoever was following her showed up and then, using the ever-effective threat of violence, get them to admit why they were following her. As for how they’d actually know that whoever showed up was the culprit? Also simple. The alleyway they’d chosen for the ambush was a dead end, only leading to a couple of dumpsters and the back door of a small business that was closed on weekends anyway. There was absolutely no reason for anyone to go into the alleyway, unless of course, they were following someone who just so happened to also go down that same alleyway.

So there Roxy stood, leaning against a wall, dressed in ripped jeans, combat boots, a black tank top and a leather jacket in her best effort to make her small and mildly unfit frame seem intimidating. A tire iron Leif had ‘borrowed’ from her dad rested against the dumpster next to her, also part of her threatening routine. Leif herself was crouched behind the opposite dumpster so that she was visible to Roxy, but would be hidden to anyone who walked around the corner into the alley. She had a baseball bat leaning against the wall next to her and a taser somewhere on her person in case things went really wrong. Hopefully it wouldn’t come to that. 

Thunder rumbled through angry grey clouds far above, startling Roxy out of her mildly anxious ruminating. Part of her was aware that what she was doing was technically a crime, but it was either this or go to the police and potentially get kidnapped or killed while they bummed around with an investigation. Plus, the weapons were only really there if she needed to defend herself, which, as far as she knew, was perfectly legal.

Probably.

The alleyway was eerily quiet. The streets were mostly empty on account of the very real threat of rain and what little foot traffic remained was barely audible around the corner of the alley, creating a thick, isolated atmosphere.

Suddenly, a footstep. Little more than the scuff of a shoe against the ground, really, but its clear proximity as the sound seemed to echo off the concrete walls surrounding them was enough to put the girls on guard. A man walked around the corner, hands buried in the pockets of his jacket. He seemed to be in his mid-thirties to early-forties, with a clean shaven face and short greying-brown hair. His eyes had a sharp quality to them, something that Roxy was quickly made familiar with as his gaze locked onto her.

He stood still, irises never wavering from their piercing grey stare. Roxy felt like she was slowly being picked apart. She noticed her mouth had gone dry, but she did her best to ignore it and speak. 

“Are you the one who’s been following me?” Her voice came out a lot shakier than she’d intended, but the man didn’t seem to notice. That or he didn’t care. To her surprise, he chuckled.

“Well, Roxanne, aren’t you an observant one?” His voice was calm, as though the encounter held no more weight than catching up with an old friend. “Your friend can come out, by the way. I saw you come in together.”

Leif stood up slowly, gripping her bat tight. She glanced over at Roxy, apprehension clear in her eyes, before looking back to the man.

“How do you know my name?” The raven-haired girl asked. The stalker grinned, his thin lips stretching creepily across his face in a way that made her stomach lurch.

“Your full name is Roxanne Maria Kindley. You’re sixteen years old. You were born out of wedlock to Martha Kindley, American citizen, and Damien Thura, second-generation Burmese-American, at St Mary’s Hospital in Seattle, Washington. Your family moved to Dewsbury, Washington after your parent’s marriage when you were five, but your mother kept her maiden name. You currently attend St Matthew’s High School where you are in your junior year. You have a part-time job working the till at a local 7-11, which, as evident by your frequent social media posts referencing it, you aren’t very fond of. We don’t just know your name. We know everything about you, Roxanne.”

Roxy could feel her legs shaking. Every word out of the man’s mouth was like an iron vice tightening its grip on her heart. She knew the man would’ve obviously known at least a little bit about her if he had been following her, but there was no way he could find out all that from just a little spying. Her hand found its way to the cold, comforting metal of the tire iron and gripped it so hard she could feel her knuckles creaking.

“Wh-what do you want from me?”

The terrifying smile returned. “You showed interest in our cause. The Sons are always looking for new members, and you somehow knew enough about the Beast-Walkers to find your way onto our website! Tell me, child. Have you perhaps encountered one who walks in the dark?”

Roxy took an involuntary step back and held her tire iron at the ready. Out of the corner of her eye she could see Leif struggling to make sense out of what she was hearing. Part of her could sympathise.

“Showed interest in your cause?! Your cause makes me sick!!” The shaking girl all but shouted. “You’re nothing but a bunch of murderers!”

“Hmm.” The man’s smile quickly disappeared into a slight frown, almost disappointed in nature. “That’s a shame. No matter, those feelings will be corrected in time. With a little discipline of course.”

She paled. “Wh-what?” That damn smile was back.

“You know too much to be allowed to leave, Roxanne. You will be coming with me for initiation, willingly or not, though your condition upon arrival is up to you.”

The stranger made no move, simply staring in silence. Roxy could barely breathe, as if in deciding between fight or flight, her body had gotten stuck, choosing to freeze instead. 

This was it. The moment she’d been fearing from the second she found out someone was following her. There was no backing out. It was fight or die.

“Wh-what about m-me? I heard all of that, you c-creepy fuck!” Leif’s shaky voice ripped Roxy out of her thoughts. It was clear she was trying to act tough, but Roxy could see her hands quivering as she held her baseball bat out like a sword. The man jerked his gaze towards the other girl as if just realising that she was present, despite calling her out earlier. He looked her up and down appraisingly and his expression stretched into a scowl.

“The Sons don’t fraternise with your kind, degenerate.” His tone was biting, causing Leif to flinch. “But you’re right, you did hear all of that. I suppose I’ll have to dispose of you.”

The ice freezing her blood suddenly burned hotter than flame. Her teeth clenched so hard she swore she could hear them groaning under the strain and before she knew it she was running at the man, priming her tire iron for a hit that would send him straight to the dentist.

He ducked her swing as she flew past him and Roxy quickly turned for a follow up, realising with a surge of appreciation that Leif had followed her lead and was running up for a swing of her own. The cultist used his forearms to redirect the momentum of her bat as he stuck a leg out and brought her sprawling to the ground. Roxy wasted no time in retaliating as she pulled her arm back for what would hopefully be a vicious hit to the back of his stupid head. 

Without even glancing over his shoulder, he swung his fist backwards, striking Roxy across the face, sending her stumbling into the wall, blinking away stars. He turned around slowly, without a care in the world. Leif was back on her feet and charging at him again with some sort of war cry. She feinted an overhead swing, but when her opponent ducked, Leif thrusted the butt of the bat into his gut. He stumbled backwards, doubling over and grunting in pain. Roxy pulled herself together and the girls wasted no time in resuming their assault. This was life or death, after all.

Roxy swung her tire iron down, aiming once again to smash the back of his head, but the constant spinning of her own head threw off her aim and her improvised weapon made contact with his shoulder instead. Her target let out a grunt of pain and sunk even lower. By now, Roxy was learning to just roll with the punches and she took the opportunity to drive her knee into his temple.

The cultist threw himself backwards, rolling across the ground and quickly rising to his feet in something resembling a boxer’s stance. He stepped forward, deftly dodging a swing from Leif’s bat and delivering a solid jab to her unguarded face. The crunch of cartilage was unmistakable and the assaulted girl cried out in pain, stumbling backwards and dropping her bat as blood leaked between the fingers she’d pressed to her nose. 

Roxy tried to swipe at his stomach with the tire iron while he was distracted, but instead found herself getting pulled along by her arm. The world fell out from under her as she was flipped over his hip and the back of her head was introduced to the ground with a sickening crack. She was given no time to recover as when she managed to roll onto her side, a kick slammed into her ribs, worsening the dark spots already tainting her vision.

A hand tightened around her throat and she was lifted off the ground and forced against the wall. She could feel cold concrete against her back as she hung there, desperately trying to suck in what little air she could, legs kicking out uselessly below her. She dimly registered the man scowling up at her and some part of her brain marvelled at the fact that he was able to lift her with just one hand. She quickly realised why as a fist rocketed against her skull once, twice, three times and she found herself struggling to stay conscious. Blackness swarmed around her and her lungs were burning, crying out for oxygen. Her legs swung wildly, desperately trying to push back her attacker. He didn’t even seem to notice.

Everything was going dark…

A loud metallic CLUNK rang out and Roxy was suddenly sucking in lungfuls of air as her ass hit the floor. She’d never been so grateful to have a sore tailbone in her life. A sharp crackling sound filled the air, followed by the tell-tale thud of a body falling to the ground. 

Blurry shapes and colours sharpened as the world came back into focus. Well, half of it did. The right side of her vision stubbornly refused to make any sense of the vague blobs she knew to be her friend and their assaulter. What she could see sent relief flooding through her nervous system. The cultist was lying on the ground, twitching and spasming every few seconds. Leif stood over him, breathing heavily. The bottom half of her face was slick with blood and looking at her nose for too long made Roxy feel slightly ill. She held the tire iron in one hand and in the other she gripped her handheld taser. In the grey light she looked every part the gritty, urban street fighter that she no doubt currently felt like. Leif slowly put the taser away and dropped the tire iron before bringing her hands to her face. There was an unsettling crack and a slight yelp as she set her nose back into place.

It took a few seconds to sink in as Leif made her way over to help Roxy up. They’d won. They were gonna be okay, at least for now. They were safe.

Holy fuck.

Once Roxy staggered to her feet, wobbling slightly, Leif placed her hands firmly on her shoulders.

“Roxy. Roxstar, can you hear me?” 

She managed a nod, though the motion sent a shooting pain through her head, accompanied by a wave of nausea.

“How many fingers am I holding up?”

“Three,” Roxy wheezed.

“Good. Do you think you can walk? We need to get out of here.”

“Y-yeah.”

“Alright, there’s my girl. Time to bounce.”

Leif gathered their discarded weapons and they made their way out of the alley just as the first drops of rain started to fall.

—

Roxy winced as the ice-pack made contact with her throbbing face. 

“Yeah yeah, I know it hurts, but you’re gonna make sure you keep that there if you wanna be seeing out of that eye tomorrow morning.” Leif’s voice came out slightly nasally, probably due to the fact that her broken nose had swollen to about twice its original size and was likely still clogged with blood, despite her attempts to clean herself up. 

After a cursory glance in a mirror, Roxy had found that she was nursing what was turning out to be quite a serious black eye on her right side, accompanied by a slight bruise on her left cheekbone as well as a dark, unmistakable hand-shaped mark around her throat. Lord knew how she was going to explain this to Sam. Or her parents for that matter.

Seemingly satisfied that Roxy wasn’t just going to drop the ice-pack the second she let go, Leif backed up and joined her friend on the couch. They were back in the green-haired girl’s house, attempting to recuperate as a light rain fell outside. Thankfully they had the house to themselves, since her brother was still out doing whatever it was he was doing and her parents were off celebrating their anniversary somewhere, as Leif had informed her.

“Alright, dude. You’ve got some explaining to do,” The taller girl began.

Roxy groaned. She should’ve expected this after all that the cultist said. She’d been intentionally vague while discussing the plan for a reason, but evidently, he shared none of her hang-ups. “Yep… Alright, lay it on me.”

“First off… Dude, we’ve been friends since like, age six. How the fuck didn’t I know you were half Burmese?!”

The sheer mundanity of the question after everything they’d witnessed that day threw Roxy for a loop. She stared back at her friend incredulously. Leif wore a teasing smirk, though she still looked slightly confused.

“Huh… I guess… I guess it just never came up? Between my relatively light skin tone and the fact that I have my mom’s last name, I can see how it isn’t exactly obvious. I guess I just thought people knew,” she laughed nervously, eyes flitting down to the floor. Leif just waved her off.

“It’s chill dude, it’s not a big deal. I was just tryna lighten the mood a bit.” She paused. “Although… I do still have questions.”

Roxy steeled herself. “Alright, I’ll try to be as honest as I can. I owe you that much.”

“I’ll say so. I did just save your life, after all,” the taller girl said jokingly, dropping her gaze into her lap. “Seriously though, what the hell was that guy talking about? Beast-Walkers? What the fuck does that even mean? I thought he was just crazy but.. That dude was so sure of his belief that he was ready to kill us for it! And you’re saying there’s an entire cult of nutters like him, killing people, all around the world? There’s no way that many people buy into superstitious nonsense like that unless… Unless it’s actually real.” Her voice lowered steadily until it was barely more than a whisper. She looked up and met Roxy’s eyes once more, her expression filled with uncharacteristic desperation. “Roxy, please. I need you to explain this to me. I need this to make sense. We didn’t just almost die for nothing, right?”

Roxy shuffled over and placed what she hoped was a calming hand on her friend’s shoulder before taking a deep breath and diving into her explanation. “Alright… This is gonna sound pretty weird, but keep an open mind.” Leif nodded her assent. “As far as I’ve figured out, there’s this… race or species or whatever of people with weird, supernatural qualities, all around the world. I’m talking about unnatural eye colour, heightened senses, super strength… maybe shapeshifting but I’m still unsure about that one. Apparently they’ve been around since like, the middle ages or something.

“This cult, the Sons of the Black Sun, they’re like this religious sect or whatever that’s apparently made it their mission to hunt down these people and kill them, claiming that they ‘came from the depths of hell’ or something. The thing is, they’re just regular people. Sure, they might be able to change their eye colour at will or throw someone over their shoulder like nothing more than a sack of potatoes, but when it comes down to it, they’re still just people. They think and they feel, they have insecurities, likes and dislikes. They’re just… a little different than us. And those lunatics are slaughtering them… like animals.”

It was now Roxy’s turn to stare into her lap. Her head was filled with thoughts of Sam. Kind, sweet, protective Sam. The thought of anything happening to her was too much to bear and her eyes quickly began to sting. 

“Roxy…” Leif’s tone was soft, but it was enough to startle the dark-haired girl out of her thoughts just as the first tear rolled down her cheek, mirroring the rain tip-tapping against the window.

“I- ugh, I’m sorry, not sure where that came from,” she chuckled wetly, wiping her eyes.

“You’re talking about Sam, aren’t you?”

Roxy’s gaze shot up. “H-how? I-I mean what? No?”

Leif leaned back with an unimpressed look on her face. “The girl doesn’t exactly try very hard to hide it. She’s in my P.E. class and she practically dominates every sport we play. You said that she was part of that cult’s target group, and after that whole supernatural spiel it wasn’t very hard to put two and two together, y’know? So what is she, a werewolf or something?”

Thunder crashed outside.

“A-a werewolf?”

Leif shrugged. “Yeah. Y’know, really strong, kinda wild. You mentioned shapeshifting earlier? Kinda fits the bill, doesn’t it?”

Roxy sat in stunned silence. Everything clicked into place. Sam was a werewolf! It made so much sense! Her mind flew back to Sam’s basement a few days ago. The girls had been hanging out after school watching a movie. Sam had her legs resting over Roxy’s lap and the raven-haired girl had ended up noticing a strange scar on her partner's calf. Lines like puncture wounds from sharp teeth surrounded her leg on both sides. Roxy remembered thinking that it almost looked like she’d stepped into a bear trap. Evidently, she had, and Roxy was the one to help her out of it, the first time they met.

“Rox… you good? You’ve gone quiet,” Leif asked carefully. Roxy’s head snapped up to meet her worried gaze.

“Oh! Uh… yeah. Just… Just having a bit of an epiphany here.” Leif chuckled a little bit at that.

“Yeah, well, it’s certainly been a pretty eye opening day for me as well. I mean, a secret race of werewolves and an evil cult trying to hunt them down? That’s something straight out of a comic book!”

Roxy turned to her friend and gripped her hands tightly, expression dark and serious. “Leif. You can’t tell anyone about this. Not Ross, not your parents, no one. You heard how much the cult learnt about me in just a few weeks, they probably have eyes everywhere. If word reaches them that Sam’s a werewolf, they will come after her. That can’t happen, got it?”

The taller girl shot her a reassuring grin. “Don’t worry Rox, I’d never betray your trust like that. Besides, if I did, who would send me the answers to all our homework?”

Roxy snorted. “Jerk.”

—

Roxy’s knuckles rapped on the door of the Walker’s house, barely audible over the sound of the pouring rain lashing the ground just past the patio she was standing on. Thank god Leif had let her borrow an umbrella, because wow, that rain was harsh.

The girl sighed. This wasn’t a conversation she was particularly looking forward to, but it was probably better to get ahead of it in a situation she could control. Better to lie to your girlfriend and own up to it rather than wait for her to find out on her own, which she definitely would, considering Roxy’s face resembled that of a certain Fire Nation prince with the way her eye was almost swollen shut.

She was really hoping Sam would be the one to answer the door like the excitable guard dog she apparently was, partially because she didn’t want to explain the nature of her injuries to Mrs. Walker and partially because she just really wanted to see Sam after everything that’d happened. She’d decided to keep her knowledge of Sam’s identity to herself, as it was probably better to just wait for Sam to feel comfortable enough to share it on her own. It felt like she was almost there, anyway.

She heard a muffled “I’ll get it!” from inside followed by the sound of thudding footsteps rapidly approaching the door and her heart gave a little flutter because yep, that’s my girl.

The door opened and Roxy was greeted by the sight of her beautiful girlfriend standing in the doorway. Boy, was she a sight for sore eyes. The light coming from inside the house contrasted the darkness of the evening and haloed her, illuminating her blonde hair and making her look every part like some sort of warrior goddess, despite the fact that she was dressed in a ratty looking long-sleeve and flannel pyjama pants. Evidently she had been among the many that had opted not to leave the house that day. Her face dropped from excitement to horror as she took in the state of Roxy’s… well, everything.

“Hi…” Roxy smiled sheepishly. Sam immediately rushed to her, carefully cradling her face and looking her over frantically.

“Oh my god! Roxy, what happened?! A-a-are you okay?!” Sam sounded like she was on the verge of tears and a pang of guilt shot through the shorter girl’s heart. She bit her lip.

“I’m okay Sam, I promise.” She took Sam’s hand from her cheek and placed a soft kiss on her knuckles. “Can I come in? It’s pretty cold out here and I sorta need to talk to you about something.” 

Sam faltered for a second before she stepped back and allowed passage into her house. “U-uh sure. We’re having dinner at the moment, d-d-did you need anything to eat?” Her stutter was making an appearance, which meant that Sam was either very overstimulated or incredibly anxious. It wasn’t difficult to figure out which one. Whatever appetite Roxy might have had was quickly squashed by another wave of guilt.

“N-no, I’m not super hungry at the moment. Can we just go to your room please?” Her voice was weak. Sam agreed and Roxy quickly made her way upstairs to the now familiar room as the blonde stepped away to inform her guardians of the situation.

The room was comfortably dim (bright lights were often irritating to the blonde, so her guardians had installed a dimmer for her) and Roxy quickly made her way over to Sam’s plushy covered bed. The rain lashing angrily against the window created a surprisingly warm atmosphere and part of Roxy’s anxiety washed away, leaving her feeling slightly lighter. A few minutes passed before Sam carefully entered the room, shutting the door behind her. She made her way over to the bed and sat down, embracing Roxy in a side hug. A few moments passed where neither of them said anything, just basking in each other's presence. The illusion of peace didn’t last long, however, when Roxy heard the sound of quiet sniffling coming from her girlfriend and her heart broke just a little bit more.

“Roxy… What happened? P-please talk to me…” Sam sounded so utterly sad that Roxy couldn’t help it when a few tears fell down her cheeks too.

“I-I’m sorry…I… I lied to you.” Roxy whispered. She felt Sam tense up next to her, but did her best to push through. “I didn’t go to the police about the stalker. I asked Leif for help and we confronted him ourselves. I-I just didn’t trust the police to be able to do anything until it was too late…”

“Roxy… Why didn’t you just ask me to help you? I-I could have protected you!” The blonde stood up to face her partner. Roxy withered under her reprimanding stare and she averted her eyes guiltily. 

“I… I didn’t want you to get hurt…”

“Roxy! If I was there I could have prevented you from getting hurt! I’m strong! And what about Leif, is she just more expendable than me or something?! Is she even alright?!” Sam’s voice quickly grew harsh and Roxy wilted even more.

“She broke her nose…” Roxy barely managed to say. Sam gasped, but Roxy quickly held up a finger to stifle her complaints. “But it had absolutely nothing to do with her being ‘more expendable’ than you,” she made air quotes as her voice rose in challenge. “And frankly, it’s offensive that you think I treat her like that. She’s one of my closest friends!”

“Well, what was it then?” Her face was contorted with something Roxy couldn’t quite place. “Explain it to me, Roxy. Make this make sense! Why couldn’t you just come to me? Do you not trust me?”

Roxy stood up, hurt burning in her chest. “Of course I trust you, Sam! I was protecting you! If you came with us, you could’ve died!”

Sam was full on crying now, desperate tears spilling out her eyes like raindrops, causing her voice to shake. “Protecting me from what?! What makes me so different that I would’ve died when you and Leif would be fine?! You’ve seen me fight, you know I can handle myself!”

Roxy couldn’t take it anymore. She grabbed Sam’s arms and squeezed them tightly, desperate to get her point across.

“I WAS PROTECTING YOU FROM THE PEOPLE THAT KILLED YOUR PARENTS!!” 

Roxy slapped a hand over her mouth, but it was too late. The damage was done. Sam was completely silent, she was just staring at Roxy, her mouth slightly agape. Her eyes were wide, glossy from the tears quietly wetting her cheeks and her irises kept flickering red. Just when Roxy started to question whether Sam was about to scream at her, the blonde girl fell to her knees and broke.

Sam folded in on herself, loud, sobbing wails emanating from her chest, accompanied by a strange, dog-like whimpering. Roxy only hesitated for a second before following her down and wrapping her in a tight embrace, whispering apologies in her ear. The blonde melted into it, frantically gripping at the back of Roxy’s jacket like she would disappear into thin air if she let go. Roxy could barely hold on herself feeling her heart breaking into a million pieces in her chest. She really felt like the scum of the earth right now.

The sheer volume of Sam’s cries was barely muffled by Roxy’s shoulder and the raven-haired girl wasn’t surprised when Mrs. Walker poked her head in the door to check on them. Roxy could only shake her head in response to the older woman’s concerned look, but thankfully she got the idea and left them alone. 

After some time, Sam’s wails quieted down, reduced to long, wheezing sobs and Roxy deduced that it was probably time to move her. She carefully repositioned her arms so that they were under the crying girl’s armpits and stood up, gingerly lifting her. Sam’s grip didn’t shift at all and Roxy shuffled them over to the bed. Her plan was to lay Sam down before taking off her jacket to join her, but Sam’s never-wavering grip was making that difficult.

“Sammie, could you let go for just a second? I’m not going anywhere, I’m just taking off my jacket, okay? There’s a good girl,” Roxy whispered gently.

At first it didn’t seem like Sam had heard her, but she eventually loosened her grip enough for Roxy to slip out of her jacket and join her girlfriend on the bed. She tucked Sam’s head under her chin and whispered soft assurances into her ear as her hand stroked through the blonde’s thick hair in the way that she knew she liked. 

Eventually, Sam stopped crying. Roxy would have assumed she’d fallen asleep if it wasn’t for the occasional shaky hiccup. Sam muttered something but Roxy didn’t quite catch it.

“Hmm?” Roxy questioned.

“...’m sorry, Rox… ‘m so so sorry.” Her voice was quiet and shaky, almost inaudible above the rain that was now gently pattering against the window in a calming pattern.

“It’s okay, sweetie. Tensions were running high. I know you didn’t mean it.” 

Sam shuffled until she was able to make eye contact with Roxy. Her eyes were puffy and bloodshot, icy blue irises filled with emotion. “I’m still sorry. I shouldn’t have said those things. I was just… scared for you.”

Roxy gently placed a hand on her cheek before leaning in and kissing her. Sam’s lips were salty, but she didn’t care. She pulled back after a moment and rested their foreheads together. “I know, baby. I know.” 

Sam swallowed. “How did you know? A-about the hunters? And m-my… My parents?”

Roxy thought about it for a minute before settling. “That’s a long story, and I think we’ve had enough emotion for one night. I’ve certainly had enough today to last me a lifetime.” She chuckled. “Let’s just rest now, okay? I’ll tell you in the morning. I promise.”

Sam nodded slowly before shuffling closer to her girlfriend, swapping their positions and tucking Roxy’s head under her chin. The dark-haired girl sighed and breathed in her partner's scent, slowly falling asleep to the sound of rain and the smell of pine.

—

“The prototype is ready, father. All we need now is a test subject and we can begin phase two.”

“You’ve done well. Head to the Dewsbury outpost. Our scouts report the possibility of at least one werewolf in the area, potentially more. That town is historically significant to their kind. I expect you’ll be able to find a suitable candidate there.”

“Yes, father. Laudate lucem solis.”

“Laudate lucem solis, my child.”

            

    
        7:  The Den

    
    
    
    
                Sam awoke surrounded by warmth. A familiar, comforting scent filled her senses and she quickly melted into the oddly warm pillow she was resting on. She was swaddled in thick blankets and there was a grounding pressure resting on her back, holding her to the sweet-smelling pillow. She was supremely comfortable, in a way that she usually couldn’t achieve without shifting into her wolf form. Maybe she had? She slowly cracked open one aching eye to make sure she hadn’t accidentally ripped her bed up with her claws in her sleep again and was greeted by a very flustering sight. 

As her eye slowly opened, two things became apparent. One: the thing she was resting her head on was most definitely not a pillow. Two: Sam was not the only person in the bed. A small spark of alarm shot through her before that same scent wafted into her nostrils yet again and she began to calm down. While her waking brain wasn’t yet conscious enough to identify her bedmate, both her subconscious and her wolf recognised them as safe, so Sam stilled and sank into the warmth of her pack member’s soft chest yet again. She let her eye wander and saw a familiar olive-skinned arm limply flopped across the bed. Her eyes travelled lower and she noticed that the black fabric of her pack-mate’s tank top had ridden up some time in the night, revealing a soft swell of pale olive-toned stomach. It made Sam smile a bit, reminding her of Roxy’s own slightly pudgy belly, which, despite the fact that the blonde thought it was cute, the shorter girl would often complain about.

Oh. Roxy. That makes sense.

The realisation sent another wave of warmth through the girl and she allowed herself some amusement at her own obliviousness. Who else would she possibly be cuddling with like this? There was a strange tingling in her mind, as though she’d forgotten something important, but she was far too tired and comfortable to bother trying to pursue the thought. Pale morning light filtered in through the window, creating the perfect atmosphere for the sleepy cuddles the blonde was indulging in. She sank further into her sleeping partner’s embrace, wrapping her arm around the other girl’s body. Nothing in this world or any other could tear her away from this peaceful moment with her mate. Nothing other than the girl herself, apparently.

A slight whimper slipped past Roxy’s lips and Sam heard her heart rate pick up. Was she having a nightmare? The blonde girl shifted slightly so that she could see her partner’s face and was instantly reminded of the events of the previous night. The sleeping girl’s face was covered in bruises, but the thing that really alarmed Sam was the dark, hand-shaped mark that marred her neck. She still hadn’t gotten all of the details about what had happened the day before, but the picture that Roxy’s face painted left Sam feeling like her stomach was full of rocks.

The raven-haired girl’s face twisted into an anguished expression as she let out another  strangled whimper. She started thrashing about, almost knocking Sam off of the bed in her fervour before her eyes snapped open with a loud gasp and her hands darted to her bruised throat. Sam kneeled next to her, placing a gentle hand on the girl’s arm, causing Roxy to startle before she realised where she was. 

Her face relaxed when she locked eyes with her girlfriend. “S-Sam… Hey…” Her voice was hoarse with sleep.

The blonde smiled back gently. “Mornin,’ sleepyhead. You doin’ alright?”

Roxy faltered. “I… I’m not sure,” she admitted softly.

“Nightmare?”

“Y-yeah…”

A familiar mix of emotions gripped Sam’s heart. Anger, worry, dread, sorrow, and an unhealthy twinge of jealousy. The exact cocktail of feeling that had led to last night’s… incident. Sam wasn’t one for bottling up her emotions, but given the situation, she really didn’t want to end up causing another argument so early in the morning. She swallowed her feelings and pushed herself up against the wall, hugging her knees to her chest. 

“Are you ready to tell me about it? How you know about the hunters? And what really happened yesterday?” She took a shaky breath, fighting to keep her voice even. “What do you know about my parents?”

Roxy was silent for a time, staring into her lap as she fidgeted with her fingers. “Yeah. It’s only fair for you to know. I’m sorry for keeping it from you.”

“It’s fine.”

Roxy explained everything: How her curiosity over Sam’s red eyes led to her finding the hunters website, how she felt like she was being watched almost all the time after that. Sam flinched a bit when she described how she found her parent’s picture, but said nothing. How could she, when she was so full of things to say that even the slightest spill would lead to an uncontrollable avalanche of painful, damaging emotion? The shorter girl continued on about how she guessed that it was the hunters that were following her and decided that Sam couldn’t be involved, lest she get hunted down. 

As messy as the whole situation was, it did ease Sam’s anxiety to know that her girlfriend wasn’t trying to leave Sam out because she didn’t want to spend time with her, just that she was being protective. The main catalyst of her outburst of emotion the night before had been the spark of jealousy she’d experienced when she’d heard that Roxy had decided to go with Leif instead of her. A slight twinge of guilt shot through her and she hugged her knees tighter.

Roxy told her how she went to Leif for help, how they ended up cornering the stalker in an alleyway, the tense back-and-forth and the frantic brawl that followed, leaving both girls bruised and battered. She finished up her explanation and let out a sigh, sinking back into the bed. 

Sam had been uncharacteristically silent through the entire thing. She could feel Roxy’s eyes on her, waiting nervously for her to say something, anything, yet nothing came. A few minutes of uneasy quiet passed before Roxy spoke up again.

“Sam? Could you say something?”

Another moment passed before she returned her girlfriend’s gaze. “This is just… It’s a lot, okay? The reason I haven’t really told you much about… well, me, is because I didn’t want you to get mixed up in all this shit. It’s hard enough having to constantly worry about my own safety, I didn’t want to be afraid for you as well.” Her tone turned sour and she chuckled mirthlessly, staring at the bed. “I guess it didn’t matter, did it? You’ve gone and gotten yourself involved anyway…”

“Sam, I-”

“Don’t, Roxy. Just don’t.” Sam sighed, running a hand through her hair. “I just need some space, okay? I need some time to process everything. I’ll text you later.” 

Hurt flashed across Roxy’s face and a small spark of regret flickered to life in Sam’s chest. She quickly snuffed it out. This was all so overwhelming. She needed to be alone.

The dark-haired girl steeled herself and nodded curtly, biting her lip and quickly gathering her things. She was out the door in less than a minute. Sam sighed deeply, releasing all of her pent up frustration and doing her best to ignore the guilt that had taken its place. She slowly worked through her ever-inconsistent morning routine, this time opting to skip out on breakfast and a shower. She had plans, after all. 

Sam didn’t bother changing out of her pyjamas, she just grabbed a bag and stepped out onto the sidewalk barefoot. She made her way to the woods and walked for a while, until she was deep enough that she was sure no one would see her. 

It was a foggy morning and the air was filled with the scent of petrichor. Sam looked around, ensuring she was alone before stripping out of her clothes and packing them away in the bag. The feeling of cold air on her bare skin was invigorating and she let it lead her through her shift. The familiar sound of creaking bones filled the air and before she knew it, she was back on all fours, covered in a comforting coat of golden fur. She memorised the location of her bag and bounded off into the wilds. 

Wind whipped through her mane as she ran through the undergrowth, savouring the exhilarating feeling of flying through the woods at break-neck speeds. Her emotions were always so much simpler, so much easier to get a hold of in this form. She didn’t need to worry about complex thought and she could just sink into her base instincts for a while, free from the heavy chains of intelligence and self-awareness brought on by a human brain. The enticing scent of various woodland creatures filled her nostrils and sent a pang of hunger through her, but she ignored it. She had a destination in mind, hunting for food could come later. 

She ran for about ten minutes until she reached a rocky cliffside. The familiar sight set her at ease, bringing back faded, but fond memories of her childhood. The werewolf made her way along the rocky wall until she reached the entrance of a shallow cave. Stepping inside, she was enveloped in a familiar, bittersweet scent. Even after all these years, it still smelled like them. 

The cave itself wasn’t very deep- only roughly the area of Sam’s basement- but it did well enough protecting its inhabitants from the elements, so the wild girl didn’t complain. The floor was covered in a soft padding, made up of shedded fur and old pine needles. Sam curled up in it and let out a sigh, sending a cloud of dust fluttering up into the air. Despite having just woken up less than an hour ago, the familiar scent and warmth of her old den was lulling the golden wolf back to sleep. She gently shut her eyes and gave in to the comforting darkness.

—

Sam walked through the woods, calloused feet barely registering the rough ground. She was dressed simply: wearing only a tattered, homemade knee length dress. There was a child holding her hand. She was young; maybe three or four, and strangely familiar. Her hair was a thick, tangled mane of blonde, much like Sam’s own, although her eyes were a striking blue, unlike Sam’s green ones. The girl had gotten her eyes from her father. Something about that thought struck Sam as wrong, but she didn’t dwell on it for long. 

The pair found their way back to their den, where Sam’s husband was waiting. As he came into view, silver hair shimmering in the sunlight, the young girl suddenly broke free from her mother’s grip and ran towards the man, embracing him in an eager hug. 

“Daddy! Daddy! Look! Mommy took me into town and got me this!” the girl yelled excitedly, showing off a small children’s book. “Can you read it to me? Pleeeeeeeeaase?”

The man chuckled, sending a flutter of affection through Sam’s heart. “Of course, starlight. We’ll read later, okay? I have to go and hunt first so that you and mommy can eat!” He stood up, placing a hand on the young girl’s head as he made eye contact with Sam. 

“You have any trouble in town, Deb?” he asked, eyes turning momentarily serious. 

Sam laughed with a voice that wasn’t hers. “No, no, everything’s fine. No sign of the hunters. We did run into Carol and Ava though. It was so nice to see Sam playing with someone her own age,” she said fondly. The man let the young girl run off into the den as he approached his wife, embracing her. Her face fell a little bit and she leaned against his chest as he lovingly ran a hand through her hair. 

“I know you miss them, Debbie. I wish we could live among people, but it’s just too dangerous right now. They were already on our trail when we left; who knows what would have happened if we’d stayed any longer?”

Sam sighed. “You’re right, I just wish Sam could spend time around other kids without us constantly having to worry.” She pulled back to look the man in the eye. “How do we even know that they’re still on to us? We haven’t seen a sign of them for months! Sam needs to have a proper education- a life! And she’s not going to get one if we spend the rest of our lives cowering in the woods like the animals they think we are.” 

The man stepped back, pinching the bridge of his nose. He grunted. “Alright, alright. We can talk about it more over dinner, okay? Now, unless there’s anything else, I have to actually go and get our dinner first.” He pressed a kiss to Sam’s forehead before stripping down and shifting into a large silver wolf. He turned and gave his wife one last meaningful look before bounding off into the trees. 

A few slow hours passed and her husband had yet to return. She began to grow worried as the sun faded behind the trees and he was still missing. Her daughter was sitting in the dirt, tracing lines in it with a stick as Sam frantically paced back and forth outside their den. Suddenly, a flash of movement caught her eye a split second before a searing pain tore through her shoulder and a loud bang echoed through the clearing. She fell to her knees, gasping in pain as her daughter ran up to her in alarm.

Six men walked out from the treeline, each dressed in an identical dark uniform save for the one in front, who was dressed like some sort of priest. Each man had a gun holstered on one hip and a sword on the other. One man was dragging something behind him, a limp form that had Sam’s stomach churning with fear. They stopped approaching and the man chucked the body into the centre of the clearing. She caught a flash of blood-stained silver hair and she cried out in anguish.

“WHAT DID YOU DO?!” 

Sam screamed in fury and pain as she attempted to shift, all too aware of the proximity of the hunters to her daughter, who was now attempting to growl in a way that would’ve been utterly adorable in any other situation. Burning pain spread out from her wounded shoulder as she shifted, but she pressed on regardless. Whatever they’d shot her with was able to slow her down, but not enough to suppress the pure rage boiling in her gut.

Within seconds her arms were covered with protective fur and her nails had morphed into razor-sharp claws. Her teeth had become long and pointed and her voice had distorted into a deep growl. Her clothes ripped and tore as her bones shifted, her already large frame growing massive. Some of the men began to pale as they beheld the hulking monster that now stood before them, but the priestly man just frowned.

“Sam.” Sam said firmly, her voice accented by a deep growl as her red eyes never left their assaulters. “You need to run, sweetie. Run, and don’t look back.”

“B-but mo-” 

“GO!”

Sam could only hope her daughter heeded her request as she leapt into the fray. She knew there wasn’t much of a chance of getting out alive, but if she could at least save her daughter, the light of her life, none of that would matter. She would lay down her life without a second thought if it meant that Sam was safe.

The name rang out in her head like a bell. Sam would be safe. Debbie would make sure of it.

Debbie threw herself at the hunters with reckless abandon, claws swinging at incredible speeds, rending flesh from bone and splattering blood across the clearing before many of the murderers could even draw their weapons. A silver blade pierced through her hand as she aimed to tear a hunter’s face off, but she barely even felt it. Her other hand sunk deep into his abdomen with a disgusting squelch and his face contorted in pure agony as she tore his intestines out. 

Good.

She ripped her impaled hand back and grabbed the hunter’s head, flinging his soon-to-be corpse at 2 of his comrades, making some space for herself. She quickly took a cursory glance around the clearing. Sam was nowhere to be seen; no more distractions. There were two hunters on the ground, already injured by her initial flurry and knocked down by the body of her first casualty, as well as a third desperately fumbling with his gun. Debbie didn’t hesitate.

She was on him in less than a second, tearing his throat out with her fangs. His death gurgle was ignored as she quickly turned to finish off the last two hunters, still attempting to pick themselves up off the dirt. They didn’t last long. 

Debbie looked around the bloodsoaked clearing, ignoring the burning pain in her hand and shoulder, almost seeming to spread through her body. Five bodies lay in the clearing, four hunters and… Mark. She knelt down next to his broken body, covered in lacerations and bullet holes. A sob tore itself from her throat. 

It didn’t make sense. Mark wasn’t a direwolf, he wasn’t as innately strong as she was, but still, those hunters were absolute pushovers, he should have had no issues dealing with them. It just didn’t make any sense! He was a competent fighter, the only way he would’ve lost was if he couldn’t shift for whatever reason. Her thoughts moved back to the priest. He had almost seemed surprised when she’d shifted, like she wasn’t supposed to be able to. Wait… THE PRIEST!

Debbie shot to her feet just in time for a bullet to graze her torso, missing anything vital by a hair's width. She frantically looked around, trying to locate the shooter, but it was too late. Another shot rang out and tore through her right leg, shattering her kneecap. She fell to the ground with a loud cry as the priest emerged from the trees, gleaming revolver trained at her head. He grinned smugly.

“Hmm, it seems as though silver does not interrupt a direwolf’s transformations as effectively as it does for the other subspecies. We’ll have to make note of this for future hunts,” he muttered. His weapon clicked as he drew the hammer back. “Any last words, mongrel?” Debbie just glared up at him defiantly. 

“G-get off me! L-l-let me g-go!” a young voice cried out. The last hunter stepped into the clearing, tightly carrying a thrashing child in his arms. Debbie’s heart dropped.

Oh god no.

The priest smiled joyfully. “Ah, good work, boy. You’ve saved me a trip.” 

Sam continued to thrash, crying out desperately for her mom. The sheer terror in her voice broke Debbie’s heart and she looked to the priest with the most pleading expression she could muster.

“Please! Let her go! She’s just a child!” she begged, tears pouring down her cheeks. The priest laughed.

“Now why would I do that? Her age has no more relevance than the colour of her hair. It changes nothing, she’s still a beast and it is my God-given duty to put her down before she can unleash her terror on this world!” She froze as he thrust the tip of his gun against her forehead. “Now die, dog!”

The last thing she heard was Sam crying out for her as everything went black.

—

Sam awoke with a guttural scream. Her heart hammered against her chest and her whole body was slick with sweat. She must have shifted back at some point during her nap, as her emotions were currently far too human.

What even was that? She’d always remembered that day vividly, watching her mother… die before biting through the hand of the hunter holding her and shifting, running as fast as she could through the woods and ending up at Carol’s doorstep. Whatever that was, though, was something else entirely. It’d felt strange, almost like she wasn’t really… herself.

Her stomach growled with an accompanying pang and Sam sighed. “Probably best not to dwell on it anyway. It was just a nightmare,” she told herself, doing her best to shake off the pounding adrenaline still streaming through her veins. The blonde picked herself up and stepped out of the cave, surprised to find the sun already high in the sky. She smiled at the feeling of sunlight on her bare skin and calmed a little.

A scent on the breeze caught her attention. Rabbit. Her mouth began watering and she eagerly gave in to her base instincts, shifting quickly and following the scent of her meal. It wasn’t hard to track down and she found it just sitting there, chewing on some grass without a care in the world. She pounced, snatching it up in her jaws and crunching down on it before it could even react.

She made quick work of her meal before continuing to aimlessly wander around the woods, the last vestiges of her dream - incomprehensible to her current animalistic mind anyway - flitting out of her memory along with a passing breeze. She wandered aimlessly for some time, relishing the feeling of the wind in her fur.

A strange sound whispered through the trees on the breeze, accompanied by the familiar scent of her mate. Curious, Sam carefully made her way through the undergrowth as the sound got louder and louder and her heart grew heavier and heavier as she recognised what it was. Eventually, she reached the source. Sitting against a tree in the clearing in which they’d first met was Roxy, crying her eyes out. The wolf could barely make it out, but it sounded like she was muttering apologies in between incoherent sobs.

Even with her mind regressed to only the most basic instincts and thought processes, she still recognised what this was. Roxy had come to her last night seeking help and comfort and Sam rejected her. Now Roxy was alone and hurting and it was, without a doubt, Sam’s fault. She’d let her emotions get the best of her and now her mate was hurting. She had no doubt that if her wolf brain was able to process guilt, she’d be feeling it in waves right now. She needed to fix this. Roxy wouldn’t recognise her in her wolf form but that didn’t matter. Her mate was hurting, anything else could come after she felt better.

Sam stepped out from the bushes and made her presence known with a questioning boof. Roxy slowly looked up, smiling at her in spite of her bloodshot eyes and tear stained cheeks.

“H-hey, Artemi-” She suddenly cut herself off, expression flitting through a thousand different things that Sam couldn’t hope to parse even with a human brain before landing on something akin to uneasiness. “I-it’s you…” 

Her expression remained oddly cautious. That confused Sam. She thought that Roxy would’ve been happy to see her? It didn’t matter, it just meant that she would have to take more drastic measures. Sam carefully stepped closer, taking care not to startle the girl in spite of not knowing why she was being defensive. When she was close enough she gave her face a tentative lick, expressing her love in one of the only ways she knew how right now. She could taste the lingering salt from Roxy’s tears and the girl startled a bit before a tiny giggle slipped from her lips, encouraging Sam to continue. 

Roxy’s giggles turned into full blown laughter as she fought to fend off the wave of affectionate licks. Eventually Sam decided that she’d had enough and sat back, letting her tongue hang out of her mouth in a way she knew would get a laugh out of her mate. Sure enough, when Roxy gathered herself and looked back at her, she couldn’t help but snort affectionately. It worked! 

Roxy sighed and slowly picked herself up off the floor, her body language and happy, strangely relieved scent conveying that Sam had been successful in cheering her up. She wagged her tail happily as the girl hugged her neck.

“Th-thank you, S-” she faltered. “...Artemis. I needed that…” 

Sam got the feeling Roxy had more to say, but the wolf didn’t really care. Her mate was happy and that was all that mattered.

— 

Time rolled ceaselessly forward. After their encounter in the woods, Sam had called Roxy up to apologise to her, which the latter was quite grateful for. As reassuring as it was to get her face aggressively licked for two minutes straight, Roxy wasn’t able to fully believe that things were okay until she heard it out loud directly from her girlfriend. She’d been terrified that she’d ruined things after Sam’s dismissal, but evidently the girl held no anger towards her and truly did just need some time to process. Roxy would admit she felt pretty dumb for freaking out so much when Sam had literally said just that, but, given the intensity of the argument they’d had the night before, Roxy felt like she was at the very least slightly justified in how she’d reacted. 

Her parents had, understandably, freaked out at her injuries when she returned home (well, mostly her dad, her mom just looked her over with a vaguely worried expression before realising that she was fine and going back to whatever she was doing), but she explained that it had been an attempted mugging and that she and Leif gave as got as they got. The one up-side of the whole situation was that they signed her up for mixed martial arts classes, which she would gladly take given that she doubted the cult was just going to give up on her after she knocked out one of their members. She was pleased to find that Leif had also signed up after their ordeal and, given that there was only one club in Dewsbury, they’d be training together. 

It was reassuring; having a familiar face there, one that understood her trauma, especially when she found herself accosted by flashbacks whenever one of the grapples they were practising felt a little too much like a hand squeezing her throat. Leif ended up having to calm her out of an oncoming panic attack on more than one occasion. The feeling of steadily growing stronger was worth it though, especially when she caught Sam admiring the new-found definition in her arms, even if that annoying little bit of belly flab never did quite disappear, as much as her girlfriend enjoyed it. She’d also convinced her dad to buy her a taser, which, after seeing what it did to the stalker, made her feel much safer when she had to walk home from work late at night.

The weeks flew by and exam season was fast approaching. Eventually, Roxy was able to let things touch her neck without immediately freaking out about it, which was good news for her overly-affectionate girlfriend, who relished the opportunity to place fluttery kisses there whenever she could. The topic of her identity as a werewolf still hadn’t come up, but Roxy wasn’t gonna push it, content to just enjoy her girlfriend’s human and wolf forms separately, as hard as it was to not accidentally slip up and call her by her real name when they were roughhousing in the woods.

One person that hadn’t crossed her mind throughout those weeks was Blaine. She hadn’t seen hair nor hide of him outside of class since whatever happened between him and Sam in the library, so when she found herself being all but cornered by him at her locker, it was pretty safe to say she was surprised to see him. The one time Sam wasn’t around…

“Hey, Rox, it’s been a while,” Blaine said in that awful drawl of his that Roxy was sure he thought was hot but only really succeeded in making him sound like he’d watched too many bad pornos- at least to her ears. Apparently it was quite effective among the more male-interested of her classmates though, if the rumours were anything to go by, so what did she know? She was, after all, Gay As Fuck™

“I guess it has,” she shot back flatly, praying that the dude would just get the hint and leave her alone.

“Say,” he started, clearly not getting the hint. “I’ve got some tickets to this movie on Friday night. Wanna come? We could catch up, maybe… get to know each other a little better?” The implication was obvious and Roxy had to resist the urge to gag.

Roxy sighed with poorly concealed frustration. “Really, dude? I’ve already told you I’m not interested. Besides, I’m already dating someone anyway. Now could you please get out of my way? I’m already late to class.”

Seeing that he was making no effort to move, Roxy tried to just push past him, only to be stopped when he grabbed her shoulder tight enough for her heartrate to pick up.

“Now, hold on a minute. Who said anything about a date? Bit presumptuous, don’t you think?” His voice was even, but there was a darkness in his eyes that set Roxy on edge.

 

She took a calming breath before speaking, not eager for the encounter to devolve any further. “Blaine, we’re clearly not friends. There is literally no other reason you’d invite me to see a movie. I didn’t think I’d have to spell it out for you, but I’m gay. Even if I wasn’t dating Sam, I wouldn’t be interested in you. I’m just not interested in men.” 

She finished and once again attempted to leave, hoping that the simple knowledge that she was dating Sam would be enough to scare him off, but his response stopped her in her tracks. 

“How do you know though?”

She turned to him. “What?”

“How do you know you aren’t attracted to men? I mean, have you even tried being with a guy?” He stepped closer to her, pushing her against the locker yet again. “I could show you what it’s like if you want.” His eyes flashed brightly and Roxy acted on pure instinct.

She drove her knee up into his crotch hard. His eyes bulged out of his head and the green flare in his irises flickered out. If Blaine was a werewolf, she wasn’t going to take any chances. He doubled over in agony, eyes tearing up. 

“Stay the fuck away from me, you creep. Unless you want Sam to have another talk with you.” To her surprise, he laughed, although it was clearly pained.

“Th-that fucking mutt? Of course you’re going out with the fucking direwolf, I should’ve fucking guessed.” He slowly rose back up as Roxy backed away. “It doesn’t matter, she’ll get what’s coming to her. Watch out, Roxy. I always get what I want.”

He turned and stiffly walked away.

—

“HE FUCKING WHAT?!”

Roxy winced. “Not so loud, dude. Everyone’s staring.” 

Sure enough, Sam’s shout had echoed throughout the changing room and suddenly every head was turned their way, eager to catch some new spicy info to gossip about. Roxy had to fight even harder than usual to keep her blush down, which definitely wasn’t an easy thing to do when her 6’2” amazonian of a girlfriend was wearing nothing but a sports bra and some P.E. shorts that showed off an alarming amount of toned thigh. Sam had the humility to at least look around sheepishly before turning back to Roxy, fire burning in her eyes.

“Sorry,” she said, quiet enough that no one else would hear. “But I swear to god, Rox, I’ll break his fucking legs if he so much as looks at you again.” She placed a hand on her shoulder and leaned down to look her in the eye, mischievous grin clear on her face. “He needs to understand that you’re mine and he’ll never get to do this.”

A shiver shot down her spine and Roxy forgot about everyone else in the room. Sam looped a hand behind her neck, pulling her in and capturing her lips in a deep, possessive kiss. Roxy would be lying if she said she didn’t squeak a little. The blonde nipped her bottom lip as she pulled away, not noticing or caring about the hushed whispers that had filled the room. Well, if people weren’t aware that they were dating yet, they sure as shit knew now.

Sam was gazing down at her with all the love in the world. Her cheeks were dusted pink, no doubt mirroring Roxy’s, and she wore an almost sheepish smile, as if she hadn’t just absolutely demolished any and all composure Roxy had managed to maintain when being in such close proximity to a barely dressed goddess. 

Artemis… I really chose a fitting name.

Sam faltered, mistaking Roxy’s complete and total gay shutdown for something worse. “S-sorry, was that too much? I-it’s just that with everything going on and we’re in this change room together and I was just like wow look at her and I guess I got caught up in the moment and-”

She was cut off by Roxy, hitting her in the head with the shirt that she was supposed to be changing into. “It’s fine, you dork.” the shorter girl reassured affectionately, still unable to look Sam in the eye. “Now, please, put a shirt on before I faint from all the blood rushing to my head.”

Now it was Sam’s turn to blush as she rushed to comply. Roxy turned back to her own pile of belongings, swallowing down the many socially unacceptable thoughts she was having about her girlfriend as she got dressed herself. There would be ample time to make out with Sam later. She sighed.

“Look, you do whatever you need to do to that asshole. Just… save it for when there aren’t any teachers around? I don’t want you getting in trouble. Or hurt for that matter.”

“You got it, babe.” Sam winked, making Roxy’s heart flutter so much her stomach hurt.

This girl is gonna be the death of me, I swear.

—

Roxy leaned back as she sat in the grass, legs splayed out in front of her, watching intently as Sam jumped and intercepted the ball. The blonde deftly dodged past Blaine as he and his teammates tried to block her, scoring another touchdown for her team before wildly pumping her fists and cheering loudly. Their P.E. class had combined with Leif’s and while she was grateful for the opportunity to ogle her girlfriend as she absolutely dominated the other team (even if it was just a scrimmage), she’d be lying if she said she wasn’t worried about Blaine’s proximity, especially now that she knew he was a werewolf.

Leif was lying in the grass next to her, dead to the world. She’d been informed of the whole Blaine situation and was now gazing idly at the clouds, chewing on a piece of sourgrass. The game continued on, but Roxy could practically feel the tension rising from the field. Sam and Blaine kept glaring at each other. It was only a matter of time until one of them snapped.

A girl from Roxy’s class came and sat down next to them. She was vaguely asian in appearance, with long black hair tied back in a ponytail. Her name was Brooke, if Roxy remembered correctly. She smiled at her warmly, though there was a mischievous aura behind her eyes.

“So,” she started. “Samantha Reed, huh?” 

Yep, that explains it. 

She groaned. “I take it this is about what happened in the change room?” 

Brooke laughed. “It might be.”

Roxy fell into the grass exasperatedly, resting her head on her hands. “Yeah, sorry about the PDA. Sam can be like that. Not that I’m really complaining.” she added with a smirk.

“Oh, it’s fine, you two are cute together.” The new arrival looked to the field and Roxy had to fight back a blush as the compliment warmed her. Leif snickered a little, exiting her trance to tease her friend. “I knew Sam back in primary school. She was nice, just… a little odd. She once bit a kid for stealing her sister’s pencil.”

“Yeah…” Roxy laughed breathily. “Sam’s a biter.”

Leif outright snorted at that and Brooke raised a knowing eyebrow before seizing the opportunity. “Yeah, that was pretty obvious from the change room.”  

Roxy felt her face heat up, but before she could say anything, a crack and a loud, pained shriek that sounded way too familiar echoed from the playing field.

Roxy shot up and scanned the oval, though it wasn’t hard for her to see where the commotion was coming from. Sam was lying on the grass, clutching at her side and gasping for breath, her face contorted in pain. It was all the incentive Roxy needed to get up and sprint over to her, not even noticing Blaine standing off to the side with a smug look on his face until she was close enough to see that the green in his eyes was noticeably brighter than usual.

“Sam! Sam, what happened?” Roxy knelt down next to her and frantically scanned her for any sort of visible injury. Sam didn’t reply, instead slowly lifting herself up onto her elbows as she aggressively stared down Blaine. Her eyes flashed red and it was the only warning Roxy got as Sam all but flung herself at the other werewolf, screaming and snarling at him as she pulled him down to the ground.

They rolled around, punching and kicking and even biting as they desperately wrestled for control. Roxy could only stand back in shock as they tore into each other. Despite all of the students crowding around and watching, none dared step in to break them up, even as the teacher frantically rushed over, calling out to stop the fight. 

Despite having whatever injuries she’d already sustained, Sam managed to find her way on top of Blaine and started absolutely wailing on him. Her fists came down like anvils, completely pummeling his face. As incredibly gratifying as it was to watch, Sam seemed to be in a bit of a frenzy and Roxy decided to step in before she accidentally killed him or something.

“Sam! That’s enough, he’s done!” She called, wrapping her arms under Sam’s armpits and pulled her off. The blonde didn’t resist, allowing herself to fall into Roxy’s embrace as she moved back to holding her side. She had a bit of blood leaking from her nose from where Blaine had managed to score a hit.

“What the hell is going on here?” 

The P.E. coach finally reached the circle of gawking students and took in the scene before him. One student on the ground with a bloody face, just about managing to pick himself up and another, also clearly in pain, being held back by another student. It certainly painted an interesting picture.

“Th-this psycho bitch just attacked me out of nowhere!” Blaine screeched, pointing an accusing finger at Sam. 

“No I fucking didn’t! He came after me first, I was just retaliating. I think he broke my fucking ribs!” Sam rebutted, wincing slightly as the shouting irritated her injury.

The teacher looked around helplessly before pointing to a random student. “You! What actually happened?”

The student faltered a bit at being put on the spot before he swallowed and spoke. “She’s telling the truth, sir. Blaine just tackled her down out of nowhere and then stomped on her chest.”

“I’ve heard enough.” He harrumphed. “Both of you, to the principal's office, now!”

—

“Do you two have some sort of history that I should know about?” Mr. Ericson asked.

Sam winced as she held the ice pack against her ribs. Turned out that getting stomped on really fucking hurts.

“We wouldn’t if he would stop harassing my girlfriend.” She grumbled.

“That’s Roxanne, correct?” She nodded. “For now we’ll treat that as a separate issue. My understanding is that Blaine started this fight. What reason would he have to do that if you were the one with the problem?”

“Because he’s an absolute psycho! He thinks he deserves Roxy or some shit and he-”

“Language, Samantha! I understand that you’re in pain, but please, control yourself,” he chided, taking off his glasses and pinching the bridge of his nose tiredly. Sam faltered before taking a breath and calming herself.

“Sorry. He’s mad at me because he wants… Well, to speak plainly, he wants to sleep with her and I’m in the way of that.” 

“Hmm.” The principal leaned back in his chair. “Am I to take your word for this?”

Sam glared. “Nope. Why don’t you call Roxy in here and ask her what he threatened to do today?”

He sighed. “This is going to be a long day, isn’t it?”

Sam shrugged. “Probably.”

—

In the end, Sam got out with a week long suspension. Not bad, considering she got to beat the ever loving fuck out of Blaine and get him expelled. Turns out, threatening to sexually assault another student before starting a fight and having a freak out in the principal’s office wasn’t really a good look. Roxy ended up getting a detention for admitting to kicking Blaine in the nuts, but she wasn’t really bothered. Hell, even Mr. Ericson seemed apologetic for it, stating that he would’ve just let it slide if not for ‘school policy.’

Now, Sam found herself slouched against Roxy, looking up into eyes as she breathed in her scent. There was a movie playing in the background, something about twelve dudes robbing a casino, but neither of them were paying much attention. Sam shifted around until she was lying flat against Roxy, what the school nurse suspected was a broken rib had healed enough in the last few hours that it wasn’t really bothering her. She was close enough that she could count Roxy’s freckles and feel her breath on her face. The brown-eyed girl smiled.

“Hey there,” she whispered.

“Howdy,” Sam whispered back, causing Roxy to grimace and try to push her off, failing miserably.

“You did not just ‘howdy’ me, Samantha.”

“I did, and there’s nothing you can do about it.” Sam smirked, booping Roxy’s nose smugly. The raven-haired girl just raised an eyebrow with a smirk of her own, one that screamed oh really? Sam gulped.

Roxy hit her hard and fast, capturing her mouth in a passionate kiss. Sam could do nothing but melt into it, whimpering slightly. She was forced backwards until she found herself on her back, Roxy straddling her hips. She pulled away and eyed her with a look that made Sam’s heart race.

“That was payback for that stunt you pulled in the change room, dork.” 

“Your dork.” Sam sighed wistfully, smiling up at her girlfriend. That seemed to catch Roxy off guard a little bit. Surprise flickered across her face before her composure shattered. She giggled, falling against Sam’s chest and hiding her face in it. 

When she looked up, her face was still red, but she wore the most adoring look Sam had ever seen. It made her choke up a little bit. She couldn’t help herself, she pulled Roxy up closer and cradled her face, kissing her before her girlfriend could see her tears. 

They stayed like that for the rest of the night, kissing languidly, hands safely roaming and exploring, occasionally taking short cuddle breaks until they both passed out, safe in each other’s embrace. Shame that neither of them noticed the pair of green eyes, watching them through the window.  

            

    
        8: Downfall

    
    
    
    
                Roxy has had a shit day. 

Okay, maybe that wasn’t entirely fair. It wasn’t the worst day she’d had in the past few months, she didn’t get assaulted by cultists or anything, but it was still resoundingly bad from the moment she woke up. Her alarm hadn’t gone off so she’d overslept, only being woken when her mother barged into her room to make sure she was up, resulting in an extensive lecture about ‘not staying up so late playing videogames with Leif,’ despite the fact that that wasn’t even what she’d been doing.

Roxy kept her mouth shut. She really didn’t want to hear what her mother would have to say if she learned that Roxy was actually up late because she’d been calling her girlfriend. Her mother wasn’t aware of their relationship and Roxy would prefer it if it stayed that way. She knew what Martha thought of ‘the gays’ and she really didn’t want to give her another reason to look down on her. She already gave her enough shit about keeping her hair short, despite the fact that Roxy hadn’t even gotten it cut in the last few months. It was almost brushing her shoulders at this point and still her mother took issue.

Roxy’s poor luck continued at school. She had P.E. first period and due to the morning she’d had, she ended up forgetting to bring her uniform. She sat on the bleachers after being extensively chewed out by her teacher about the ‘value of organisational skills’ and somehow still managed to get hit directly in the face by a ball. Not even second period and she was already forced to carefully monitor her breathing to keep herself from falling apart

Sam was still suspended, so Roxy couldn’t lean on her for support like she usually would during a day like this, but at the very least she could still count on her friends being there for a welcome reprieve come lunch. Or at least she would’ve been able to, if they were actually there. When Roxy arrived at their usual lunch table in the cafeteria, it was painfully empty. A quick glance around proved only that Ross had decided to spend lunch with his boyfriend. Leif, for her part, was absolutely nowhere to be found. 

Roxy sighed and accepted her fate, sitting down and barely even picking at her food. She might have been imagining it, but it almost seemed like the cafeteria was unusually loud today, every grating sound piercing through her ears and into her brain like knives. The final cherry on top was when Brooke of all people sat down at her table and tried to start a conversation with her. Roxy didn’t dislike Brooke by any means, but she was far from her favourite person and at this point Roxy was liable to snap if she so much as looked at her funny. She shot up and excused herself before speed-walking to the nearest bathroom so she could have her breakdown in peace.

The bad vibes continued through her afternoon classes and by the time the last bell rang, Roxy was completely and utterly drained. She dragged her feet all the way home, praying to any deity that would listen that her mom wasn’t home. Her prayers ended up being answered - along with what must have been a compensation package for her utter shitfest of a day - when she arrived at her house to find Sam, nervously bouncing on her feet as she built up the courage to knock on the door, carrying what looked like a box of chocolates behind her back. The girl was nothing if not a stereotype when it came to romance. 

She was dressed in denim jeans and a grey shirt with long black sleeves that did a disappointingly good job of hiding her toned arms. She paused her nervous shifting suddenly before looking over her shoulder, apparently having sensed Roxy’s presence one way or another. Her face lit up and before she knew it Roxy was swept up in a bone-crushing hug. It was everything she’d been craving throughout the day and some of her tension melted away in her girlfriend’s strong arms. After a long embrace, Sam put her down.

“Hey, Sam,” she greeted. “What’s the occasion?” 

“Roxy Roxy Roxy! Happy one month! I brought you some chocolates!” 

Sam grinned as she eagerly held out the heart-shaped box. Roxy’s own heart soared with affection, but it was quickly drowned by an inexplicable feeling of guilt. She winced.

“Shit… I’m so sorry, Sam. I completely forgot.”

Sam shrugged, bright smile still firmly in place. “Ah, it’s no biggie. I’m just happy to spend time with you.” She waved a hand dismissively. Roxy sighed.

“Well, I’m still gonna get you something soon. Anyways, my mom’s not home, you wanna come inside?”

—

Roxy was surprised to find her dad sitting at the kitchen table working on his laptop when she walked in, though it wasn’t much of an issue. Unlike her mom, her dad wouldn’t have any problem with her bringing a friend home. The fact that this ‘friend’ was actually her girlfriend? Probably best if that wasn’t mentioned. Roxy wasn’t positive of her father’s views, but if they were anything like her mother’s, she wasn’t going to risk sharing the true nature of their relationship. That would certainly blow up in her face.

Sam introduced herself and the girls made their way upstairs and into Roxy’s room. As soon as the door was shut the shorter girl buried herself in Sam’s arms, tucking her face into the crook of her girlfriend’s neck.

“I’m so glad you’re here,” Roxy whispered before pushing herself out of the hug and collapsing onto her bed exasperatedly. “You would not BELIEVE the day I’ve had.”

Roxy told Sam all about her day as she changed out of her uniform. The blonde mostly stayed silent, occasionally interjecting when necessary. Once Roxy was back in some comfortable clothes, she fell into Sam’s arms on the bed. They cuddled for a short while, Roxy soaking up all of the affection that she missed out on throughout the day. Sam shared her own tales about what she’s been up to during her suspension, apparently having scored a job at the local library, which Roxy congratulated her on. Eventually she grew silent and the two simply rested in each other’s arms.

“So…” Sam started, talking quietly as to not break the peaceful reverie that had overtaken the room. “What’s our plan for tonight?”

Roxy thought for a second, shifting so that she could meet her girlfriend’s eyes. “How about we pig out on those chocolates you brought and watch something? I know you’ve been dying to see the ending of Amphibiland.”

Sam smiled brightly. “Sounds great! Though, you can keep the chocolates for yourself. They’re a gift!” She chuckled nervously and looked away. 

Roxy raised an eyebrow with a curious smirk. “It’s fine, I don’t mind sharing. There’s no way I could eat them all myself anyway, unless the big bad wolf is trying to fatten me up so she can ‘eat’ me?” she jibed. It was a bit closer to the truth than she would usually stray, but she was in a teasing mood and was curious to see how Sam would react. If Sam somehow managed to pick up on the semi-unsubtle insinuation and the night went in a different direction than planned, well, that would be an unlikely plus for sure.

Sam, expectedly, did not pick up on any amorous insinuation at all, instead laughing unconvincingly and all-too-loudly. “Wh-what are you talking about, Roxy? I-I’m not trying to fatten you up, I-I-I’m just allergic.”

“Allergic? Huh, I wasn’t aware.” 

“Yep, I can't have most types of chocolate. Not unless I want to be throwing it all up an hour later.”

Roxy obviously didn’t know much about werewolf biology, but that made sense if she thought about the connection with dogs. It would also explain why Sam was absolutely bouncing off the walls after she drank just a small bit of Roxy’s Monster one time. 

Note to self, research wolf dietary restrictions

—

Roxy shifted her hips slightly as Sam sighed against her lips. They’d finished the final episode of the show and Sam had been crying pretty much the whole way through. Roxy couldn’t blame her, she was holding back tears herself and she’d already seen it twice. Once she’d calmed down Roxy pulled back from their cuddle to find Sam looking at her with the most loving look on her face. Roxy couldn’t help but kiss her, which eventually led to the passionate makeout they were currently involved in.

Her hips shifted again, completely involuntarily, when one of her hands roamed over Sam’s bicep. It was as if her body had a mind of its own, desperately seeking some sort of relief from the all-encompassing flame of want that was overtaking her mind and body. She gripped a fistful of blonde hair and tugged, forcing Sam’s head in the direction she needed to deepen the kiss enough to hopefully gain some reprieve from the heat burning under her skin. Sam whimpered beautifully in response.

Some of the tension eased, but it still wasn’t enough. She felt one of Sam’s hands exploring along her side, sending shivers wherever it touched. It slowly made its way up over her waist and brushed past her ribs until it barely touched the underside of her breast, where it stopped in its tracks. A pang of disappointment shot through her. It was clear that Sam was still intent on sticking to the boundaries Roxy had set on their first night together, which would be quite reassuring if it wasn’t so damn frustrating. 

Frankly, fuck those boundaries right now.

Roxy separated the kiss and pulled back, taking in the panting, red-faced girl below her. Sam’s mouth hung slightly ajar and her pupils were completely blown out, staring at her with an unfocused gaze that only fueled the fire burning in the black-haired girl. 

“Sam,” she whispered. The blonde’s eyes focused a little and she cocked her head slightly, causing Roxy to giggle. She tried to start speaking, but suddenly the words lodged in her throat. Having Sam stare at her while she tried to say what she wanted was way too much pressure. She ducked back down, tucking her face against Sam’s neck. Her skin was hot to the touch.

“I… I want to go all the way with you. I’m ready.”

She could see Sam’s throat bob as she swallowed. Sam shifted until she was leaning up on her elbow, looking down at Roxy. Her mouth was still slightly open, but her eyes were filled with wonder. She nodded her head eagerly. Roxy giggled again. Apparently she’d kissed her so hard she’d forgotten how to speak. She lifted a hand and placed it against Sam’s cheek gently. Her eyelids fluttered at the touch.

“Use your words, Sammie. I need to hear that you want this.”

Sam swallowed again, breaking eye contact for a second as she seemed to come back to herself. She finally shut her mouth and met Roxy’s gaze again, a big smile adorning her face.

“I want to, Roxy. I really, really do.”

Roxy grinned and leaned up to kiss her before whispering in her ear. “Great. Now, be a good girl and take off that shirt, won’t you?”

Sam actually squeaked as she eagerly complied and all but tore her shirt off, discarding it somewhere behind her. Roxy freely drank in all she could see of the girl who was now kneeling over her, breathing heavily. She was still wearing her sports bra, but between her toned abs, muscular shoulders, and finally visible arms, Roxy was more than happy.

Sam leaned down and kissed her hungrily, effectively stealing the breath from Roxy’s lungs. She let her hands explore across Sam’s bare skin, revelling in the way her muscles twitched slightly under her touch. She roamed until she found the rough fabric of her jeans. They slid lower still until they found the swell of Sam’s ass and Roxy took a second to appreciate it before she squeezed. Sam moaned loudly, separating their kiss as she took a second to breathe. She stared at Roxy, half-lidded eyes filled with need. Her cerulean irises flashed red and she kissed her again, leading a trail down to Roxy’s neck. Roxy shivered when she hit a certain spot, whimpering slightly. Sam focused her assault there, kissing and sucking on the skin harshly, lathing her tongue over the spot. She was definitely leaving a bruise, but Roxy couldn’t even consider worrying about it when Sam suddenly bit down harshly.

She bit her lip to stop herself from crying out as endorphins rushed through her body from the sensation. Sam released her neck and kissed it gently, as if in apology. She shifted back up to rest her forehead tenderly against Roxy’s as the shorter girl panted heavily.

“Wh… What was that?” Roxy whimpered. Sam smiled.

“Just marking what’s mine, beautiful.” 

Roxy pulled Sam back into a frantic kiss in an attempt to cover up her needy whine. It didn’t really work. She felt a hand slip under her shirt, onto her bare stomach. It slid upwards, closer and closer until it reached bare breast. Roxy had slipped out of her bra when she was changing earlier and by god was she grateful for that now. She let out a keen as Sam gently kneaded her chest, her own hands sliding lower on Sam’s body until they reached her fly. Her hands fumbled as they frantically unclasped the blonde’s pants, sliding over her underwear and slipping between her thighs as-

“What the HELL is going on here?!”

The world paused as her mother’s voice rang through her, leaving nothing but cold dread in its wake. Despite the sheer blind passion and emotion she was experiencing just a few seconds prior, at that moment she had only a single thing running through her head.

I forgot to lock the door.

As quickly as it had stopped, time began moving again. The two teenagers scrambled to separate themselves as Martha stormed over, wielding what appeared to be a TV remote. 

“Get off of my daughter, you pervert!” The older woman cried, swatting at Sam with the remote. Sam fell backwards before scrambling towards the window, so focused on escaping that she completely forgot to even open the window, instead ramming headfirst into the glass with a dull thud and rolling to the side, cursing under her breath.

“Mom! Mom, stop! I can explain.” 

Roxy wasn’t really so sure that she could explain. They had been caught in a pretty compromising position and it wouldn’t take a genius to figure out what they’d been doing. Roxy stood off the bed with shaky legs, desperately trying to pull her mother’s attention from attacking her scrambling girlfriend, who was now fumbling with the window latch. It opened with a slam and the blonde all but threw herself out, rolling down the porch roof and out of sight, landing on the ground with a painful sounding whump. In the back of her mind, Roxy worried if Sam was okay.

“You’re goddamn right you can explain!” Martha’s shout pulled Roxy’s attention back from the window. “Come here!” 

Her hand shot out and gripped Roxy’s upper arm tightly, pulling her along behind her down the hallway. She made a rudimentary effort of struggling against the painful hold, but it proved futile. While she would usually have no issue slipping out of a grab like that with her MMA training, the sheer paralysing intimidation of her mother’s grip made any efforts useless as her mind flashed with memories of being roughly dragged to her inevitable punishment after getting in trouble when she was young, usually leaving a distinctive hand-shaped bruise on her arm from the sheer force of the grip.

Martha dragged Roxy down the stairs and into the kitchen, where she planted herself in front of the table. Her father looked up from his laptop, a mildly confused expression on his face.

“Damien. I just found our daughter in her room with another girl.” Despite the way that she practically spat the last three words, her father’s face did not shift at all.

“Uh.. yeah, I was aware. She introduced herself when she came in. Nice girl. Samantha, I think her name was.” He looked to Roxy as if to confirm it. She nodded, despite the blush forming on her cheeks. “Sorry, I didn’t think you’d have an issue, it’s been a while since Roxy’s had a friend over.”

Martha sighed and released Roxy’s arm, pinching the bridge of her nose in exasperation. “Damien. They were not friends. The girl was shirtless and she practically had her tongue down Roxanne’s throat.”

“Mom!” Roxy buried her face in her hands, trying to cover her embarrassment and make herself as small as possible. Damien sputtered in surprise.

“O-oh… Well… Uh, I’m not sure I needed to hear the details.” Roxy was surprised when she heard no anger or disdain in his voice. She slowly looked up, meeting his surprisingly warm gaze.  “While I’m happy to hear that you’ve found someone, please keep things appropriate in this house, or at the very least remember to lock the door.”

“Dad? Y-you’re… okay with it?” Inexplicably, Roxy found a small spark of hope forming in her chest. Damien smiled warmly, face full of paternal love.

“Of course I am, sweetie. Honestly, I’ve had my suspicions for a while now. I noticed the way you looked at that Jackie girl back in primary school.” He chuckled.

Roxy couldn’t help herself, surging forward as her dad stood up and embracing him tightly as tears threatened to spill from her eyes. Why was she even worried? Her dad had always, always been there for her, whenever she needed. He had always been so understanding, if a little overprotective at times, but that wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. She’d always felt so safe in her father’s arms, far more than she ever did embracing her mother. Not that she’d done that in a while. 

“Damien? You can’t seriously be okay with our only daughter being… some lesbian, can you?” The word was said with incredible vitriol and Roxy could feel her father tense up. She turned to Martha, rage bubbling in her chest. She’d had enough of this. She’d dealt with her mother for her whole life, but this was just too much. She couldn’t just ignore it, not after the day she’d had.

“Seriously, mom? Why do you even care?! You’ve never given a single shit about me for basically my entire life, and now that I’ve finally found someone who makes me happy, you decide to step in? You barely even cared when I was assaulted! I could have died and you barely even gave me a passing glance! The only time you ever interact with me is when you either want something from me, or want to guilt-trip me for something that doesn’t meet your bullshit, impossibly high standards! Do you hate me or something? Or are you just that much of a stone-cold bitch that the idea of loving your child just never occurred to-”

SMACK

Roxy’s head whipped to the side. Her cheek started to sting. It took a few seconds of silence for her to register what had happened. Her eyes started to well up, more from the shock than the actual pain. 

Her mother had slapped her. 

She slowly turned her head back to her mother. Martha’s face was a mask of pure seething rage. She raised her hand again and Roxy moved without thinking. 

She was out the back door and into the night before anyone else could take a step.

—

Roxy looked around frantically, but every direction revealed only the same pitch black woods, dimly lit through the canopy by a waxing gibbous moon high in the sky. She was completely and utterly lost.

Stupid. I’m so stupid. What was I thinking? Just because you can navigate the woods during the day doesn’t mean you can at night, dumbass! You don’t even have your phone! Or shoes!

As soon as she began thinking about her bare feet, they began to sting again. Running through the woods barefoot in the dark turned out to not be a great idea, as her feet were now marred by multiple bleeding cuts and scrapes that she was not eager to irritate any further. She slumped against a tree and slowly slid to the ground, frustrated tears leaving tracks down her cheeks. At this rate her only chance of making it home tonight, or anywhere out of the woods, would be if Sam was still out here somewhere. She knew that the blonde must have run into the woods after they were ambushed by her mother, but if she was still out here was a different matter entirely.

Roxy’s throat tightened as her thoughts drifted to her mom. Why did she always have to be so horrible? Not giving her any attention whatsoever only to turn around and yell at her for something completely inconsequential. A small, dark part of Roxy’s mind secretly hoped that, as unlikely as it would be, something bad would happen to her tonight, if only to let her mother see the consequences of pushing her away. She shook her head to clear the thought. As gratifying as it would be for her mother to actually have to face the consequences of her actions for once, that wouldn’t be fair on her dad who, despite the person he was married to, still did his best for her.

The girl leant her head back against the tree and looked up to the moon, shining down on her through the leaves. Roxy had never been a very spiritual person - even if she did go through a Greek god phase back in middle school - but right now, with moonlight cascading down upon her, she found herself wondering. If werewolves were real, maybe there was something more to the moon, too? It was a big part of werewolf mythos, after all. Truth be told, Roxy had always found herself oddly drawn to the celestial body. The window next to her bed had always given her a great view of the moon on clear nights and she always found it oddly comforting to stare up at it in existential wonder, especially after fights with her mom. It always helped her put things into perspective.

The moon had always been there, whenever she looked for it. A constant figure, not just in her life, but all throughout history. It was the same moon that billions of people looked up at every night, just like her. The idea always calmed her, helped her sort out whatever churning thoughts she’d been having. She idly wondered if Sam felt the same way about the moon. Perhaps the fact that she was a werewolf meant that she felt even more of a connection than Roxy did? Roxy shrugged internally. There was simply no way to know, not without asking her. Maybe they should go stargazing together sometime? Sam was seventeen, and apparently not far off from getting her licence. It wasn’t too far-fetched that some time in the future they could drive away, just the two of them, to some place deep in the country, where light pollution doesn’t hide the stars from them. It was a nice thought.

Roxy took a deep breath in and out, visualising all of her current worries slipping out through her exhale. As usual, the moon had calmed her anxious mind, and now she was ready to take another look at the situation and try to find a way out. She looked around and-

A twig snapped, somewhere in the dark.

Roxy jerked her head in the direction of the sound, body tensing up and preparing for danger, but it was far too dark to see anything past a few trees. 

didn’t sound too close anyway, probably just some animal.

Roxy took a few slow breaths to calm her breathing and slouched back against the tree. A few moments of silence passed before Roxy began to feel strange. Goosebumps rippled up her arms and the hair on the back of her neck rose. It was still quiet. Her heart-rate picked up a little and her eyes quickly scanned her surroundings but still, nothing. All was silent. Too silent, she realised.

All of the sounds that usually accompany the woods were gone, replaced only by the slight rustling of leaves blowing in the breeze. All the birds chirping in the trees, the tiny animals scurrying through the undergrowth, all were gone. A sickeningly familiar sensation washed over her. She wasn’t alone. She stood up and tensed herself, slipping into a defensive stance and readying for a fight. She really wished she had her taser.

A rush of wind and a flash of green and suddenly Roxy was slammed back against the tree, knocking the air out of her lungs. She would have collapsed right there if it wasn’t for the hand that was holding her up by her face, squeezing her cheeks. Blaine towered over her, silhouetted by the moonlight, only identifiable by the slight luminescence of his green irises and his shaggy, shoulder length curls. He both looked and smelled like he’d been living in the woods since his expulsion. He was missing his shirt and what remained of his school pants were torn and ragged.

“Hello, Roxy. Isn’t it a bit late to be on a hike?” His drawl was slow and hoarse, like it was the first time he had spoken in a while.

Roxy attempted to reverse his hold by hitting the inside of his elbow, but it didn’t budge in the slightest. Any attempt to move only resulted in his hand squeezing tighter on her cheeks until she was sure it would leave a bruise. At least her feet could still touch the floor this time. For now, anyway.

“L-let go of me, you freak!” she growled, slightly muffled by the pressure on her cheeks. “Sam’s out here! Sh-sh-she won’t let you get away with this.”

Blaine laughed, unhinged and raspy sounding. “The blonde bitch isn’t here right now, is she?” He leaned in close enough to whisper in her ear. “And until she gets here, there’s nothing you can do to stop me from making you mine, just like you always should’ve-”

He stopped suddenly, sniffing at the air. He twisted her head sharp enough to cause her vertebrae to crack, baring her neck. She squeaked as he leaned in and sniffed intently at her skin. She belatedly realised that that was the spot Sam had bitten earlier.

He pulled back suddenly. “FUCK!” he shouted, pulling her forward then slamming her against the tree painfully. His grip tightened again as he visibly shook.

“Wh-what?” Roxy asked hesitantly. He growled, a deep sound that reminded her of Artemis in the way that it reverberated through her ribcage.

“That blonde cunt has already marked you as her mate. You were supposed to be MINE!” His crazed eyes flashed even brighter and Roxy could see his teeth lengthening in barely suppressed rage. She didn’t have much time.

“H-huh?! When w-was I e-ever yours?” She grunted in exertion as she slightly shifted herself against his grip, praying that Blaine was too wrapped up in whatever fucked-up fantasy he was lost in to notice. He laughed that insane laugh again.

“Oh, Roxy. Little bird. You were always meant to be mine. Just because blondie has marked you as hers doesn’t mean I can’t still take you. And when I’m finished? I’ll leave your bloody, ruined corpse at her doorstep. I told you, Roxy. I always get what I want. Now…” 

Oh fuck.

He pulled her weight off the tree slightly. Go time.

She let her legs go completely limp and grabbed onto Blaine’s forearm. He wasn’t expecting the sudden increase in weight and was pulled forward, his face slamming into the tree above her. His hand went slack in surprise and Roxy easily slipped out of his hold, rolling out from under him and sprinting away into the woods. It didn’t matter which direction right now.

A roar of pure unbridled fury echoed from behind her. Picking up the pace, Roxy tried to ignore the stinging as her already injured feet were torn up by the rough ground. Despite her training, her stamina still wasn’t anything special and she quickly felt the burn in her legs and lungs as they cried out for more oxygen. She ignored them too.

She had no doubt that Blaine was already hot on her trail. She knew her trick was never going to keep him for long, but if she hadn’t gotten away right then she probably wouldn’t have gotten away at all. She had no plan, no idea what she could possibly do against the crazed werewolf. Sure, she might know some MMA now, but what would that possibly do against someone that could bite her throat out in seconds? She wracked her brains, desperate to come up with something, anything.

There was a noise behind her and Roxy dove to the ground. Something rushed over her head and crashed to the ground in front of her. She looked up for a split second before running in a different direction. Blaine’s body looked wrong, not quite human but not his wolf form either. His limbs were too long and covered in dark brown fur and his face was distorted in some sort of half-snout.

“ROXYYYY!” His howl echoed all throughout the forest, hurting her ears with its sheer volume. Her legs were shaking as she ran, almost buckling from sheer exhaustion, but a burst of adrenaline kept her going. She could feel her heart pounding frantically in her chest.

She jumped at a tree, grabbing onto a low-hanging branch and using all of her strength to haul herself up. She made it to the top just in time for a powerful tremor to rock the foundations of the tree. Looking down, she found Blaine snarling up at her, digging his claws into the trunk of the tree and attempting to climb. She’d bought herself some time.

“HELP!” she cried out desperately, praying that Sam was still in the woods somewhere. She was her only chance of getting out of this. Roxy knew she couldn’t outrun him forever. The tree shook again. Blaine was already halfway up. She looked around for anything that could help her, finding only branches. Still, better than nothing, she supposed.  Roxy tore a thick branch from the trunk and swung it down, cracking Blaine right in the skull. He yowled in pain and grabbed the branch, tugging it out of Roxy’s hands and pulling her off balance. She fell forwards with a cry, hands flailing out for purchase. They found none.

Roxy screamed as she flipped head over heel in the air before landing on the ground in a painful heap. Thankfully, it didn’t seem like she’d broken anything, but that didn’t stop her entire body from feeling… well, like she’d fallen out of a tree. She carefully tried to pick herself up, but as soon as she moved her head the world spun so much that she fell back down into the dirt. There was a noise behind her and suddenly she found herself flipped onto her back, face to face with a monstrous Blaine. That was it. She was done. Her legs all-but refused to move and even if they did, she was pinned. Blaine closed in for her throat, teeth bared. Roxy was at least thankful that she’d managed to rile him up enough for him to forget the other part of his plan. If he was going to do that, she really didn’t want to be around for it. A silent tear trickled down her face as she looked up at her end. 

I’m sorry, Sam. 

~~~

Roxy hit the mat with a thud. Clarissa, her instructor, offered a hand and she took it, pulling herself back up. 

The taller woman smiled at her supportively. “Remember, Roxy. When facing a stronger opponent, aim for the eyes and the throat. It doesn’t matter how much stronger or bigger I am, I’m not gonna be able to flip you if I can’t breathe.”

~~~

A loud bark startled Blaine. He whipped his head in the direction of the sound, bringing his weight off of Roxy’s arm for the quickest moment. Her hand closed around a rock and she swung it straight into the werewolf’s windpipe, knocking him off of her, coughing and sputtering. A golden blur flew past, crashing into Blaine and sending them both rolling. They separated and the golden beast planted herself between Roxy and the other werewolf. 

Artemis. Sam. She was here. Roxy would have laughed out loud in sheer joy if she wasn’t still gasping for breath after Blaine’s weight had squeezed it all out. She pushed herself up as much as she could and leaned against a nearby tree. The darker werewolf pulled himself to his feet, rubbing his throat gingerly.

“You just can’t help yourself, can you?” he snarled. His eyes flashed and an awful cracking sound filled the air as his body deformed even further from its hybrid form. What was left of his clothing fell apart in the shift and in only a few seconds, a large, shaggy, dark brown wolf stood where Blaine once did. He wasn’t quite as big as Sam was, but he was still about as tall as Roxy. His snout was shorter and broader than Sam’s, though his body was longer and thinner.

Sam barked in warning, setting herself low to the ground as her growl deepened. Blaine snarled in response before flinging himself at the golden wolf. Sam moved like lightning, snapping up from her crouched position and catching Blaine’s throat between her jaws, pushing him to the ground. He struggled against her grip, kicking and scratching her, but Sam didn’t budge. One of his claws caught against her ribs, cutting along her side. She yelped, but still her grip never wavered. She was trying to make him submit, Roxy realised.

Sam shook her head aggressively, trying to cause more damage and get the stubborn wolf to submit faster. He kept thrashing about, trying to wiggle out but ultimately achieving nothing. Eventually, Sam got sick of waiting. She released his neck and, just as quickly as before, caught one of his front legs in her mouth. She tightened her grip and aggressively thrashed until there was a sickening snap and Blaine started yelping non-stop.

Sam released him and walked back to Roxy cooly. Blaine was thrashing about in agony. He managed to get to his feet and for a second the girl was terrified that he still wasn’t done, but he turned and limped off into the woods, whimpering all the way. Something wet and warm brushed across her face and Roxy’s attention was brought back to her girlfriend. Sam nuzzled her head against Roxy’s affectionately, clearly asking if she was okay.

Roxy grabbed the wolf by her mane and pulled her down into her lap, hugging her head tightly as she suddenly broke down into sobs. Sam dutifully laid down and let Roxy cry.

 “I-I-I was s-s-so scared! I th-thought he was gonna k-kill me! He said he was gonna… Oh god, Sam. Thank you so much!”

Sam stiffened, her ears pinning back. It took her a few seconds to realise what she’d done. Sam didn’t move, though. She remained in place until Roxy’s sobs eventually petered out into sniffles. Once she’d stopped, Sam lifted her head up slightly and started gently licking her face, prompting a giggle. She always knew how to make her feel better.

Sam pulled away and stepped back as Roxy wiped her eyes. That awful cracking sound from before filled the air as the wolf changed shape. Before long, Sam, the human, stood before her. And she was…

Completely naked. Oh. A sight for sore eyes, that was for sure.

“So… You knew?” Sam asked hopefully, gripping her bicep nervously. Roxy did her best to keep her eyes on Sam’s face, instead of her… well, everything else. Given the fact that Sam was standing and she was sitting, it was not an easy task. Talk about emotional whiplash.

“I-I… Um.” She swallowed, her face no doubt as red as a tomato. “S-S-Sam, you… uh…”

Don’t look down don’t look down don’t look down don’t look down.

Roxy’s eyes slipped down. 

Oh. Nice.

It was at that point that Sam realised what had caught Roxy’s attention. She looked down at herself and squealed, quickly covering herself with her hands and running behind a tree. Roxy snapped out of her gay stupor and picked herself up, attempting to limp over on her bloodied feet.

“Sam! Sammie, I am so sorry, I didn’t mean to look! It was an accident, just the heat of the-”

The sound of laughter from behind the tree cut her off. Those rolling, bouncing giggles that she loved so much. Sam wasn’t mad.

“Roxy, it’s okay! You just caught me off guard, is all. More importantly, are you okay? Physically, I mean… I know you’re probably feeling…” She cut herself off. “Your feet didn’t look so good, will you be able to get home?” Sam, understandably, remained behind the tree as she spoke.

Roxy sighed and planted herself back on the ground. “Honestly, I don’t even know how to get home from here, even if I could walk on my own.” She tucked her knees against her chest protectively. “I don’t even know if I want to go home right now.”

Sam whistled lowly. “I take it your mom wasn’t happy?”

Roxy scoffed. “That’s an understatement. She dragged me downstairs and told my dad.” She smiled a bit. “He was actually supportive, though, and mom was outnumbered. We got into an argument and she… she hit me, so I ran. Got lost in the woods, ran into Blaine, and… and here we are.” she sighed deeply, resting her face against her knees. A pang of leftover fear struck through her and she found herself tearing up again, but she held it back. It was over and she was still alive. That’s what mattered.

Sam was silent for a moment. “Alright, how about this? I’ll change back into my wolf, we’ll go get my clothes - don’t worry, they’re not far -  I’ll take you back to yours and one of us can sneak through your window to grab you some supplies. After that, we head back to mine. Then… I think we’re probably due for a conversation, huh?”

Roxy chuckled wetly. “Yeah, probably.”

When she next spoke, Sam’s voice was soft. “You… you’re not scared of me?” 

Roxy smiled, even though Sam couldn’t see it. “No. You know that I’ve had my suspicions for a while, but I put two and two together back when I fought that cultist guy. Well, it was actually Leif that figured out you were specifically a werewolf, but I’m sure I was getting there.” She chuckled. “Leif is fine with it by the way.” 

“Huh.” Sam paused for a moment. “Well, let's get going, shall we?”

—

Blaine limped through the woods, cradling his broken arm tenderly.

I can’t believe I lost to her again! If that bitch hadn’t been so fucking possessive of Roxy, we all could have walked away happily. But no! Just because she’s a direwolf she gets to keep her all to herself? The entire town to herself?! What a delusional bitch! She has no clue how the world actually works. Territory doesn’t work like that! It hasn’t for, like, hundreds of years! There are at least three other werewolves in Dewsbury that she doesn’t even know about! Would she lose her shit at them, too? We just wanna live our goddamn lives! Stupid bitch. Learn your own fucking culture.

He continued on like this for quite some time, muttering and mumbling to himself, until his foot snagged on a root. He collapsed to the ground, jarring his arm. He cried out in pain and tried to get up, but his energy was spent. He fell into a sobbing heap of self-pity. He’d lost everything. His parents kicked him out, so he came here to try and find a new beginning, but his own obsession with what he couldn’t have ruined that. He had no more money to keep paying for a motel room, and he’d ruined his last set of pants by transforming earlier. Unless he wanted to go streaking to steal more money, he was done.

A twig snapped and he shot up, snarling at it and baring his claws with his good arm. A middle-aged man stood before him, hands clasped behind his back. He was dressed in a simple sweater and slacks, not at all clothing for a hike. His hazel eyes were oddly captivating and Blaine found himself putting his claws away.

“You’ve been hurt, haven’t you, child?”

Blaine nodded.

“I can help you, if you want? Come with me, and I will make it so you never have to feel pain again. We can give you the strength to take revenge on whoever did this to you.”

“Wh-what’s the catch?”

“There is no catch. You just have to come with me.” The man smiled warmly and stuck his hand out. Blaine stared at it for a few seconds. 

That was a good deal. That was a very good deal.

Blaine took his hand.

            

    
        9: A Day In And A Night Out

    
    
    
    
                Sam turned the corner onto her street, carrying Roxy in her arms. The girl had fallen asleep during the walk and Sam really couldn’t blame her. She’d had a long day.

“Hey, Rox, time to wake up,” Sam whispered, gently jostling the girl in her arms. “We’re almost at mine and I’m sure you’d rather wake up now instead of when Carol starts freaking out over your injuries.”

Roxy grumbled unhappily as she snuggled closer to Sam’s chest, eliciting a giggle from the taller girl. “Fine. But I’m going right back to sleep as soon as she’s done. It’s just my feet anyway. Otherwise I’m just bruised.”

“Roxy, you’re literally covered in dirt. I’m not letting you into my bed until you have a bath. Even I’m not that bad. You should probably eat something as well.”

Roxy opened her eyes to glare at her half-heartedly before sighing in defeat. She leaned up and kissed the underside of Sam’s jaw. “Fine, I guess I can manage that too. You gotta be the big spoon in bed though.” She grinned. Sam rolled her eyes good-naturedly.

“I can live with that.”

It wasn’t long before they arrived at Sam’s place. Sam’s hands were occupied, so Roxy knocked for her. It took a few seconds but eventually Ava opened the door for them. Her mildly irritated look was quickly replaced by shock as she took in the sight of the two girls.

“Woah. What the heck happened to you?” she asked Roxy before turning her attention to Sam. “I thought you weren’t coming home tonight.”

“It’s a long story,” the blonde sighed. “Can you ask Carol to get the first-aid kit? Roxy’s hurt her feet.”

Ava raised an eyebrow. “Alright, but I expect an explanation at some point.”

Sam’s eyes darkened as she walked into the house. “Blaine.”

Immediately, all humour dropped from Ava’s face. “Shit,” she whispered, looking at Roxy much more seriously. “Roxy, are… are you okay?”

The dark-haired girl grimaced. “I mean, my feet are all cut up to shit, but I’m fine. He said some pretty nasty stuff but he didn’t manage to actually hurt me.” She hesitated. “Well, he did kinda throw me from the top of a tree but I didn’t break anything so as far as I’m concerned I’m A-OK.” She grinned, giving the brunette a thumbs-up. “Might be dreaming about being chased by weird, half-dog monsters for a few nights, though.”

The casualness with which she spoke made Sam slightly uneasy. She’d witnessed firsthand just how terrified the girl had been and there was no way anyone could come that close to a gruesome death and just wave it off half an hour later. She wasn’t going to bring it up now, but she made a mental note to check up on her girlfriend once they got some time alone.

Ava looked a bit taken aback. “O-oh, so you know about…?”

“Yes, she knows,” Sam cut in, almost grumpily, because Roxy’s feet were literally still bleeding and no one was doing anything about it. “Aves, the first aid kit?”

“Oh! Right, sorry.” She turned to head into the kitchen, before looking back over her shoulder. “Glad you’re alright, Rox.”

—

“... And done. Wasn’t as bad as it looked. A couple of days off your feet and you should be good as new!” Carol explained as she finished bandaging up Roxy’s feet. The raven-haired girl turned to smirk at Sam, who was seated next to her on the couch. 

“Looks like you’re on carrying duty for a while, Sam,” she teased. Sam rolled her eyes.

“Oh nooo. How will I ever overcome this great and terrible challenge that has been thrust upon me?” She made a show of pretending to faint as she flopped over Roxy’s legs. Carol smiled at the two girls’ giggling antics and made to leave, but Sam stopped her. “Hey, is it alright if she stays for a few days?”

Carol waved her off. “Of course! There’s more than enough space. Just make sure your parents know where you are, okay Roxy? I don’t need the police showing up at my door looking for you.” 

Roxy saluted comically. “Yes, ma’am!”

Carol laughed and made her way out of the room. Sam made herself comfortable on Roxy’s lap as the shorter girl pulled out her phone (retrieved from her room during their supply run earlier) and began texting, presumably, her dad. Sam couldn’t imagine that she wanted to speak to her mom right now.

“Alright, dad says I’m good to stay for a couple days. He said he’s trying to smooth things over with mom, so we’ll see how that goes.” Roxy put her phone away and sighed, leaning back into the cushions. “Man, heck of a day, huh? I thought I was done when I got home from school but nope! Things just kept getting worse.” She looked at Sam and a slight smile adorned her face. “It was a little nicer when you were around, though.”

Sam could feel her cheeks heating up, her heart fluttering with appreciation for the girl above her. She was about to reply when Ava re-entered the room, carrying three cans of coke. Sam sat up as she was handed her can, opening it and taking a sip.

“Blegh, decaf? How do you drink that stuff?” Roxy asked with exaggerated disgust as she took a sip from her own, unadulterated drink. Sam shrugged.

“Well, it’s either drink this or send myself to the ER drinking the regular stuff, so I take what I can get.”

“Ooh, right. Cuz of the whole wolf thing. Got it.” the shorter girl replied, sufficiently cowed.

“You still gotta tell me how you figured that out, Rox, cuz I know for sure Sam was too chicken to tell you herself.” Ava piped up from an adjacent armchair, snickering when Sam flipped her off.

Roxy shrugged. “Well, I was pretty suspicious for practically the whole time we’ve known each other, but I didn’t think too much on it outside of what I could get out of wolf-girl here. Leif and I managed to put it together after we fought that hunter cultist dude, though. Dunno if Sam actually told you about that, but that was a few weeks ago.”

“Wait wait wait, hold up.” Ava interrupted. “You’ve known about her being a werewolf for weeks and neither of you thought to tell me? I have so many embarrassing stories to share!” she pouted.

“I didn’t even know until tonight when she said my name while I was in my wolf form.” Sam complained.

“In my defence, I was waiting for you to tell me yourself. I knew you were pretty hesitant about it.” Roxy countered. “I do wish you would have brought it up sooner, though, if only so that you wouldn’t have to try and hide it.”

“I told ya, Sam,” Ava smirked. “You had nothing to worry about.” 

Sam smiled to herself and leaned further against Roxy.

“Yeah, I guess you were right.” she mumbled, mostly to herself. 

Roxy yawned. “Alright, I need to scrub this dirt off of me so I can go to sleep.” She clapped her hands like a noble calling a servant. “Sammie, up. Take me to the bath.” She grinned mischievously.

Sam rolled her eyes and snorted affectionately. “Yes, dear.”

—

After finishing their bathing (separately, as Sam needed a shower too and Roxy insisted she didn’t need any help) and changing into some clean clothes, the two girls retreated to Sam’s bedroom for the night. As promised, Sam was pressed up against her girlfriend’s back, arms wrapped around her middle protectively. She could tell from her breathing patterns that she was still awake, so Sam decided now was as good a time as any to make sure she was doing okay.

“Hey, Rox. How’re you feeling?” She whispered, placing a soft kiss on the back of her neck.

“I mean, my feet are kinda throbby and the rest of me feels like I fell out of a tree or something, so, all things considered, pretty okay.” Roxy muttered flatly.

Sam frowned. “C’mon, Roxy, you know what I meant. It’s not like you to deflect like this.” She waited thirty seconds for a reply, but nothing came. “Roxy?”

She turned suddenly, tearful brown eyes reflecting the moonlight streaming in through the window. “You wanna know how I feel? I’m fucking terrified, Sam! Blaine almost fucking killed me tonight and he’s… he’s still out there somewhere! That’s not even mentioning the other stuff he said he’d do to me! How am I ever supposed to feel safe if I know he’s out there looking for me? You saw how deranged he looked, he’s not gonna give up! How could I possibly feel safe knowing that?!”

Her words grew more and more desperate until by the end the girl was full-on sobbing as she tucked her face against Sam’s chest. Sam suddenly found herself wishing she had gone through with biting out Blaine’s throat instead of switching to his leg. She stroked a soothing hand through Roxy’s damp hair as she cried. 

“You’re safe, Roxy. Believe me. He’s not gonna be able to hurt you again, not for a good long while, at least. I broke his arm clean through. I don’t care how fast he can heal, it won't matter if the bone is out of place. He’ll need to see a doctor and unless he can find one that’s familiar with us, he’ll be stuck in a cast and unable to shift for at least a month longer than he’ll need to be. That’s if he can even get to a doctor, which isn’t super likely given the state we last saw him in. Trust me, Rox. You’re safe.”

Roxy held on tighter as her cries quietened a bit. “I’m just s-sick of not being able to defend myself. I’m sick of always having to rely on other people. If you weren’t there tonight I would’ve been-” She choked on a sob. Sam shushed her gently.

“Roxy, you’re not giving yourself enough credit. While he’s not as strong as me, Blaine is no pushover. You holding out until I got there was no small feat. You’ve been improving so much in just the short time you’ve been taking classes. You’ll be kicking ass in no time, trust me.”

Roxy giggled wetly against Sam’s chest and the sound sent a flutter through her heart. “You really mean that?” she asked, brown eyes meeting blue.

The blonde smiled and kissed her on the forehead. “Of course, blackberry. I’ve seen how determined you are. A few more weeks and I have no doubt you could probably put me on my ass if you wanted.”

The girl in her arms snorted. “Blackberry?”

Sam pouted. “Sorry, I was just trying something. I’m not very good at pet names.”

Roxy chuckled. “No, no. It’s cute. I like it.”

The girls curled even further into each other. Sam took a calming breath. Roxy’s scent was muted by her shampoo, but it was still clear enough that the blonde found herself calming down and nodding off. The last thing she heard was Roxy, whispering against her chest.

“I love you, Sam.”

Sam smiled. “I love you too, Rox.”

—

“What do you mean I still have to go?! They get to stay home!”

“Ava, dear, Sam is still suspended today and Roxy is injured. Last I checked you were neither of those things, so you still have to go to school, even if the weather is bad.” Carol chided.

Ava pouted as Roxy snickered into her mug of coffee. Sam assumed a smug expression.

“Sorry, Aves. Roxy and I will make sure to have plenty of fun without you!” she teased. The brunette walked out the door and into the rain. 

“Whatever, at least I’m not scared of vacuum cleaners!” 

The door slammed shut and Roxy started cackling. Sam felt her face start to burn.

“I AM NOT!” A growl rumbled from her throat. She turned to Roxy, sitting next to her at the dining table. “I’m not, I swear.”

The bottom of Roxy’s face was hidden by her coffee mug, but Sam could tell she was smirking. “Sure, I believe you.”

Right at that moment, a crash of thunder shook the house. Sam yelped and jumped out of her chair, her whole body trembling. Roxy lifted an eyebrow. The blonde shook her head and willed herself to stop shaking. She threw her hands up in a gesture of surrender. 

“Okay, in my defence, I’m not always scared of vacuum cleaners. It’s just that near a full moon the wolf part of my brain gets more active and sometimes a few wires get crossed and I subconsciously start reading every loud noise as a threat. Also, my hearing is sensitive and vacuums are fucking loud.”

The brown-eyed girl chuckled. “I said I believed you, puppydog.” 

Sam sighed. “This is gonna be a recurring thing, isn’t it?

“Yep. I’ve had weeks to think of dog-related pet names and now that the cat’s- err, the dog’s out of the bag, you’d better believe I’m gonna be cashing them in!”

Sam rolled her eyes, trying and failing not to grin. “I can’t believe I fell for you.”

“And yet, here I am.”

Sam scooped her out of her chair, pulling her up and kissing her on the cheek. “Here we are.”

—

The girls lay curled together on the couch. A documentary was playing on the TV in front of them. The ever-present rain was drumming against the windows in a relaxing rhythm. They were home alone. Sam didn’t think there was anywhere she’d rather be right now, cuddled up with her girlfriend. She pressed a kiss to the back of Roxy’s neck and the girl breathed out a sigh. 

“Your hair’s getting longer.” Sam mused, pulling back to find a few strands of black hair stuck to her lips. Roxy hummed an agreement.

“Yeah, I haven’t gotten it cut in a while. Since before I met you, actually. I usually prefer to keep it short but I dunno, it’s kinda growing on me a little.” She snorted a little at her unintentional pun.

“I like it. It’s cute. Like you.”

Roxy shifted around until they were facing each other, nose to nose. She placed a hand on Sam’s cheek and pressed their lips together softly. Roxy’s lips were still the softest thing Sam had ever experienced and just like every other kiss they’d shared, she was left feeling breathless.

Roxy pulled back and the girls just stared at each other for a while, memorising the detail of the other’s face. Roxy’s gorgeous dark eyes seemed to contain all the stars in the universe and her faintly freckled and utterly adorable nose slowly crinkled as a grin broke out across her face. A warm blush spread across her cheeks and she started softly giggling, gleeful tears filling her eyes.

“What’s so funny?” Sam prompted, her own smile steadily growing.

“I just,” she cut herself off, sighing happily, “I just never thought it was possible to feel this strongly for someone. I love you so goddamn much that I don’t even know what to do with all the extra emotion.” 

Sam pulled her closer and kissed her again before her own emotion spilled over. After a slow, shifting moment, she pulled back for a breath. “I love you too, Roxy. So, so much.”

Roxy surged forward and captured Sam’s mouth with her own, pushing her onto her back and climbing on top of her, straddling her hips. Roxy was filled with an intensity that sent goosebumps shuddering over Sam’s skin. She moaned into the kiss, threading a hand through soft dark hair and slipping her tongue into Roxy’s mouth. A pang of desire wafted through Roxy’s permeating scent and a familiar warmth pooled at the base of Sam’s abdomen as their tongues slid together.

Roxy suddenly pulled back and separated the kiss. Sam unconsciously chased her a little before falling back against the couch, chest rising and falling with heavy pants. The brown-eyed girl looked her up and down hungrily, gaze filled with desire. 

“Sam,” she started, “Do you… do you maybe wanna pick up where we left off? Yesterday, I mean.”

The idea sent heat prickling under her skin, but there was something nagging her in the back of her mind. “I’d love that, but… are you sure? You were pretty shaken up last night. I just wanna make sure you’re okay.”

Roxy smiled softly, looking down. “I appreciate that, but I’m alright. I’ve thought about what happened and… despite what he said, Blaine never ended up actually hurting me. I don’t want him to get in the way of our relationship. I really want to do this with you, Sam, and there’s nothing stopping us, this time.” Her face suddenly turned sour. “Unless we keep talking about Blaine, cuz that is seriously a turn-off.”

The blonde grinned. “Well, let’s do something about that, shall we?”

—

Sam and Roxy laid together in Sam’s bed. The blonde was still dazed, panting and sweaty as she slowly recovered from what she had just experienced. Roxy was curled against her, resting her chin on Sam’s shoulder and looking up at her lovingly.

“Wow, Rox… Th-that was… Wow.”

Roxy snorted a little. “How eloquent of you.”

Sam managed to huff out a laugh. “Sh-shut up. I’m s-still… regaining my b-bearings.” She turned her head so that she could look Roxy in the eye, probably giving herself a double-chin from the angle in the process. “How… H-how’d I do?”

Roxy leaned up and kissed her, soft lips pressing against Sam’s gently, still sending butterflies through her stomach despite how tame it was compared to what they’d been doing only minutes earlier. She pulled back after a short while. “You did very, very good.” She smiled.

Sam felt herself flush at the compliment. She turned and squeezed Roxy against her chest tightly, the desire to cuddle suddenly taking over her body. The other girl seemed to be on the same wavelength, shifting herself until they were curled together like perfectly fitting puzzle pieces. Sam wondered how she’d ever lived without this girl.

“I love you, Rox. I’m so glad we got to be together like this.”

Roxy pressed a kiss against the hollow of her throat. “I love you too, baby. I couldn’t imagine anyone else I would rather be with.”

Sam felt herself fill with warmth as she slowly fell asleep, the sounds of her lover’s heartbeat and the rain against the window lulling her out of the waking world.

She was awoken a short while later to the feeling of Roxy gently kissing her face over and over again. Sam would be lying if she said she didn’t pretend to still be asleep for a few seconds just so that Roxy would keep going. Once she eventually opened her eyes, she was greeted by a warm smile.

“Mornin’, sleepyhead. Have a good nap?”

Sam ‘mm-hm’-ed sleepily and tried to snuggle closer to Roxy, but the raven-haired girl stopped her.

“I’d love to keep cuddling, Sammie, but we should probably get ourselves cleaned up and dressed before Ava gets home from school. God knows how much she’d tease us if she found us like this.”

Sam huffed. “She’s just jealous that she’s still single. But I do see your point. Shower time it is.” She slowly shifted into a stretch, arching her back until it popped and letting herself fall back onto the bed. Roxy watched the display with a certain kind of look in her eyes, a satisfied smile on her face.

“I feel like I should warn you, you’ve got quite a few, uh… marks on your neck that will probably be pretty hard to hide,” Roxy said.

“Oh, that’s no issue,” Sam replied, bringing her wolf to the surface. She could see the amazement in Roxy’s eyes as she watched the bruises heal and disappear in seconds, leaving only clear skin in their wake. 

Roxy chuckled a bit, shaking her head. “Werewolves, man. I swear.” Her expression turned a little disappointed, though it was clear she wasn’t serious. “You could’ve kept them for a little longer, at least. They suited you.”

Sam laughed, her insides fluttering a little bit. “I’m sure you’ll get the chance to make more, don’t worry.”

“I’d better. That was way too much fun to only be a one-time thing.” Roxy sighed, a reminiscing smile on her face. After a moment she sat up and clapped her hands. “So, shower?”

Sam nodded. “Shower.”

—

After a shower (in which they definitely didn’t resume their activities together for a short while, because that would be a waste of water, of course) the girls got dressed and resumed their place on the living room couch, just in time for Ava to walk through the door dripping wet and missing an umbrella.

“Ugh, why did we have to live in the state with the worst weather?” she whined.

Sam let out a hearty laugh. “I see you’ve had a wonderful day.”

Ava sighed deeply. “I was seriously considering beating up some random freshman just so I could get suspended too.”

“Mm, let me know how that works out for you!” Sam teased. Ava waved her off and went to her room to change and dry off. Once she was done she came back into the living room and flopped onto the couch next to the other two girls. Roxy was lounging in Sam’s lap, the blonde’s arms wrapped around her waist and her chin resting on the top of her head.

“So, what’re we watching?” Ava asked. 

“Planet Earth. Y’know, the documentary?” replied Roxy.

Ava hummed in acknowledgement and settled in. It wasn’t long before the scene changed to a pack of wolves and Roxy felt Sam stiffen around her.

“Oh, this’ll be good,” Ava said with an audible smirk.

“What is it?”

“Just watch. You’ll know when it happens.”

It took a little bit, but sure enough, when it happened, Roxy knew. A wolf on the TV howled and Sam started squeezing Roxy with quite a lot of force. She swore she could hear a slight whine slipping from her throat.

“Right now,” Ava explained, “Sam is trying her very hardest not to howl along. Happens pretty much every time something howls on TV.”

“I’m… n-n-not… g-gonna… do it.” Sam managed to say, with great difficulty.

Ava pouted at Sam condescendingly before shooting a wink to Roxy and mouthing ‘watch this.’

The brunette threw her head up and made her best impression of a howl. 

Straw, meet camel’s back.

Sam broke, throwing her head back and letting out an ear-splitting howl. It was discordant and screechy, breaking occasionally as Sam hit pitches that her voice box wasn’t normally capable of creating, but unmistakably lupine, nothing at all like the clearly human howl that Ava was producing. It was so unequivocally Sam that Roxy found herself smiling despite the fact that her ears were currently stinging from the sheer volume of the blonde werewolf’s howl.

Eventually, Sam’s howl petered out. Her pale complexion immediately went bright red once she realised what she’d done.

“Uh… Please pretend you didn’t see that.”


“Oh, absolutely not. That looks like fun.”

Roxy gave howling a shot and sure enough, Sam wasn’t strong enough to resist the urge to join her. The room rapidly devolved into discordant howling of both the human and werewolf variety, interspersed giggles mixing into the melody as Roxy and Ava couldn’t contain their laughter.

It truly had been a perfect day.


—

Sunday rolled around and Roxy was more than grateful to be back on her feet with only minor pain. As fun as it was getting carried around everywhere, the novelty wore off quickly after the first day and it became more embarrassing than anything.

A tinny sounding bell rang as she walked into the dingy downtown diner that Ross - for some reason - wanted to celebrate his birthday at. Her friends waved at her from the booth they were seated at. Leif, Ava, Ross, and Ross’s boyfriend, Lukas, were already there, but otherwise the place was relatively empty. Roxy was pleased about that. It was a full moon tonight and that meant that Sam’s senses were going to be on overdrive, so the less overwhelming stimuli for her, the better.

Roxy greeted everyone and wished Ross a happy birthday as she slid into the booth next to Ava. Leif, Ross, and Lukas were sitting across from her and there was room for Sam to her left for when she arrived. She was wearing a sleeveless black turtleneck, partially for the fashion and partially because she just wanted to show off the new definition in her arms gained by her MMA training.

“Yo, Rox, where were you on Friday?” Ross asked once she sat down.

“Yeah, dude. We missed you!” added Leif.

Roxy lifted a hand to scratch the back of her neck nervously. “Uh… I kinda had a little… accident on Thursday night and I couldn’t really walk afterwards, so I stayed home.”

“I want you to know I am doing a very good job of refraining from making a sex joke right now.”

“Hardy har, Leif,” Roxy chided, face subtly reddening as memories of what she actually did on Friday flooded her mind. “No, I just fucked my feet up running through the woods in the dark without shoes on.”

“Wow, Roxy, impressive. I knew you were smart, but this is really taking the cake.” Ross teased.

“It’s a long story, okay? I wasn’t exactly expecting to go on a nighttime hike in my PJ’s, but my life has certainly taken a turn recently, so I can’t say I was very surprised, either.”

“You,” Lukas began, stretching a dark-skinned arm over Ross’s shoulders. “Are very cryptic.” 

“Thank you, it’s one of my many charming qualities.”

Leif ran her finger along the table, collecting a noticeable amount of grease. She grimaced. “Remind me why you wanted to come here, Ross?”

“This place has the best burgers in all of Dewsbury!” he replied. “Plus, the staff is practically family. Me and Nat always used to come here when she couldn’t afford groceries and we needed a cheap meal. We don’t need to as much anymore now that I have a job too, but I always make sure to stop by every now and then, and I wanted to share it with you guys, too.”

“Aww, that’s surprisingly sweet.” Roxy cooed. “And if the burgers are as good as you say, Sam’s probably gonna lose her mind. Girl goes crazy for a good burger.”

Ross laughed. “Where is your blonde counterpart, anyway? I would’ve thought you guys would come together.”

“Oh, she had a morning shift at the library. She should be here soon.”

“Woah woah woah, hold up.” Leif interrupted. “Sam works at the library? Since when?”

“Uhh, like, last week, I think?” Roxy replied. “It’s a pretty new job, but she says she likes the quiet atmosphere.”

“Huh, wild.”

“Anyway, speaking of people not showing up, where were you on Thursday, Leif? I had to eat lunch all alone!”

“Ugh,” Leif groaned. “I was avoiding Kimberly and her gang. They’ve been giving me the stink eye all week and without Sam around as a deterrent I didn’t wanna get caught out in the open.”

Roxy frowned. “Is she giving you trouble? ‘Cuz I’ll fight her for you if she is!”

“Didn’t you get your ass kicked last time you tried to fight her, Roxstar?” Ross cut in.

“Yeah,” she admitted, “but that was before I started MMA. It won’t be so easy for her next time.” She flexed her arms comically.

Leif snorted. “You realise we’re taking the same classes, right? I don’t need you to fight her for me, I could do it myself.”

Roxy chuckled. “Yeah, I know you could. Still, let me know if you ever need a hand dealing with her. I’m eager for a rematch and I’m not just gonna sit here and let her keep bullying my friends.”

“I’ll be sure to let you know.” the green-haired girl smirked. “Honestly, I was mostly just surprised. Like, with everything that’s happened lately, I’d kinda completely forgotten about her. Then I’m just minding my own business and it’s like, ‘oh, you again?’ It just seems kinda inconsequential after all that stuff with the stalker and Blaine.”

Roxy stiffened, almost imperceptibly. 

“Wait, what happened with Blaine?” Lukas cut in. “I know he was expelled, but I never heard the full story. He was on my football team.”

“Well basically-”

The bell at the door rang, thankfully distracting the green-haired girl from her retelling. She loved Leif like a sister, but the girl had a bad habit of oversharing and Roxy didn’t want her to accidentally let the werewolf thing slip. That, and she had been doing a fine job not thinking about Blaine and she really didn’t want to hear a summary of their history.

Sam walked into her field of view and Roxy swore her heart stopped. The girl had her hair tied back in a braid, highlighting her sharp jawline and framing her face with fluffy blonde bangs, which in of itself was already momentous, considering that Sam had never once worn her hair back in the time Roxy had known her. She was wearing a white button down and a dark pink full-length skirt, accompanied by a light pink cardigan. Safe to say, Roxy was utterly speechless. She was so cute!

She said her greetings and apologised for being late before sliding into the booth next to Roxy, who still couldn’t bring herself to look away.

“Sam, I think your outfit killed Roxy. She’s literally drooling.” Ross snarked.

“I- I AM NOT!!” Roxy screeched, suddenly snapping back to herself and very unsubtly wiping her mouth to check if she actually was.

“Y-yeah, I thought I might try something different for once,” Sam said, nervously looking down and blushing. “I was mainly late because I had to run home to get help with the braid. S-sorry about that.” She laughed, albeit still nervously.

“Don’t be, you look amazing.” Roxy complimented, smiling at the blonde.

“Th-thanks.”

“Oh my GOD, guys. You’ve literally been with each other like twenty-four seven for the past three days. How are you still acting this gay?” Ava teased, lifting her attention from her phone.

“Wait, What do you mean?” Leif asked, sensing the opportunity for gossip.

“Roxy’s been staying with us since her ‘accident’ on thursday.” the brunette explained, adopting a devilish smirk. She leaned across the table, speaking in a conspiratorial whisper. “They’ve been going at it like rabbits. I can hardly get a wink of sleep!” She joked.

“Har har, Ava. Leif already made that joke.” Roxy chided, only just noticing her girlfriend’s reaction. Sam had a very confused, slightly embarrassed look on her face and Roxy’s stomach dropped. 

“Wait, that doesn’t make any sense, we only did it once and you were at school! How did you know?” she questioned, completely innocently and far too loudly.

Ava blanched, clearly not expecting that response. Leif and Ross started cackling, along with Lukas, who looked equal parts confused and amused. Roxy buried her face in her hands and groaned loudly.

“What?” Sam asked, looking around helplessly.

“Sam. She was joking. She didn’t actually know.”

It clicked for Sam all at once. A bright red blush spread from her cheeks all across her face and down her neck, disappearing into her collar.

“Oh.”

—

“ROSS!! Blue shell?! Go fuck yourself! I was winning, you motherfucker!” Leif yelled, looking like she was about ready to throw her controller across the room. With the amount of sheer vitriol in her voice, it definitely wasn’t an empty threat. 

“Actually, I think the correct term is ‘fatherfucker,’ at least in my case.” Ross replied, leaning back to kiss his boyfriend. Leif made a gagging noise.

“Ugh, you guys are almost as bad as Sam and Roxy.”

“Hey! Don’t bring us into this just because you’re salty that you’re losing.” Roxy retorted, flipping the taller girl off jokingly.

“Fuck off, you’re not even playing!”

While everyone was bickering, Natalie, Ross’s older sister, silently crossed the finish line and won her seventh consecutive game in a row. Leif roared in anger, dramatically tugging at her hair and rolling around on the floor. Natalie had shared a few drinks around after dinner and the green-haired girl had clearly had too much, as evidenced by her overly emotional behaviour. Roxy laughed at the display as she rested her head on Sam’s shoulder. All the drinks had really done for her was make her tired and a little bit giggly. She was more than ready to fall asleep.

Sam hadn’t reacted at all to the hilarious display of childish rage. She was incredibly tense, staring at the floor, flexing her hand into a fist and splaying it out over and over again.

“Sammie? You alright?” Roxy whispered, concerned.

She startled a little bit as she was drawn out of her funk. “Hmm? Oh, uh, I’m just a little antsy cuz of the full moon. Everything is really loud and all I want to do is go home so I can shift. N-not that I’m not enjoying myself, of course!” She quickly added with a nervous laugh.

“Babe, it’s fine. It’s getting late anyway, I’m about to fall asleep over here.” Roxy chuckled tiredly, standing up and pulling Sam with her. “Hey, guys? It’s getting sorta late, Sam and I are gonna head out.”

“Whaaaa? It’s like, barely even ten!” Leif slurred from the floor.

“It’s a school night, dude, and Sam’s suspension finished on Friday, so we don’t really have an excuse.”

“Ugh, you’re so lame. You guys are probably just going home so you can fuuuuck.” Leif mumbled, prompting laughter from across the room. Roxy noticed Sam turn bright red out the corner of her eye.

“Very funny, Leif.” Roxy replied, rolling her eyes at her friend’s drunken childishness, while simultaneously slotting the idea away for when they got back to Sam’s. “Either way, we’re gonna head. Happy birthday, Ross, thanks for having us.”

“No problem. Get home safe, guys.” 

Everyone said their goodbyes and the girls made their way out of the apartment building and onto the street. The night air was calm, the full moon shining down and illuminating their path. Ava had left early for a work shift, so it was just the two of them.

Sam sighed, stretching her arms high above her head as they walked, her joints popping satisfyingly. “Man, I can’t wait to get home and tear these clothes off.”

Roxy raised an eyebrow with a smirk, remembering Leif’s ‘suggestion.’ “Yeah? I could help with that.”

Sam sputtered a little, cheeks reddening against her pale skin. “Y-you know what I mean.”

The shorter girl laughed good-naturedly. “Yeah, I know. Just messing with you.”

There was a lapse in conversation as the two just walked together, only the sound of their footsteps and the occasional passing car breaking the silence. It was a peaceful night by every definition of the word, yet Roxy couldn’t shake the odd sense of something’s off that had overcome her. She did her best to ignore it, instead distracting herself with a conversation she’d been meaning to have.

“Hey, Sam?” 

The blonde cocked her head. “Hmm?”

“I think I might head home tomorrow. Like, my home.”

A look of hurt flashed across Sam’s face before she could hide it, though it was pretty obvious through her poorly executed poker-face, too. “Oh. Okay.”

“Hey, don’t get me wrong,” she quickly placated. “These past few days have been amazing, Sammie. I would stay if I could, but I don’t want to keep imposing and I can’t keep putting off facing my mom.” Roxy reached out and took Sam’s hand, squeezing it consolingly. She knew her girlfriend could have trouble with separation, especially after long periods of time together, so she was always careful to make sure the other girl was okay. In some ways it reminded her of a puppy, though she would never say that out loud.

Sam suddenly stopped in her tracks. Roxy would have thought it was about what she’d said if she hadn’t noticed the clear alarm on Sam’s face. She squeezed Roxy’s hand tightly, seemingly without realising. Roxy’s previous feeling of foreboding was now back in full force and a spike of anxiety shot through her.

“...Sam? What is it?”

“I smell blood.” She spoke quickly, her blue eyes darting around the empty street frantically.

Well, that’s not good. Roxy swallowed thickly. “D-do you think someone’s hurt?”

“Definitely,” she replied. “I-I smell something else, too. It’s familiar, but… there’s something about it that’s throwing me off. I don’t like this, Rox.” Her voice shook.

That only deepened the awful churning in Roxy’s stomach. “Sam… If someone’s hurt we can’t just ignore it. What if we could help?”

“With just how strong it smells, I wouldn’t be surprised if it was already too late…” She paused, scrunching her face as she considered. “...But you’re right, we’ll see what’s going on. If someone is hurt, we can’t do nothing.” She turned and looked Roxy in the eye, red seeping into her irises. “Stay behind me.”

“I…” Roxy wanted to protest, to say that she could protect herself, but she knew Sam was right. If what she said was true, she wanted all the backup she could get. “Alright.”

The two girls crept forward slowly, keeping their eyes and ears peeled for anything amiss. It wasn’t long before the smell hit Roxy’s considerably weaker senses and she had to resist the urge to gag. Sam wasn’t kidding when she said it was strong. It reminded her of the dissections she had to do in middle school biology, the coppery scent of blood mixing with an odor that could only be described as ‘death’. It didn’t instil her with a strong sense of hope for what they might find.

They approached an alleyway that appeared to be the source of the vile stench. There was a strange sound emanating from within; a tearing noise followed by a sound similar to that of a dog eating wet food. Looking into the alleyway, they saw a large form hunched over in the darkness, the light from the moon temporarily blocked by cloud cover. Roxy couldn’t make out what it was, but she felt Sam stiffen beside her. She started growling.

The creature rose on its massive hind legs, turning to face them. The clouds shifted and moonlight washed over the scene. A body lay unmoving at the end of the alley, blood and viscera spilling from its torn abdomen onto the concrete. Roxy’s eyes were drawn to the monster that now stood before them and her breath caught, her heart skipping a beat.

She almost didn’t recognise him at first. His body was bulging as though his muscles themselves were trying to break free of his skin, most of which was covered in thick, dark fur. The skin of his face had split to make way for his half-grown snout, revealing bloodied fangs. His hands were tipped with razor sharp claws that seemed to erupt from his fingers with little care to the flesh they were connected to. Despite all this, it was still clear who was standing in front of her, from his shaggy hair to his piercing green eyes to his crooked left arm that Sam had snapped not three days prior.

Blaine.

He rose to his full height, towering far above both girls. Each heaving breath he took was accompanied by a huffing growl, as though he was constantly struggling to breathe, his body too large for his lungs to supply for. His eyes found Roxy and she saw no recognition in them, only sheer, all-encompassing rage. A twitch was all the warning she had before he was bounding at her with murderous fury. Roxy couldn’t get out of the way in time, her legs refusing to move. Thankfully, Sam was much quicker on the uptake, surging forward with a roar and tackling Blaine around the waist just before he reached them, attempting to push him back further into the alley as her own body began to shift.

In seconds, her limbs had lengthened and grown, her already muscular frame now bulging with sinuous fibres, although not nearly to the level of Blaine’s current body-horror situation. The sleeves of her cardigan ripped under the strain of her growing muscles, revealing that her elongated arms were already covered by a coat of golden fur. 

By the end of her transformation, Sam looked much closer to the hulking monster she was fighting than a regular human, yet she was still nowhere near his sheer size and bulk, a fact that filled Roxy with dread. Blaine reached down and grabbed Sam around the waist, his huge hands wrapping almost entirely around her body, before simply twisting himself and heaving, chucking Sam down the length of the alleyway like a ragdoll.

She landed with a thud but was otherwise unharmed, quickly pulling herself up and charging at Blaine again. She jumped at a wall and sprang off of it, using her momentum to deliver what should have been a devastating kick to his face. He barely even flinched, grabbing Sam’s leg as it flew past and using her own momentum to spin and slam her face-first into the wall.

The concrete cracked and Sam fell to the ground, unmoving. Blaine’s burning gaze returned to Roxy.

Fuck.

Logically, Roxy knew that she should run. Just one hit from Blaine in the state that he was in would likely smash her weak human bones to dust, if it didn’t just outright kill her. Also logically, Roxy knew that running was not at all an option, mainly because there was no chance she’d ever leave Sam to the mercy of this monster, but also because she ultimately knew it would be a futile effort, given what had happened the last time she attempted it.

So, where did that leave her? Fucked. It left her completely and utterly fucked. 

Her hand closed around the taser in her pocket. If she was going to die tonight, she was gonna go down swinging, that was for sure.

Blaine swung a clawed hand at her and, engaging every single instinct that her MMA training had drilled into her, Roxy ducked. The claw flew over her head, creating a breeze from its sheer speed. Roxy stood up and Blaine had the gall to look confused, like there was no way he could ever fathom his attack not landing. 

He swung again. And again. And again. And somehow, Roxy kept dodging, ducking and weaving under his wild swings, her heart pounding and her muscles singing as she came inches from brutal laceration over and over again, searching for any opening where she’d be able to jab the business end of her taser into his torso. Thankfully, she didn’t need one.

While she was keeping Blaine busy, Sam recovered, pulling herself up and sneaking up behind the towering monster. Her face was a mess of blood, both from a definitely broken nose and a cut on her forehead, but that didn’t stop her from plunging her own claws deep into Blaine’s side.

Roxy would have been filled with relief if Blaine hadn’t reacted as though it wasn’t anything more than a mild annoyance.

He grunted and swung around, slashing his claws at Sam, leaving three distinct lacerations across the right side of her face. She screamed in pain, pulling her claws out of his side and backing away, desperately trying to stem the flow of blood with her hands. He gave neither girl any time to react, charging the blonde and smashing her across the jaw with a punch that Roxy was sure would have crushed her skull if she’d been on the receiving end of it.

A strange clattering sound filled the alley. Roxy realised with abject horror that it was the sound of Sam’s teeth hitting the pavement. She was barely even given time to let out a muffled sob before Blaine was grabbing her by the neck and slamming her against the wall, her hair sticking to her bloody face as her braid came apart.

Sam was thrashing desperately, slashing at Blaine’s ruined face with her claws, kicking him with enough power to shatter ribs, all the while tears were streaming down her cheeks as she whimpered in submission. He barely even acknowledged it, darting out and catching one of Sam’s arms in his jaws. He started to bite down.

“ROXY! HELP ME! PLEASE!” Sam shrieked, finally prompting Roxy to move. She hadn’t even realised that she’d been completely frozen since Sam had re-entered the fight. She willed her shaking legs to move, pulling out her taser and charging forward. It was too late.

crunch

Sam let out an ear-piercing wail of pain, thrashing even more against Blaine’s unwavering hold on her now broken arm. Roxy screamed in rage, plunging her taser into the monster’s side as it came to life with crackling electricity.

It didn’t seem to affect him much aside from making a few of his muscles lock up and spazz out, but it had the intended effect of drawing his attention away from Sam and getting him to drop her, at least. Now all of his attention was focused on Roxy.

Yeah, she didn’t really think this one through.

His hand wrapped around her wrist and he tugged upwards, lifting Roxy with such force that she felt her shoulder pop out of its socket. She wasn’t even given a second to cry out before she was thrown against the opposite wall like a ragdoll. The back of her head made harsh contact and her vision went completely white.

She could hear the sound of his hulking footsteps coming slowly towards her. She tried to lift herself but was promptly reminded of the fact that her shoulder had literally just been dislocated when a deep, burning pain shot through her muscles. Opening her eyes, she could just about make out a large dark blob, approaching her and filling her vision. 

Right as she was making her peace with her fate for the second time this week, the blob suddenly stopped. Blinking away the fogginess, Roxy could see a golden-furred arm locked around Blaine’s neck, wrenching him away from her. He grunted, slashing deep furroughs into the arm with his claws, but Sam was tenacious. Her legs wrapped around his waist and her head peaked up from behind his shoulder. Roxy wasn’t sure how many teeth she had left after the brutal hit she took earlier, but it was clearly enough for her to bite down on his neck with enough force to draw blood.

He thrashed around, trying to shake her off, but it was futile. Sam was holding on for both their lives and the only way he would get her off was if he killed her. Unfortunately for both of them, that was very much on the table.

Blaine threw himself back against the alley wall with enough force to dent the concrete. Sam’s head slammed against it with a sickening crack and she dropped like a sack of bricks. Roxy could only watch helplessly as the monster laid into her, stomping on her unconscious body with reckless abandon, her bones snapping like twigs with every gut-wrenching hit. She couldn’t help herself, she started sobbing.

Apparently deciding that Sam’s broken body was ruined to his satisfaction, Blaine turned and faced Roxy once again. He stalked towards her, no doubt revelling in her fear as she cried. She pushed herself up on her good arm, desperately crawling away from him, only for her back to hit the alley wall.

Roxy looked upwards, letting the light of the full moon capture her attention away from what was no doubt going to be a particularly gruesome death. It didn’t matter, Blaine was so monstrously tall that he blocked that out, too. He was close enough that she could smell the blood on his breath. This was it. At least she’d be with Sam, wherever she goes.

Then, half of Blaine’s head exploded.

…huh?

Something wet and warm splattered across her face as the unmistakable sound of a gunshot rang through her ears. Blaine’s body jerked to the side and slumped over, sanguine liquid leaking onto the pavement from the mess that remained of his head.

whatthefuckwhatthefuckwhatthefuckwhatthefuckwhatthefu-

“Well, it appears the test was a resounding success.”

Roxy’s head jerked in the direction of the voice. Or, she’d intended to jerk it, but in reality it slowly and shakily turned to the mouth of the alleyway as her mind struggled to catch up with her senses. An older man in priestly garb stood there, holstering a revolver. He was flanked by three men in simple black clothing, one with a digital camera hanging around his neck, and each with a sword and a gun holstered at their belt. Roxy almost choked when she realised she recognised one of them. After all, how could she not? His face had haunted her nightmares for weeks.

The stalker.

He locked eyes with her and grinned menacingly. Her mind finally caught up and she quickly turned her gaze to Sam. If she wasn’t already dead, the hunters would definitely finish her off once they saw her beastly features. Thankfully, though, her body seemed to have reverted to its human form when she was knocked out. She didn’t have any time to feel any sense of relief, however, when her vision was blocked by someone kneeling down and looking her in the eye. The priest.

“It is alright, my child.” His voice was oddly soothing, almost reminding Roxy of her grandparents. He reached a hand out and placed it on her cheek in what was likely meant to be a placating gesture, but only really succeeded in sending a shiver down her spine. “You are safe, now that we are here. The Lord’s chosen have protected you from the beast. Come with us, we will tend to your wounds.”

Roxy couldn’t form words, blubbering slightly as she dragged herself away from the men. The priest frowned and stood up. He was about to start approaching her again when the sound of sirens echoed down the street, someone no doubt having called the police in response to all the screaming and the gunshot.

The priest sighed. “It appears we are out of time.” He turned to his men. “K, take the photo and let us take our leave.”

The man with the camera walked up to Blaine’s body and quickly flashed a picture before following the rest of his grim procession into the darkness of the alley, leaving Roxy alone with two corpses and one hopefully-just-unconscious werewolf.

Coming to her senses, Roxy quickly scrambled over to Sam’s body as the sound of the sirens became louder. She frantically searched for any sign of life, her heart breaking more with every passing second of agonising stillness. A horrible lump formed in her throat.

“No, no, no, no, no. C’mon Sam, don’t do this to me. Sam, please! You can’t!!” 

No fluttering of the eyelids. No rise and fall of the chest. No squeezing of the hand Roxy was frantically holding onto along with the last vestiges of her hope. 

Nothing.

Roxy felt her heart snap cleanly in two.

She broke down sobbing, placing her head against Sam’s bloodsoaked chest as the squad cars pulled up outside the alleyway. Roxy didn’t even hear the officers approach. 

“What the… Shit! Greg, call an ambulance! We got casualties!”

Roxy didn’t have the heart to tell them that it was already too late.

Someone grabbed her shoulder gently. She barely even registered it.

“Hey, kid. Are you hurt?”

Irrational anger gripped the shattered remains of her heart and she turned her head, about to give this clearly dumb-as-rocks cop a piece of her mind, when a series of wet, broken coughs grabbed her attention.

She whirled her head back around. Sam sucked in a rasping breath, coughing up little droplets of blood on the exhale. She was breathing. 

Sam was alive.

Roxy cried harder.

            

    
        10: Aftermath

    
    
    
    
                The clock struck midnight and DPD detective Pedro Luna was pulling up into the carpark of the Dewsbury General Hospital in his 1965 Chevy Caprice. The car rumbled to a halt in the mostly empty lot and he ejected a cassette from the player; ‘Frank Sinatra’s Greatest Hits,’ before placing it back in its case. Opening the glovebox, he methodically sorted the tape back among the rest in alphabetical order, right between ‘E.S.P.’ by Miles Davis and ‘Goats Head Soup’ by The Rolling Stones. 

Pedro was a man who enjoyed order, everything fitting into its rightful place. Pedro was also a man who enjoyed fixing things. He’d fixed up his beloved car after acquiring it from a scrapyard back in Palm Springs for a criminally low $900, turning it from a non-functioning hunk of rust and metal into the gleaming beast it was today. 325 horsepower, zero to sixty in eight seconds. It was, without a doubt, the second love of his life.

It was because of this desire to fix things that Pedro had taken up police work. To him, each case was another thing to fix, another problem to solve. He stepped out of the car, taking a deep breath of the calm night air. A litany of different scents hit his nose; exhaust, petrichor, spray paint, and the ever-present cloud of pine that covered this small town like a morning fog. This particular case raised a few eyebrows back at the PD. Two dead, two injured, one critically so. Evidence of gunfire, but no weapons found at the scene, aside from a smashed handheld taser. Most of the injuries seemed to be lacerations or blunt force trauma aside from one of the dead, killed via bullet to the brain. They were still waiting on analysis as to what sort of firearm was used, but Pedro could hedge his bets. He knew what this was, even if his coworkers didn’t.

The body that had been shot was, for lack of a better word, wrong. At least eight feet tall, a slab of pure muscle and hair with disproportionately long limbs. What was left of his face was also lengthened, almost into a snout. The only conscious witness, a sixteen year old girl named Roxanne, claimed that his name was ‘Blaine,’ although that remains to be verified. This didn’t sit right with Pedro. In his time on the force, he’d seen all manner of horrifying things, but that body instilled in him a sense of dread that he hadn’t felt since he was a boy, when those men came to his house and told him that his father would not be coming home.

One thing that raised his eyebrows and no one else’s was a name on the report, supplied by the witness. Samantha Reed, the other injured girl. That was a name Pedro hadn’t heard in a long time, not since he was first ordered to transfer to Dewsbury, thirteen years ago. Reed was a very well-known name, in certain circles. The name of a husband and wife, murdered in cold blood for reasons they couldn’t help, and the name of their at-the-time pre-school aged daughter.

The name of the last of the Direwolves.

Pedro spent a time watching over Samantha from afar, ensuring that those who had taken her parents from her didn’t come back to finish the job. He watched as she was taken in by a family of humans, as she struggled to shift back from her wolf because she couldn’t handle the complexity of her trauma as a human. It was a feeling he could sympathise with. He kept an eye on her for two years before pulling back, deciding that if the hunters were going to come back, they already would have. He still remained in Dewsbury, if only to ensure that his hunch was right and that the death of an entire subspecies wouldn’t be partially on his hands.

Pedro wasn’t a very paternal person, which is why, despite being ordered to take the young direwolf under his wing, he decided to keep his distance. Samantha needed as normal of a childhood as she could get. That meant a loving family, not a single workaholic cop. It meant that Samantha wouldn’t learn about her culture and history, wouldn’t learn how to spot a hunter on a crowded street, wouldn’t learn how to fight, to take revenge, but it meant that she could have a life outside of the dark underworld that stole her innocence from her, and Pedro decided that was more important for the daughter of his highschool sweetheart.

And yet, despite his intentional distance, it seemed that Samantha had found her way into the dark anyway, found her way back to him. 

Pedro sighed and forced himself to walk towards the hospital. He had a job to do, a problem to solve, and a teenager to interview. It was time to find out what really happened tonight.

—

Cold water ran over Roxy’s hands as she washed them, bringing her back to the present. She had a bit of difficulty washing both at the same time, her right arm being restricted by a sling. A pang of phantom pain shot through her shoulder at the memory of getting it set back in; a uniquely painful experience, even with all the painkillers the doctors had given her. 

She turned the water off and willed her hands to stop shaking with limited success. Looking up into the mirror, she saw a girl staring back at her; a girl that looked far older than she had any right to be. Heavy bags under her puffy bloodshot eyes, a scratch on her cheek, little flecks of dried blood that the doctors had missed crusted along her jaw and in her dark, matted hair. It wasn’t her blood.

She reached up with her good arm, scratching the blood from her tan olive skin. It was getting darker as she got older, though she didn’t think it would ever be as dark as her dad’s. She ran her hand through her hair, trying to fix it up a little, but it wasn’t very effective. She probably wouldn’t be able to do much without a proper shower.

There was something in her hair.

It was soft and squishy. The texture reminded her of gelatin. She pulled it out and held it in front of her face. It was about the size of her thumbnail, pinkish grey in colour, coated with crimson. It left distinct streaks of red on her palm. Her hand started shaking again.

…

There was brain in her hair. She was holding a fucking chunk of brain. From someone else’s head. Oh my god.

Roxy ran back into the toilet stall and threw up again.

When she was done heaving up the remains of her dinner, Roxy exited the stall, once again washing her hands and rinsing the taste of bile from her mouth. She dried herself with some paper towels and left the bathroom, stepping into the brightly lit hallway and sitting on a chair to continue what she’d spent the last hour doing: waiting for Sam to get out of surgery.

There were officers in the hall, making sure she didn’t leave. Apparently there was some detective that was supposed to come and interview her, but it was past midnight and she hadn’t seen them yet, so she supposed they were running late. She ran through her werewolves-aren’t-real cover story in her head for the fiftieth time, if only to keep her mind away from worrying if Sam would make it through the night.

Sam and I were walking home from a gathering with friends when Blaine came out of the alley and attacked us.

No, I don’t know why he was that big. Drugs, maybe?

I was thrown against a wall and I was knocked out.

When I came to, Blaine was already dead. No, I don’t know who shot him.

The sound of an elevator announcing its arrival caught her attention. A man stepped out. He looked to be somewhere in his late thirties to early forties with tanned skin and short, curly black hair, streaks of grey peppering the edges. Salt and pepper stubble covered the bottom half of his face, coalescing in a moustache on his upper lip. He was wearing a white button-up shirt underneath a brown leather coat, untucked from his denim jeans. His boots made little noise on the linoleum floor as he approached one of the guarding officers.

They started speaking about something, but Roxy wasn’t listening. She was too focused on the new arrival. There was something about the way he moved that simultaneously set her on edge with its smoothness and put her at ease with its familiarity. He looked away from the officer he was speaking to and his eyes found her, a piercing dark brown gaze that sent a shiver through her nervous system.

The man approached her and Roxy found her heart rate rising for reasons she couldn’t place. He eyed her appraisingly before kneeling down to her eye level and speaking.

“Evening, young lady. My name’s Pedro. I’m a detective with the Dewsbury Police. You’re Roxanne, correct?” 

His voice was deep and smooth, with a hint of an accent Roxy couldn’t place. She nodded.

“I need to ask you a few questions about tonight.” He rose back to his full height. “Come on, let’s go for a walk.” He held out a hand. Roxy eyed it warily, still not saying anything.

Pedro sighed. “You’re not in trouble. You’re not even a suspect, I just need to get a few details straight and I’m sure you’re tired. We’ll go get some coffee.”

Coffee did sound pretty good at that moment, but there was still some hesitance within her. “I-I need to wait for Sam to get out of surgery. I need to be here to make sure she’s okay.”

It was the first time Roxy had spoken since the doctors had asked her where she was hurting. Her voice came out weak and shaky. Something flickered across Pedro’s face and he smiled softly.

“I’m sure your friend will be alright. She’s made it this far and the doctors are taking care of her. She’ll still be here when you get back. This won’t take long.”

Nodding, Roxy stood shakily. She followed the man as they walked through the winding corridors of the hospital, eventually coming to the exit and walking across the street to a twenty-four hour diner. They sat in a booth and a bored looking waitress came over to serve them, clearly excited at the prospect of some business on this slow night.

“Hey there, what can I get for you tonight?” She asked, all too cheerily for the night Roxy had had. 

“Water for me,” Pedro replied, turning to Roxy. “What do you want?”

The waitress looked at her, subtly giving her a worried once-over. Roxy didn’t blame her. She knew she looked like shit.

“Coffee with cream and two sugars, please,” she answered quietly.

“Gotcha. They’ll be ready shortly.”

The waitress walked off and the two sat in silence while they waited for their orders. Pedro pulled out a notepad and read through it while Roxy busied herself with inspecting the menu. Nothing looked particularly appetising, not with the nausea still swimming around her empty stomach.

The waitress returned with their drinks. Pedro took a sip of his water before pulling a pen out of his coat and flipping to a fresh page of his notepad.

“Now, Roxanne. I have a few questions. Do you prefer Roxy?”

Roxy nodded and took a sip of her drink. The bitter taste was grounding.

He nodded. “Alright, Roxy. First off, could you tell me a little bit about what happened tonight?”

Roxy took a deep breath to calm herself and began her explanation. “Sam and I were walking home from a gathering with friends. We heard some weird sounds coming from an alleyway and when we… When we went to check it out, Blaine jumped out a-and attacked us. We tried to fight him off, but…”

Roxy faltered as images of the fight flashed in front of her eyes. The sound of snapping bones and Sam’s shriek of pain filled her head. Her hands started to shake again.

Pedro nodded, writing in his notepad. “And how did you know this ‘Blaine?’” he asked.

Roxy swallowed “I… We used to go to school with him. He was expelled a few weeks ago for starting a fight.”

Pedro nodded again. “Did he say anything before he attacked you? Anything that might indicate a motive?”

Roxy shook her head. “No… I… I don’t even think he recognised us, at least consciously.”

Pedro put his notepad down and stared at Roxy, an oddly calm yet intense expression on his face. “What can you tell me about the state Blaine was in?”

She couldn’t help it, she averted her eyes. “I… I’d never seen anything like it before. It was like he was completely mindless. He threw me against a wall and I was knocked out. When I came to, he was already d-dead. Th-that’s all I know.”

Pedro hummed, putting his notepad away entirely. His eyes were sparkling. “See, I don’t think that’s true. Not entirely, anyway. I talked to your doctors before I came to get you. A dislocated shoulder and a couple of bumps and scrapes were the extent of your injuries. If you’d been knocked out, you’d most likely have at least a minor concussion.”

Roxy’s heart skipped a beat. Pedro was still looking at her with that strange expression. “I… I-I don’t-”

“I think you know what Blaine was, don't you, Roxy? You know, and you’re trying to hide it, to make sure that the secret doesn’t get out. That’s why you didn’t try to run away when he attacked, because you knew that it would be futile against a werewolf. The shocker there wasn’t his shifted form, because you’d seen that before, hadn’t you? Hell, Sam no doubt shifted during the fight herself. The surprise came from how abnormally huge he was, because you and I both know that’s not normal. Not even Direwolves get that big when they half-shift, and you would know, considering who your friend is.” Pedro leaned against the table. His voice was calm and even. “So, the question remains, Roxy. What happened to Blaine? Why was he that big? And why didn’t he revert once he died?”

Roxy’s heart was pounding, her hands shaking. Who was this guy? If he was a hunter then she was already fucked, and it sounded like he knew about Sam too. She started hyperventilating.

Pedro leaned back, wincing. “Shit, maybe that was too intense. Sorry, kid. I didn’t mean to scare you like that.” He slid his water over to her. “Here, take a drink. I’m not gonna hurt you. I’m just trying to figure this out.”

She accepted the offer, shakily taking a sip of the icy water, focusing on the cold sensation running down her throat to ground herself. She tried to pull herself together a little, throwing up the feeble remains of her defence. “I don’t… I… W-werewolves? Wh-what are you t-t-talking about?”

“You don’t need to waste our time trying to hide it, Roxy. I know you know about us. I wasn’t sure at first, but in such close proximity, it’s obvious. I clearly just handled it poorly.” He smiled placatingly. “I can smell it on you. You’ve been marked. Sam’s more than just a friend, isn’t she?”

Roxy breathed a hesitant sigh of relief. “S-so, you’re a werewolf too, then?” She asked nervously.

His eyes flashed amber. “Hombre-lobo, in the flesh.”

Roxy looked down, rubbing the back of her neck. “S-sorry for freaking out. I thought you might be a hunter. I-I didn’t want to put Sam in danger.”

“Ah, don’t be. I didn’t exactly explain myself very well. I noticed a discrepancy in your story and got excited. Apologies, that’s on me.”

Roxy swallowed. “That’s the second time someone’s said that I’m marked. I-I don’t know what that means.”

Pedro leaned back and waved a hand dismissively. “It’s basically just something that tells any other werewolves that you’re already taken. A long time ago, it used to mean something; it represented a true physical and emotional connection, where partners could actually, for lack of a better word, feel each other, no matter how far apart they were. Nowadays it’s just an instinctual thing we do to mark what’s ours. Sam probably didn’t even realise the connotations when she marked you, probably just felt a pull and decided to follow it. We’re a possessive bunch, in case you haven’t noticed.”

Roxy hummed thoughtfully and took a sip from her coffee. “What do you mean by ‘a long time ago?’”

“It’s a whole other can of worms, kid, and if I was gonna tell it I’d rather have the young Reed around. Saves me from having to explain it all twice. It’s about time she learnt a little about her own history, anyway.” Pedro sighed and looked out the window. “Consequences of letting her be raised by humans, I guess.”

Roxy was about to ask about that, but he started speaking again before she could say anything. “Anyway, back to the task at hand. I suspect now that you know I’m a werewolf, you won’t have any reason to keep trying to hide things, is that correct?”

Roxy nodded. Pedro smiled and brought his notepad back out. “Now, from the beginning, if you would.”

Roxy told him everything, including her and Sam’s history with Blaine. She glossed over the fight in the alley, moreso because she just didn’t want to think about it any more than she already was than any intent to hide anything. When she got to the part where the hunters arrived and saved her from Blaine, Pedro froze, looking up from his notepad with dark eyes.

“Shit…” He pinched the bridge of his nose worriedly. “Are you sure it was them?”

“Positive. I’ve had a run-in with them in the past. I would recognise the man that attacked me anywhere.”

Pedro looked flabbergasted. “You’ve had a… Jesus fucking christ, kid! Do you realise how lucky you are to be here right now? One slip-up and you’d either be dissolving in a tub of acid or locked up in some basement for their fucked up ‘re-education’ course! A fuckin run-in… mierda…” He started rubbing his eyes exasperatedly.

While that information was not news to Roxy, hearing it laid out in such clear terms definitely set a lump in her throat. She took a long swig of her coffee in an attempt to swallow it down. “B-but, they let me go again t-tonight. I didn’t even need to fight them off, they just left once they heard the sirens.”

Pedro looked up seriously. “And they didn’t do or say anything about Sam?”

“N-no, she reverted back to normal when she got knocked out, so I think they thought she was just a normal human.”

He started rubbing his eyes again. “None of this makes any fuckin sense. Between Blaine going berserk like that and the Sons just showing up out of nowhere only to leave again without even trying to take you or Sam, those pendejos have to be up to something.” Pedro looked up at her again, eyes flashing amber. “You keep her safe, okay? That poor girl is the last of her breed and she doesn’t even know it. She needs someone looking out for her.”

“Wh-what? What do you mean?”

He reached into his coat and handed her a business card. “I’ve gotta go make some calls, but if you two ever get into trouble, call me. I’ll explain everything then. On the back you’ll find the number of another werewolf. She’s a doctor here in Dewsbury. Get Sam transferred to her clinic as soon as possible. Human doctors won’t be able to treat her properly and she’ll probably be stuck on a ventilator for a month because they won’t understand how her body heals. Trust me, I’ve been there, it’s not a fun existence.”

With that, Pedro stood up and left, leaving some money on the table to pay for their drinks. Roxy sat there for another few minutes, nursing her drink and staring out the window at the hospital, thinking about everything she’d heard tonight. She reached up and touched her neck, right on the spot that Sam had bitten Thursday afternoon. She might have been imagining it, but she thought she felt a slight tingle there when her eyes passed over a certain spot of the hospital. It seemed Sam and her were due for a conversation.

—

Leif woke to the sound of a TV churning out some random as-seen-on-TV ad somewhere to her right. She cracked her eyes open for a split second only to shut them again with a hiss as the early morning sun shining in from Ross’s apartment window exacerbated the headache she hadn’t even realised she had.

“Ugh, what f’ckin time is it?” she slurred out with a groan.

“About six thirty.” A familiar voice replied from somewhere in front of her. Cracking open her eyes again - this time with the protection of her hand blocking out the sunlight - she noticed Natalie sitting on the end of the couch she was lying on, Leif’s legs in her lap and a bowl of cereal in her hands.

“What th’ fuck are you doing up at six f’ckin thirty?” Leif asked grumpily. Nat laughed melodically.

“Sorry, I was trying not to wake you. I had to get ready for work, but I wanted to check the news. Ross and I heard some weird noises last night after you passed out, so I just wanted to see if there was anything about it.”

“Huh. Well, ‘m awake now.” Leif pulled herself up into a sitting position on the couch before being briefly overcome with a wave of dizziness and nausea as her headache threatened to knock her back out again. “Urgh, fuck. I don’t think I’m making it to school today. Roxy’s gonna be pissed.”

“Please don’t throw up on my couch. You’ll be cleaning it if you do.”

Leif held back a gag as a hot flush overcame her. “I’m not gonna throw up on your couch, for fuck’s sake.” 

Nat snorted. “Lightweight.”

The two bickered amicably as they waited for the news to come on. Eventually the way-too-long ad featuring a ladder with ‘27 different unique features’ ended and the familiar jingle of the local news station filled the room.

“Good morning Dewsbury! I’m Dave Whitman,”

“And I’m Joanna Newstead,”

“And this is your morning news! A very troubling story today, I’m afraid.”

“That’s right, Dave. For the first time in thirteen years, it seems that murder has struck our small town!”

“More on that very soon. But first, your morning weather. To you, Tom!”

Both girls paled. Leif spoke first. 

“D-do you think it has to do with those sounds you heard?”

Nat put her cereal down on the coffee table. “I really hope not. They sounded pretty close and it wasn’t long after Sam and Roxy left.”

Leif suddenly felt very cold. “Fuck.”

Nat put a comforting hand on her shoulder. “Hey, let’s not jump to conclusions, okay? Let’s wait till we hear the full story.”

It only partially got rid of the horrible feeling in her gut, but Leif nodded. “Y-yeah… okay.”

Nat called for Ross, much to the chagrin of Leif’s headache. Eventually, he and Lukas came stumbling out of Ross’s room from down the hall, both in various states of undress. “What, what?! Jesus, what time is it even?”

“Ross, there was a murder last night. The story’s about to come on.” Nat explained.

That woke both boys up very quickly. “Oh, crap.”

“Shit, where?” Lukas asked, his dark complexion paling significantly.

“We don’t know yet. I’m guessing they’re about to tell us.”

They nodded and sat down together in an armchair, Ross taking up roost on the armrest while Lukas took the main seat. Leif noticed a little bruise sticking out on Ross’s pale skin. “Yo, Ross, you got a little…” She pointed at the spot on her own neck. 

He blushed considerably, slapping his hand over the mark as he pointedly avoided her eyes. Leif giggled.

Eventually, the weather ended and the two main newscasters came back onto the screen.

“Last night, at approximately ten thirty pm, police were called to investigate a disturbance on Shepperton street.”

“Shit, that’s the street Roxy and Sam would’ve taken.” Leif worried out loud. Nat shushed her as Ross looked at her with worried eyes.

“When they arrived at the scene, police found two dead bodies, as well as two injured teenagers. Both were rushed to the Dewsbury General Hospital, where one remains in a stable yet critical condition. According to testimony gathered from the other witness, who thankfully only sustained minor injuries, this was the result of a disgruntled ex-student going on a drug-induced rampage. He killed one man, who has yet to be identified, before attacking the two witnesses, who were reportedly walking home from a night out. The suspect was shot dead by an unknown third party before police arrived. The names of those involved have not yet been released by police, and the identity of the person or persons that killed the suspect is still unknown. If you have any information that may be helpful to police in this investigation, please call the number on screen now.”

The atmosphere in the room grew progressively more tense as the news report continued until Nat turned off the TV. No one said anything for at least two full minutes.

Finally, Ross spoke up. “Th-there’s no way that Roxy and Sam got caught up in that, right?”

“I dunno, it matches their description, right?”

“Lukas, I adore you, but shut the fuck up. They’re fine. There’s no way they’re hurt.” Ross was visibly sweating.

Leif pulled out her phone. “Everyone shut up, I’m calling Roxy.”

She put the phone on speaker as it rang. Everyone crowded around. The tightness in her chest grew greater the longer the phone rang on until there was a click and Roxy’s voice filled the room.

“Hey, It’s Roxy. I can’t come to the phone right now, so if it’s important, leave a message. Or don’t, cuz I probably won’t check it anyway. Seriously, just text me instead.”

Another click. The room was dead silent. “Sh-she’s probably just asleep. It’s barely even seven.” Leif consoled. She rang again.

This time, after around three rings, the phone clicked and a very tired sounding Roxy answered.

“Leif? What’s…” the sound of a stifled yawn could be heard. “What’s up?”

Everyone breathed an audible sigh of relief. “Roxy! Thank god you’re okay. We were worried about you, dude!”

Roxy was silent for a worrying amount of time. A twinge of dread found its way into Leif’s heart. “Why? What did you hear?”

“Th-there was a murder last night, on Shepperton street, right around the time you and Sam left. We just wanted to make sure you were alright.” There was a silence on the other end of the phone. “You guys are okay, right?”

A sigh. “...I can’t lie to you, Leif. We’re really not.”

“...Roxy? You don’t mean…”

“Yeah, I do… It… I don’t know if I’m allowed to tell you this, but it was Blaine. He went crazy after he was expelled. He attacked me in the woods on Thursday night, I barely got away with my life. Last night, when we were walking home, he jumped out of an alley and attacked us. I don’t even think he knew it was us, he was on drugs or something, just lashing out at anything that moved. I… I’m okay, but Sam… She got out of surgery a few hours ago, but she still hasn’t woken up. …Am I on speaker?”

Leif swallowed, looking around the room at everyone’s harrowed faces. “Y-yeah. Everyone wanted to make sure you were okay.”

“Well, shit. Hi, guys.”

Ross spoke up. “Roxy, wh-what’s wrong with Sam? Is she…?”

Roxy sighed “It would honestly probably be quicker to list what isn’t wrong with her. Broken arm, broken ribs, fractured skull, a grade three concussion. She had to go into surgery because shards of her ribs ended up puncturing her lungs. She… she stopped breathing for a while there. It was really scary. I-I thought she was dead…” There was a slight sniffle audible through the phone.

“Shit, Rox. I’m really sorry.”

“I-it’s fine. They have her on a ventilator now. The doctors say there’s a chance she won’t wake up, but I know she’ll make it through this. She will.” 

Leif detected a hint of something unsaid there, but she didn’t comment. “Is it alright if we come see you guys? I… I probably wasn’t going to go to school today anyway.”

Roxy hesitated. “Probably not right now. Sam’s being transferred to a different clinic later today, one that’ll better suit her… her needs. I’m going to be heading home as soon as my parents arrive to pick me up. I’ll send you guys the details of her new clinic once she gets there and we can visit together.”

“Sounds good, Rox. …I-” The words caught in her throat briefly as she found herself overcome by the sudden urge to cry. “I’m really glad you’re okay. We were all really worried about you guys.”

There was silence on the other end of the phone for a minute, only broken when Roxy let out a quiet sob. “Y-yeah…”

—

Sam woke up. The first thing she noticed was the pain. 

Everything hurt.

Her head hurt, her neck hurt, her arms hurt, her chest really fucking hurt. Her legs… actually, her legs were pretty okay.

She opened her eyes, but she couldn’t see anything beyond an all encompassing blur. Her eyes stung, so she closed them again. She tested the air with her nose instead. The smell of disinfectant hit her pretty hard, among a litany of other scents. She could also smell someone nearby. It was a very familiar scent, one that was intermingled with hints of her own. It promised safety and relief from the all encompassing pain that was echoing through her with every breath.

With much difficulty, she managed to turn her head to the left, where the scent was coming from, and tried to open her eyes again. She could see a vaguely person shaped blob, seemingly sitting on a chair. She tried calling out to them, to ask them for help, but her throat was dry and all that came out was a weak cough.

This caught the person’s attention. They turned their head to her and got up from their chair, walking over. A soft hand cradled Sam’s cheek as she felt a weight on the bed she was lying on.

“Hey, Sam. How’re you feeling?”

The voice was feminine, familiar, with a hint of sadness to it. It hurt Sam’s heart to hear this person sound sad.

“H-hurts.” Sam whispered raspily.

“Let your wolf out, honey. It’ll make you feel better.” The person replied.

Sam mentally bashed herself for not thinking of that sooner. She scrunched her face up in concentration as she tried to bring her wolf to the surface so that her body could heal from whatever had happened to it. She noticed a tightness in her right cheek as she did so, but the presence of that soft, grounding hand kept her focused on her task.

With a gasp, she felt her dormant wolf come to the surface. Everything sharpened and became clear. The pain relief was almost instant and her body went limp. She heard the person’s (Roxy’s!!) heart rate pick up.

“Sam? You- you still with me?” Roxy asked, on the edge of panic.

“Y-yeah. I-I’m here…”

Sam opened her eyes again and this time, everything was clear. Roxy was looking down at her, expression filled with worry. Her hair was tied back into a tiny ponytail, her bangs swept to the side hanging just above her eyebrows. She looked really pretty like that.

Roxy blushed. “Th-thanks,” she said bashfully, a little smile appearing on her face. 

Sam frowned in confusion. “Did I… say that out loud?”

“Yeah.” Roxy giggled. It was a sound that pierced her brain and made her heart flutter with hundreds of happy little emotions. It was almost enough to make her forget where she was, but when Roxy shifted and revealed that her right arm was in a sling, the illusion came crashing down.

“Roxy! Your- your arm! What happened?!” Sam tried to sit up, but was quickly reminded that having her wolf out didn’t block all pain when the nerves in her chest lit up in agony at the movement. She let out a yelp as she fell back against the bed.

Roxy’s hand was on her shoulder, gently holding her down. “Hey, hey, don’t try to move. I’m fine, alright? You should be worrying about yourself, Sam. You’re really hurt, you need to be careful, okay?” 

Sam took the opportunity to look down at herself. Her right arm was in a cast and her left was covered in bandages. She lifted her hospital gown with her left hand, revealing the ugly mess of purple bruising that was her chest, accompanied by yet more bandages. She touched the right side of her face and found gauze.

“Roxy…” she started, looking to the girl as her eyes filled with tears and her hands started to shake. “What… What happened? What happened to me? Why am I here? I- I don’t- I don’t remember. Where- Where am I, Roxy? Wh-wh-what hap-happened? Why a-a-am I h-hurt? Wh-wh-why-”

Roxy gently placed her hand back on Sam’s cheek before she could stutter any further. “Shhh. Hey, you’re okay. You’re safe. You’re in the hospital, alright? Nothing’s gonna hurt you here. Take deep breaths, baby. What’s the last thing you remember?”

Sam did what she was told and managed to calm herself down enough to speak. “I- I remember Ross’s p-party. We were s-sitting on the couch together. After that, I don’t know.”

Roxy smiled gently. “That’s okay. The doctor said you might have a tough time remembering. You were hit in the head pretty hard and your mind might have just blocked it out regardless. It was…” She looked down. “Pretty traumatic. I… I’ve been struggling to sleep these past few nights just from nightmares.”

Sam frowned. “Past few nights? What do you mean?”

Roxy bit her lip. “Try not to freak out, but… You’ve been asleep for about three days. It’s Wednesday now.”

Sam let her head flop back against the pillow while she absorbed that. “Roxy. Tell it to me straight. What happened?”

Roxy sighed, looking away. “It… it was Blaine. There was something… wrong with him. He was like eight feet tall and completely mindless, to the point where I don’t think he even knew it was us that he was attacking. I managed to avoid most of his attacks but that’s mostly because you took the brunt of it. I managed to get away with just a dislocated shoulder and some mild bruising but you…” She met Sam’s gaze once again. “You stopped breathing. I- I don’t even understand how you managed to survive, you were hurt so badly. I was so scared, Sammie. I thought I lost you.” Her voice shook as a few stray tears made their way down her face.

Sam reached up and placed her left hand on Roxy’s shoulder. “Hey, I’m still here, Rox. You can’t get rid of me that easily.” She smirked.

Roxy giggled wetly, wiping her eyes. “Yeah, I should’ve known. Nothing can kill the great Samantha Reed.”

The two girls shared a laugh for a moment before Sam spoke up.

“So, what happened to Blaine? Did you use some of that MMA mastery to take him down or something?”

Roxy laughed. “No, no. I would’ve been torn to shreds. He was shrugging off all of our attacks anyway. Like, I tried to tase him but he barely even reacted!” She paused for a moment. “It was… it was actually a group of hunters. They came out of nowhere and shot him straight in the head right before he was about to finish me off. …I don’t think it was a coincidence that they showed up. They looked all dressed up for battle, like they were expecting it, with guns and swords and shit. I’m just glad you were already out. If they’d seen you half-shifted they probably would have shot you too.”

Sam growled. “Did they hurt you at all?”

“No.” Roxy shook her head. “I think they might have tried to kidnap me again though, if the police hadn’t been as fast as they were. They left pretty quickly after they heard the sirens approaching.”

“That makes no sense. The hunters are always thorough. If they thought we even had a hint about anything to do with werewolves they should have taken us out. Not that I’m complaining. It just doesn’t feel right.”

Roxy hummed darkly. “No, it doesn’t.”

—

Under directions from her doctor, Sam was released from the hospital that night, as her injuries had healed to the point of her at the very least being able to move around. Ordinarily she would have been worried to learn of another werewolf living in her territory, but given the circumstances, she could only offer her thanks. Dr. Parker had easily proven that she was not a threat to Sam or her pack, and as such Sam was simply relieved to know that she had such easy access to werewolf-friendly medical care. 

Once she got home that night, Sam removed the bandages from her face and arm. Looking in the mirror, she could see the damage across her cheek. Three distinct scars across the right side of her face, the longest stretching from the hinge of her jaw to just past her cheekbone, accompanied by two smaller slashes on either side. It took everything she had not to cry at the sight. It helped to have Roxy assure her that it didn’t change anything about how she felt about her. She also said that “battle scars are hot,” which did manage to put a smile on Sam’s face.

She spent the rest of the week recovering at home and preparing herself for her upcoming exams the next week, which wasn’t easy given the fact that her incredibly distractible wolf had to be at the surface practically 24/7 in order to avoid her being bedridden with pain. Roxy came over every day after school to help her out, usually accompanied by either Leif or Ross, although the latter was much more of a hassle as she couldn’t keep her wolf out with him around. 

In the end, exam week came and went with relative smoothness, constant horrific nightmares showing her forgotten memories of that night and sudden inexplicable fear of the dark notwithstanding. She had the cast removed from her right arm the following weekend and was grateful to see there was minimal scarring, especially when compared with the carved up mess that was her left arm.

Things mostly returned to normal after that, although that constant fear that there might be something waiting to jump out at her around every corner never truly left. It was something she’d battled with for years after her parents died and getting so soundly beaten like that was a fresh reminder that she wasn’t invincible. That, just like back then, she wouldn’t always be strong enough to protect her loved ones.

Seeing Roxy jump back into her training with newfound vigor was a welcome comfort from those fears, and getting to watch her body slowly grow stronger as her muscles became more defined was certainly a welcome distraction, too. It was good to know that Roxy would be able to defend herself, even if Sam wasn’t there.

Relations with Roxy’s mom were going surprisingly well, all things considered. She had begrudgingly accepted her daughter’s ‘lifestyle’ (as much as both girls had cringed when she used the word) and was allowing Sam to spend time at her house. Her dad was a thoroughly pleasant man and would often take the time to cook traditional Burmese food whenever she came over for dinner, although they had to be careful with anything spicy due to Sam’s natural intolerance for it, which Roxy made fun of to no end.

Even after one such night, lying in Roxy’s bed after a passionate moment together, with the other girl curled up against her chest, Sam still couldn’t stop her mind from wandering in the direction of the hunters. She couldn’t wrap her head around it. By all accounts, the hunters should have killed both of them along with Blaine, or at the very least kidnapped them. She had this awful feeling that something big was brewing, and Sam wasn’t sure if she’d be able to stop it.

She looked down at the naked girl snoring softly in her arms and resolved herself. No matter what the future held, she would keep Roxy safe. No matter what.

—

The phone rang. A man with a scarred face picked up the receiver and held it to his ear. 

“Yes?”

“Apologies for the interruption, Father Superior, but I have good news from the Dewsbury outpost. Our test of DX-47 was a resounding success. Subject resisted all forms of damage and showed incredible strength, displaying very low levels of intelligence, equivalent to that of a rabid dog. He was, for all intents and purposes, a mindless beast.”

“Good. Now all that’s left is to find a suitable candidate for the Bloodmoon. A direwolf would’ve been best, but they are exceedingly rare, if not already extinct, so we may have to begin looking into an alternative option.”

“That’s the thing, Father. While in captivity, the test subject let slip that there’s a direwolf right here in Dewsbury! An adolescent, by the sound of it. We’ve already managed to find her full name and current address. She’s a descendant of the Reed pack. How should we proceed?”

The man touched a hand to his scarred face. It seemed that fate would allow him his revenge after all. “Do not approach. Direwolves aren’t to be underestimated, no matter their age. I’ll put together a team of our best soldiers and send them your way. They’ll be under your command, Harrison. Capture her alive and ensure that there aren’t any witnesses. Given how much those animals enjoy traipsing around the woods, you shouldn’t have much trouble catching her alone, I expect. Remember: do not underestimate her, or you will fail. I don’t think I need to remind you what will happen if you fail, do I, Harrison?”

The voice on the other end of the phone shook. “N-no, Father Superior.”

“Good. Is that all, then?”

“Yes, Father Superior. Laudate lucem solis.”

“Laudate lucem solis, my child.”
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                Returning to school after the Blaine incident was… different, to say the least. Roxy suddenly found herself to be somewhat of a celebrity on her first day back, the news of what happened having spread throughout the student body like wildfire. People were crowding her, asking questions left and right and it was all Roxy could do to stop herself from snapping at them. Things got better when her friends arrived and shooed them all off, though.

She spent Tuesday and Wednesday afternoon finishing up her homework in Sam’s hospital room, patiently waiting for her to wake up. Thankfully, that didn’t take long and things quickly returned to some semblance of normalcy.

As soon as her shoulder was healed enough, Roxy threw herself back into her MMA training, even spending extra time at the gym after the classes were over just so she could continue working out. Her instructor, Clarissa, always stayed back with her to help her out and give her tips. There was one instance, however, when Clarissa suddenly froze while they were sparring, enabling Roxy to throw a right hook that promptly put the older woman on her ass. When asked about why, she responded by smirking at Roxy with a very knowing look and saying that they should move on, which only really succeeded in confusing Roxy even more.

Now, with only one week of school left before the end of her junior year and the ever-approaching promise of summer vacation, Roxy found herself filled with an inexplicable sense of hope. With exams and everything else that had happened in this incredibly eventful semester behind her, she was excited for the fresh start, despite the ever-looming threat of the hunters and the rest of this dark underworld she’d been unwittingly thrown into.

If only she knew of what awaited her and her friends that summer. If only she knew of the ever-encroaching darkness that would leave them all forever scarred.

—

“I can’t believe I failed geography! I studied so hard for that!”

Roxy snorted. “Leif, when exactly did you do any studying? Because I can’t recall. I’d be surprised if you could point out Canada on a map.”

“Oh, you’re so fucking funny, Kindley.” Leif deadpanned. “I studied with you and Sam at her house, remember?”

Roxy hummed. “If by study, you mean ‘distracted Sam by throwing a ball around the whole time,’ then yes, you did study, and I am surprised that you failed.”

Leif grumbled. Lukas, who had by now become a regular resident of their lunch table, chimed up. “Sam was that distracted by someone throwing a ball around?”

“I can believe that. Dunno if you’ve noticed, but the girl is ADHD to the max. Look, she’s not even tuned in right now!” Ross replied, somewhat to Roxy’s second-hand defensiveness at the not-entirely-inaccurate description of her girlfriend. 

Roxy turned and, sure enough, Sam was on another planet entirely. Blank faced, thousand-yard stare aimed straight at the table. It would have been mildly funny if it wasn’t for the fact that Roxy had found her like this more times than she wanted to count in the past few weeks since… Well, anyway. She had a tendency to cry out and flinch away from whatever ended up snapping her out of it, so in order to ensure that she didn’t have a panic attack in the middle of the school cafeteria again, this situation required an expert’s touch.

Roxy slipped her hand into Sam’s, gently squeezing as she stroked it with her thumb. Sure enough, Sam blinked a few times and slowly turned her head, life returning to her sky-blue eyes.

“S-sorry, were you saying something?”

Roxy smiled gently. “No, you’re alright.”

With Sam tuned back into the world around her, the conversation continued as normal. Jokes flew and people laughed and Sam even threw a few barbs of her own in response to Ross’s earlier accusation of her having ADHD, Which, to be fair, may very well not be wrong. Roxy didn’t really know how much variation there was between werewolf and human brains, but it would make a fair amount of sense. The only one missing from their group was Ava, but that wasn’t really uncommon, as she sat with her other friends most of the time anyway.

“Um, excuse me?”

The conversation drew to a halt as everyone turned their heads to find Brooke standing at the end of their table.

“Hey, Brooke. What’s up?” Leif asked.

“Would you guys mind if I sat with you?”

“Sure, that’s fine!” the green-haired girl responded in an oddly high-pitched tone. She scooted over to make room for the spectacled girl on her bench, despite the fact that there was far more room for her on Sam and Roxy’s side.

“Out of curiosity, what was wrong with where you were sitting before?” Ross asked, thankfully relieving Roxy of the need to ask the question herself.

“Well, I was sitting with Leon and Kim and all that,” Brooke started as she sat down next to Leif, causing the green-haired girl to tense up in a way that made Roxy raise an eyebrow. “But recently, Kimberly has become way more… bitchy, I guess. More so than she already was, anyway. She was saying some pretty horrible stuff about Leif and I just didn’t want to hear it anymore, so I left.”

“Better late than never, I guess. Welcome to the club.” Roxy replied. “Are you already friends with Leif, then?”

“Yep,” Brooke responded, putting an arm around Leif’s shoulders, much to the girl’s apparent… discomfort? Roxy couldn’t place it. “We were partnered up for an assignment and we bonded a bit. Got to talking a little and she told me about her experience transitioning and I gave her a bunch of my old clothes. After that we just kept talking, I guess.”

Leif laughed a very high-pitched giggle and avoided meeting anyone’s gaze. Roxy raised an eyebrow and looked to the oddly stiff girl. “Did she now?” 

Leif was acting very out of character and an idea as to why was steadily taking shape in Roxy’s head. Suddenly, Sam burst out laughing, full bellied giggles spilling from her mouth as she practically doubled over. Leif’s face grew red.

“Sam,” she said through gritted teeth. “Don’t.”

The rest of the table was sufficiently confused at the seemingly random outburst, but it seemed that the three girls who knew about Sam being a werewolf were on the same wavelength. If Roxy had to guess, she would say that Leif’s heart was probably beating a mile a minute right now, and Sam, being able to hear that with her heightened senses, likely just put together the same thing as Roxy. Sam’s contagious giggling caught Roxy right in the chest and she started laughing too.

Leif had a little crush, it seemed. Oh, how the tables had turned.

—

“So, Leif. What was that all about?” Sam cheekily asked, putting an arm around the girl’s shoulders and ruffling her hair as the group made their way through the corridors of their school, headed for the exit.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, mutt.” Leif flatly responded, pushing the blonde away.

“Aww, don’t be like that. Your heart was beating so fast!”

“Huh?” Ross interrupted from behind them. “How would you even be able to tell that from across the table?”

“Go and lick your own ass, dog girl. I’m not admitting to anything.” Leif replied, ignoring Ross completely.

Sam exaggeratedly feigned hurt at the low-brow insult. Thankfully, Roxy stepped in to back her up. Mostly.

“C’mon, Leify. You can’t hide it. Your face was almost as red as Sam’s when she tried my dad’s khow suey without asking for less spice.” Roxy smirked.

“Hey, I wasn’t that bad!” Sam defended.

“Dude. You literally started crying at the dinner table. Stop trying to impress my dad or you’re going to put yourself in the hospital. It’s not even a hassle, my mom doesn’t like spicy stuff either.”

Sam threw her hands up defensively “Hey, why did the focus shift to me?! Leif’s the one with the crush!”

Leif whirled around, suddenly red in the face. “I do NOT have a crush, you mutt!”

Ross just looked confused. “What’s with all the dog based nicknames? Did I miss something about Sam and a dog?”

“Stop calling my girlfriend a mutt!” Roxy shouted in half-feigned anger.

“Stop trying to insinuate that I have a crush! I don’t have a crush!” Leif shot back.

“Sorry, Leif, but you totally do.” Ross butt in, finally being noticed. “Seriously though, why do you keep calling Sam a mutt?”

“Yeah, Leif. Why do you keep calling me that, huh? Care to explain?” Sam raised a playful eyebrow. Leif seemed to take it the wrong way and her already light complexion paled considerably.

“Uh, sorry, is… is that like a slur to you guys or something?”

“What? No! Ava calls me that all the time.”

“Oh, thank god.” Leif breathed a sigh of relief. “I thought I was being speciesist or something.”

“Leif! How about we watch what we say in public, yeah?” Roxy interrupted, shooting an unsubtle side-eye to Ross, whose face was scrunched up in confusion.

“Okay, seriously. What’s going on with you three? Speciesist? Why is Leif acting like Sam’s not human or something?”

The green-haired girl immediately started gaping like a fish, having realised her mistake. Sam’s heart rate spiked briefly as a shot of panic surged through her chest at the idea of Ross finding out. It wasn’t that she didn’t think she could trust him, it was more that the less people who knew about her, the better. The last thing she needed right now was her identity getting accidentally leaked to the hunters.

Thankfully, ever-vigilant Roxy was much quicker on the up-take. “Leif’s just being an idiot, she’s making a joke because Sam acts like a dog.”

Ross wasn’t entirely convinced. “I don’t know, it still feels like there’s something going on here. You guys are acting really weird.”

Roxy just waved him off dismissively. “Look, don’t worry about it, okay? It’s a girl thing.”

“A girl thing?”

Sam backed her up. “Yep, a girl thing. You wouldn’t get it.”

Ross was silent for a moment before his face contorted in disgust. “Oh god. Please don’t tell me this is some sort of weird sex roleplay thing. We’re at school, guys.”

All three girls blanched. 

“WHAT?! NO!” 

“Jesus christ, Ross, what the fuck?!

“And why is Leif a part of it?! Are you guys having a threesome?! Is Roxy being cucked?!”

“No, Ross! Where the fuck did that come from?!” Leif shouted, desperately trying to protect her and her friends’ dignity.

“I don’t know! You guys are acting weird! You’ve got a secret! What was I supposed to think?”

“Something normal?! Why did your mind immediately go there?!” Roxy shouted.

Ross’s face grew red and he started sputtering. “D-don’t change the subject! Why are you being so defensive about it if it isn’t true?!”

Sam could only watch helplessly as her friends argued over what was, frankly, one of the most ridiculous things she’d ever had the displeasure of thinking about. Thankfully, it didn’t last much longer.

“Ross!” Ava shouted as she approached. “Leave them alone, dude. They’re not having a threesome. Trust me, it’s bad enough having two of the horny idiots under one roof, I wouldn’t sit around and let them get a third.”

Okay, not exactly the defence she was hoping for, but still better than Ross believing that.

“They have a secret! I swear to god, they’re hiding something, but they won’t tell me what it is!” Ross complained.

Ava raised an eyebrow. “And that’s what you came up with? Sure you aren’t projecting or something?”

Ross grew red once again. “What? N-no!”

The brunette waved a hand. “Who even cares? Let them have their little secret.” A devious smirk grew across her face. “Or, is it that you feel left out?”

The boy crossed his arms and frowned. “N-no, I don’t really care. I-I’m just curious, is all.”

It was obvious he was lying. Sam immediately felt guilty. Ross was her friend just as much as Leif was. If Leif knew, it didn’t feel fair to keep it from him. Even still, her chest was tight with fear of what could happen if the wrong person found out. 

“Ross, I…” she started. He looked up at her. “I do have a secret, you’re right. B-but… I don’t think I can tell you just yet. I didn’t even tell Roxy or Leif, they ended up figuring it out themselves and they’ve both promised not to tell anyone. You’re really smart, I mean, you got into the school with a fully paid scholarship, for god’s sake. I’m sure you’ll figure it out someday, even if I don’t work up the courage to tell you outright. You’re still my friend, dude. We don’t want to keep anything from you.”

Ross looked down for a moment before scoffing and looking back up with a smile. “Yeah, alright. If dumb and dumber over there could figure it out, I’m sure I can manage.”

Sam smiled back. Roxy elbowed Leif in the ribs. “You’re totally dumber.”

Leif smirked back. “As if. Even with all of the evidence staring you in the face for weeks, I still figured it out first after just a day. You’re dumber.”

Roxy just shrugged, her own devious smirk on full display. “Whatever. You still totally have a crush on Brooke, though.”

Leif buried her face in her hands and groaned. “Oh my god.”

—

“Alright, everything’s packed away. Anything else you need me to do?”

“Ah, you’re a lifesaver, Leif. Thank you,” her P.E. teacher responded as she finished packing away her own box of equipment. “This would have taken twice as long without your help. You can head to your next class now. Who’s your teacher? I’ll send them an email to let them know why you were late.”

“Mr. Henderson, thank you, miss.”

“No problem. Have a good summer!”

Leif nodded and headed back to the changerooms with a smile. It was the last day of school and her body was brimming with excitement for the future. She had plans to hang out with all of her friends that night and then she wouldn’t have to worry about anything school-related for another three months, not to mention that Roxy’s birthday was coming up in July, something that Leif religiously looked forward to. They had known each other since the start of elementary school and, being each other’s first friend, had stuck together like glue . Other friends would come and go, but Roxy and Leif stayed the same throughout it all. It wouldn’t be a stretch to say that Roxy was basically a slightly younger sister to her. That was why she always made a point of ensuring that Roxy’s birthdays were the best they possibly could be, to pay her back for her unwavering friendship throughout Leif’s life, especially her tumultuous early adolescence, right as she started to question why looking in the mirror and seeing the changes puberty brought made her feel like dirt.

Leif still had fond memories of Roxy’s thirteenth birthday, where they both told their parents that they’d be staying at the other’s house, when in actuality they snuck into an abandoned house at the edge of town and stayed up telling each other ghost stories. Sure, they both had nightmares for weeks afterwards and got into deep trouble when their parents found out, but it was certainly fun in the moment.  

With the girl turning seventeen in just over a month, Leif would have to pick up her pace in deciding on the perfect birthday plan for her. Ordinarily, one would wonder why Roxy didn’t just think of something herself, but the girl had repeatedly said that she much preferred it when Leif took charge, as she apparently often struggled to think of things to do on her own. Roxy still had input, of course, but this dynamic generally served them much better.

Leif occupied her mind with thoughts of birthday plans as she made her way into the changeroom and began stripping out of her P.E. gear to change back into her regular uniform. About halfway through the process, she heard the door open, though she didn’t pay it any mind. That was a mistake.

An arm snaked its way around her throat and Leif suddenly found herself in a chokehold. She gagged as she was pulled away from the wall and into the centre of the room, kicking her legs and thrashing about, trying to dislodge herself from whoever had a hold on her. Remembering what she’d learnt from her MMA classes, she threw her head back and heard a yelp as it made contact with something solid.

Released from the chokehold, Leif stumbled forward and turned around, only mildly surprised to find Kimberly and her friends sneering at her, one of whom was nursing a slightly bloody nose.

“Kimberly? What the fuck is wrong with you?!” she shouted, rubbing her neck gingerly.

“What’s wrong with me? What’s wrong with you, freak? Don’t you know this is the girl’s change room? You don’t belong here.” Kimberly spat. Oh, so that’s what this was. Well, Leif wasn’t going to go down without a fight.

“Man, I must really live in your head rent free, huh? Honestly, it would almost be funny if it wasn’t so sad. Cuz you wanna know the truth? I don’t think about you at all unless you’re directly in my line of sight. You’re fucking pathetic, Kimberly. Get a fucking life and leave me alone.”

Leif would have laughed at the face Kimberly made if the situation truthfully didn’t scare her as much as it did. She was half naked, trapped in a change room by half a dozen people who hated her, with the only person who knew where she was no doubt already chilling in the staff room by now. Sure, it was no deranged murder cultist, but that didn’t really make things much better.

“I’m done with this shit. Someone gag this freak so we can get started already. With any luck, the cunt will starve before anyone can find him.” Kimberly smirked, prompting unsettling laughter from her friends.

…Huh?

At once, everyone in the room started crowding around her. Someone grabbed her arm and Leif tried to pull away, but she only succeeded in getting her other arm caught as she fell into another person. 

“NO! GET OFF’A ME! LET ME G- hrk”

Leif’s cries were quickly cut short when a fist sunk into her abdomen, knocking the air from her lungs. Her arms were painfully wrenched behind her back as she coughed and wheezed. She was starting to tear up, half from the coughing and half from the awful fear that was bubbling up in her chest. Just what the hell were these psychos planning to do with her?

Someone shoved something soft into her mouth and she felt something tighten around her head, right before someone tied her hands behind her back with a similar material to the gag. Her heart pounded as she desperately tried to thrash her way free of her bonds, to no avail.

Her assaulters roughly threw her down to the floor where her head cracked against the tile painfully. She was pushed onto her back with a kick before Kimberly planted her foot right on Leif’s chest. She could only look up helplessly at the brunette’s sadistic sneer as the first few tears fell from her eyes.

“Oh, this is gonna be fun.”

—

“Okay, this is getting ridiculous, where is she?” Ava moaned in frustration.

Roxy huffed and tapped her foot impatiently. Their group (minus Ross, who was going on a date with Lukas instead) was supposed to meet up as soon as school finished so that they could hang out and celebrate the last day, but they’d all been waiting for the past thirty minutes for Leif to show up. 

Come to think of it, Leif hadn’t shown up to their last class together, either, not to mention her absence at lunch. A small bead of dread settled in the pit of her stomach. While the odds were low, it wasn’t entirely improbable that the hunters had come after her. She was in their crosshairs, after all, thanks to the stunt that she and Roxy pulled with the stalker. Why they would choose to go after her now, though, was anyone’s guess. 

Roxy shook her head. She was getting ahead of herself. There wasn’t any proof that Leif was even missing yet, let alone that the hunters had anything to do with it. 

“When was the last time you guys saw her?” Roxy asked Sam and Ava. 

The brunette shrugged. “She’s in my english class, though I can’t remember if she was there today.”

“She was here in phys ed. I got to throw a dodgeball at her head. It was pretty funny.” Sam smiled at the memory. “I think she stayed back to help the teacher pack up. After that, I have no idea.” She shrugged as well.

Roxy huffed, pulling out her phone. “I’m gonna call her. I’m starting to get worried.”

She found the green-haired girl’s contact and called, bringing the phone up to her ear. It rang out without an answer. 

“She didn’t pick up.” Roxy said gravely.

The two sisters shared a worried look. It seemed they were starting to think along the same lines as Roxy. Leif was never far from her phone. 

Ava spoke up, attempting to reassure the group. “Maybe she just went home sick and forgot to tell us?”

Sam shook her head. “Not unless she was faking it. She looked and smelled fine in P.E.”

Roxy raised an eyebrow. “You can smell when someone’s sick?”

The blonde nodded. “Yeah, your scent changes when you get sick. Most humans can’t really tell, but it’s super obvious to us.”

“Huh,” Roxy muttered, lost in thought for a second. She shook her head. “I’ll try her home phone. Even if she isn’t sick, she might have forgotten we were meeting up and gone home.” She focused back on her phone and started inputting the number.

“You know her home number off by heart?” Ava questioned, slightly dumbfounded.

“We’ve been friends for like a decade. That used to be the only way we could talk outside of school when we were kids.”

“Huh, neat.”

Once again, Roxy brought the phone to her ear. It rang twice before Leif’s mother picked up at the other end.

“Hello?”

“Hi, Mrs. Townsend. It’s Roxy.”

“Oh, Roxy! You know you don’t have to call me that, it’s just Sandra, dear.”

Roxy laughed nervously. “Right… Um, can I ask, is Leif at home right now?”

“Leif? I thought she was with you tonight?” 

The once small bead of dread quickly grew into something that threatened to swallow Roxy whole. “Uh… Actually, wait, nevermind, here she comes. Sorry to bother you, miss.”

“You’re never a bother, Roxy! Have fun tonight! And no abandoned houses!”

“Y-yes, ma’am.”

Roxy hung up the phone. She and Sam shared a grave look.

“What?” Ava asked.

“She’s not at home, either.” Sam answered for Roxy.

“You don’t think she’s still inside, do you?”

The three girls looked towards the school building that they were waiting outside of. Sam turned her nose up and began testing the air. After a few seconds, her eyes shot open. “She’s still here. The breeze is too strong for me to get a good lock on where, but she’s definitely still in the area. She’s…” She sniffed at the air again, her expression steadily growing more and more concerned. “I-I think she’s scared.”

Roxy’s heart lurched. She immediately took off towards the building that was, thankfully, still open. “Well, what are we waiting for? Come on!”

Sam was right on her tail, quickly followed by Ava. “I think we should check the changeroom first. I last saw her in P.E., so we’ll be able to tell if she ever went to her next class by seeing if her uniform is still there.”

“Great idea, let’s go.”

They rushed through the halls as fast as they could, Sam speeding ahead of the group until they reached their destination. Bursting through the doors of the changeroom, they found nothing amiss at first glance, although Sam was immediately on edge.

“Something happened here. There’s a couple of other scents lingering around, but Leif’s is almost overpowering. Something happened here that scared her really badly. I… I can’t smell any blood, so I don’t think she was hurt much, at least.” Her voice was shaking, eyes darting around manically as she spoke, as if she was searching for a threat that might still be present.

There was a bag of belongings sitting on one of the benches, one that Roxy immediately recognised as her friend’s. The shirt and shorts of a discarded P.E. uniform were strewn around it haphazardly, as though she had been halfway through changing when something interrupted her. A quick inspection of the bag found Leif’s regular uniform sitting inside, untouched. 

A lump formed in Roxy’s throat. If both of Leif’s uniforms were here, then what was she wearing? She whirled around to her friends.

“Sam, I know you have a good nose, but can you track a scent?”

The blonde startled a bit from her anxious rumination. “U-uh, yeah, I can. It should be pretty easy now that we have a starting spot.”

Roxy nodded firmly. “Good. Let’s not waste anymore time. The faster we find her, the faster we can make sure she’s safe.” Realistically, she knew that, wherever she was, Leif definitely wasn’t safe, but she was trying to keep her mind positive. 

She packed Leif’s P.E. uniform away in her bag and took it with her as the three left the changeroom, following Sam’s nose as it led them through the halls. The werewolf picked up speed as she got closer to her target, forcing the two humans following her to jog in order to keep up.

Sam was so engrossed in her search that she wasn’t paying any attention to what was ahead of her, as evidenced by the way she turned a corner and immediately barrelled into the principal, who appeared to be making his way out of the building.

They both fell to the floor, but Sam barely even seemed to notice, quickly getting up and continuing on her way.

“Oh my god, I’m so sorry, sir.” Roxy said, helping the principal back to his feet.

“Samantha! Get back here!” His shout echoed through the hallway, startling the blonde and causing her to trip up and fall to the ground again. She looked back at the group with something akin to surprise on her face.

“What on earth are you three doing?! School ended forty minutes ago! Why on earth are you still here, running around like a bunch of headless chickens, no less?”

“Uh, w-we’re looking for Leif, sir. She was supposed to meet us, but she isn’t answering her phone and she’s not at home either. We think something might have happened to her, as we found her uniform still just sitting in the changeroom and as far as we can tell, she hasn’t been to any classes since.” Roxy explained. A concerned look flashed across the older man’s face as Sam came running up to them.

“C’mon, she’s definitely this way!” The girl was practically vibrating with anxiety, her eyes sharp with worry.

“Not so fast!” Mr. Ericson shouted as he grabbed Sam’s wrist before she could run away again. There was no way that he would realistically be able to actually restrain the girl, but she was surprised enough by the action that she stopped moving anyway. “I was aware of Leif’s absence from her classes, and I’ll admit, your story does concern me. I’ll help you look for her, on the condition that you-” he gave Sam a hard look. “Stop running. You’re liable to slip and break your neck.”

The blonde frantically nodded. “Y-yes, sir.”

The principal huffed and the group set off, albeit at a much slower pace than before. The intensity radiating off of Sam was almost palpable, the girl no doubt struggling with the urge to run off so that she could make sure her friend was alright. Despite the situation, it made Roxy immensely happy to see how much she cared about Leif. The two had grown far closer in the past few weeks, to the point where Sam had started treating Leif the same way she would treat Roxy and her family, slightly overbearing amount of physical touch and all. The noise that Leif had made the first time Sam lifted her off the ground with a hug had been hilarious.

“How does she know where to go?” Mr. Ericson asked, tearing Roxy from her thoughts. A fair question, to be sure, but not at all one Roxy was prepared to answer.

“U-uh… Good instincts?” she tried, very convincingly.

The man raised an eyebrow at her but otherwise didn’t respond. They continued through the halls for another few minutes until Sam walked past an unmarked door, stopped, turned around, and started frantically trying to open it. It was clearly locked, but that didn’t stop Sam from shaking the handle so hard that the entire door rattled and letting out a desperate whine when it didn’t work.

“What are you doing? You’re going to break it!” The principal shouted.

“She- She’s through here! I-I-I can’t get it open!”

“That’s the maintenance staircase to the roof. Only staff have the keys, there’s no way she’s in there.”

“No no no no, She is! You have to open it! Please!” Sam was practically begging, sounding like she was on the verge of tears. Knowing the girl, she likely wasn’t far off.

Mr. Ericson sighed, pulling out his keys and picking out the right one. “Fine, but if she’s not up there, we’ll be having-”

He didn’t even get to finish his sentence. As soon as he unlocked the door, Sam bounded past him with enough force to knock him down. Roxy followed quickly behind, watching as her werewolf zoomed up the stairs on all fours and smashed her way through the door at the top. They were close, they had-

Roxy’s heart burned with a horrible cocktail of emotion. She wanted to scream. She wanted to cry. She wanted to kill.

Leif, her best friend, her confidant, her sister, was crying. Leif had only ever cried once in the entire time Roxy had known her, on that fateful night when she’d turned to Roxy with tears in her eyes and told her that she didn’t want to be a boy anymore. Now, someone had made her cry again. Someone who, very soon, wouldn’t be able to walk, as long as Roxy had any say in it.

The poor girl was, as Roxy suspected back in the changeroom, in nothing but her underwear, gagged and tied to a post in such a way that it was impossible for her to sit down, or even move anything beyond her fingers and toes. Her body looked like it had been used as a punching bag, and someone had written a whole dictionary’s worth of hateful slurs and mean-spirited words across her skin with what looked like permanent marker. Not even her face was spared, the words ‘dick-girl’ scribbled across her bright red cheeks, though if the shade was due to embarrassment or sunburn, it was hard to tell.

Roxy ran towards her friend, her chest burning with building emotion. Sam still hadn’t moved from the moment she burst through the door, completely frozen in shock. Leif sobbed as Roxy approached, hazel eyes pleading as tears fell down her cheeks. She put a gentle hand on the girl’s cheek as she made her way behind the post to undo the excessive restraints. There was even one around her neck, for god’s sake. 

“I-it’s gonna be okay, Leif. We’re here, no one’s gonna hurt you anymore.” Roxy whispered, desperately trying not to curse as she struggled to undo the stubborn knots in the cloth. The girl just continued to sob. 

“Samantha! SAMANTHA! I swear to god if you broke that door you’re gonna be paying-” The principal stopped in his tracks once he reached the top of the stairs and took in the sight before him. Leif thrashed against her bindings, muffled cries slipping out from behind her gag. Roxy recognised what was happening immediately.

“Don’t look at her!” She shouted. Thankfully, Mr. Ericson immediately heeded her words and turned around. Sam, on the other hand, was still just standing there, fists clenched, eyes flickering between blue and red as her entire body trembled. 

“Sam! Get over here and help me with this!”

The blonde startled a little as she was torn out of her trance. She quickly made her way over, cutting apart the cloth bindings with her claws in no time. No longer held up by her constraints, Leif collapsed to the ground and immediately curled in on herself, her sunburnt shoulders bouncing with each heaving sob.

Roxy dropped to her knees and embraced the crying girl, tucking her head against the crook of her neck as she wailed, gently shushing her and stroking a hand through her hair. 

“Who did this, Leif? Who hurt you?” She asked, her voice quivering with the effort it took to keep her emotions in check. Leif didn’t respond, just shaking her head against Roxy’s shoulder, but it didn’t matter. Roxy didn’t need her to say anything. It was obvious. There was only one person who would target Leif like this, only one person who could commit  such an unimaginably cruel and hateful act and laugh about it to her friends afterwards. Kimberly had seemed louder than usual at lunch, after all.

She continued to console her crying friend as Sam came over and draped a P.E. jacket across Leif’s shoulders, joining in on the embrace and actually crying a little herself, if Roxy wasn’t mistaken. She didn’t blame her. Roxy likely would have cried as well if it wasn’t for the deep pit of rage that was boiling in her gut.

Kimberly was gonna pay for this. Roxy would make sure of it.

—

Leif turned off the scalding water and stepped out of the shower. Her skin stung from the force with which she had scrubbed it, desperate to get those horrible words to disappear. The make-up remover that Ava had given her had only been marginally effective, but the soap and hot water combined with her frantic scrubbing seemed to have finished the job. Her muscles ached from being forced to stay in the same position for so long and every time she moved her face or her shoulders, her sunburn sent fire tingling along her nerves. She was, reasonably, miserable.

She grabbed a towel off of the rack and dried her hair off before wrapping it around her waist. She looked into the mirror of the unfamiliar bathroom, eyeing the girl she saw within. Her damp hair hung limply, framing her freckled face. She could see her brown roots growing out. Should she dye it again or let it grow out? She couldn’t decide. Her left eye was bruised, complimenting the array of purple and yellow that painted her torso, and there were clear abrasions on her wrists and neck where the restraints had been tied. Looking for too long was starting to make her belly churn with uncomfortable emotions, as it so often did, so Leif looked away. 

There was writing on the right side of the mirror that caught her eye, written in red whiteboard marker; reminders of some sort.

May 10th - One month with Roxy! Don’t forget!

May 21st - Exam week! Remember to study! (ugh - ava)

June 9th - Last day of junior year!!

The list continued on for a surprising amount of time, reaching past Roxy’s birthday in the middle of July to the start date of their senior year. Leif wouldn’t have expected Sam to be so thorough, but given how forgetful she could be, she supposed it made sense that she would want to keep track of important dates. 

Leif finished drying herself and started changing into the clothes that Sam had left for her. They were a bit big, to be sure, but the only other option was Ava’s, who’s clothes would definitely be too small. Roxy’s probably would have been ideal, as Leif had fit into most of her clothes just fine when she was helping her experiment with styles, but the girl only had a handful of clothes at Sam’s house, none of which were really what she was looking for.

Honestly, thinking about it, perhaps Sam’s almost-oversized sweatshirt and pyjama pants combo was perfect, given the situation. There was nothing quite like the comfort of oversized clothing, and the fact that it was Sam’s meant that it would no doubt carry that same scent of pine that Leif had started finding so calming lately. 

Her heart lurched for a second. Wait, why did she suddenly start finding Sam’s scent so comforting? When did she? Did she have a crush on her best friend’s girlfriend or something?? No, no, no, that wouldn’t make sense. Leif had never felt anything even remotely romantic for Sam. Nothing like what she felt when her and Brooke’s hands accidentally brushed together in the hallway that one time, anyway.

Aw, man. I just admitted it to myself. Oh well, doesn’t count unless I say it out loud!

Leif shook her head and continued dressing, only stopping to chuckle slightly when she noticed a bottle of dog shampoo sitting next to the bathtub. The girl was making it way too easy to make jokes, honestly.

Once she was done, Leif walked out of the bathroom and down the stairs, into the living room where Sam’s parents (or maybe Ava’s? Leif didn’t really know the whole situation there, but she was pretty sure they weren’t werewolves) were watching TV. Her friends were waiting for her in the basement, so she continued through the room towards the door leading downstairs.

After everything that had happened, the group decided it was best that they scrapped their ideas for a night out for another time. Leif knew that she was in no state to go out, anyway. Sam was the one who suggested that they all just head back to hers to binge some movies and eat too much junk food until they all pass out. The idea sounded pretty great to Leif, who was definitely yearning for some positive physical contact after the day she’d had.

Lost in thought as she was, Leif didn’t notice Mrs. Walker calling out to her until she was right in her face. The girl startled and jumped back, causing Carol to get startled as well.

“Oh my goodness! I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to startle you!” The older woman said.

“I-it’s okay,” Leif replied.

“I was just wondering if you wanted some balm for your face. You’ve got one hell of a sunburn there.”

Leif self-consciously touched her burnt cheek as she considered the request. “Y-yeah, I would appreciate that. Th-thank you, miss.”

There was a slight lurch in her stomach as her own voice registered too deeply in her ears, but Mrs. Walker didn’t seem to notice, just nodding and heading to the kitchen, motioning for Leif to follow.

“I swear, it feels like at least once a month I get one of you kids coming in here needing first aid. Not counting that awful business with those murders that poor Sam and Roxy dealt with, I had to patch up Roxy’s feet after she went running through the woods chased by that lunatic werewolf. At least your sunburn is a normal injury. I hate seeing all this werewolf business getting y’all seriously hurt. Sammie once even got herself stuck in a beartrap, for christ’s sake! It breaks a mother’s heart, I swear. I might not’a birthed her, but she’s just as much mine as Ava is.” 

Carol sighed, interrupting her muttering as she looked for the burn balm. Leif remained silent as she spoke. Clearly, the woman had a few pent up worries that she needed to vent. It must’ve been pretty hard trying to raise a werewolf as a human, Leif thought, especially one as hyperactive as Sam. 

“I’m just glad the girl has finally made some good friends. Poor thing has spent too much of her life alone. She talks about y’all a lot, y’know? …Aha! Here it is!”

Carol turned around, holding a little red tube of something. She instructed Leif to sit down at one of the kitchen chairs and began applying the balm to her face as she continued spilling her mind.

“It was so hard for her to break out of her shell after her parents died. She didn’t even turn back into a human for months. Not that it changed much after she did, mind you. The poor girl was too meek and shy to talk to any of the other kids at school, and Ava wasn’t always around to try and look after her. The amount of times I got called into the school because she bit some kid that was giving her a hard time, I wouldn’t even be able to count.

“It wasn’t until middle school that she really started trying with the other kids again. She was so lively when she was young, before everything happened, so it was nice to see a bit of that life return after so long. Still, I think she was a bit too… different for the other kids to really relate to. She had a few friends, but they never lasted long. Always found her to be ‘too loud’ or ‘too weird.’ Once, I even got called to pick her up from a sleepover because the silly girl got herself stuck behind a couch while trying to hide from a vacuum cleaner!” She chuckled. “Don’t tell her I told you that one, though.”

“I think it got harder when she found out she liked girls, as well. Sammie has never been good at hiding her feelings, and she always struggled to keep her eyes to herself. I don’t think it was long before the whole school knew which way she swung, and let me tell you, kids can truly be cruel when they want to be.” Carol sighed again. Leif held back a sniffle. She knew that all too well.

“Thankfully, the bullying stopped by high school. That last growth spurt of hers no doubt had a hand in that, I like to think. Scared all of the little bastards off. Big, like her mother was. I swear, that woman was like a mountain.” Carol shook her head, laughing softly to herself. “At that point, I think the idea that she wouldn’t really be able to make lasting friendships had settled itself in her head, so she pulled herself back from people for a while there. She would spend full weekends or even weeks in the woods, roaming around and doing god-knows-what as a wolf. Yet, despite all that, she would still make time for us, the sweetheart. I don’t think it’s possible for her to love someone without putting her entire heart into it.” She smiled softly, pausing her ministrations on Leif’s face for a moment. “So much like her mother,” she whispered, tears forming in her eyes.

Carol shook her head again and wiped her eyes, finishing up with the balm on Leif’s face. “It wasn’t until you all came along that she really got herself out of that bubble of hers. I swear, I don’t think I’ve ever seen her so happy. I think that she’s always yearned for a real connection of some kind, something of her own design, not that of her family. It’s in her nature, I suppose. You all gave her that, and as the one who raised her, I can’t thank you enough. You’ve made a true difference in that girl’s life, whether you realise it or not. So, Thank you, Leif.”

The woman put a hand on her shoulder as she looked her in the eye. It irritated her sunburn, but Leif pretended not to notice, just like she pretended not to notice the tears forming in her own eyes. She nodded.

“Wh-while obviously, I’m not as close to her as Roxy is, she’s still one of my closest friends. I was in a similar situation for most of my life. Aside from Roxy, I didn’t really have many other friends. We’ve both been… rejected in some way for being who we are, and I think we could see a bit of that in Sam when she first sat down at our table. The way she just instantly clicked with us definitely said a lot, at the very least.” Leif, realising she’d looked away at some point, re-made eye contact. “I don’t think I need to tell you that Sam means the world to us, as well. You don’t need to thank us for being her friends. I… I think it was always meant to end up like this, anyway. Sam’s one of us. That’s never gonna change.”

Carol smiled at her and shifted her hand slightly, prompting Leif to wince. “Uh… I hate to ask this at such an emotional moment, but do you think you could get my shoulders as well?”

The older woman chuckled and nodded. “Of course, sweetheart.”

—

Leif opened the door to the basement and made her way down the stairs before promptly stopping in her tracks. There was a giant fucking wolf, just sorta chilling in the basement with everyone. It took a few seconds for her mind to catch up and realise that it was probably just Sam. She hadn’t ever seen her wolf form in person before, but no one told her that she was that huge.

The couch had been pushed back further into the room to make space for the gargantuan beast and her equally-as-large pet bed. Roxy was currently cooing and showering the wolf with affection while Ava sat on the other end of the couch, staring at her phone and mindlessly running her foot back and forth along Sam’s coat as her tail rhythmically thumped against the floor.

Leif cleared her throat and caught the attention of everyone in the room, prompting Sam to quickly jump up and make her way over, tail wagging at potentially dangerous speeds. The girl unconsciously backed away as she approached because holy god she’s as tall as me. Sam was having none of it, however, and quickly circled Leif, nudging her towards the couch with her snout.

She flopped down next to Roxy, who carefully put an arm around her shoulders and silently pulled her close. The wolf sat down directly in front of her before laying down and placing her head in Leif’s lap, looking up at her with bright red puppy dog eyes.

“Y-you’re… really big.” Leif muttered. Sam let out a whine and Roxy snorted a little.

“Don’t you know it’s rude to say that about a lady?”

Leif looked at her in bewilderment before she started laughing herself. She looked back at Sam. “I’m sorry, mutt, did I offend you?” she cooed, scratching the wolf behind her ears. One of them was flopping about lamely. It was pretty cute, she thought.

Roxy clicked her tongue. “I told you not to call her that,” she complained jokingly.

“You do realise that, by definition, she is a mutt, right? Only her mom was a direwolf. Pretty sure her dad was an arctic grey or something. That’s where the little white bits in her hair came from.” Ava spoke up, her face softening as she turned her attention to Leif. “You feeling better?”

The girl in question kept her gaze locked on the wolf in her lap. “Y-yeah, I am. Thanks for helping me. I… I don’t know what I would’ve done if you guys hadn’t found me.” She chuckled mirthlessly. “Probably starve, to be honest.”

Sam growled suddenly, startling Leif enough that she quickly drew her hands back defensively. Roxy laughed at her apprehension. 

“Sam, stop teasing her,” she chided. Sam stopped growling and let out another whine before lifting her head up and licking Leif right across the face. The girl squealed and Roxy laughed again. “She was really worried about you. If it had taken any longer to find you, she probably would have started crying, she was that worked up. She really cares about you, so unless you wanna get aggressively licked until you feel better, I wouldn’t talk like that around her.”

Leif regarded the wolf with a newfound appreciation. “You really care about me that much?”

“Of course she does. You’re her pack, now,” Ava said. Leif and Roxy both looked at her in confusion. “She really didn’t tell you? Christ, she’s a dumbass.” She sighed, rubbing her face exasperatedly. “Have either of you ever noticed that you feel weirdly calm whenever you’re close to her? Or the fact that she’s like, always touching you? I can understand Roxy just assuming it’s because you’re gay for each other or whatever, but I would’ve thought you’d have noticed something, Leif.”

Leif didn’t have to think for long to know what Ava was talking about. A weird sense of relief filled her. “That was because I’m in her pack?! Oh, thank god, I thought I was starting to crush on her or something.” 

Roxy and Ava both guffawed, laughing their asses off. Sam let out an amused sounding huff before continuing to attack Leif’s face with her tongue. Ava wiped her eyes. “Yep, welcome to the family, sister.” 

Roxy hugged her from behind and pulled her on top of herself, still laughing all the way. Leif slowly started to giggle as well, something warm building in her chest. Sam barked along to the melodious sound as it filled the room, her paws excitedly tip-tapping along the floor as she hopped about playfully. It wasn’t long before Leif realised what she was feeling, surrounded by the people that loved and cared for her more than anybody else.

Belonging. After a lifetime of not knowing where she fit in the world or who she was supposed to be, she finally felt like she was where she belonged; here, in this dorky werewolf’s pack. As a single tear fell from her eye, Leif smiled.

Jesus, my life is weird. 

            

    
        12: Returning The Favour

    
    
    
    
                The pounding rhythm of her wrapped fists against leather mingled with the heavy beating of her heart as Roxy worked her stress and anger out on the punching bag at her gym. Sweat beaded and dripped down her forehead and spine as she ducked a hit that only existed in her head, popping up and throwing a kick that rattled all the way up the bag’s supporting chain into the rafters.

Her muscles sang with fatigue as endorphins rushed through her bloodstream, but she didn’t stop, pushing herself to keep going for just that extra minute. Roxy had never expected herself to be someone who would enjoy working out so much, but, like most things, that changed once Sam came into her life. The song in her headphones changed and she switched up her rhythm to match, bouncing around the bag on the balls of her feet.

Personal enjoyment wasn’t the only reason she was staying late to practise her beatdown routine. An image of her best friend popped into her head; the girl tied to a post, half-naked, beaten, humiliated. It was followed by an image of a certain brunette, stupid ugly sneer on full display. Anger flushed through Roxy’s system, re-invigorating her tired muscles for the last stretch. She laid into the bag with unrivalled ferocity, grunting louder and louder with every hit as she imagined herself smashing Kimberly’s face in for what she did. She swore that the next time she saw that bitch, she would… Well, Roxy didn’t know what she would do, but she was sure that Kimberly wasn’t going to like it.

“Jeez, that bag owe you money or something?”

Sam’s husky voice caught her attention as she finished up, throwing one last right hook into the bag before slipping her headphones around her neck and turning around to look at her girlfriend.

“No, but Kimberly’s gonna be wishing that she could pay me enough not to beat her ass. What are you doing here, anyway?”

Sam shrugged, looking away casually. “I wanted to see my girlfriend.” she looked back, unsubtly eyeing Roxy up and down as she bit her lip. “And what a sight she is.”

Roxy snorted as her insides fluttered a little. “Well, aren’t you smooth? Feeling a bit frisky, are we?”

“Can you blame me? I mean, just look at you,” Sam replied honestly, gesturing at Roxy and stepping closer, running a hand down her arm to grip her hand. To be fair, no, Roxy couldn’t blame her. Between her gym shorts and cropped tank top, she was showing off a lot of sweaty skin. “C’mon, let’s head back to mine so that you can get in your post-workout workout.” The blonde waggled her eyebrows with a cheeky smirk.

The endorphins must have been doing something to her head - and the rest of her body - because Roxy thought she had a better idea. “Hmm, I dunno… I’m pretty tired, I’m not sure I’ll be able to make it that far,” she said, slowly walking towards Sam in such a way that had the taller girl backing up against the wall. She grabbed the front of Sam’s flannel and pulled her down so that their faces were inches apart. “Let’s just do it here, instead.” 

Sam went bright red. “A-are you sure that’s a g-good idea?”

Roxy grinned toothily. “Sure, Clarissa’s already gone home and she asked me to lock up for her. It’s just you and me here. No one’s gonna bother us.”

Sam still looked hesitant. “I dunno… I still don’t think going all the way is very smart… That being said, I’m not necessarily against having a bit of handsy fun before we head out.” A goofy smirk broke out across her face. “If that works for you?”

Roxy hummed, eyes half lidded. “Good girl.”

Sam’s subsequent whine was quickly swallowed up when Roxy pulled her the rest of the way into a deep kiss. A familiar heat flushed under Roxy’s skin as she pushed Sam up against the wall, their mouths moving together with passion. She could feel the blonde’s hands roaming across her back, one slipping under the hem of her tank top and onto her bare skin, the other moving low to squeeze her ass.

Roxy moaned, pushing forward and forcing her tongue into Sam’s mouth as she groped her chest, her other hand slipping into her hair and tugging her closer, even as she was pushing her back against the wall. The blonde whimpered, nipping Roxy’s bottom lip as she pulled away for a quick breath before eagerly diving back in, gripping the backs of her partner’s thighs and easily picking her up.

Roxy enjoyed her newfound height over Sam as she locked her legs around her waist, hooking one arm around her neck and placing the other hand on her cheek, stroking along her scars softly as they continued to make out. Their moment of passion was quickly interrupted, however, when a low wolf-whistle echoed through the gym.

Sam squealed and promptly dropped Roxy right on her ass, knocking the wind out of her as she desperately looked around to see who had made the noise. Her eyes locked with Clarrisa, who was staring at her with an unimpressed look on her face.

“Let’s keep it in our pants at the gym, yeah?”

Roxy quickly jumped to her feet, ignoring the pain in her tailbone. “C-Clarissa! Wha-what are you doing here?!”

The older woman shrugged, holding out her phone. “I forgot this. Though, if I knew I was gonna walk in to see that, I mighta waited a bit longer to come get it.” She walked over to them, placing one hand on her hip as she looked Sam up and down appraisingly. “So, this is the missus, huh? I’ve heard a lot about you.”

Confusion shot across Roxy’s face. “Huh? When did I tell you about Sam?”

Clarissa tapped her nose with a finger. “You didn’t have to. Not with Leif around, anyway. That girl could talk the ears off an elephant. Plus, you two are quite the celebrities after what happened last month with the Shepperton street murders.”

Roxy was a little taken aback. “I-I thought the police didn’t release our names?”

The older woman shrugged. “Eh, you know how news travels in a town like this. Besides, I already knew that you and your girlfriend were involved, once again, thanks to Leif.” She turned to Sam. “It isn’t really hard to put two and two together with those scars on your face, either.”

Sam immediately slapped a hand over her right cheek self-consciously. She’d had a hard enough time adjusting to them without everyone at school asking her about them, and clearly, she still hadn’t fully regained her old confidence in her appearance.

Clarissa gave her a soft smile. “Hey, scars aren’t anything to be ashamed of. They show that you’re strong, that you survived hardship. I know having something that permanently affects your appearance like that can be difficult to accept, but trust me, they’re something you should be proud of. I know your parents would be, in any case.”

Sam looked up at her (Or, more accurately, down at her, as Sam was still about three inches taller), surprise evident on her face. “You… You knew my parents?”

Clarissa nodded. “Your dad was an old friend. I used to spar with him sometimes. You’ve got his eyes, y’know?”

Sam blushed, looking away bashfully. “Th-thank you. That means a lot.”

Clarissa hummed, remaining silent for a reverent moment before returning to her usual energy. “Anyway, you wanna talk about battle scars, check this one out!” She lifted her shirt, revealing a long, gnarled scar stretching along her toned abdomen, just below her navel. “Crazy bastard with a sword tried to gut me. I still kicked his ass, but let me tell you, it is not fun trying to find a hospital in a foreign country with half of your intestines hanging out.”

Sam and Roxy were both stunned. “How… How did you even survive that?!” the latter asked, looking up at her mentor in disbelief.

“It was a pretty close thing, but some locals ended up giving me a ride to a nearby hospital and I managed to pull through. Wish I could’ve paid them back somehow, but I was a little indisposed at the time.” She chuckled a bit.

Sam had a look on her face that Roxy couldn’t quite parse. “How did you even end up in a situation like that in the first place?” she asked. There was a slight edge to her voice.

Clarissa either didn’t sense her tension or didn’t care. “I was doing a favour for a friend, probably around… fifteen years ago, maybe? I was in my early twenties, still young and stupid enough to think I could navigate a new city on my own late at night. It’s not like I was somewhere particularly dangerous, to be fair. Australia isn’t exactly somewhere I’d call ‘unsafe’ by any means. Still, I was making my way to my friend’s place to help him out when this guy came out of the shadows already swinging. I managed to break his wrist and knock him out even with my guts hanging out, so I’ll count it as a win. I’m just lucky he didn’t have any friends with him. Still have no idea why or even how he had a sword, though.”

Roxy sensed that there was more to that story than her mentor was sharing, but seeing as Sam seemed to have calmed down at the explanation, she didn’t push it.

“Anyway, now that I’ve got my phone, I’m gonna head off. Gotta start on dinner before it gets too late.” Clarissa said, turning towards the door. She paused briefly, turning back to Roxy and pointing at her. “If I catch you two doing that again, you’re losing your extra tutoring privileges, kid. Don’t need my gym smelling like horny teenager, especially when I’m letting you use the space for free.”

Roxy felt her ears start to burn as embarrassment churned in her gut. “R-right, sorry about that.”

Clarrisa smiled. “Glad we have an understanding.”

—

“Yes! I got it! Did you see that, Roxy?! I got it!”

Roxy smiled as the screen above her girlfriend lit up with a janky 3D animation before the word STRIKE! displayed across the monitor. The blonde was jumping and dancing around in victory, a smile bright enough to light up the whole bowling alley adorning her face. The strike wasn’t going to help her, she was still hopelessly far behind everyone else in terms of her score, but it was still nice to see her so happy after her previous despondent acceptance that she would be footing the bill for all of their friends’ dinner.

“Great job, Sam! All you need to catch up now is another four strikes in the next two rounds, I’m sure you can do it!” Ross called out condescendingly. He was currently sitting comfortably at the top of the leaderboard, and was not being quiet about it.

Sam pouted and flipped him off. “Shut up, Ross. Of course you’d be good at handling balls,” she shot, prompting finger-guns from the boy in question and laughter from everyone else present.

The group (plus Brooke, at Leif’s request) was currently hanging out at the local bowling alley, which had recently opened up near the centre of town. It was partially to make up for their missed celebration on the last day of school, and partially just because they wanted to go check it out. So far it certainly hadn’t disappointed, and the wager they’d made that the loser would have to pay for dinner was certainly adding some stakes to things, even if it was making people a little more competitive than Roxy would’ve ordinarily liked.

Brooke got up to take her shot as Sam made her way back to the bench. Roxy slipped an arm across her shoulders as the blonde slouched against the cheap leather. It seemed that her despondence had set back in in the wake of Ross’s call-out. She sighed.

Roxy pulled her closer in an attempt to comfort her. “Hey, don’t worry about it, babe. Who cares if you’re not good at bowling? Besides, I really don’t mind splitting the bill with you if you’re worried you won't have enough.”

Sam pouted. “That’s not fair, you’re in second place! You shouldn’t have to pay just because your girlfriend sucks at this.” She gestured out to the lane, where Brooke had just scored a spare before turning and hi-fiving Leif, who’s sunburn was no doubt doing a great job at covering her blush in the dim lighting.

“Like I said, I really don’t mind. You can just buy me something nice for my birthday to make it up to me,” Roxy replied, kissing Sam on the cheek. The blonde giggled a bit and snuggled in closer.

“Sounds like a good deal to me,” Sam said, returning Roxy’s kiss with one of her own, right on the invisible mark she’d left on Roxy’s neck last month, sending shivers through her nervous system. That reminded her, she still needed to have a conversation with her about that, and about Pedro. Somehow it had completely slipped her mind up until now. She was about to make a mental note of it when Sam kissed her neck again, complimenting it with a slight nip against her skin, which sent the thought flying out of her head, never to be heard from again.

“S-Sam, what are you doing?” Roxy asked when she didn’t stop her ministrations. 

The blonde giggled, lifting her head up and leaning her full weight against Roxy. “I dunno, I just wanna be close to you.” She placed a warm hand on Roxy’s cheek, angling her head so they were staring into each other's eyes. “Is that so bad?”

Roxy rolled her eyes fondly. “No, it’s not.” She leaned in and pecked Sam on the lips. “But you’re not getting any more than that till we go home. We don’t want a repeat of yesterday, after all.”

Now Sam was the one rolling her eyes. “I’m not looking for that, Roxy, jeez. You just make funny noises when I kiss your neck, that’s all.”

“I do not!” Roxy half-sputtered with a growing smile.

“It’s very quiet, but I can still hear it. Sharp ears and all that,” Sam explained, tapping Roxy on the nose playfully.

“Fuckin’ werewolves, I swear,” Roxy whispered, blushing.

Sam laughed and wrapped Roxy in a hug, squeezing tightly and shifting around so she could rest her head on her shoulder without breaking her neck due to the height difference. She looked out to the lane just in time to see Ross score another fucking strike, the smug bastard.

“Don’t get too comfortable there, my turn’s next.”

“Just try and stop me, Kindley. I’ll get as comfy as I like.”

Roxy snorted. “Sure, Reed.”

—

Leif leaned back against a pillar, eyeing the current object of her affections as the girl looked back towards the bench where Roxy and Sam were sitting. The light was hitting her in just the right way, highlighting the angles of her face and turning her dark brown eyes into pools of golden honey. 

Man, how is this girl so pretty?

Brooke noticed her staring and turned to her, a questioning look on her face. Leif quickly looked away and coughed awkwardly. Y’know, totally not suspicious at all.

“What’s up, Leif?” Brooke asked.

“O-oh, uh… You seemed lost in thought there, I was just wondering what you were thinking ab-about.” Her speedily thought-up lie stumbled a little at the end, but it got the job done.

“Oh!” Brooke laughed casually. “I was just thinking about what a great couple Roxy and Sam make together. They really suit each other.”

“Yeah, I guess so.” Leif shrugged. “I’m just glad they didn’t start making out. I was a little worried there for a second, to be honest.”

Brooke raised an eyebrow. “They wouldn’t actually do that in public, would they?”

“I don’t think Roxy would initiate it, but there’s a decent chance she’d go along with it if Sam took the lead, which is definitely on the table for her, I reckon. She tends to have a habit of losing track of her surroundings whenever Roxy’s around.”

They both watched as Sam very audibly whined when Roxy got up from the couch to take her shot. Brooke chuckled. “That’s sweet. She’s very different from when I knew her in primary school. She was a lot quieter back then.” Her eyes glazed over for a second before coming back into focus. She turned to Leif. “How long have they been together, anyway?”

Leif was starting to get a little curious as to why Brooke was so interested in those two, but she didn’t mention it. “Two months as of three days ago, pretty sure.”

Brooke shot her a questioning smirk. “That was oddly specific.”

Leif shrugged with a smirk of her own. “Sam has the date written on her bathroom mirror.”

The asian girl huffed a laugh. Leif turned away briefly to watch Roxy take her shot. The ball rolled straight through the middle of the stack of pins, knocking through the centre cluster but leaving a few still standing on either side, making it effectively impossible to manage a spare on her second shot. Leif would’ve teased her about it if it wasn’t for the fact that she herself was currently sitting just above Sam in second-to-last place. 

Roxy turned to her, laughing modestly at her own misfortune as she scratched the back of her head awkwardly. She looked like she was about to say something when Sam came up and interrupted her, a worryingly serious look on her face.

“What’s up, Sam?” Roxy asked.

“Kimberly’s here.”

Leif’s blood immediately turned to ice in her veins as a spike of fear shot through her. A small part of her felt stupid for being so scared of a simple highschooler when she’d fought off a murderous cultist and survived with only a busted nose, but that part was quickly overwhelmed as awful memories of being completely helpless to the whims of that sadistic sociopath flooded her head. People were talking around her, but she couldn’t understand what they were saying, all the words blending together into a garbled mess of meaningless noise, half muted by an inexplicable ringing sound that Leif couldn’t identify the source of.

Leif hugged herself as she desperately tried to regain control of her shaking hands. She could see Roxy’s furious face, shouting something as Sam evidently tried to calm her down. Ross was approaching the group, concerned confusion painted across his face. She could feel her eyes starting to burn.

The room around her was starting to spin, the fluorescent lights all blurring into one another as black spots appeared around her vision. Her chest was burning for some reason. Her arms were stinging from the force with which she was digging her fingers into them. Something touched her shoulder and she jumped.

It was Brooke, a look of deep concern in her eyes as she said something to Leif. Asked a question, maybe? The words were still nowhere close to discernable. There was someone a ways behind her, looking at Leif and laughing.

Kimberly.

—

“Roxy, calm down! You’ll get us kicked out if you do that, she’s not worth it!”

“I don’t care! You know what she did! She can’t just get away with it!”

“I know, I agree with you! And when the time comes I’m gonna be right there with you, but right now is not that time. How do you think it’ll look if you just attack her out of the blue? You could get arrested!”

Roxy faltered. That was actually a pretty good point. Considering how Sam had acted with everything that had happened with Blaine, Roxy had expected her to be right behind her when it came to getting back at Kimberly, so it was a little surprising how level-headed she was being about the whole situation. Roxy sighed.

“Look, the opportunity is right there. I can’t just do nothing. Who knows how long it’ll be until the next time we run into her?”

Sam shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. She isn’t worth you getting arrested.”

“You don’t know that I’ll get-”

Roxy was interrupted by the sound of a choked sob and a body collapsing to the floor. Looking to her left, she saw Brooke, standing there and looking entirely out of her element, hands up as though she’d just touched something precious and accidentally damaged it. Below her was Leif, kneeling on the floor, shivering and hyperventilating as she held herself desperately.

“I- I didn’t-” Brooke stuttered helplessly. Roxy ignored her. She clearly wasn’t the one who needed help at that moment. 

Kneeling down, Roxy gently pried the panicking girl’s hands from her arms, leaving distinct crescent-shaped marks where her nails had dug into the skin. Her eyes were scrunched closed, tears forming tracks down her cheeks.

“Leif? Can you hear me? You need to breathe, honey. In for eight, hold for four, out for eight. Can you do that?”

Leif shook her head roughly, a slight whimper escaping her lips. Roxy gently placed one of Leif’s hands on her chest, breathing slowly and deliberately. She placed her other hand on the girl’s shoulder.

“I need you to breathe with me, Leif. Just follow my breathing, block out everything else. You’re safe, no one’s going to hurt you here.”

Slowly, very slowly, Leif’s breathing returned to normal. She opened her teary eyes and looked around at everyone. Roxy heard Sam shifting around behind her before she offered her flannel to Leif, who took it gratefully, wrapping it around her shoulders and hugging herself.

“I think it’s probably best if we cut our game short, yeah?” Roxy asked. Leif nodded shakily.

“I… I’m sorry, I didn’t mean t-to freak out l-like that.”

“It’s okay. No one blames you.”

Leif slowly made her way back to her feet. Ross, who up until now had been standing awkwardly to the side watching the situation play out, spoke up. “Leif… Can I ask what that was about? I’ve never seen you get like that before.”

Leif visibly hesitated. Roxy caught her quickly glance to Brooke before looking back at Ross. “I-it’s a long s-s-story. I don’t want to talk about it.”

She flinched when Roxy placed a hand on her shoulder. “Hey, let’s go get some food, alright? That burger place we went to for Ross’s birthday isn’t far. Sound good?”

Leif nodded with a shaky smile. “Y-yeah.”

The group quickly packed up their belongings and made their way out of the building. Part of Roxy was slightly disappointed that she wouldn’t get to enact her payback on Kimberly for the time being, but Leif’s wellbeing was far more important than her own petty desire for second-hand revenge.

She watched as Brooke caught up to Leif and hooked an arm through the green-haired girl’s, striking up a conversation. Roxy smiled as Leif’s face lit back up. At least she was surrounded by friends.

“Leify! I thought I saw you back there!”

Hmm. Maybe she would get her chance, after all.

The group turned around to see Kimberly, ugly sneer on full display, backed up by two of her friends. A weird mix of rage and glee swelled within Roxy’s chest, adrenaline already starting to pump through her muscles. She felt a familiar hand come to rest on her shoulder, squeezing gently. It told her all she needed to hear. She began tying her hair back in preparation for what she was about to do.

“You know, I’m glad that someone found you up there. It really would’ve been a shame if you had starved. Hey, maybe next time I’ll do you a favour and cut off that little prick of yours, since you wanna get rid of it so ba-”

Her hateful words were cut off by Roxy’s fist smashing across her face, sending her stumbling backwards.

“Urgh, what the fu-” 

Once again Roxy didn’t let her finish, hitting her with a jab to the nose. Kimberly’s head snapped back with a crunch and she would’ve collapsed backwards if Roxy hadn’t grabbed her collar and sunk another fist into her abdomen.

Kimberly crumpled to the ground, gagging and heaving and desperately trying to breathe. Roxy circled her like a shark, waiting for her to get back up so she could continue. Out of the corner of her eye she could see Kimberly’s friends looking on in shock. They looked like they were about to step in, but Sam quickly made her way over to them, intimidating them into standing down with a single look. The blonde had made short work of them the last time they fought and it was clear that no one had forgotten it.

Kimberly finally picked herself back up, sucking in a deep breath and wiping the blood that was dripping from her nose. Roxy stepped towards her and, hilariously, Kimberly stumbled back.

“You- you bitch. You think you can j-just do that to me? I knocked your ass to the dirt once and I’ll f-fucking do it again, dyke. Your freaky pet isn’t gonna save you this time, either. I hope you like hospital food, cuz you’re gonna be spending a long time there.”

Roxy just rolled her eyes at the brunette’s mindless goading, dropping into a familiar stance and readying herself. Kimberly scoffed at her, pretending to turn away before suddenly whirling around, swinging a punch. It was painfully obvious and Roxy ducked under it with ease, sticking her foot out and watching with great amusement as Kimberly’s momentum brought her tumbling over it and back onto the concrete.

She quickly jumped back up and threw herself at Roxy, throwing punch after punch. The raven-haired girl had no problem blocking and dodging each hit as it came her way, letting Kimberly wear herself out before throwing a right hook that should’ve cracked across the brunette’s jaw.

Instead, Kimberly actually managed to duck under it, making use of the opening in Roxy’s defences by charging back up with an uppercut that sent her stumbling backwards, the world around her spinning wildly as her brain bounced around her skull. Ross caught her from behind before she could fall down.

“You got this, Roxstar. I don’t really know what her beef with Leif is, but either way, kick her ass.”

Roxy chuckled a little bit at the encouragement, picking herself up and shaking off the disorientation, dropping back into her stance as she eyed Kimberly, who was wincing and cradling the hand she’d just smashed across Roxy’s chin. Realising that Roxy was back on her feet, she quickly reassumed her mask of confidence.

“Had enough yet? ‘Cuz I’m just getting started!”

Roxy rolled her eyes. “Do you ever shut up?”

Kimberly’s cocky smirk fell into a scowl as the two began to circle each other again. It wasn’t long before they were trading blows, hitting and blocking and dodging as the fight reached full swing. For every hit that Kimberly managed to land, Roxy landed at least three more. A fist found her ribs and she responded with an elbow across the cheekbone. Kimberly blocked a jab and struck her right across the jaw. Roxy grabbed Kimberly’s arm as she threw a punch and used her momentum to throw her over her shoulder, twisting her body around in a technique that Clarissa had shown her during one of their extra classes.

Neither participant had expected the fight to last as long as it had. Roxy could feel the fatigue in her muscles, each and every bruise she’d acquired throbbing along with her pounding heartbeat. She could see that Kimberly was in a similar, albeit decently worse state. Blood was dripping down her face from her broken nose and both of her eyes were blackened, the left one already swelling up considerably. Roxy took note of the sharp pain in her knuckles. She would need to end the fight quickly in order to ensure she didn’t do any more damage to her hand and potentially break it, if she hadn’t already. Despite herself, Roxy smiled. That shouldn’t be a problem.

Despite the fact that both girls were reaching the end of their stamina, they were far from on the same level. While Kimberly was pretty much on the ropes, Roxy was only just hitting her high. Nothing was more satisfying to her than the feeling of pushing her muscles through that last stretch as they sang with exhaustion. Kimberly wasn’t gonna know what hit her.

Then that cheating bitch pulled a knife out of her pocket.

Despite herself, Roxy had actually started to have fun. While the stakes were a little higher, she’d always enjoyed sparring with the other students in her classes. In spite of the pain, part of her had forgotten what her goal was, what she was fighting for, and had started focusing on the addicting feeling of adrenaline and endorphins coursing through her bloodstream.

The sight of that gleaming metal flashing towards her face in what felt like slow motion brought it all back to her. Her best friend, tied, beaten, humiliated. Kimberly’s constant bullying of her and her friends. That time she’d chased her through the woods, armed with sticks, rocks, and god knows what the fuck else. The first time they’d met, back in freshman year, where Kimberly had poured milk all over Roxy’s head after deciding that she didn’t like her for no reason whatsoever. 

Fire burned in her chest. Lightning coursed through her nerves. Roxy’s head jerked back as the knife sliced through the air, a hair's breadth away from cutting her eye out. Someone screamed in the background. And Roxy moved.

In an instant her hand was around Kimberly’s wrist, twisting her arm painfully and forcing the brunette to hunch over. Her other hand jabbed out and smashed Kimberly in the face, disorienting her and causing her to drop the weapon in her hand. She placed her other hand on Kimberly’s shoulder, pulling her around to the perfect position.

For a second, Roxy considered what she was about to do, and if it was too much. Then, Roxy remembered that Kimberly pulled a fucking knife on her, and anything was fair game at that point. Her left hand released Kimberly’s shoulder and instead smashed down on her elbow, bending the joint the wrong way with a sickening crunch.

Kimberly screeched as she fell to the ground, panting and whimpering. It was as satisfying as it was mildly nauseating. That was not a technique Roxy had ever wanted to use on anyone, regardless of the situation.

Roxy watched in a daze as the girl slowly cradled her arm, hiccuppy sobs slipping from her mouth every few seconds. She attempted to pick herself up, but her legs didn’t seem to be working properly, buckling out from underneath her before she could make any real progress. She was done. A distant part in the back of Roxy’s mind almost felt sorry for her.

Sam suddenly appeared in her vision, gripping her shoulders and snapping her back to the present.

“We should go, Rox.”

Roxy looked around and realised that a crowd had formed while she’d been fighting, multiple people recording the scene on their phones. Ross and Leif were both looking at her with a mix of concern and amazement on their faces, while Brooke looked completely and utterly shocked.

“Y-yeah… L-let’s go.”

—

Roxy sat in a booth at the diner, leaning against Sam. Her hands refused to stop shaking as the leftover adrenaline from the fight coursed through her body, and every time she tried to talk she ended up stuttering. She looked around at all of her friends, all in high spirits after what they’d just witnessed, save for Brooke, who was buried in her phone, seemingly texting someone.

“Wh-who’re you t-t-texting?” Roxy asked in an attempt to start a conversation and get her mind off of what had just happened. Brooke startled a little bit at the question.

“Oh! N-no one, don’t worry about it,” she responded nervously. “Just… uh, a friend.”

Roxy raised an eyebrow but didn’t think much on it, partially because it was too easy to get distracted by the pain that was steadily becoming more apparent as the adrenaline wore off, and partially because their food had just arrived.

The waiter handed out everyone’s meals and they all eagerly dug in. His eyes lingered on Roxy for a little bit, concern washing over his features.

“Hey, we’ve got a first aid kit in the back if you need it, y’know,” he explained gently.

Roxy waved a hand. “N-no, that’s okay. I-I-I’m j-just a little b-bruised.”

“If you think she looks bad, you should see the other girl!” Ross chimed in cheerfully. “It was so badass, Roxy totally wrecked her shit!”

Roxy chuckled bashfully and rubbed the back of her neck, a noticeable heat burning on her cheeks. The waiter raised an eyebrow with a curious smile but didn’t inquire further, telling them to enjoy their meal as he walked off to help some other customer.

“Seriously, Roxy. Where did you learn how to break her arm like that? ‘Cuz I know Clarissa never taught me that,” Leif asked.

“Uh…” Roxy hesitated. She’d been trying not to think of the sound that Kimberly’s arm had made as it broke, but it wouldn’t stop replaying in her head along with her scream. It reminded her too much of what had happened to Sam when Blaine attacked them. “It w-was something that she t-taught me during our extra l-l-lessons. It’s meant to be used wh-when someone p-pulls a knife on you, and… Well, you all saw what happened. I kinda just went into autopilot.”

Sam looped an arm around her shoulders and squeezed her. “I’m just glad you’re alright. I was about to step in when I saw that, but you handled it so fast I didn’t even need to.”

Roxy didn’t reply, just leaning further into the warm embrace of her partner. She felt slightly drowsy, which was amusing considering that her heart and body were still racing. She was overcome with the familiar urge to cry that so often plagued her after a healthy dose of adrenaline, but she held it back. She didn’t want to ruin her friends’ night.

“I can’t believe that she actually pulled a knife on you, though! She could have killed you!” Leif exclaimed.

“I can totally believe it. Absolutely in character for that heinous bitch,” Ross replied. “I’m still a bit confused about what her beef was, though. Why’d she just come up to us like that?”

Roxy noticed how Leif flinched a little in response to that. She knew the girl hadn’t told anyone about what happened to her, and likely wasn’t going to, either. “W-well, whatever the reason, I d-doubt she’ll bother us much again.”

Leif smiled gently from across the table, looking over to her and mouthing the word ‘thanks’ before focusing back on her food. Roxy did the same, ignoring the pain in her jaw every time she took a bite of her burger. It tasted just as good as it had on Ross’s birthday.

Despite everything, she smiled. It had turned out to be a pretty good day.

—

Pedro rubbed the bridge of his nose as this woman continued to screech at him. It had been a very long shift and having to suffer through this excessively high-pitched sob story was really starting to grate on him. The woman’s oddly familiar daughter was sitting in the other chair, arm in a cast and face thoroughly bruised, sulking openly. She clearly wanted to be here about as much as Pedro did.

“I’m telling you, you need to arrest that little psycho! She attacked my daughter unprovoked! Who knows what could happen if you just let her roam around!”

Pedro sighed. “Do you have her name?”

The woman gave her daughter a look. The girl sighed. “Roxanne Kindley,” she mumbled.

Pedro paused, puzzle pieces fitting together in his head. He chuckled to himself. He’d known from the moment he’d laid eyes on her. That girl had fire.

“I’m sorry, is something about this funny to you?!” the woman screeched.

“No, but this case just got a whole lot simpler,” he explained, quite pleased with his luck. 

“Care to elaborate at all?” she huffed.

“Well, I just realised where I’d seen your daughter before. A few hours ago we got a call about a street fight. Some of the bystanders had filmed it, so we went over the footage. It clearly showed Roxanne Kindley, as you said, fighting with your daughter. Near the end of the footage, your daughter pulled a knife on Roxanne, and, as you already know, she responded by breaking her arm in quite an impressive display of martial prowess. In this case we can clearly rule this as reasonable self-defence on Roxy’s part, as your daughter was using a deadly weapon. Honestly, you’re lucky that she hasn’t pressed charges. Looked like you almost took her eye out.”

The woman was completely stunned, mouth hanging agape. Pedro leaned back in his chair. It was moments like these that made it all worth it.

“B-b-but..! But Roxanne still attacked Kimberly unprovoked!”

Pedro sighed. “We don’t have any footage of the start of the fight, so the only thing we really have to go on here is word of mouth, which wouldn’t be enough to make anything stick, I’m afraid. Either way, Roxy would still likely have the legal advantage, given the knife. I’m sorry, but there’s really nothing I can do for you.”

The woman huffed and got up from her seat, dragging her daughter with her and leaving Pedro’s office. 

Pedro’s shoulders untensed. Finally, some peace and quiet.

—

Roxy stared at herself in the mirror after her shower, admiring all of the new bruises she’d acquired. Thankfully, most of the damage was to her body, so she wouldn’t have to worry about explaining to her parents why her face looked like it had been used as a speed bag again. Didn’t mean it didn’t still hurt like hell, though.

Looking at herself, Roxy was incredibly proud of how far she’d come in just a few short months. That ever-persistent pudge in her belly had finally started to recede, and in its place was the slight definition of a set of abs. She flexed her arms and was pleased to see the noticeable musculature that was forming in her shoulders and biceps. She still had a long way to go before she was anywhere close to Sam’s unfairly shredded form, but progress was progress. Being a werewolf had its perks, she supposed.

She ignored the ache in her muscles as she slipped into her pyjamas and made her way out of the bathroom, heading down the hall to Sam’s bedroom. She wasn’t surprised to find the girl already asleep, cuddling with one of the many plushies on her bed. Roxy slipped herself into the bed behind her, curling her arm around Sam’s waist and slipping her hand under the hem of her tank top, resting it on the warm skin of her partner’s abdomen.

Sam huffed a tiny growl and shifted herself, turning around until her head was nestled firmly under Roxy’s chin, her hot breath hitting Roxy’s collarbone and sending little sparks coursing through her nerves. It took a little bit for her to get used to the sensation, but eventually, the scent of pine wafting from Sam’s hair calmed her down enough for her to start drifting off.

That was, until she was brought right back to the waking world by the sensation of Sam teething on her collarbone in her sleep. It wasn’t exactly painful, but it definitely wasn’t going to help her pass out, instead prompting thoughts that she was far too tired to pursue at the current moment.

“Sam, sweetie,” she whispered, gently jostling the girl. “I love you, but please stop chewing on me.”

She was rewarded for her efforts with a short growl rumbling from Sam’s throat, which was certainly not what Roxy was looking for. Trying a new approach, Roxy started scratching the girl’s head, which prompted Sam’s leg to start twitching uncontrollably. As usual, it was pretty funny, and Roxy started giggling.

It had the intended effect of getting Sam to stop biting her, so eventually Roxy took her hands away. The blonde shifted a little bit before lifting her head, a sleepy pout adorning her expression.

“Why’d you stop?” she asked with a yawn.

Roxy snorted a little. “I can’t scratch you forever, can I?”

Sam buried her face back against Roxy’s neck. “Sure you can.” Once again, she pressed a soft kiss to that invisible mark before pulling back and stretching, sticking her butt high in the air as her back cracked satisfyingly. Once she had stretched to completion, she sat up and crawled off of the bed sleepily. “I’ll be right back, just going to the bathroom.”

“Okay, don’t fall in,” Roxy muttered jokingly. Sam laughed as she left the room. Now that she was all alone, Roxy took the time to think. Sam had once again reminded her about the mark, and this time she wasn’t going to forget to talk about it. Might as well add Pedro to the list of things to discuss as well. Sure, it was late and they were both pretty tired, but given her track record with this particular topic, Roxy didn’t want to risk waiting until morning and potentially forgetting again.

It wasn’t long before she heard the sound of Sam’s thumping footsteps making their way down the hall. She re-entered the room and immediately flopped onto the bed, her head colliding with Roxy’s abdomen quite painfully.

“Ow! Sam! Watch out for the bruises!”

The blonde’s cheeky giggle was muffled by a faceful of tummy, but she still made sure to apologise. “Sorry, Rox. I forgot about that.”

Roxy huffed a little as Sam crawled her way back up to the top of the bed, wrapping herself around the raven-haired girl and doting on her in apology. Roxy put up with it for all of ten seconds before she decided now was as good a time as any to do this.

“Sam, can I talk to you about something?”

The blonde stuck her head up. “Hmm? What’s up? That sounded kinda serious,” she said nervously.

“It’s not really serious, but it’s still something we need to talk about, I think.”

“What is it?”

Roxy shifted herself so that she could look her girlfriend in the eye. “Do you know what a mark is?”

Sam stared blankly. “Nope.”

Roxy snorted. “Figures. Uh, I don’t really know much, but from what I was told, it’s basically what a werewolf does with their partner to mark them as theirs.”

Sam raised an eyebrow. “Are you asking me to do that for you? Because, while that’s very romantic, I wouldn’t really have any idea what to do. Where’d you hear it, anyway?”

“Uh, we’ll get to that. But, the thing is, Sam, you kinda already did mark me. I’m pretty sure it was on the night of our one month anniversary, when you bit my neck.”

“Huh?! How do you know?” Sam asked.

“Every werewolf I’ve run into since then has said that they could tell I was already taken. It’s a scent thing, I think. It’s what caused Blaine to go ballistic that night. He could tell that you’d already marked me by sniffing that spot on my neck. Honestly, I can still kinda feel it, sometimes. The mark, that is. Not Blaine. That would be gross.”

“I… I didn’t even realise. I just remember feeling this super strong urge to sink my teeth into your neck. I-in a sexy way! Not in a murdery way.”

Roxy laughed. “Yeah, the person who told me about it said you probably hadn’t even realised you’d done it. Would’ve been nice if you could have asked me before effectively making me your property, but I suppose it can’t be helped,” she joked. “Not that there’s anyone else I would rather be marked by. My longest relationship before you literally lasted, like, a week. I’ve got high hopes for you, Samantha.” She smirked

Sam giggled, snuggling against Roxy. “Don’t you worry your little head about it, Roxy. I plan on sticking around for a long while yet.”

Roxy snorted. “Dork.”

Sam smiled. “Your dork.”

“Apparently so,” Roxy muttered, her own smile audible in her voice.

“So, you gonna tell me who this mysterious informer is? Dr. Parker, right? She’s the only other werewolf we know.”

Roxy winced. “Yeah, that’s the thing. There’s actually another one.”

Immediately, Sam jerked into an upright position, eyes filled with urgency. “What?! Wh-why didn’t you tell me sooner?! Do you realise how much danger we could be in?!”

“Calm down, Sam, it’s alright. He’s cool, nothing like Blaine.” Roxy consoled.

“How do you know he wasn’t just putting up a front?! Why else would he be here if he wasn’t after my territory?!”

“I really don’t think he was! He was the detective that interviewed me about everything that happened with Blaine. His name is Pedro. He’s the one that gave me the number of Dr. Parker and he told me to call him if we ever get into trouble again. I think it’s safe to say he’s a friend.”

That cooled Sam off considerably. She was silent for a moment, a contemplating look on her face. “I… It just doesn’t sit right with me. My parents told me to always be wary of other werewolves. There’s no reason they should be in our territory.”

“Sam, I don’t mean to sound condescending, but how many other werewolves have you actually met?”

Sam paused. “...two, not including my parents.” she muttered.

“See? Don’t you think you might be generalising a little bit? Trust me, Sammie. Pedro’s okay. It seemed like he already knew you, anyway. He called you a direwolf.”

The blonde huffed, lying back down against the bed. “It’s not exactly a secret that the head of the Reed pack is a direwolf, and that’s me, now that my mom is… yeah. It’s been that way for centuries, apparently. The whole reason Blaine decided to try and settle down here instead of anywhere else is apparently because he wanted to see if the rumours were true, so I’d say it’s pretty common knowledge among other werewolves.” She turned back to Roxy and sighed. “Well, I can’t say that I trust him, but I trust you, Rox. If you think he’s cool, then he’s cool.”

Roxy smiled warmly. There was something else that Pedro had said that she wanted to bring up, but it was sitting at the very edge of her memory. It had been a hectic night and it was over a month ago at this point, so it wasn’t exactly fresh in her mind. Something about a breed, maybe? She supposed it mustn't have mattered much if she couldn’t remember it.

Sam shuffled closer and kissed Roxy softly. The suddenness of it sent butterflies through her stomach. She could feel the blonde shifting around until her entire weight was on top of her, still kissing her slowly. There was a hint of a certain intent behind the kiss, so Roxy pushed back harder to test it.

As expected, Sam moaned a little bit, her tongue brushing against Roxy’s lips. The raven-haired girl giggled a bit and pulled back.

“Where did this come from?” Roxy asked with a smile, her hand finding Sam’s cheek.

Sam shrugged nonchalantly. “I’m awake now. It’s gonna take ages to get back to sleep, and we didn’t get the chance yesterday after you got me all worked up at the gym. Isn’t it a little unfair to keep a girl waiting like that?” She pouted performatively.

Roxy snorted. “I suppose. I’m pretty sore after today, but I think I can still manage.”

Sam beamed excitedly, already pulling off her tank top. “Awesome.”

Roxy did the same with her shirt, the article joining Sam’s on the floor, before pulling Sam down and immediately biting down on her neck. 

The blonde squeaked. “Wha- what are you doing?!”

“Just marking what’s mine, beautiful,” Roxy said in a mocking impression of Sam’s voice.

Sam groaned in embarrassment and buried her head against Roxy’s chest. “Did I really say that?”

“Yep,” Roxy laughed. “Dork.”

            

    
        13:  Broken Innocence

    
    
    
    
                “Roxy… I’m so sorry. I’m sorry I wasn’t there.”

“I-it hurts, S-Sam.”

“I know, sweetie. J-just breathe, we’ll g-get you some help, you’ll be okay. Just f-f-focus on breathing.” 

Sam’s words started to shake. Roxy could tell she was lying. There was too much blood, too many of her limbs twisted at wrong angles. It was strange, though. Why had she said that it hurt? Roxy couldn’t feel a thing. 

The endless forest around them seemed to stretch and shrink along with each deep breath that forced itself in and out of Roxy’s lungs against her will. Sam was fretting, tears streaming down her cheeks as she helplessly tried to think of something, anything she could do. Roxy wanted to reach up and comfort her, but she was pretty sure that she could see her severed arm lying limply on the ground some distance away, so that option was a bust.

The night sky hanging above her like a tapestry of stars was familiar. She remembered this night. It was the night that Blaine attacked her in the woods, chasing after her like a wild animal until Sam stepped in to save her.

Only, she hadn’t saved her, had she? Sam had never shown up like she was supposed to, and Roxy was left alone to fend for herself. Weak, frail Roxy. As if she could ever defend herself against anything, let alone a werewolf. She was nothing more than a damsel in distress, always needing to be protected. After all, look what had happened when no one had shown up to save her. Blaine had gotten his way and now Roxy was broken, used and discarded like some sort of unwanted toy.

Wait, that’s not right.

Roxy wasn’t defenceless, not by a long shot. Kimberly had thought that, too, and Roxy broke her arm. She had held her own against a beast twice as tall as her while Sam was indisposed, and had managed to hold out until help arrived. Sam was the one who was hurt in that fight, not her.

Sam…

Roxy stood up and saw her girlfriend standing on the other side of the street, waving at her. She tried to run to her, but the ground refused to move under her sprinting feet. She tried to shout to her, but no sound escaped from the vacuum in her throat. She was helpless to stop the brunette with the knife and the shadowy face from walking up to Sam and burying her blade into the soft flesh of her belly, stabbing her over and over again as red spilled out onto the pavement.

Pedestrians walked by without a care as Sam fell to her knees, lifeblood spilling from her mouth as she looked at Roxy hopelessly, eyes pleading for help. Roxy couldn’t do anything but watch as the figure brought the knife to Sam’s throat and cut it without hesitation. Roxy screamed soundlessly, the pain of her heart shattering into tiny pieces far outweighing anything she had felt when her body was carelessly ripped apart in the forest.

The culprit returned, his one beady green eye shining from the endless void of black that was his silhouette, still missing half of its head. His huge claws gripped Sam’s head, her almost lifeless grey eyes still staring at Roxy like this was her fault.

“Ro-”

Blaine tugged and Sam was dead.

Roxy thrashed, desperately trying to break free of whatever was keeping her in place. Her throat was already raw from screaming. Her arms and legs were tangled in something and she couldn’t break free. Her whole body tingled as her lungs constricted, not getting enough oxygen from this hell she was trapped in. Something grabbed her shoulders and-

—

“Roxy! Roxy, calm down! What’s wrong?!”

Roxy stopped screaming and opened her eyes. Her dad was in front of her, gripping her shoulders tightly with a terrified look on his face. She was in her room.

It was just a dream.

She tried to speak, but the words caught in her throat as her eyes welled up. Her dad noticed immediately and pulled her into a hug, tucking her head against his shoulder and gently rocking her as she started to sob.

“Oh, ချစ်လေး. It’s alright, you’re okay. Did you have a nightmare?” he asked softly, using that familiar pet name from her childhood. He had once told her that it meant ‘sweetheart,’ though Roxy wasn’t able to verify that. Despite her heritage, her understanding of the Burmese language was patchy at best and non-existent at worst.

She didn’t respond to his question, just squeezing him tighter and nodding against his shoulder. He hummed, gently rubbing her back in calming circles. She felt like a little kid again, being comforted by her dad after a nightmare. It almost felt trivial, after everything she’d been through, but it was nice regardless.

“Do you want some coffee, ပွင့်ချပ်?”

That was one that she didn’t know the meaning of, but the paternal love behind the word filled her with warmth all the same. She pulled back from the embrace, sniffling slightly.

“Y-yes please.”

Her dad smiled and ruffled her hair affectionately. It was much more disruptive than it would’ve been had her hair still been short, but she still found herself smiling at the gesture regardless.

She made her way downstairs where her dad poured her a cup from a freshly made pot, adding cream and two teaspoons of sugar, just how she liked it. The drink helped her calm down quite a bit, but it didn’t fully get rid of the awful feeling that her dream had instilled in her. Much of the imagery was familiar - she’d had her fair share of awful nightmares since that night in the woods - but the way it had shifted once she had remembered herself made her feel unwell. It was almost as if her own mind was trying to scare her by targeting every little fear and insecurity she had. 

The look that dream Sam had been giving her when she died wouldn’t leave her mind. Fear and hopelessness and betrayal and disappointment. It was a look that she prayed she would never have to see in real life, especially not from the eyes of her partner. It made her feel like it was somehow her fault, like all of the bad things that had happened to her and her friends were somehow because of her.

Honestly, if she thought about it, that idea wasn’t entirely wrong. If she’d just kept her curiosity in check while researching about Sam, the hunters never would have targeted her. If she had never dragged Leif along to help her deal with that, she wouldn’t have had her nose broken. And just how many times did Sam get hurt trying to defend her from Blaine?

Roxy internally shook the thought from her mind. It was a dangerous thing to start thinking like that. Nobody could have predicted what happened. Not with the hunters, or Blaine, or any of it.

Once she’d finished her coffee, Roxy returned to her room, booting up her computer so that she could find something to watch or play to kill some time. She had a couple of hours to kill before it was time for her and Sam to meet up and go hiking through the woods. She didn’t really know why they were doing it - Sam had been a little cagey on the details - but apparently the day was important to her somehow.

Well, whatever the reason, Roxy was looking forward to it. It was always nice to spend time with her girlfriend. Now if only that awful feeling in her gut would go away…

—

“Hey, Sammie!” Roxy called, running up to her girlfriend and giving her a kiss on the cheek. Sam wrapped her in a tight embrace, picking her up and spinning her around before setting her down again. It was everything her body was craving since the moment she had woken up.

“Hi, blackberry,” Sam responded, smiling down at her. Roxy couldn’t help but notice it didn’t reach her eyes, their usual icy sparkle replaced by an almost unnoticeable hint of deep-seated sadness.

“You alright, hun?” Roxy prodded gently.

Sam’s smile dropped and she sighed deeply. “Yeah, I guess. Today’s just… A bit heavy for me.” She paused for a moment. “There’s something I want to show you, but it’s a bit of a walk away, so I hope you have some sturdy shoes.”

Roxy looked down at her favourite pair of converse shoes, comfortable in the way that only a well-worn shoe could be. They’d served her faithfully every day at school, and had already survived the numerous trips into the woods she’d taken since she got them, many of which involved running and sliding over the rough ground as she played with her favourite wolf, so she didn’t have any doubt that they would be okay. The rest of her outfit wasn’t anything extreme, just a graphic tee displaying the name of her favourite horror movie (A Nightmare on Elm Street, of course) tucked into some ripped jeans. She’d also brought a bag with some sandwiches in case they got hungry.

Sam was dressed simply; grey tank top and signature flannel for tops, denim jeans for bottoms. The blonde was nothing if not a walking lesbian fashion stereotype, after all. Not that Roxy could really talk in that department, to be fair. There was one facet of Sam’s outfit that made the dark-haired girl raise an eyebrow, however.

“Those are some big words from someone who’s barefoot,” she observed with a hint of humour. “Gonna be bringing Artemis out?”

A soft shade of pink washed over Sam’s snowy cheeks. She grinned bashfully. “It’s been a while since I’ve heard that name,” she reflected. “But no, I’ll be walking with you. It’s mainly just a precaution in case I need to shift quickly. Clothes will rip easily, but shoes? Let me tell you, they get really uncomfortable real fast. My skin’s a bit tougher than yours, anyway, so I don’t really need to worry regardless. I-I just… Ever since him I've been trying to be a little bit more prepared, y’know?”

Roxy nodded. “Makes sense.” She held out a hand. “Shall we head off, then?”

Sam took her offered hand and off they went into the trees. The day was calm, but it was the type of mildly unnerving stillness that always preceded a storm. No wind disturbed the leaves above them, and the only sounds to be heard were those of the wildlife flittering in and out of the bushes around them. Sam walked near silently, the practised movements of a predator who didn’t want to be heard. Next to her, Roxy was like a newborn calf, stumbling mindlessly and uncaringly into old crispy leaves and crunchy twigs. To her credit, she wasn’t trying to make so much noise, and usually she would consider herself to be quite adept at manoeuvring through the undergrowth. It was just, compared to Sam, she was hopelessly outmatched.

The blonde seemed to be once again lost in thought, her eyes reflecting her resigned dejection. Roxy hated seeing her like that.

“So, where exactly are we going? Is this some sort of ploy so you can get me somewhere isolated and sacrifice me to your werewolf gods?” the raven-haired girl joked, attempting to lighten her partner’s mood.

Sam broke out of her trance and looked at her, completely befuddled, before snorting and bursting out into laughter. Just like she’d hoped, that dead look in her eyes immediately melted away, replaced by her signature brand of unrestrained joy.

“N-no, of course not, silly,” she said, wiping her eyes as her giggles petered out. A more reserved, yet still sincere smile took its place on her face. “We’re, um… We’re actually visiting my old den, and…” Her eyes began to well up slightly, though her smile remained in its place. “I’m gonna introduce you to my parents.”

Roxy understood immediately. “...Oh.”

“Yeah. Today’s… Today’s the day that they, um… p-passed away. I come here pretty often as a wolf, just to relax or get my head straight when I need to, but every now and then I come up here as a person, so that I can talk to them… a-and pay m-my respects. My emotions work differently as a wolf, so it’s not really the same unless I can really sit there and comprehend things, y’know? I always make sure to do it on the anniversary, especially if I haven’t in a while…” She paused. “I’ve never actually brought anyone else with me before, so this’ll be a bit new for me, but I r-really wanted to show you this.”

Roxy’s heart broke a little for the girl beside her, words shaking as she clearly tried to keep herself together. She didn’t really know what to say, so she just squeezed Sam’s hand and stepped closer to her. Sam squeezed back.

The blonde sniffed and wiped her eyes. “L-let’s change the subject for now. It’s no use if I start crying before we e-even get there.”

Roxy smiled softly, bringing Sam’s hand to her face and kissing her knuckles. “Okay.”

The two engaged in idle conversation for the rest of their hike, occasionally slipping into periods of companionable silence. Through it all, Roxy neglected to bring up her dream. After everything they’d been through, nightmares were a common occurrence for both girls, and while they usually at least tried to make a point of talking through them and sorting their feelings out, Roxy felt that given the context of the trip they were on, it was better to just leave it for the time being. She was no stranger to sorting out her feelings on her own, after all. Having Sam around to vent to was just a privilege that she’d grown to rely on.

After walking for somewhere between twenty and thirty minutes, the two finally came upon what seemed to be their destination; a shallow cave set into the side of a rocky cliff face. Sam took a breath and half-heartedly gestured towards it.

“Well, this is my den. Was my den. M-my parents’ den.”

Roxy inspected the cave. It wasn’t very large, just about tall enough for Sam to be able to walk in without crouching, and about thirty feet deep. The floor seemed to be covered by a soft padding of some sort. She started to bend down to get a better look at what it was, but Sam stopped her.

“P-please don’t touch that. A-actually, I would rather you didn’t go inside at all… p-please.”

Roxy looked at her curiously. Sam was looking away, gripping her arm tightly. “Oh, sure.”

Sam crouched down and buried her head in her knees. “I’m s-sorry. It’s not you, it’s just th-that it still smells like them, a-and I’m afraid that I’ll lose that if anyone else goes inside. I-I just didn’t think about it b-before.”

Her voice was thick with barely restrained emotion. Roxy walked over to her and stroked her back gently. “It’s okay, Sam. I get it. I can stay out here.” 

The blonde lifted her head from her knees and looked at Roxy, watery blue eyes piercing her heart. She smiled back gently, deciding it was probably a good idea to change the subject. 

“So, this is where you used to live when you were little?” she prompted. Sam sniffled and wiped her eyes, settling back into the dirt, with Roxy following her down soon after.

“Y-yeah. I mean, we lived in Dewsbury proper when I was really little, but I was too young to really remember it. We moved out here to hide from hunters after they caught our trail. My parents tried to hide the reason from me, but I think they forgot how good my hearing was, because I could still hear them talking about it. I didn’t really mind, though. I always thought that living out here was so much fun. Every day we could just run around the trees and play, hunting any food we needed from the wildlife. Looking back on it, I’m not really sure what our financial situation was like, but it never really felt like we wanted for much.”

Roxy listened intently, resting her head on Sam’s shoulder to offer her the simple comfort of her presence. She sighed deeply.

“I just miss them, Roxy. Nothing’s been the same since they left. Don’t get me wrong, I love Carol and Ava and Tom, but… It’s just not the same. I-I tried to call Carol ‘mom’ once, but it felt so wrong. I feel really guilty about it, honestly. I know she sees me as a daughter, and I’ve tried to see her as my mom but i-i-it just doesn’t work. I just can’t l-let them go.”

“I don’t think there’s anything wrong with that,” Roxy said in a reverent whisper. “I think it’s okay to still hold onto them in that way. I don’t think Carol would blame you.”

Sam hummed. They stayed like that for a while, leaning into each other. Sam idly drew shapes in the dirt with a finger while Roxy relaxed against her shoulder. It was a nice moment, the serenity of the overcast day amplifying the quiet atmosphere of the scene. After a time, Sam picked herself up off the floor. She took a deep breath.

“I think I’m ready now.”

“Ready for what?” Roxy asked, following her up. Sam looked at her.

“Ready to talk to them.”

—

Sam led her through the woods once again, although this time their trip was much shorter. She walked robotically, with a tenseness in her shoulders that Roxy hadn’t noticed before. She wanted to try and comfort her in some way, but she had no idea what she could possibly say to alleviate the ache in her lover’s heart, so she remained silent, just following behind Sam as respectfully as she could. 

She was brought to a clearing where the trees grew in what looked like an almost perfect circle, the occasional ray of sunlight filtering down through the canopy of leaves above them giving the grove an almost sacred energy. Grass and wildflowers bloomed all across the ground, a far cry from the rough dirt floor that covered the rest of the forest. A solitary, overgrown gravestone sat in the perfect centre of the clearing.

Roxy followed as Sam slowly approached the headstone. “I-is this… where they’re buried?” she asked nervously.

Sam turned and looked at her, a certain fog seeming to clear from her face as she did so. “N-no, not really. Th-they were, um… They were c-cremated. They’re interred at the Dewsbury cemetery. Th-this is just a gravestone that Carol had made f-for me. I b-brought it out here because I felt like this is where they b-belong… More-so than that overcrowded graveyard, anyways.” She chuckled mirthlessly, the last few twisting into sobs as her barely restrained emotions leaked out a little. “It’s p-pretty s-selfish, don’t you th-th-think? F-f-for me to decide th-that for them?”

“Not at all, Sam. It’s a beautiful spot. I think they would love it.” Roxy replied, rubbing Sam’s back comfortingly.

A wobbly smile grew on Sam’s face. “Th-thank you. I p-planted the seeds for the f-flowers and the grass m-myself. I wanted it to be ni-nice for them.”

Roxy smiled back at her. Sam took a few seconds to compose herself before she approached the gravestone and sat down on the soft grass, gesturing for Roxy to follow. From this distance she could easily make out the words on the grave.

DEBORAH & MARCUS REED

1981-2007          1979-2007

LOVING PARENTS, TAKEN TOO SOON

Sam reached out and placed a hand on the cool stone. Roxy remained silent as she closed her eyes for an extended moment. When she opened them, she had a gentle smile on her face, though it was clear that it was mostly a facade.

“Hi mom, hi dad. I’m sorry it’s been so long since I last came to see you, i-it’s just been a really hectic year, y’know?” She chuckled, taking a breath to steady herself. “Well, that just means I’ve got a lot to tell you about! Probably the biggest thing is… I, um… I-I have a girlfriend now! Her name is Roxy, and she’s really sweet. She saved me from a bear trap a-and I somehow managed to make friends with her, and then all of a sudden w-we were dating! She knows about me being a werewolf and everything, so no need to worry about that, either.”

Sam sighed wistfully, a now genuine smile adorning her face. She seemed lost in her own little world, and far be it for Roxy to pull her out of it, even as her heart fluttered at the way Sam spoke about her. “She’s honestly so amazing, I don’t know how I managed to score her. My life has changed so much in just the few short months since I met her. I mean, I have actual friends now! There’s Leif, who knows I’m a werewolf too, and Ross, who’s still figuring it out, I think. They’re both really snarky and sometimes I have trouble figuring out when they’re joking, but that’s not too different from Ava, so I don’t really mind. Th-the point is, they’re both actually my friends this time. They actually like me, they’re not just pretending to or putting up with me like people used to in middle school. I-it’s a really nice feeling. There’s also Lukas and Brooke, although they’re more Leif and Ross’s friends, but they still hang around with us sometimes.

“I-I actually met some other werewolves, as well, though for the most part it didn’t end very well. Blaine was the first one, and man, he was a real piece of work. He wouldn’t leave Roxy alone and I had to keep telling him off. H-he ended up getting expelled, a-and I wish I could say that was the end of it, but things only got worse after that. He kinda went a little crazy, I think. To make a long story short, he ended up attacking both of us while we were walking through town late at night. Usually I could take him down no problem, but there was something… wrong with him. He knocked us around pretty good. I-I actually had to go to hospital for once, which was pretty scary. I-I’m okay now, though I got a few new scars for my efforts. Th-the other werewolf was a doctor who patched me up. She was really nice, actually. I wonder if you guys knew her.

“Roxy says that there’s another one that she met, a detective or something, but I haven’t met him yet so I’m still a bit wary. Y-you guys always told me to watch out for other werewolves, b-but I’m trying to keep an open mind. I-I think part of the reason Blaine was the way he was was because I was aggressive to him first. I wonder a lot about what might have changed if I had just let him be, but I was too scared. I didn’t want him to hurt any of my pack. Well,” Sam took a deep breath. “I don’t have to worry about him anymore, at least. He d-died. Hunters, right after he attacked me and Rox. Th-that… brings me onto my next point, actually. 

“I… We’re worried that the hunters might be planning something, something that might have to do with why Blaine was all… messed up when he attacked us. Roxy thinks drugs, but I’m not sure. They were definitely prepared for Blaine when they hunted him, according to Roxy. But even if we’re right in our theory, we still have no idea why. Why would they want to make werewolves stronger? It just doesn’t make any sense to me. A-a-and honestly, it scares me a lot. It feels like we’re on the edge of a cliff, ready to fall at any second, like I-I’m just waiting for something to go wrong, for them to show up again. They’ve already tried to go after Roxy before. I’m not even that worried for me, I-I just don’t want them to hurt my f-f-friends. Th-they’re all I have.”

Sam was silent for a moment as her emotions overtook her. Roxy understood, she’d been silently crying for most of the one-sided conversation herself. She couldn’t imagine what it would be like to lose someone that close to her. Sam took a deep, shaky breath in and continued speaking, though her voice was clearly breaking up as she reached her limit.

“I j-just wish you guys were still here. I wish you could tell me what I sh-should do. I-I-I d-don’t know wh-what to do if the hunters come b-back. I d-don’t want to k-k-kill anyone but I-I’m so s-scared I might h-have to. I w-won’t hesitate to protect my friends, but I’m j-j-just so scared.”

With that, Sam finally broke, all of the emotions she’d been holding in throughout the course of the day spilling out in an avalanche of broken sobs as she trembled and hugged the gravestone. Roxy silently cried with her, embracing her from behind and trying to offer any sort of comfort she could.

It took a long time, but eventually Sam’s sobs quietened down. She continued to sniffle and hiccup occasionally as Roxy soothingly rubbed her back, her head resting on the cool stone of her parents’ grave. She was whispering something, but Roxy couldn’t make it out. It was probably for the best- she’d already felt somewhat like she was witnessing something she shouldn’t be when Sam was talking to her parents, so she had no qualms about letting the blonde have her private moment.

“Th-thank you,” Sam muttered, barely audible to Roxy’s ears.

“Hm? What for?” she asked in reply.

“F-for being here. For staying with me. You’ve made today a lot easier.”

Roxy leaned over and kissed Sam on the head lovingly. “It’s really no trouble, hun. It’s honestly really nice to do something like this with you. It helps me feel connected to you, y’know?”

Sam hummed and leaned into Roxy. They sat there for a while, just soaking in each other’s presence and quietly listening to the animals scurrying through the forest. It was a peaceful moment. At least, until the loud rumbling of Sam’s stomach broke that peace.

“Getting hungry?” Roxy teased.

Sam exhaled a tiny laugh. “Yeah, apparently so. W-wanna head back to the den? We can eat there.”

“Sounds good.”

—

Sam was sitting with her knees tucked up to her chest, resting her chin on them and looking out to the trees as Roxy sat behind her, combing her hands through her hair and working all of the knots out of it. It was clear that she hadn’t brushed it very recently, but honestly, Roxy couldn’t blame her. There was a reason that she usually kept her hair short, and Sam had so much of it. She briefly entertained the idea of what Sam might look like if she cut her hair as short as she usually did, but quickly decided that it would be far too much of a tragedy to lose those long, wavy white and gold locks.

After they’d finished eating the sandwiches Roxy had brought, they spent a long time just idly chatting, as well as playing among the trees when Sam decided to shift into her wolf. It had been a few hours at this point, but Roxy wasn’t going to mention anything about going home until Sam did. This was her day, after all.

Roxy’s fingers idly started to braid Sam’s hair, calling on the skill from her childhood that she hadn’t used in years. Sam immediately foiled her attempts by instead leaning her head back into Roxy’s touch, clearly looking for scratches. Roxy laughed breathily, giving Sam what she wanted and running her nails along her scalp. The blonde, predictably, melted.

“Hey, Sam?” Roxy asked after a few minutes.

“Hm?” she responded, flopping backwards into the dark-haired girl’s lap.

“Do you think I should cut my hair short again?”

Sam inspected her for a few seconds. “I dunno,” she eventually settled on, reaching up and taking a lock of black hair between her fingers. “It looks good like that. That being said, you do look really cute with short hair, too. So, I dunno, up to you I guess.”

Roxy flicked her forehead playfully. “Very helpful.”

Sam yawned, her voice coming out low and rumbly. “Hey, it’s not my hair. I think you look beautiful either way. Just do whatever makes you happiest.”

Roxy leaned down and kissed her. “You make me happiest.”

Sam snorted tiredly in a failed attempt to hide the dusting of pink growing on her cheeks. “Cheesy.”

“Says you.”

“Yep.”

Roxy just laughed and shook her head, leaning back against the cliff wall. After a short moment, her phone started beeping from her pocket. Sam flinched away from the noise as the shorter girl quickly tried to shut it off. 

“Shit, sorry Sam. That was my alarm, I have work tonight and I wanted to make sure I had enough time to shower before my shift. I’m really sorry, but I’m gonna have to head home.”

Sam grumbled and sat up, yawning again. “It’s cool, I get it. Do you need me to walk you back?”

“You can if you want, but I should be fine. Surprisingly, I still have service out here, so I shouldn’t have any trouble finding my way.”

Sam hummed. “Alright, in that case I think I’ll stick around for a bit longer, maybe have a nap or something.” Her tired features softened as she looked back at Roxy. “Thank you so much for coming today. It meant a lot.”

Roxy kissed her again. “Of course, hun,” she replied, picking herself up off the dirt and brushing herself off. “I’ll text you later, yeah?”

Sam nodded sleepily. “Yeah.”

—

Sam awoke with a snort. She looked around in a daze, trying to remember where she was. It was hard to make anything out through the darkness, but from what her nose was picking up, she figured that she must be in her den. She remembered lying down inside it for a nap after Roxy left, but surely it shouldn’t be this dark yet?

She clumsily fished her phone out of her pocket, wincing as the light hurt her unadjusted eyes. When she could finally stand to look at the screen without her retinas burning off, she found that it was already eight thirty in the evening. Carol had sent her a text about an hour ago asking if she was going to be coming home for dinner, followed by another text fifteen minutes later saying that she would leave out a plate just in case.

Sam sighed, letting her head flop back onto the ground as she lamented her situation. It certainly wasn’t ideal, but it was nothing to get worried about. Honestly, the biggest issue was just getting back through the woods in the dark. While she used to roam through the woods at night all the time, ever since getting attacked by Blaine she’d been having a bit of trouble keeping a hold on her nerves whenever she had to walk through the dark alone.

Well, nothing for it. Might as well get going.

She picked herself up with a grunt and made her way out of the cave. Ordinarily it would still usually be at least a little light out at this time of year, as the sun wouldn’t have fully set yet, but with the heavy cloud cover that was threatening to break into a storm at any second, it was effectively already the dead of night. 

Sam brought her wolf to the surface and started jogging quickly through the trees, trying to make it back as quick as possible. Ideally, she would just shift fully and sprint back that way, but she had neglected to bring a bag in which to carry her clothes, so that option was a bust. She did her best just to focus on getting home, trying not to think about what could potentially be lurking in the trees.

After a while, she started to feel as though she was being watched, but her nose wasn’t picking up on anything, so she attempted to shrug it off. It was probably just her paranoia anyway, right? What are the chances that anything would actually be out there that would be able to hurt her?

Despite her attempt to comfort herself, the feeling refused to go away. She slowed down to a stop and looked around, trying to see if anything was out there. Her nose still wasn’t picking up on anything aside from the ever-present pine wafting from the trees all around her. There weren’t even any animals nearby, likely scared off by the sound of her trudging through the woods as fast as she could. So why did she still feel like there was someone out there?

Sam closed her eyes and strained her ears, listening for anything amiss. The leaves above her were rustling as the wind picked up and, just as her nose had told her, a clear absence of the sound of wildlife scurrying around her. She was completely and utterly alone.

I’m too paranoid. I’m fine, there’s no one out here but me.

She shook her head and was about to start moving again when she heard it. It was so quiet that she almost missed it, but she knew she definitely heard it. Someone took a step and crushed the detritus of the forest floor. It was definitely a someone; the sound was far too heavy to be created by an animal. It wasn’t that far away, either. Why didn’t her nose pick up anything?

“Wh-who’s out there?! Show yourself!”

For a long moment, the only thing to be heard was the sound of the wind in the trees and her own heartbeat pounding against her ribcage as adrenaline flooded her system, but eventually things, people, started moving beyond the darkness. In seconds, Sam was surrounded by men in ballistic armour, armed to the teeth and aiming their rifles directly at her.

Sam’s heart stopped. These were hunters, no doubt about it. Their uniform was much more advanced than her last encounter with them, with dark visors covering their faces, but there was no mistaking the situation. They’d finally found her. In the back of her mind, she faintly realised that even at this range, she still couldn’t pick up a scent from any of them, nor could she hear their heartbeats. For some reason, that scared her even more than the weapons they had trained on her head.

“Wh-wh-what’s g-going on?” she asked shakily, slowly putting her hands up and attempting to play dumb. Maybe if she could convince them they had the wrong person, they’d leave her alone?

“I’ll tell you what’s going on, dog. You’re being hunted.” A voice called out from the darkness. She knew that voice. She hadn’t heard it in fourteen years, but she knew that voice.

No…

A man walked out of the shadows, approaching her. He was dressed in priestly garb, drastically contrasting with the heavily armed team of soldiers surrounding her. His hair was almost non-existent, only a thin halo of grey around the sides of his head. He certainly looked a lot older than the last time she’d seen him, when he’d killed her mother right in front of her.

It felt like a vice had gripped her insides, an incredible flame of unbridled fury burning through every inch of her being. Her wolf was thrashing, forcibly dragging itself to the surface against her will. Her gums ached as her teeth grew, her eyes already glowing a deep red. Her chest rumbled with the sound of her own growl. There was no chance of hiding her identity now, but Sam didn’t really care anymore. She’d been waiting for this chance for a long time.

“You.” she snarled, the sheer hatred in her voice seeping out like a physical thing.

The priest huffed in amusement. “Hello to you too, Samantha. My, look how big you’ve gotten. I’m sure your mother would be so proud.”

“DON’T YOU TALK ABOUT HER.” Sam forgot herself for a second and lunged forward, perfectly ready to slice his throat out with her claws. The readying of weapons all around her brought her back to her senses, causing her to freeze up.

“This brings back many memories for me, I must say. To be one of the few who can claim to have hunted a direwolf is an honour much higher than most, but to be the man who may have very well hunted them to extinction? Well, that would be a truly monumental achievement, wouldn’t it?”

Fear twisted around in Sam’s gut unbearably. She grit her teeth. “T-try it.”

The priest sighed. “Alas, as much as I would love to put a bullet in your brain and finish what I started all those years ago, I have my orders. You see, we need you alive, Samantha.”

“Wh-what?”

“Now, we can do this the easy way, or we can do this the fun way. We do need you alive, yes, but I have absolutely no qualms about breaking your legs if need be. It’s up to you, wolf. What will it be?”

The pounding of her own heart was all she could hear. The priest rested his hand on the holster of his revolver, watching her every movement. She was fast, that was sure, but could she move faster than he could draw? And what about the men all around her? They appeared to be more at ease than they were a few seconds ago, but it was impossible to tell for sure without being able to hear their heartbeats or smell their anxiety. Seriously, what was up with them? Were they wearing specialised suits or something?

I could try running, but they know who I am now. They won’t hesitate to go through the Walkers if it means getting to me. I can’t put them in danger. Can I take these guys? If I can get into the trees I might have a chance. Oh, who am I kidding? They would just shoot me and even if they didn’t, I would have no choice but to kill them. Knocking them out would just postpone it. I-I can’t do that. I d-don’t want to kill anyone. I’m not like them. But… wh-what else can I do…?

I’m sorry, Roxy. I’ll find a way out of this. I’ll be okay, I promise.

Tears burned behind her eyes. Against every single nerve in her body, Sam forced herself to ease up, surrendering. The priest smiled awfully.

“Ah, good girl.” 

He moved his hand off of his weapon. The men around her lowered their guns. She hadn’t expected that. 

A chance.

None of the soldiers were able to react in time. Sam moved like lightning, charging at the priest and grabbing him from behind, holding her claws against his throat. With her free hand, she pulled his revolver from its holster and threw it away into the darkness. It was all done in less than a second.

“NOBODY MOVE!” she growled. The soldiers, finally catching up to the situation, all trained their guns at her. She was really banking on the hope that the priest was valuable enough to them that they wouldn’t just blast holes in him to get to her.

“Drop your guns!” 

No one moved. No one obeyed. 

“I-I’ll kill him! I swear! Drop them!”

Nothing.

She jostled the priest, digging her claws into his neck hard enough to draw blood. “Tell them to drop their wea- hurk.”

Sam’s words cut off as an unimaginable pain overtook her senses. There was something in her abdomen, plunging deep into her side. She could feel some sort of… feeling, spreading through her body from the wound, burning her insides as it went. Her claws sunk back into her fingers. Her fangs shrunk back into her gums. 

Her legs buckled and she fell to her knees, causing whatever was stuck in her side to come out. She gasped in pain, too shocked to even scream, holding the wound as something warm dripped through her fingers. She tried to pull her wolf back out to quickly start healing, but found that she couldn’t. No matter how hard she tried, it wouldn’t come out. She was completely cut off.

She shakily lifted her head to find the priest looking down at her, holding a crimson-coated knife and looking absolutely ecstatic. 

“Haha, it worked! It blocked her transformation! If only we’d had something like this when we hunted her parents, I might not have lost my whole squad. I suppose standard silver really doesn’t cut it with direwolves.”

He put the knife away before kneeling down in front of her and taking her head in his hands, smearing her own blood on her cheek as he did so. She weakly gripped his arms.

“Thank you, Samantha, truly. You have absolutely made my night. It is a shame there aren’t any other direwolves that we’ll be able to use this on, but still, you’ve made my hypothesis a reality, so thank you.”

She looked into his eyes, something boiling in her gut. She was so angry. How dare he? He murdered her parents and now he’s thanking her like she’d done him a favour? He STABBED her. How fucking DARE he!

A shockwave of pain rocked her body, coursing out from her stab wound. She heard a scream. 

Her eyes refocused. She looked down. 

Her claws were back. There was blood dripping down her arms, matting the fur that had sprouted on her hands. The priest’s arms were crushed in her grip, her claws piercing his weak skin and digging deep into his flesh. Her head felt foggy. What was she doing?

She looked up at him. Saw the pain in his eyes. The fear. Something twinged deep in her belly.

Prey.

She shot up. He didn’t even have a chance to gasp before his throat was caught in her jaws, her fangs digging deep into his neck. His blood spilled into her mouth like a fountain, leaking out and dripping down her chin as she swallowed madly. There was a loud banging sound, over and over again. Her prey’s body jerked. Something whizzed past her. She remembered that she wasn’t alone.

She reluctantly dropped the body and darted into the trees. Trees were safe. They meant cover in the dark. The banging suddenly stopped. She could hear the other men communicating to each other, but the words meant nothing to her. She watched them from the cover of the bushes, waiting for her moment.

The men put their strange metal devices away and instead all pulled out long, gleaming sticks. She instinctively knew that they were dangerous, somewhere in the back of her mind. One of the men was slightly separate from the rest of the group. Target.

Sam bounded out on all fours, her claws slashing through the backs of his knees as she flew past, back into the cover of the trees on the other side. He fell to the ground, screaming. The sound just spurred her on.

The men chased her. Her heart was pounding. She darted between trees and swung around, changing her trajectory frequently. They couldn’t keep up with her.

But she could keep up with them.

One was looking in the wrong direction. He didn’t realise that she was right there.

She flew at him and sunk her fangs through the soft material on his neck. Somehow she knew that going for the head or body would be futile. She didn’t understand it, but she knew that her prey was protected, somehow. His neck was a weak spot, though.

She pulled her head back and tore a chunk of meat from his neck, jumping away from his collapsing body and scrambling back into the bushes as clouds of dirt exploded all around her. Some of the men had pulled out smaller versions of the devices they had earlier, and were now firing at her. It wasn’t going to save them.

One by one, the men fell, succumbing to her fangs and claws and speed and agility. It was all too easy for her to leap at their throats from the darkness, snuffing out their lives before they even had a chance to fight back. She was the predator, and they were her prey. She felt a burst of glee shoot through her every time she successfully landed an attack. Her pack was going to be so proud of her!

The beast prowled back to where the body of the first man she killed lay. He was face down in the dirt, unmoving. She remembered this man. This man had hurt her pack, hurt her. She could still taste his blood in her mouth. It was good.

Suddenly, another shockwave rocked through her from the wound that she had forgotten about. Her claws and fur and fangs receded. Her bones shifted back to where they were meant to be. Her mind returned to its full capacity.

The pain was the first thing to hit her. Sam doubled over, holding the wound at her side that had now stained a large part of her shirt red. There was so much blood. Too much. She needed medical attention. She-

Sam looked around and realised where she was, realised what those things on the ground were, what that taste in her mouth was. She stumbled back onto the ground.

“No no no no nonononononononononono-”

Sam turned and threw up. The clenching of her abs as she heaved burnt her injury with a pain like nothing else. But it didn’t matter. She deserved it. She was a murderer. She was just as bad as them. She-

Her vomit was red. She got the feeling that it wasn’t her blood.

She scrambled backwards, uncaring of the pain it was causing her. She looked around, desperate to find some reprieve from the sea of red around her, but everywhere she looked there was just more carnage. Carnage that she caused. Murderer. Monster. 

Another shockwave overtook her. Sam screamed.

—

“Thank you, have a nice night.”

Roxy hip-checked the cash draw back into the register as the customer left. It was a slow night at the 7-11, the monotony only occasionally being broken whenever someone came in to buy something. An eighties song was playing quietly over the speaker, covering up the ever-present hum of the refrigerators quite effectively. Leif would probably like it, Roxy thought. The girl was into older music like that.

“So, where was I?” Callum asked. Out of all of her managers, he was probably her favourite. He was a bigger guy with a bit of an unshaven look going on. ‘Handsomely rugged,’ he liked to call it. He was good at lending an ear whenever she needed/wanted to vent about anything, although she had to make sure she got her piece in before he could start talking, because once he began, he didn’t stop. She was also at least ninety percent sure he’d turned up to work high on a few occasions, if the smell of weed was anything to go by.

“You were… Oh! You’d just failed your save.” Roxy replied.

“Right, right, right. Okay, so, there I was, caught in the dragon’s breath weapon with only ten HP left. I’m thinking, I’m a goner, right? The DM’s already rolling the damage and I can see the look on his face-”

Truth be told, Roxy only really understood about half of the words that Callum was saying, but it was still a vast improvement from just sitting there and staring into nothingness while she waited for the clock to slowly tick down to the end of her shift.

Suddenly, a shock overtook her system, sparking out from the mark on her neck like lightning. Her legs buckled and she collapsed to the floor in a gasping heap. Her whole body was swimming with emotions that she couldn’t explain, that didn’t even feel like her own. Pain, fear, anguish. Something was wrong. Something was wrong with Sam.

She couldn’t explain how she knew, but she did. Sam was in trouble. She was in pain. She needed help. Roxy shot to her feet, startling Callum, who had crossed to her register to see what was wrong.

“Woah! What the heck happened? Are you okay?” he asked.

“I-I-I need to go. I need to go home. C-can you cover for me?”

“Wh-what?! Why?”

“I-I just- It’s an emergency, I need to go!” The volume of her voice rose as her desperation increased. Those weird feelings were still swimming around in her stomach, her mark sending sparking signals through her nerves every few seconds. Pedro had said that the mark used to be able to send feelings between partners or something, hadn’t he? This had to be related to that somehow, there was simply no other explanation.

“Alright, alright, jeez…” he acquiesced. “But I expect a full explanation la-!”

Roxy didn’t even hear him finish, she was already out the door and sprinting down the street as fast as she could. 

            

    
        14: Blood, Sweat, And Tears

    
    
    
    
                Roxy finally reached the Walkers’ house after about ten minutes of straight sprinting. Tumbling to a stop outside the front door, she gave herself a few seconds to just catch her breath. She’d never run like that for that long before and it kind of felt like she was dying, if she was being honest.

Another spark from the mark on her neck reminded her of why she was here. Those weird emotions had mostly fizzled away during her run, but the mark kept up a steady vigil of signals every few minutes or so. None were as intense as the first shock, but the weird sensation of phantom static inside her muscles was certainly keeping her on her toes.

Finally having cooled down enough to force herself out of her doubled-over position, Roxy held her hand out, ready to knock, but instead found herself hesitating. Was she being unreasonable about this? She’d gotten a random shock and felt kind of weird and, instead of taking even a single second to try and think of a sensible explanation, she’d immediately made an incredibly rash assumption and literally ran with it. A bit of an over-reaction, she’d say. Was she really about to disturb her girlfriend’s family because she was paranoid?

It then occurred to Roxy that she literally was literally dating a werewolf and nothing about her life made any sense anymore. Another spark of feeling, this time accompanied by a pang of second-hand fear, steeled her resolve. There was no way this was nothing. 

Roxy began pounding on the Walkers’ front door relentlessly as her fear grew, amplified by the borrowed emotions swimming through her body. As was to be expected, it didn’t take long for someone to answer the door with the racket she was making.

“Alright, alright, I’m coming!” Carol called through the door. The lack of worry or fear in her voice was reassuring, but only slightly. There was no way to know if Sam was even home right now. The door opened.

“Roxy!” Carol greeted cheerfully. Her face dropped when she took in the girl’s dishevelled appearance. “What’s wrong? You look terrified.”

“Is Sam here?!” she replied urgently.

Carol looked perplexed. “No, she’s still out. Why, what is it?”

Roxy’s heart dropped just a little. Sam wasn’t home. There was no way to verify if she was okay, no way to even find her if she was in trouble. She dropped her head into her hands, groaning in frustration and more than a little fear.

“S-something’s wrong. Something’s wrong and Sam’s scared. She’s hurt or in danger or something, I don’t know!” Roxy threw her hands up and shouted as emotions, both her own and potentially Sam’s, overwhelmed her. 

Carol looked at her with a worried expression. She put a comforting hand on her shoulder. “Calm down, sweetheart. How do you know something’s wrong?”

“I-I just do! I-it’s hard to explain…”

“Why don’t you come inside and catch your breath? Have a nice cup of tea, collect your thoughts, and maybe things will seem a bit clearer, hm?”

That… sounded really nice, actually. Roxy sagged and nodded in defeat, following the older woman inside. She led her through the living room and into the kitchen, where a single plate of untouched dinner sat on the island counter. The dark-haired girl slipped onto a stool and tried to calm her pounding heart as Carol prepared her tea.

“So,” the red-headed woman said after a few minutes. “Care to try again? Why are you so worked up?”

Roxy sighed, trying to get her head in order. “I… I just got this really sudden feeling that something was horribly wrong. Like, it wasn’t just a passing thought, it literally knocked me off my feet. I genuinely fell over. The… The reason I think it’s got to do with Sam is because…” She felt her cheeks warm as she realised what she’d have to admit to get her point across, and to her girlfriend’s adoptive mother no less. She coughed awkwardly. “Well… a while ago… Sam, uh… sh-she, uh… um… bit me.” It came out as a whisper. Roxy noticed Carol turn her head to look at her from where she was working on the counter. “A-and, um, ap-apparently it was actually s-some sort of werewolf thing that, uh… c-connects us, or something. A-and… the place where the feeling came from was the same place where she, uh…  y’know.

“Anyway, I heard somewhere that werewolves used to be able to feel each other’s emotions through those marks or something, and, I know it’s a stretch, but I’m pretty sure that’s what I felt. A lot of fear. A-and pain. And I know it wasn’t mine, I was just at work, there was nothing to be scared about.”

Carol turned to her and walked over, holding a mug of hot tea. “And you were so shocked by it that you left work and ran all the way here? It must’ve been quite intense, I imagine. I can understand why you’re so worked up.”

She placed the mug in front of her and Roxy smiled gratefully. Carol’s bedside manner was always able to set her at ease, at least from the few times she’d been comforted or patched up by the part-time nurse. She took a sip of the tea. It was hot, but not enough to burn, and exactly what she needed to settle herself down a little.

“Now, I can’t say for sure whether or not Sam’s okay, as she’s obviously not here right now, but I can say that she’s not someone who’ll go down easy, as I’m sure you know. I have no doubt she’ll show up safe and sound at any mo-”

Carol was interrupted by the sound of the back door sliding open. Both of them turned their heads to the noise. Roxy’s heart stopped.

Sam was here.

And she was covered in blood. It wasn’t clear how much of it was hers.

It coated the bottom half of her face, sticky half-wet liquid surrounding her mouth, dripping down her chin and neck and onto her once-grey shirt, irreparably staining it. It was covering her hands and arms all the way up to the elbow, revealed by her torn up flannel. It slowly leaked through her fingers as she desperately clutched her side, trying to stem the flow that had already reddened most of what remained of her clothing. 

Their eyes met. One of Sam’s was as red as the blood that stained her face, while the other was her usual icy blue. Both were streaming tears down her cheeks, expressing the same pain and fear that was still echoing through Roxy’s body.

It felt like time was frozen for a few seconds before everything snapped back to reality. Sam’s legs buckled and she collapsed to the floor with a weak whimper, blood already spilling onto the tile from the apparent wound on her side. Carol moved to her with a purpose, grabbing Sam and picking her back up, leading her over to the island. Roxy was still too stunned to move, at least until Carol shouted her to attention.

“Roxy! Clear the island and help me get her up!” The older woman ordered with uncharacteristic intensity. Roxy obeyed automatically, still too stunned to properly process what was happening. It didn’t make sense to her. She’d just seen Sam a few hours ago and she was fine. Where did all that blood come from?

She cleared the untouched plate and her mug of forgotten tea and helped to lay Sam down on the countertop. Carol stepped away for a second to grab the first-aid kit and Roxy finally remembered how to speak.

“Sam… Wh-what happened? Wh-where did…” She paused and mentally shook her head. Those kinds of questions weren’t important right now. She took a breath and steeled herself, burying the fear that had threatened to consume her. “Where are you hurt?” she asked, surprising herself with how authoritative her voice sounded.

Sam winced and whimpered as she moved her hands away from her side. “Hunters… S-stabbed… H-healed a little… Can’t a-anymore… N-no wolf.”

Fear gripped Roxy’s heart like a vice at those words, but she forced herself to keep calm. There would be time for freaking out later. Carol returned with the first-aid kit and placed it down on a stool near Sam’s wound, pulling out supplies and lifting Sam’s shirt so she could get easier access to the injury.

“Are you hurt anywhere else?” she asked.

“N-no… just… there.” Sam panted, before wincing again. Roxy moved to her other side and grabbed her hand, squeezing it and trying to offer any comfort she possibly could. She couldn’t even imagine how much pain Sam must be in.

Carol slipped on some gloves and got to work, cleaning and sterilising the wound before beginning to stitch it up. Sam cried out at the sting of the needle, but it was obvious she was doing her best to keep still. Roxy noticed a flutter of second-hand fear still swimming around her stomach and went out on a limb.

“What’s going on, Sam? What’s scaring you right now?” she asked carefully. 

The blonde’s mismatched eyes flicked to her, desperation clear as tears started to well up. “M-my wolf i-is gone. I-I can’t feel her. I-I can’t shift. I d-don’t know what to do.”

“Please don’t shift while I’m stitching you up.” Carol’s calm, focused voice cut through the tension in the room. She briefly stopped her work and looked up. “Are you sure your wolf is gone? One of your eyes is red, sweetie.”

Sam’s face flashed with confusion. “Wh-what? I-I don’t feel anyth-”

All of a sudden, Sam jerked and screamed in pain. Roxy watched in alarm as her teeth visibly grew before shrinking back to their original size and shape. She barely noticed it on account of everything that was going on, but the sudden spasm happened at the exact same time that her mark sent another spark shooting through her.

Sam collapsed back to the table, panting and gasping. “I-I don’t know why th-that keeps h-happen-ning.”

This was all getting to be a bit much for Roxy. She needed to do something more to help, she couldn’t just sit by and do nothing while Sam was hurting like this. She pulled out her phone and scrolled to a contact she’d added just in case something like this happened.

She brought the phone to her ear. He answered after just two rings. 

“Pedro speaking.”

She swallowed nervously. Sam and Carol were both looking at her, confused. “I-it’s Roxy. Y-you told me to call you if we were ever in trouble?”

“What happened?”

“S-Sam was attacked by hunters, sh-she was stabbed and now she can’t access her wolf to heal.”

“What about the hunters, did they get away?”

Roxy looked at Sam. Her face was stricken and pale, fear and what looked like guilt covering every inch of her expression. Roxy mentally slapped herself. Sam was a werewolf, of course she could hear both sides of the conversation.

“I-I’m not sure. Sam hasn’t really said.”

Pedro was silent for a second. “Hm, okay. I’ll be right there. Walkers’ house?”

Roxy was a little stunned. “Y-yes, how did you-”

Pedro had already hung up. Roxy sighed and put the phone away. Carol had finished up Sam’s stitches and was taping a bandage over the wound. The girl in question was screwing her eyes shut and breathing rapidly. She looked to be on the verge of a panic attack.

Roxy grabbed a wet cloth and made her way over to Sam’s head, cleaning the blood off of her face and gently shushing her, trying to calm her down. Sam let out a long whine.

“What’s wrong, sweetie?” Roxy asked. Sam was silent for a moment, clearly barely holding back her emotions. She opened her mouth, but nothing came out, save for a few tears leaking from her closed eyes. That is, until…

“I killed them! I killed the hunters! I-I didn’t mean to, I swear, I-I-I just lost control after he stabbed me! I-I don’t even remember it, I just blacked out and they were all dead and I could t-taste blood and- and- and-”

Sam broke down sobbing, covering her eyes with her arm as she cried. She was muttering apologies over and over again. Roxy just stood there, waiting for some sort of reaction, any reaction, to hit her. After hearing something like that, she expected herself to be scared. Her girlfriend had killed people, plain and simple. She was a killer. It was a shock, to be sure, but other than that, she mostly just felt sad for her. What a horrible thing that must have been to go through.

Roxy continued wiping Sam’s face clean, stroking through her hair and trying to comfort her. “It’s not your fault, Sam. You were defending yourself. You were in the right. I know it’s probably hard to believe, but you had no choice. I don’t blame you, either.”

Sam just kept crying, muttering horrible things about herself under her breath. It broke Roxy’s heart to hear, but all she could do was keep reassuring Sam that she didn’t do anything wrong, so that’s what she did. Carol sat back onto a stool, mental exhaustion clear on her features.

“Why don’t you take Sam up to the bathroom and get her cleaned up a bit. Get her ready for bed. She’s no doubt had enough excitement for one night.”

Roxy hesitated. “Uhm, actually, could we wait for the person I called to get here first? He’s a werewolf, he might be able to figure out why Sam’s wolf is acting weird. Also, he, um… might be able to give us some advice on how we should deal with… what Sam just said she did.”

Carol leaned back, slightly impressed. “When on earth did you have time to meet another werewolf? And how?”

Roxy rubbed the back of her neck nervously, her other hand still stroking through Sam’s hair in an attempt to comfort her. Her cries had quietened and she was now just breathing shakily. “He was actually the detective that interviewed me about the Shepperton street murders. He could smell that, uh… mark that I talked about earlier, and obviously he knew that the murders had something to do with werewolves, too. It seemed like he knew Sam, though she didn’t know who he was when I told her about him.”

“What was his name?” the redhead asked.

“Pedro. Not sure about last name.”

“Hah,” Carol surprised Roxy by laughing. “That son of a bitch. Moved all the way up here and didn’t even bother popping by to say hello until now.”

“You know him?” Roxy asked, perplexed.

“He went to highschool with Deb and I, back in Palm Springs where we grew up. Hell, he even dated Debbie for a bit, before she met Mark.”

Roxy’s eyebrows shot up into her hairline. It was a hell of a small world, apparently. She looked down to Sam to gauge her reaction to that little nugget of information. Surprisingly, she hadn’t reacted at all. Upon closer inspection, it became apparent that Sam had fallen into a light slumber. The raven-haired girl smiled at her gently.

She slipped out of the kitchen to get her partner a pillow from the couch. As she made her way through the living room, she spotted Ava coming down the stairs, clearly completely unaware of what had occurred in the kitchen.

“Hey, Rox. Didn’t know you were here tonight,” the brunette greeted.

“Uh,” Roxy replied as she grabbed the pillow. “I wasn’t meant to be. Something’s, uh… come up.”

Ava raised an eyebrow and followed her as Roxy made her way back into the kitchen, gently slipping the pillow under Sam’s head.

“Oh,” Ava exclaimed as she took in the situation before her. “Is she okay? What happened?” 

“Hunters found her,” Carol explained tiredly. “She was stabbed, but she should be alright. Gave as good as she got, it seems, so hopefully they think twice before trying again.”

"Shit,” she whispered. “Is there anything I can do?"

"Just let her rest for now. She needs it."

"Alright," the brunette said, looking over her sister's sleeping form sadly. "She's gonna be real torn up that her favourite flannel is ruined."

"Yeah…" Roxy responded weakly. Things were silent in the kitchen for a while, everyone content to just let things settle after the drama of the past few minutes. Ava eventually left and returned to her room, while Roxy and Carol stayed, still tending to Sam and making sure that she was comfortable. Well, as comfortable as one could possibly be while lying on a stone countertop after being stabbed.

About fifteen minutes passed and eventually there was a knock on the door. Sam stirred and groggily opened her eyes as Carol went to answer it, but she was clearly struggling to parse her surroundings. Her mismatched irises locked onto Roxy.

“Ro-Ro…” she groaned. “Iss’at… you? Why’re you… up-ssside down?”

Sam’s slurring words and general delirium as well as her adorable and unexpected choice of nickname would’ve been funny if it wasn’t so worrying. Hopefully it was just a symptom of blood loss and she would be back to normal after a good rest, but given all of the other strange symptoms she was showing, Roxy knew better than to hope for that. She could hear Carol and what could only be Pedro conversing in the living room, their voices slowly getting louder as they approached the kitchen.

“...I’ve patched her up as best I could, though she’s still not able to call out her wolf to heal on her own. She’s also been occasionally having… spasms, or something, where her wolf briefly flares up before disappearing again.”

“She’s also, uh… delirious, I think. I’m not sure if it’s just blood loss or not, though,” Roxy butted in as the two adults entered the room. Pedro looked a lot more cleaned up than the last time she’d seen him, his stubble shaved mostly away with only a moustache in its place.

“Sounds like all the hallmarks of classic silver poisoning to me,” he said. “Though, I won’t be able to tell for sure without testing the wound, which I don’t think Sam would appreciate. It’s strange, though. I didn’t think direwolves were susceptible to silver sickness.”

“Who's th… there? I don’ know you!” Sam slurred wobbly, attempting to lift her head to limited success. Roxy shushed her and gently laid her head back down on the pillow. 

“That’s just Pedro. He’s here to help you,” she consoled, stroking her hair. Sam grumbled but didn’t attempt to move again. The man in question walked over and frowned. 

“Her eyes are a little troubling. I can’t say I’ve seen anything like that before. Could just be a direwolf thing, though. Still begs the question of why the silver affected her in the first place, but that’s a bit beyond my expertise.”

“What’s the deal with silver? Why would she even have silver poisoning in the first place?” Roxy asked.

“Silvered weapons are standard kit for hunters going on hunts. Blocks a werewolf’s transformation or ability to call their wolf out in any capacity. Most silver-poisoned werewolves sadly don’t tend to live long enough to see the other side-effects, for obvious reasons,” Pedro explained. “Again, it isn’t supposed to work on direwolves, as far as we know, so I’m not sure why Sam’s experiencing symptoms.”

“B-bad sssilver… d-different… n-new…” Sam muttered. “P-priest said… M-m-made for m-me… M-made for d-d-de… B-big wolf…”

“They must have figured out a way to bypass the resistance, then, I suppose.” Pedro hypothesised. “On the bright side, if she’s able to understand the conversation, her delirium can’t be as bad as it usually would be. It should clear up in a few hours, along with the spasms. Her access to her wolf should come back once the silver clears out of her system, which shouldn’t take longer than a week.”

Sam whined loudly, tears visibly prickling the edges of her eyes. Roxy gently consoled her.

“Did you manage to find out if the hunters got away?” Pedro asked the raven-haired girl.

Roxy swallowed thickly. “No, they didn’t. Uh… Sam… she…”

“She did what she needed to do in order to defend herself,” Carol interrupted sternly, making intense eye contact with Pedro. He seemed to understand well enough.

“It’s… for the best,” he said with a heavy sigh, running a hand through his hair. “If they had gotten away they would have just regrouped and come after her again. It’s impressive that she was able to do that after getting stabbed, though. Did she say if it blocked her wolf right away?” 

“She… said that she was able to heal a little bit, so it must not have been instantaneous, at the very least.”

“M-my teeth… worked… and c-claws…  don’t r-remember all… b-but I bit him… f-for mommy… d-daddy… revenge… after that… all black…”

Roxy frowned at her. “You mean… he was the same one that…?”

“It’s highly likely.” Pedro said. “Small outposts like the one here don’t tend to have lots of change in management. They’ve probably had the same priest leading their hunts for years.”

“You sure know a lot about hunters for a werewolf.” Roxy observed.

“If we didn’t understand them, we wouldn’t be able to fight them. Most werewolves these days are raised learning about how the hunters work. It’s not an idyllic childhood by any means, but necessary if we wanna stop them from wiping us out.”

“Do you know where the outpost here is?” she asked, her curiosity getting the better of her. 

“If I did, this wouldn’t have happened. I’m too old to be stalking hunters and planning raids anymore. The whole reason I moved here in the first place was so I could take a more passive role after-” He cut himself off. “Well, that’s a story for another day. I have work to do.” he turned to Carol. “Do you have a shovel anywhere?”

“There should be one in the garage,” she answered.

“Right.”

Pedro left to go do… whatever it was he needed to do. Carol turned to Roxy, exhaustion showing on her face.

“Now that that’s sorted, do you think you could get her ready for bed, please? Those bloody clothes can’t be comfortable.”

Roxy nodded and gently led Sam off the table. The injured girl leaned on her heavily, moving slowly and carefully as she was taken up the stairs to the bathroom. It was an arduous journey, only made easier by the fact that Sam seemed too out of it to process any potential pain she might’ve been feeling. 

Once they got there, Roxy helped Sam out of her ruined clothes and laid her down in the bathtub, turning on the water and waiting for it to heat up before letting it fill. Sam, for the most part, didn’t do much of anything besides stare at Roxy with a half-lidded gaze as she struggled to keep her head up.

“Just lie your head back, hun. I’ll take care of you, okay?” she whispered gently.

“Mmkayy… ‘re you gonna join me? Leh… Let’s have a bath tog-g-gether!” Sam giggled drunkenly before wincing as the action no doubt irritated her injury.

As much as that idea appealed to Roxy - she no doubt needed one after her mad sprint earlier - there were more important things to worry about. “Sorry, Sammie. Not tonight. Let’s just get you cleaned up so we can go to bed, hm? Doesn’t bed sound nice?”

Sam pouted and whined, limply flicking her arm at Roxy and splashing water all over her before giggling at her own childish antics. Roxy couldn’t help but lightly laugh along. It was a nice moment after the constant crushing fear that the rest of the night had laid upon her.

…Great, now she was thinking about it again. She sighed as she looked over Sam’s body, slowly being submerged as the water level rose. Her eyes caught on the surgical scars across her lower chest, from where the doctors had cut her open to remove shards of her own broken ribs from her lungs. They travelled to her left arm, also covered by pink scars from when Sam had desperately tried to save Roxy from Blaine, even with multiple broken bones. And of course there were the ones on her face, marring her cheek like a permanent reminder of that horrible night every time she looked in the mirror.

She already had so many scars, whether they be big ones like from the fight with Blaine, or the many small nicks and cuts she’d collected throughout her time running around carelessly as a wolf. And now she’d have a new one. It didn’t seem fair to Roxy. Why was Sam always the one to get hurt? 

Sure, Roxy’d been knocked around from time to time, and she had that scar above her right eyebrow from getting hit in the head with that rock when Kimberly was chasing her, but compared to Sam it just didn’t seem fair. Why was the world so cruel to such a sweet soul? Her whole family had been murdered when she was barely older than a toddler and since then she’d just been chewed up and spit out over and over again. Sam never wanted to hurt anybody, and yet tonight she’d been forced to kill. What kind of benevolent god would allow that to happen? Roxy just didn’t understand it.

Something wet on her cheek tore her from her thoughts. She turned her head to find Sam looking at her curiously. 

“Why’re you crying?” she asked, compassion and empathy clear in her voice, even in her impaired state. Roxy couldn’t figure out what she’d done to deserve someone like her in her life.

She quickly wiped away her tears, sniffling a little bit. “It’s nothing, Sam. Don’t worry about me, okay? Do you think you can sit up a bit so I can wash your hair?”

Sam did as she was told and slowly shuffled into a seated position. As she did so, Roxy’s eyes caught on another of her partner’s scars, one she hadn’t noticed during her previous inspection; the circle of puncture wounds around her calf.

It was the one she’d gotten on the day they’d first really met. Roxy, just walking through the woods without a care in the world, and Sam, stuck in a bear trap and calling out for someone to help her. A chance meeting that had changed both of their lives in ways they could never have imagined. Roxy found herself welling up once again, though for different reasons than before.

She was suddenly wrapped up in a very warm, very wet, hug from Sam. A damp hand loosely stroked down the back of her head.

“Don’ cry, Rok-sy. Issokay… Issokay…”

Despite Sam’s instructions, Roxy instead started to cry more, all of her pent up emotions from this incredibly taxing day starting to spill out like a faucet slowly being turned up. The sadness of her and Sam’s trip to the den, the exhaustion of running all the way from 7-11 to Sam’s house, the shock of finding Sam covered in blood, and the fear. Oh god, the fear. From the moment she had woken up to the moment that she currently found herself in, fear had pervaded every single second of her day, whether it be a loud and very clear thing, like the after-effects of her dream or the moment when she was first hit by a shock from her mark, or more in the background, like the uneasy energy brought on by the stillness of the forest before the storm. Roxy had been so scared all day.

A sob slipped out of her throat and at that point it was hopeless to try and stop it. Roxy pressed her face against Sam’s bare shoulder and everything just came out. Sam continued to gently shush her and stroke her hair. Part of Roxy was mad at herself for letting it continue - after all, she was the one who was supposed to be taking care of Sam right now, not the other way around - but there was nothing she could do. 

She was spent.

—

Pedro sighed. His back ached, his hands covered in black dirt and sticky blood. He trudged through the woods as a light rain fell, Carol’s shovel dragging limply along the ground at his side. He hadn’t known what he was expecting to find when he left to search for the remains of the hunters, but the sheer level of carnage had surprised him. 

All but one of the hunters had had their throats violently torn out, the last remaining one miraculously still alive and desperately trying to crawl away from the scene with mangled legs. Pedro had no choice but to put him out of his misery. To let even one get away could have potentially disastrous repercussions for Sam and her family, be it from the hunters or just regular law enforcement.

There would be no missing person reports for the hunters who had been killed, but that wouldn’t matter if someone happened to stumble upon the bodies, so it was up to Pedro to dispose of them. He spent what felt like hours digging a hole big enough to fit all of the corpses, shovelling dirt until his hands were raw and his muscles cried out in exhaustion, before painstakingly dragging every hunter over to the pit and throwing them in, which was a process in its own right. 

The bodies had been quite spread out, some of them being several minutes of walking away. He still couldn’t wrap his head around how Sam had been able to cause this much carnage after being stabbed. He’d seen it with his own two eyes; Sam was suffering from acute silver sickness, there shouldn’t have been any way that she’d be able to hold onto her transformation for long enough to do all of this. 

And yet, all of the evidence said otherwise. Someone without any access to their wolf wouldn’t have been able to tear out throats with the clear ease at which Sam had. That is, unless she was hit by a silver spasm at the very moment her jaws closed around their neck, but what were the odds of that happening five times in a row? It simply wasn’t probable, further disproven by the tufts of golden fur that Pedro had occasionally seen, clearly torn out during Sam’s rampage.

The only possible conclusion he could draw was that the hunters had somehow found a way to improve their silver enough that it was able to affect direwolves, but clearly not in the way that they had intended. Getting stabbed must have caused Sam’s wolf to lose control, no doubt amplified by the presence of her parents’ killer, causing it to briefly take over Sam’s mind as it desperately tried to resist the silver attempting to dampen it. Clearly, it was able to achieve its goal before the silver kicked in and blocked it out entirely. Given that her clothes weren’t completely destroyed, it mustn’t have been a full shift, at the very least.

Those were the thoughts and theories that travelled through Pedro’s mind as he did his grim work, dragging bodies and discarded weapons through the bushes and throwing them into the hole he’d dug before filling it in, never to see the light of day again. Now, he was slowly making his way back to the Walkers’ house to return the shovel he’d borrowed and figure out his next move. The hunters had found Sam, just like he’d feared they would. He wasn’t going to continue to stand idly by and wait for them to come again.

He reached the back door that led into the kitchen. There was a dim orange light emanating from the room, much warmer than the usual bright yellow that had engulfed the house when he was there earlier. Sliding the door open and stepping inside after resting the shovel against the wall, he found Carol, sitting on a stool at the island and nursing a glass of whiskey, the bottle sitting beside her without a cap. 

“Oh,” she said, startling slightly at his entrance. It was clear this wasn’t her first glass. “Hi, Pluma.”

Despite himself, Pedro smiled. “Haven’t heard that nickname in a while.” He glanced at the clock, only just registering how long he’d been out for. “I take it the girls have gone to bed?”

Carol nodded. “Yeah, they needed it. Sam had already fallen asleep once before you got here and, though she was hiding it better, I could tell that Roxy was struggling to hold on as well. I think I heard her crying in the bathroom after she took Sam upstairs earlier.” She nodded her head towards the bottle of whiskey. “Care to join me?”

Pedro considered it. He didn’t have anywhere else to be tonight except for his empty apartment, and after what he’d just had to do, something to take the edge off would be nice. “Yeah, alright,” he answered, moving to the sink to wash the grime off his hands. Carol got up and pulled out a glass for him, filling it with ice from the freezer before pouring a generous helping of drink into it.

Pedro raised an eyebrow. “You trying to get me shit-faced?” he joked.

Carol’s eyes slowly travelled to the glass she’d just poured, taking a few seconds to register the werewolf’s meaning. “Oh! I forgot about your crappy wolf tolerance, sorry.” Despite her words, she wore a teasing smile on her face. It made his heart ache a little bit, bringing back bittersweet memories of highschool.

He waved her off. “It’s fine. I wouldn’t mind getting a little wasted after what I just had to clean up.”

Carol’s face dropped as he sat down next to her. “It was that bad, huh?”

“Yeah,” He replied, taking a drink. The liquid burned as it went down. “She made a real mess of them. I’ll spare you the details.”

“Thanks. I’ve had enough violence for one night.” She sighed, burying her head in her hands.

“...You alright?” he pried.

Carol took a few seconds to answer. “No, not really. I had my daughter’s girlfriend almost knock down my door looking for her, spouting some stuff about a ‘mark’ and how she could ‘feel something was wrong,’ about two minutes before said daughter shows up covered in blood.” She lifted her head out of her hands and looked at him with a teary gaze. “Hunters found my daughter, Pedro. They’ll find her again. What am I meant to do? How am I meant to keep her safe? It’s not just her, either. Her friends are in danger, too! Roxy and Leif knocked out one of their members! Just how long will it be until they decide to get their revenge?”

The bit about Roxy’s mark piqued Pedro’s interest slightly, but he filed it away. A question for later. He considered his options. “I’ll have a talk to them tomorrow, try and get some more information out of Sam once she’s a bit more lucid. The hunters might have said something before they attacked her, considering they got close enough to stab her. I’ve been trying to figure out why they didn’t just pick her off from a distance while she was unaware, so maybe she knows something.” He sighed, taking a long drink. “Regardless, I’ll figure something out. Get everyone who might be a target together and maybe talk about training them up a bit, werewolf style. It’d probably ruin their summers, but if it means that they’ll be able to better defend themselves should those pendejos show up again, that’s all that matters.”

Carol leaned against the countertop heavily. “I suppose it’s all we can do, isn’t it?”

Pedro put a comforting hand on her shoulder. “Hey, there’s no use in losing our heads about it right now, is there? Let’s talk about something else.”

She smiled back at him, appreciation clear on her face. “Yeah… We do have quite a lot to catch up on, don’t we?”

“That we do.”

—

Roxy woke to the sound of groaning at her back and a squeezing sensation around her waist. She carefully shifted herself around until she was face to face with her girlfriend, who was currently grimacing in pain. She realised with some sense of both relief and loss that she could no longer feel Sam’s phantom emotions swimming through her senses.

“What’s wrong, sweetie?” she whispered.

“H… hurts…”

She was about to suggest Sam bring her wolf out like she had at the hospital, but quickly remembered that that wouldn’t be possible. “Would you like me to get you some painkillers?” she asked instead.

“Y-yes, please.” Sam replied weakly. She slowly opened her eyes to reveal that her left iris was still red, a fact that made Roxy’s gut churn with slight worry. 

She gently kissed her forehead, tasting the salt from her sweat on her lips. “Alright, just stick tight, hun.”

Roxy groggily lifted herself out of the bed and made her way downstairs, following the smell of food into the kitchen. She was surprised to find Pedro, sitting at the counter and already digging into a plate of scrambled eggs while Carol cooked up more on the stove. She must have slept in later than she thought.

“Morning,” she greeted. Pedro waved a drowsy looking hand at her and Carol briefly turned away from the pan to return the pleasantry. “Um, Carol, do you have any painkillers anywhere? Sam’s hurting a bit.”

“Top shelf of the cupboard, sweetheart.” The older woman replied. Roxy quickly found what she was looking for and made to leave back for the bedroom, only to be stopped by Pedro calling to her.

“Hey, kid?” He started. Roxy turned to him. Upon closer inspection, he looked a lot more dishevelled than he had the night before, and she noted that he was still wearing the same clothes. Had he spent the night? “Could you do me a favour and call up that friend of yours? Uh, what was their name…?” He looked away slightly. Roxy could almost hear the gears grinding in his head.

“Leif?” Carol provided.

“Yes!” Pedro clapped his hands, then immediately winced as though the sound had hurt him somehow. “Could you call up Leif and ask them to come over?”

Roxy raised an eyebrow. “What do you need her for?”

“I want to get everyone who might be a target of the hunters in one place so we can get everybody up to speed and talk about where we should go from here. I suspect things may start to get worse after what happened last night. It would also be helpful to see if Sam knows anything else, once she’s more awake. There are some things that aren’t quite adding up for me.”

“Makes sense, I guess. I’ll send her a message.”

“Thanks,” he responded, slowly turning back to his plate and massaging his temple.

Noticing this, Roxy tentatively reached out. “Um, are you okay?” 

“Hm? Oh, yeah, I’m fine.” he dismissed her with a wave.

“Oh, don’t worry about him, the baby. He’s just hungover from having two glasses of whiskey last night.” Carol teased with a laugh. 

A patchy growl rumbled from Pedro’s throat as his face reddened slightly. “Shut up, pendeja. With the way you were pouring, it was more like six.” 

“Still as much of a lightweight as you were in highschool, Pluma. Some things never change.” The redhead sang. Roxy watched the interaction with amusement. It was a side of Carol that she’d never seen before, but it was clear to see now where Ava had gotten her teasing attitude from.

She left them to their bickering, grabbing a cup and filling it with water before she went. Returning to the bedroom, she found Sam sitting up in the bed, looking despondent.

“You alright?” Roxy asked, offering the pills and water.

Sam took them gratefully, quickly swallowing them down. “You mean, ap-part from th-the hole in my s-s-side?” She attempted to smile, but failed miserably. “No, n-not really. S-still in a l-l-lot of p-pain, too.”

Roxy noticed that Sam’s hands were shaking, as if the wobble and stutter in her voice wasn’t enough of a tip-off towards her emotions. She slipped into the bed beside her and gently took her hands in an attempt to calm her. “Hey, what’s wrong? What’s eating you up right now?”

The blonde was silent for a few seconds, her face twitching and her mismatched eyes shining as tears built up along with her emotions. When she next spoke, her voice was barely even a whisper, as if she was scared to know the answer to her own question.

“H-how can you e-even s-s-stand to t-touch me r-right now?”

Roxy blinked. “Wh-what?”

Sam tore her hands away, instead tightly gripping her hair as she curled up, her voice breaking apart as the movement clearly caused her pain. “I-I’m a m-murderer. I k-killed people last n-night. It d-doesn’t matter i-i-if I d-didn’t mean to. I took lives. I’m j-j-just as b-bad as th-th-them. I d-des-serve this p-pain.”

Roxy’s heart ached. “Sam, no,” she chided gently. “You were defending yourself. They would have killed you and laughed about it later. You were doing what you needed to do. It was self-defence!”

“No it wasn’t!” the blonde all-but shouted. “They wanted me alive! If I had just gone with them, none of this would have happened!”

“Wh-wha… a-alive?!” Roxy responded. She cradled the werewolf’s face as gently as she could, desperate to get her point across. “Sam, if you went with them, they would have just killed you anyway, only it probably would’ve been after whatever fucked-up thing they want you for. I understand that you’re distressed about what you had to do, but please remember that you had no choice! I can’t even begin to imagine what you’re going through right now, but you are not like them. The fact that you’re so torn up about this makes that clear. They wouldn’t have even batted an eyelid at killing you. 

“You’re not a killer, Sam. You’re not a murderer. You’re just a sweet, too-caring-for-this-world girl who got caught up in a bad situation and did the best she could with the cards she’d been given. No one blames you for what happened, so please don’t blame yourself. I love you, Sam. I know you’re not the monster you think you are.”

Sam looked back at her silently, her eyes shaking as tears fell down her cheeks. Roxy watched as her expression broke apart and she started to sob. She pulled her into a hug and stroked through her hair as she cried. Sam had cried too much in the past few days. It was such a painful sound to hear.

“Th-thank you, Roxy… I-I needed t-to hear that. I l-love you too.” Sam muttered into her shoulder after a few minutes. They had shuffled back down into the bed as sitting up under her own power was beginning to irritate Sam’s injury.

“Of course, sweetie,” Roxy replied. “You should probably also tell Pedro about how they wanted you alive. He’s trying to figure out what they’re planning, I think.”

Sam grunted. “He’s s-still here, then?”

“Yeah, why?”

She let out a long sigh. “I just don’t understand why there are so many werewolves here. I-in town, I mean. This is supposed to be my family’s territory. There shouldn’t be any werewolves apart from us, but we’ve already seen three! What if there are more? I-I’m not gonna complain about Dr. Parker at least, but I just want to wrap my head around why. I thought territories were supposed to be sacred. You’re not supposed to break them. That’s what my parents t-told me.”

Roxy pulled her head back and kissed her on the cheekbone. “Maybe you’re just misremembering what your parents told you? It was a long time ago, right? Why don’t you ask Pedro? I’m sure he’d be more than willing to explain how it works.”

“I guess,” she mumbled despondently.

“Well, you don’t have to make up your mind right away. For now, why don’t we go downstairs and grab some breakfast. Carol’s cooking scrambled eggs!”

That managed to put a smile on Sam’s face. “Hm, alright.”

—

Leif walked down the street, clutching her umbrella tightly. The rain was coming down incessantly, drenching the bottoms of her legs even with the meagre protection afforded by the flimsy piece of fabric and metal that was currently trying its hardest to turn inside-out. She groaned internally. What could possibly be so important that she had to walk all the way to Sam's house in the middle of a storm? It almost felt like Roxy was being intentionally vague in her message, just telling her that there was 'someone there she needed to meet.' She could only assume that it was somewhat werewolf related and she was being cagey in case there were hunters reading her messages or something.

After what felt like way too long, Leif finally reached Sam's house. Once she was under the protection of the front porch, she shook the water from her umbrella and knocked on the door, maybe a little harder than was necessary. Could anyone blame her, though? It was hardly a nice day for a leisurely stroll and she was eager to get someplace warm and dry.

The door opened to reveal Roxy, looking uncharacteristically worn down and wearing what could only be Sam’s pyjamas, as they were far too big on her smaller frame. Leif was perfectly ready to get mildly angry that she had to literally weather the storm while Roxy was lounging about in PJs, but something about her friend’s face set her on edge. There was a pervading tiredness, a deep-seated worry in her eyes that Leif hadn’t seen since… Well, since Sam was hospitalised. A small bead of dread settled in the bottom of Leif’s stomach, but she put on her happy face and did her best to ignore it.

“Oh good, you’re here. C’mon inside.” Roxy said, stepping aside to allow Leif entrance.

“So, what’s the occasion?” she asked as she walked into the warmth. Sam’s house always had such a homely vibe to it.

“Uh-” Roxy started, before being interrupted by a familiar husky voice.

“Leify! Gimme a hug!”

Sam was lying on the couch, arms spread as wide as the smile on her face. Oddly enough, her left eye was red. Leif tried not to think too much about it. She didn’t really know much about werewolves, after all. Maybe that was just a normal thing?

“Hey, mutt.” Leif greeted, walking over and reciprocating the embrace. Upon closer inspection, Sam looked weirdly tired, and her hug wasn’t nearly as tight as it usually would be. “You alright? You’re looking a bit run-down there.”

The blonde’s bright expression immediately dropped. Something had definitely happened. She was about to ask about it when Roxy said something that made her heart stop.

“She was attacked last night. By hunters.”

Leif whirled to Roxy in alarm before turning back to Sam, giving her another once-over. Nothing immediately stuck out to her as wrong, but that wasn’t exactly reassuring given the werewolf’s clear exhaustion.

“Don’t worry, Leif. I-I’ll be okay after some rest.” Sam reassured her. 

Leif backed up until she found an armchair and flopped into it. “Oh man, th-that’s… shit. I-is that why you called me here?”

Roxy hesitated. “Yes and no. There’s this other werewolf, Pedro, who helped us out last night. He wanted everyone who might be a target of the hunters here so that we can… try and figure out what to do, I guess? He thinks that we all might be in danger now that they’ve tried to come after Sam.”

Leif nodded shakily. “R-right. Where is he?” she asked.

“He stepped out to grab a change of clothes or something. He should be back soon, though.”

“O-okay.” She sat back down, looking over at Sam. “S-so, what actually happened? If you wanna share, that is.”

 The blonde sighed. “Th-they ambushed me in the woods. One of them stabbed me with a silver knife, which blocked out my wolf, so I can’t really heal it. I-I-I’m okay now, though. Carol sewed me back together.” She laughed lightly at her own mediocre attempt at humour, though her half-assed smile didn’t last long. “I… uh, I m-managed to fight them off, so hopefully they take a bit to regroup before coming after m-me again.” 

Leif could tell that Sam wasn’t sharing the full story, but she wasn’t going to pry. “Jeez, Sam. I’m glad you’re okay. That must have been awful.”

“It’s not what I would call fun, that’s for s-sure.” Sam grunted as she slowly pulled herself upright. “For now, can we change the subject? Let’s just watch some TV or something until Pedro gets back.”

“Yeah, good idea.”

—

Pedro opened the door of the Walkers’ house and stepped inside, feeling rejuvenated by the shower and change of clothes his apartment had provided for him. Sam, Roxy, and one other teenager whom he could only assume was Leif were sitting in the living room waiting for him. Sam seemed to be much more awake than she’d been when she stumbled into the kitchen for breakfast that morning, but she still retained that wary glint in her eye every time she looked at him.

He stepped over to where the newcomer was and introduced himself, holding out his hand for them to shake. “Hi, I’m Pedro. Would I be correct in assuming that you’re Leif?”

She took his hand and shook it firmly. “Yep, that’s me.” 

“Have you been filled in on what’s happened?”

Leif nodded. “Y-yeah, Sam and Roxy gave me the, uh… the gist of things.”

Pedro nodded in kind, shifting an armchair around and taking a seat on it so that he could face all three head on. “Good. Now, first things first, let’s get this out of the way. I’m here because all three of you are in danger. You’ve all, in some way, had run-ins with hunters, and are thus potential targets to them, Sam especially. I’d already known that Roxy had encountered them in some capacity before, but, until now, I didn’t worry too much about it because it didn’t seem like they were going to act against her. However, after last night, I believe it’s time for priorities to change. 

“Before we discuss any of that, however,” He turned to Sam and looked her in the eye. “What’s your problem with me, Sam?”

The girl in question startled a little. She averted her eyes. “I-I don’t know what you mean.”

Pedro sighed. “I can see it in your eyes, kid. You’re wary of me. I get that you barely know me, but this isn’t going to work if there isn’t trust. I don’t know what I’ve done to put you on edge, but it’s clear that you have some sort of grievance against me, so let’s just get it all out in the open so we can move on, okay?”

He watched as she frowned and bit her lip, contemplating. 

“Why are you here?” she asked firmly. 

Pedro blinked. “I-I’m not sure I understa-”

“I-In Dewsbury! Th-this is meant to be Reed pack territory. There shouldn’t be any other werewolves here, not w-without consulting me, a-at least.”

It took a second for Pedro to parse her meaning, but when he did, he smiled softly. Her fundamental misunderstanding of werewolf culture was, in many ways, his own fault. He was the one who made the decision to leave her in the care of the Walkers and this was just that decision coming back to bite him. 

“Fair question, I can see where you’re coming from, but it doesn’t actually work like that.”

“B-but my parents told me-”

He held up a hand to stop her. “Sam, you’ve got to understand that, having been raised by humans as you are, you have no idea how our culture works. Territories haven’t worked like that for centuries. Even the most traditionalist werewolves were forced to give up the practice almost a century ago for a number of reasons. Whatever your parents told you was probably just misinterpreted by your young mind and mixed in with whatever myths about us that humans have passed around.”

Sam, understandably, looked like her whole view of the world was collapsing. “B-but… why? I-I don’t understand.”

Pedro sighed. It was about time for her to learn about her own species anyway. “I’m no history expert, but I can give you a quick rundown, if you’d like?”

She hesitated, but only for a second. When she looked back to him, there was no wariness in her eyes, only burning curiosity. “I-if you wouldn’t mind, I-I’d like that. I d-don’t actually know much about us.”

“I’d expect not.” He took a deep breath, gathering his thoughts. It wasn’t hard to recall what he knew of their history. Given how dangerously small their population was, it was incredibly important that every werewolf knew at least a decent amount about their shared past, to ensure the information wasn’t lost, especially for those who worked with the Council like he did. Passing down the information for the next generation was just an extension of that duty.

“This might sound a little bit fantastical, but please, bear with me.” At the chorus of acknowledging nods from the teenagers across from him, he continued. “Basically, for reasons we don’t really understand, every werewolf is born with a certain amount of… for lack of a better word, magic. It’s what gives a werewolf all of their supernatural qualities: heightened senses, improved strength and agility, and, most obviously, shapeshifting. Over time, this magic has diluted, becoming less potent, and as such it isn’t capable of doing many things it used to be able to do.

“Now, an idea that you need to understand in order to grasp how this ‘magic’ worked, is the idea that every werewolf is connected to one another, almost like a giant web. Back when the magic was more concentrated and our population was greater, the power it gave us allowed us to amplify these innate connections to form meaningful pack bonds. A magically amplified werewolf pack would be closer than family. Some rumours say that they were even able to innately understand each other without even speaking. Of course, we still have the concept of packs today, but without the magic giving those connections strength, the end result is far less… satisfying. 

“Back then, werewolves, for the most part, lived in tribes, separately from humans. The idea of pack territory was strongest back then, when a whole tribe would belong to the same pack. As the human population grew, it became more common for werewolves to live among them, and as such, territories became more inconvenient to keep than anything else, as it wasn’t always easy to find the pack head and ask for permission to live there. Nowadays, since our population is so low, most werewolves don’t even have a pack to form a territory with, outside of just packing with humans. Not that it would matter much with the fact that there aren’t anymore werewolf tribes, anyway.

“Now, mating bonds take the idea of a pack bond a step further. It’s said that werewolves who had marked each other would be able to literally feel one another's' emotions. The practice of marking is still around today, as you two are familiar with, but without that magic it’s more just to mark what’s ours more than anything else.”

Pedro was going to continue, but he stopped himself when he noticed Roxy holding up a hand as though this was a classroom or something. The idea made him chuckle a little. “Yes, Roxy?”

“Sorry, you said that people with a mark could feel each other’s emotions? I-I’m pretty sure that happened to me last night, every time Sam had a spasm. It’s the whole reason I knew something was wrong in the first place.”

Pedro watched as Sam turned to her, shock written on her face. “Wait, what? Why didn’t you tell me?”

Roxy hesitated. “I mean, you were pretty out of it, and I was a little preoccupied at the time, what with everything that happened.”

Come to think of it, Pedro did remember Carol mentioning something of the sort last night. That was certainly interesting. Could it be that Sam still has enough magic in her to make that sort of connection, even with a human? The fact that it was triggered by the silver spasms was strange, though. Perhaps whatever the hunters had used to amplify their silver had some sort of arcane source?

Pedro hummed, dragging the teens attention back to him. “Now, I’m really not sure about why that might have happened, but I do have one theory. The main cause of magic dilution was apparently werewolves reproducing with humans. The end result of that union would still be a werewolf, but the fact that one participant had no magic to give would mean that the resulting child would have a little less than their werewolf parent. The fact that Sam’s a direwolf is likely the reason that there was still enough magic in her system to cause some sort of actual magically enhanced mating bond between you two, most likely amplified by her spasms.”

Upon witnessing the blank faces in front of him, Pedro elaborated, realising that direwolf heritage was not, in fact, common human knowledge. “Direwolves don’t have any direct human ancestors, so the rate of dilution among them was much slower. When a direwolf reproduces with another direwolf - or just a regular werewolf - the result is a direwolf. However, when they reproduce with a human, the result is just a regular werewolf. The relative lack of human-induced dilution means that their magic diluted much slower, hence why Sam was still able to form that connection.”

Now Leif was the one sticking up her hand. “Sorry, I’m a little behind here. What is the difference between a werewolf and a direwolf?”

“The direwolves were the first werewolves. It’s not exactly known how or why we came about in the first place, but they were the first of us. Every single werewolf in the world can be traced back to a direwolf, somewhere along the line. We’re not exactly sure why, but they’re a lot stronger than regular werewolves. Usually bigger, too. You can tell them apart by their red eyes. There used to be a decent amount of them, but between the countless cullings of the 19th and 20th centuries and our massive drop in population, most direwolf families were either killed off or forced to give up their pride and reproduce with humans just to stay alive. Now, unless there’s another undocumented one somewhere, there’s only one direwolf family remaining. I don’t think I need to tell you which family that is.”

Every head in the room turned to Sam. The girl herself was taken aback, eyes wide and mouth agape. “You mean… I-I’m-”

“You, Samantha Reed, are the last direwolf.”

—

Brooke walked into her dad’s study, ready to tell him that they were out of milk, but when she found him hunched over his desk, cradling his head in his hands exasperatedly, she hesitated.

“Dad? Are you okay?”

He slowly turned to her, taking her in for a few seconds before looking away again. “I-it’s just work stuff, don’t worry too much.”

Despite his words, she couldn’t help but worry. It was a bad habit of hers. “What is it? Could I help?” She’d gone with him to work quite a lot, learning about how their processes worked so that she could take over from him once she got old enough, so maybe she’d be able to offer some input.

He hesitated. “I sent a team out on a hunt last night. None of them made it back.”

Brooke’s heart lurched. “Wait, not even-”

“No, not even Father Thompson, I’m sorry.”

Her eyes welled up. Father Thompson was like a grandpa to her, always looking after her when her dad had taken her to work because he was too busy to watch over her at home. Now one of those wretched werewolves had taken him from her, just like they’d taken her mother.

She forced her emotions back. To cry was to show weakness; not at all becoming of the future head of an outpost, even a small one like the one in Dewsbury. 

After a few moments, Her dad’s eyes lit up as though he had an idea. “Brooke, do you know someone by the name of Samantha Reed? I believe she goes to your school?”

She didn’t really know where he was going with this, but she played along. “Yeah, she’s in my year.”

“Could you tell me anything about her?”

Brooke wracked her brains. “Well, she’s kinda weird, I guess, but I think she’s just neurodivergent or something. She’s super tall… so there’s that. I’ve been spending a bit of time with her lately just because she’s close with one of my other friends. Uhhh… Oh yeah, she’s dating Roxanne Kindley!”

Her dad raised an eyebrow. “You say that name like it means something to me.”

“She’s the one that Mr. Emmerich asked me to keep an eye on, remember?”

He leaned back. “Oh yeah, his little ‘pet project.’” A slight smile graced his features. “I might be able to work with that, actually.”

He suddenly turned back to her, eyes sharp. “Brooke, you need to be very careful around Samantha Reed.”

“What? Why?”

“She’s a werewolf. The same one that took out our hunting team, actually.”

Brooke felt all of the blood drain from her face.  “Wh-what?”

“You can’t let her get any idea that you know, or she might come after you to keep her dark little secret. It’s very possible that this ‘Roxanne’ isn’t aware of the true nature of her… partner, either, or she is aware, and Samantha has brainwashed her out of her natural feelings of repulsion and fear. Either way, you can’t say anything to her.”

“Wh-what should I do then? She’s my friend, I can’t just leave her in that kind of danger!”

Her dad gave her a reassuring smile. “Don’t worry. All you need to do is see if you can get some kind of schedule from her. We’ll pick her up and see if we can’t undo the brainwashing that horrible creature has subjected her to. After that, I believe she might do quite well as one of us, don’t you think? Emmerich’s hunches are very rarely wrong.”

Brooke nodded, reaffirmed. “I’ll see what I can do, dad.”

“Thank you, Brooke. You’re an angel.”

She left the room, all sorts of emotions writhing around inside of her. This whole time, Sam had been lying to them, pretending to be this bright, bubbly girl while in reality she was nothing more than a violent monster. The thought filled her with rage. Roxy would be saved, and Sam would get what was coming to her. Brooke Harrison would make sure of it.
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                “You, Samantha Reed, are the last Direwolf.”

A strange feeling overcame Sam, a numb sadness that seemed to pervade every inch of her body. It wasn’t really something she’d ever spent much time thinking about before. Sure, admittedly, her knowledge of werewolf society had been incredibly limited up until now, and she hadn’t even met another werewolf outside of her family until just a few months ago, but the idea that there were other werewolves, other direwolves around the world had always seemed like an undeniable and obvious fact, like gravity or something. Gravity was always there, it affected every aspect of her life, but it wasn’t really something she would think about. She was a werewolf - a direwolf - so obviously there were others like her around the world. It wouldn’t make sense for her to be the only one.

And yet, she was the only one. The only direwolf. In the entire world. The last of the original werewolves, the last direct descendant of the ancient forebearers of her species. Sam suddenly felt incredibly lonely, even surrounded by her pack as she was.

“B-but…” she started, looking up at Pedro from where she’d previously been staring at her lap. “But what does it mean? F-for me?”

The man shrugged. “Whatever you want it to mean. It’s a bit before my time, but some direwolf families apparently liked to argue that they were ‘better’ than their fellow werewolf due to the ‘purity’ of their blood or some other elitist crap, and as such should be leading them, but I personally call bullshit on that, as did many of the direwolves. Bloodline doesn’t mean jack shit when it comes to choosing a leader, as most of human society has figured out. It wasn’t even really applicable to us for most of our history. Werewolves were pretty much self-governing within their packs and followed whatever the human law was wherever they were. Only within the last hundred years has any sort of global leadership formed, and that’s composed of a Council of selected individuals. Nothing to do with bloodline whatsoever, it was just formed so that we could keep better track of things and try to ensure we don’t end up extinct.”

Sam vaguely realised that he hadn’t actually answered her question at all, but she didn’t say anything. Pedro seemed to have a bit of a habit of going off on tangents about things that were only barely related to the original topic, but she wasn’t going to stop him. If it meant finally learning a bit about what werewolf society was actually like, she would sit through it. 

“I actually work for the Council myself. I was sent here to keep an eye on you to make sure that the direwolves didn’t completely die out after what happened to your parents. They wanted me to, uh… take you under my wing, so to speak, but as you can probably guess, I decided against that. I didn’t want to interrupt your childhood any more than it already had been.”

Sam recoiled slightly. “Wait, does that mean you’ve been spying on me?!”

“No, no, god no! I just kept watch for hunters and the like for a few years, but I pulled back after nothing came up. I’ve had absolutely no idea what you’ve been up to for the past twelve or so years, at least until I met Roxy.” Pedro sighed, running a hand through his hair. “I promise you, kid. I have not been spying on you.”

Sam breathed a sigh of relief. “R-right. Sorry, I… shouldn’t have just jumped to conclusions like that. I… I guess I should thank you?” she asked apprehensively.

Pedro shook his head. “Don’t. I really didn’t do anything. Hell, maybe if I’d actually done my job for the past few years, I’d have noticed the hunters closing in and could’ve warned you. I should be apologising, if anything.”

“R-right…” Sam mumbled. Something occurred to her. “So… if I’m the last direwolf, that means there won’t be any more after I die, right?”

“Nope,” Pedro answered. “Not unless there’s another direwolf somewhere that the Council doesn’t know about. You could have a kid with another werewolf, I guess, but I’m not sure I can see that being very likely, given the whole… y’know.” He gestured vaguely between Sam and Roxy. 

The human in question laughed nervously. “Haha, oops.”

“Don’t feel bad, kid. There was no guarantee Sam was going to have kids anyway. As much as the Council doesn’t want the direwolves to die out, I seriously doubt they would force the matter in any real way.”

“Could we please stop talking about me having kids? I’m feeling weirdly obligated now and that really isn’t something I’ve spent much time considering.” Sam interrupted, more than slightly uncomfortable at the whole prospect.

“R-right,” Pedro sputtered. “Apologies. If no one has any other questions, I think it’s probably time to get to the real reason why I’m here. We need to talk about what happened last night, and what we can do to prevent anything like it from happening again. Or, at the very least, ensuring that everyone is as ready as they can be should it happen again.”

The mood in the room dropped considerably. Sam glanced at Roxy nervously, looking for some sort of comfort from her mate. Roxy took her hand and gave her an encouraging look. 

“Why don’t you tell Pedro what you told me earlier?” she offered. Sam knew exactly what she was talking about. 

“R-right, um…” She took a deep breath. “U-uh, Mr…?” She paused, realising she didn’t actually know Pedro’s last name.

He sighed. “It’s Luna, but please, just call me Pedro. I hate all that formal crap. I’m not above you, you don’t need to call me a title.”

“O-Okay… Um, P-Pedro… The hunters, last night… Th-they… they actually w-wanted me… a-alive. The only reason I was able to…” She swallowed thickly. “G-get the upper hand on them… was because they let their guard down thinking I had surrendered.”

“Alive? That changes things,” Pedro said, a grave look on his face. “I’d been wondering why they didn’t just pick you off from a distance, so that explains it pretty well. Did they say what they wanted you for?”

Sam shook her head. “No, not that I can remember.”

“Actually, there is something that I forgot to mention to you, Pedro. Something about the Shepperton Street murders. I… I think it could be related to why they wanted Sam,” Roxy chimed in.

“What is it?” he asked.

“When the hunters showed up, right after they shot Blaine, I remember them saying something along the lines of ‘the test was a success’ or something. I-I think that whatever happened to Blaine was part of the test. M-maybe they want Sam so they can test the same thing on a direwolf?”

Pedro nodded. “That’s a good theory, but it raises a few questions. When he attacked you two, Blaine was incredibly strong, much stronger than he had been previously, correct?”

“Y-yeah,” Sam answered. “I… I still don’t really remember everything that happened, but I can guarantee that he’d never have been able to do what he… what he did to me if he was just normal.” 

Her hand travelled to her scarred cheek subconsciously, feeling along the grooves that Blaine’s claws had made. A token of survival from a night she couldn’t even remember.

Roxy spoke up. “It wasn’t just that. He was also shrugging off every attack like it was nothing. I tased him and he barely even reacted. Sam kicked him so hard across the face near the start of the fight that I half expected his jaw to come off, but he didn’t even flinch.”

“Right,” Pedro acknowledged. “The question remains, though. If the hunters were indeed the ones to put Blaine in that state, why? Why on earth would they want to make werewolves stronger? And effectively impervious to attacks? Well, not entirely impervious,” he added, “That silver bullet did a real number on his head, and according to ballistics analysis he was only shot once. Still, I digress. Why would they want that?”

“Sorry, can I just clarify something?” Leif asked. At Pedro’s nod, she continued. “You said silver bullet. Silver is extra dangerous to werewolves, right? That’s what all the myths say.”

Sam’s stab wound twinged slightly. She answered before Pedro could. “Yeah. I-it’s what the hunters used on me last night. I’m completely cut off from my wolf until it all clears from my system.”

Leif nodded in understanding. “Right. Is that why your eye is red?”

 

Sam paused. She looked around to Roxy and Pedro. “Wait, my eye is still red? Why didn’t anyone tell me?!”

Pedro scratched the back of his head awkwardly. “Uh, I thought you already knew. Don’t ask me what it’s about, because I have no idea.”

“Sorry, Sammie,” Roxy said. “I… I didn’t want to stress you out any more than you already were.”

Sam growled as her frustration grew. “Great. Thanks. Not like I wouldn’t have seen it in a mirror or anything. Totally stress free over here!” 

Roxy wilted at her harsh tone and Sam immediately felt guilty. Roxy was probably under a lot of stress with this whole situation as well, it wasn’t fair for Sam to take out her own fear and pain on her.

“Rox, I-”

“No, no. You’re right. I should have told you. I-I’m sorry.” Roxy cut her off, looking away with a guilty expression. Sam wanted to finish apologising for her tone, but at that point it felt like it would just be moot, so she settled for silently taking her partner’s hand and squeezing it. Relievingly, Roxy squeezed back. 

“Riiight.” Leif spoke up. “Anyway, I was gonna say, if Blaine was resistant to most attacks, maybe he would be resistant to normal bullets, as well? Maybe the hunters are trying to make a werewolf that’s only susceptible to silver?”

“But why would they do that?” Pedro replied.

Leif shrugged. “I dunno. Maybe they wanna get a monopoly on the werewolf hunting market? It’s all the one organisation that’s doing this, right?”

That managed to get a chuckle out of the older man. “I’m not sure if there’s much of a market on hunting us, and if there was, the Sons would already have a stranglehold on it. To answer your question, yes. The Sons of the Black Sun is a global organisation that’s been hellbent on our destruction for hundreds of years. They’re backed and funded by many of the 1%, as well as certain world leaders in the know. I can’t say for sure if the current president supports them, but I can say for certain that he’s aware of them, and of us. 

“The only thing stopping the Sons from kicking down a werewolf’s door and blasting them full of holes is their goal of preventing public knowledge. They’re discreet. That’s why they chose to attack Sam when she was deep in the woods, not walking down the sidewalk. Their shooting of Blaine was the most brazen thing I’ve heard of them doing in years. Whatever it is they’re planning with this ‘super werewolf’ thing, they must be pretty confident in it if they’re gonna risk the public finding out like that. Seriously, the guys down at the PD are still scratching their heads as to what Blaine was. We’re just lucky it wasn’t leaked.”

Sam shuddered. “I-I-I just wish I knew why they wanted me. I-I don’t want to be turned into some m-mindless monster.”

You already did become a monster. Nothing more than the animal they think you are. Violent, filthy murderer.

Sam curled up, tucking her legs up to her chest, doing her best to ignore the voice in her head. The action pulled on her stitches, but she ignored it. The pain was manageable. Distracting. It made it easier to focus on the memory of Roxy’s voice, telling her that she’d done nothing wrong. Even if she didn’t know if it was right.

“Well, regardless,” Pedro continued on, completely unaware of Sam’s mental conflict. “Whatever they’re planning, we can’t just sit around and wait for it to happen. Now, obviously, it would be a bit difficult to take the fight directly to them, as we don’t currently know where their outpost here is situated. Instead, I have a proposition for you three. I want to train you.”

“Train us?” Roxy asked.

“Yes. While we can’t directly make the first move against them, we can make sure that we’re as prepared as we can be should they come for us, or, more likely, you. They’ve already tried to get Sam, but since that failed it’s not unlikely that they’ll go after one of you two instead, to try and lure her to them. If I can train you like a werewolf, teach you how to fight, how to properly defend yourself, and condition you into being able to spot a hunter on a crowded street from body language alone, I believe it’ll give us the best fighting chance should they come again. I’ll have to take some time to set it up, and to rework parts of the course for you two humans, as it’s mainly designed for werewolves with our higher muscle density and natural weapons, but I think it should really pay off.”

“Leif and I are already taking MMA classes, how much different will it be?”

“Ah, Clarissa’s right? I thought I recognised her technique in that video of you fighting that other girl. To be honest, I’ll probably ask her to help out. She knows a lot more than she teaches in those classes, stuff that’ll be very helpful, to both human and werewolf.”

“Wait, you know her?! And she’s a werewolf too?!” Roxy exclaimed.

“I suspected she might’ve been, after that story she told us.” Sam said. Seriously, what were the odds of some random crazy on the street having a sword of all things? That was definitely a hunter.

“Honestly, the werewolf population of Dewsbury is, if we’re talking about the ratio of werewolves to humans, one of the highest in the country, even with just the four of us. There’s something about this town that draws us in. Maybe the council knows something, but I’ve never been curious enough to ask. It’s hard enough to get into contact with them when you need them.” Pedro waved himself off. “To answer your earlier question, while much of the training will be general endurance and strength building, as well as learning fighting techniques, much like your classes, I also want to focus on teaching you how to use weaponry, especially for you humans. Sam has her claws and her fangs if she needs them, as do I. You don’t have that luxury. I’ll teach you the ins and outs of how to use and maintain different firearms, as well as the technique involved in using swords and knives effectively. These are the main weapons that hunters use, and as such, should you find yourself in a situation where you’re being attacked by hunters, those are what will be in high supply.”

Leif sighed. “Sounds like it’s not gonna be much of a summer vacation for us, then.”

Pedro shook his head. “I’m afraid not. There really is no way I can ensure your safety other than giving you the best possible chances through this. I have a job, I can’t watch after you twenty-four seven, and I’m sure you wouldn’t want me to, either.”

“Well, that’s that, then,” Roxy said, a slight reluctant acceptance tinting her voice. “When do we start?”

“Give me a few days, maybe a week. I’ll need to set up some sort of schedule, but I’ll text you the details when it’s ready.” He stood up, checking his watch. “Now, unless any of you have any other questions, I’ll be going. I’ve got work tonight and I’d like to get something to eat before then”

“I think I’m good.” Leif answered.

“Same.”

“Me too.”

Pedro nodded. “Alright. I’ll be in touch.” With that, he walked out of the front door, leaving the room in silence. At least, until Leif spoke up.

“Man, Roxy,” she started. “When you said there was someone I had to meet, you never mentioned that he was such a DILF!”

Sam did a double take. 

Roxy scoffed. “He is not a DILF.”

“No offence, dude, but you’re a complete lesbian. As someone who actually likes guys, I think I’m a bit more of an expert on the matter.”

“Okay, fair point, but still-”

“Alright, you guys have your fun, but I’ve lost far too much blood in the past twenty four hours to listen to this. I’m gonna go have a nap.” Sam interrupted, forcing herself to her feet.

Roxy took her hand and kissed it. “Okay, hun. Call me if you need anything.”

Sam smiled. “Will do.”

—

A few days passed and Sam’s condition remained relatively the same. The pain generally came and went as it pleased, forcing her to be completely bedridden whenever it struck. It wasn’t something she was really used to. She’d never had to deal with long-term pain from an injury before, barring her hospitalisation, but even then she’d been able to call out her wolf most of the time to speed up the healing process and take most of the pain away. Without any access to her wolf, Sam was effectively a normal human, as long as you ignored her heightened senses and the fact that her left eye had yet to return to its normal shade. She just hoped that it was a side-effect of having her wolf locked away. It’s not like there were any other direwolves with silver sickness to compare herself to, anyway.

Her relative inability to do anything besides lie around and maybe walk at a snail’s pace if she was lucky meant that the group’s upcoming plans to hang out at Ross’s place had to be heavily reworked. No one wanted to exclude Sam, but they weren’t exactly keen on cancelling or rescheduling either, especially given the girls’ knowledge of what their summer vacation was about to turn into. Everyone wanted to get in as much ‘normal summer fun’ as they could before it came time for whatever bootcamp Pedro was putting together.

Given these extenuating circumstances, the group collectively decided to move the hangout to Sam’s house instead, so that she could participate in the fun without having to move much. Leif and Ross were going to bring some of their consoles over and hook them up to the TV in the basement and they were going to spend the day playing games and eating junk food. If she was being honest, Sam wasn’t really as into videogames as her friends were - she’d never really given them much interest when she was growing up, and that extended into her teenage years as well - but Leif said that she was confident they would be able to find something for her to enjoy. Even if they didn’t, Sam wasn’t too bothered. She was more than happy just to be there while her friends and packmates were having fun around her. The fact that she even had friends to spend time with was good enough for her.

Their new plan did bring about some issues, however, such as how they were going to explain away or hide Sam’s injury and red eye from Ross. Roxy had offered her an eyepatch that she’d used in a pirate costume for halloween once and said that she could say that she got hot oil in her eye while cooking or something. Sam agreed to it, since it was the best idea anyone’d had about her eye, and neglected to mention that she didn’t actually really know how to cook, aside from scrambled eggs and toasted sandwiches. She couldn't imagine that Ross would call her out on that specific detail, anyway. 

Her almost immobilising injury was a little bit more complicated to explain away. They were hesitant to go with the ‘Sam got mugged’ excuse, as they’d used that when Roxy and Leif were knocked around by that hunter. The odds of two muggings happening to the same friend group within three months were pretty low, especially considering Dewsbury’s low crime rate. Ross would pick out that discrepancy in a second.

Eventually, Ava gave them their cover story: Sam had been impaled on a spiked fence when she stumbled while trying to jump it. It was, as Sam would begrudgingly admit, pretty in character for her. The amount of times she’d seriously injured herself while being careless numbered in the hundreds. Just look at how she and Roxy met. The only difference this time was that she didn’t have her wolf to fall back on.

And so that was how things went. Everyone gathered at the Walkers’ house and set everything up before settling in. Things were going smoothly for a few hours, with Sam even finding some games that she could enjoy, but eventually their supply of snacks ran out. Roxy and Leif offered to head out to the store and get some more while Sam stayed back with Ross. They were playing the same racing game she’d seen get played at Ross’s party, and Sam was enjoying herself. Ross was still beating her every game, but she was just proud that she was able to beat most of the ‘NPCs,’ as Ross had called them, quite consistently. 

This game, Sam had managed to catch all the way up to Ross and was about to beat him before one of those red shells came up from behind and stunned her. He shot past her and through the finish line just a second before she recovered.

“Damn, Sam. Well done,” he congratulated. “That one was really close. You’re getting better.”

Sam rubbed her face, groaning exasperatedly. “Uuugh, that fucking shell. I had that!” 

She leaned back into the mountain of pillows that had been set up for her. Ross was lounging on the other side of the couch, now in its mostly-unused ‘pullout’ mode. He laughed, a hint of satisfaction in his amusement. 

“Yes, it really is a shame about that. A shame that I just so happened to pick up a red shell, that is.”

“That was you?! You dick!” Sam exclaimed, trying to playfully swat at him. He ducked under it, laughing all the while, but her arms were much longer than he’d calculated for and she managed to get him on the back-swing.

“Ow!” he laughed. “Watch it, Reed! You have a weak point now!”

She paused, eyeing him carefully but unable to suppress her grin. “You wouldn’t dare, Oberfeld. I could throw you over my shoulder and you know it.”

“Wouldn’t I? You never know what might happen if you corner me. I’m like a wild animal!”

She snorted at the irony of his statement. “Yeah, sure, stick limbs.”

He scoffed. “Hey, I’m just saying, I’m not the one with the crippling wound and blindspot. I bet I could take you as you are now.”

Sam rolled her eyes playfully. “Sure, tough guy. Beat me up while I can barely move, that’s real manly.”

“Well I’ll be, is Samantha Reed being sarcastic? I never thought I’d see the day!”

She scoffed. “Yeah, okay, whatever.”

Sam knew that she’d never come out on top in a battle of retorts against him, but she was proud enough of the fact that she could identify that he was just joking around in the first place. A few months ago, she would have most likely taken a lot of what he had said at face value and gotten heated or defensive, or, more likely, worried that he was actually going to try to fight her, but she’d come a long way in picking up social cues since then.

Her ears twitched as she heard the front door open. She could vaguely make out the sounds of Roxy and Leif idly chatting as they made their way through the house towards the basement.

“They’re back!” she exclaimed happily.

Ross looked at her in confusion. “What? How do you know?”

She eyed him smugly as she counted down from three on her fingers. At the moment her last finger closed back into her fist, the basement door opened with a loud greeting from a certain green-haired girl.

“Woah, how did you do that?!” he asked in barely concealed amazement. 

“Do what?” Roxy asked as she came down the stairs, carrying shopping bags that were no doubt filled to the brim with soft drinks and chips.

“It’s a secret.” Sam replied with a cheeky wink. Well, it was more of a blink because of her eyepatch, but the intention was there and Ross seemed to get the idea.

He sighed. “Whatever, keep your secrets. I’ll figure you out soon, blondie.”

The two newcomers joined Sam and Ross on the couch, Roxy squeezing in next to Sam while Leif threw herself over Ross’s lap carelessly, much to the boy’s chagrin. They’d apparently dated briefly at the start of highschool before Leif had figured herself out and it was clear that the familiarity was still there.

Things quickly settled back into routine. Sam mostly just watched as the other three duked it out in various games, occasionally joining in for the ones that were newbie-friendly, pigging out on chips and chasing them down with generous helpings of sugary drink. She took a moment to be grateful for how easy it was to maintain muscle mass as a werewolf, because there was no way she’d be able to keep up her physique otherwise, what with the way she was shovelling down junk food. That just made it doubly impressive to see Roxy’s progress on her own physique.

Sam sighed to herself as she thought of her girlfriend. Her steadily sharpening muscles, her gorgeous brown eyes, her soft tan-olive skin, those almost invisible freckles on her ears, her adorable round cheeks, her adorable round… well, other places. She bit her lip as her train of thought continued in that direction, blessing her with conjured images and memories that she would absolutely not be able to share if someone asked her what was on her mind. Her face started heating up, but it was a good heat, so she didn’t really care. No one was paying attention to her, anyways, so they wouldn’t notice if her face was a little red. Then the heat began to spread throughout her body, through her chest and arms and abdomen all the way down through her legs to her toes. Okay, that was a little strange.

Sam’s jaw and gums started to ache slightly, along with her fingers and toes. The centre of her back and her chest started to itch, along with various other parts of her body. It reminded her of what it felt like to shift, but that didn’t make any sense. She wasn’t able to shift, at least not for another few days, so where was this feeling coming from? Was her body trying to resist the silver and shift on its own?

“Sam? A-are you alright?” Roxy asked from beside her. Looking over, she found her partner staring at her, eyes full of concern and alarm, gently touching her own neck, right where her mark was. Well, that wasn’t good.

“I… I don’t know. I feel… weird,” she replied, bringing a hand to her chest, right over a patch of skin that felt like it was trying its hardest to sprout fur. She could see Leif and Ross eyeing her with concern from the other side of the couch. The heat intensified and all of a sudden the world began to spin.

She watched as Roxy’s face paled, reacting to something that Sam wasn’t aware of. She was saying something, but the words seemed to become nonsense the second they left her mouth. 

Her mate pulled something out of somewhere. A dark rectangle. She handed it to Greenie-packmate. Greenie started touching the rectangle and held it to her ear, looking at her like there was something wrong. What was wrong? Could Sam help?

Sam felt her ears twitch in the direction of a gasp. There was another thing in the room. Not quite packmate, but not dangerous, either. He had fluffy brown hair. He was Fluffyhead.

Fluffyhead looked scared, smelt scared. He was scared of her. His eyes were wide and his mouth was wide and he was trying to get away from her. Sam didn’t want him to be scared of her.

She tried to move closer, but something stopped her. Mate was holding her face, talking to her. She spoke softly. Her voice was soft. Sam liked her voice. Soothing. She only recognized a few words, like Sam and stay and don’t, but she gathered the idea from her tone. Mate wanted her to stay here, so stay here she would. Sam was good like that.

—

“Pedro’s not answering!” Leif called from behind her, a slight edge of panic in her voice. She could hear Ross saying ‘what the fuck’ over and over again from where he was pressed against the wall. She didn’t blame him. This situation was probably more than a little jarring for someone who, up until a minute ago, had no idea that werewolves were a thing. Hell, this particular situation was pretty fucking jarring for her, and Roxy was starting to consider herself something of an expert on the topic.

Sam stared back at her blankly, her visible eye half lidded and glowing red. Roxy lifted up her eyepatch and, sure enough, her other eye was in much the same condition. She decided to just take the thing off, as it wasn’t really serving much of a purpose at this point. Her mouth was slightly ajar, showing off a row of long, sharp teeth that would be more at home in the maw of a fully formed wolf than whatever strange hybrid form that the blonde was currently experiencing. Roxy didn’t even think it would be possible for her to close her mouth if she wanted to, not that that seemed likely. Sam’s tongue was hanging loosely from the side of her bizarrely widened mouth and she was panting up a storm.

“Try calling him again.” Roxy answered without looking back, watching in fascination as Sam’s ears swivelled and twitched towards her voice. They’d somehow shifted up the sides of her head to the top, baring the fur that they usually would in her wolf form. Roxy hadn’t yet gotten a good look, but it seemed like the rest of her body had suffered a similar fate to her head. The tops of her hands and arms were covered in a thick layer of fur, with hard brown claws sprouting from where her nails should be. One of her hands in particular seemed to have morphed into more of a paw than anything resembling a human hand, while the other one seemed relatively… normal, if such a word could possibly apply to this situation. It made her stomach twist slightly to look at it, in such a way that body horror usually did for her. 

Her legs were in a similar condition, covered in golden fur all the way up the shins. Her feet… whoo boy, Roxy did her very best not to look at them. From what little she gathered on her glance, they were stretched unnaturally, her heel no doubt meant to replace those weird ‘backwards-knees’ that dogs and wolves had on their hind legs, while the balls of her feet and the bottoms of her toes had darkened slightly. She made a note to research wolf anatomical terms later, because she was almost certain that ‘backwards-knees’ was not the right word. In any case, Roxy would be very surprised if Sam was able to walk normally on her legs as they were now.

In terms of other changes, it was mostly just more fur. It covered her sideburns and cheeks, and there seemed to be a shock of white fluff that had sprouted up on her chest, if the little tuft she could see peeking from her shirt collar was anything to go by. Roxy realised that she could hear a familiar rhythmic thumping noise, and leaned around Sam’s huge form to confirm her suspicions. Sure enough, there was a tail sticking out over the top of her shorts, thumping against the couch in a consistent tempo, because of course there was.

“Wh-what the fuck is going on?! How is everyone being so f-fucking normal about this?!” Ross’s slightly screechy voice brought her out of her ruminations on Sam’s new form. She turned around, Sam’s face still in her hands, to see Leif on the phone, seeming like she’d finally gotten through, while Ross stood against the far wall, pressing against it as much as he could, shaking like a leaf.

She turned back to Sam and gave her a stern look. “Sam, stay,” she commanded. It usually worked on her in her wolf form, and that seemed to be roughly where her brain was currently at, so hopefully she would obey.

Roxy pulled herself off of the couch and approached Ross carefully, hands out in a calming gesture. “Hey, Ross. Buddy. I need you to breathe. Can you do that for me?”

He shook his head madly. “D-don’t fucking b-baby-talk me! What the f-f-fuck is that thing?!”

Roxy felt herself flush with anger, but forced it down. He didn’t mean it, he was just scared. “She’s not a thing, Ross. She's still a person. She just looks… a little strange right now.”

 

Ross didn’t seem to be listening to her. He slowly slid down the wall until he was sitting on the floor, hands gripping the sides of his head and a manic look in his eye as he gently rocked back and forth.

“I was p-playing videogames with a f-fucking monster. What the fuck. I’m losing my mind.”

“Hey!” Roxy snapped, unable to keep the edge out of her voice. She tried, she really did, but no one gets to talk about Sam like that, regardless of the situation. On the bright side, her sharp tone seemed to finally get his attention. She knelt down to his level.

“She’s not a monster, Ross. Don’t talk about her like that. She’s a werewolf. She’s not going to hurt you. She’s still the same girl you were just playing games with.”

“Pedro’s on his way!” Leif called from behind her. Roxy stuck her thumb up without breaking eye contact with Ross, who seemed to be struggling to swallow the little nugget of info she’d dropped on him. 

“Make sure Sam’s alright back there, please. You’re pack, she should listen to you,” she instructed. She heard Leif shuffle over to the werewolf and start cooing as she gave her the affection that Sam was no-doubt needing. She couldn’t be sure what condition the blonde was in, but she’d always been quite receptive to emotions, and Ross was currently filling the room with so much tension and emotion that it almost felt hard to breathe, so Sam was probably feeling that in droves. The rhythmic thumping in the background started to speed up in response to Leif’s care, prompting Roxy to smile without realising it. So predictable.

“A… a werewolf?! L-like a lycanthrope or something?!” Ross finally responded, more than a little too loudly. Roxy heard Sam’s lupine whine from behind her as the volume no doubt irritated her extra-sensitive ears.

“A lycan-what? Dude, no, just a werewolf. I don’t know what that is. Also, keep your volume down, please. Her hearing is sensitive and even if she can’t currently understand you, your shouting is no doubt starting to hurt.”

“Oh!” he laughed manically. “Sorry, I d-didn’t mean to hurt your fucking werewolf’s ears!” he hissed, before curling up in on himself and continuing his chant of ‘what the fuck,’ this time with a few ‘I’m going insane’s thrown in for good measure. Roxy sighed. She really wished that she could just focus on worrying about whatever-the-fuck was going on with Sam right now, but instead she had to play babysitter for her friend while his whole world-view forcibly collapsed around him. Perhaps a slightly selfish wish, but a wish all the same.

“Alright, that’s enough. C’mon, up. We’re gonna go say hi.” Roxy grabbed his hand and pulled him to his feet quickly enough that he was too shocked to stop her.

“Wh-what? N-no… no, no, no, no, thank you. I-I-I’m good over here,” he stuttered.

“Dude,” Roxy said, with much exasperation. “How is this scarier than when you met her in wolf form? Look at her, she’s completely harmless!”

Roxy waved her hand in the direction of her hybrid girlfriend, who was currently growling and panting as she played tug-of-war with Leif over a toy that had previously been on the ground, her tail wagging wildly. She suspected that she was going easy on the green-haired teen, and also made a note to wait for Sam to wash her mouth out before she kissed her next, because who knew where that toy had been. It was a post-shifting habit of Sam’s that Roxy was quite grateful for. Roxy didn’t even want to guess at the sorts of things that could unwittingly end up in a wolf’s mouth.

The sight seemed to sober Ross up by a significant degree. He turned to her. “Roxy, you’re dating a dog. You realise you’re dating a dog, right? That’s weird.” His eyes suddenly widened. “Oh my god, that’s what you guys were talking about!”

Roxy sighed and rubbed her face. “I promise you she’s not normally like this. Most of the time she’s just a regular person, barring when she turns into a wolf to play around or something. I… actually don’t know what this is. I’m a little worried, to be honest.”

He backed off, dropping into a bean-bag chair that had been pulled out specifically for today. “Okay, you gotta explain this all to me, because I’m a little lost. Werewolves are real, and Sam’s a werewolf. Am I right so far?”

“Yep.”

“Are… are you a werewolf? Is Leif? You said something about a pack earlier.”

“No, we aren’t werewolves. The only other one you would know was… Blaine.” She shuddered internally. “I said pack because werewolves have packs. Leif and I are part of Sam’s, as is the rest of her family. Before you ask, they’re all human, Sam’s not related to them by blood.”

“Pack, right, okay.” He laughed, shaking his head. “Man, what the hell. Have you guys known the whole time?!”

She shook her head. “No, though I was suspicious for a while. I found out properly at the same time as Leif, about a week after we started dating officially. Leif only found out because of the hunter that attacked us.”

“Hunter?! Attacked you?! Was this the mugging?!”

Roxy sighed, sitting down on the edge of the pull-out. “Man, there is a lot to catch you up on.”

“Clearly!”

—

“I…” Pedro started, as best he possibly could. “I really have no idea what to make of this. It makes no sense whatsoever.”

Sam was currently aggressively sniffing the side of Roxy’s head, occasionally butting against it in what seemed like an attempt to scent-roll. She must like the scent of her shampoo or something. The girl herself was just staring back at him exasperatedly, keeping a surprisingly calm face for all of the stressed-out scent signals she was giving off. 

There were two others in the room. Leif, and one other boy who Pedro didn’t know. He seemed wary of Sam, and fair enough. The young direwolf currently looked… mildly disturbing, to put it plainly. The sight of her deformed legs and the way her mouth seemed unable to close around her sharpened teeth was even putting Pedro on edge. It just… wasn’t right. Half shifting would normally bestow a werewolf with claws, fangs, and protective fur, perfectly suited for combat. The jaw would shift and extend slightly to make way for the enlarged teeth, and the bone structure of the hands and feet would change slightly to better suit their new claws, as well as general muscle and bone growth throughout the body. Whatever Sam was currently experiencing seemed completely different from that, as though her body had chosen attributes to shift at random. Unfortunately, that also seemed to include her brain.

“So, what can we do?” Roxy asked. She’d somehow wrestled Sam’s head down to her lap to stop her incessant headbutting and was now mindlessly stroking a hand through her hair. The sight of the rest of her body splayed out on the couch, tail idly wagging back and forth, was one that Pedro wasn’t likely to forget any time soon. Whether or not Sam was currently aware of the changes her body was experiencing, she seemed to be taking the whole thing quite well.

“I… I’m really not sure. I have to get back to work, but just… keep an eye on her, I guess? Text me if anything changes, for the better or the worse. On the bright side, it seems like her injury isn’t bothering her much as she is now, so hopefully that means her healing has kicked in. If this is some weird side-effect of the silver finally being flushed from her system, she should be able to shift voluntarily after this, but if not, that brings up a whole new set of questions. I’m hesitant to do it, but I might postpone the training course until we can be sure of her condition. I’ll try and get in contact with the Council, ask them if they’ve ever seen anything like this, or if they know what to do.”

The newcomer seemed completely lost at most of his words, but Roxy nodded in understanding. “Right.”

—

Pedro left shortly after that. Roxy sunk into the couch in emotional exhaustion as she watched Sam bound around in circles, chasing her own tail in the centre of the living room. Ross was sitting in an armchair, still looking like he was trying to swallow a particularly large frog. He’d been like that ever since Roxy had explained everything to him. His expression was a mixing pot of worry, confusion, and plain-old dumbfoundedness. Part of her felt for him. Her and Leif had the advantage of slowly being drip-fed information about werewolves and hunters, while Ross had just had about three months worth of secrets and violence dropped on him all at once. It was probably a lot to wrap his head around. Leif, for her part, seemed perfectly fine, just watching Sam with amusement written all over her face. At least someone was having a good time.

The rest of the afternoon continued in a relatively similar fashion, the mood having been so thoroughly destroyed that the idea of returning to their games seemed nonsensical. Ross went home shortly after, saying that he had a lot to think about and would get back to them. Leif stuck around for a while longer until she too took her leave, leaving Roxy alone with Sam. Ava was at another friend’s house, and both of her parents were working late, so it was just them.

A few hours passed and Sam’s condition stayed the same. Roxy passed the time much as she would have if the werewolf had been entirely in her wolf form, play-wrestling with her interspersed by periods of tired cuddling. It was honestly really disconcerting to see her girlfriend, still in a mostly human form, acting so much like an animal, but it was also kind of cute at times. Sam was obviously a big fan of physical affection, but she was usually a bit more needy about it in her wolf form, which seemed to have carried over to her current state. 

She would frequently rub her head against Roxy’s and flop into her lap limply, looking up at her with a goofy - if slightly disturbing - lupine grin, trying to get some affection or belly rubs, which were, for quite obvious reasons, a sight more awkward to give in this form. Roxy did her best to keep her happy, and it seemed like Sam wanted nothing more than to just exist in her presence.

When it finally happened, it was without any of the fanfare that Roxy had been expecting. If she hadn’t been watching her dork of a girlfriend scratch herself behind the ear with a hind leg, dopey, loving grin plastered on her face, she might have missed it. There was a slight crack and all of a sudden, Sam was back to normal. All of her limbs were back to their appropriate lengths and shapes, and she was back to her regular amount of body hair, her other abnormal qualities all shifting back into normalcy in the blink of an eye. Well, her left eye was still red, but Roxy would take what she could get.

Sam looked around blearily, seeming quite disorientated. Roxy quickly made her way over to her, joining her on the floor and wrapping her arms around her as both a grounding gesture and a way to express her infinite relief that whatever had happened wasn’t permanent. As much as her friends loved to tease her about it, she really wasn’t all that into fur, nor would Sam have been able to give consent in her previous state, regardless. Roxy mentally hit herself. Of course that was the first thing she was thinking about. Well, whatever. Sam was okay, that was the important part.

She pulled back, taking Sam’s face in her hands. “Sam! You… You’re back to normal! Are you alright?!”

The blonde looked back at her, seeming to still be quite dizzy. “I… I f-feel… sss… sick,” she muttered slowly.

“Are you gonna throw up?” Roxy asked, slightly wary.

“I…” Sam tried to respond, but she was forced to stop when she lurched forward and held a hand over her mouth, vomit seemingly imminent. Roxy threw herself out of the way, not eager to get any puke on the comfort clothes she’d put on to try and calm herself down after everyone else had left.

When the sound of half-digested food hitting the carpet didn’t grace her ears, Roxy turned around, seeing Sam still in the same position, heaving and lurching every few seconds. Finally, a monstrous belch echoed out of her throat, lasting for far longer than either of them seemed to expect. 

When it finally ended, Sam breathed out and wiped her eyes. “Phew… much better.” 

She turned to Roxy and gave her award-winning goofy smirk. Roxy was silent, completely dumbfounded for a few seconds before she snorted and finally broke, laughing so hard that her sides hurt and her eyes filled with tears. It was a laugh of relief, of love, of amusement and forgotten fear. The past week had been filled with so much fear and hardship and confusion for both of them that they’d barely even had a moment to just exist as the teenagers that they were meant to be. Laughing at Sam burping like an idiot felt like becoming a kid again, bringing her back to those moments at the beginning of their friendship and relationship, when they were just able to enjoy their lives without the constant crushing fear that something was coming for them. 

It felt like regaining an innocence that she’d lost, somewhere along the way. She wondered, was it when she was first attacked by a hunter and realised that being with Sam would mean being in danger? Was it when she first saw a person die, as Blaine was shot, so close to her that she could feel his dying breath on her face? Or was it later, more recently, when her girlfriend, quite possibly the love of her life, stumbled into the kitchen covered in more blood than just her own, plagued by the knowledge that she’d taken the lives of other sentient beings, no matter how cruel?

Roxy tucked those thoughts away as her laughter died out and she wiped her eyes. Sam was looking at her, smiling brightly with love behind her eyes. Roxy crawled over to her and climbed into her lap, gently pressing their lips together. Sam’s were so warm against her own, another reminder that she was here, she was alive. Sam was safe and sound in her arms.

Roxy deepened the kiss, humming happily when Sam reciprocated, wrapping her arms around her and making Roxy feel secure and held in a way she’d forgotten she needed. She’d been so focused on Sam’s needs for this past week that she’d barely stopped to think about herself. The blonde seemed to sense her thoughts, as she quickly lifted her up and brought her over to the couch, laying down with Roxy on top of her, kissing her all the while. The shorter girl would have sobbed at the gesture had she not been so preoccupied.

She pulled back, looking down at her partner, her mate, with all of the feeling she could conjure up. “I feel like I don’t say it enough… I love you so, so much.”

Sam breathed a wistful sigh, a soft smile on her face. “I love you too, blackberry.”

Roxy laid back down, her nose pressed against the skin of Sam’s neck, breathing in the pine scent that had become such a pivotal part of her life. She was perfectly ready to go to sleep right there, the mental and emotional exhaustion of the day weighing down upon her like a pile of bricks, but Sam stirred her.

“I… don’t want to break the mood or anything, but I should probably mention that I still haven’t washed my mouth out. I, uh… I do remember most of what I did, when I was… whatever I was, so I should probably get on that.”

Roxy expected herself to be at least mildly disgusted, as she had been very close to sticking her tongue into that very mouth, but instead she found herself to be pretty much apathetic to the idea. She sighed. “Do it if you want, I don’t care either way. We’ve been dating for, what, two and a half months now? My mouth has been in some pretty… exotic places when it comes to you already, so I think I’ll be okay.”

Roxy heard Sam’s breath hitch slightly and felt her pulse quicken under her skin. She smiled. Sam was so easy sometimes. “R-right… Uuuh, I, um… I th-think I’ll d-do it anyway, i-if that’s, uh… alright with you…?”

Roxy lifted her head and raised an eyebrow at her girlfriend with a curious smirk. “Of course it is. I was mostly kidding, anyway. Please, go and wash your mouth out. Actually, scratch that, I’m coming with you. You spent like fifteen minutes licking the drywall earlier. I don’t want any of whatever you were finding so tasty in my mouth, thanks.”

Sam looked both alarmed and slightly horrified. “I don’t remember any of that. Please tell me you’re joking.”

“I wish I was, but Leif recorded the whole thing. She was cackling up a storm, actually.”

Sam’s face scrunched up. “Oh, god…”

Roxy sighed amusedly, shaking her head. “What am I gonna do with you, wolfy?”

—

“She still can’t voluntarily shift, for whatever reason, and her left eye is still red, but your guess about her healing was right. Her stab wound is all closed up now.”

Pedro nodded, even though Roxy wasn’t able to see him through the phone. “That’s good, at least. Hopefully this doesn’t happen again, but try to keep her inside for a few days in case it does. The last thing we need right now is her having one of these ‘episodes’ in public. I’ve already sent word to the Council, but, like I said, they’re pretty slow at getting back to me, so I’ll keep you updated. All we can do now is just hope that whatever this is doesn’t stick around long. It’s probably got to do with that eye of hers, if I had to guess, so keep an eye on that.”

“Right. Anything else?”

“No. Since Sam’s healed up, we’ll continue with the training camp as scheduled, so try to rest up. You’ll probably need it.”

There was a sigh through the phone. “Right, sure. If that’s all, I’ll be going.”

“Roxy?”

“Hm?”

“Take care of yourself, alright? You may be pretty good at putting on a brave face, but don’t think I couldn’t tell how stressed you were today. Take a day for yourself and relax, okay? You’ve been through a lot this past week.” He didn’t really know where the words were coming from, but he let them flow, regardless.

“That… sounds amazing, actually. Thanks, Pedro. I think I’ll do that. Talk to you later, then.”

“Cuidate, kid.”

Pedro paused as he heard Roxy hang up on the other end. Had he really just said that? Was he really already so familiar with those kids that terms like that would just slip out so easily? He sighed and rubbed his eyes as he dropped down into his office chair. He was just worried about her, about all of them. It had been a long time since he’d had to look out for anyone other than himself and clearly the extra stress was getting to him. Maybe he needed a day to himself.

He chuckled at the thought. As if he’d ever willingly take the day off. What could he possibly find relaxing about his cold and lonely apartment? No, work was where he was able to let himself go, bury himself in his cases and lose himself in the details of some random crime that had nothing to do with him.

He was about to go do that very thing when a ding from his laptop distracted him. A new email, it seemed. Sent by… someone by the name of Tacitus Kilgore. Pedro smiled. An old inside joke between him and his old raiding friends. He missed them quite a bit, but the idea of abandoning his duties in Dewsbury to go see them was a hurdle he wasn’t quite ready to jump.

Pedro opened the email and scanned over its contents.

Sent by: Tacitus Kilgore

Subject: You might want to see this.

Hey, Peddy Bear. Been a while. 

Looked into anything related to that super jacked-up werewolf you saw, but things mostly came up empty. Even pulled a few raids, but no one found anything. Not until tonight, that is.

The Sons have updated their website, and it is seriously fucked up, man. Have a look.

There was an attachment on the email. Pedro opened it and was greeted with a screenshot of what seemed to be the hunter’s website, a new picture on its homepage. It displayed a row of five gleaming silver cages, all stacked next to each other and situated at the edge of a brightly lit room. Inside each cage was the corpse of a werewolf, each one as huge and misshapen as Blaine had been. Pedro was no stranger to violence, but to see so many of his species locked up and slaughtered like stray dogs lit a fire in the pit of his stomach. His hand curled into a fist, slowly growing claws digging into the flesh of his palm.

Below the picture was some text. Honestly, Pedro didn’t care to read it, but it was irresponsible not to with everything that was going on, so he forced himself to absorb each and every deranged word.

THE HUNT GOES WELL.

WITH EVERY BEAST THAT IS SLAIN, A LITTLE BIT OF EVIL IS EXPELLED FROM OUR WORLD.

FATHER SUPERIOR IS OUR SHEPHERD, AND HE WILL GUIDE THE SHEEP OUT OF THIS DARK AGE IN WHICH WE LIVE.

PREPARE FOR THE NIGHT OF THE BLOODMOON, FOLLOWERS OF THE BLACK SUN.

IT WILL SIGNAL THE NEW DAWN.

LAUDATE LUCEM SOLIS

… Pedro didn’t know what the ‘Night of the Bloodmoon’ would entail, but he got the nagging feeling that he would be finding out soon enough. The email continued on. 

Wild shit, right? Me and the boys are looking into what this ‘Bloodmoon’ stuff could be about, but my bet is that it’s just more brainwashed mumbo-jumbo. Still no leads on why all the bodies are fucked up like that, though. Let me know if there’s anything on your end, people are going crazy with their theories over here. 

P.S. Could you get me the direwolf’s autograph? I heard you made contact with her from Clarissa and thought it might be a fun souvenir for Lara. Her grandma was a direwolf, apparently. Hey, does that mean our kids will be part direwolf, too? Well, I guess we’re all part direwolf, aren’t we?

That’s about it over here on the east coast. Miss you, P. Talk soon.

Pedro sighed as he read through the email, over and over, trying to squeeze as much of his old friend’s personality out of it as he could. He missed Don. After composing himself, he began to type up a reply.

Hey, D.

You weren’t kidding. That’s seriously fucked up. I have a few more leads on my end, but they’re mostly just theories. The hunters want the direwolf alive for something, and I can only assume it’s related to this crap. They came after her. She ended up having to take her first blood, but she’s alright, if a little shaken up. They got her with some weird new silver that can somehow affect her. She’s been showing weird symptoms. Asked the Council but you know how they are, so I guess I won’t know anything for a while.

P.S. No, I will not ask a 17 year old for her autograph, that’s just weird. I would tell you to come up here and get it yourself, but the young Reed is pretty jumpy about new werewolves. She thought that territories were still a thing until a few days ago, though that’s kind of my fault, leaving her with humans. Either way, tell Lara she’ll just have to do without. Hope you two are good.

P.P.S. Yes, we’re all part direwolf, cabrón. Your intelligence is blinding sometimes.

Talk soon, D. Miss you too.

Pedro hit send and leaned back in his chair, listening to it creak. He really needed a new one. Oh well, something to think about later. He checked the clock. It was only nine thirty.

Pedro cracked his knuckles. Plenty of time for some case work.

            

    
        16: Working For The Weekend

    
    
    
    
                Roxy had had an absolutely incredible day.

Heeding Pedro’s advice from the night before, Roxy had decided to take a day for herself. She messaged Sam not long after she’d woken up, telling her that she needed a day to decompress, and thankfully, Sam had been completely understanding and supportive. Roxy was just glad that her girlfriend, despite how clingy she could be at times, could understand that she just needed some time away after the stress of the past week and knew that she wasn’t mad or sick of her or anything. Roxy also felt much better now that Sam wasn’t in near-constant pain from her stab wound, even if the question of what was going on with her wolf form was still floating around. It was a much less ever-present issue for both of them now that Sam could pretty much function on her own again.

Roxy started her day off in a way that most of her peers would probably think she was crazy for. She woke up, bright and early, and changed into her workout gear before heading down to the kitchen for some coffee. After having her fill, she hugged her dad goodbye and wished him a good day at work before heading out and doing the unthinkable: going for a run.

Running had been a common presence in her workout schedule ever since she’d started taking MMA classes. Clarissa wasn’t content with just teaching kids how to defend themselves, she also taught them how to keep fit, taking them on a jog around the neighbourhood at the start of every class. They weren’t always very long, as many students were just starting out and didn’t have the stamina to keep up the whole way, but Roxy had consistently been working on hers for months now. As long as she was pacing herself, sometimes it felt like she could keep running forever.

Today, she kept it fairly short. Well, fairly short for her at this point was still a mile round trip, but the thought was there. It was still enough for her to reach that high where her muscles sang with endorphins, which was what she was looking for, anyway. She waved to her neighbours as she passed and by the end of her lap she was already feeling lighter than she had all week.

After a shower and a change of clothes, Roxy booted up her computer and began mindlessly browsing through her recommended videos for a while. Nothing there was particularly absorbing or interesting, so eventually she booted up a game instead. She’d been playing through the Ace Attorney trilogy in her spare time, finding that the odd mix of grim subject matter and lighthearted humour - and the cute girls, of course - was the perfect thing to keep her mind focused off of certain grim things in her own life at the moment.

She spent most of the day similarly, lounging around and just catching up on hobbies and interests that she’d neglected recently. She made herself some homemade ramen for lunch by using one of the instant packets combined with her own personal mix of fresh ingredients. It was one of her go-to meals when she didn’t know what else to make, and it didn’t disappoint today, either.

After her dad had gotten home and dinner had been made and consumed, she settled down in the living room to watch an old action movie with him. Die Hard never failed to disappoint, no matter how many times she watched it. Her mother was off in her study, probably still working on some real-estate something-or-other. If she was being honest, Roxy wasn’t super certain on what her mother exactly did, only that it had something to do with convincing people to buy houses or something, as well as having her face plastered all over ‘for sale’ signs across town. 

Now, after the movie had finished and her dad had settled into his room to read a book, Roxy was enjoying herself with a relaxing bath. It wasn’t an activity she often found herself partaking in, as bathing was usually a very practical affair for her. Get in the shower, clean herself, get out. Occasionally she would spend longer in there if she was getting ready to see Sam or something, but that was about it. Today, however, she pulled out all of the stops.

Candles, a bath bomb, a ridiculous amount of bubbles, the works. Roxy could not, by any stretch of the imagination, be considered a very ‘feminine’ girl, but she would admit that she felt pretty girly at that moment, with her hair wrapped up in a towel and sighing as the hot water soothed her aching muscles from her morning run. She would also admit that it felt pretty damn good.

She laid there, simply existing in the relaxing warmth. Her mind felt completely empty and simultaneously full, thoughts popping into existence and disappearing before she could even process them as she just stared at an innocuous spot on the wall. It was strange, but she was calm, almost meditative. Nothing existed except for her, the warmth, and that spot on the wall.

That is, until, the buzzing of her phone on the countertop dragged her back into the waking world. She hadn’t even realised she was falling asleep until she wasn’t anymore. Probably a good thing, too. The last thing she wanted was to drown on the day she was supposed to be relaxing.

Roxy leaned up and grabbed her phone, checking the caller ID. It was Ross. She sighed. She probably should have expected this after everything he learned yesterday, but truthfully the idea never even really crossed her mind. Welp, goodbye, day of relaxing and forgetting the constant crushing pressure of potentially being a target of a bunch of genocidal maniacs. It was a good run. She answered the call.

“Hello?”

“Hey, Roxy. Uhh, are you busy right now?”

Roxy looked down at herself, covered in bubbles as she was. “I mean, if you wanna do something, then yes, but I’m free to talk.”

“Right, right. I, uh… just wanted to… yeah, talk, I guess. Get a better grip on what you told me yesterday. I’m, uh… sorta still trying to wrap my head around it all.”

The explanation that Roxy had given him about everything yesterday had been rushed at best. She’d been a bit too preoccupied with Sam’s condition to really give him her full attention, so she wasn’t surprised that questions were in order. “That makes sense. I can see how it’s a lot to take in all at once. So what’s on your mind?”

“I-I just… Well, to be honest, I’m really worried. You guys are like, my best friends, a-and finding out that there’s a chance you might get randomly attacked by psycho murderers just because you’re with Sam i-is…”

Roxy sighed. “Yeah, it’s a lot. I’d been trying not to think about it, but anyway-”

“Sorry, sorry! Y-you’re right, this is probably ten times as stressful for you, considering, y’know, you’re actually the one in danger.”

She frowned. “Is there a point to this?”

“Right! I, uh… you said that guy was setting up some sort of training camp or something for you? So that you could be better equipped to defend yourselves?”

“That’s correct…”

“I… I was just wondering if I could, um… maybe… join you guys?”

It took her a few seconds to process his words. “Wait, are you serious?”

“Yes! I know I’m not as athletic as you or even Leif, and I’m not even gonna mention Sam, but, I’d feel useless just sitting by while you guys were in danger like that. Plus, I’m not gonna lie, the gains that you’ve made through MMA alone are seriously impressive, and I kinda want a piece of that action, too. I feel like Lukas would be very appreciative of it, anyway.”

Roxy felt herself flush with pride at his compliment, but she buried it. “I can understand that. You do realise that you can’t tell him, though, right? Like, not even about the training. It’s all too tied to werewolves already and while Sam and Leif and I are already in danger, Pedro and Clarissa aren’t yet. We don’t even know how the hunters ended up finding Sam, and I told you how much they dug up about me. Tell the wrong person and everything comes crashing down. They’re sticking their necks out a lot by doing this for us. I’ve heard that Clarissa is actually closing her classes for the rest of the summer just for us, because we’ll need the space in her gym and obviously we can’t have regular people around while she’s teaching Sam how to be a better werewolf, or whatever they’ll be doing. My point is, you can’t tell anyone, because there’s no telling who might let it slip to the wrong person.”

“That’s… Right, okay, yeah, that makes sense. I won’t tell him. Or anyone else. I dunno what I’ll say if Nat asks why I’m suddenly buff, but whatever.” He sighed dramatically. “Oh, I should probably mention, I won’t freak out if Sam shifts or whatever in front of me again. It was a little creepy at first, what with her weird ass teeth and fucked up… everything else, but I can totally see how you could be into that, I guess…”

Roxy’s cheeks started to heat up, completely separately from the heat of the bath. “Ross, I swear to god. I told you, she’s not usually like that. The silver in her system is causing her wolf to malfunction, or whatever. I’m not into fur, and if you keep insinuating that I am, I'm gonna let her use you as a chew toy once she gets her wolf back.”

“Hey, I’m just saying, there’s gotta be something there for you to stick around once you found out she could turn into a massive dog! Also, I never said anything about fur, that was you.” His tone was lighthearted and Roxy knew he was just trying to get a rise out of her, but man could he be annoying sometimes.

“Seriously, I had no idea she could do that when I started crushing on her, and by the time I found out I was already committed to dating her. Not that it would have been a dealbreaker, anyway. It’s kinda like having a girlfriend and a pet at the same time.”

Roxy shut her stupid mouth before it could say anything else, but it was too late, the damage was done.

There was an almost unbearable silence on the other end of the phone, before, “You realise what that sounds-”


“Yes, I realise what that sounds like. I’m going to hang up now.”

“Fair.”

—

The next few days whizzed by and all of a sudden everything was ready for the training course. It was going to be a full time class, five days a week. One day would be focused on physical training, while the next would focus on theory and weapon skills, alternating on until there was nothing more to learn. Every day would start with a run for endurance training, though the runs on theory days would be significantly shorter, apparently. 

The only thing that presented a slight hitch in the plan was that Sam still wasn’t able to transform on her own. It had long-since passed the week-long recovery period that Pedro had diagnosed for the silver sickness, and yet there was no improvement. It didn’t help that her red eye meant it could be dangerous to bring her out in public, not to mention the risk of her potentially getting hit with another random transformation. All in all, it was a pretty sucky situation for her, but it wasn’t enough to get the course delayed. Apparently, all of the werewolf stuff that Clarissa had wanted to teach her could be practical in hand-to-hand, anyway, regardless of the presence of claws, so it shouldn’t pose too much of an issue to the main meat of the course.

Roxy stretched, getting herself ready for what would be the first run of their training. She was joined by Leif, Sam, and, to most people’s surprise, Ross. He had managed to convince Pedro to let him join after he’d shown up at the gym with everyone else, despite the fact that it wasn’t entirely necessary for him. Pedro had conceded after accepting the fact that, while he may not be directly in the line of fire, there was no guarantee that the hunters wouldn’t go after one of Sam’s other friends in place of Leif or Roxy.

Clarissa and Pedro both supervised the run, both to ensure that nobody fell too far behind and to ensure that they would be able to quickly get Sam away from the street if she felt that she was about to shift. It was for that reason that they kept on a path that ran along the edge of the woods. As expected, Ross seemed to be heavily struggling every time Roxy looked back at him, but she was proud at how determined he seemed. Despite the fact that he was out of breath and practically stumbling along, he still hadn’t fallen back into a walk. Much to her surprise, Sam also seemed to be struggling a bit, although not to the degree that Ross was. Maybe it was a little presumptive, but Roxy had assumed that, given her impressive musculature and general strength, the endurance training would be nothing to her, but instead she seemed to start dragging her feet and losing energy around the same time that Leif did. Maybe those big muscles were just for show, after all.

Roxy asked her about it once they got back to the gym. Apparently, most of her musculature had been built up from the amount of time she spent as a wolf in early highschool. She had stamina when it came to running around on all fours, but the muscle groups that factored in on bipedal running were apparently entirely different, hence, her relatively lacking performance. It wasn’t really an issue, though. Why were they doing this if not to strengthen themselves?

After a food break where Ross had briefly passed out and caused great alarm to everybody present, it was decided that they would move on to combat technique for the rest of the day. Well, the three girls were, anyway. Pedro was taking Ross separately to teach him some more basic stuff, as well as to work on his overall strength. All in all, it sounded like he was in for a rough time, but he assured the rest of them that he would stick with it, regardless.

—

Roxy shifted her weight and heaved, slamming Leif down onto the mat with a thud. The technique was simple yet effective. All she needed to do was slip a leg behind her opponent’s and force their weight backwards, bringing them tumbling to the ground. It was one of her favourites, one that she’d particularly enjoyed using on Kimberly to humiliate her as they fought. If anyone deserved it, it was her. The only difference this time was that Roxy was gripping onto Leif’s arm to ensure she didn’t hit the mat too hard. Kimberly got no such luxury with the concrete.

“Woah…” the girl’s eyes were wide as she processed her new situation. “That was fast.”

Clarissa clapped her hands in the background, as did Sam. “Great demo, Roxy. Now, Leif, you try. Sam, you try with me.”

Roxy pulled Leif back to her feet and settled into a stance, bracing herself. She looked her friend in the eye sharply and smirked. “C’mon, Leify-poo. Kick my ass.”

The girl scoffed and rolled her eyes fondly, stepping closer and positioning herself. They stared for a few tense seconds before Leif moved in and Roxy’s world was suddenly flying out from under her. Thankfully, she was offered the same protection that she’d given Leif, so she didn’t hit the mat too hard. She did feel a mildly worrying tug in her right shoulder as it was suddenly forced to support her entire body weight for a split second, but she ignored it. It was probably nothing, anyway.

They continued on with different moves and each time Roxy was thrown and subsequently supported, that tug in her shoulder would ring out like a warning bell. It was probably a mistake to ignore it, but she did anyway. Soon enough, they would be finished with throws and it wouldn’t be an issue anymore regardless. She would be fine. She was fine. Until she wasn’t.

Leif picked herself up off the ground. They’d moved onto ‘one-armed shoulder throws’ and Roxy thought that she was getting the hang of it, as shown from the way she’d just put her best friend on her ass. Now it was Leif’s turn. She stepped in, grabbed Roxy’s elbow, pulled her close, wrapped her other arm underneath her shoulder, turned and bent her knees, shifted her weight, and threw Roxy across her back and to the ground like a sack of potatoes. Only, this time when she hit the ground, there was an unmissable and unmistakable pop as her shoulder lit up in agony.

Roxy cried out and Leif jumped back like she’d been burnt, letting the rest of Roxy’s body fall to the ground. She was grateful for it. Having most of her body weight be supported by what felt like a dislocated shoulder was causing her an immense amount of pain.

“What happened?!” Sam asked urgently as she ran up to Roxy, Clarissa following close behind.

“I- uh- she just- I didn’t- uh-” Leif sputtered helplessly, holding her hands up defensively.

“M-my… ow, fuck… my sh-shoulder came out, I th-think,” Roxy answered. 

Sam and Clarissa both knelt down next to her. The older woman barely even had to glance before she confirmed it. “Yep, that’s dislocated. I’d completely forgotten that you’d already done it once, I should’ve been more careful. This is on me.”

Roxy frowned, grimacing against the pain. “Wh-what do you mean?”

Clarissa cocked her head. “Your doctors should have told you this, but, since you’ve already dislocated this shoulder once before, the odds of it coming out again were way higher. The joint weakens every time it comes out.”

She sighed. “Fuck.”

“I am so, so sorry, Roxy. I swear I didn’t mean to,” Leif said guiltily. 

Roxy shook her head. “It’s c-cool, dude. That was a g- rrf… A great throw. It’s not your fault my body’s m-messed up.”

“B-but, still! I-”

Clarissa held up a hand and interrupted her. “Can you find something for her to bite down on? I’m gonna put her shoulder back in, and it’s gonna hurt.”

“Oh boy, the bit I’ve been looking forward to,” Roxy muttered.

Sam raised her hand. Honestly, she’d been so uncharacteristically quiet during the whole interaction that Roxy had almost forgotten that she was there. “Can she just use my hand? I can take it.”

Clarissa blinked. “I… No, there’s a chance that she might bite hard enough to break it, and then I would have to take you to the ER as well.”

“Clarissa, I’m a werewolf. Even if I can’t heal right now, I’m still tough enough to withstand that, I would think.”

The older woman stared blankly for a few seconds. “R-right. I… I’m not sure how I forgot that. I guess I’m just used to teaching humans.” She chuckled, shaking her head. “Well, let’s get this over with. The longer we take, the worse it’s gonna hurt.”

“Yaaaay,” Roxy cheered, with no small amount of sarcasm.

Sam moved her hand into position and Roxy preemptively bit down as Clarissa grabbed her arm, sending a slight spike of fear through her gut. She remembered just how much this had hurt back at the hospital, and that time she’d been high on morphine, so it was safe to say she wasn’t looking forward to this.

Her arm was shifted slightly. The pain picked up immediately and she started biting harder, groaning slightly. Her arm was lifted and she couldn’t help but try to scream, thrashing as she unconsciously tried to get away from the blinding agony. She could taste blood, but she barely even processed it before there was a jolt and accompanying crack, sending even more pain rocketing through her, before it all just fizzled away like it was never even there in the first place.

“There you go, all done.”

Roxy wasn’t sure who’d spoken. She wasn’t really sure of anything at the moment. She was breathing heavily and everything was black. Someone brushed the hair from her forehead. That was probably Sam, she couldn’t imagine Clarissa being that intimate with her, nor did she want to.

She realised that her eyes were closed and subsequently opened them. Sam was looking down at her softly. Her face felt wet, though she wasn’t sure if it was from tears or saliva.

“That… really fucking hurt…” she managed to say through her panting. Leif was standing a distance away with a guilty look on her face. Roxy would’ve tried to reassure her again, but she was far too worn out at this point.

“I think we should call it for the day. I got your shoulder back in fast enough that you shouldn’t have to worry about a sling, but definitely still take it easy. Pedro’s taking you down to the range tomorrow, so hopefully it shouldn’t give you any trouble there,” Clarissa explained.

Roxy nodded blearily. “Cool.” 

She slowly lifted herself to her feet with Sam’s assistance, taking care not to move her right arm too much. Even if her shoulder wasn’t out for that long, her muscle was no doubt still damaged, so she would have to be careful with it. Leif was still standing off in a corner, not meeting her eye. Roxy sighed. She walked over and embraced the girl in a hug.

“Stop beating yourself up. It would’ve happened no matter who I was partnered with. You’re fine, Leif.”

The girl seemed startled for a moment before she slowly returned the embrace. “R-right. You’re right. Sorry.”

“Stop apologising, dingus.”

“Right, sorr- uh… yep.”

Roxy giggled. “Dumbass.”

—

It was a familiar situation that Roxy found herself in. Her and Sam, cuddled together on the couch in the latter’s basement, trying to stay awake late into the night so that they could pretend to focus on the movie in front of them while instead only paying attention to the presence of their other half. Sam was running a hand up and down her thigh periodically. The action was sending pleasant shivers through her body, making it all too easy to ignore the ache in her shoulder.

Roxy began to notice that Sam’s hand was climbing higher on her thigh with each pass, occasionally dipping lower to brush her inner thigh on the retreat. It was obvious what her intention was. She knew that Sam wouldn’t go much further than that until Roxy consented to more, though. She considered her options, a sly smirk slowly growing on her face as her head filled with ideas. It was late, after all. No one was likely to disturb them.

Her mind made up, Roxy moved into action. She manoeuvred her way into straddling Sam’s lap in one smooth motion, placed a single hand on her cheek, and silently moved in to kiss her, amusedly making note of the mildly surprised expression on the blonde’s face. 

Sam quickly reciprocated the kiss, her hands finding their place on Roxy’s hips. It started out slow, their lips moving together softly and chastely before Roxy picked up the pace. Sam was always so warm against her. The feeling was addicting. She deepened the kiss, her tongue brushing gently against Sam’s lips as the blonde tilted her head back to accept her advances.

Sam’s hands began to roam across her back, gripping her shirt as Roxy pushed her tongue further in, swallowing a slight moan from the blonde’s mouth. Sam tried to push back a little, tried to regain a little control, but a gentle yet firm hand around her neck kept her in her place. She whimpered as Roxy bit down on her bottom lip before pulling away.

She smiled down at her hungrily. “Good girl.”

Sam’s cheeks were pink and her pupils were completely blown out. Her half-lidded mismatched eyes looked up at Roxy pleadingly. “R-Rox… C-can we…?”

Roxy simply leaned back and took off her shirt in lieu of a reply, watching with great satisfaction as Sam smiled brightly and did the same. Roxy was still wearing her sports bra, but Sam wasn’t, a fact that made Roxy very happy.

Roxy leaned back in, smiling at her girlfriend lovingly. “Mm, you’re pretty,” she muttered, before moving in for another kiss. Sam hummed happily against her mouth. They spent a time just like that, kissing softly and enjoying the feeling of their bodies pressing together, before Roxy escalated slightly.

She kissed a trail down her jaw and to her neck, where she began sucking the skin, intent on leaving a bruise. The thought that Sam wouldn’t be able to quickly heal it didn’t even cross her mind, especially with the noises that she was starting to make in response.

She pulled back and briefly inspected her work. Pleased with the result, she dove back in, aiming for a spot slightly lower down the blonde’s neck. She bit down sharply and Sam gasped, her nails scratching at Roxy’s bare back.

The blonde made a few strangled noises and started shifting more against her. Roxy laughed against her skin. “Enjoying yourself?”

“R-R-Rox, I-”

“Yes?” she laughed again, running her tongue up the column of Sam’s throat before diving back in, prompting Sam to shudder immensely.

“R-Roxy, I th-think I’m g-gonna…”

Roxy raised an eyebrow. “You’re that worked up already? I’ve barely even touched you.”

“N-not that, I-”

Sam sucked in a strangled gasp and Roxy pulled back, confused by the interaction. When she did, she realised what Sam was talking about. Her right eye had turned red and Roxy could do nothing but watch as she shifted, just as she had on the day they had Ross over. Gone were her pleading eyes and soft lips, replaced by a curious half-lidded gaze and a mouth full of sharp canine teeth. Fur sprouted along her sideburns and on the centre of her chest, right above her sternum, along with a light fluff along her stomach.

It took a few seconds, but the situation eventually dawned on Roxy. She slowly rested her forehead against Sam’s upper chest before loudly groaning and cursing her luck, relying on the freshly sprouted fur to muffle her cries of frustration. Of all the fucking times for this to happen.

Well, there was nothing for it. She wasn’t going to continue while Sam wasn’t of sound mind, nor did she have any desire to. The mood thoroughly killed, Roxy crawled off of Sam’s lap and picked her shirt up from the floor, slipping it back on. It took a bit of effort, but she managed to get Sam’s back on as well. The werewolf kept trying to lick her hands anytime she brought them near her face, which definitely made things difficult, as amusing as it was.

Once that ordeal was over, she flopped back onto the couch and let Sam rest her head in her lap, sending a text to Pedro to tell him what had happened. Thankfully, she seemed to have much less energy than she did the last time she involuntarily shifted, so she was content just to snuggle there instead of trying to play. Roxy noted that she probably needed to come up with an actual name to call… whatever this was, but she was too tired and frustrated to think about it. It could wait until she could get Sam’s input.

Her phone buzzed with Pedro’s reply. He said that he’d already sent word to the Council once Sam’s silver sickness didn’t go away, so hopefully they would get back to him with some sort of solution soon. Roxy couldn’t wait for that. As much as she loved her girlfriend, she’d also started to miss spending time with her favourite giant wolf, as well, and Sam’s weird hybrid forms just weren’t scratching that itch for her.

Sam boofed, dragging Roxy’s attention back to her. She was looking up at her with a twinkle in her eye and an adorable grin on her face. Roxy smiled back and kissed her on the forehead. At least they were here together.

—

“Alright, we’re here.” 

“Oh thank god.”

Roxy wasn’t sure how much more of that she could take. It had been kind of funny at the start, when Leif had found Pedro’s collection of cassettes and started singing along to the one she put into the player, only for Pedro to join in at the chorus, but after an hour of non-stop car karaoke between a middle-aged man who could literally howl and a teenager who couldn’t hit the key to save her life, she was desperate for a break. Don’t even get her started about when Take On Me started playing. Those are pitches that no man or wolf should ever try to reach.

Pedro had taken them all out of town to a remote gun range, barring Ross, who was apparently instead being trained in a way that was ‘far better suited to him,’ according to Pedro. All he had said was that it was much more ‘intelligence-based’ than the physical training that the girls were doing. Roxy tried her best not to take that as an insult.

Everyone got out of the car for a much needed stretch. The sun was high in the sky, shining down on them with much more heat than Roxy had felt in a long time. It didn’t usually get that hot in Washington, even during the height of summer, but today was an exception. It was the hottest June day they’d had in years, according to the weatherman, who was apparently Sam’s adoptive dad and Carol’s husband. Roxy hadn’t really seen him around much, despite how much she was at Sam’s house, so she hadn’t recognised him until she brought it up.

“Alright,” Pedro started, tearing Roxy from her thoughts. “As I said before, I know the guy who owns this place and he owed me a favour, so it should just be us in there today. That being said, we only have today, so we’re gonna get as much training done as we possibly can. He can’t afford to have his business effectively shut down for that long, and we can’t risk Sam having another ‘episode’ with the public around, so we won’t be able to come back until we can figure out how to fix whatever’s going on. The owner’s human, but he knows about us, in case you were wondering. He got into a bad situation with some hunters a while back, and I helped him out of it. Don’t ask about his scars or how he got them.” He clapped his hands. “Alright, I think that’s everything. Now, let’s get out of this heat, I’m getting sweaty.” He shot them an uncharacteristic grin and turned around, heading towards the squat building at the end of the empty parking lot. If Roxy wasn’t mistaken, Pedro seemed pretty excited to be here.

They all followed him into the building where a man was waiting for them. He greeted them with a bright smile and even hugged Pedro, who returned the embrace without hesitation. A few things stuck out about the man from the word ‘go.’ For one, he was missing the little finger on his left hand, and she wasn’t certain, but it seemed like his right eye might have been a prosthetic. Criss-crossing scars lined the dark skin of his arms, as well as one that stretched upwards from the point of his chin, bisecting his lips and leaving a bald spot in his beard. Whatever situation he’d gotten into with the hunters, it had clearly left its mark.

“Ah, Pedro. It’s been too long.” His voice was deep and had a satisfying rumble to it. He was tall, maybe even taller than Sam, which was slightly disconcerting. Roxy was used to people being taller than her - after all, she was the shortest person in her friend group - but anyone who could rival the blonde in height was few and far between.

“It has, it has. Sorry I haven’t been able to make time to come see you until now, you know how work is. Hell, I’m even still working now,” Pedro replied, pulling out of the hug.

“So I’ve heard. These are the trainees, then?” The man asked.

“Yep,” Pedro answered, indicating to each girl as he introduced them. “That’s Sam, our resident direwolf, and Roxy and Leif, both human.”

The man raised an eyebrow, smiling with a hint of cheek. “Direwolf, eh? You didn’t tell me I’d be hosting a princess, Luna.”

Sam chuckled nervously, rubbing the back of her neck as her cheeks reddened. “Uh, I-I’m not a p-princess.”

“Oh? I thought you direwolves were like werewolf royalty?”

“Hah, they wished,” Pedro answered. “He’s just fucking with you, Sam. Thinks he’s a charmer.”

The man shrugged with a casual smile. “I try.”

“Anyway, girls, this is Duncan, expert on all things firearm related. I may have taught him the basics, but he picked up on it so fast that now I come to him when I need advice. You won't find a better shot anywhere on the west coast.”

Duncan laughed jovially and slapped Pedro on the back. “Now who’s the charmer, eh?”

“Hey, I’m just telling the truth.”

Duncan laughed again and looked back to the girls with a twinkle in his eye. Roxy decided that she liked him. “Well, how’s about we get you all set up, eh? Time’s ‘a wasting!”

—

“So,” Duncan started as he sat down next to Pedro. He’d just finished setting the girls up with standard issue Colt 1911s, Pedro’s handgun of choice, and they’d moved into an adjacent room so they could talk without the gunfire interrupting them. There was a window so that they could still supervise the girls, but it was thick enough that the sound was heavily muted regardless. “How is it that you found yourself in the care of three new pups, eh?”

Pedro scoffed. “They’re not my ‘pups,’ you weirdo. I’m just helping to train them up. The hunters have been making moves and I don’t want them to be caught unawares. They’ve all had run-ins with them before so I was worried they might still be targets, Sam especially.”

Duncan winced through his teeth. “I sure hope those run-ins weren’t anything like what I went through, for their sake. They’re far too young to go through that.”

Pedro shook his head. “No, they weren’t. I don’t know all the details for Roxy and Leif, but it sounded like they caught one of the recon guys stalking them and a fight broke out. Sam had to fight off a hunting party. Took a few new scars home, but she’s alright.”

“Good. That’s good.”

They sat in silence for a moment, watching the girls find their aim on their own through the window. He’d instructed them on trigger discipline, how to safely hold the gun without getting their hands mutilated by the slide, and how to load a magazine beforehand, and now he was letting them familiarise themselves before stepping in and seeing how much he needed to assist them. Leif had a look of glee on her face as she fired shot after shot into the target, hitting her mark with surprising accuracy for a complete beginner. Roxy was currently struggling to refill her magazine all the way to the top, clearly having trouble with the pressure of the spring. Sam, on the other hand…

Pedro frowned and stood up, grabbing some ear protection before exiting the small office for the range at large. He congratulated Leif on her good work as he passed, and helped Roxy fill her magazine the rest of the way. Sam didn't seem to notice his approach. She was just standing there, holding her pistol just like he'd shown her, aiming at the target with a slight quiver. It was clear that she hadn't even taken a single shot yet.

"Sam?"

She didn't react. Her eyes were distant. Pedro sighed. He would need to be careful here to prevent an accident. He reached out for her wrist, intent on getting her attention physically while preventing her from swinging the weapon towards him in alarm. Just as he'd predicted, when he made contact, Sam yelped and squeezed the trigger, trying to turn the gun in his direction but being hindered by his firm grip. The gun went off with a bang, missing the target by quite some way.

“Wuh? I- uh… P-Pedro?” She looked at him, a slightly dazed look in her eyes.

“What’s wrong, Sam?” he asked. “That’s the first shot you’ve fired all day. What’s got you hung up?”

She stared at him blankly for a few seconds before looking first to the weapon in her hands and then to the target in the distance. “I-I-I don’t know,” she admitted guiltily, her gaze finally settling on the floor. “I just can’t… b-bring myself to shoot.”

“Why?” he prompted gently.

“I-I just… I don’t know, I keep…” She shook her head. “No, it’s stupid.”

“Hey. Whatever it is, it’s clearly tearing you up inside. It can’t be stupid.” Pedro placed a hand on her shoulder and nodded his head towards the exit. “C’mon, let’s get some fresh air. Maybe it’ll help you find the words you’re looking for?”

The blonde hesitated at first before slowly nodding. She followed him as they made their way through the building until they reached the front door, ditching their hearing protection on the way out of the range. Upon stepping out into the heat, Pedro was immediately regretting his decision. The two werewolves both shared a silent grimace before making the executive choice to settle in the lobby instead.

“So, what’s on your mind?” Pedro asked as they sat down on a couch. Sam hesitated for a moment and bit her lip. She opened her mouth to speak, but ended up choking on her words.

“I…” she finally started. “Every time I look at the target and think about shooting it, I just… I can’t help but picture those… those p-people that I… th-that I…” She stifled a sob as her eyes welled up. 

“The hunters that attacked you, you mean?” 

Sam nodded, wiping her eyes. “I… I k-killed them, Pedro! I-I never want to do that to anyone else! I d-don’t care if I can’t remember it. I s-still did it and nothing’s gonna change that. Nothing’s gonna give them back the lives that I… that I stole.”

Pedro was in shock. He had no idea how much what had happened was affecting her. In hindsight he felt a little stupid for it, but the sad reality is that it had just become normalised to him. He wasn’t much older than her when he first started participating in outpost raids, and his first blood had been much earlier. Sam had been raised far away from all of that - aside from the loss of her parents - and that was his fault. She was still just a kid, really, even just over half a year out from turning eighteen as she was. Still, it didn’t change the reality of the situation. Sam was a killer now, just like him. Just like Duncan, like Clarissa, like her mother and father. She had killed before and she will be forced to kill again. It was only a matter of when.

“Sam, I need you to accept something. It’s going to be hard to hear, but you need to hear it, and you need to internalise it. You’re a werewolf. You’re going to kill people. It’s just the sad reality of our lives. There are people out there who want us dead, and they’re gonna stop at nothing to reach that goal, so unless you want to give them what they want, you need to just accept that it’s kill or be killed. I’m not saying it’s easy, I know it’s not easy, lord knows I was a wreck after my first blood, but sooner or later you just have to accept it, or things will just be harder in the long run. 

“It’s important to remember that that doesn’t make you a bad person, Sam. The fact that you’re so vehemently against it makes that clear. No werewolf wants to kill, unless they’re a psychopath or something. It’s just the unfortunate reality of our existence in current day society. We need to defend ourselves, defend those close to us. Your mother killed hunters to protect you, was she a bad person? Would Roxy be a bad person if she killed a hunter to keep you, or any of your friends, safe? When the only option is to kill them or be killed herself?”

Sam was silent for a long moment, staring at her lap with tears in her eyes and an angry expression on her face. Pedro sighed.

“Let me reframe the question. If Roxy was in danger, if the hunters had her and were going to hurt or kill her, would you kill them to save her? Would you do what it takes to keep her safe?”

Sam looked at him resolutely, without a hint of hesitation. “Absolutely.”

Pedro smiled. “See? That doesn’t make you a bad person, Sam. Hunters will come again. And when you have to defend yourself, or Roxy, or Leif, or anyone, you need to remember that. You’re not a bad person for defending yourself or those you love.”

Sam nodded along to his words. “No one comes near my pack. Not again.”

He stared back at her, their eyes connecting with unspoken understanding. She wasn’t the only one who lost something dear to them that day, fourteen years ago.

“Never again.”

—

Roxy rested her head against the car window, watching the sun set over the horizon as she listened to whatever cassette Pedro had put into the radio. She didn’t know the band, but it was good. Leif would probably be able to name the band as well as their entire discography and an extensive list of facts about its members, had she not been snoring in the backseat along with Sam, who was slouched against her in a position that would no doubt leave a crick in her neck once she woke. Roxy was just glad that she’d claimed the front seat in order to prevent another hour of ear-piercing karaoke, even at the sacrifice of briefly giving up Sam snuggling rights to Leif.

She reflected on her day. All things considered, it had honestly been pretty damn fun. She’d never gotten the chance to fire a gun before, and by the end of the day she’d familiarised herself with all sorts. A few different pistols, a few different variations on revolvers, including the .357 Magnum, which had nearly broken her nose on the first shot because she wasn’t prepared for the recoil, a few different rifles, of the bolt-action, semi-auto, and automatic varieties, and even some shotguns. Pedro said that it wasn’t likely that they’d actually end up in a situation where most of them would have any relevance outside of the handguns, but it was good to know regardless. Plus, that feeling of power that came over her when she squeezed the trigger and made another hole in a distant target was second to none.

She’d been a little bit worried about Sam at the start, but after she’d gotten back from wherever she went with Pedro, she seemed much more present. She still did the worst out of the trio in terms of accuracy, but that was more due to her actual ability than any potential mental block. Leif ended up taking home the prize for most accurate shot, in the form of a giant stuffed bear that Duncan had pulled out of god-only-knows where that was currently residing in the trunk of Pedro’s car.

Duncan was certainly… a character. Big and loud and jovial, yet with a certain… something in his eyes that hinted at a dark past, as if the countless scars across his arms and face weren’t enough for that. They’d brought their own lunch, yet he insisted on treating them all to home-cooked salmon and mango lassis, which, while a bit of an odd combination, was surprisingly delicious. The question of why he even had a fully stocked kitchen at his gun range hadn’t even occurred to Roxy until just that very moment.

“Man,” she muttered, half to herself and half to Pedro. “Duncan’s certainly an odd one, huh?”

The man scoffed. “That he is.”

Roxy turned her head to him. “How’d you meet him, anyway?”

Pedro sighed. “It’s not a happy story, nor an uncommon one, sadly. Most of the humans that are connected even remotely to the Council came from similar situations as he did, honestly. Poor saps that, for one reason or another, were taken by hunters for what they like to call  ‘re-education.’” He scoffed bitterly. “It’s not education, it’s torture. They hurt you until you’re too terrified or broken to say no to them. Most hunters that aren’t nepotism hires or lucky psychos looking for something a little bigger to kill than the family pet are scouted that way.

“When we go on outpost raids, we always make sure to check the cells for any new ‘recruits’ that still have an intact sense-of-self. That’s how I met him. I was in my twenties, and he wasn’t much older than you kids. He’d already been in there for a month and he wasn’t in good shape. He’d tried to escape a few days earlier and they took his eye for it. I… I still remember the way he looked at me when I opened that door, my claws and fangs out for all to see. He was staring at me with that one empty socket, looking like he couldn’t decide if I was there to help him or hurt him. It was… horrifying.”

Pedro took a slow, deep breath before continuing. “He was my first rescue. I helped him get back on his feet afterwards, and we ended up staying as roommates for a little while. He moved up here a few years later, to get away from everything and get a fresh start and, eventually, I followed him. Well, I was ordered to, I had to make sure Sam was okay after her parents died, but I wasn’t complaining. I needed a fresh start, too, after…”

Pedro suddenly clammed up. Roxy watched as his hands tightened around the steering wheel until his knuckles were white. It was pretty clear that there was more to that story, but she knew better than to pry, especially after that reaction. He’d already given her enough to think about, anyway, so she remained silent.

Roxy swallowed thickly, remembering how close she’d come to being kidnapped by the hunters herself. Would they have tortured her, just like they did to Duncan? And what about Leif? Roxy had dragged her straight into the firing line by asking her for help that day. Would they torture her too, or just kill her, like the stalker said he would, just because she was trans? Roxy was gay, and she knew the hunters would have known that, given everything else they knew about her. She also knew from their website that that was against their bigoted beliefs. What was so different about her and Leif that she would just be taken while Leif would’ve been killed? Did they just think that her lesbianism was more ‘curable’ than Leif’s transness?

A hot ball of anger settled into her gut. The world was filled with so much unjustified hatred that it just felt overwhelming to think about . Dewsbury was surprisingly accepting for a town on the smaller side, so it was easy to forget how horrible things really were in the outside world. Hell, there were places where she’d be in danger of being attacked at random just because of the colour of her skin, let alone for the heinous crime of kissing girls. It just made her so angry.

“OW!” Leif yelped from the back seat. Roxy turned around to see Sam slowly lifting her head, blinking her eyes blearily as she awoke from the noise. There was a string of drool connecting her mouth to Leif’s shoulder briefly before the shorter girl wiped it off. “Jesus, girl! Your teeth are sharp!”

Sam just stared at her blankly. “H-huh?”

“You bit me!”

Sam cocked her head to the side. “Did I?”

Roxy snorted. “Yeah, she does that in her sleep sometimes. It’s why I try to be the big spoon more often than not.”

“I do?! Why didn’t you tell me?!”

“Would you be able to stop if I had? Besides, I don’t really care. It’s usually not enough to wake me up anymore anyway.”

Sam buried her face in her hands. “Ugh, that’s so embarrassing.”

Pedro laughed a little. “Don’t worry about it, kid. It’s normal. Just happens if your wolf is a bit pent up. Nothing to be ashamed of. Don’t let these prissy humans get to you.” He smirked cheekily.

“Hey!” Roxy and Leif both yelled in unison, though there was amusement behind it. Roxy was just glad that he wasn’t still stewing over whatever he almost let slip earlier.

There was a slight jingle from the back seat. Roxy watched through the rear-view mirror as Leif pulled out her phone and her face lit up. “Holy shit,” she whispered.

“What is it?”

The girl suddenly laughed, seemingly out of pure joy. “Brooke just asked me out on a date!”

Roxy smiled with her as celebrations and congratulations sounded off around the car. At least the world wasn’t all bad.

            

    
        17: The Ritual

    
    
    
    
                The days turned into weeks and their training continued. It was hard, most days. The physical training would leave each of them so exhausted that they could barely move by the time they got home in the afternoon or evening, depending on how far Pedro or Clarissa decided to push them. The theory/weapon days weren’t much better, usually. Roxy struggled to come up with an excuse as to why she was coming home with gun oil covering her hands every few days, or even for where she’d been all day. It was worth it, though. Roxy could already feel herself getting stronger, and she knew how to take apart and maintain at least ten different pistols, as well as a few rifles. She knew it wouldn’t be long until she could rival Sam in a contest of muscle definition, and the idea filled her with pride.

Leif and Brooke started going out officially, and while Roxy was happy for her best friend, she was struggling to decide how she felt about the spectacled girl. Every time they all hung out together - barring Sam, due to her condition - Brooke would act really strange towards her. She would constantly ask her seemingly meaningless questions and Roxy swore that she kept catching Brooke staring at her out of the corner of her eye. That wasn’t even mentioning the way she’d practically sighed in relief when she heard that Sam wouldn’t be joining them. It just didn’t sit right with Roxy. Brooke was acting like a pre-teen with a crush who didn’t know what to do about it, despite the fact that she was supposed to be dating Leif. She would keep up the benefit of the doubt for now, but part of her was worried that her best friend was being duped, and if that was the case? Well, Roxy wouldn’t just sit by and let her friend’s heart be played with like that, that was for sure.

Ross’s different brand of training was going well, apparently. He was still joining them on their morning runs, and he was still doing a little bit of physical work in an attempt to keep up with his friends, but most of what he was doing seemed to be training his brain more than his body. Pedro would give him old, de-classified case files from his detective work, occasionally with some key pieces removed, and Ross would have to try and solve the case. He’d also been given maps of hunter outposts that Pedro had raided in the past, as well as security details, and he’d have to figure out the best course of action for a raid. Honestly, it sounded like he was having a great time. Roxy was happy for him. He also somehow managed to get his driver’s licence in between all of the classes, so that was exciting.

Through it all, Sam’s condition seemed to be getting worse, which brought no small amount of stress upon Roxy. Her random transformations became more and more frequent, to the point where it became dangerous for her to leave the house, even when she’d already had an episode that day. She was hungry all the time, despite eating at least three times more than she usually would. She could only participate in the training if she was driven directly to the gym and back, rushing inside before she could spend any significant amount of time in the open. She’d usually end up transforming mid-way through the training more often than not, anyway.

One time, Roxy got a call from Ava that Sam had just completely disappeared. She rushed over to her house and learned that Sam had had an episode and Ava had accidentally left the back door open, leading to Sam getting out in her half-transformed state. This was obviously a problem, for a number of different reasons. Roxy geared herself up and called everyone to look for her, but right as she was about to set out, Sam returned. She sauntered out of the woods, dragging a whole deer carcass in her jaws by its neck, looking incredibly pleased with herself, her tail wagging like no tomorrow. Roxy would have pissed herself laughing if it wasn’t for how terrified she’d been throughout the whole situation. Pedro ended up revealing that he had some ‘hunting’ experience of his own and butchered the body into manageable chunks, ready to be cooked in whatever way Carol could come up with. Once she came back to her senses, Sam was at least proud that she’d managed to help feed her pack, despite her guilt at making everyone worry so much.

Roxy just hoped that they could find a solution soon, mostly so that Sam could have her life back, but partially just because she missed having Sam in her bed. She’d gotten used to sleeping with the blonde’s arms around her, or vice versa, and waking up alone so often was starting to leave a bad taste in her mouth. She could still sleep with Sam at her house, of course, but that ran the risk of her waking up with a tuft of fur in her mouth, which wasn’t much better. Pedro wasn’t kidding when he said the Council could take a while to do things.

—

The sound of metal clashing against metal filled the air. Roxy’s heart was pounding. She was exhilarated by the rush of combat, wielding the sword in her hands like she’d been born to. They’d finally graduated from wooden practice swords and Roxy couldn’t be happier. Leif shot a stab at her torso and Roxy parried with precision, twisting her weapon and yanking Leif’s out of her hand in one smooth movement. The swords were blunted for safety reasons and she knew that Leif would never intentionally hurt her, but the thrill of danger was still there, setting Roxy’s body ablaze with adrenaline every time she narrowly blocked or dodged a swing.

“Fuck! How do you keep doing that?! Have you been practising at home or something?” Leif complained at being disarmed yet again.

Roxy shrugged as she slipped her sword back into the sheath on her hip. “Nope. I guess I’m just good at it. Maybe I was a sword-fighter in a past life or something.”

“Ugh. You are such a lesbian.”

Pedro, who had been supervising the spar, raised an eyebrow with a curious smirk. “What does that have to do with anything?”

Leif shook her head. “You wouldn’t get it.”

“Yikes, Leif. I thought you were better than petty stereotypes?” Roxy said with a grin.

“Do you deny my claims?”

Roxy unsheathed her sword, admiring her reflection in the polished metal. Simply holding the weapon was enough to put a grin on her face. It was a masterpiece of metalwork, perfectly weighted for one-handed use to free up the other hand for counter-balance or a side-arm, light and easy to manoeuvre in the heat of battle, and elegantly designed. A simple steel hilt wrapped in rough off-white cloth for a grip, a no-nonsense dome on the end for a pommel. The blade itself was high-carbon steel, one-sided, the same width across as the hilt the whole way until the point, which was a sharp diagonal cut from the otherwise straight edge, similar in shape to the pre-WWI German Imperial shortswords. As it was originally a hunter’s sword, the blade used to have a silver coating, but it had since been stripped off to allow for Pedro and other werewolves to handle it without getting sick. Since its original purpose was hunting werewolves and not fighting against other people with swords, it lacked a crossguard, which made it even lighter and made the shape of the weapon even more uniform and satisfying. Honestly, Roxy could’ve gushed about it all day. It was just so cool. It was just a shame she couldn’t take it home. “I mean… You’re not entirely wrong.”

Pedro just shook his head in exasperation. “I have no idea what you two are talking about. Are you speaking in code?”

Roxy was about to help him out of his confusion by explaining what was so amusing about her new status as a certified sword lesbian, but before she could get a word in, the back door of the gym opened and Clarissa walked out into the outdoor training area. 

“Sam’s wolfed out again. It’s, uh… a little… different this time, though. You should come see.”

Roxy sheathed her sword again and followed the older woman inside, slightly nervous about what she was about to find. What she wasn’t expecting was to find Sam, half transformed in the usual way, sticking her hand down the front of her tank top and stroking it through the fur that was sprouting out of her chest. She looked up when everybody walked in, the ears on the top of her head twitching towards the sound. And then she spoke.

“Thude, my fur ish sho shoft. Why thid no one thell me how shoft my fur wash?”

Her voice was gravelly and deep, like her voice box wasn’t quite capable of making regular human noises, but she was forcing it to speak anyway, and the lisp caused by her too-big teeth was utterly adorable. Roxy heard Leif burst out laughing behind her.

Sam frowned, looking every part like an angry puppy. “Thon’t laugh! Thish feelsh really weird!”

It was no use. Leif was literally slapping the ground, completely overcome by her amusement to the point where she seemed to be struggling to breathe in between fits of violent laughter. Honestly, Roxy was struggling to hold back her giggles as well, though that was mostly due to the contagious nature of Leif’s laugh.

She swallowed down her amusement and walked over to her girlfriend, who was currently trying to figure out how to stand on her half-transformed feet without the assistance of her wolf instincts. Surely it couldn’t be a bad thing that Sam still had all of her human senses intact, but Roxy was still unsure. Everything about Sam’s condition was just so enigmatic that there was really no way to be sure of what any change meant.

“WAH!” Sam suddenly jumped three feet into the air. “Whath just thouched my leg?!” she exclaimed, frantically looking behind her.

Roxy sighed. “That was your tail, Sam.”

“My thail?!” She whirled around and managed to grab the new appendage, wrenching it into a position where she could see it clearly, though clearly not expecting it to hurt. “Ow! Man, thish ish sho weird!” She laughed in amazement at the discovery.

Clarissa clapped her hands and got everyone’s attention. “Don’t think this means you can get out of training, Sam. You’ve got a lot to catch up on, and if you can think, you can work, so let’s get back to it.”

Sam looked around helplessly. “Uhhhh, woof?”

Roxy snorted.

—

Roxy woke up in her own bed, painfully aware of the lack of a warm body beside her or the smell of pine in her nose. She sighed deeply. You don’t miss something until it’s gone, she supposed. With a painful grunt, she forced herself out of bed and groggily dragged herself to the shower. Every inch of her body was sore from her training yesterday, but at least it was the weekend now.

She sighed as the scalding water ran down her body, soothing the bruises that had blossomed overnight from her various sparring matches with Leif and Sam the day before. While the blonde usually pulled her punches, she had a habit of forgetting to when she was getting overwhelmed, which was starting to happen quite often when she was against Roxy. While she wasn’t exactly keen on the idea of beating up her girlfriend, Sam undeniably represented a higher challenge level than Leif did, and Roxy was determined to beat it. Either way, they were both having fun and it was a great way to relieve tension, even if it did occasionally cause another type of tension to grow. They weren’t given any pads or gloves, as they wouldn’t have them in a real fight anyway, so Roxy’s knuckles were quite sore as well.

Once she was done, she stepped out of the shower and threw on a tank top and some comfy shorts, intent on spending the day wasting away her hard-earned muscles on the couch eating chips and watching movies. She made her way downstairs into the kitchen, where her parents were going about their business. Her mom looked up as she walked past towards the fridge.

“Good lord, Roxanne! When did your shoulders get so big? You’re going to look like a man soon enough!”

Roxy sighed loudly. Just the thing she wanted to hear about a part of her body that she was actually proud of. “Gee, thanks mom.”

“I for one think it’s wonderful that you’re so committed to working out, Roxy. Sam’s clearly had a real impact on you,” her dad said, managing to put a bashful smile on her face. He had no idea how true his words were, even if it wasn’t in the way he intended.

She rubbed the back of her neck self-consciously. “Yeah, I guess she has.”

“I still say that girl is a bad influence on you. You never used to go out so much, and we don’t even know where you are half the time! You could be hanging out in a crack den for all we know!” Martha whined.

Welp, there went Roxy’s smile. “Ugh. Since when have you ever cared where I was? If you must know, I’ve been spending a lot of time at the gym, and other than that I’m either at Sam’s or Leif’s. It’s summer, it’s not unusual for me to be out a lot. I just have a lot more incentive to leave the house than I used to.” She wanted to say ‘especially with you around,’ but she knew better. That would probably earn her another slap. She opened the fridge and pulled out a carton of orange juice, pouring herself a glass as quickly as she could so she could get herself out of the room at her earliest possible convenience.

“C’mon, Marth. We talked about this. Sam is a lovely young girl and she’s been nothing but pleasant since we’ve met her. Why is this still an issue?” her dad argued.

“Pleasant? Damien, the girl started crying at the dinner table for no reason! What sort of behaviour is that? Do you really want someone that volatile around our daughter?”

“Martha, you’re being ridiculous. I made the food too spicy for her, you already knew that! You weren’t much better when you first met my parents, either!”

“Why is this still an argument that we need to have?! You don’t get to control who I date, mom! I thought that was clear by now! Why are you still bringing this up?” Roxy butt in.

“Because!” Martha yelled. “It just bothers me that my only daughter is dating another girl! Is that so wrong?!”

“YES!” Roxy and her father both yelled in unison.

Damien rubbed his eyes and continued. “Martha, please. Why does it matter? Roxy’s happy, that’s the only important thing. You know I don’t want to argue with you, but I’m not going to let this go until I understand. Why do you have a problem with Roxy dating a girl?”

“What about grandkids? Don’t you want grandkids? We’ll never get them if Roxanne doesn’t marry a man!”

“Fat chance of that happening,” Roxy mumbled angrily. She didn’t even know why she was still there, listening to her mother spout her bullshit.

“I’d love to have grandkids, you know that. But that isn’t our choice to make. Besides, there are ways for two women to have kids together, anyway, so I really don’t see the issue,” her dad calmly explained.

“What if word gets out, Damien? What if word gets out that my daughter is a lesbian? Do you know what kind of damage that could do to my brand?” Clearly out of any sort of even remotely justifiable reasoning, Martha finally showed her hand. It was never out of concern for her daughter or some sort of ‘carrying on the family name’ bullshit. All she cared about was her fucking real-estate brand.

The sound of glass smashing broke Roxy out of her angry stupor. Her bare feet were now covered in orange juice. She must have dropped her glass without realising it. That wasn’t really important, though. Her dad seemed just as shocked as she felt.

“Well,” Roxy started, struggling to keep her voice even in the wake of her growing emotions. “If that’s how you feel, then I guess you don’t have to worry. I’ll just take dad’s last name and be done with any sort of connection to you, since I barely even look like you, anyway. That way, you can have your stupid fucking brand and I can have my girlfriend and we can both be happy never speaking to one another again. Have a nice life, Martha.”

With that, Roxy stormed out the front door, not even bothering to put on shoes or a real pair of pants. She had her phone and she wasn’t going into the woods this time, so there wouldn’t be a repeat of what happened the last time she’d stormed out after an argument with her mo- Martha. She would just spend the day with Sam or Leif instead. Or maybe find a crackhouse to hang out in purely out of spite.

Her phone chimed from her pocket. She pulled it out and opened the message from her dad.

Dad

(9:24am) I’m really sorry about what just happened, Roxy. I’ll try and talk some sense into her, but I understand if you want to spend some time away. Just let me know where you are. Love you.

I love you too, dad. Thanks for sticking up for me. Going to Sam’s. (9:25am) 

She sighed and tucked her phone back into her pocket, only for it to immediately start ringing. She scowled and fished it back out again, finding Pedro’s contact lighting up her screen.

“Yo,” she answered flatly.

“Roxy, I have great news! Meet me at Sam’s house as soon as you can.”

“I’m already on my way there anyway. What’s up?”

“Not over the phone. I’ll see you soon.”

 

With that, he hung up. Roxy sighed again. That guy was always so cryptic. Well, whatever, it wasn’t like it was a detour for her, anyway. She continued to trudge down the street, trying to ignore the way the pavement was starting to burn her feet. Where the hell did Martha get off, anyway? Why would she even have a child if she was just going to ignore it in favour of her career? Was she just pressured into having one by her family, or was Roxy just a happy little accident? Considering that she could count on one hand the amount of times she’d met her maternal grandparents, it was more likely the latter. Not that she minded. She much preferred her Phwa - as her dad’s mother insisted she be called - over her grandmother, anyway. Roxy didn’t really care if she was an accident. Her dad still loved her, at the very least, and that was all that mattered to her. Martha could stub her toe for all she cared.

She reached Sam’s house after about five minutes of walking. Pedro’s car was already in the driveway, which was mildly annoying. As much as she was eager to hear this good news, she also just wanted some time to have Sam all to herself so she could flop on top of her and vent out all her frustrations. Whatever, it wasn’t like Pedro would stop her from doing that, anyway. She opened the front door without knocking and stepped into the living room. Pedro wasn’t in the room, but Sam and Leif were already lounging around waiting for her.

“Jeez, Kindley. Didn’t even change out of your PJs!” Leif teased from an armchair. 

Roxy grunted as she made a direct beeline towards where Sam was slouching on the couch. “Don’t call me that. My mother is dead to me and I reject her surname. I’m Roxy Thura now.”

Sam saw what was coming and caught her as she limply flopped face-down onto the blonde’s mostly prone form. “What’s wrong, Rox? Did something happen? And…” She heard Sam sniff the air. “Why do you smell like orange juice?”

“It’s a long story. My mom’s a bitch and I’m nothing but a burden to her all because I like girls, yada yada yada, you’ve heard it all before. I was already going to come here before Pedro called me. Speaking of which,” She lifted her head and looked across the room to Leif. “How on earth did you get here before me?”

The girl shrugged. “Pedro gave me a ride cuz I was on the way for him.”

Roxy frowned. “No fair.”

A toilet flushed somewhere in the house and Pedro walked into the room. “Oh, Roxy, you’re here!” he practically shouted. He had an uncharacteristically excited grin on his face, showing off his pronounced canines. “Alright, now that everyone’s here, here’s the good news.” He paused for dramatic effect. “We have a potential cure for Sam’s condition, and we can try it out as early as tomorrow night!”

“Wait, really?!” Sam asked, voice full of excitement.

“Sam, you’ll be able to go outside again! We can finally start going on dates again!” Roxy exclaimed, unable to suppress the grin on her face even if she wanted to. She tried to pull her girlfriend into a hug, only for Sam to pull her into a deep kiss instead. She could hear Leif making gagging noises in the background, but she was far too happy to care. Sam would finally be okay again!

They pulled apart and fell into a hug, laughing all the while. This was the first real bit of hope or good news any of them had heard in a long time, and the excitement was almost overwhelming.

“That’s not all, though,” Pedro continued, his smile clear in his voice. “The method we’re using is apparently some sort of ancient werewolf ritual that used to be used to amplify or restore our natural magic, which, if it works, also confirms that the history books are right, and we actually do have some sort of power in us! This is a huge deal! This is the first time that anyone will partake, or even witness the ritual in centuries! I can’t even begin to express how excited I am. This is a huge moment for our entire species, and I get to be part of it! We all do!”

His excitement was infectious. Whatever this ritual was, it sounded like something straight out of a fantasy book. “Wait, does that mean that on top of fixing her silver sickness, it’ll also give Sam all of those pack abilities that you talked about? Like the emotion sharing and stuff?” Roxy asked.

“I’m not sure, but if it does, that’s a very exciting prospect. I don’t know all of the details, obviously, but the Council said that they’re flying in an expert on the subject; a member of one of the last remaining recordkeeper packs. She should be getting here later today, so we can ask her all of our questions then.”

“Wait, hold up,” Leif interrupted. “If this ritual can supposedly restore a werewolf’s natural magic, then why hasn’t everyone been using it? Why just let the magic dilute and degrade like it supposedly did?”

“I’m not entirely sure. It would take too long to send another message to the Council, so I didn’t ask, but I’m curious too. We can ask the recordkeeper when she arrives, I suppose. My guess is just that the knowledge was just buried after the hunters started becoming a serious threat. It’s not unthinkable that the packs that knew about it just died off until only a select few remained, and at that point it would’ve been too hard to spread the word. It sounded like the Council was aware, though, which does piss me off a bit, the fact that they would hoard that information. If it really can restore our magic, I feel like we should know about it.”

“I guess governments are the same regardless of species, huh?” Roxy quipped.

Pedro chuckled. “Quite.”

“Oh man, this is so exciting!” Sam exclaimed. “I can finally run around in my wolf form again! A-and go outside without covering my eyes! I’ll be able to hang out with everyone again! A-and this ritual! What’s it like? What will I have to do for it? Will restoring my magic make me stronger?”

“I don’t know, Sam, but…” He checked his watch. “You can ask the lady when she gets here, and speaking of which, I need to go pick her up. Her bus should be arriving soon. She came all the way from Lyon, so she might be a bit jet-lagged, but we should manage alright.”

“Lyon?” Leif asked.

“It- it’s a city in France. One of the biggest actually. You didn’t know that?” Pedro replied, slightly befuddled. 

“Leave me alone, I failed geography.”

He huffed a laugh. “Well, I’m gonna get going. Oh, and Roxy?”

“Yeah?”

“It might be a good idea to put on something other than pyjamas before I get back. Also, you smell like orange juice, so maybe do something about that, too. First impressions, you know?”

She flipped him off grumpily as he walked out of the door, chuckling to himself.

—

Pedro pulled up outside of the bus station. He knew what the recordkeeper looked like, but that was about it, so he couldn’t exactly stand around holding a sign with her name on it like he was at an airport. He just had to try and pick her out of the crowd, which shouldn’t be too hard. Dewsbury wasn’t exactly a hot tourist spot, so the station wasn’t at all busy. 

He found a parking spot that had a good view of the station and settled down, not eager to leave the air-conditioned interior of his beloved car for anything less than a guaranteed sighting of the woman. He remembered being surprised at her age when he first saw the picture. He was expecting some old librarian type, but the recordkeeper didn’t look like she was much older than he was. She had pale skin and dark brown hair, accented by a single streak of silver. She exuded a friendly energy in the picture, but he knew better than to judge a book by its cover, not that it really mattered. She could be the biggest asshole he’d ever met and he’d still thank her for what she was doing for them.

It took a few minutes of waiting, but eventually he caught sight of the woman as she left the station, looking around curiously and seeming quite out of her element. He turned his car off and stepped out, making his way towards her. She looked quite different in the mid-morning sun. The way her hair swayed in the breeze and caught the light reminded him far too much of someone he used to know. He shook his head, banishing the thought before it could take hold. The past wasn’t important right now.

She locked eyes with him curiously as he walked up to her and held out his hand. “Hi, I’m Pedro. I take it you’re the one the Council sent?” In truth, he already knew that she was, but it was a good idea to clarify, especially if she didn’t know who to look for.

It took her a few seconds, but eventually realisation dawned on her face and she shook his hand enthusiastically. “Oh! Yes, that’s me! Good morning, Pedro. My name is Valerie, it’s very nice to meet you!” She had a heavy French accent, which wasn’t too surprising, considering.

“It’s nice to meet you, too.” He smiled, letting his wolf leak out so that his eyes flashed amber, as was customary when meeting a new werewolf. To his surprise, she didn’t flash hers back. He noticed that she lacked the pronounced canine teeth that most werewolves bore, and a thought occurred to him. 

“You… you’re human?” he asked, not accusingly, but out of curiosity. He had no doubt that the Council would send him the right person, he was just surprised she wasn’t a werewolf.

Valerie sighed. “Yes, sadly. A simple human born from a werewolf womb. I considered myself the unlucky one of my siblings when I was younger, but now that I’ve inherited the family records, I see that I was actually the lucky one. All of that ancient knowledge, right at my fingertips! There is no place else I would rather be.”

Pedro indicated for her to follow him and started walking back to the car. “A werewolf-borne human? I didn’t even know that was possible.”

“It’s rare, but it happens in interspecies relationships. It has become more common following the decline of Lunin in the werewolf population.”

“Lunin?”

Valerie looked at him incredulously. “Yes, Lunin. You know, the stuff that allows you to turn into a wolf? And bestowed our ancestors with their strange supernatural communication abilities?”

“Huh. I didn’t know there was a name for it. I’ve just been calling it ‘magic.’”

She laughed good-naturedly. “Oh, it seems there is a lot you do not know, Pedro. I’m very much looking forward to teaching you!”

He huffed with a smile. “Save it till we get back, at least. I’ve got a gaggle of curious teenagers just waiting to bombard you with questions. Best save your strength.”

“Ah, yes, I’ve heard about your ward! I must admit, I am very excited to meet her. The records I’ve found regarding the ancient direwolves were very interesting, and I’d very much like to compare her with my notes!”

Pedro laughed awkwardly. “She, ah, she’s not my ward. She was adopted by a friend of mine. I’ve just been looking out for her and teaching her what I can about us. Also, I’d temper your expectations if I were you. Even without her current affliction, she’s still not that different from a regular werewolf. The only real difference is her wolf’s red eyes and her genetic disposition towards being freakishly tall. Her mother was the same, so I can only assume it’s a direwolf thing.”

“Either way, I’m looking forward to-” Valerie suddenly paused. She was staring at his car in amazement. “Oh mon dieu! Is this your car?”

Pedro puffed up his chest in pride. “Yep. She’s a ‘65 chevy caprice. I fixed her up myself.”

She laughed giddily. “Oh, this is great! I’ve always wanted to ride in a muscle car!”

“Well, she won’t reach her full potential on the ride back to the house, but there are some real nice roads out of town where she can really cut loose. I can take you for a ride out there after we’re finished with everything, if you’d like?”

Why the hell did you just say that, Pedro? You don’t even know this woman!

She turned to him with pure excitement in her eyes. “Would you?!” 

There it was again. That little hint of a ghost that made his heart ache and his stomach feel weird. He shook it off.

“How could I say no?” he said with a grin.

—

Roxy begrudgingly pulled on a pair of jeans that she had left at Sam's house, lamenting the loss of her comfy sleep shorts. She kept her tank top on, though, partially out of spite and partially because she still wanted to show off her shoulders. After washing the sticky remnants of orange juice from her feet in the bathroom, she made her way back downstairs and rejoined Sam on the couch, flopping over her lap and sighing heavily. She was surprisingly drained.

A hand found her hair and stroked through it gently. The action made Roxy feel fuzzy. “So,” Sam began, a slight nervousness apparent in her voice. “Do you wanna talk about what happened with your mom? It’s fine if you don’t! I just thought it might… make you feel better.”

Roxy rubbed her face exasperatedly. “Ugh, she’s just…! Every time I think she’s hit rock bottom, she pulls out another pickaxe. First, she gives me a hard time about my shoulders - which are hot as hell, by the way!” Sam muttered an agreement. “Then, after dad defends me, she starts bitching about you again! She tried so hard to make it out like she was just, in some messed up, deluded way, trying to look out for me and my future, but nope! Once dad and I pushed her enough, she just went full mask off and said that she was worried about her fucking reputation as a real-estate agent! She said that if people saw us together, it would somehow reflect badly on her or something, as if I’m just nothing more than some sort of walking advertisement to her. I don’t even fucking look like her! Who’s gonna know that I came out of her?!”

She paused and took a shaky breath. “I- I just… She doesn’t even care about me, Sam. She doesn’t give a single fuck about her own daughter. Did I ever mention that she didn’t even show up to pick me up from the hospital after Shepperton Street? When I almost died? When I next saw her, she just told me to ‘be more careful’ because I apparently worried her. As if! I… I just don’t understand. Did I do something wrong as a kid? Did she ever even want me?”

Roxy realised she was crying when Sam wiped a tear from her cheek. She sniffed it back and roughly wiped her eyes. Today was a big day for Sam and she wasn’t going to ruin it by wasting her emotions on a heartless bitch who wouldn’t do the same.

“I’m so sorry, Roxy. That sounds awful.”

She sighed and sat up. “It’s whatever. Let’s just talk about something else. What do you think this ritual is gonna be like?”

The three began theorising about the mysterious ritual and quickly lost track of time. They had basically no information to go off of, so there was nothing stopping their theories from getting a little ridiculous. They ranged from “Sam has to chant some magic words” all the way to “Sam has to prove her hunting skills by killing a deer and bathing in its blood.” Leif got a few weird looks for that one.

Eventually, the front door opened and Pedro entered, followed closely by an unfamiliar woman who could only be the recordkeeper. Everyone immediately jumped to attention, the excitement and curiosity in the air palpable after their frantic theorising session.

“Everyone, meet Valerie, the recordkeeper. Valerie, these are the trainees I told you about; Sam, Leif, and Roxy. It should be pretty obvious given her eye, but Sam’s the direwolf. The other two are human,” Pedro introduced.

Valerie bowed her head. “It’s very nice to meet you all,” she said. “I’ve been told you all have some questions about this ritual, yes? Rest assured, I am very excited to share what I’ve found. It is a truly groundbreaking discovery for werewolves everywhere!” 

“Um, I-it’ll cure me, right?” Sam questioned, unsure.

“From what I’ve been told about your condition and what I’ve found regarding the ritual, I believe so, yes. The act of restoring Lunin to your body is believed to have a purifying effect that should hopefully wash out whatever is still lingering around inside you.”

“What’s Lunin?” Roxy asked.

“Ah, yes. Lunin is the academically agreed-upon term for what Pedro has been calling ‘magic.’” She swatted at the man playfully as he awkwardly coughed into his fist. “It is what is believed to have created werewolves in the first place, and what allows them to transform, among other things. Due to the decline of Lunin in the population, many of the abilities that ancient werewolves had have been lost, but with the rediscovery of this ritual, it may be possible to restore them! And Sam gets to be the first!”

Roxy and Sam shared an excited look. Pedro patted Valerie on the shoulder. “Make yourself comfortable. I expect you’re going to be answering questions for a while.” He chuckled, acting like he wasn’t just as curious as they were. Roxy could see right through him.

Valerie followed his advice and sat down in an armchair. “I assure you, it’s no bother at all. What is the point of having all of this knowledge if I’m just going to keep it to myself? As I said, I’m very excited to teach everyone, and that includes you, Pedro.”

The man awkwardly joined Roxy and Sam on the couch. Leif was the first one to speak up. “So, what will this ritual entail?” she asked, shooting a glance at the two girls on the couch. They had a bet riding on this.

“Well,” Valerie began. “First, I will have to paint some symbols across Sam’s body with a mixture of wolfsbane, vervain, thistle, and other various herbs, as well as a small helping of blood from a mammal, preferably a goat or deer, to help the solution dampen and adhere to the skin. I’m not sure if the symbols and mixture are vital to the ritual or simply an old tradition, but we’ll stick to the records as closely as possible, just to be safe. Experimentation can come after Sam is cured.

“Next, we’ll have to find a place with an unnaturally high concentration of Lunin, referred to as a Lunin site. It’s said that they were formed from the massive output of energy created when one of the original direwolves were born. They used to be places of worship for werewolves, but the practice has obviously fallen to the wayside. There should be one near Dewsbury, according to the Council. It is likely the reason for the high proportion of werewolves that have found themselves drawn to this place. They weren’t exactly… precise with where it was, but apparently it should be easy to find so close to a full moon. You werewolves should feel a tug that pulls you towards it, and apparently it will be very clear when you have found it. We will need to perform the actual ritual on the night of the full moon, which is tomorrow, so we need to find where the Lunin site is tonight.

“Once everything is set up, we’ll lay Sam down on a stone slab at the Lunin site when the full moon is at its highest in the sky. Now, obviously, there likely isn’t a stone slab at this Lunin site anymore, but I believe any flat surface, such as a fold-out table or even just the ground, shall suffice. Once everyone is in position, the chief of the pack will need to recite a vow towards the longevity and good health of the werewolf receiving the ritual, and apparently that’s when it’ll happen. Sam, you should try to find some clothes that you don’t mind being destroyed, as apparently the ritual will induce a full transformation. You could always just go naked, of course, but given how many people will be in attendance, I don’t think that would be a good idea.”

“Boom, magic words! You owe me five bucks, Leif,” Roxy grinned.

“Ah, ah, ah! She mentioned deer blood. That counts for at least two-fifty,” Leif argued.

“Uh,” Sam started, ignoring the other two entirely. “I-I’m the chief of my pack, and everyone else in it is human. What should we do?”

“Well,” Valerie responded. “Once again, I’m unsure if that detail is vital to the ritual or just tradition, and I can only assume it’s the latter, as otherwise, what would one do when the chief of the pack needed the ritual performed on them? I believe Pedro would be the most fitting candidate for the vow, given the circumstances, but I can substitute in should he have trouble memorising the words. The original texts were written in a dead Celtic language, Gualish, to be precise, and have since been copied down for retention purposes. I’m unsure if the ritual needs to be recited in the original language for it to work or not, or even if the vow is necessary at all. The texts were less about instruction on how to perform the ritual and more an accounting of what usually happened during one.”

“Wouldn’t it make more sense if it didn’t matter what language the vow was made in? Otherwise, no one except those who knew that language would be able to perform it,” Pedro mentioned.

“My thoughts exactly. Sadly, it is impossible to know if the ritual was performed anywhere else in the world, given that mine is the only recordkeeper pack left. Personally, my theory is that ancient werewolves everywhere around the world found different ways to perform the ritual, but our record of the Western European tradition is the only surviving one. Just the fact that there is a Lunin site here implies that there is likely a long lost Native American tradition for it, given that werewolves came about long before European settlers found the Americas, let alone settled the west. I believe it should be fine if you wanted to perform the vow in English, or any language of your choice, really.”

“Uh, when did werewolves come about? And how?” Roxy asked.

“Well, according to all of the surviving histories, we know it predates the common era by quite some time. Most signs point to around the time when Ancient Greece was flourishing, so that would be somewhere between 700 and 400 BCE, but there is evidence that points to our species being much older, coming into being sometime around 2500 BCE. There’s really no way to know for sure, with so many of our records being destroyed. As for how, it’s not entirely known, but there are a few good theories. The leading one and the one I choose to believe, especially following my discovery of the texts regarding this ritual, is that there was a Lunar Eclipse one night in ancient times that, for some unknown reason, flooded the world with Lunin. Every child born under the red moon was said to be a direwolf, signified by their blood red eyes, the same shade as that of the moon at the time of their birth. As I said, it’s just a theory. There’s really no way to know for certain. I’m sure many werewolf cultures have their own creation myths as well.

“The reason I believe the discovery of the ritual strengthens those beliefs, is that I also found evidence of a different ritual, one that is meant to be performed on a lunar eclipse. It was apparently forbidden, as the sheer power that the eclipse poured into the werewolf was said to temporarily amplify their pack bonds to such a degree that it was possible for permanent physiological changes to be made. If a werewolf undergoing the ritual was sick with some sort of cancer, apparently their pack would also be afflicted with the same illness, regardless of the fact that it wasn’t transmissible. There was simply no reason to risk performing the eclipse ritual over the regular one, so the practice was permanently banned, at least in Europe. The ban apparently goes double for direwolves, who’s connection to the species as a whole meant that every single werewolf in existence would be affected by the ritual. Obviously, not a very good idea. A direwolf with a fertility disorder could potentially end the entirety of the werewolf species in a single act. I loathe to admit it, but it may be a good idea to destroy the record of that ritual. Just imagine the harm it could do if the hunters found out about it!”

“I agree. That is knowledge that definitely can’t fall into the wrong hands,” Pedro said. “Do you think that’s why the knowledge of the ritual was buried? To prevent hunters from finding out and misusing it?”

“Almost certainly. This is a ritual that every werewolf tribe was likely aware of at some point, but the ritual clearly stopped being performed, otherwise modern werewolves wouldn’t be so lacking in Lunin levels. I theorise that it was likely to prevent hunters from co-opting the knowledge of the ritual for their own gain.”

“Out of curiosity,” Leif asked. “What would happen if the ritual was performed on a human?”

“Ah!” Valerie’s face lit up. “There was a section about performing the ritual with human pack members as a way of formally inducting them into the tribe. Obviously, a human isn’t able to transform like a werewolf, but apparently the influx of Lunin in their body would briefly bestow them with certain werewolf abilities, such as heightened senses and accelerated healing. Apparently it was also possible to manually give Lunin to a human through the application of a marking bite, though that would only work for a brief period after the ritual, when there is an excess amount of Lunin flowing through a werewolf’s body, and obviously it would only be proper between those in a committed relationship. I believe such a mark would enable the human to briefly mark the werewolf back, enabling the shared emotional transfer that would normally only be possible between two werewolves.”

The thought of that sent a flutter through Roxy’s body. She shared a look with Sam, the same thought clearly going through her head as well. Leif continued on, not noticing their silent exchange. “That’s so cool! Aw man, now I wanna try!” 

Valerie laughed. “I imagine the heightened senses would be quite overwhelming for one who isn’t used to it, but it certainly sounds like a once-in-a-lifetime experience.”

“They can be overwhelming for me at times, and I’ve had them for my entire life!” Sam complained. She looked back to Valerie as though she was about to ask something, but she couldn’t seem to find the words.

“Yes, Sam? Do you have a question?” The woman asked.

“Will…” the werewolf started, unsure. “Will the ritual… change me at all? I… I’ll still be myself afterwards, right?”

“I don’t see any reason why you wouldn’t be. That being said, I’m not sure I can confirm that there won’t be any physical changes. Ancient werewolves likely only used this ritual as a formality or to top up human-borne werewolves on Lunin so that they could be at the same level as the rest of the pack. The amount of Lunin in their bodies prior to the ritual was still much higher than that of any werewolf today, and they likely didn’t need as much Lunin to reach their full potential. For you, it’ll be like going from an almost empty tank straight to full. There’s really no way to be sure about any potential changes you might face, especially to your wolf. All I can say for certain is that you will almost definitely receive a significant boost in power. As for your sense of self, as I said, there is no indication that there will be any significant changes.”

“Man, I hope you don’t get taller. I already have to stand on my tippy-toes to kiss you without you bending down,” Roxy muttered so that only Sam could hear.

Sam laughed, her worries clearly assuaged. “Don’t worry, Rox. If that happens, I can just pick you up instead!” 

Roxy rolled her eyes. “My hero…”

—

Pedro made his way into the woods just as the sun started to ease its way down towards the horizon. He’d given himself basically the entire rest of the day to search for the Lunin site, as it was one of the few things that was pretty much confirmed to be vital for the ritual. Valerie had been set up in the Walkers’ spare room and was currently resting off the jet lag from her long trip. A fifteen hour flight to Seattle plus a bus trip across most of the state couldn’t have been pleasant. Honestly, Pedro was just impressed at how lively she’d still been throughout the whole introductory process, only really seeming to crash once all of the questioning was done.

Pedro trudged through the woodland aimlessly. He really didn’t know what he was looking for, only that he’d apparently feel a ‘tug’ of some sort when he was near it. That was still a lot of ground to cover. Dewsbury was pretty much entirely surrounded by woodland, with a few undisturbed patches even residing within town borders. It quickly became clear that there was no way he was going to be able to find it as things were.

Sighing and resigning himself to his fate, Pedro begrudgingly stripped down and neatly folded his clothes, placing the pile next to a distinctive tree that he would hopefully be able to find again. He cracked his knuckles and his neck, took a deep breath, and let the pull from the unrisen, almost-full moon envelop him. He couldn’t even remember the last time he’d fully shifted, but it had definitely been a few months at the very least. He just didn’t have the time to indulge his base instincts like that anymore.

After a few uncomfortable and mildly painful seconds, he was transformed. Greying-black fur covered his body and his eyes shone a bright amber. His wolf form wasn’t anything too impressive, barely even larger than a regular wolf, which was why he usually preferred to remain mostly human in most combat situations. His wolf would be far more useful than his human form in this situation, though. To cover so much ground in such a short time would require the speed and fine-tuned senses that only his shifted form could give him. He got to work and sped off through the undergrowth.

The enticing scent of potential prey on the wind threatened to distract him, but Pedro had more control than that. All he had to do was keep running until he felt a tug. Hell, maybe he’d get lucky and instinctively just head in the right direction without even realising. Wherever his destination was, he hoped that he would know once he got there. What the hell did a Lunin site even feel like, anyway?

 He quickly lost track of time, all of the identical foliage blurring together into a singular repeating pattern. He had no idea where he was going, just taking turns at random and hoping that his gut would lead him in the right direction. He could smell remnants of Sam at certain points, her lingering scent floating through the trees from places where she’d clearly spent a lot of time. Occasionally he also came across a spot that Clarissa or even Dr. Parker had claimed. There were even a few spots where he could faintly recognise Roxy, although the scent was usually overwhelmed by Sam's, aside from a decently long trail that was marred with the coppery scent of old dried blood, as well as that of something unfamiliar. He could only guess that it was Blaine's doing, from what little he knew about the late werewolf.

Slowly, Pedro realised that he was drifting in a certain direction. He still couldn't feel anything, but the fact that he seemed to be unconsciously heading towards something seemed to be a good sign. Sam's scent was getting stronger, which wasn't surprising. Considering how much time the girl spent in the woods and the fact that he didn't even realise he was being drawn in, it made sense that she would unconsciously spend a lot of time near the Lunin site. He exited into a slight clearing bordering a cliff wall, inset with a cave. Sam's scent was practically everywhere, but there was something else, almost imperceptible, mixed in there as well. It was a scent he hadn't smelled in a long, long time, but he knew right away what it was.

He followed the bittersweet scents of Debby and Marcus Reed to their source in the cave. A large part of him wanted to enter, just to revel in the memories of his old friends, but he knew that wouldn’t be a good idea. This place clearly meant a lot to Sam, and she clearly still spent a lot of time here, if the strength of her scent was anything to go by. She would know if he intruded. This wasn’t the Lunin site, anyway, so he shouldn’t linger regardless. He couldn’t tell how, but he knew he was close.

Pedro followed his gut back through the trees. He could actually feel it now, a sort of static in the air, making his fur rise on end and his heart race. It was exhilarating. He wondered how Sam hadn’t stumbled across it, given how close it was to her den. Perhaps it only felt so strong this close to the full moon.

Just as Valerie had said, Pedro knew right away when he found it, as much as he desperately wished he was wrong. The sheer energy in the grove he’d found himself in was too strong for it not to be the Lunin site. It was a seemingly perfectly circular clearing of trees, with grass and wildflowers blooming all around. In the direct centre sat what looked like a gravestone. He didn’t need to read the inscription to know what it said. The overwhelming presence of Sam’s scent was telling enough.

He really wasn’t looking forward to telling the kid this.

Pedro sat down and paid his respects to his old friends for a few moments before setting off to retrieve his clothing and share the good/bad news. The sun was almost fully set by the time he made it back to the house. He ended up finding Sam in the basement, blankly staring at the TV while Roxy napped, her legs resting on Sam’s lap. It was a nice domestic moment, and Pedro desperately didn’t want to ruin it, but he needed to get this out of the way. Better to let her know now than have her find out tomorrow night.

“Hey, kid. Can I talk to you?” Pedro asked softly.

“Hmm? Oh, sure. What’s up?”

He pointed with a nod of his head. “Upstairs. I don’t want to wake her.”

Sam nodded and carefully manoeuvred her way out from under Roxy’s legs before following him out of the basement. He closed the door behind them once they reached the top of the stairs.

“So? What is it?” Sam asked.

Pedro took a deep breath. “I… I found the Lunin site.”

“Oh! Isn’t that a good thing? Why do you seem so serious?”

“Because… it’s a… a place that you’re quite familiar with.”

She cocked her head to the side curiously.

Pedro sighed. “There was a gravestone there. I couldn’t read it because I was in my wolf form, but I think you know what I’m talking about regardless. Your scent was all over the place.”

Her face dropped in understanding. “Oh…”

“Yeah… I wanted to let you know so you had some time to… I don’t know, prepare yourself.”

She smiled sadly. “Thanks, Pedro, but it’s okay. It’s unavoidable, right? At least this way, my parents will get to be there with me.”

He smiled back and put a hand on her shoulder. “You’re a good kid, Sam.”

“Uhh, thanks. A-and you’re a good… man?”

Pedro snorted and shook his head fondly. “Just go back to your girl, you dork."

Sam coughed, a smattering of pink on her cheeks. "Right."

—

It was time. Pedro led Roxy, Leif, Ross, and the rest of Sam's pack through the woods towards the Lunin site while Valerie prepared Sam for the ritual. The excitement in the air was palpable. Everyone was curious to see what the ritual would be like. Sam had told Roxy where the site was the night before, so at the very least she wouldn’t be surprised when they entered the grove. She couldn’t say the same for everyone else.

They arrived. Clarissa and Dr. Parker were already there, chatting amicably. There was what looked like some sort of altar in the centre of the clearing, right where the headstone should have been. Pedro must have come by earlier to prepare it to preserve Sam’s privacy. It seemed to just be a simple foldout table covered by a nondescript maroon tablecloth, but it got the job done quite effectively.

“Pedro!” Clarissa turned to the man once he got close enough, a bright smile on her face. “You can feel it, right? This is so weird!”

 He chuckled. “Yes it is. I can only imagine what it’ll feel like during the actual ritual.”

“Speaking of which, where’s the kid?”

“On her way. Valerie got a little overexcited with her prep-work and started trying to find a dress that was as close to the traditional garb they used to wear as she could. I’m not sure if she succeeded, considering I don’t think I’ve ever even seen Sam wear a dress.”

“She has a few hidden away somewhere,” Roxy butt in. “Her favourite one was destroyed at Shepperton Street, though.”

“Hmm.” Pedro acknowledged.

A few minutes of mindless mingling passed before the stars of the show arrived. Roxy wasn’t sure what she was expecting Sam to look like, but when she spotted her walking reverently through the trees behind Valerie, her jaw dropped. She was wearing a simple white dress that flowed down to just below her knees and her pale skin was marked by black paint. it swirled up from her wrists in vibrant patterns and intricate symbols, up her arms and across her shoulders coalescing in what seemed to be a motif of a horizontal crescent moon, right in the middle of her forehead. She was wearing a headband to keep her bangs from smudging the paint. 

She spotted Roxy and smiled brightly, the paint on her cheeks warping slightly. Roxy’s stomach fluttered at the sight. She couldn’t explain it, but something about her appearance was… ethereal.

“Roxy!” she greeted, running up to her. “How do I look?” She did a little spin to show herself off.

"G-great! You look… you look great!" Roxy truly tried her best to find something a bit more eloquent or intelligent to say, but after the little flash of paint-covered back muscle she managed to catch in the dim moonlight, her gay little brain was pretty non-functional.

Sam didn't seem to catch her floundering. "I know, right?! This paint smells pretty weird, but these symbols and stuff are so cool-looking!"

“I’m so sorry for being late, everyone!” Valerie called out. “If everyone’s ready, we can get started right away!”

“Oh,” Sam said. She looked back to Roxy. “Well, I guess it’s time. Wish me luck!”

She leaned down and Roxy gave her a quick kiss, being careful not to touch any of the paint marking her face. She could sense Sam’s trepidation as she made her way over to the altar and laid down on it. Everyone around the grove fell silent as Valerie made her way to the head of the table. She cleared her throat.

“Hello, everyone! For those who don’t know me, my name is Valerie, and I’m a recordkeeper. One of the last, actually. Tonight, we will be performing an ancient werewolf ritual that, as far as we know, hasn’t been performed in centuries, maybe even millenia! Of course, we’re mainly doing this so that we can cure Sam of her unique form of silver sickness, but this is also a massive leap for the entire werewolf species. I’m so glad that we can share it with all of you, werewolf or human! Now, without further adieu, let’s begin.”

A silent tension filled the air as Valerie opened an old looking book and began reciting from it in a language Roxy didn’t recognise. As soon as she began to speak, it seemed as though the moonlight that was filtering into the clearing through the trees amplified, bathing Sam in otherworldly light.

The blonde’s eyes were wide and her breathing was fast. Roxy could faintly hear Pedro and Clarissa whispering to each other. Something was definitely happening. Valerie continued her speech.

Roxy almost thought her eyes were playing tricks on her at first. It almost looked like the paint that was covering Sam’s skin was starting to glow. She knew she wasn’t seeing things when the black paint turned bright white, making Sam look like she was covered in the sort of magical tattoos you’d read about in a fantasy book. Sam squeezed her eyes shut and gritted her teeth, her hands bunching up into fists. It was hard to tell if she was in genuine physical discomfort or just scared, but Roxy sincerely hoped it was the latter.

Valerie finished speaking and closed the book, but the weirdness surrounding Sam didn’t stop. If anything, things started to get even weirder. Everyone around the grove, including Sam, let out a gasp of surprise when the blonde was gently lifted up off of the altar by an invisible force. Her eyes snapped open and she looked around frantically, her arms flailing in an instinctual attempt to regain a balance that she didn’t need. Her irises were glowing red, brighter than Roxy had ever seen them before.

“Is this supposed to be happening?!” Sam shouted, her voice shaky. 

“Just stay calm, Sam! Everything will be alright!” Valerie replied.

“I-I don’t-” 

Sam was cut off with a cry as her body suddenly jerked, all of her limbs tensing at once. Roxy instinctively took a step towards her, to see what was wrong, but she was suddenly stopped as a bright light burst out from Sam’s body, blinding her and everyone else in the clearing. There was a crash from Sam’s direction and Roxy desperately tried to blink the light out of her eyes so she could see what had happened. When her eyesight finally returned and she looked back towards the altar, she froze.

Picking herself up in the centre of the clearing was a truly gargantuan golden-haired wolf, far bigger than Sam’s wolf form had ever been. Where before she was only ever a few inches taller than Roxy, she was now completely towering over every person in the clearing. Her paws were bigger than Roxy’s head and her canine fangs were at least as long as her fully outstretched hand. 

The wolf shook herself off and peered around the clearing curiously, looking at everyone in turn. She hesitantly made her way towards Valerie, who seemed completely frozen in shock and awe, before giving her a thankful lick across the face with a massive tongue. The woman sputtered and fell onto her backside before laughing giddily.

“This… this is incredible! I’ve never heard of a werewolf this big before! A-and the ritual! It worked! It actually worked! I can’t believe it!”

Her excitement and amazement was matched by everyone in the clearing. Roxy felt like she’d just experienced one of those ‘conversion’ moments that the youth pastors who occasionally came to her school talked about. She felt like she’d just witnessed something truly divine and unexplainable, something that would have completely shattered her view of the world as she knew it, had her mundane worldview not already been completely destroyed by the fact that she was dating a werewolf in the first place.

Was it even fair to call Sam just a werewolf anymore? As she was now, she seemed more like some sort of deity made physical. A being beyond comprehension, straight out of a myth. This was what it meant to be a direwolf, she thought. 

She hadn’t even realised that Sam had made her way towards her until she was being nuzzled with a huge wet nose. Laughter bubbled up from somewhere in her chest and she hugged Sam’s snout, elated tears prickling the edges of her eyes.

“Hey, Sammie,” she whispered. “Welcome back.”

Sam gently barked in her face, blasting her with hot, unpleasant, dog breath. She playfully recoiled and pushed Sam’s snout away. Sam took it as an invitation to play and immediately dropped into an excited prone position, ready to bound up at any second. Roxy glanced around the clearing only to realise that everyone was watching their interaction. A heat started burning in her cheeks from the attention.

Apparently not satisfied with Roxy’s lack of reciprocation towards her playful advance, Sam took matters into her own paws. She suddenly bounded up and, before the girl could even flinch, caught the back of Roxy’s shirt in her jaws and lifted her straight off the ground, running off into the trees with her. Roxy screamed, more out of surprise than fear, as the ground rushed by below her.

She didn’t know how fast they were going, but by the speed at which the trees were zooming by, she knew she definitely didn’t want to be dropped. While she had no doubt that Sam wouldn’t let her fall on purpose, she didn’t have the same faith that her shirt wouldn’t just rip from the pressure, leaving her with nothing to stop her from hitting the ground that was now speeding by dangerously fast. Anxiety bubbling up in her chest, she reached out and grabbed a handful of Sam’s neck fur, hoping that the slight bit of support would stop her from immediately getting into a life-threatening accident should the integrity of her shirt fail.

Thankfully, Sam reached her apparent destination quickly enough that the only real danger was the elastic in her shirt stretching out. She gently placed Roxy on her feet before backing away and bounding around the clearing excitedly. Roxy looked around and, although it was only dimly lit by moonlight, she recognized the place where they’d first met. A flood of emotions surged through her at the realisation. There was the familiar sound of a werewolf shifting and Roxy turned back around, not prepared for the sight that was about to greet her.

Sam stood before her, back in her human form. Her wild mane of hair, usually only reaching to the middle of her waist, now grew down to her knees. Roxy had been right, Sam had grown taller from the ritual, though thankfully it didn’t seem to be by more than an inch or so. She grinned at Roxy cheekily, her hands on her hips, proudly showing herself off. Her fangs were longer too, and there seemed to be a slight coat of fur along her shoulders and the backs of her arms. It made her look almost regal. Well, as regal as one could possibly look while standing butt-naked in the middle of a forest.

“Well?” Sam asked, one eyebrow raised over glowing blood red irises. “What do you think?”

Roxy realised that she’d just been staring at her girlfriend with a stupid, open-mouthed grin. She shook her head. “You’re… incredible, Sam.”

The girl laughed and looked down at herself. “I do feel pretty damn incredible right now. Wait, I wanna try something.” She stuck out an arm and concentrated. After a second, all of the fur on the back of it fell out, leaving it completely bare. Another second passed and all of the fur grew back. Roxy just stared on in amazement as Sam tested it out on other parts of her body, getting roughly the same result each time.

“This is amazing! I’ve never had so much control over my wolf before! I wonder what else I can do?”

“Before you get too distracted, do you think we could… um…” Roxy, oddly, found herself blushing, unable to bring herself to say what she was thinking. Honestly, she hadn’t been able to get the idea out of her head since Valerie had suggested it. Despite the constant fear of the situation when Sam was stabbed, those brief periods where Roxy had been able to feel what Sam was feeling through her mark were the closest she’d ever felt to the other girl, and she desperately wanted to feel that again.

Sam seemed to understand, despite her failure to properly articulate with her words. “Oh! Right! We should get that done quickly, shouldn’t we?” She walked up to Roxy and took her hand. “Are you sure you want to do this? I’m not sure if we can undo it if we regret it.”

Roxy smiled up at her reassuringly. “Well, you’ve already marked me once. Might as well finish the job, right?”

Sam smiled back. “Sure.”

They both silently agreed to lay down. Roxy was on her back and Sam was leaning over her, blocking out the moonlight with her silhouette. Roxy put a hand on Sam’s cheek and Sam kissed her, softly and slowly. After a moment she pulled back and rested their foreheads together.

“Ready?” the blonde asked.

“Ready.” Roxy replied.

Sam slowly moved to her neck and Roxy’s heart rate picked up. There was a gentle hesitation of teeth against her skin before Sam committed and bit down. Roxy gasped. A weird feeling started to build up in her abdomen.

She yelped on instinct as she felt Sam’s teeth pierce her skin, but there was no pain. Her body was flooded with something indescribable. It was pleasure and elation and love and relief and every other positive emotion that she could think of. It felt like a drug, flowing through her veins and lulling her into a state of pure bliss. It was Sam.

The whole forest around her lit up like it was no later than twilight, despite the fact that it was well past midnight. She felt like she could hear every sound in the universe, her and Sam’s rapid heartbeats mingling together as one in her head. She could hear the leaves rustling above them, every tiny animal scurrying through the bushes around them. She could hear the little noises Sam was making as her teeth sunk into Roxy’s skin. And the smells. There were so many of them. Sweat, dirt, blood, shampoo, laundry detergent, and a whole host of other things she couldn’t even begin to name, but above everything else was that ever-comforting pine, holding her down, keeping her safe.

Her mouth felt weird. She could taste a little bit of blood on her tongue. Sam continued to bite down on her neck as she prodded her tongue along her teeth. Her heart lurched when she found something that wasn’t meant to be there. Her canines had lengthened into fangs, much like Sam’s before the ritual. The blonde sensed her sudden shock and pulled back, observing her. Roxy realised that she felt Sam’s confusion, somewhere deep inside of her.

“Woah, your eyes!” she exclaimed, far too loudly for Roxy’s sensitive ears.

“What?! What’s wrong with my eyes?!” Roxy asked as her nervousness grew at the unexpected changes.

“They’re glowing! The same colour as Pedro’s do!”

Roxy stupidly reached up and touched just beneath her eye, as if that would somehow show her the difference. “It… it must be the Lunin, like Valerie said. I… I th-think my senses have increased as well. I can… hear everything. Your heart’s beating really fast.”

Sam giggled. “So’s yours.”

Roxy touched her neck where Sam had bitten her, expecting to find blood. Instead, she found nothing but smooth skin, slightly sunken in a hopefully invisible scar where Sam’s teeth had broken through. It must’ve been the accelerated healing, she thought. Her whole body was shaking. This was too weird.

“Alright, quickly! Do me!” Sam begged.

Roxy chuckled. “Alright, alright. Come here.”

Roxy pulled Sam back down and shifted until she reached her neck. Taking a deep breath to calm her nerves, she bit down and was immediately filled with the inexplicable urge to bite harder, so she did. She bit harder, and harder and harder until her new fangs pierced Sam’s skin. The blonde gasped and writhed, all of a sudden biting back down on Roxy’s neck at the same time.

Her body felt like it was in a feedback loop. Sam’s emotions and Lunin flowed into her as her’s flowed into Sam. It was indescribable, incredible, euphoric in a way she’d never felt before. Her arms wrapped around Sam’s torso and latched on, desperate to somehow get even closer to her. Sam did the same.

They stayed like that for a few moments more before Sam finally pulled back, laughing giddily. Roxy followed her lead and pulled away too, watching as the wounds her fangs had made closed up before her eyes. She ran her tongue back along her teeth and was relieved to find them back to their normal lengths. Lord knew how she would have explained that one to her dad.

“I can feel it, Rox,” Sam said, the pure joy in her voice resonating through Roxy’s body. “It worked. I can feel your emotions.”

“I can feel yours, too.” Roxy replied tiredly, yet happily.

They spent a bit of time just lying there, looking up at the stars together, silently communicating through their newly shared emotions. 

“So,” Sam started. “What now?”

“Well, what do you want to do?” Roxy asked, already knowing the answer from the feelings swimming through her body.

“You,” the blonde said with a smirk.

“Sounds good to me.” Roxy smiled back.

—

Pedro looked around the clearing as people mingled and talked about what they’d just witnessed. There’d been a slight uproar when Sam suddenly stole Roxy and sped off into the woods with her, but it stemmed more from surprise than any outrage. Most of the people present were well aware of their relationship, and those who weren’t quickly learnt about it. Valerie in particular had been especially confused until Pedro explained it to her, despite the fact that he knew Roxy had spent the night at the Walkers’ house, just as she did. He expected that their constant physical affection would have tipped her off, but apparently not.

He checked his watch. It was almost one in the morning, yet he wasn’t even the least bit tired. He theorised that it had something to do with the high amount of Lunin in the grove, but he wasn’t exactly an expert on the topic. 

“Pedro?”

He turned around to find Valerie. “Oh, hey. What’s up?”

She smirked at him. “Oh, I was just wondering when I’d be able to cash in my ride. I have fulfilled my end of the bargain, after all.”

Outwardly, Pedro didn’t react much, but inside, his heart and emotions were racing. What exactly did she mean by that?!

“Wh-what ride?” he asked, swallowing heavily.

She pushed his shoulder playfully. “The ride in your car that you promised, silly! You said you’d take me out once all this was done! What were you thinking?” She raised an eyebrow, and Pedro couldn’t tell if she was just teasing him or if she was genuinely curious. She was so much like her it was almost painful.

“O-oh, nothing.” he cleared his throat awkwardly. “How does tomorrow afternoon sound?”

“Great!” Without warning, she suddenly leaned up and gently pressed her lips against his cheek before sauntering off. “See you then!” she called over her shoulder. Pedro could do nothing but stare in the wake of her energy. Just like with her, he could already feel himself getting pulled along, and he knew there was nothing he’d be able to do to stop it. Maybe it would be better to just stop fighting it.

“Oh my, if I didn’t know any better, I’d say that stone-hearted Pedro Luna was actually just flustered. Did I get that right?” Clarissa said as she crept up behind him and looped an arm around his shoulders, ruffling his hair. Her attempt at pack-scenting him didn’t go unnoticed, but he didn’t really care enough to resist it. They’d grown closer over the few weeks they’d been training the girls, and it’d been too long since he’d been part of a real pack anyway. He welcomed the platonic connection.

“I’m not stone-hearted, chica. Where did you get that idea?” he asked, completely ignoring the rest of her accusation. She might not have been wrong, but he wasn’t going to admit it, that was for sure.

“You know I’m just teasing you. Besides, you didn’t answer my question.” She smirked at him.

He shrugged off her arm and continued ignoring her, instead calling out to the rest of the crowd. “I think it’s time to head back. Anyone who needs a guide, follow me!”

Clarissa shrugged. “Suit yourself, Peddy. I see right through you.”

Despite her teasing, they continued to walk together as they led the way back through the forest. The way was long, and, not for the first time that night, Pedro was wishing he had the freedom to tear off his clothes and just head back in wolf form. It would’ve been much faster, and it would have eased the near-constant tug from the full moon, amplified by the incredible amount of Lunin radiation he’d just been subjected to.

Pedro yawned, the excitement of the night finally wearing off. It truly had been an incredible experience, all things considered. He wondered what it would take to have the ritual performed on himself.

A weird sound drifted through the trees into his sensitive ears and both he and Clarissa simultaneously stopped. It took him a few seconds to identify what it was, but when he did, an exasperated chuckle bubbled up from his chest. Clarissa just sighed awkwardly. It looked like they would have to take a bit of a detour.

“Those two,” the woman muttered. “They’re like rabbits, I swear.”

“You were a teenager once too, y’know. They’ve been through a lot of stress lately. Let them have their moment.”

She sighed. “I guess. I’ve never really understood it, personally. Don’t really see the appeal.”

“That’s fair.”

She was silent for a moment as they changed direction to take a wide berth around the noises they were hearing. “You know, it would be really funny if we jumped out and interrupted them. They’d probably piss themselves.” She chuckled.

“How old are you, again?”

“Thirty-eight.”

Pedro sighed. “Of course.”

            

    
        18: The Last Days Of Childhood

    
    
    
    
                Sam awoke with a strangled gasp, the remnant fear from an already-forgotten nightmare still coursing through her body and making her heart race. She was just in her room, she reminded herself. There was nothing there to be afraid of. She grabbed one of the many plushies on her bed at random and hugged it to her chest, feeling its soft faux-fur against her skin. She could smell Roxy’s lingering scent on her sheets. She could see the faint outlines of old glow-in-the-dark stars on her ceiling that had been there since she’d been adopted. She could hear the muffled sounds of crickets chirping their mating calls in the woods outside. She was safe.

Sam took a slow breath and sat up, the ends of her freshly cut-and-layered hair tickling the back of her bare waist. She’d thrown off her shirt earlier in the night when she’d gotten too warm, but now she was craving the extra layer of comfort. After fishing it off of the floor and pulling it on, she was feeling much better. 

She’d known that Roxy semi-frequently cut her own hair, but she hadn’t expected her to be as skilled with scissors as she was, all lesbian jokes aside. She’d made quick work of all the unwanted excess hair the ritual had bestowed Sam with and cleaned up what was left into, ironically enough, a wolf cut. Sam had never really given much thought to the state of her hair aside from wanting to keep it long, but after Roxy was through with it, she found herself constantly observing her own reflection, admiring the new look with an unconscious grin.

Thinking about her incredibly talented girlfriend made Sam aware of a faint feeling of concern that definitely wasn’t her own, floating through her body from the mark that Roxy had given her like a drop of ink in water. Right as she noticed it, her phone started vibrating on her bedside counter, signalling a call. An adorable picture of Roxy going cross-eyed while trying to look at a dop of ice-cream on her nose lit up the screen. Sam picked up her phone and answered, faintly realising that it was a little past two in the morning.

“Hey, Rox,” she said with a sleepy yawn. “What’s up?”

“Hey, Sam,” A soft voice replied. “You alright?”

Sam chuckled sleepily. “You felt that, huh?”

“Yeah. Nightmare?”

“Yeah.”

“Do you wanna talk about it?”

Sam hesitated. “I’m not even sure I can remember it, to be honest. What about you? What are you doing up so late?”

There was a small pause on the other end of the phone. Sam felt a slight twinge of half-hearted guilt from Roxy. “How do you know I didn’t just wake up as well?”

“You wouldn’t have felt my little mini heart-attack if you were asleep. So what were you doing?” Sam replied with a smirk.

Roxy sighed. “I may have been up playing minecraft with Leif. In my defence, we were on a bit of a roll. I’ll go to bed soon, I promise. She’s already logged off, I’m just finishing stuff up.”

“Okay, hun. I believe you,” Sam teased sarcastically, sticking out her tongue even though Roxy couldn’t see her.

“You just try to get back to sleep, okay? Text me if you need anything. I love you.”

A smile broke out across Sam’s face, accompanying a heat on her cheeks as she felt the sincerity of Roxy’s statement swimming around through her. “I love you more.”

“I love you more.”

“Nope. I love you more.”

“I love you more and you can’t prove otherwise.”

“I love you more, and since I’m older you can’t talk back to me.”

“Go to sleep, dork. Or I’ll come over there and put you to sleep myself.”

Sam smirked. “I wouldn’t say no to that.”

“I hope you know that I can literally feel what you’re thinking about, and I’m sorry to burst your bubble, but I was actually planning on knocking you out with a frying pan to the head.”

Sam pouted. “You’re no fun.”

“I’m tons of fun and you know it. Now go to sleep.”

“Fiiiiiiiiine,” Sam whined. “But only if you do too. I’ll be able to tell if you don’t.”

Roxy yawned loudly into the receiver “Now there’s a deal I can get behind.” There was some shuffling from the other end of the phone as Roxy presumably got up from her computer and settled into bed. “Goodnight, Sam. I love you.”

“I love you too, Rox. Nighty night!”

There was a snort over the phone. “Dork.”

—

A lot changed in the wake of the ritual. The training regiment had calmed down quite a bit after the true extent of Sam’s power-up was discovered. With her wolf out, she was able to move so fast that she could barely even be perceived by the naked eye. She could punch straight through solid concrete. She was able to carry both Roxy and Leif on one outstretched arm even without her wolf. Roxy had no doubt that she could probably carry both Pedro and Clarissa as well if she had her wolf out, but neither of them seemed curious enough to try. She was like a real-life superhero, and it was as terrifying as it was awe-inspiring. And attractive, but Roxy didn’t mention that part to anyone.

Their newfound emotional bond was already proving its worth. Roxy never had to guess anymore what Sam was feeling at any given moment, and vice versa. They could have silent conversations from opposite sides of town. If either of them was having a bad day, the other would send a burst of comfort and bright energy that would never fail to perk them up. It was unreal, and being able to truly feel the depths of Sam’s adoration for her was something that Roxy didn’t think would ever get old. She did appreciate that it was possible to block out the emotions if she so chose, though. It would be pretty hard to get to sleep some nights otherwise, if one of them chose to stay up while the other slept.

There was also the slightly unexpected side-effect of non-verbal pack communication, which seemed to have spread through Sam to the rest of the pack. Roxy and Leif could be hanging out on their own, no werewolf in sight, and still be able to get ideas and intentions across with nothing more than a slight glance or a tap, occasionally no action at all. It came in handy when Leif kept unwittingly hogging the chips while they hung out. Roxy didn’t even need to ask her to pass the bag anymore, she just did it. It was almost funny, the way it sort of felt like she was controlling Leif with her mind, if not for the fact that Leif could do the same thing to her. Or the fact that Leif could just ignore the command and keep the chips to herself if she so chose.

Roxy still hadn’t spoken to Martha since their last fight. She’d been doing her best to just pretend that she didn’t exist, and although she’d tried a few times to get Roxy’s attention, she mostly seemed unphased by it. Honestly, that angered Roxy even more. She didn’t even have the gall to care that she’d completely pushed her daughter away. On the bright side, her dad seemed to be putting in extra effort to compensate. Roxy thought she’d hidden it quite well, but clearly he could tell how much her mother’s apathy towards her was affecting her. There were nights where, try as she might, she couldn’t stop the emotions from leaking out, even with Sam’s supportive energy being sent her way. It wasn’t uncommon for her dad to hear her crying as he walked past her room, only to come in and give her a shoulder to let her tears out on. As much as feeling Sam’s comfort helped, Roxy had always been most receptive to physical touch, and it was usually exactly what she needed to feel at least a little bit better.

They were talking less, as well, her dad and Martha. Whatever discussion they’d had after Roxy stormed out, they clearly hadn’t come to an agreement. There was a rift in their family, and she wasn’t sure if it was possible to fix it as things were. It was a fundamental disagreement in values, an argument that clearly hadn’t come up between her parents until Roxy came crashing into the picture, girlfriend in tow. She didn’t really know what their relationship was like before that, if she was being honest. She’d never really seen either being incredibly affectionate with one-another. Part of her wondered if she was just the product of a night of passion between two business partners who otherwise only really had a passing fancy for each other. She’d never heard of them trying to have another kid, that was for sure, and given how conservative she knew her mother’s side of the family to be, it wasn’t unthinkable that they might have stuck together out of principle after Roxy was born. They didn’t even marry until she was five, anyway, not to mention the whole ‘not taking each other’s last name’ thing. Was there ever really any love between her parents, or were they just begrudging roommates for her sake, until she came along and broke the camel’s back? It was a depressing train of thought that Roxy found herself thinking about far too often lately. Part of her wanted to ask her dad to tell her the truth of the matter, but truth be told she was too scared of the answer to go through with it. At least she knew without a shadow of a doubt that her dad did love her, regardless of her potential origin.

Roxy tried her best not to focus on the slow but seemingly inevitable collapse of her family and instead focused on the things that were going well for her, such as her training, her relationship with Sam, and her upcoming birthday in just over two weeks. Leif had mentioned something about a plan, but they had yet to talk about it. At least that was something to look forward to. Leif never let her down in that department.

—

Roxy lounged in Sam’s lap during their mid-morning break, enjoying her scent and the feeling of love pouring through her. Ever since Sam had powered up, Pedro and Clarissa seemed to relax quite a bit and the frequency and length of their breaks on training days reflected that. Leif had never shown up for their morning run, something that Roxy found a bit odd. Despite how much she loved to complain, she’d never once missed one. She had called ahead to tell them she wouldn’t be there, which eased any potential worry about her absence, but the question of why still hung in the air, teasing Roxy with its mysteries.

She was mindlessly browsing on her phone when the girl in question finally walked in. Sam immediately shifted behind her, her curiosity as she sniffed the air quickly turning into amusement.

“Woo!” Sam exclaimed. “Go Leif! Get it, girl!”

Roxy looked up, confused by the reaction. Leif seemed just as perplexed. “Uhh, what?”

Sam smirked slyly. “Congrats.”

Roxy watched on in fascination as Leif’s face slowly turned a brilliant shade of scarlet. “Wait, you can tell?!”

“I can tell you haven’t showered since, at the very least.”

“What’s going on? I’m so confused,” Roxy said.

“Our dearest little Leify just got laaaaaiiiiid.”

“Oh shit!” Roxy exclaimed. “Nice, dude!”

Leif ran her hands through her hair in an attempt to keep her cool. “I-I didn’t get laid, asshole. I- we just- ugh! It’s none of your business!”

Sam snorted. “Either way, whatever you did, her scent is all over you. And I mean all.”

Leif’s face somehow turned even more red and it looked like she was about to spit a retort, but Pedro interrupted her from the other side of the room, not even looking up from his book. “Leave her alone, Sam. You’re not the only werewolf here, and let me tell you, Leif’s not the only one who’s shown up to training covered in someone else’s scent, among other things.”

Sam sputtered and Roxy could feel her embarrassment. Honestly, if she wasn’t equally as liable as Sam in what Pedro had just accused her of, she would be laughing along with Leif. That burn was a bit too funny. 

“Thank you, Pedro!” the green-haired girl said in relief.

“Oh, don’t think you’re off the hook, either. You do still need a shower and we’re not starting training till you get one. No offence, but you stink of more than just sweat.” He shot her a cheeky smirk.

Now it was Leif’s turn to sputter, this time in mock betrayal.

“Oh, lay off them, Pedro,” Clarissa chimed in. “Wasn’t it you who said we should just ‘let teenagers have their moments’ after the ritual? Besides, do you wanna maybe share with the class what you and Valerie got up to the day after?”

Pedro choked on air. After coughing up half a lung and finally regaining his breath, he turned to Clarissa angrily, a slight growl in his throat. “I can assure you that absolutely nothing happened, pendeja. I took her for a drive out of town and that was it.”

“Yeah, but aren’t you two going out to dinner tomorrow night as well? Or did I hear that incorrectly?”

“I told you that in confidence!”

“Woo! Go Pedro! Get it, girl!” Roxy exclaimed, to the laughter of everyone except the man in question. He was desperately trying to keep up a mask of annoyance, but Roxy could see the edges slipping, along with the slight crack of a smile at the corner of his mouth. Honestly, she was happy for him. The guy needed more friends than just them, Clarissa, and Carol, as much as she did enjoy when he joined them for family dinner at Sam’s house. A man with a well-adjusted social life certainly didn’t spend as much time working as he did, that was for sure. And besides, could you even count the three girls as his ‘friends?’ Was it really possible to be friends with someone less than half your age?

“Well,” he said, his facade finally breaking into an embarrassed smile. “That may be how things are going, yes. We’re meeting for dinner tomorrow.”

“You already know you have to give us all of the deets afterwards.” Roxy sat up and turned to him with a grin. 

He rolled his eyes good-naturedly. “Sure, chiquita.” He was probably trying to suppress it, but the big, goofy grin on his face expressed his amusement clear as day.

“So, Roxy.” Leif called her attention, sensing that the previous conversation was pretty much over. “Birthday plan?”

Roxy snapped back to her friend, her interest piqued. “Ooh, yes, yes. Let’s hear it!”

“So, I was thinking, now that Ross has his licence, we’re not stuck to the confines of town, are we? I say we grab some camping gear and find some remote-ass place way out in the middle of nowhere, where we can see all of the stars. We bring some drinks, bring some joints, Sam will have enough space and isolation to bring out her wolf, it’ll be awesome!”

Excitement bubbled up in Roxy’s gut. “Dude! That sounds amazing! I’ve always wanted to go properly star-gazing! Oh man, I’m already pumped!”

“Uh, I’ve never smoked before,” Sam muttered, slightly. “I don’t even know if werewolves can.”

“Don’t worry, babe, you don’t have to if you don’t wanna. I’ll teach you if you do, though,” Leif said. “It’ll feel like you’re sinking into the universe, while staring up at the universe. It’s wild. We should also make sure to bring a ton of snacks.”

Pedro cleared his throat loudly. “You guys know I’m a cop, right? I could arrest you for possession and underage drinking.”

“Weed’s legal here, dude,” Leif replied.

“Not until you’re twenty-one. Eighteen under doctor’s orders,” Pedro shot back matter-of-factly.

A little bit of Leif’s fight seemed to drain at that. “You… you wouldn’t actually arrest us, would you?”

Pedro sighed. “Probably not, no. I really don’t give a shit about petty misdemeanours, if I’m being honest. Why waste my time with that when there are more important cases to solve? Besides, teenagers are going to do stupid shit regardless of what the law is, and I would be a hypocrite to chastise you for shit that I used to do at your age, too. Just don’t drive under the influence, okay? It would be a shame if all this training went to waste just because your car got wrapped around a tree. Also, to answer your question, Sam, yes, we can smoke, but our tolerance is really low, so take it easy.”

Leif grinned. “I knew you were cool, Peddy.”

“Don’t call me Peddy.”

“Sure, Pedrick.”

“You know what? Maybe I will arrest you. But only you.”

At that moment, Clarissa’s phone started ringing. “Oop, gotta take this. Once I’m done, how about we get back to training?” she asked the room. Everyone agreed and she walked into another room to take her call. Roxy settled back into Sam’s embrace, soaking up the last of her affection before training kicked off and they were likely pitted against each other. That was one part of Sam’s powerup that annoyed her; she was practically impossible to beat in a fair fight anymore. Her reflexes and speed were simply too much for Roxy to be able to keep up with.

A few minutes passed before Clarissa walked back into the room, though something was clearly wrong. “So…” she said, taking a few deep breaths before continuing. It looked like she was struggling to keep her composure. “I’m, uh… I’ve got some news.” She swallowed. “I’m going to be… going away for a- a little while. I-I’m not sure how long.”

Pedro frowned and stood up, concern written all over his face. “What’s wrong?”

“I… I just found out that my m-mother is… sick. Th-the kind of sick that you… don’t come back from. I’m going to fly b-back to Winnipeg to… to look after her for a while.”

“Oh, Clarissa,” Pedro consoled, pulling the woman into a hug. “I’m so sorry.”

The three girls all got up and piled into the embrace. Roxy didn’t know what to say, but she could feel Sam’s empathetic pain in waves. She knew what it was like to lose a parent.

She sank into the embrace, her fragile hold breaking just a little bit. “Th-thank you all. I… I’m really gonna miss you guys when I’m gone, b-but I’ll see you all again.”

“We’ll miss you, too,” Roxy whispered, and it was true. Clarissa had done so much for her. She was the main catalyst to her discovering her love of working out, to actually building herself into the person that she wanted to be. She couldn’t have done any of it without her guidance.

Clarissa slowly pulled out of the embrace, her eyes a little red-rimmed. She took a deep, emotion-riddled breath, but there was a grateful smile on her face. “Man, when I get back, I’m gonna put you little shits through the ringer so fucking hard.”

“There she is.” Pedro slapped her on the back. “You’ll be alright.”

“Just don’t get too lonely without me, you old bastard.” She smiled back.

“Hey! I’m only three years older than you!”

“And you three,” Clarissa said, addressing the girls. “Don’t you let him bury himself in work. I don’t care what you have to do, you make sure he gets out. Feed him twice a day, and take him on walks in the morning and evening.”

“Alright, Clar, that’s enough.”

There was a strained smile on her face, as though she was trying to hold back her laughter or her tears, or more likely, both. “He has these pills he needs to take, crush them up and put them in his food, he won’t notice. He needs to take them, otherwise his junk won’t work, so make sure he has them before his date tomorrow night.”

“Alright, I’m done. I’m gonna wait outside.” With that, Pedro left. 

Clarissa chuckled wetly and wiped her eyes. “Ah, there’s nothing like making fun of Pedro to make you feel better.”

“Hey, Clarissa?” Roxy prompted.

“Yeah, kid?”

“Thank you for training me. I really don’t think I’d be where I am today without your help.”

“Aw, don’t sweat it. You were a blast to have around. You all were,” she replied, looking to each girl in turn. Leif looked like she was about to cry and Sam was… well, she reached that point a fair ways back.

“Now,” she clapped her hands. “Enough of all this sad shit. I’ve got one last day to train with you lot and I’m gonna make the most of it! Sam! Come here so I can knock you around!”

Roxy smiled. At least some things would never change.

—

Roxy and Sam walked hand in hand through the door of the diner, heading towards the booth that their friends had already claimed. Roxy could feel Sam’s happiness at finally being able to go out again. The cure had come just in time for them to go out and celebrate their three month anniversary together, as well, which had ended up being an amazing day. Today, they were just hanging out with their friends, taking advantage of the increased amount of free time they had in the unfortunate wake of Clarissa’s news.

Leif, Brooke, Ross, and Lukas were all already there. Honestly, with how their friend group was going, it was more like a triple date than a regular hangout, but no one was going to complain about that. It was a little funny that the original trio all somehow managed to find relationships within pretty much the same odd few months, though.

Leif spotted them walking up and called out a greeting, prompting Brooke to look up from her phone beside her. The second she saw that Sam was present, she turned white as a sheet. Not exactly what Roxy was expecting, that was for sure. Brooke had been acting weird for a while, especially in regards to the topic of Sam, but it almost seemed like she was… scared of her or something. Roxy squeezed Sam’s hand in a silent message and she squeezed it back. She noticed it, too.

“Hey, guys. What’s going on?” Roxy greeted, sliding into the booth behind Sam and choosing to ignore Brooke’s weird reaction for now. The girl in question seemed to have pulled her poker face out, and it was alarmingly good. 

“Oh, nothing,” Leif replied. “We’ve just been waiting for you guys to show up. And waiting. And waiting. And, oh look! You’re finally here!” She smirked. “Seriously, how are you two always late when we hang out?”

“Oh, you’re one to talk, miss ‘it’s none of your business where I’ve been all morning,’” Sam shot back, her own smirk bright and apparent. Roxy subtly eyed Brooke during the exchange. She’d been watching Sam intently, and her eyes widened a little when she bared her teeth. Odd.

“You’re really not gonna let me live that one down, huh?” Leif sighed.

“Live what down?” Ross asked. He hadn’t been there the morning of her missed run, either, but that wasn’t unusual for him. He seemed perfectly satisfied to sit down at a desk and solve the puzzles Pedro laid out for him over working on his body, which was fair enough.

“Nothing! Live nothing down!” Leif interrupted before Sam could reply.

“Sure, nothing.” Sam winked. Roxy felt confusion through her mark. “What’s wrong, Brooke? You seem tense.”

On the surface, Brooke looked completely cool and collected, but Roxy wasn’t able to sense the unconscious signals that her body was giving off. Sam could, however, and clearly things were not as they seemed. “Tense? I’m not sure what you mean,” she replied simply. There was a spark of something in her eyes. Of what, Roxy couldn’t be sure.

“I- it just-” Sam faltered. There wasn’t really any way for her to explain what she could sense without revealing her identity to those who were unaware. “Sorry, I guess I’m not that good at reading people.” She laughed it off and awkwardly rubbed the back of her neck.

Something tapped Roxy’s shoe under the table. It was Leif, who shot her a questioning glance. Roxy understood her intention.

What was that about?

Roxy shrugged back in response. Whatever was going on with Brooke, she wanted to keep Leif out of it as much as she could, lest the girl get hurt. She sent Sam a silent message to just drop it for now, and their lunch continued as normal. They got their food and dug in. Roxy watched fondly as Sam somehow managed to take a bite out of her triple patty mega-burger without unhinging her jaw, though others at the table seemed far less impressed, especially considering the mess she made in the process.

“So, Rox,” Leif started as they were eating. “Are you busy tonight? I’ve got all the stuff for your birthday prepared, but there’s a bit extra in case you wanted to come over and, uh… sample the product?” She shot her a sly grin and Roxy couldn’t help but snort.

“I’d love to, but I’m working late tonight. Covering my manager’s shift, and it goes till midnight.”

“Man, screw them! Just ditch it!” Leif replied dismissively. Roxy noticed Brooke immediately pull out her phone and start texting someone.

Roxy sighed. “I would, but I really owe him one. He covered for me when I had to run out all of a sudden when, uh… you know what happened.”

“Oh, Sam’s ‘accident?’” Leif asked.

“Yeah.”

“Accident?” Brooke asked quietly, lifting her head from her phone. “When… when was that?”

“June 15th” Sam replied. Roxy sensed a pang of sadness. “The same day that…” She coughed awkwardly. “Anyway…”

“Accident, huh?” Brooke all but whispered, seemingly to nobody but herself. There was this… look on her face that Roxy couldn’t parse. Her phone went off and she fished it out to find a text from Sam.

Sammie <3

(1:48pm) Brooke just got really really angry all of a sudden. Her heart’s been pounding all day too, ever since we showed up.

That’s it, I’m gonna figure this out. (1:48pm)

“Hey, Brooke? Can I talk to you? In private?” Roxy asked, in a tone that offered no challenge. Leif shot her a questioning look but she ignored it.

“O-oh, sure, I guess.” The girl stood up and Roxy followed her into the bathroom. “What’s up?” she asked once they were alone.

Roxy took a deep breath and steeled herself for whatever was about to happen. “What’s going on with you lately?”

Brooke frowned. “I-I’m not sure what you mean.”

“The last few times we’ve hung out you’ve acted really weird, especially when it comes to Sam. When I first mentioned that Sam was sick and she wouldn’t be hanging out with us for a while, you seemed relieved to hear it. When she showed up today you looked like you’d seen a ghost, and when she mentioned her accident just now you seemed to get really angry all of a sudden. Even aside from all of that stuff, you’ve been really weird around me, too. You haven’t today, but every time we’ve hung out before now you’ve always asked me what I was doing for the rest of the day or the week. I keep seeing you staring at me out of the corner of my eye, and now you’re doing it to Sam, too. I’m trying not to accuse you of anything here, but whatever’s going on, I’m not sure I like it.”

A weird expression flashed across Brooke’s face before she settled back into her strangely good poker-face. “Roxy, I really don’t know what you’re talking about. What are you implying?”

Roxy sighed, her irritation rising. “I just wanna know what’s going on with you. You never acted like this before, it’s like your opinion of Sam has suddenly done a one-eighty for no reason. I would’ve thought that now you’re with Leif, she would be taking most of your attention, but it’s almost like the opposite has happened. Obviously I don’t know what it’s like for you guys when you’re alone together, but whenever I’m around you two she seems to be the last thing on your mind. Like I said, I don’t want to accuse you of anything, but if whatever game you’re playing ends up hurting her in any way… Well, I won’t be happy, that’s for sure.”

Brooke looked at her incredulously. “I’m sorry, are you threatening me right now?”

“Should I be? Are you gonna end up hurting Leif?”

“Of course not! Believe it or not, I do really care about her! It’s just that I have… other priorities that are occasionally more important,” Brooke growled.

Roxy scoffed. “I’m not sure glaring at Sam and asking me weirdly specific questions count as priorities.”

Brooke just sighed and shook her head. When she looked back up, it was an expression of pity that adorned her face. “I’m trying to help you, Roxy. I wish you could see that.”

“What?” All of Roxy’s fire suddenly died in a cloud of stifling confusion. Why was she looking at her like that?

“You’ll understand soon, I promise,” she explained tiredly, that pitying look never leaving her eyes. “Until then, can we just pretend this never happened? I’d like to at least try and have a nice day, and I don’t like arguing with you. You’re my friend.”

Roxy was silent for a few seconds as a twinge of guilt slivered through her. “...Fine. But this isn’t over.”

Brooke looked like she was about to say something in response, but she settled on just shaking her head again before walking out. Roxy stayed in there for a little while longer, reflecting on whatever that was. Brooke was trying to help her? How? And what did Sam have to do with it? And what about that look? It seemed as though she felt sorry for her. But why?? Roxy was so confused.

She could feel Sam sending her own confused feelings in response. Roxy tried her best to send back something reassuring, to indicate that it was fine and there were no issues. She sighed. Whatever was going on, she doubted she was going to figure it out today. She splashed her face with water to refresh herself before checking her hair in the mirror. How bad could whatever it was be anyway? If Roxy’s original theory about Brooke just having a crush on her was right, then she was probably just a little poly or something, if her claim about caring about Leif was to be believed. Still, the sudden dislike of Sam was a bit much to warrant that.

Roxy stepped out of the bathroom and returned to her friend’s booth. Like Brooke said, she would just try to ignore it and enjoy the day. Sam’s face lit up as she walked around the corner and into her line of sight and Roxy kissed her as she sat back down. She tasted like burger. Roxy smiled.

—

Roxy stepped out onto the street, relishing the cool night air after her long shift. Her feet were aching like a bitch and the rest of her legs weren’t doing much better. She couldn’t wait to get home and flop onto her bed, joining Sam in the blissful release of sleep. Her mark had been pretty much silent for the past few hours, so she could only assume Sam was already peacefully snoring away. It was about a 25 minute walk home, so she took a breath and got started.

The night was silent, not a car driving past nor a person on the street. It made her uneasy, but it was probably for the best. She didn’t really know what was better; a creepy, unnervingly empty walk home, or running into someone who was out past midnight for whatever reason. Probably the first one, she guessed. Though, it didn’t remain a guess for much longer.

After a while, she got a weird feeling. A sickeningly familiar feeling. On a hunch, she turned and looked behind herself. There was a man, walking down the street behind her, his face and hands obscured by the hoodie he was wearing. Okay, very very creepy, and more than a little sketchy, but nothing to get worried about. He was probably just like her, walking home late at night. She noticed that his footsteps were completely silent. Her hand closed around the taser in her pocket as she continued walking.

.

He was following her. He was definitely following her. She had taken four right turns to check and he was still just walking behind her, not making any move to catch up. Her heart thudded heavily against her ribcage, but she forced herself to calm down. Whoever this asshole was, he was alone. She could take him, no problem. He wasn’t even that much bigger than her. He was probably just waiting for her to turn into an alley or somewhere secluded so he could mug her. She would just disarm him and break his wrist, just like she did with Kimberly. No problem, right?

“They’ve already tried to get Sam, but since that failed it’s not unlikely that they’ll go after one of you two instead, to try and lure her to them.”

Pedro’s voice rang through her head and a burst of adrenaline shot through her system. What if this wasn’t just a mugger looking for a quick buck? What if this was the hunters, finally making their move, finally retaliating for when Sam took out their hunting party. She involuntarily swallowed, her hands starting to shake. Stay calm.

She fished her phone out of her pocket as cooly as she could. She didn’t want to give anything away to the person behind her. There was no way he didn’t know that she knew he was following her after the little loop she’d done to check. She pressed on Pedro’s contact and put the phone to her ear. It rang.

And it rang.

And it rang.

And it clicked. An automated voice informed her that the person she was trying to call wasn’t available. Her heart dropped and she swore under her breath. What was she going to do? She wasn’t so confident that it really was just one person that was following her anymore. How many more were out there that she just couldn’t see yet? How many of them could she take at once in a fight? She really wasn’t keen on finding out.

Not knowing what else to do, she kept walking, her gait picking up slightly. She turned corners, paying attention to the names of the streets she was taking in case she needed them. She was halfway through crossing in front of the mouth of an alleyway when it happened.

A man stepped out in front of her, blocking her way. He was dressed similarly to the man behind her. She locked eyes with him before defiantly turning back around, only to come face to face with the one who’d been following her. Her heart was racing, adrenaline pumping through her system, preparing for what was to come. She was considering making a run for it across the road when an unmarked van pulled up next to her and blocked that path, too. The door slid open and two more men slipped out. Roxy stopped hesitating.

She turned and sprinted down the alley, the only path left to her, and they immediately gave chase. She pulled her phone out once again and did what any girl would do while being chased by strange men in the dead of night. 

“911, what’s your emergency?”

“Hello?!” she panted as she ran. “I- I need police! These men are chasing me! I think they want to kidnap me!”

“Where are you?” the responder asked calmly.

“Running down an alley off of Gibbs Road! M-My name is Roxanne Kindley!” she added, just in case.

“Alright, Roxanne, police are on their way. Just stay on the line as long as you can.”

Roxy just nodded to herself as she kept running, keeping the phone against her ear. The men weren’t far behind her, but they didn’t seem to be gaining much ground on her, either. She took a random turn in the alley and came face-to-face with a chain-link fence. Without thinking, she shoved her phone between her teeth and jumped at it, deftly pulling herself over without losing much speed. The men didn’t slow down much, either, but she did make a little bit of distance on them.

“Roxanne? Are you alright?” the responder asked.

“Y-yeah, just had to jump a fence. I’m not sure where I’m- oh shit.”

It was a dead end. It was a dead fucking end. She turned around. The men had slowed down to a walk as they came to the same conclusion as her. There was nowhere else to run. Fight or die.

“Roxanne?”

She ignored the responder, instead putting her phone on speaker and placing it on the floor. They should be able to hear whatever happens, but this way it wouldn’t get in her way. She pulled out her taser. “Alright, you fuckers,” she whispered, mostly to herself, before raising her voice so the hunters could hear her. “You want me so bad? Well, come and have a go if you think you’re hard enough!”

There was no hesitation. The hunters all rushed at her as a unit. She ducked past the one closest to her left, swinging around and hitting him right in the nose with a palm strike. He recoiled backwards with a grunt, but she had no time to celebrate as the other three were already on her. She jabbed her taser out while backing away, trying to ward off her attackers while making some space for herself. A hand reached out to try and grab her from the side and she punished the man’s overreach, shocking him.

He screamed and spasmed, knocking the weapon out of her hand. Well, fuck.

She blocked a punch that was aimed for the side of her head and used the man’s momentum to pull him off balance, throwing him in front of his friends to try and make some distance. She was fighting defensively, trying to hold them off for as long as she could until the police arrived. One man rushed forward, trying to tackle her. It was all too easy to counter and flip him to the ground, but that left her open to the man who was now swinging for her again. She ducked under the hit and returned a punch right to his solar plexus, knocking the wind out of him. He doubled over and Roxy spun, swinging a kick at the man she knew was behind her. He blocked it, but the steel cap of her work boots combined with the force behind her leg broke his arm with a satisfying snap. He screamed as he recoiled.

“You little bitch! You’ll pay for that!”

She was briefly distracted by his threat and as such was taken by surprise when a fist sunk into her side, right in her kidney. She gasped, the air rushing out of her lungs. She tried to turn around to her attacker, but an elbow smashed across her cheekbone, filling her vision with white and knocking her to the floor on her stomach. A weight immediately descended upon her and pinned her arms behind her back. She thrashed against him, but it was no use, he was far too heavy.

“Get off of me, you fucker! Let me go! I’ll f-fuckin’ kill you!”

She couldn’t see from the angle she was stuck at, but the man was shifting around a little. “Sure you will, kid. Now, I think it’s past your bedtime.”

There was a sharp pain in her neck, like the sting of a needle, and all of a sudden the world began to spin around her. “Wha- what d-d-did you j-just ssstick me w-with?!” she slurred, not sure if she was expecting an answer. Blackness swarmed around the edges of her vision, quickly taking it over. She watched helplessly as one of the men smashed her phone. There was a dark chuckle above her.

“Oh, Emmerich’s gonna have fun with you.”

The world faded out around her. Darkness closed in. Roxy passed out.

            

    
        19: Pressure

    
    
    
    
                Pedro yawned as he exited the bathroom, walking down the hall back to his office. It was times like this that he really wished he could have caffeine without getting sick. He was on shift for the rest of the night and he was already exhausted. Oh well, that was just part of the job, he supposed. It certainly wasn’t the first 10pm-6am shift he’d pulled, but given how much of his time had been taken up by the training course lately, it had certainly been a while since his last one.

His thoughts turned to Clarissa as he sat back down. He hoped she was doing alright. He considered calling her, but when he picked up his phone, he noticed he had a missed call from Roxy. Why would she be calling so late? And why didn’t she just leave a text when he didn’t answer? Slightly worried, he attempted to call her back, only for it to go straight to voicemail. That was odd.

He tried Leif instead. Maybe she knew something? It took a few rings, but she eventually picked up.

“Heeeeyy, Pedro! How’zit goin’?” There was a giggle from the other end of the phone. He sighed. She clearly wasn't sober.

“Hey, kid. I was just wondering if you’ve heard from Roxy at all?”

“Roxy? Naww, that square’s at work! Instead of hangin’ out with me! Can you believe that?!”

“Right. Well, thanks, Leif. Remember to drink some water.” With that, he hung up. Well, that was a relief. If she was at work, she probably just butt-dialed him and turned her phone off so it didn’t happen again. Still, it was a little strange that a teenager was still at work at 12:30 in the morning. Oh well, probably wasn’t important. He already knew she was a hard worker, so he didn’t doubt that carried over to her job as well.

He buried himself in paperwork for a bit to get his mind off of it. After a little while, there was a knock on his door. It opened before he could respond and his boss walked in.

“Hey, Pedro,” the man greeted.

“Chief,” Pedro responded in kind. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

“Got a new case. This one’s high priority, so drop everything else.”

“Oh?” Pedro’s stomach clenched a little bit. Anything that was ‘high priority’ in such a low-crime town couldn’t be good.

“Dispatcher answered a 911 call a little while ago. This girl claimed she was being chased by men who wanted to kidnap her. They heard the sound of fighting before the call suddenly cut off. When the patrol guys arrived at the scene, they only found a smashed phone, so I think we can assume those men were successful. We’re ruling this as a kidnapping. There were a few drops of blood at the scene that we’re getting analysed, and we’re checking the call to see if we can’t find a match for the attackers’ voices. There were a couple CCTV cameras in the area that we haven’t checked yet, so I’ll leave that up to you. Any questions?”

Pedro swallowed thickly. This couldn’t be what he thought it was, right? “U-uh, did you get the girl’s name?”

“Dispatcher said her name was ‘Roxanne Kindley.’ We’ve tracked down her records and found her address, but no one’s notified her parents yet. Poor kid’s only sixteen. Do you think you can- woah, Pedro, you alright?”

Pedro was frozen. His eyes stung. It was hard to breathe. It happened. It actually happened. Roxy called him for help and he’d been sitting on the fucking toilet. Why didn’t he just bring his phone with him?! It was stupid to blame himself for it, but he couldn’t help it. This was his fault, his responsibility to make right. He had to get started right away. He had to-

“Pedro! Jesus, man! What’s gotten into you?” 

Pedro startled back into the present. He didn’t remember standing up, but he was looking at his desk from the back of the room, his chair knocked over and lying on the ground.

“I…” he faltered. “S-sorry, sir. I… I know that girl. It just… took me by surprise.”

“Right, sorry to hear that,” the chief replied. “As I was saying, do you think you could notify her parents?”

“Y-yes, sir. I can do that.”

His boss patted him on the shoulder. “Good man. Tell you what, I’ll get some of the guys to grab the camera footage for you, instead. Save you a trip.”

He nodded shakily. The camera footage didn’t matter. None of it mattered. “R-right.”

“Now, get to it. This kid’s life is on the line, so the quicker we can find who took her, the better.”

Pedro just watched as his boss left his office. Oh, you have no idea.

—

Pedro pulled up outside of the Kindley household at a little past 1:30 in the morning. He’d checked the camera footage that had been sent to him and it only confirmed what he’d been afraid of. The camera had been at the perfect angle to record Roxy’s limp form being carried into a van by four men. They had her. The hunters had Roxy, and Pedro had no fucking clue where to even start looking. He knew they had an outpost somewhere in Dewsbury, but no way to find it. His best bet was to try and find a hunter patrolling the town and follow them back, but would there even be any? By the time the news breaks in the morning, the entire town is going to be up in arms looking for Roxy. The hunters will no doubt retreat into their hideout until the heat dies down like the criminals they are. Pedro sighed. He couldn’t focus on that right now. He just needed to focus on the here and the now. 

He stepped out of the car and walked up to the door with leaden feet. He wasn’t looking forward to this. He’d never met Roxy’s parents before, but it was never an easy thing to tell a parent that their kid was missing. After taking a deep breath, he rapped his knuckles against the wood, preparing for the worst. An Asian man about his age opened the door with a look of relief on his face, only for it to drop once he realised that the person at the door wasn’t his daughter. He must have been waiting for her to come home. Pedro’s heart clenched.

“I’m sorry, can I help you?” the man asked.

Welp, this was it. “I’m sorry to bother you, sir. I’m detective Pedro Luna with the Dewsbury Police.” He flashed his badge. The man paled. “Is your wife present? I’m afraid I have some bad news.”

“O-oh…” Pedro watched as the man swallowed and started to sweat. His heart was racing. “I… I’ll go get her. Please, come in.”

Pedro nodded solemnly as the man turned and walked up the stairs to, presumably, fetch his wife. Pedro stepped through the front door and into the kitchen. He stood and considered how he was going to break the news while he waited, though he wasn’t waiting long. The man came back down the stairs with his wife in tow. She was white, a fact that surprised him a little. He hadn't realised that Roxy was biracial. Not that it was important. It was just funny, the little things his mind distracted him with to stop him from thinking about the real issue.

“What is this? What’s going on?” she asked, her irritation at being woken up very clear.

“Good evening, ma’am. I’m sorry to bother you. Would you mind taking a seat? I’m afraid I have some news.”

The woman frowned in confusion before following his instruction and sitting at the table, her husband following shortly after. Pedro took a seat opposite them.

“First things first, I didn’t catch your names.”

“I-I’m Damien, and this is Martha,” the man, Damien, said. “Now, please, what is this about? Th-this… this isn’t about Roxy, is it?”

Pedro shut his eyes and sighed. “I’m afraid it is, sir.” He opened his eyes again and looked at the terrified face across from him. “I’m going to be blunt. Your daughter’s been kidnapped.”

The tense silence that followed his words was stifling. “Wh-what?”

“We received a 911 call earlier tonight, in which Roxy claimed that she was being chased by men who wanted to kidnap her. There was the sound of fighting, and then the call cut off. We found her phone at the scene, smashed up. After reviewing the footage from nearby CCTV cameras, we saw Roxy being carried into a van by four men, unconscious. Based on what little we heard from the call, we believe she was injected with some sort of anaesthetic.”

Martha was silent, a stricken expression on her face. Damien seemed close to hyperventilating. “B-but… but why?! Why our Roxy?!”

Pedro sighed sadly. “I don’t know, sir.” He did know, he just couldn’t tell them. “All I can say is that this wasn’t a crime of passion. It was too planned, too organised. Whoever this was knew Roxy well enough to know where she’d be and when. They also knew to take four guys for the job. If it was just one or two, Roxy likely would’ve been able to fight them off. Whoever it is, they’ve had their eyes on her for a while.”

“You… you say that like you know her?”

Pedro swallowed and nodded sadly. “I do know her. I… I’m friends with Samantha Reed’s guardians. I’ve met Roxy quite a few times while I’ve been over there. She’s a good kid.”

Damien nodded in acknowledgement. There were tears in his eyes. “S-so… what… what do we do?”

“Just spread the word as much as you can. We’re sending out a news report with the details of the kidnapping across the state, possibly nation-wide if we can get the clearance. The call caught the voices of the men who attacked her, so we’ll release that to see if anyone recognises them, as well as the licence plate of the van they used. We’ve already set up police blockades on every road out of town just in case. We’ll also be sending out an Amber Alert. Someone will know something, I’m sure.”

Damien’s fragile hold finally broke as the situation set in. Tears spilled down his cheeks and he covered his mouth to stifle his sobs. Pedro’s own eyes prickled with tears, but he didn’t let them fall. He couldn’t cry, he couldn’t mourn, because he still had work to do. Every second he wasted crying was a second that Roxy was in danger. “We’ll find her, Damien. I’ll make sure of it.”

“Please… p-please…” he muttered in between sobs. Martha wasn’t even responding. She didn’t seem entirely present.

“I’ll bring her home,” Pedro promised. Not to Damien, but to himself.

—

Pedro pulled up in the Walkers’ driveway. He’d put this off all morning, just searching far and wide for any kind of lead he could follow, but nothing came up. He already knew Sam would be inconsolable when she heard, so he at least wanted her to have one last good sleep. He wanted to be the one to break the news to her, so he could at least tell her gently, but he’d put it off for too long. The news report was already playing on the TV, he could see it through the window. A glass smashed somewhere in the house. It was time.

He stepped out of his car right as the front door flew open. Sam stumbled out, tightly gripping her shirt as though she couldn’t breathe. She was sobbing in between gasping, heaving breaths. Pedro ran up to her right as her legs gave out and she collapsed, catching her before she could hit the ground. She held onto him tightly, claws digging into his back. It was honestly agonising, but he ignored it.

“P-P-Pe-P-Ped-d-drooo!” she cried. “Th-th-they h-have her! THEY HAVE HER!” Her cries quickly turned into screams of anguish against his shoulder.

“We’ll find her, kid. We’ll find her,” he reassured, gently rocking her back and forth.

“No no no no no no no no no no no NOOO!” Sam didn’t seem to hear him. He could feel blood running down his back from her claws piercing the skin. It didn’t matter, it would heal. If only he’d been there when she needed him, none of this would have happened. It was his fault, once again.

“Sam. Sam, I need you to listen to me,” he said firmly, gently grabbing her head and pulling it away so he could look her in the eyes. She startled a little, still sobbing and twitching but now a little more present. Her eyes were glowing red and her face was covered in tears and snot. He ignored the fact that she’d probably just made a mess of his jacket. “We’re going to find her, Sam. There’s no question about that, understand?”

It took a few seconds, but she eventually nodded. “B-b-but… th-they’re gonna h-hurt her!”

“You can’t focus on that, okay? The best we can do is try and stay positive. You’ve got that emotional transfer thing, right? You need to try your best to send her comfort, because as scared as you’re feeling right now, she’s probably feeling worse. How is she right now?”

Sam focused for a second, sniffling. “Sh-she’s… I d-don’t think she’s w-woken up yet.”

“Alright.” He put a hand on her cheek and stroked it with his thumb, wiping away a few tears. “Let’s go inside, yeah? Everything will be okay, I promise.”

She nodded shakily, letting him lift her back to her feet. If only he could believe his own words.

—

Roxy groaned. Her head really hurt. Her shoulders too, for that matter, and her wrists. She tried to open her eyes, but her eyelids were still too heavy. Where was she? It didn’t feel like she was on her bed; it was far too cold for that. As a matter of fact, she wasn’t even sure if she was lying down. Her chin was tucked against her chest, as though she’d fallen asleep standing up. But, her arms were above her? Huh?

Sam was… wow, that was a lot of emotions. She was terrified. Roxy sent back something comforting, hoping that she’d just had a really bad nightmare or something. Now, back onto the matter at hand. Why was she in such a weird position? It took a surprising amount of effort, but she managed to lift her head and open her eyes.

She was in… an office? There was a desk in front of her, so she could only assume. It was dark, the only light coming in from the edges of a door to her right. Was she dreaming? She surveyed the room. There were a few things hanging on the walls. A big metal crucifix, a rack with multiple swords, and some sort of… whip? She certainly wasn’t an expert on whips, but she could tell it wasn’t the kinky sex kind. What the hell kind of office was this? And how did she get here?

She remembered… leaving work, walking, and… being… followed? 

She looked up to where her hands were. They were suspended above her, hanging from a hook by a pair of handcuffs, which, now that she was aware of them, cut against her wrists painfully. She could only barely touch the floor with the tips of her toes. Where had her shoes gone? Her heart jolted as the last bit of her night came back to her and she realised where she was and what had happened.

Oh fuck oh fuck oh fuck

Roxy thrashed against her bindings, grunting against the duct tape gag that she somehow hadn’t even noticed up until that point. Her heart pounded against her ribcage so hard that she swore she could hear it. What was going to happen to her? Her mind flashed with an image of Duncan, covered in scars and missing parts from his time with the hunters, and she started to cry.

What was she going to do? What could she do? She couldn’t even move. It was hopeless.

Stay strong, Roxy. We’ll find you.


 

A feeling of forced calm washed over her from Sam’s reassurance. It hadn’t been in so many words, but that was how her mind had interpreted the burst of warm emotion that had flooded her. They would find her. They definitely already knew she was missing. She would be okay. She would be. No matter what they did to her, she would stay strong.

The door opened and a man walked in. He was on the older side, with a full head of grey hair and more than a few wrinkles adorning his pale face. He was dressed in a white button-up shirt and grey slacks, simple business casual. He completely ignored her as she grunted and thrashed in his general direction, instead just sitting down at the desk with a mug of coffee and a newspaper, turning on a lamp.

He didn’t do anything for what felt like the longest time. Eventually, Roxy gave up on trying to get his attention. He just sat there reading his newspaper and drinking his coffee as though it was just a normal day at the office. Well, for him it probably was, Roxy considered. She wondered just how many people had been in her position before. And what an uncomfortable position it was. She was starting to lose feeling in her hands as the cuffs dug into her wrists.

Finally, the man looked up from his newspaper and directly into her eyes. She couldn’t help but shiver. He had a look that felt like it was picking her apart, piece by piece. She started grunting at him again, muffled obscenities at a scale and frequency that would definitely get her banned from a church had she not been gagged.

“Good morning, Roxanne. Are you well?” God, what a slimy voice. She grunted back.

“Hmm,” he acknowledged. “I must say, I’m quite excited to have you here. I’ve had my eye on you for some time now. You somehow managed to knock out one of our scouts with no training of your own, and from there you’ve only grown. Just taking one look at the state of the men I sent to retrieve you makes that quite clear. I had to send poor Kain on medical leave for his arm! Yes, I think you'll do quite well here, after a bit of discipline, of course.”

She tried to tell him to go fuck himself, but the gag made that a little difficult. The man stood up and walked uncomfortably close. He grabbed the edge of the duct tape and pulled it off, agonisingly slow. Roxy waited, primed and ready, until it was all the way off. And then she spat in his face.

He flinched backwards in surprise before slowly wiping it off of his face and inspecting his hand. Roxy almost thought that was it, until his fist was suddenly sinking into her abdomen, right at her solar plexus. For an old guy, he hit hard. The wind rushed out of her and it felt like she couldn’t breathe, trying to suck in wheezing lungfuls of air as the man paced back and forth.

“I expected something like that, but you will learn soon enough not to disrespect me.” He grabbed her face and wrenched it back so that she was looking at him. “You are nothing, girl. Not even worthy of being a shit stain on my boot. You will only refer to me as ‘sir,’ and you will do everything I say, when I say it, without question, or you will be punished. Do you understand?”

“Suh… S-suck my dick, asshole.”

He released his grip on her face and instead struck her with the back of his hand. Her head rang like a bell. “Teenagers…” he muttered. “Oh well. I expected that you would require some breaking in. Besides, you have to be purified first, anyways. The Sons will not harbour a sinner in their ranks.” He walked over to the wall, grabbing the whip she’d wondered about earlier and beginning to inspect it. Her heart lodged in her throat.

“Wh-what’s… what’s that for?” she asked, afraid that she already knew the answer.

“There is no absolvement without punishment, Roxanne. No reconciliation without pain. And you have a lot to reconcile for. Not only are you a depraved pervert who lies with others of the same sex, you are also a brainwashed degenerate who willingly gave herself up to a werewolf. Doesn’t it disgust you, Roxanne? That you chose to become the property of a violent beast?”

“Shut the fuck up, you geriatric. You don’t know shit!”

He looked at her sadly. It was oddly familiar. “Oh… you’re further gone than I thought. Don’t worry, child. I’ll break the bonds that were placed on your mind. You’ll be free to think for yourself again, and you’ll realise that werewolves are nothing more than depraved beasts and violent, evil monsters. There will come a time where you will learn to appreciate the pivotal role you’re already playing in events to come.”

“Wh-what?! My role in what?!”

He smiled. “Why, the extinction of werewolves across the globe, of course!”

Roxy felt the blood drain from her face. “What..? H-how?! What the hell are you assholes planning?!”

“Oh, Roxanne, I’m just a humble recruit trainer. How am I to know the machinations of those above me? Just be a good little girl, work hard, and maybe you’ll get to have a front row seat when the fireworks start.” 

She couldn’t even begin to guess what that meant. The man placed the whip down and grabbed a pair of fabric scissors on his desk, walking over to her and taking hold of the hem of her shirt. He began to cut through the material, all the way up the side and through her sleeve. Roxy tried to jerk away from him, but, given her restraints, there wasn’t much she could do.

“Hey! What the fuck are you doing?!” she yelled, an awful feeling bubbling up in her throat.

“You’re not going to be needing this anymore. It’ll just get in the way.” He spoke calmly as he worked, doing the same thing to the other side and effectively turning her 7-11 uniform into a poncho. Once that was done, he reached between her arms and over her head, grabbing the back of her collar and pulling it off, leaving the top half of her body mostly exposed. Humiliation burned in her cheeks and she tried to cover herself, to no avail.

“Y-you old f-fucking perv! Give that back!” To her horror, he ignored her and instead began cutting away the straps of her bra. “H-hey! No, no, no, no! Stop!”

She tried to kick him away, but the second her feet stopped supporting what little of her weight they could, the pain of her whole body hanging from just her wrists and shoulders threatened to suffocate her. She began to cry again as the garment fell to the floor and she could do nothing to stop him from unbuckling and removing her pants and underwear.

He sighed as he dumped the clothes in the corner. “I assure you, Roxanne. I have absolutely no interest in your body beyond its capacity to withstand pain.” He smiled at her. She wasn’t comforted. “Your skin is a blank canvas, but when I’m finished, you’ll be a masterpiece, broken down and reborn under the light of the black sun, ready to serve. Clothes are a luxury for the purified and the initiated. You, Roxanne, are neither. But we can fix that.”

“F-fuck you! Stay away from me!” she whimpered.

He picked the whip back up and walked around behind her, out of her line of sight. Her heart was beating so fast she thought it might burst, her cheeks red from embarrassment and tears. She’d never been so scared in her entire life. Not through all the shit with Blaine, not when the stalker was choking her out in the alley, not even when she thought Sam had been beaten to death.

“Now then. Let’s begin, shall we? Scream for me, Roxanne. I want to hear your repentance.”

She bit her lip and waited, every muscle and tendon taut with expectation and palpable fear. She refused to do as he said. She wouldn’t scream, wouldn’t make a sound. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction.

SNAP

Every single molecule of air in her lungs rushed out from the force of the blow and the subsequent jolt of her body caused her teeth to go straight through her bottom lip. A line of agonising fire lit up across her back and she almost, almost whimpered. The man was chanting something under his breath; a prayer of some sort. Roxy had never hated someone as much as she hated him.

SNAP

Something slipped. Warm liquid leaked from the wound, running all the way down her back and dripping onto her legs. Darkness briefly overtook her vision. She could taste and smell and feel blood. It hurt so, so much. A small sound escaped her throat against her will.

SNAP

Roxy couldn’t help it. She screamed.

—

It didn’t feel real. Roxy was gone. Well, not gone gone, but still. She wasn’t here. The hunters had her. Leif almost refused to believe it, despite the fact that she’d seen the news report, just like everybody else. Roxanne Kindley, age sixteen, kidnapped late last night. The alert on her phone said the same thing. It was ridiculous. Her birthday was in ten days, how could she just be gone like that? It couldn’t be real. But it was. Leif felt numb.

She was walking around town aimlessly at Sam’s side, looking around for something, anything that might be a clue as to Roxy’s location. Sam… wasn’t doing well. She was hugging herself tightly, eyes locked to the floor, her whole body twitching and jerking every few seconds. Leif didn’t want to think about what that could mean for Roxy, considering their emotional link. She saw Roxy hiss in pain when Sam stubbed her toe once, and, although she hadn’t told anyone, she’d been awake when Pedro was telling Roxy about what happened to Duncan. The thought of what she’d learnt then combined with Sam’s periodic twitching wasn’t painting a good picture. It didn’t feel real.

“It’s not education, it’s torture. They hurt you until you’re too terrified or broken to say no to them.”

Leif swallowed thickly and tried to ignore the thought. Sam yelped quietly and screwed her eyes shut. Leif had to distract her from whatever was going on. For both their sakes. 

“H-hey, Sam?” Her voice came out deep. She hadn’t even bothered trying to raise it like she usually did. She just didn’t care right now.

Sam made a noise of acknowledgement and looked at her, eyes pained but questioning. Well, great. Now Leif actually had to think of something to say. She looked around the street for inspiration. It was surprisingly busy, the whole town buzzing with unrest at the news that had come out of nowhere. She wondered if that was why Pedro called her last night, because he’d realised something was wrong. She only saw him briefly when she arrived at Sam’s house, pulled there by some invisible force, and she hadn’t thought to ask. It didn’t matter anyway. The silence had just about stretched to an awkward length when she spotted the perfect conversation topic.

“Isn’t that…?” she asked, pointing to a figure in front of them. 

Sure enough, it was. Roxy’s dad was taping a piece of paper to a lightpost. It was the same piece of paper they’d already seen multiple times throughout town, featuring the same face that was on every TV screen in Dewsbury, cropped from a picture they’d all taken together a few weeks earlier. Roxy was smiling in it. Leif faintly wondered if she’d ever get to see it in person again, then mentally slapped herself for thinking like that.

The two walked up to him. “Hey, Damien…” Leif greeted.

Damien turned around, his eyebrows raising when he realised who was talking to him. It looked like he hadn’t slept. Leif wondered how long he’d known for. “Oh. Hi, girls.”

“How are you… how are you holding up?” she asked hesitantly.

Damien sighed. “I’m… trying to stay positive. I just… I just wish I knew why it had to be her, you know? Why my girl?”

Leif didn’t have the heart to tell him the answer, that they wanted to hurt and break her until she would follow their orders, that they wanted to use her to lure Sam in for whatever they were planning. Everything Pedro predicted when Sam was first attacked had come to pass. “Y-yeah,” she just said instead.

“Wh-what about you two? How are you feeling? Sam?” 

Leif looked up at her friend and put a comforting hand on her arm. She was still tensing up every few seconds, but she’d stopped twitching with her entire body, so at least the conversation was keeping her from fully focusing on whatever signals she was getting.

“I… I-I…”

Leif wasn’t surprised at Sam’s lack of a response. She’d been pretty much completely non-verbal all morning.

“It’s okay, you don’t have to say anything,” Damien responded gently. “Would you like a hug?”

Sam nodded emphatically and melted into the man’s embrace. Leif watched on distantly until Damien opened an arm in her direction. “I was talking to you, too, Leif.”

Leif snapped out of her funk and smiled sadly, letting herself get pulled into the hug. It was warm and smelled faintly of pine and assorted spices.

“Gosh, you’re tall,” Damien remarked. Sam hummed.

—

Roxy panted, her whole body quivering from shock. Sweat and tears and spit dripped from her face and into the puddle of assorted bodily fluids that had collected on the ground below her. It seemed like it was finally, finally over. She’d tried her best to focus on the comfort that Sam had been sending throughout, but it was almost impossible. She couldn’t ignore the excruciating pain in her back any more than she could ignore the deafening crack of his whip every time it tore her skin. Her ears rang. Her throat was raw. She’d lost control of her bladder at some point, though she couldn’t remember if it was before or after she’d started to beg for him to stop in between bouts of screaming.

She heard the man walk back around her to his desk. Everything sounded distant and her vision was blurry, so she didn’t bother lifting her head. She wasn’t sure she had the strength. He stepped back over to her and she tensed up.

“All done, Roxanne. That wasn’t so bad, was it? Don’t you feel better already?” He gently cradled her face and lifted it so that he could look her in the eye. He was standing very close to her. Weirdly close. It gave Roxy an idea. Anyone who took one look at her state and her situation could tell her that it was a bad, no, a terrible idea, but, in Roxy’s delirious, pain-addled brain, it seemed like a great one.

Roxy let her head loll back out of his grip limply and, summoning the last reserves of her strength, brought it careening forwards. The resulting sound from her forehead colliding with his nose was quite possibly the most satisfying thing she’d ever heard.

She giggled drunkenly and gleefully as he stumbled backwards with a cry, trying to stem the flow of blood with his fingers. “You stupid little SHIT!” he yelled. His nasally voice just made her laugh harder. She didn’t even see him grab the knife, but she was forcibly made aware of it when it sliced through her face, straight down from her hairline to halfway down her left cheek.

“FUUUCK!!” she screamed, thrashing around in agony even as the movement caused more pain across the torn up battlefield that was her back. She couldn’t tell if her eye was damaged or not, as it was already blinded from all of the blood flowing into it, but she wasn’t optimistic. It hurt too much not to be damaged in some way.

A hand roughly gripped her cheeks and forced her to look into her assaulter’s eyes. “Your actions have consequences, Roxanne! Do you understand?!” He shook her head. “Do you?!”

She tried to nod, but he wasn’t having it. “Say it!”

“I-I u-unders-s-stand,” she whimpered. Every wound on her body throbbed violently with the beating of her heart.

“Apologise for what you did or I’ll cut you again!”

“I-I-I’m s-sorry.”

His grip tightened on her cheeks. She whimpered again and tried to get away, but she couldn’t. “I’m sorry, who?”

She swallowed, even though her mouth was dry. She couldn’t say it. She wouldn’t. She wasn’t going to give in and give that sadistic, creepy fuck what he wanted. Saying it would mean losing, and-

The knife carved a line across her stomach and Roxy screamed.

“I’m sorry, who?”

“I-I’m s-s-sorry, s-sir.”

He let go and her head fell back down against her chest. It felt like she couldn’t breathe. “Good girl. That wasn’t so hard, was it?”

He reached up. There was a noise and some jostling around her wrists before she suddenly came free and collapsed to the ground in a heap. Her hands tingled as the circulation returned, but it barely even registered on top of all of the pain she was in.

“I’m giving you one chance, Roxanne. Don’t mess it up.”

She didn’t know what he was talking about, but she didn’t really care, either. She could barely move, any attempt at picking herself up only resulting in her arms buckling out and sending her straight back down into the puddle of her own blood and urine that she was lying in. She was definitely gonna need a shower when she got home.

…oh. She wasn’t going home. Right. She should be sad about that, but truth be told she just didn’t have the energy.

The man knocked on the door and two other men entered. She couldn’t see their faces from her position, but she didn’t honestly care to. “Yes, Emmerich?”

Emmerich. She finally had a name to the face of the man who had been tormenting her. Emmerich. She replayed the name in her mind a few times. Emmerich. Emmerich. Emmerich. It sounded sort of familiar. Wasn’t that the name of a character in that game Leif had been fixated on for a while? Roxy remembered the girl going on multiple long-winded tangents about conspiracies and nano-machines that had only barely made any sense, with that name coming up every now and then. Roxy wondered how Leif was doing. She hoped everyone was okay. She was just grateful that she still had some form of contact with Sam at least, even if it was just sending vague feelings to each other. Sam was angry at the moment. Roxy hoped it wasn’t at herself.

Suddenly, there were hands gripping her arms and Roxy was being pulled to her feet. She cried out as the action pulled on the shredded skin of her back. The men must have finished their conversation while she was lost in thought. They dragged her out of the room as she did her best to try and walk along instead of letting her feet trail along the ground. The hallway outside was brightly lit, too bright for her unadjusted eyes. Well, eye. She still hadn’t tried to open her left one since Emmerich had cut her face. She was too scared of what she might find.

People ogled her as she was led through the winding corridors of wherever the hell she was. If she hadn’t been so delirious from pain, she might have been embarrassed about it, but as it was, she just kept her head down and ignored it as best she could. What could she possibly do about it, anyway? Her clothes were still sitting in the corner of Emmerich’s office, no doubt ready to be disposed of, and any attempt to cover herself just resulted in the guards (she assumed) tightening their grips on her upper arms.

They brought her to what looked like some sort of infirmary, not dissimilar to the nurse’s office at her school. A man with tired eyes turned to them as they entered, his blue irises looking over Roxy appraisingly, but sadly.

“Got one for you, Doc,” one of the guards said. The doctor sighed.

“I expected as much. I could hear the screams from here. Well, get her up on the table, then.”

The men did as they were told and hoisted Roxy up onto the table before leaving the office. The metal was cold under her bare thighs.

“Alright, Roxy. This is going to sting a bit, but it’ll feel better soon.”

Roxy. 

He called her Roxy. Not Roxanne. Not the name she’d always sort of disliked, but the one she’d chosen for herself. It was a small mercy in a sea of horrible torment, but hearing her name, her real name, after nothing but Roxanne this and Roxanne that all day, broke something within her.

Roxy started to cry. The doctor gently shushed her as he rubbed her back with a cool cream. Just as he’d said, it stung a bit at first, but the pain quickly died down. She’d almost forgotten what it felt like to not be in constant burning agony. The relief was so sudden and so strong that her vision went black and Roxy passed out.

—

Sam laid in bed, curled into a ball. She clutched the shirt in her hands desperately, breathing in every molecule of Roxy’s lingering scent that she could. Leif was at her back, facing the other direction. There was music playing through her headphones, but she seemed to be asleep. Sam couldn’t possibly be further from it, not after all the horrible second-hand pain she’d felt earlier. She didn’t want to think about it. She didn’t want to think about the awful things Roxy must be going through. At the very least, things seem to have calmed down on her end. There was a slight burst of relief before everything cut off, so Sam assumed she must have passed out.

There was a deep pit of rage boiling in her gut. Her mate was being hurt, and she couldn’t do anything about it. She wanted to tear something apart, wanted to break something, someone. The longer she laid there the worse it got. Her claws itched to come free, but she didn’t let them, lest she ripped Roxy’s shirt. She needed to do something, anything.

Sam shuffled around the sleeping girl on her bed and got up. She was just in jeans and a tank top, but it would do. She was just about out the door when Leif stirred.

“Where’re you going?” she mumbled tiredly.

“Walk,” Sam grunted.

“Mm’kay… Be safe.”

“Yeah.”

She walked downstairs, not bothering to put on shoes. Carol and Tom were watching the TV; another news report about Roxy. 

“There are still no updates in the search for Roxanne Kindley. So far, no ransoms have been sent, and there are no leads as to where she is. Police are still scrambling for clues, and the lack of any ransom demands is leaving everyone wondering as to what the kidnapper’s motives might be. The girl’s mother had this to say:”

The screen cut to a video of Martha.

“My first thought when we were informed of what happened was that someone was after our money. It makes sense, my face is all over town, people know who I am, and they’ve heard of my success in real-estate, so it wouldn’t have been hard for them to trace it back to my daughter. The lack of any ransom is making me wonder if that’s really the reason, or if they’re just holding back until we get desperate.”

Sam was surprised at how composed she was. When they’d run into Damien earlier, he seemed seconds from breaking down. Still, the cracks were visible if she looked hard enough. The screen cut back to the main reporter, with that same picture of Roxy’s smiling face. Sam’s heart hurt.

“Regardless of the reason, our thoughts and prayers are all going out to Roxanne, wherever she may be. Everyone in Dewsbury is wishing for her safe return.”

Sam had heard enough. She walked out the door and down the street before breaking into a run, and then a sprint. She had to do something to burn off this feeling inside her. She ran all the way into town, running from street to street, testing the air for any hint of the girl she loved. Roxy began to stir, feelings of pain and irritation swimming through from her mark.

Sam kept running, focusing on the feelings inside her. There was sadness, resigned acceptance. A flash of surprise. Determination. Hope. Sam winced and stumbled as a sharp pain hit, followed by more and more. Eventually, it ceased, followed by more resigned acceptance and a healthy dose of fear.

They were hurting her again. Hadn’t she been through enough today? Sam’s gut boiled with rage. It wasn’t fair. It wasn’t fair.

A noise caught her attention. A cruel laugh. A whimper of fear. The sound of a switchblade opening. An excuse.

Sam ran over to the source of the noises. It was an alley, tucked between two closed-down businesses. Three men were cornering someone. She recognised Brooke’s scent.

“Look, sweetheart, just hand over the bag and this doesn’t have to get ugly.”

“HEY!” Sam barked. The three men turned their heads to her.

“Move along, blondie. This doesn’t concern you,” the one with the knife said. They turned back to Brooke. “Now, where was I-”

“You bet your ass it concerns me. That’s my friend!”

Knife-guy walked up to her slowly. It was clear he was trying to seem intimidating, but she was a lot taller and a lot stronger, a fact which he seemed to realise as he approached. Still, he hid his fear quite well. “I’m only gonna say this once. Walk. Away.”

Sam’s fists were clenched. She was trying her best not to growl. The only thing stopping her from smashing his face in was the tiny part of her mind that wondered if she should really do this. A burst of incredible, mind-numbing pain came through her mark and that seal broke. She saw red.

Her fist smashed across his face and he crumpled to the ground. It only took one hit. Disappointing, even if she did fracture his jawbone. The two other guys turned to her in shock. She dubbed them Fatty and Stringbean in her head after their statures. Fatty reached under his jacket for something and Sam moved.

In less than a second, she was up in his face and had already taken hold of the wrist that had gone for the gun. She twisted and tugged and there was a snap and he screamed. The gun fell to the floor. It wasn’t enough. 

Stringbean was going for his gun now. Sam threw Fatty against the wall and punched Stringbean in the gut before he could get it out. She grabbed his collar and smashed her forehead into his nose, before taking hold of his gun and throwing him to the ground. She dismantled the weapon with practised efficiency and threw the parts away into a bin before doing the same with the one Fatty dropped.

She noticed Fatty was getting up. She stalked over to him and knelt down, glaring at him threateningly. “Had enough yet?” She hoped the answer was no.

She was pretty sure he started pissing himself. He whimpered and crawled backwards before getting to his feet and running away, Stringbean following closely behind and, thankfully, taking Knife-guy with him.

Sam sighed and watched them go. It didn’t help. She still felt like shit, mirroring Roxy’s worrying feelings of devastation and loss. There was a whimper from behind her and she turned, remembering the reason she’d beat those guys up in the first place. Brooke was cowering in the corner, looking up at her fearfully. She was carrying a messenger bag that looked like it had a laptop in it. Probably what those losers were after.

Sam knelt down and held out a hand. “Are you alright? Can you stand?”

Brooke didn’t respond. Her whole body was shaking and she was staring at Sam like she was the threat. Why was…?

Oh, her wolf was out. Her eyes were red. Shit.

Brooke screamed and ran away the second Sam backed up a little. She didn’t… she just wanted to help, and that was the response she got? What the hell was her problem?!

Sam’s rage grew into an uncontrollable flame and she lashed out, punching the wall next to her over and over again. The concrete cracked more and more with each hit, sharp pains shooting up her arm along with them. What would break first, the wall or her hand? Only one way to find out.

Crack

Crack

Crack

Crack

Crunch

—

Roxy stirred. Someone was jostling her. She was about to tell them to piss off, but then the pain kicked in and she remembered where she was. She was lying on her side on the cold metal table in the infirmary, a pillow under her head. Her back felt leagues better than before, but that wasn’t saying much. The cuts on her face and stomach stung. She groaned and tried to open her eyes, but only the right one obeyed. Typical.

She sat up with a grunt and the doctor turned to her. It seemed like he might once have been a redhead, if the few coloured strands remaining on his buzzed head and beard were anything to go by. She looked down and inspected herself. The cut on her stomach had been stitched shut, but there was no dressing on it, unlike her back. She could feel the adhesive bandages when she moved. She dreaded having them pulled off when they needed to be changed, but would they even bother with that? Well, this doctor guy didn’t seem half bad, so maybe they would. They didn’t want her to die from an infection. Probably.

She reached up and gingerly touched her face. The cut there seemed to get a similar treatment to her stomach, but there was a patch over her eye. That worried her.

“So? How are you feeling?”

Roxy looked up at him incredulously. “You’re really gonna ask me that?”

He looked down and hummed sadly. His attitude was so different from the rest of the people she’d met here so far.

“Is… is my eye gonna be okay?” she asked nervously.

He sighed. “I really don’t have the qualifications to answer that. I did the best I could, but I didn’t want to make it worse, so I avoided the eye itself. You’ll just have to wait and see.”

“Oh…”

He took a deep breath. “I will say that the cut on the eye itself seemed relatively shallow, so you may be okay. Just… try to avoid putting any pressure on it.”

Roxy considered his words. “I… Somehow, I don’t think I have a say in that anymore,” she admitted sadly, the reality of her situation starting to truly settle in.

“...no, it doesn’t seem that way, does it? I’ll talk to Emmerich about it, at the very least. Tell him to go easy on you.”

She looked over to him. He seemed genuinely remorseful.

“Why are… Why are you being so nice to me?”

The doctor sighed. “I don’t like to see one so young treated in such a way. You shouldn’t be forced into being a soldier, you should be doing schoolwork and spending time with your friends.”

A small spark of hope came alight within her. “Th-then, let me out! Help me escape!”

He shook his head sadly. “If only it was that simple. Your role as direwolf bait is too important to just let you slip away. Werewolves are a plague on this planet that must be eliminated, and the only way to do that is with a direwolf. Or so I’m told. I’m sorry, Roxy, but I can’t let you go.”

The hope flickered and died. Great. The one person who had been even remotely kind to her was just as brainwashed as the rest of them.

“I suppose I should send you back to your cell now. Or, well, for the first time.”

Roxy didn’t reply as he walked around her to the door, she just looked down and resigned herself to her fate. She had faith that her friends would find her or that she’d find some way to escape on her own, but it was impossible to know how long that would take.

The guards came back in and Roxy stood up before they could grab her. She was tired of being dragged around, the least they could let her do was walk to her cell with her dignity intact. To her mild surprise, they didn’t try to grab her. One just nodded his head in the direction of the door. Roxy didn’t linger.

They walked just behind her, telling her which turns to take at the frequent crossroads they came across. Jeez, this place was like a maze. Why did they need an outpost so big for a town like Dewsbury? Were they even still in Dewsbury? Regardless, the identical tile floors and windowless white walls were mind-numbing and Roxy already found herself forgetting the map she was trying to form in her head.

She was glad she had the freedom to at least cover herself up with her hands now. She was feeling much better than the last time she’d been dragged through the halls, so she was far more aware of every lingering stare and hungry grin shot her way, making her shiver in disgust. She had yet to see even a single woman wearing that black guard’s uniform. It made sense, given how far stuck in the past the rest of the hunter’s ideals were, but that wasn’t a comforting fact. It made her wonder why she was chosen to become a soldier instead of just being locked away as a lure for Sam. Honestly, part of her was hoping that Sam didn’t come to rescue her, because that was what the hunters wanted. The other part of her desperately yearned to see her love again.

She saw something that almost made her stop in her tracks. It shocked her with its mundanity, but enticed her with its promises. A glowing green exit sign, hanging above a door. She supposed even hunter outposts had to abide by fire safety laws. The guard on her side closest to the door conveniently yawned. Go time.

Roxy broke into a sudden sprint towards the door. She heard a scramble and shouting behind her, but she ignored it. She couldn’t stop until she was out, as much as every pounding step juddered through her body and irritated her injuries. That pain didn’t matter if she could get free. If she gave up or got caught, it would only get so much worse. She reached the door and slammed it open, finding herself in a stairwell. On a whim, she chose to go up. The footsteps were getting louder behind her.

Roxy called on every muscle she’d built in her legs to launch her up the stairs three at a time. She’d almost made it to the next floor when disaster struck. Someone grabbed her hair and yanked it back, causing her feet to go flying out from under her as her head made the sudden stop. If only she’d just kept it short.

Roxy tumbled back down the stairs, coming to a stop in a bruised heap on the mid-floor landing. Someone kicked her onto her back and a shadow fell over her. Her hair was grabbed again and her head was tugged up off the floor. God, her scalp stung. Couldn’t they just leave her hair alone?

She opened her eye and saw a very familiar face. The stalker. She hadn’t even realised that he was one of the ones guarding her. She hadn’t bothered to look at their faces.

“You,” she spat.

“Let’s make a deal, Roxanne. I’ll consider not writing up that little joke as an escape attempt, but only if you beg for it. How’s that sound?” His tone almost made it sound like a bad joke, but she knew better. His drawl was even tinnier and creepier than she remembered.

“Fuck yourself on a cactus, how’s that sound?” Roxy maybe shouldn’t have said that, but god she was sick of people telling her to do things. She wasn’t going to beg just so this creep could get his rocks off. 

He glared. “Wrong answer.”

.

.

.

Roxy was thrown into her cell without warning. She tripped and cracked her head on the concrete ground, throwing stars into her vision. The heavy metal door shut and locked behind her without fanfare. She sighed and groaned in pain as she tried to pick herself up, at least into a sitting position. She didn’t want to try standing with how much her head was spinning. Her broken nose was throbbing tenderly. Yeah, maybe telling Stalker-guy to do that was a bad idea after all.

She looked around and inspected her humble new abode. About ten by ten feet across, it didn’t seem much bigger than Martha’s walk-in wardrobe. It was pretty much featureless grey concrete, the only things of note being the bucket and roll of toilet paper in the corner, the drain in the floor, and the tap on the back wall, similar to the ones you would attach a hose to. She just hoped that whatever water it spouted was drinkable, because god, she was thirsty. There wasn’t even something for her to sleep on, and the only light was coming in through the thin cracks between the door and its frame.

With nothing else to do, she tested the tap. It seemed to function well enough, cool water pouring out into her cupped hands. She took a sip. Cold, with a hint of a metallic taste, but still the best (and only) water she’d had all day, so she wasn’t about to complain.

After drinking her fill, she sat in the darkness for a few minutes, considering her situation. With no other stimulation to distract her, the pain from her numerous injuries seemed to amplify. She tried resting against a wall, but putting any sort of pressure on her back was not a good idea, as she quickly found out.

The door suddenly opened and four men filed in. Emmerich, the two guards, and one new guy. He was Asian, and sort of familiar, though Roxy couldn’t place it. The new guy snapped his fingers. “Grab her.”

The guards obeyed and picked her up by her upper arms once again, slamming her against the wall in a way that made her cry out in pain. Her left arm was wrenched out. “H-hey! What the hell?!”

The new guy walked up to her as she struggled and drew a scarily big knife from somewhere. “We have rules about escape attempts, Roxanne. You try to get out, and we take something from you.”

Roxy froze. She remembered how Pedro said Duncan lost his eye. “W-wait! B-but I didn’t know!” It was a weak excuse and she knew it.

The man smiled. “I’m aware. Which is why I’ll go easy. Ordinarily, we would roll a dice to decide. Maybe an eye, maybe your tongue, maybe even an entire limb.” He chuckled. “In that case, you’d get your wish and go free. We have no use for crippled soldiers. But in your case, since it’s your first attempt, I will take something of minimal value. Let this be a lesson, Roxanne. Do not try to escape again.”

She whimpered and struggled harder as the man walked over to where her left hand was. He wrenched her little finger out from her closed fist until it was flush against the wall, exposed and vulnerable. She realised what he was going to do.

“No! No, no, no, no, please don’t!”

He readied the knife and cut down in a simple motion. She hadn’t even realised it was done until the pain hit. Unbearable, excruciating agony rocked her whole body. She couldn’t even scream at first, it was that bad. Eventually, she remembered how to make noises, and she cried out breathlessly, struggling to suck in oxygen as it was constantly being forced out from her tremors.

She panted desperately, tears falling down her face in an endless stream. He just cut off her fucking finger. 

Roxy shakily looked over to the man. He was doing something to the knife. He had a lighter, and was holding the flame under the metal, heating it up. Why…?

He pressed the hot blade against the place where her left pinky used to be. There was a sizzle. She screamed as searing hot pain shot up her arm and she desperately tried to pull it back from where it was being held out. The pain just didn’t stop. She just wanted it to stop. All she wanted was to rest.

The man finally pulled the knife away, wiping it off on a handkerchief and slotting it back into a holster on his hip. The guards let her go and Roxy collapsed to the ground, whimpering and sniffling, cradling her damaged hand.

She watched through tears as he bent down and picked up her severed finger, inspecting it. Something flashed across his face. “Hmm, I think I know what to do with this.” He grinned evilly.

“Oh?” Emmerich prompted.

“I was going to hold off for at least a month before giving the direwolf our location, just to let her sweat, and while I still intend on doing that, I think I have an idea as to how to make her even more desperate.”

Emmerich seemed to catch his meaning. He matched his grin with one of his own. “Oh, Harrison, you’re a genius!”

Harrison. Where had she heard that name before?

“I like to think so,” Harrison jibed. “See to the prisoner, would you?”

Emmerich nodded. “Of course, sir.”

Harrison and the guards left. Emmerich walked up to her and crouched down. Roxy whimpered and tried to back away, but he grabbed her wrist, still bruised from the handcuffs earlier. Much to her dismay, he immediately flipped a pair back on her wrists, locking them tight.

“I told you, Roxanne. You had one chance. You blew it.”

Oh, so that’s what he was talking about.

“I hope you like the cuffs, because you’re going to be in them for a long time.” He ruffled her hair condescendingly before getting up and leaving, locking the door behind him. 

Once again alone in her cold, dark cell, Roxy lamented the loss of her finger and cried.

—

Both. It turned out the answer was both. The wall had given way under her onslaught, but not before her hand made a very worrying sound and started hurting like a bitch. She couldn’t even form a fist anymore, her fingers were stuck in a clawed position. Whatever, it would heal. Probably wouldn’t even take a day. She just hoped that Roxy hadn’t been affected too much by the pain. She’d already been through enough today, and Sam felt horrible that she might have contributed to that just because she couldn’t control her anger. She tried to send through her remorse, but Roxy just replied back with mild confusion and worry. She’d probably been too preoccupied to notice it, in that case. That was good, at least. She sent a heaping of love through the mark instead. Roxy responded in kind, although there was a sadness to it, which wasn’t unexpected.

Sam didn't know how long she sat there for, on the edge of the curb, cradling and inspecting her broken hand as she listened to Roxy's feelings slowly calming down from whatever ordeal she’d just been through. The sun was starting to set when she finally looked up. The street was mostly empty except for one person, walking towards her. He sat down next to her, a sad expression on his face. Ross.

"Hey, Sam," he greeted. "How're you feeling?"

"Y'know, I'm getting real sick of people asking me that." He deflated and she immediately regretted her harsh tone. "I-I… Sorry. It's just hard."

"Yeah… don't worry, we'll find her. She'll be back, safe and sound, before you know it."

Did he not… did he not know where she was? Did he not realise who had her?

"Safe and sound?" she snarled. "Ross. They've been hurting her all day. She didn't just get lost somewhere. She's s-scared and alone and in pain. When we do find her, it's not gonna be 'safe and sound.' She's gonna need to go straight to the hospital.” She scoffed. “Safe and sound. Safe and fucking sound? How stupid do you have to be?! She’s being fucking tortured, you fucking moron!”

Ross looked hurt, but Sam didn't have it in her to care anymore. "S-Sam, I was just…" He sighed and stood up. "Whatever. I know you didn't mean it." He turned and began to walk away. "I hope you feel better soon."

Sam watched him go, guilt slowly filling her. Why did she do that? What was wrong with her? She buried her face in her hands and groaned to herself, remaining in that position for some time. Stupid. She was so stupid. She gripped her broken hand and squeezed it, relishing the pain it brought. She deserved it. She was just so angry. At herself, at the world, and at everybody in it.

She was brought back down to earth by a feeling of worry from her mark. Of course Roxy could tell what she was doing. Why couldn't she stop hurting the people she cared about? Idiot. Dumbass.

Stop.

Oh, right. Roxy could feel her self-deprecation too. Sam sighed and some of the tension dropped from her shoulders. She felt like she was falling apart. It hadn’t even been a day yet and she was barely keeping it together, if you could even call this keeping it together. She sent a meek apology back.

A car pulled up in front of her and Sam looked up in confusion. It was Pedro’s car. Valerie was sitting in the passenger seat. Funny, she hadn’t realised that she was still in town. The window rolled down.

“You need a ride, kid?” Pedro asked. Sam appreciated Pedro. He wasn’t going to ask her if she was okay, or how she was feeling, like everybody else did. He already knew the answer. He was straight and to-the-point. Nothing else was important.

Sam sighed and stood up, walking over to the back door. “I guess.”

She briefly forgot about her busted hand and a spike of pain shot up her arm as she tried to open the door with it. She hissed and tried again with the other one, slipping into the back seat and buckling in. A Billy Joel song was playing.

“Don't ask for help, you're all alone.”

“Pressure!”

“You'll have to answer to your own”

“Pressure!”

“I'm sure you'll have some cosmic rationale.”

“But here you are in the ninth,”

“Two men out and three men on.”

“Nowhere to look but inside,”

“Where we all respond to”

“Pressure!”

“Pressure!”

Hmm. Pretty fitting.

“What happened to your hand, kid?” Pedro asked, eyeing her through the rear-view mirror as he pulled back onto the road.

“Broke it,” she answered simply. Pedro gave a concerned grunt in reply, but didn’t say anything. “Any updates on your end?”

Pedro sighed. “Nothing. Not a peep. I might see if I can’t get in contact with a raiding group nearby. I’m a little rusty at sniffing out their hideouts, but someone more involved in it might have more luck. We’ll see.” He was silent for a time, clearly considering if he should ask his next question. “How’s she doing?”

Sam hummed lowly. “Trying to get some sleep, I think. She’s had… She’s had a rough day.”

Pedro grunted. “I don’t doubt it.”

Valerie remained silent. She was clearly a little out of her depth. Sam wondered why she was even there. She knew there was something going on between her and Pedro. Maybe she was just there as moral support? Honestly, she had no clue.

Pedro’s phone began ringing. “Val, would you mind getting that?” he asked.

“Sure,” she responded, answering the phone and putting it on speaker. It was Clarissa. Oh, god. Did she know yet?

“Hey, Pedro. Just thought I’d check in. How are you? How are the girls?”

So that was a no.

“Clarissa, before you say anything else, please do me a favour and check the news for Dewsbury.” Pedro’s voice was hard.

“Huh? Why?”

“Just do it, please.”

There was a silence as Clarissa presumably did as she was told. When she next spoke, her voice was hollow.

“Oh. Oh no.”

“Yep.”

“A-are there any leads yet?”

Pedro took a long, deep breath as his hands momentarily tightened around the wheel. “No. Look, Clar, I’ll talk to you later, okay? Now isn’t the best time to go over this.” He paused for a moment, before, “I… hope you’re doing okay, too.”

“R-right. I’ll… I’ll talk to you later, then. And, thank you. I’m doing my best.”

There was a click as she hung up. The rest of the drive was made in silence.

They pulled up in the driveway at Sam’s house and stepped out of the car. Immediately, her nose picked up on something off. There was a faint scent in the air, that of blood, and… wait.

Wait.

Roxy?!

Sam looked at Pedro. He was staring back, wide-eyed. He could smell her, too.

They both sprinted into the house, almost knocking the door off of its hinges. Carol startled at their sudden entrance. It looked like she was sorting through the mail for the day. Roxy… wasn’t there. Why would she be? Why did she even think she would be?

Still, her scent was there, however faint. Sam walked up to the table, eyeing the envelopes that were scattered upon it. They seemed to be where the scent was coming from. There was one addressed to her. It looked like it had something in it, something thicker than just a letter.

Sam picked it up. It was the source of the scent. Roxy, and blood. Her hands started to shake. She didn’t want to open it. She didn’t want to know what was inside. It felt like she was watching herself through a thick glass screen as her claws slowly cut the envelope open against her will. She emptied the contents onto her hand.

A bundle of cloth, bloody on one end. There was something inside the cloth. She didn’t want to, she didn’t. But she did anyway. She peeled it open.

A severed finger.

Roxy’s finger.

Sam blacked out.

            

    
        20: Dead Roses

    
    
    
    
                Roxy stared at her hand in the dim lighting glumly. She closed it into a fist, and then proceeded to unfurl it one finger at a time, starting at her thumb.

One. Her thumb outstretched.

Two. Her pointer finger outstretched.

Three. Her middle finger outstretched.

Four. Her ring finger outstretched.

Five…

There was no finger number five. Not anymore. Not after last night, or whenever it was. Roxy had no way of knowing what time it was or how long she’d slept for. The darkness in her cell never changed, never wavered. She stared at the space where her pinky used to be. Slowly, she brought her other hand up, the chain of her cuffs jingling, and attempted to grab the space as though her finger was still there, just invisible. Predictably, she found nothing but stale air. 

It still hurt. It felt like it was still there. Every time she closed and reopened her fist, she could feel her missing pinky moving with the rest of her fingers. Every now and then it ached, sharp pains shooting through her hand from a piece that was no longer there. She realised that, when she gets out of here, she can no longer say that she’d ‘made it out in one piece.’ She chuckled grimly at her own joke, the action irritating her back. But what didn’t irritate her back, honestly? Any small movement set off landmines under her skin. And don’t get her started on trying to sleep on concrete with as many injuries as she had. Her back was obviously out of the picture, as was her front due to the uncovered cut along her stomach. Her left side was risky given the fragile state of her eye, so that left her with only one option. Her right side.

While not a bad option by any means, without any other position to switch to when the cold concrete inevitably got uncomfortable, she quickly became sick of sleeping on her right, the lack of proper movement offered by her cuffs not helping the issue. She sighed deeply, searching inside herself for any sort of stimulation. Sam seemed to be sleeping, which was a small comfort at the very least. She hadn’t seemed to be in a very stable mental state for a lot of yesterday, at least during the small windows between tortures that she was able to check. That left her with only the signals of her own body to entertain her in the ever-present darkness. The concrete of her cell was smooth, she couldn’t even count the bricks like they did in prison movies. She wondered if it was on purpose.

The dull, constant, and all-encompassing pain was an obvious one, but not something she was keen to focus on. Her eyes stung from fatigue, the little sleep she’d actually gotten not doing much to fend it off. Her stomach gnawed at her with hunger. She hadn’t eaten anything since that burger she’d had when they’d all hung out. Damn, it was a good burger, though. Flame grilled patty, crispy toasted buns, a slice of cheese and a slice of bacon, a small helping of jalapeno slices, and a generous helping of spicy sauce. It burnt in all of the right ways. Her mouth was watering just thinking about it.

That was one thing she should be grateful for, she supposed. At least she had an unlimited supply of water in her tiny cell. They could starve her for a while before it became too serious of a problem, but one tiny miscalculation with how much water they were giving her could end up leaving her with a one-way ticket to the afterlife, especially with all of the sweating, crying, and bleeding she was doing. Speaking of water, she sort of needed to pee. Reluctantly, she eyed the bucket in the corner, its purpose clear. She really didn’t want it to come to that. There was barely any ventilation in her cell, and it would start to stink real fast. Well, not that that would change much. While the doctor had at the very least wiped her down while patching her up, she still desperately needed a shower. 

Maybe she could just hold it in until someone came and took her somewhere for ‘training’ or whatever. She could just throw away what little was left of her dignity and piss on the walk, making it someone else's problem. She smiled at the thought of leaving her mark all over Emmerich’s stupid office, but then remembered with some shame that she’d already accidentally done that. He would probably cut her again for doing it intentionally, anyway, so she filed that idea in the ‘probably not’ box for now. 

She sat there for some time, daydreaming and thinking of little plans to inconvenience her captors, as well as bigger plans that would get her out, not that she was eager to reattempt that after what happened last time. Harrison’s warning rang through her head. Of all the things he threatened to cut off, her tongue was probably the scariest one. Not only would it not score her a ticket out of here like losing a limb would, it would also mean that she’d never be able to talk, or worse, taste again. She couldn’t bear the thought of never getting to enjoy her dad’s cooking again, or the taste of Sam, her lips, her skin, her tongue, her… well. That wasn’t important. 

Hell, she’d never get to enjoy those things again anyway if she was stuck here for the rest of her life. But that wasn’t going to happen, she assured herself. Pedro would find her. He was experienced in that sort of stuff, even if he might be a little rusty. If not him, then someone would. Hell, maybe it would even be regular law enforcement. She knew that, regardless of her feelings for the woman, Martha wouldn’t just sit by and let her kidnapping be swept under the rug. She would raise a massive stink if she thought there wasn’t enough attention, and would probably try to sue the justice system if they didn’t find her quick enough. Despite her apparent apathy towards her daughter in practise, Roxy knew she liked to preach the ‘good mom’ act in public, and her face was one of the most recognisable in town. Well, probably not any more, depending on the coverage she got for disappearing. That title may very well go to Roxy now.

BRRRRRRRRRRR

Roxy flinched and cried out, covering her head and tensing in preparation for a strike. The alarm cut off after a few seconds. Her whole body was shaking like a leaf, her heart hammering in her chest. What the hell was that for?!

The door unlocked and swung open and a man walked in, tailed by two guards. Emmerich. He had a whip coiled on his hip, a sight that made Roxy’s heart skip a beat. It seemed smaller than the one he’d used yesterday, but she didn’t doubt it would still hurt like nothing else.

“Rise and shine, Roxanne! I do hope you had a good sleep. You’ve got a big day ahead of you, after all!”

Roxy stupidly decided that flipping him off was the best course of action. Thankfully, he only sighed in response.

“I’ll let that slide, as it’s early and you’re probably a bit groggy, but know that next time you aim a finger at me out of turn, I’ll break it.”

Roxy quickly withdrew her offending finger. Emmerich didn’t make idle threats, and she wanted what remained of her fingers to stay as intact as possible. One of the guards stepped up to her and grabbed her by the chain of her cuffs, yanking her up painfully. Her right shoulder twinged in response. Honestly, given that she knew it was weak now, she was surprised it hadn’t slipped out yesterday, considering the amount of time it’d been supporting most of her weight. She knew it was only a matter of time, though. Just another thing to look forward to, she thought bitterly.

She was dragged out of the cell and back into the blinding hallways, banging her shoulder on the doorframe as she passed. You don’t miss depth perception until it’s gone. She kept her head down as she was pulled along, once again lacking the ability to cover herself and not eager to meet the stares of the people in the halls. She just had to stick it out, just push through and hold on until help came. She was strong, stronger than they knew. Whatever they threw at her, she could take it. She would get to see Sam again soon enough, and Leif, and Pedro and her dad. She just had to hold on. Grit your teeth and bear it, Roxy. You can do it.

She was brought back to Emmerich’s office. The guard threw her in and she tripped, landing on the rug that was around his desk. She relished the relative comfort of the soft fabric and didn’t bother trying to get back up. Fuck Emmerich and whatever he wanted with her, she would just sleep right here. She heard the door close.

“Stand up.”

Roxy grumbled in defiance. Emmerich sighed. She heard the whip’s crack before she felt it, searing across her exposed arm. She cried out and quickly got to her feet, adrenaline suddenly spiking through her system. After a quick inspection, the whip hadn’t broken the skin, but there was already a nasty welt forming. The throbbing sting was far too familiar.

“Not good enough, Roxanne,” Emmerich said firmly.

“Wh-what the hell d-d-do you even want with me? You’ve already done your ‘p-purifying’ bullshit. Can’t you just leave me a-alone?” she responded, the thought of him still wanting more from her terrifying her to her core. She was trying not to think too much about what happened in this room yesterday, but the sound of his whip had brought it all back, every single agonising strike ringing in her ears as they carved up her back. Her hands shook and tears burned in her eyes. Staying strong was turning out to be difficult.

Not again not again please god not again.

He stepped over and stuck her across the face. She saw it coming, but it still knocked her off balance and sent her tumbling back to the ground. She was still unsteady on her feet from her torment yesterday, her crippling hunger not helping matters.

“Don’t back-talk me, you worthless little shit. I told you yesterday, you will do what I tell you, when I tell you, without question, or you will be punished. How can I expect you to follow my orders if you won’t even stand up when I tell you to? You will learn to respect me, Roxanne, and the quicker you do, the easier it will be for you. Now, stand up.”

Roxy slowly, shakily lifted herself back to her feet, using the desk as a support. There was nothing on it for her to knock over, no stacks of paper or anything that you’d expect to find in a normal office. She wondered what kind of business Emmerich actually did when there wasn’t a prisoner to torment. The only decorations in the entire room were the ones she’d noticed yesterday, as well as the rack that she’d been hanging off of, sitting opposite to the desk. She noted that it had been thoroughly cleaned, not a trace of the mess she’d made remaining on the stone floor below it.

There was another crack and a fire lit up across her thigh, a little trickle of blood leaking down her leg. She yelped in pain, a few tears escaping and falling down her cheeks from the shock. “Ah! Why?! I-I did what you said!”

“That was pathetically slow. Do you think I’m going to waste my time with a soldier that slow and lethargic? Let me reframe this situation for you, Roxanne. If you do not prove your worth as a soldier to me, that will mean that your only use is as bait. We have decent reason to keep our soldiers relatively healthy, and to keep crippling injuries during training down to a minimum. But, bait? You will get no such luxuries. Harrison will have your arms and legs broken and leave you to rot in your cell. So long as you’re still alive when we need to capture the direwolf, your condition doesn’t matter. Believe it or not, you’re safer with me, but if you do not learn to obey me and meet my standards, I will not hesitate to throw you away. Do you understand?”

Roxy’s heart lodged in her throat at his words. She was… safer… with him? No, he was lying. He had to be. He was trying to get in her head, trying to make her feel like he was on her side. He was trying to brainwash her. She wouldn’t let him. Still, she should probably play along, to save herself more trouble in the long run.

She nodded shakily. “I… u-understand.” He raised an eyebrow at her sternly and she swallowed. “S-sir.”

Emmerich made a noise in his throat. “Good. I’m glad to see you’re not a complete lost cause. Honestly, I was beginning to wonder what kind of people your parents had to be to raise such a petulant child. They clearly didn’t do a very good job of it, but that’s what I’m here for, isn’t it?” 

…Ouch. Low blow. Emmerich suddenly grabbed her by the base of the neck and threw her across the room. She cried out in surprise and fell to the floor, hitting her head against the base of the rack.

“Stand up!”

Roxy took a steadying breath and did her best to obey. This was gonna be a long day.

—

Pedro took a sip of his decaf coffee as he leaned out the window of his apartment, staring out at the LA skyline in the distance. It was a sight he knew well, one he’d seen hundreds of times, both in real life and in his dreams, just like this one. Only, it wasn’t just a dream, as much as he wished it was. If it was just a dream, then maybe he would’ve been able to change the events that were about to play out in front of him, just as they had in the past. No, it wasn’t just a dream. It was a memory. A memory of that day, fourteen years ago.

A hand softly stroked across his back and a pretty face entered his peripherals. Catherine was smiling at him, but there was a teasing glint in her dark eyes. He missed that smile so much, but at least he got to see it here, in his dreams. Perhaps this dream wasn’t so bad, after all.

“What are you brooding about?” she asked with a joking lilt. Her voice was like a birdsong on the breeze. 

Pedro scoffed lightheartedly at his fiancée. “I’m not brooding, cariño.”

“You had that look in your eye you always get when you’re worried about something. So what is it? And don’t lie again, I know your tell!” Despite her warning, she was smiling at him. She was always smiling, even when things were at their worst.

He sighed, but there was a smile on his lips, too. “You know me too well. I just can’t get that raid we went on last week out of my mind. I can’t help but feel like we missed something, like there was a room we forgot to check or something. You know as well as I do how dangerous it is to leave stragglers. We weren’t even covering our faces.”

Catherine rubbed his arm soothingly. “I told you, Pedro. I checked all the cameras. You guys cleared out the whole place. The only way you missed anything is if there was a room without a camera in it that wasn’t on the plans, but there’s no chance of that. You know how the hunters are, they even have cameras in the damn toilets!”

Pedro grunted. “Still, I just… I don’t know. I just have this feeling like there was something we missed.”

Catherine leaned up and kissed him. Her lips tasted like honey. It felt so real.

She lingered for a long moment before pulling away. “You’re just being paranoid, hun. Everything will be okay. Now, let’s stop thinking about it.”

He wished that she’d been right. He wished that he really was just paranoid and everything was fine. He wished beyond anything that this wasn’t really a dream, and he was actually here, with her. He wished that Catherine wasn’t gone.

She pulled him by the hand into the living room. Fly Me to the Moon was playing on his cassette player, filling the room with Frank Sinatra’s baritone voice. Catherine pulled him close and started to sway back and forth to the music. This was always his favourite part, whenever he had this dream. Dancing with his fiancée in the living room, the smell of dinner slow-cooking on the stove, late afternoon sunlight filtering in through the window. He could pretend that he didn’t know what was about to happen and just enjoy those last few moments with her.

They were dancing together slowly for a long time before it happened. There was a knock on the door. Catherine’s head lifted from its place resting against his shoulder. It felt like losing a part of himself.

“I wonder who that is?” she questioned. The person knocked again.

“I don’t recognise their scent,” Pedro observed.

“Me neither. Should we answer it?” She looked up at him. He memorised the details of her face. Her lightly suntanned skin, her dark hair and soft eyes, the shape of her nose, the curve of her eyebrows, the little scar on her cheek from her own claws when she was young. He so desperately wanted to tell her no, but that wasn’t how it played out. Pedro could only watch on as his body followed the script.

He pecked her on the lips. It was quick, but he tried to savour it as best he could. “It’s probably just someone with the wrong address or something. Might as well see what they want. Maybe we know who they’re looking for.”

Catherine smiled. It was like staring into the sun. “Sure. I’ll go check on the stew.” She pulled away from him and walked into the kitchen. He suddenly felt so cold. He didn’t want to do this, but he already had.

Pedro walked to the front door and made the worst mistake of his life. Maybe if he’d checked through the peephole, things might have turned out differently. As it was, he simply began to unlock the door. 

Once the door was unlocked, he reached for the handle to open it, but his hand never made it all the way. A gunshot rang out. Pedro stumbled backwards. There was a hole in the door. He looked down. His shirt was slowly turning red from another hole in his torso. He felt the familiar burn of silver in his system, blocking out his wolf. Hunters. And so it began. 

He stumbled onto the ground, clutching his wound in agony. Catherine ran out of the kitchen and towards him, shouting his name in alarm. The door opened and three men stepped into the apartment. One held a revolver, one held a steel pipe, and one held a baseball bat. This wasn’t an ordinary hunting party. 

Catherine’s eyes flashed and she half-shifted, already throwing herself at the hunters, but there was a reason she never participated in the combat when they pulled outpost raids. She wasn’t fast enough. The one with the gun simply aimed and fired. The bullet tore through her leg and her scream was like the end of the world. He aimed low intentionally. He didn’t want her dead just yet.

Pedro tried to get up, tried to find some weapon to fight them off with now that he didn’t have his wolf, but in his injured state he was far too slow. The one with the pipe simply stepped up and smashed his kneecap in. He fell back to the floor with a cry, joining his love.

The men dragged them into the living room and restrained them, tying their hands behind their backs. They were forced onto their knees, facing one another, which was agonising for the both of them for a number of reasons. Catherine was panting and sweating, her blood staining the carpet, but she still locked eyes with him and gave him a reassuring smile.

“Pedro Luna.” The one with the gun, their apparent leader, spoke. “Age 27. According to your public record, you're a police officer, out to help the weak and protect the innocent. But that’s not the whole truth, is it? In actuality, you’re a werewolf, a violent monster who seeks nothing more than bloodshed. Last week, you and your mutt buddies raided one of our outposts. You tore through our men, our comrades, in the dead of night, while most of them scrambled to get out of bed in time to protect themselves. You didn’t even give them a chance, did you? 

“Eventually, you left. You thought you’d gotten everyone. But you were wrong. The three of us, we were hiding in an unused storage room that none of you bothered to check. I heard one of your buddies say your name during the attack, and it was all too easy to trace it back to you.” He paused, anger and righteous fury on his face. “How do you think it felt, to step out of that room once all the noise had died down, only to see our friends and colleagues lying in bits and pieces all around us? Well, maybe you’ll understand soon enough. Solomon? Do it.”

He remembered that. He remembered Don saying his name. How could he forget? It was the reason Catherine was about to be beaten to death right in front of him. Every time he had this dream, he wished desperately that it wouldn’t go on any further than that. His wish was never granted.

There was nothing he could do but watch as the man with the bat wound it up and swung, cracking the weapon over his fiancée’s head. He begged them to stop as all three laid into her, kicking and beating her with their weapons. Tears ran down his face as she coughed up blood, his heart breaking more every time he heard one of her bones snap. He listened as her heartbeat went from fast to erratic, from erratic to patchy, from patchy to weak, and from weak to silent.

It never got easier.

Pedro woke up.

—

He opened his eyes slowly, still breathing hard from the painful emotions swimming through his heart. There were tears prickling against his eyelids. He shut them and let the tears fall, letting out a quiet, strangled sob. It’d been a long time since he last had that dream. It had been fourteen years, yet there was still barely a day that went by that he didn’t think of her. For a long time he’d wished that he’d died along with her, and some of the time it felt like he had, that he’d died that day and his body just hadn’t caught up yet.

One of his neighbours had called the cops when they heard the shots, not to mention his cries of anguish. They stormed in, took one look at the situation, and shot all three of the hunters to death before they could make too much progress on doing to Pedro what they did to his fiancée. He passed out from the blood loss and was rushed to the hospital. By the time he woke up, weeks later, Catherine’s remains had already been cremated. He never even got to give her a proper goodbye.

He took a shaky breath and grit his teeth to stop himself from making another sound, even as tears still spilled down his face against his will. Fourteen years. He needed to move on. She would want him to move on, and he was trying his best. It was just hard, especially when that dream decided to show its face. The stress of Roxy’s kidnapping must have been taking its toll on him. He would’ve just kept working all night again if it wasn’t for Valerie. She saw that he hadn’t slept and forced him to rest. 

He supposed she had a point. He wouldn’t be able to focus on finding Roxy if he was exhausted. Didn’t make it less frustrating, though. It had already been over 24 hours since she was first taken, and things weren’t looking good. She’d probably already gone through the ‘purification’ bullshit that Duncan had told him about, meaning irreversible damage had already been done. Well, that much was obvious from the fucking finger. The fact that they sent it to Sam proved his theory. This wasn’t just recruitment, they were trying to lure her in.

Pedro just hoped that she didn’t try to escape again. He knew they always took the non-dominant little finger as a warning for a first attempt; he'd rescued too many of their captives missing the digit. She just needed to keep her head down. He was confident that he would find her before too long, but the more she acted out and defied her captors the worse they would hurt her. He couldn’t bear the thought. Seeing her severed finger was almost enough to make him empty the contents of his stomach. She was always so bright, so ready to smile and share her love with the people she cared about. Would she still be the same once she got out? He doubted it, as much as it hurt. He knew what that kind of torment did to people.

He looked to his right and saw Valerie, sleeping peacefully next to him. He reached out and gently touched her cheek. It was soft. He was certainly going to miss her when she returned to France. He was already surprised at how long she’d stayed in town.

He turned and shuffled over to her, holding her close. They were taking things slow. They’d barely done more than kiss yet, but that was fine with him. Probably better, even. He was never a fan of fast burning passion, and they both knew that things wouldn’t last forever, either. She would have to return home eventually, and he had too much that was important to him in Dewsbury to follow her. Still, he was happy to enjoy what he could get.

He stayed like that for a little while, but sleep never returned to take hold of him once again. Checking the clock, he saw that it was a little past 3:40am. He sighed, sitting up. It seemed like that was the best he was gonna get. He got out of bed and put a shirt on, walking out into the main room of his apartment and sitting down at his work desk/dining table with his laptop. Opening it up, he started by checking the news. Sure enough, Roxy’s case was at the top of every site. It had made national news, which didn’t surprise him too much. There was explicit footage of the crime, confirming that it was indeed a kidnapping, and it was clearly organised, not exactly standard for a missing person’s case. Still, though. The coverage wouldn’t help her chances of being found. He knew that she was still in town from the finger, so it didn’t matter how far the news spread.

He checked his emails. There was one from Don, featuring that same fake name. It didn’t contain much substance, just a few condolences about Roxy, but there was one detail that caught his eye. Don mentioned that the hunter’s website had gone offline. Interesting. Pedro wondered if it was because of the kidnapping, or because of something else. He already knew that once she was found it would be pretty hard to cover up who had taken her. People all across the country were demanding answers. They probably shut it down as damage control just in case. Pedro would bet that they were banking everything on this luring play. Roxy getting out would mean the Sons going public. While the public wouldn’t know about their real purpose, they would know that they were a dangerous cult that kidnaps and tortures people. They would no doubt lose a lot of their monetary backers, too, those that wanted werewolves gone but weren’t aware of the Sons’ methods. The ends don’t justify the means, after all.

He wondered if they knew Roxy’s kidnapping would get so much coverage, or if it was an unexpected side effect. If they knew and decided to go through with it anyway, it meant that whatever they were planning with Sam was going to be big, big enough to bet their secrecy on. Anything that big couldn’t be good.

Pedro frowned. Just what the hell were those freaks planning? He thought back. The last update he’d gotten about the website mentioned something called the ‘night of the Bloodmoon.’ What could that refer to? A lunar eclipse, perhaps? Or was it just a reference to the red eyes of a direwolf, given their apparent fascination with Sam? There was also whatever happened to Blaine. There was no way that didn’t factor in in some way.

Okay, hypothetically, the hunters get Sam and turn her into one of those jacked up super werewolves. Then what? They’ve got a super strong, super angry werewolf with no sense of morality or humanity on their hands, but what do they do with that? Were they just planning on letting her run loose on the streets like Blaine did? Werewolf society would be all over the front page by morning. But why? If they wanted to expose werewolves to the world, there were much easier ways. Hell, they could just do that plan with a regular werewolf, in that case. Why did they need a direwolf?

Pedro felt like he was missing something, forgetting some crucial piece to the puzzle. He thought for a while, but nothing came up. Sighing, he gave up and went to the kitchen to make himself a pot of decaf. That wasn’t his responsibility anyway. He could leave all of that big picture stuff to the Council, it didn’t matter to him. His responsibility was to Sam and her pack. His girls. And right now, one of his girls was in trouble. That was what mattered.

—

“Stand up.”

Roxy picked herself up as quickly as she could, hiccuping and sobbing, her whole body weak and shaking. Despite her best efforts, the whip still cracked along her ribs. Nothing she did was good enough.

“P-please, stop!” she cried. “I j-just wanna g-g-go home!”

Emmerich cracked the whip against empty air, but the sound was enough to make her instinctively cry out and tense up. “I don’t remember giving you permission to speak. This is your home now. The faster you get used to it, the easier it’ll be.”

She remained silent, not eager to feel the sting of his weapon again. They’d been at it for what felt like hours. She was exhausted and bruised, her skin throbbing rapidly along with her heartbeat. She was thankful that he’d at least made an effort to avoid her face. She wondered if that was the doctor’s doing. Even still, a wayward strike had caught her along the cheek when she tried to dodge away from the whip once, leaving a tender and swollen bruise. She didn’t try again.

Emmerich sighed and coiled the whip up, placing it on his desk. “I think that’ll be all for today. You’re not showing much promise, Roxanne. Remember what we talked about earlier?”

She could tell he was looking for an answer, so she swallowed her pride. “Y-yes, sir.”

“Still, I’m inclined to give you a chance. I’ll keep working on you, but for every day that you waste my time and refuse to meet my standards, you’ll be punished. You’ll learn your lesson quicker that way.”

“P-punish?” she asked. Wasn’t him constantly flogging her for the past two hours a punishment already?!

He smiled in a way that made Roxy sick to her stomach. “Yes. Did you really think that yesterday’s purification was the only absolvement you’d be doing? No, no, no, Roxanne. Disobedience is a sin. If you sin, you must reconcile.”

Was he… was he going to do what he did yesterday again?! Roxy’s chest tightened and it became hard to breathe. She didn’t know if she could survive going through that again. It had been the most painful experience of her life, and it hadn’t even been a full day since it happened yet.

“I can see what you’re thinking, but no, you’re not getting the whip again. What would be the fun in just punishing you in the same way all the time? You’d get used to it and it would lose its effectiveness. Not to mention, I want to cause you pain, not cripple you. What use would you be then? Everything in moderation, my dear. No, I have something much more… modern in mind for today.”

“What… Wh-what do you mean?”

His eyes pierced straight through her. He grinned. “Why don’t we find out?”

—

Leif stirred to the feeling of someone joining her on the bed. She was still drowsy, so she just elected to ignore it. That was, until she felt a strong pair of arms embracing her from behind. Confused, she opened her eyes. Someone was pressed up against her back, holding her to their chest. Based on the relative size difference between the two, the scarred left arm around her midsection, and the smell of pine, she concluded that it was Sam.

“Sam?” she muttered sleepily. “Are you okay?”

Sam nuzzled the back of her head and whined. “R-Roxy… Roxy’s struggling again.”

Leif’s heart clenched. “...oh.”

“Can I… Can I just… hold you for a bit? I need someone to hold on to.”

Leif wanted to cry. “Go ahead. I’m here for you, Sam.”

Sam squeezed her tighter. “Th-thank you.”

Leif was glad that sitting there and being cuddled was all she needed to do. She wasn’t good at comforting people, but she could do that. If Sam needed physical comfort, she would be there. After all, what else could she do? She didn’t have heightened senses like Sam, nor detective’s intuition and knowledge of the hunters like Pedro. How else could she help? She just had to make sure that the important people held it together, and if that meant getting squeezed like a teddy bear, she could do that.

Sam was sobbing quietly. Leif stroked her arm comfortingly and pulled out her phone, intent on mindlessly browsing through it to get her mind off of things. Naturally, the first thing to pop up was an article about her best friend. 

‘Roxanne Kindley’s whereabouts still unknown, kidnappers' motive unclear.’

Great, just the thing she wanted to be reminded of. Journalists were really milking this kidnapping for all its worth. She’d had a tough enough time falling asleep last night after coming downstairs to see Sam holding her best friend’s severed finger. She was glad that Pedro had just disposed of it, instead of taking it as evidence. It wouldn’t be useful in trying to find out where she was, anyway, and if they for some reason needed to prove that it had happened, the state of Roxy’s hand would probably be evidence enough. She couldn’t imagine what kind of response they would’ve gotten if the news went public. Roxy would likely have a hard enough time readjusting once they find her, and that’s without everyone in town getting detailed updates on her torture. Things were bad enough for Sam after the Blaine incident, and her name was never even publicly released.

A notification sounded on her phone. It was Brooke.

Brookie

(7:24am) Hey, my dad’s not home today. Wanna come over?

Leif sighed. As much as getting comfort from her girlfriend would be nice, she had more important things to worry about.

Sorry, but I’m staying with Sam today, and probably for a while. She needs someone looking after her, she’s not doing well. (7:25am)

(7:25am) I

(7:26am) I don’t think you should trust her.

Leif frowned. 

What? Why??? (7:26am)

(7:27am) She’s dangerous and volatile. I saw her put three guys in the hospital yesterday. You’re not safe around her, she could snap at any moment.

I actually can’t believe you would say that. Her girlfriend is missing and the investigation is going nowhere, no shit she’s volatile. Sam needs someone looking out for her. I trust her with my life, she would never hurt me. (7:29am)

(7:30am) How do you know she wouldn’t?

What was her problem? Leif had noticed her weirdness on the day before Roxy was kidnapped, too. She deduced it was probably what Roxy went to go talk to her about, though neither girl ever shared what they discussed.

What on earth is your problem?? Sam would never hurt someone who didn’t have it coming, those dudes she beat up were probably assholes anyway. I think I know Sam a little better than you do, so where are you even coming from with this shit? (7:30am)

(7:30am) I have my reasons. There are things I know about her that you might not. Honestly, I hope you don’t, for your sake.

I seriously doubt it. Aside from Roxy, she’s probably my closest friend. Whatever, I’m done with this conversation. Leave me alone for a while. Talk later. (7:31am)

Leif sighed harshly and turned her phone off, ignoring any further notifications. She couldn’t believe that Brooke would say something like that at a time like this. Obviously Sam was having trouble! She could feel every little beating her girlfriend took! And for her to act so goddamn arrogant and smug. Leif was curious as to what ‘reasons’ she could possibly have to distrust Sam so much. So what if she beat the shit out of some guys? Brooke was literally there when Sam rocked Blaine’s shit in that fight a few months ago, so why was it suddenly a problem now?

“Leif?” Sam asked from behind her. “A-are you alright? You seem… angry.”

“Brooke just… She just said I couldn’t trust you. Obviously, I do, I just… I don’t know why she suddenly seems to hate you.”

Sam was silent for a moment. She could feel her breath on the back of her neck as she buried her face in her hair. “She saw me yesterday. W-with my wolf out.”

“Oh, shit. She mentioned you put some guys in the hospital or something, was that then?”

“They were robbing her… a-and I was angry. I needed something to get my stress out on, but they kinda sucked as punching bags, to be honest. After I was done, I tried to help her but she just screamed and ran off. I realised I still had my wolf out and my eyes were red, b-but I don’t know if that was the whole reason.”

Leif frowned. “It’s weird that she didn’t mention you saved her. It’s almost like she was trying to paint you in a bad light to me.”

Sam paused for a moment. “Look, Leif. I get that she’s your girlfriend and all, but… I really don’t know how to feel about her. Roxy and I have both been getting weird feelings from her for a…”

She suddenly went quiet and sat up. Leif turned around to look at her. She was gripping her chest with a growing look of alarm on her face. She started hyperventilating.

“Sam?! What’s wrong?!”

“I-i-it’s Roxy! They’re…! Oh no, no no no no, please no!” She hunched forwards, both hands gripping her shirt, taking heaving breaths.

“What’s happening?!” 

“Sh-she-! She can’t breathe! Sh-she’s gonna- She’s drowning! She’s gonna die! They’re killing her!”

Sam let out the most agonised wail Leif had ever heard in her life. Her heart caught in her throat. No, why would they just kill her?! They can’t be! They can’t!

Leif was frozen. She couldn’t move. All she could do was watch numbly as Sam cried and begged and pleaded. Her best friend was dying. There was nothing she could do. There was never anything she could do.

Sam suddenly sucked in a long gasp and fell back against the bed. She was still crying, still sobbing sadly, but she seemed to have calmed significantly.

“S-S-Sam… wh-what happened?” Leif asked nervously. She was scared to know.

“Th-they… they stopped. Sh-she’s okay, relatively s-sp-speaking. I think… I think it was just another t-t-torture. They weren’t going to…” Her throat bobbed as she swallowed the words, almost as if saying it out loud would make it happen.

Roxy… was alive. The relief that realisation brought opened the floodgates and Leif burst out sobbing. Sam crawled over and embraced her and together they both fell back onto the bed. They held each other tightly as they both cried over their packmate’s torment. It wasn’t fair. Why did it have to be her?

“Oh, god…” Sam muttered. “I-it’s not over yet. Th-th-they’re not done yet, they’re d-doing it again.” 

Leif’s heart tightened in her chest. Maybe there was nothing she could do to help right now, but she would be damn sure that, once they figured out where the hunters were keeping Roxy, she would be right there at the front of the charge to go get her. She didn’t care if it ended up being an official police op, they wouldn’t be able to stop her. She was getting her friend out of there, and no one was gonna get in her way.

—

Roxy laid on the concrete floor of her cell, curled up into a ball. She couldn’t stop shivering. It was too cold, and her wet hair wasn’t helping matters along. When she’d thought about wanting a shower, that was definitely not what she had in mind. Restrained to a table, a damp cloth over her face, freezing water pouring down and choking her until she genuinely thought she was dying. It was terrifying, and her throat and sinuses were still burning. Emmerich barely even gave her enough time to recover in between sessions, only leaving her for long enough to let her cough up the water in her lungs before that cloth was back over her face. Just as she’d predicted, she’d dislocated her shoulder from all of her frantic thrashing, which meant another trip to the infirmary.

The doctor did her the mercy of setting it back in quickly, as well as changing the bandages on her back and eye. She’d tried to open it in the brief period where it was uncovered, to see if it still worked, but what she found wasn’t encouraging. The centre of her field of vision in her left eye was pretty much unintelligible, just a blurry mess of vague shapes and colours. The doctor chided her for opening it, saying that she could damage it more if she wasn’t careful. The thought of her vision somehow getting even worse than that was enough for her to listen and obey without question. 

She hadn’t needed much medical attention for the beating she received during her ‘training,’ as it was mostly just bruising aside from the occasional place where the whip had torn her skin. The doctor did worry about her broken nose a little bit, but ultimately decided that there was nothing he could really do for it except let it heal on its own, same with what was left of her finger, thanks to Harrison’s cauterising. 

Now, she was just back in her cell, with nothing to keep her occupied except for the adrenaline that was still swimming around her system from her punishment. She felt bad for scaring Sam during the experience, as she’d felt her spike of emotions, but she genuinely thought that she was going to die. It was beyond any rational thought, her body wasn’t receiving oxygen and her brain had immediately gone into panic mode, without any consideration for the context. It was a truly horrifying experience. While her first ‘purification’ had been agonising in a way she couldn’t even describe, she never thought that she would die, as much as she wished she was dead during the experience. Getting waterboarded was another matter entirely. She dreaded to think what other cruel and sadistic punishments Emmerich had in mind for her.

Still, she had to do her best to keep her spirits up and stay positive, as hard as that was in such a desperate and hopeless situation. Pain rocked her body and hunger gnawed at her stomach incessantly, but she ignored it, instead focusing her thoughts on her pack. She thought of Sam, her cute smile, her bright blue eyes, her hearty, bouncing laugh that never failed to fill Roxy with joy. She thought of Leif, all of their misadventures together, her constant teasing attitude that gave way to genuine care whenever it truly mattered. She hoped they were looking after each other in her stead. She knew Sam had received comfort from someone earlier, so it seemed likely.

The passage of time was hard to track in the darkness of her cell, the only indicator that any time had passed at all being the periodic rumbling coming from her stomach. At first she just laid there, tracing invisible patterns on the ground with a finger, but she quickly grew bored. She began pacing circles around the small room, trying to keep her body active. She wanted to make sure she didn’t lose too much muscle mass from starvation and lack of exercise, so she tried to do some sit ups. She couldn’t stand for it for long, given that her back had barely even started healing at that point. Push ups were difficult thanks to her cuffs limiting how far apart she could keep her arms, but she could still stick them out for longer than the sit ups. Squats were still effective, so she did those for a while, as well as jogging on the spot to keep her stamina up. She held a plank for as long as she could, but ended up falling far short of her record, exhaustion from her minimal sleep, lack of food and many injuries catching up to her.

She and Sam spent a while just sending their love to each other. Neither seemed to be doing much of substance, so they might as well do their best to keep the other happy. She reached up and touched the almost invisible indented scar from her mark, the only physical thing she had to remind her of Sam. Roxy was so worried about her, which was a little ironic considering that she was the one being tortured. Sam had just lost so much in her life already, Roxy didn’t want to think about how much it would break her if she never made it out. But that wasn’t going to happen. She wouldn’t be stuck here forever, she reminded herself. Someone would find her, someone would come for her. She would see her family again. Dad, Sam, Leif, Pedro, all of them.

It was seemingly hours later, when she was bored out of her mind and trying to sing all of My Chemical Romance’s ‘The Black Parade’ album - a guilty favourite of hers - from memory, when something next happened. She’d been about halfway through discordantly stumbling through the album’s titular song when the door suddenly opened and Emmerich walked in, carrying a tray of something.

“That’s a lovely singing voice you’ve got there, Roxanne. Why’d you stop?”

A heat burned on her cheeks from getting caught. She knew he was just patronising her. Her voice was broken and screechy from all of the screaming and crying, and he knew it well.

He shrugged at the lack of response. “Oh well. It’s dinner time.”

Emmerich placed the tray on the ground. There was a bowl on it, filled with something she couldn’t quite see. Still, the promise of food for her empty stomach overtook her and she crawled over to the tray like a woman possessed. There wasn’t any cutlery, but she didn’t care, grabbing the food with her hands and shovelling it into her mouth with reckless abandon. It was scrambled eggs. Cold, rubbery, and bland, but damn if it wasn’t the best thing she’d ever tasted after so long without even a crumb of food.

Suddenly, all of the air rushed out of her as a boot sunk into her stomach. She flew backwards, coughing up the mouthful of egg she had and sputtering in an attempt to regain her breath. What the hell gives?!

“I don’t recall giving you permission to eat, you pathetic little shit. A good soldier only acts when ordered to. Need I remind you that you are under my command?” He sighed and leaned down, picking up the tray. “I suppose another day without food will be lesson enough, don’t you agree?”

“N-no! Please! Please don’t take it away!” she begged. She needed it, she couldn’t just let him deprive her again after the little taste she’d gotten.

He paused, considering her for a moment. Something in his eyes changed. “What would you do to get it back?” he asked, a strange, awful smile adorning his face. 

Roxy paused. His whole demeanour had changed. The way he was looking at her… there was something about it that deeply unsettled her, more than his gaze usually did. It was like the looks she would get from the guards walking through the halls. He was looking for a certain answer, a specific one. One that would grant him something he wouldn’t otherwise get. Bile rose up in her throat and she backed away silently until she was pressed up against the wall, curled up and hugging her knees, eyeing him carefully and fearfully.

He frowned in dissatisfaction. “Fine, suit yourself.”

Emmerich left the room without another word, taking the tray with him. Fear coursed through Roxy’s veins at the possibility that interaction had just presented. Her stomach growled in hunger, but it was far better than the alternative he had offered. Her only comfort was that he seemed uneager to pursue that alternative without her agreeing to it, which would never happen.

She rested her head against her knees and sobbed. “S-Sam… Please get me out of here.”

—

Pedro walked into the bar and leaned against the counter. The bartender was serving someone else, some greying redhead with sad eyes that stunk of disinfectant, so he’d probably be waiting a bit before he could get his drink. He sighed. Another day gone, another dead end in the investigation. His only solace was that, according to Sam, Roxy had been mostly left alone aside from a few hours in the morning. That tracked with what he knew of Duncan’s experience; that, aside from the occasional outlier, the first day was usually the hardest, especially considering that Roxy had tried to escape. That no doubt ended up causing her much more grief.

“What can I get for you?” the bartender asked as he approached.

“Whiskey, on the rocks,” Pedro answered. He promised himself he wouldn’t waste time in this investigation, but honestly, what more could he do? There were absolutely no leads, nothing that could indicate where the hunters outpost was. They still hadn’t even found the van that was used in the kidnapping, even with the police checkpoint around town. Pedro was at a complete dead end, and it felt like there was nothing he could do except drown his sorrows until something came to him. He felt like he was letting everyone down. He was letting everyone down. It was his own inaction that caused this. If he’d just done his job and found the outpost when he’d first moved to Dewsbury, he could’ve had Roxy out before her anaesthetic had even worn off, that was if he didn’t just organise a raid on it in the first place. Now, he didn’t even know where to start.

The bartender made his drink and he downed it in one go. The burn in his throat was relentless and he slammed the glass back down on the bar. The bartender raised an eyebrow at him and poured another glass without being asked. There was a man who knew his profession well.

“Yikes. Rough day?”

Pedro turned. It was the glum-looking guy with the sad eyes. He shrugged, grabbing his freshly poured drink and nursing it carefully this time. “You could say that.”

“Yeah,” the man sighed, turning back to his own drink. “I hear you there.”

They drank in silence for a while. The nightly news was playing on the TV above the bar and Pedro knew it was only a matter of time. Sure enough, there she was. That smiling picture of Roxy with another hope-draining headline. Some of those newscasters were starting to talk as though she was already dead, all with past-tense pronouns and everything. The aura of sadness coming off of his drinking partner seemed to amplify tenfold. He downed his drink in one go, just like Pedro did earlier. His brain was starting to fog up from the alcohol, but Pedro was still sober enough to find that odd. He wasn’t sober enough to figure out why, though.

“You know her?” he asked, indicating the screen.

The man stiffened a little bit. “N-no. It just makes me sad.”

“What, the kidnapping, or that everyone’s already assuming that she’s dead?” 

He shrugged. “Bit of both, I suppose. She’s so young. She’s… She must be terrified, wherever she is.”

Pedro simply grunted in response, taking a long drink from his glass.

“What about you? Do you know her?”

“Yeah,” Pedro replied. “She’s dating my… my friend’s kid. Hell, I’m heading the goddamn investigation.”

“Heading the investigation? Oh, you’re Pedro Luna, right? I thought I recognised you from that news report.” 

Pedro knew the one. The one he’d been forced to do after the news broke, to promise to the town that he was doing everything in his power to find Roxy. And look where he was. He took another drink and emptied his glass, signalling for another. “In the flesh.”

The man smiled sadly. “I take it by your presence here that things aren’t going so smoothly, huh?”

Pedro grunted. “It’s classified.”

“Hm,” The man responded. “Well… I hope you find her soon. I…” He paused. It looked like he wanted to say something else, but he clammed up. There was a weird look on his face. “I really, really hope you do.”

Pedro couldn’t agree more. Something was nagging at him, but his brain was too foggy to figure out what. Oh well, the only cure for brain fog is more drink. Bottom’s up!
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                3 days after the kidnapping of Roxanne Kindley

6:37 am

Pedro woke up with a start, his eyes snapping open as he jerked upright in his bed. His head was pounding from a hangover-induced headache, but his brain was working overtime, putting together puzzle pieces that his drunk mind had been too inebriated to notice the night before.

“Pedro? What’s wrong?” Valerie asked from beside him, presumably woken up by his sudden movement.

Pedro got out of the bed and started pacing the room as things became clearer. “Last night… At the bar. Th-that… that man I spoke to, he started acting strange as soon as the topic of Roxy came up. I was already tipsy so I didn’t think much of it at the time, as he mostly just seemed to be sad about the situation, but that wasn’t it!”

“What was it, then?”

It clicked. Pedro slowly looked up at Valerie, shame and horror building up inside him. “He… he was guilty. He was guilty about something, something to do with Roxy, which… wh-which means…”

Valerie’s face flashed with understanding. “...He knew where she was… and how she was being treated.”

Pedro ran his hands through his hair in panic. He missed it. His one shot. Because he was drunk. “God DAMMIT!” he yelled, kicking his bed frame out of frustration. “I COULD HAVE FOUND HER! I’M SO FUCKING STUPID!”

Pedro fell to his knees and let out a roar of pure rage and self-loathing. Roxy was going to suffer for longer, and it was no one’s fault but his own. If he’d just been sober enough to pick up the man’s signals, he would have noticed his guilt. He could have followed him and found the outpost. It would’ve been so easy. But no. Poor Pedro just had to have a drink to drown his sorrows.

Gentle arms embraced him from behind and he realised he was crying. How pathetic.

“It wasn’t your fault, Pedro. If you hadn’t gone to the bar, you wouldn’t have even seen this man in the first place. At least you have some sort of lead now, right?”

Pedro took a deep breath and stabilised himself. Now wasn’t the time to be breaking down. Valerie was right. “You’re right. I’ll… I’ll go down to the station and put out a call for someone matching his description. Someone has to know something.” He placed a hand over the arms around his torso. “Thank you.”

She kissed the back of his shoulder. It was warm. “Any time, mon beau.”

—

3 days after the kidnapping of Roxanne Kindley

11:06 am

Roxy laid in her cell. The only things that existed in her world were cold, hunger, and pain. She was already done with her training for the day, as well as her subsequent punishment. She’d been expecting something as creatively cruel as her previous punishments, but instead, he had just beaten her, plain and simple. It wasn’t as bad as being waterboarded or having every square inch of skin on her back torn up, but that didn’t mean it didn’t hurt. It was hard to breathe, her barely healed nose once again filled with blood from being smashed in. Her chapped lips were split, her whole body felt like one giant bruise, and she was pretty sure one of her ribs was cracked. Her stupid handcuffs were chafing her wrists, too, prompting her to frequently rub them to soothe the discomfort. People kept using them to pull her around, which couldn’t be helping the issue. She wouldn’t be surprised if she had permanent marks around her wrists should they ever be taken off. The doctor hadn’t talked to her much today, which was a shame. He was usually the only person who would treat her like an actual human being, and not some punching bag or piece of meat to gawk at. She really missed having clothes.

Her stomach growled in protest at its lack of sustenance. Aside from about a mouthful of egg yesterday, she still hadn’t eaten since before being taken. She never thought being hungry would hurt so much, but it was taking up almost every inch of her attention. It was painful and uniquely nauseating. That part confused her. What was her stomach planning on throwing up if it was already empty? Why would being hungry make her nauseous?

Well, either way, she hoped that it didn’t come to that, regardless. The bucket in the corner, just as she’d predicted, had already started to smell something fierce. It seemed like they changed it once a day, at the very least, which was a small mercy. She couldn’t imagine it would be very hygienic to just leave it there to fester, especially with as many wounds as she had. There was a very big risk of infection there.

The constant crushing boredom was also torturous, in its own way. She expected to find herself relieved to be thrown back in her cell at the end of a training session, but instead it was the opposite. While yes, she could just lay there and be relatively undisturbed and safe for a few hours, it was also quite literally mind-numbing. At least when she was taken out she had things to look at, faces to examine, and sights to see, even if the faces were those of her captors and the sights were those of brightly lit hallways and Emmerich’s office. In the darkness of her cell, she was alone with her thoughts, and her thoughts, as it turned out, could be quite depressing. She didn’t want to consider the fact that it was entirely her own fault she ended up here, but what else was there to do when locked in a dark room with not even a single defining feature for her to stare at? After all, if she had never let her curiosity get the better of her about Sam’s eyes, she never would’ve been a target. Unequivocally her own fault.

Besides, the other situations her no-doubt already slightly crazed mind came up with were only amusing for as long as it took to think them through to fruition, which wasn’t long at all. What would have happened if she’d never saved Sam from that trap? What if she’d been saved or gotten out on the first day? What if Leif had been taken instead? What if they’d been taken together? What if Blaine was still alive? What if Emmerich tripped over and ate shit and died? And so the cycle continued, spiralling down into a hole of nonsense. Hell, she was even already holding fake conversations with herself about those hypothetical scenarios. It hadn’t even been a week yet since she’d been taken and she was already talking to herself. Or had it? Honestly, Roxy had no idea, the passage of time was a complete mystery to her in the ever-unchanging darkness. She was just assuming that she was taken for training once a day, though she had no real way of knowing for sure.

Eventually, the door opened and Emmerich walked in, once again carrying a tray with a bowl on it. There was something else on it, too, but Roxy couldn’t make out what. 

“Dinner time, Roxanne. I do hope you’ve learned your lesson from yesterday.” He placed the tray on the ground and stared at her silently. She stared back, eyes flitting back and forth from him to the tray, too scared to move in case she did anything that got her food confiscated again. Seconds ticked by and nothing happened. Emmerich checked his watch. Roxy felt like she was losing her mind, just sitting there and waiting while the cure for the agony in her stomach was right there. It was a test of her obedience, she knew, and while a part of her wanted to spite Emmerich and show him that he couldn’t control her, the larger, more sensible part of her knew that she just had to swallow her pride and wait like a good little soldier. She was just glad he wasn’t looking at her like he had yesterday.

He looked away from his watch. “Alright, you’re a fast learner. You may eat.”

Roxy immediately dashed forward and started shovelling egg into her mouth like it would disappear if she didn’t do it quick enough. It wasn’t an irrational fear, to be fair. Emmerich laughed darkly above her. 

“Look at you, crawling on the ground and eating with your hands like some sort of animal. You’re pathetic. Just what would your friends and family think of you if they saw this? They would think you’re disgusting. They’d probably give up looking for you altogether. After all, who would want to be friends with something so pathetic and useless?”

Roxy paused, humiliation burning on her cheeks. Was… was that true? It probably was. She knew she wasn’t exactly… very put-together at the moment. God, what was wrong with her? Had she really become that desperate already?

She sat down properly and began eating much slower, embarrassed by her own actions. Emmerich chuckled again. “Oh, by all means, don’t stop on my account. I’ll be back to collect the tray later, but you can keep the bible. You might learn a thing or two from it.” With that, he left the cell, closing and locking the door behind him.

Roxy glanced at the other thing on the tray. She’d completely forgotten about it in her desperation. Sure enough, it was a bible. If it had been given to her on her first day, she probably would have ripped it up out of spite, but as it was, she would gladly take it. Regardless of whether or not she agreed with the contents, it was an entire book. That was entertainment - or at the very least, stimulation - for hours. She almost cried tears of joy at the thought. She didn’t, though. She tried not to cry if she could help it. Crying made her eyepatch gross, and she didn’t want to increase the risk of outright losing her eye because she’d been careless and gotten it infected. She only got to see the doctor after punishment, after all. Best save her tears for then.

—

4 days after the kidnapping of Roxanne Kindley

1:16 pm

Leif stared up at a bright blue sky, slightly obscured by a canopy of leaves above her head. She was lounging against Sam, who was resting in her wolf form. The girl needed a break from constantly worrying about Roxy, so Leif forced her out here, into the woods. There was nothing they could do right now, anyway. It did make her a little sad to know that she was doing something that Roxy had probably done hundreds of times; resting in the underbrush on top of her giant golden wolf. Wherever she was, she couldn’t imagine that Roxy was getting much sunlight.

A shuffling noise filtered out from between the trees. Leif sat up and tried to see if she could find the source of the sound, but nothing stuck out. She turned to Sam and ran a hand through her mane.

“Who’s out there? Do you know?”

Sam just sighed depressedly in response. The poor thing really wasn’t doing well. She’d graduated from anger and frustration to depressed moping, not that Leif could blame her. She wasn’t doing well herself. She was trying to stay strong for everyone, but she’d burst out crying at the dinner table last night, after her mom tried to get her attention and broke her out of a dissociative trance. Her best friend was being tortured. Every time she remembered that fact it almost stopped her heart. It was impossible to believe. Things like that just didn’t happen to people close to you. And yet, the truth remained steadfast.

A familiar man stumbled into the clearing before coming to a sudden stop, staring wide-eyed at the scene before him. He was probably the source of the noise, Leif realised. She wondered what Damien was doing out here.

“L-L-Leif…? Wh-what is th-th-that?” he asked, pointing at Sam, the gargantuan golden wolf. Yeah, that reaction was probably warranted. 

“Oh,” she started, sitting up off of her packmate. “This is… A-Artemis,” she explained, barely remembering the name Roxy had told her. “Don’t worry, she’s harmless. Come say hi.”

“H-harmless? Are… are you sure?”

Sam just huffed another sigh. “Yep. I wouldn’t be sitting here if she wasn’t,” Leif promised.

“A-Alright then.” Damien carefully made his way over and sat down next to the two. Sam sniffed his hand before gently placing her head down on it, looking up at the man with those puppy-dog eyes of hers. “How on earth did you tame a wolf?” 

“Well, she isn’t… mine,” Leif admitted. “It was actually Roxy who first… uh, found her. Saved her from a bear trap. They’ve been thick as thieves ever since.”

“Huh. She never mentioned her,” he said, stroking Sam under the chin, much to the wolf’s apparent satisfaction. He’d grown comfortable in her presence incredibly fast. Probably where Roxy got it from, Leif considered.

“Well, how would you have felt if your daughter told you she was going out to go hang with a giant wolf?” she shot back with a friendly smirk.

Damien chuckled in response, but there was a sadness to it. There was a sadness to everything, these days. “You make a good point.”

“So, what are you doing out here?” Leif asked.

He sighed. “Well, I know Roxy likes to hike through these woods. We used to do it together a lot when she was younger. I just… wanted to be close to her in some way, wherever she is.”

“Yeah,” Leif admitted. “That’s why I’m out here, too.”

Damien was silent for a moment before he next spoke. “I just… wish I knew why she was taken. The more I think about it, the more confused I get. These past few months… Roxy’s changed a lot. So have you, for that matter. You both started working out all of a sudden, disappearing together all week. I never really knew the reason, though. I just… can’t help but feel like she was hiding something from me, something that might have to do with why she was taken.”

Leif thought about what she could possibly share with him that could ease his suffering without revealing too much. There wasn’t a lot that came to mind. There was one thing, though. “...Do you remember when Roxy and I got mugged?”

Damien looked at her curiously. “Yeah.”

“That… wasn’t actually a mugging. Roxy had… she noticed she was being stalked. She asked me for help and we confronted the guy. Turns out, he was actually some crazy cultist who wanted to recruit her for whatever reason. I didn’t really catch a lot of the crazy stuff he was talking about, but he threatened to kidnap her and kill me, so we fought. He really kicked our asses, but we made it out of there, just about.”

Damien looked shocked. “So… you think it’s this cult that took her?”

It wasn’t a theory, it was a fact, but Leif didn’t share that. “I wouldn’t discredit the idea.”

“Why… Why didn’t you tell us? O-or the police?!”

Leif winced. “Roxy never wanted to make a big deal about it. She was really scared by the ordeal, she just wanted to forget about it. An attempted kidnapping would get a lot more attention than a mugging.”

“That could be useful for the investigation!” Damien all but shouted.

“Pe- uh, the lead detective already knows. I already told him everything when he questioned me.”

“...oh,” Damien deflated. Leif took his hand.

“They’ll find her. I can’t say if she’ll be unharmed, but they will find her. We’ll get her back, Damien.”

His mask reformed. He sighed. “I do hope so. I just miss her.”

Leif looked down. “So do I.”

Sam whined.

—

5 days after the kidnapping of Roxanne Kindley

10:32 am

“Sam? I didn’t expect to see you back so soon.”

Sam looked up from where she was sorting books back onto the shelf. Her boss, an older, grandma-like woman named Delilah, was looking at her with concern written all over her face.

“Yeah,” she responded, her voice hoarse. “Hi.”

“I told you you didn’t have to come in today. I know things must be hard for you right now, you look like you’ve barely even slept! Go and take the day off, alright?” Delilah ordered in that half-scolding, half-worried tone of hers. 

“I-I’m fine, I promise. I just… need to keep active. To try and… distract myself, I guess,” Sam replied. As if it was possible to distract herself. She could feel every bit of fear, depression, and loneliness that Roxy felt. She didn’t want to think about what all of the pain she’d felt last night could mean. She just wished she could talk to her. She missed her so, so much.

“Well, if you say so. Just… let me know if you need anything, okay sweetie?” Delilah patted her on the arm comfortingly. Sam forced a smile in response.

“Sure.”

Delilah left and Sam got back to her duties, wheeling her little cart between the shelves and returning books to their rightful place. She liked the library. It was quiet, the people were nice, and the smell of books was soothing. Best of all, there weren’t any TVs anywhere reporting on Roxy, reminding her that the love of her life was suffering. She sent a smattering of love to her girlfriend, even though the girl seemed to be asleep. She hadn’t woken up since whatever horrible torture she’d been put through the night before. Sam hoped she was at least given somewhere comfortable to rest.

After a while, Delilah came and found her again. “Sam? Someone left a letter for you in the book return slot.”

Sam turned to her. She was holding the envelope in question. Her heart jerked as memories surfaced of the last time she got a letter addressed to her. She quickly walked over and took the letter out of the older woman’s hands. “Who put it in?”

“I’m not sure, I didn’t see. What is it?”

Sure enough, her full name was on the paper. No scent of blood this time, so that was something, at least. Whatever was inside wasn’t any thicker than a letter should be, either.

Sam was hesitant, but her curiosity won over and she tore the envelope open. Inside were… photos, it looked like. She pulled them out and…

Oh god.

Sam dropped the photos onto the floor as she instinctively backed away, but it didn’t matter. The gruesome and horrible images they held had already branded themselves into her mind permanently, ready to haunt her every time she closed her eyes. 

Roxy. Restrained spread eagle on a table. A duct tape gag over her mouth. Naked, her whole body covered in purple and yellow bruises and welts. A look of pure terror and agony in her one visible eye, the other covered by a medical patch, a long, thin cut travelling down her face seemingly bisecting it. The arm closest to the camera was also covered in cuts, but these were fresh and bleeding. A disembodied pair of hands held a scalpel and was contributing to the mutilation. It didn’t look like they were making it quick.

From what little she’d seen of the other photos, they seemed to depict a similar thing happening to each limb, as well as one of the finished product; Both of Roxy’s arms and legs, covered in short, thin, bleeding cuts, her gaze blank and distant, not entirely there. There was a smattering of cuts across her stomach and chest as well. No part of her body was sacred to them, nothing was left unmarked. Bile rose in her throat. Hatred for people she’d never met burned in her gut, more than she’d ever felt before, even for the man who took her parents from her.

There was a gasp. Sam’s eyes refocused. Delilah had seen the photos. She knew now. She knew that Roxy was being tortured. How long would it be before the whole town knew?

Sam sprinted to the bathroom just in time to throw up.

—

6 days after the kidnapping of Roxanne Kindley

2:25 pm

Pedro drove down the road towards Sam’s house. He was exhausted, he hadn’t slept all night, but still he was pushing through. The photos that had been sent to Sam yesterday were now proof to the investigation team that Roxy was still alive, albeit not in a good state. They hadn’t been released to the public, nor would they ever be, but news outlets had reported on the fact that there was now evidence regarding her condition. The librarian who’d seen the photos had promised not to share anything about them for the benefit of Roxy’s privacy. Pedro had been forced to inform her parents of her treatment, however, at the request of his boss. Damien had demanded to see the photos and, as much as Pedro tried to refuse for the man’s own good, he eventually acquiesced. The horror and pain on his face was something that would haunt Pedro for the rest of his days, as if the contents of the photos wasn’t already enough for that. No one should be subjected to that kind of torment, least of all a kid. He tried to ignore the feeling at the back of his mind, reminding him that it wasn’t just any kid. It was his kid, his ward, the girl he’d sworn to protect, and, if he wasn’t mistaken, soon to be his packmate. He couldn’t stop himself from sharing his scent with Sam whenever he tried to comfort her, and it seemed to go both ways. She wanted him in her pack, and he would gladly join it. It should’ve been done a long time ago, anyway.

He pulled up in the Walkers’ driveway. He was worried about Sam. He still hadn’t checked up on her since yesterday when he picked her up at the library, and as far as he knew she was home alone today. He was off work for the rest of the day, so he thought it prudent to keep an eye on her, given her current mental state.

When he stepped out of his car, a familiar scent immediately stung his nose. Alcohol. He could hear crying coming from the house. It seemed he was too late. Pedro sighed and quickly made his way onto the porch, unlocking the front door with a spare key he knew was hidden under the mat. The sight before him when he entered was almost enough to break his heart.

Sam was lying on the floor of the kitchen, sobbing and rocking back and forth limply. There was an empty bottle of whiskey lying next to her, a few drops of it spilled onto the tile. The bottle would have worried him if it wasn’t for the fact that that was the same one he and Carol had shared the night of Sam’s stabbing. There hadn’t been much left, but for a werewolf who likely had minimal experience drinking, it was more than enough to get her absolutely wasted, which was likely her intention.

“Oh, kid. What have you done to yourself?” he asked, not really expecting an answer. Sam gurgled in the middle of a sob and Pedro had about half a second to step out of the way before she spilled her guts. It wasn’t a pretty sight. At least it was on tile and not carpet, he supposed.

“I-I… wan’ R-Roxy…” the girl sobbed, seemingly to no one. Pedro sighed. He couldn’t just leave her like that, but he wasn’t super sure what to do. Her clothes stunk of booze and now vomit, but he wasn’t comfortable with the idea of getting her into some fresh ones, especially not when he couldn’t ask for permission. Resigning himself, he went and grabbed a fresh towel and laid it down over the couch. Returning to Sam, he scooped her up off of the floor and onto the island counter, wiping her clothes down the best he could with a wet paper towel. She didn’t protest. He wasn’t even sure if she was entirely aware of his presence. Once she was as clean as he could hope to get her, he picked her back up and carried her over to the couch, laying her down over the towel and pulling a blanket over her. After that, he quickly grabbed a bucket from the garage and left it on the floor near Sam’s head.

“Alright, Sam, I don’t know if you can hear me, but if you need to hurl again, do it into this bucket, okay?”

“Mm’kay…” she muttered quietly.

He squeezed her shoulder gently before stepping away to clean the mess in the kitchen. Right as he was about to leave, he heard something that stopped him in his tracks. It was quiet and slurred, but impossible to miss in the otherwise perfect silence of the house.

“Thanks, dad.”

 Pedro turned back around. Sam appeared to have drifted off. He smiled gently, a warm, unfamiliar feeling in his chest.

“No problem, kid.”

—

7 days after the kidnapping of Roxanne Kindley

9:06 pm

The heavy silver collar clicked shut around Roxanne's neck. Emmerich smiled. Preparations were complete. He stepped back and admired his handiwork. Roxanne was on her knees, chained to the floor by silver shackles around her wrists, ankles, and neck, locked up in standard werewolf containment procedure. There was fear and confusion in her expression, but she knew better than to talk without permission by now. She really had come a long way from the stubborn, foul-mouthed, headstrong teenager she’d been just a week earlier. She was obedient for the most part, but she still had a habit of hesitating on certain instructions, which was absolutely unacceptable. She would learn in time.

Her body was covered in bandages, heavily insisted upon by that irritating doctor after her punishment a few days prior. That particular affair had been Harrison’s idea; usually Emmerich wouldn’t choose something so physically scarring as a simple punishment for disobedience, but his superior had insisted, as part of the plan to make the direwolf desperate. Well, Emmerich would be lying if he said he didn’t enjoy it, regardless. All of those enticing sounds the girl was making, the way her body would twitch and writhe under his scalpel, desperate to get away but completely unable. There really was no feeling like it in the world. She’d earned herself a day of rest and a full night in the comfort of the infirmary for her efforts, so she shouldn’t be complaining.

He eyed her body up and down, ignoring the sinful thoughts that rose in the back of his mind in response. That part of him wished that she was simply bait and not a trainee, so that he could do whatever he wanted to her without consequence, but alas, that was not the case. He knew he wasn’t the only one thinking about it. He could see it in the eyes of all of his co-workers, yet they all knew better than to act on their thoughts. He was the only one in a position to do so, should he so choose, but, to be honest, he found the idea to be quite distasteful. He would much rather she come to him for it than to force it upon her. If he did so, he would likely lose what little ground he had made towards her obedience, which wouldn’t be worth the meagre satisfaction he would gain from indulging himself. He buried those thoughts away. If she did come to him, it would simply be a good milestone in breaking her homosexual tendencies, nothing more.

Comparing the girl before him to the girl who’d woken up in his office a week prior, he could see she was already a shadow of her former self, at least physically. Her once impressive musculature had started to waste away, along with most of her body fat. Her ribs were clearly visible and her cheeks were hollow. Maybe he should start feeding her more than once a day, but as far as he was concerned she had done nothing to earn it yet. She still wasn’t even fully obedient, after all. Still, he had to commend her restraint. The anticipation in her eyes was palpable, and he was impressed that she hadn’t broken the rules and asked a question without being prompted. Not that her obedience would change what was coming.

“I can tell you’re curious, so go ahead. Ask away.”

Roxanne swallowed thickly before speaking. “Wh-what is this ab-b-bout? Y-you’ve already p-punished me today.” Her voice was rough and broken, barely even audible. Honestly, with the amount of screaming she’d done in the past few days, Emmerich was surprised she could speak at all.

“This isn’t a punishment, Roxanne. I’m simply… curious about something, and I’d like to test my theory.” He picked up one of the two syringes on his desk and held it up to the light. Inside was a dark, opaque liquid. “This is a little drug we like to call DX-47. Don’t ask me what the name means. That’s for the scientists to know and for me to not care about. I do believe you’re familiar with its effects, however.” Roxanne stared at him blankly, so he elaborated. “Does the name ‘Blaine’ ring a bell?”

Immediately, her whole face paled. It seemed that she’d put two and two together. “Yes, this is what turned him into the mindless monster that attacked you that night. Stronger, faster, practically immune to damage from non-silvered sources. The perfect predator. Now, its effects have been tested on humans before, to mostly minor results, but I have a theory about you, Roxanne. I believe that, due to your extended contact with werewolves and, specifically, a direwolf, the drug may have a greater effect on you than it usually does on regular humans. Wouldn’t you like to find out?”

“Wh-what?! N-no, no I wouldn’t! P-please don’t! Please j-just let me go back to my cell!” she begged, as if that would do anything. She should know by now that begging would get her nowhere.

“Silence! I’m sick of your whining. Honestly, how did any of your friends put up with you? Annoying little wretch. They should be thanking me for taking you off their hands.”

Roxanne immediately clammed up. She looked hilariously sad. It seemed like she was truly beginning to believe his words, his constant affirmations that none of her friends really cared for her, nor her family. The quicker she dropped those meaningless connections, the quicker she would accept her new place. He walked up to her, syringe in hand, and injected the drug into her neck before she could protest further.

For a few seconds, nothing seemed to be happening, until Roxanne’s whole body suddenly jerked. She gasped in pain, her muscles all spasming and flexing like she was having a seizure, strangled grunts of exertion slipping from her throat. She strained against her shackles to no avail, her one visible eye bulging out and locked straight onto him. So far, so normal. She started frothing at the mouth and her gums started bleeding. So did the beds of her nails, though that might have just been a coincidence, given that her finger and toe nails had been torn off for her punishment earlier that day. Her sclera slowly turned red as the blood vessels in her eye burst. Thick, dark blood fountained out of her nose and spilled onto the floor. Her body jerked once again and she let out an agonised scream that quickly descended into a rageful roar, directed right at him. He grinned. Still nothing out of the ordinary for a human injected with DX-47, but fascinating nonetheless. 

Her muscles bulged to their maximum size, impressive for a girl of such small stature. He would probably have to grant her another rest day after this, as he doubted she’d be able to move much afterwards. She screamed again and her iris suddenly started glowing amber, revealing pinprick pupils. Finally, something abnormal. Her eyes were glowing as if she was a shifting werewolf, yet she was definitely a human, as proven by her lack of reaction to the silver shackles. That was very interesting. Emmerich watched in fascination as a patch of her hair above her right eye turned stark white. Marie Antoinette Syndrome, it appeared, although it was impossible to know whether it was caused by the stress of her situation or some unexpected side-effect of the drug. If it was simply stress induced, he wouldn’t have thought the hair would immediately change colour, but would grow out white instead. In that case, the drug must have had something to do with it.

The change appeared to be complete. Roxanne was thrashing against her bonds, frantically trying to attack him as pure, unadulterated, animalistic rage flooded her entire system. She was hissing at him and arching her back as she tried to break free, flecks of spit and drool spraying across the room and dripping down her chin. Honestly, she was acting more like a feral cat than any sort of wolf. He wondered if it was just due to her personality or some other factor. It was also curious that her eye was glowing like that. It had to be due to the direwolf’s influence in some way, but exactly how, he couldn’t be sure. Well, as fun as it was to watch her repeatedly try and fail to get to him, he couldn’t just leave her in that state. He grabbed the other syringe off of his desk and carefully approached her, not eager to get anywhere near her gnashing jaws. He got behind her, where she couldn’t reach him, and injected her with the antidote.

Slowly, her body returned to its normal proportions, her muscles deflating as they untensed. The girl immediately went limp and flopped onto the floor, unconscious. Blood was seeping through her bandages. He wouldn’t be surprised if she tore more than a few stitches during her transformation. He walked around and inspected her face. Her eye was slightly ajar, iris returned to its regular coffee-brown hue. Her sclera was still red and bloodshot, and that patch of hair remained white. He couldn’t imagine that not being permanent, to be fair. A permanent reminder of her servitude, of what happens when she disobeys. Her body was covered in reminders already, but there was always enough space on the canvas for more. Emmerich smiled. His pet project was turning out quite well.

—

8 days after the kidnapping of Roxanne Kindley

10:58 pm

Roxy laid on the towel she’d been given, grateful for its relative softness and warmth compared to the cold concrete floor. The doctor had apparently advocated for it, due to how many open wounds she now had after… Well, she didn’t really want to think about that. Still, his argument had been compelling enough to earn her a more comfortable place to sleep, so she couldn’t complain. She still couldn’t lie on her back, though, and now that the rest of her body had been equally slashed up, there wasn’t any position that was comfortable enough to bring sleep. She’d just been relying on her body giving out after enough exhaustion set in.

Speaking of exhaustion, she’d been pretty much unable to move all day from whatever Emmerich put her through last night. The pain in her muscles made it feel like she’d done fifteen full-body high-intensity workouts all at once. It did mean that she’d gotten out of training for the day, at the very least, but that just meant being stuck in the silent isolation of her cell all day. She couldn’t even shuffle over to the door to read her bible in the dim light seeping through the cracks, that was how stiff she was. Not that she had much interest in reading it again, though. She’d already read the whole thing cover-to-cover three times and was getting quite sick of its abridged take on christianity. She was by no means an expert on the subject, but going to a catholic school meant she had enough background knowledge to know that certain parts of that book had been heavily edited to suit the hunter’s narrative. She was pretty sure Jesus never advocated for the extermination of werewolves, at the very least.

What the hell even happened to her last night? She remembered being brought into Emmerich’s office and being chained to the floor before getting injected with the same drug that apparently transformed Blaine, but everything after that was just a haze. She remembered feeling incredibly angry, so angry that it felt like her insides were on fire, but that was about it. Well, the fact that she could still form rational thoughts meant that there was probably an antidote, at the very least. She made a mental note to remember that. It would probably bring Pedro a lot of relief to know that.

With a great amount of effort and pain, Roxy forced herself up into a sitting position, bracing herself against the wall. Her bangs fell over her eyes and she remembered that little white streak that had appeared in her hair. Where did that even come from? Did Emmerich bleach it while she was out or something? She certainly didn’t take him for a stylist, so it had to be something else. It had been like that since she woke up, anyway. She briefly wondered if it was permanent, and then decided that she honestly didn’t care anymore. Her body was already permanently ruined in so many other ways, what did a little white streak of hair matter? She could always dye her hair, but she’d never be able to cover up the mess of scars littering her entire body. She’d never be able to pretend that she still had a little finger on her left hand, she’d never be able to hide the massive cut that was bisecting the left side of her face, ruining her eye and stealing her vision, perhaps forever.

Would Sam still have any interest in her if she ever got out? Sam was so pretty, with those sparkling blue eyes, her fluffy blonde hair, her sharp jawline and soft, pink lips. Roxy knew that she was already pretty plain-faced even before all of this happened, that’s why she was so proud of the strides she’d made with her body. Her eyes were dark and boring, her face round and slightly chubby. She’d been so surprised when Sam had shown interest in her, even before she’d started working out. But now? What could Sam possibly see in her anymore? Her entire body, once a place of pride for her, was now just a patchwork of ugly cuts that would no doubt turn into even uglier scars. Her left hand was disfigured. The nose that Sam had frequently called ‘cute’ was now crooked and bent from being broken. She was broken. A broken mess of a human being. Even if she got out, what would be waiting for her? Rejection and loneliness, no doubt about it. Sam was too good for her.

Roxy’s depressing thoughts suddenly paused as an overwhelming burst of love and adoration swam through her. Sam was still thinking about her, still sending her love. She frowned. How dare she let herself think like that? She had to have more faith, Emmerich was just getting in her head with all of his bullshit about her friends and family hating her, about her being worthless and useless unless she was serving him. Sam loved her enough to mark her and share her emotions. She loved her enough to let her meet her parents. Sam would still love her, even if her body was covered in scars. It was hypocritical of her to think she wouldn’t, especially after she’d comforted Sam about her own scarred face. The question was, would she be able to love herself? Would she still be able to see herself in the mirror and recognise the girl she saw? Would she still be able to see herself and smile, once this was all over? Roxy didn’t know. She would’ve liked to say that the answer was yes, but she knew better than to assume. She had no idea what she looked like now, she hadn’t seen herself in a mirror since before she was captured. Still, if Sam still loved her, that would be enough for her. 

Roxy reminisced about a day they spent together, just a few days before her kidnapping; their three month anniversary. It had been an amazing day through and through. Roxy picked Sam up from her house and they headed to the mall to pick up some things in preparation for Roxy’s birthday, as well as just to do something fun together. They explored all of the different stores, had an unhealthy lunch from the food court, and almost got caught making out in the dressing rooms on a few separate occasions. Roxy didn’t think she could be blamed for that, though. Sam in a swimsuit was not a sight she’d ever seen before, but it was one she was sure she wouldn’t be forgetting any time soon.

After their shopping spree was done, they headed back to Roxy’s house. It was rare for them to spend a lot of time there due to Martha, but neither of her parents were home that day, so she was eager to take up the opportunity. They put on a little over-dramatic fashion show for each other, trying on all of the clothes they bought in increasingly hilarious and nonsensical combinations. Once they’d both recovered from their fits of laughter, they went downstairs to watch a movie. Die Hard had always been one of Roxy’s favourites, and Sam seemed to enjoy it just as much. Once the credits were rolling, Sam tried to scoop Roxy up so they could head back to her room for some much needed ‘alone time,’ but Roxy stopped her.

“Hold up, Sam,” Roxy said. 

Sam stopped in her tracks halfway across the living room. “Hm? What’s up? You wanna stay down here?”

Roxy snorted at the thought. “Now there’s a bad idea. No, I was actually just curious about something.”

Sam gently placed her back on her feet. “What’s up?”

Roxy didn’t reply, looking Sam up and down and trying to figure out the logistics of what she was about to attempt. “Could you go and sit back down on the couch for me?”

Sam smirked curiously but did as she was told. Once she was sitting down, Roxy moved in close to her and slipped her hands underneath Sam’s thighs. Sam seemed to understand what she was trying to do and wrapped her arms around Roxy’s neck, pulling her weight in close. “Uh, Roxy? Are you sure this is a good-”

With a heaving grunt, Roxy shifted her weight and lifted with her knees. Sure enough, her hunch was right. Sam squeaked and held onto her tightly as Roxy lifted her up off of the couch. She could actually carry her! It wasn’t even that hard! Roxy laughed as success and pride filled her body. Sam clearly wasn’t used to the sensation of being carried, as she was nervously clinging to the back of Roxy’s shirt with her claws.

“Holy shit, Roxy! Y-you actually did it! You’re doing it!”

Roxy smiled widely and leaned back from Sam’s stomach, looking up at the other girl’s face. She was bright red, a look of utter amazement in her scarlet eyes. Roxy laughed again. “How does it feel to be the one being carried for a change?”

Sam blinked. “I have never been more attracted to someone in my life.”

Roxy raised an eyebrow. “Prove it.”

Sam smirked back, the hungry look in her eyes reverberating through Roxy’s body. “Take me up to your bedroom and maybe I will.”

Roxy wasted no time in that endeavour. She threw Sam down onto her bed and, making sure that she’d locked the door this time, climbed on top of her and got to work.

Back in the present, Roxy smiled gently at the memory. Memories were all she had to keep her going in her dark little box. Thinking about her situation always led to depressing thoughts, so it was better to fill her mind with happier times, and pretend she was still living them out. That day truly had been perfect, not even marred by her dad coming home earlier than expected and knocking on her bedroom door in the middle of their fun to ask what she wanted for dinner. Roxy’s mouth had been too full of a different kind of dinner to give him a proper answer, which led to a bit of an awkward situation when they had to come downstairs later, but it was still a happy memory, regardless. Roxy would take hundreds of awkward situations over her current reality, no hesitation. She hoped that, one day, once she was out of this shitty cell and all of her wounds had closed up, she would get to experience something like that again. Some dumb, awkward moment that they’d all be able to laugh about later. If Leif ever found out about it, it would probably be immortalised by her constant teasing. Roxy would complain about it, but she wouldn’t really mind deep down. She smiled at the thought of her friend, even as her heart ached with longing to see her again, and finally drifted off to sleep.

—

9 days after the kidnapping of Roxanne Kindley

9:01 am

Brooke sat on the couch, eating her breakfast and watching the news. As seemed to be the norm these days, it was another update about the search for Roxy. The van used in the crime had been found, but it had been scrubbed clean of any potential biological evidence and left in an empty parking lot, so it was practically useless. A lot of people were ruling it as a hate crime, given that evidence of Roxy’s condition had allegedly been sent to Sam, and Brooke couldn’t really blame them for thinking like that. From an outside perspective, it probably did seem like a reasonable motive for her kidnapping, but Brooke knew that the truth was far more complex. This was for Roxy’s own good. Sam was a werewolf and a murderer, and the quicker they could break the brainwashing that she’d inflicted upon Roxy, the better.

A slight twinge of uncertainty wavered at the back of Brooke’s mind. It had been there for a while now, sitting at the edge of her thoughts, slowly becoming harder and harder to ignore as time went on and the days ticked by. What did the news mean by ‘Roxy’s condition?’ It was never elaborated upon, which made her wonder. If she was fine, wouldn’t they report that? Brooke hadn’t been allowed to join her father at the outpost since the kidnapping took place, so she had no real way of knowing how Roxy was doing, which made her a little uncomfortable. She would’ve thought that a friendly face might be helpful for her rehabilitation, but her dad knew best, so she just tried to ignore the nagging in her gut.

She also wondered why Roxy was taken in such an aggressive way. She understood that, given Sam’s brainwashing, it was likely that Roxy had a negative view of the Sons, so it might have been necessary to apply a little bit of force to get her to the outpost. Still, because of their actions, the entire country was up in arms looking for her. Surely it would’ve been better to do it subtly and have it be nothing more than a missing person’s case for a few weeks? That way, once the brainwashing was reversed, Roxy could be handed back to her family with no one the wiser. With the way that things were, Brooke wasn’t sure she could see a way of Roxy going back to her family any time soon. Too many questions would be asked, people would still be searching for a culprit. That constant uncertainty continued to churn through her. Why couldn’t she just go and see how Roxy was? 

She’d been watching all of the news reports about her. She’d seen all of the interviews with her mom, her dad, the detective leading the investigation. There was a little piece done a few days ago where all of Roxy’s friends gave these heartwarming little speeches about her. Sam had appeared briefly, looking haggard and unwell, as well as Leif. Brooke sighed. Leif still hadn’t really spoken to her since their argument last week. As far as she knew, the girl was still with Sam. Brooke really hoped she wasn’t brainwashed as well. Just how many people did Sam have a hold on?

It still spun her out to think about Sam being this evil, manipulative killer. She’d known the girl since primary school and, sure, she was a bit weird sometimes, but she never would have expected something like that. Sam always seemed to be this super caring, super protective person, but she wasn’t even a person in the first place. Brooke wondered if she was abusing Roxy. If she was evil, it would make sense, right? Still, Roxy always seemed happy around Sam. That was probably just the brainwashing, though. It still confused her as to why Sam would brainwash people in the first place. She’d always thought that werewolves were only interested in luring people in as a way to kill them and eat them. Roxy and Sam had been together for three months. Why wasn’t Sam just finishing the job? Maybe she didn’t know as much about werewolves as she thought. Roxy probably knew a lot, considering how much time she’d spent around one. Maybe Brooke could ask her about it once her brainwashing was cured.

She just wished she had some idea of how she was doing. Roxy had probably been really scared when she’d first been taken, and the knowledge that it was mostly her doing was really starting to eat at Brooke. She didn’t know how far along her cure was, but surely it wouldn’t hurt to just go and see how she was? Just a little peek to ease her curiosity, maybe talk to her a little bit as well. If she was doing good, maybe Brooke would be able to convince Leif to come along, too? It would no doubt make her feel a lot better to know where her best friend was. But… her dad forbade her from going to the outpost. She couldn’t disobey her father. He was home today, anyway, so he would notice if she went anywhere. He was heading to the outpost tomorrow, though. If she was lucky, and he happened to stay in his office the whole time, she could probably have a look around without him knowing, so long as no one reported her presence to him. If she got caught, she was sure to be severely punished. It had been a long time since her dad had pulled out the belt, but she still remembered its sting like it was yesterday, and she wasn’t eager to experience it again.

Would it be worth it to go and see how Roxy was doing? Would satisfying her curiosity and concern be worth potentially being beaten? She could handle it if it came to that. She was strong and disciplined, and she would take her punishment without complaint. What she couldn’t take was the uncertainty constantly swimming through her body and soul. Her girlfriend was suffering because of it. Roxy’s parents were suffering because of it. Brooke was the only one in a position to go and see if everything was alright. Wasn’t it her duty to go and make sure it was? Her responsibility? Being an outpost head came with many responsibilities, wasn’t this just an extension of that? An extension of her training? So what if her dad found out? It was her duty to those around her to do what she could to help.

And besides, what her dad didn’t know couldn’t hurt him anyway, right?
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                10 days after the kidnapping of Roxanne Kindley

“Four-hundred and ninety eight… f-four-hundred and ninety nine… five hundred!”

Sam let go of the pull-up bar and dropped to the floor, satisfied with her work. Leif was nearby, running through sword drills. They were both training, making sure they were in their top possible form, prepared to go save Roxy at a moment’s notice. Sam was done sitting around and being depressed. If she and Roxy’s positions were reversed, she was sure that Roxy wouldn’t waste a single second in preparing herself to come to the rescue. She just prayed that Pedro found something soon. She was getting restless and she wasn’t sure how much longer Roxy would be able to hold on for. Every day, her mental state seemed to degrade more and more. Gone was the defiance and determination of the early days of her torture, replaced by all-consuming fear, pain, and a constant stream of self-deprecation and a sense of worthlessness. Sam tried to ward off the feelings by sending her love and hope through their bond, but it seemed to be getting less effective as time went on. They had to save her soon.

Today was a special day for Roxy. It was her seventeenth birthday. It was the day they were all meant to drive out into the countryside to get high and stargaze together. Instead, Roxy was missing and everyone was too depressed about it to even bring up the fact that it was her birthday. Sam held her own little vigil for her, lighting a candle at midnight and saying a little prayer of hope that she would be found soon. It had been a long time since she prayed to the moon, but it never failed to rejuvenate her spirit. The moon obviously had some sort of power, given the fact that she and the rest of her species existed, and she’d always secretly believed that there was some sort of deity up there, listening to her prayers and granting her strength when she needed it. The strength of her belief had amplified tenfold after the ritual, where the sheer power of the moon itself had cured her silver sickness and granted her with control over her wolf like she’d never imagined before. There was no way there wasn’t something up there, looking down on her. She hoped they were looking down on Roxy, too, protecting her in whatever way they could.

Pedro was still apparently struggling to find any leads. He never ended up finding that suspicious man he’d met at the bar again, and that was pretty much the only thing he had to go off of. Still, Sam wasn’t going to lose hope. The hunters may be well hidden, but no one was perfect. There had to be some indication of where they were, some little slip-up that would be the single loose thread to unravel the entire operation. Pedro said that the man seemed guilty about something, so it wasn’t far-fetched to think that he might eventually crack and confess. Surely not everyone in the hunter’s outpost was okay with what was happening to Roxy. They might be brainwashed, but surely at least one of them had a heart.

Sam inspected her nails, letting her wolf out and watching as they turned into claws. The keratin went from clear to dark brown, lengthening and sharpening. Would they be enough to get the job done? Would they be sharp enough? She tested them out on her other arm, slicing through her skin with ease. The wound closed up before the pain could even register, leaving behind imperceptible white scars, completely indistinguishable from the rest of her arm, given that it was already severely scarred in her fight with Blaine. Curious about the strength of her defences, she let her left arm shift. Her skin turned thick and leathery, sprouting a dense coat of fur. She tried once again to slice it, but simply raking her claws across her arm was not enough anymore. She had to dig in with much more force to draw any blood. That was good, at least, but how would it hold up in an actual fight? Would it be enough to block a hunter’s blade from severing her arm?

“Hey, Leif? Could you come here for a sec?”

The girl paused her training and turned to her. “Yeah? What’s up?” She walked over, sword still in hand.

“Can you try to cut off my arm? I wanna see if I’m strong enough to block it.”

Leif froze, a perplexed expression on her face. “I-I’m sorry, did I hear that right?”

“Yep,” Sam replied, holding out her arm. “Go on, give it a shot.”

Leif’s expression quickly became one of concern. “S-Sam? Are you actually good? I-I’m not gonna cut off your fucking arm!”

Sam didn’t really get what the problem was. “Well, yeah, that’s the idea. You’re meant to try, though. If I can block it, it’ll mean the hunters won’t be able to do any real damage with their swords. Any small cut will heal up in an instant with the amount of Lunin in my system, and their regular silver doesn’t work on me because I’m a direwolf, so the only real danger is getting a limb lopped off. Or getting shot, I guess, but there’s not really much I’ll be able to do about that.”

Leif sighed exasperatedly and rubbed her face. “Sam, I don’t care what the reason is, I’m not gonna do that. Honestly, it’s a little worrying that you would even suggest it. Are you alright? Seriously.”

Sam deflated. “I-I just… wanna be as ready as I can to go save her. I-i-if I mess up, who knows what might happen to her? I can’t fail, Leif. There can’t even be a chance of failing. I… I can’t lose her. I can’t let that happen.”

Leif’s face softened. “I get it, Sam, I really do, but me trying to cut off your arm isn’t gonna help her. What if I actually succeeded and you lost your arm? I’m pretty sure not even you would be able to just walk that off.”

Sam shrugged. “You never know, it might just grow back.”

“Sam, if you could regenerate cells like that, you wouldn’t have any scars.” Leif let out a long sigh. “Look, this argument is completely pointless, anyway. This sword is blunted, it’s not gonna be a good representation of what we’ll be going up against in the outpost. There just isn’t a way we’ll be able to do this without risk of failure. That’s just not how things work. We just have to have faith that we’ll be ready when the time comes.”

Sam sighed and flopped onto the floor. “Why are you being so wise right now? Who are you and what have you done with Leif?”

Leif chuckled and shook her head. “Well, one of us has to keep a level head around here. Lord knows you’d fall apart without me.”

Sam remembered what happened a few days ago, when she broke into Carol’s liquor shelf and got black-out drunk to try and numb the pain of what was happening to Roxy. If Leif had been there that day, that probably wouldn’t have happened, and she wouldn’t have suffered the worst hangover of her life when she woke up the next day. Granted, it was also the only hangover of her life, but that detail was irrelevant. She grunted. “I guess.”

Leif hummed. “C’mon, get up. We’ve still got some more training to do.”

“Clarissa? Is that you?”

Leif kicked her in the ribs.

—

Roxy woke to the sound of her cell door opening. She immediately jumped to her feet, more than used to the daily routine at this point. Sure enough, Emmerich walked in, smiling at her.

“Ah, Roxanne. Good to see you’re already up. Come with me, it’s time for training.”

“Yes, sir,” Roxy mumbled.

She followed him out of the room and down the halls. There weren’t any guards accompanying him anymore, nor did he drag her along by her cuffs. He was giving her a little bit of trust, and she wasn’t going to squander it. She also knew it was just another test of her obedience, to see if she would take the opportunity and try to make a run for it. While tempting, she knew she wouldn’t make it very far in her state without a weapon, so she just did as she was told, nervously rubbing her sore wrists as she walked.

She prodded her tongue along her teeth, sorrowfully making note of the very obvious gap that was present after her punishment yesterday. She wasn’t sure whether she should be thankful that it was one of her molars or not. It probably wouldn’t have hurt quite as much if it was one of her front teeth, but it would have ruined her face even more. She supposed it didn’t really matter at this point. What was done was done. 

They reached Emmerich’s office and went through the usual routine. He threw her to the ground and ordered her around, and she followed those orders to the best of her ability. When he told her to stand, she stood. When he told her to jump, she jumped. When he told her to hold her arms out, she did so, not flinching or making a sound as he caned them. Reacting to the pain would only lead to worse pain. If she could just get through one day without messing anything up, she wouldn’t be punished. Her body wouldn’t be ruined even more. Maybe they would finally move on to something else. Maybe she would be given clothes, or something soft to sleep on, or more than one meal a day. If she was good, maybe her whole body would stop hurting with every breath she took. God, she just wanted the pain to stop. She would give anything for the pain to stop.

“Kneel.”

Roxy dropped to her knees without a second thought, ignoring the pain that shot up through them from cracking against the ground like that. Emmerich walked up to her and gently grabbed her chin, tilting her head up until she was looking him in the eye. That… was new. She nervously averted her gaze.

“Are we finally finished, Roxanne? Are you finally going to be good for me?”

She didn’t answer, an awful feeling bubbling up in her chest. He cradled her face with both hands. Her whole body was screaming at her. This was bad. This was wrong. She needed to get away. A thumb stroked across her cheek and Roxy nearly gagged, instinctively jerking her head away from the touch. A gentle touch wasn’t supposed to feel like that. Sam never made her feel like that.

Emmerich’s face distorted into a scowl and she realised what she did. Fear gripped her heart like a vice. She fucked up. “W-wait, n-no, I didn’t-”

A slap cut her off and knocked her to the ground. “Shut up, you useless little waste! What’s wrong with you? How long will it take for you to understand?!” Emmerich grabbed her by the hair and lifted her head off the floor. “You belong to me. When I tell you to do something, you do it, and you keep doing it until I tell you to stop! Did I tell you to move your head? No!”

Roxy started crying. She wasn’t sure if she could take being punished again. “I-I-I’m so sorry, sir! I-it was an accident! P-please don’t hurt m-me again! I d-didn’t mean to! I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry!”

Emmerich dropped her head and let her sob to herself on the ground, muttering apologies over and over. “Sorry doesn’t cut it, and you should know that by now. I’m getting sick and tired of this disobedience. Let this be your final warning, if you don’t learn your lesson from today’s punishment, I’m giving up on you. Do I need to remind you of what that means? You’ll be crippled and left in your cell to rot, the men coming and going as they please. You’ll make for a great stress reliever for them, I’m sure. Is that what you want?”

“N-no, sir,” she mumbled. She couldn’t let that happen. No matter what, she couldn’t.

He grabbed her by her cuffs and dragged her to her feet, hanging the chain on the hook of the rack. He twisted a valve and the hook rose up until she was hanging limply by her wrists, her toes only just reaching the floor, just like that first awful day. Her whole body shook with fear. There wasn’t any getting out of her punishment anymore.

“Then you’d better take this punishment to heart. It may take a bit of time to set up, so why don’t you sit there and think about what I’ve said?”

“Y-yes, sir,” she replied. As if there was any other choice.

—

Brooke took a deep breath and walked through the front door of Sunny’s Used Goods. Her hands were clammy, her heart pounding. She’d never defied her dad like this before, but she couldn’t just sit around not knowing how Roxy was. It was stupid. She was probably fine, right? A bit lonely, maybe, but by now she should have settled into wherever they were keeping her. That was one thing Brooke hadn’t figured out yet. She wasn’t sure where in the outpost Roxy would be staying. There were the barracks, of course, but that seemed… a little uncomfortable, what with all of the men around. She would’ve expected that they’d give Roxy her own room, but she couldn’t figure out where such a room would be. Most of the rooms in the outpost were offices where people would go about their various duties for the Sons. Other than that, there was the armoury, the infirmary, the training halls, the labs on the bottom floor, and… the cells.

A weird feeling bloomed in Brooke’s gut. Surely they weren’t keeping her in the cells, were they? Those were for werewolves and traitors, and they were suitably uncomfortable for that purpose. If Roxy was in a cell, Brooke expected that they would have at least furnished it a little beforehand. Those things didn’t even have beds, for god’s sake! Still, wherever she was, it was probably the right call. Her dad knew what he was doing.

Brooke walked through the pawn shop and up to the counter, ignoring all of the various items on display. The plainclothes soldier who was manning the till looked up from his book at her approach.

“Oh. Hi, Ms Harrison. Are you here to see your dad?” he asked.

“Yep,” she lied. “He, uh… he forgot his lunch.” 

The soldier shook his head and for a second she was worried that he called her bluff, but thankfully he wasn’t observant enough to notice she wasn’t actually carrying anything. “Sounds like him, alright. Head on through, I’ll let him know you’re coming.”

Brooke’s heart jumped into her throat. “O-Oh! No need! I wouldn’t want to disturb him any more than I already am!”

The soldier raised an eyebrow but otherwise didn’t protest. “If you say so. The door’s unlocked, you can head right down.”

Brooke nodded and walked through the staff-only door before the soldier could change his mind. She walked down the stairwell into the landing and planned out her next move. There were three floors in the outpost, going deeper underground from first to third. The first floor held most of the offices and was mainly where her dad stayed when he was working, unless something elsewhere in the outpost called his attention. The second floor held a few offices, as well as most of the infrastructure for the soldiers, including the barracks, armoury, and infirmary. That was also where the cells were. The third floor was pretty much entirely labs, where they were working on perfecting DX-47. There were also a couple of cages down there for the werewolves that they were experimenting on, but she seriously doubted Roxy was in one of those. That ruled out the third floor completely, and the first floor was unlikely, not to mention risky, given her father’s presence. That left only the second floor.

If she was going to look around the second floor, she would have to make sure she looked busy, so she wasn’t stopped by any soldiers wondering what she was doing. If one of them ended up reporting her presence to her dad, it would be all over just like that. She couldn’t let that happen. She had to find out how Roxy was doing before that.

Her mind made up, Brooke descended the stairwell all the way until she reached the second floor. It was a good few flights down, as the outpost had to be deep enough to ensure it didn’t get in the way of any city infrastructure. It technically wasn’t actually meant to be there, so it made sense.

She stepped out into the hallway and immediately picked a direction at random. She didn’t really know where she was going or what to look for, so she just kept an eye out for any sign of Roxy’s presence. After a few minutes of walking aimlessly through the halls, she decided to put her curiosity at ease and headed for the cells. That was both the least likely and most likely place she would be. Least likely because, why would they keep her in a cell? Weren’t they trying to undo her brainwashing? It wasn’t like she was a prisoner or anything. Still though, she couldn’t think of any other place on the floor where she would reasonably be staying.

She reached the section of hall lined with those thick metal doors. What would indicate that Roxy was staying in one other than prior knowledge? After taking a quick look around and making sure that there weren’t any guards nearby to question her, she approached the nearest door and put her ear up to it, listening for any sign of life. The first cell she checked came up empty, as did the second, and the third. There were no sounds coming from the fourth, either, but there was an odd smell present that definitely wasn’t there at the previous cells. She tried to focus on it. It certainly wasn’t pleasant, that was for sure. Was it… waste? It smelled kind of like a public toilet, minus the ineffective air freshener. Was that cell being used? Was there a prisoner she didn’t know about? It… It couldn’t be Roxy, could it? Nervously, she tapped on the door a few times, listening for a reaction, but there was nothing. Whoever the cell’s inhabitant was, they were either very quiet, or not currently present.

Brooke sighed and decided to move on. She wouldn’t find anything more there. Besides, something else had grabbed her attention. There was a strange sound echoing from down the halls somewhere. She couldn’t place what it was, but it made her uneasy. She followed the noise down the halls, her heart thudding in her chest. 

The noise got louder as she went, occasionally breaking off before picking back up again at a higher pitch. There was a new smell in the air as well. It was almost like… cooking meat? It was making her mouth water, but at the same time the idea made her feel slightly ill. That sound was digging into her brain. What was it? She turned a corner and suddenly the clarity of the sound increased tenfold.

Screaming.

Brooke’s blood turned to ice in her veins. Why did it sound familiar? It… It couldn’t be her, could it? Surely not. Why would Roxy be screaming? That… That didn’t make any sense. It wasn’t her, there was no chance of that. She was just having her brainwashing… removed…

But what exactly did that process entail? Brooke didn’t know. Surely not…

She reached a door. The source of the blood-curdling sound was in that room. This was… this was Mr Emmerich’s office. What was he doing? It definitely wasn’t him screaming. While it sounded rough and torn, the voice was clearly female. The smell was so strong that Brooke wanted to throw up. The screaming was so loud her ears hurt. She reached out for the door handle with a shaking hand. With a twist and a click, it opened. A gust of hot air rushed out over her and…

Oh

Oh god

Roxy was hanging by her wrists from a pair of handcuffs, her face distorted in utter agony as Mr Emmerich pressed a white-hot piece of metal against the underside of her upper arm with a pair of tongs. A quick glance revealed it was clearly not the only place that had been burnt; there were distinctly shaped marks visible all over her torso. Brooke realised with detached horror that the girl was completely nude. Mr Emmerich pulled the metal off of Roxy’s skin and her screaming finally cut off, her whole body untensing and her chest rising and falling with quick breaths. There was a bit of skin still stuck to the metal, sizzling slightly. Brooke almost fainted.

Roxy didn’t look well. This clearly wasn’t the first time something like this happened. Her body was covered in various cuts and bruises, some bandaged and some just left to heal on their own. Her ribs were clearly visible. Her one visible eye was sunken in, adorned with heavy bags. Her usually tan skin was a sickly pale tone. A part of her hair had already turned completely white from the stress. They were torturing her. They were torturing her. Brooke gave them a way to get her, thinking that they would help her, and now they were torturing her. Her dad told her they would help her. Did he lie? Was it all just a lie?

“Ah, Brooke! How nice of you to pop in!”

Despite Mr Emmerich’s greeting, Brooke couldn’t tear her eyes from Roxy’s brutalised form. She watched as the girl weakly lifted her head and noticed her presence. A series of emotions flashed across her face all in the span of a second. Surprise, hope, confusion, realisation, betrayal, resigned acceptance. She must have realised it was her fault, but she didn’t even have the willpower left to be angry at her. What happened to the girl who threatened her just for acting suspicious not even two weeks ago?

“Brooke?”

Brooke turned her head. Mr Emmerich was taking off his heat-resistant gloves, setting them down on a metal table that definitely wasn’t usually part of his office decor. On it sat the piece of metal, the tongs, and a blowtorch. He seemed completely unphased.

“Y-yes?” she answered automatically. She didn’t want to talk to him. She never wanted to see him again. He was torturing her friend.

“I was just asking what you were doing here?”

Brooke did her best to slip back into her poker face. It was vital for an outpost head to remain composed at all times, regardless of how they actually felt. A tiny voice in the back of her mind asked her if that was really what she wanted to end up as after what she’d just seen. She ignored it. She could think about that later. “I-I just… wanted to make sure everything was alright. I heard… noises.”

“Ah, yes,” Mr Emmerich replied, disgustingly cheerfully. “I was just teaching our newest recruit some discipline, you know? She’s having a bit of trouble following orders, but I’m sure she’ll figure it out soon.”

You fucking monster

“A-ah, I see.”

“Could you be a dear and take her to the infirmary for me? Wouldn’t want those burns to get infected.”

Brooke clenched her fists. “N-no, we wouldn’t.”

Mr Emmerich twisted a valve on the side of the rack that Roxy was hanging on, causing the hook to lower down until there was enough slack for him to simply slip the chain of her handcuffs off and let her drop to the ground. He bent down and grabbed the chain, dragging her up to her feet. She didn’t resist, just keeping her eyes- well, eye trained firmly on the ground. Brooke felt so sick.

He walked up to her, Roxy in tow, and handed her the chain. She took it without thinking. “Make sure you keep hold of that. She knows better than to make a run for it, but if you let go there’s a chance she’ll collapse and that won’t do you any favours.”

Brooke nodded numbly and left the office, walking down the halls towards the infirmary in a daze. She could hear Roxy’s uneven footsteps behind her, her breathing laboured and heavy. This was her fault. Roxy was being hurt, being tortured, because of her. She was the reason Roxy was taken in the first place. Her dad told her they would help her. They would get rid of her brainwashing that Sam had given her. But… this wasn’t helping her. This was traumatising her. If that was just a lie, then what else was her dad lying about? Was… everything a lie? Were werewolves even evil? Was Roxy ever even brainwashed? It felt like everything she’d ever known was crashing down around her.

Something touched her hand and she almost jumped out of her skin. It was Roxy. Roxy was holding her hand. She turned around. The girl was still staring resolutely at the floor, but she refused to let go of Brooke’s hand, even as it held onto the chain that bound her. She wanted support, Brooke realised. She wanted a familiar touch, something that wasn’t intent on hurting her. Brooke felt her heart falling to pieces in her chest. She accepted Roxy’s advances, gently squeezing her hand and stroking it with her thumb in what she hoped was a soothing gesture. Roxy started quietly sobbing.

Brooke made up her mind. This couldn’t continue. She caused this, now she had to do something about it. It was her responsibility. 

She had to do something… but, what?

—

Doctor Matthews washed his hands off in the sink. It was getting worse by the day. He wasn’t sure how much Roxy would be able to take before her body just gave out. Sure, her injuries were mostly just surface level, but there was only so much a person could handle without getting any significant time to rest or heal, not to mention the abysmal diet Emmerich was feeding her. She didn’t even say a word today. She just stared at the floor with tears silently running down her cheeks, her breath hitching whenever he would touch her to change her bandages or clean her wounds. It was like she didn’t even know where she was. It was horrifying, frankly.

He sighed. He didn’t know what to do. Every day she came into his infirmary, her body littered with more and more abuse from that sadistic bastard, and all he could do to help her was ease her pain slightly and ensure nothing got infected. Was this what it meant to be a doctor for the Sons? He didn’t mind patching up soldiers who were injured in hunts or the like, but that didn’t happen often. Roxy was his only patient right now, and every time he saw her the feelings of guilt just got worse and worse. He was letting a child be horribly abused and he wasn’t doing anything about it. Wasn’t being a bystander worse than actually perpetrating the crime?

Did Roxy really have to be treated like this for their goals? Was the elimination of werewolves really so important that he could somehow justify what was happening to that poor girl? The answer was simple, but he was scared to admit it to himself. He’d devoted his entire life to this cause, following in his father’s footsteps, but his faith had been irreparably shaken. No one deserved this kind of treatment, it didn’t matter what the end goal was. Hell, none of it was even necessary! If all they needed her for was bait to lure in the direwolf, they could have just locked her in a room - with a bed and an actual toilet - and delivered food three times a day until the direwolf came for her. Nothing more needed to be done, yet Emmerich and Harrison still insisted on tormenting her. Why? Just because Emmerich needed a new soldier? That was bullshit. Emmerich was a sadist and a pervert. Would it kill him just to give her some god damn clothes?!

He paused, realising he’d been washing his hands for several minutes straight as he deliberated. He grunted to himself and dried his hands off, collapsing down into his chair. He couldn’t let this continue. It had gone on for far too long, and he regretted not doing something sooner. He wasn’t going to be able to convince Emmerich or Harrison to leave her alone, so getting her out was his only option. Helping her escape was risky. He didn’t have the clearance to interact with her outside of when she was being treated, and there was a decent chance the guards would just apprehend him as well if they saw him leading her to the exit. That wouldn’t help anybody. What else could he do?

An idea suddenly struck him. There was someone he could ask for help, a stranger he’d met at a bar a little over a week ago. One Pedro Luna, lead detective in the investigation team searching for Roxy. He knew the man somehow suspected him, given that a surprisingly accurate depiction of his face had shown up on the news the next day, requesting that he come in for questioning. The man was definitely good at his job if he somehow suspected him from just one drunk conversation. Going to him would definitely mean being arrested, though. His role in Roxy’s torment was undeniable, as much as he hated himself for it. Still, what did that matter? A child was being tortured, and that needed to stop, no matter the cost.

His mind made up, Doctor Matthews turned on his computer and opened up his email. He considered writing an email to the address given for matters regarding the investigation, but he decided against it. If the email went to some random officer, chances were they’d take one look at it and dismiss it as spam. He knew that the detective was smarter than that, though. It needed to go directly to him. A quick check of the Son’s database found him the detective’s personal email and he started writing up his message. It was simple and slightly vague, but it needed to be. The last thing he wanted was for the Sons to see the email and figure out his intentions before it could go through. Detective Luna needed to see it. Hopefully he would be able to figure out its meaning before it was too late.

With a shaking hand, Doctor Matthews clicked send. 

—

Pedro cradled his head in his hands and sighed. Ten days, and every single lead they’d found had dead-ended within the day. He had no idea what to do. The hopelessness that he’d been trying to ignore was like a physical ache in his gut, slowly creeping up and tearing him apart from the inside. The longer he took, the more Roxy was tormented. The more she was tormented, the harder it would be to get her back on her feet. There was only so much therapy could do in such an extreme situation, after all. Roxy would already be haunted by this for the rest of her life, there was no doubt about that. The longer he took, the worse it would be.

He shook his head and growled. He needed to stop thinking like that. Roxy was strong, a lot stronger than the average kid her age. She’d already survived werewolf and hunter attacks and walked away with her smile intact. He needed to have faith that she would be able to bounce back from this too, no matter how long it took. There would be an adjustment period, of course, but he needed to have faith that she would be able to smile and laugh with her friends again, someday. No, it wasn’t a matter of faith. He knew. He knew that she would get through this. She might have a few more scars and a bucketload of new trauma to process, but if he knew Roxanne Kindley, then he knew she would make it through.

She had to. The alternative was too much to stomach.

His laptop chimed. He looked up. He had an email, sent to his personal account, not his work one. He was about to ignore it, but he paused when he saw the subject.

RK

His curiosity piqued, he opened the email fully. It was just two lines of seemingly random numbers, a few dashes and dots mixed in. The sender was also just a garbled mash of numbers and letters in the vague shape of an email address. He was surprised it wasn’t marked as spam, honestly. His first instinct was to assume it was just that, spam, and move on, but that subject line gave him pause. RK. He could think of a few things that could stand for, but only one was really relevant to him. He gave the contents of the email a bit more consideration. Two lines of numbers, each eight numbers long, occasionally broken up by a dash or a dot. What could those numbers be? What was the intention here?

On a complete whim, he decided to copy-paste the numbers into his search bar. The result was a map location, right there in Dewsbury. So they were coordinates, then. Where were they indicating? He zoomed in and singled out the location to an address on Shepperton Street. There was a business marker for it. ‘Sunny’s Used Goods,’ a pawn shop that, as far as he’d seen, never really got much business but had somehow still managed to stay open since the turn of the century.

He froze. It couldn’t be that obvious, could it? Sunny’s Used Goods? Surely that wasn’t the location of the outpost. No, that would be too easy, wouldn’t it? But why else would that location be sent to him of all people in such a vague way, with the subject line being Roxy’s initials, no less? Someone knew where Roxy was, and they wanted him to know as well. That was the only conclusion he could draw.

But what if it was a trap? It wouldn’t make that much sense, but the possibility was still there. The hunters wanted to use Roxy to lure in Sam, but if they somehow knew about his connection to Sam and the fact that he was a werewolf too, it wasn’t completely unreasonable that they might want to take him out before moving on to the bigger catch.

He shook his head. Whether or not it was a trap didn’t matter. He had a lead as to the location of the outpost, and he had to see it through, regardless of what it might mean for him. He got up from his desk and stepped out of his office, making his way down to the car park. Once he was back in his trusty Caprice, he pulled out onto the road and made a beeline for Sunny’s Used Goods.

It wasn’t a long drive, only around five minutes, but it was enough time to consider his options. He didn’t want to make a move until he knew for sure that this place was the outpost, so he would have to do a little recon. What would he do once he’d confirmed it, though? He could either inform the police and raid the place through official channels, or let the girls know and go in, just the three of them. He would need a warrant for a police raid, but that would give the hunters time to potentially jump ship if they caught wind of it, which obviously wasn’t an option. Raiding it with just the three of them would mean a much higher chance of things going wrong, though. Still, that was what he’d been training them for, wasn’t it? Besides, he knew Sam wouldn’t forgive him if he didn’t let her participate in the rescue. It would be risky bringing her along, given the hunter’s real goals, but she would also no doubt prove indispensable in the very likely possibility that combat broke out. She was, by far, the best melee combatant out of the three of them, given the strength bestowed upon her by the ritual. Leif was a good shot, but her close-quarters ability was a little lacking, not to mention the fact that she’d never killed anyone before. If she hesitated at the wrong time, it could spell disaster for them. Would her conviction to save Roxy be enough? Oh well, he could think about that later. He was here.

Pedro parked his car a few buildings away and pulled a pair of sunglasses out of the glovebox, slipping them on. He also took off his coat and pulled on a different jacket that he’d left lying in the back seat. The last thing he wanted was to get recognised by any potential hunters inside the store.

He stepped out of his car and walked up to the building. It was pretty nondescript on the outside; a couple windows displaying various wares and a sign above the door with the name of the store. A glance through the window showed that the store was empty aside from the man at the till, who was reading a book. He walked around the side of the building down an alley, following the sound of mechanical whirring. Situated at the back of the building was a massive AC unit, far bigger than would be necessary to supply the store with air conditioning. That was a pretty solid point in the outpost column. He had no doubt that if he requested the electricity bill records for the building, he would find them to be ridiculously out of proportion with the expected usage for a building of this size. He walked back around to the front of the store and hesitantly stepped inside, trying not to flinch at the sudden high-pitched bell that assaulted his ears.

The man at the till only briefly glanced up before going back to his book. Pedro pretended to peruse through the wares on display while he analysed the man. While his demeanour was relaxed, there was definitely an underlying tension there. The way he held himself was all too familiar. There was something about the hunter’s particular brand of training that caused most of the people who went through it to develop similar tells. Another point in the outpost column. Still, he couldn’t be sure until he had definitive proof.

He browsed for a few minutes, trying to see if he could pick up any more clues. He brought out his wolf and tested the air with his nose, trying to pick out any familiar scents that might be giveaways. There was one that he vaguely recognised, the same scent that had been all over Leif when she’d walked into training a few weeks ago that everyone had made fun of her for. That didn’t really tell him much, though. The girl in question might have just come in briefly to actually peruse the pawnshop. He really hoped that Leif wasn’t unknowingly dating a hunter.

After a few minutes, the back door opened and another man walked out. Pedro turned his back so they couldn’t see his face and listened in to their conversation.

“Oh, hi John. Are you my relief?”

“Yep. Anything to report?”

“Ah, not much. Ms Harrison came by earlier, asking to see her dad.”

“Yeah, I saw her leading the prisoner to the infirmary after her training. Man, the smell was disgusting. The whole second floor smelt like a barbeque. Ms Harrison was white as a sheet.”

“Yeah, she looked a little shaken up when she left. Do you think she’ll squeal? Wasn’t she friends with the prisoner before we took her?”

“Nah, she’s devoted. Probably just felt sick from the stench. Seriously, Emmerich comes up with some real nasty punishments. I’m honestly surprised the girl is still alive.”

“Yeah,” the man laughed. He laughed. Pedro almost couldn’t hold back his growl. “Man, I’m glad he didn’t train me.”

Pedro had heard enough. He left without looking back. He found her. After ten days, he’d finally found her. Now, all he needed to do was save her. 

Simple, right?

—

Roxy groaned, trying her best not to move while simultaneously wanting desperately to curl up into a ball. It hurt. It hurt, it hurt, it hurt so bad. It felt like her skin was still burning. The smell was stuck in her nose, the disgustingly appetising scent of her own cooking flesh. She wanted to puke, but there wasn’t really anything in her stomach to throw up, yesterday’s bowl of scrambled eggs no doubt long gone. What she wouldn’t give for a decent meal. She never wanted to see scrambled eggs again in her life.

Brooke. It was Brooke’s fault she was in here. It explained so much; why the girl had been acting weird, and how the hunters had known where she was going to be despite Sam not picking up on any new stalkers. Brooke was a hunter. Brooke gave them her location and let them kidnap her. She was Leif’s girlfriend. Was that all just a ruse to get close to her? Her mind was still reeling from the shock.

Was she aware of everything? Did she know how Roxy would be treated? It didn’t seem like it. The girl had a good poker face, but nothing could cover up the horror in her eyes when she’d first walked into Emmerich’s office. Was she just being manipulated as well, just another poor, brainwashed victim? It didn’t feel like she was much of a victim, when she was out there, completely unharmed, while Roxy was suffering every day. How long had it been? If she was being honest, it felt like months, though she knew that couldn’t be right. They hadn’t been feeding her enough for it to have been that long yet. Honestly, it couldn’t realistically have been longer than a few weeks. Still, it felt like she’d been down there forever. God, she missed Sam so much.

The door opened. Feeding time, once again. Roxy picked herself up off of the floor, gingerly settling into a seated position. She watched silently as Emmerich walked in and placed a tray on the ground. She didn’t dare make a move until he gave her permission.

“Dinner time, Roxanne. You may eat.”

With his approval, Roxy slowly made her way towards the tray, every movement causing her an immense amount of pain despite how careful she was trying to be. Emmerich turned to leave, muttering one more thing before he closed the door; something that stopped Roxy in her tracks.

“Happy birthday, by the way.”

The door slammed shut, echoing around the silent room. It… it was her birthday? That couldn’t be right, surely. She considered it. As far as she’d been able to tell, it had been at least a week since her kidnapping. She’d been taken a little after midnight on the 14th of July. If it was her birthday, that made it the 24th. Ten days had passed. Had it really only been ten?

She was seventeen now. The thought shook her to her core. It didn’t make sense. It wasn’t right. She was supposed to drive out into the country with Sam, Leif, and Ross on her birthday to stargaze. Instead, she was locked in a cage like an animal, being tortured. Her only 17th birthday was passing her by. She looked over to the tray. There were two slices of buttered toast on it, along with the usual cold scrambled eggs. Emmerich’s idea of a gift, she supposed.

The realisation set in and she couldn’t stop the tears from falling. Her food sat untouched as she sobbed, an incredible sadness that she hadn’t allowed to take hold finally breaking through her barriers and tearing her apart from the inside. It was her birthday, and she was missing out on it. She was being tortured on it. She screamed in utter anguish until her voice just gave out with barely more than a squeak, ten days worth of torment finally catching up to it. Even still, she couldn’t stop the tears from falling. It was too much. She couldn’t stay strong anymore. She’d tried so, so hard not to let herself break down, but she just couldn’t do it anymore.

Was she ever going to get out? Would she ever be found? Would her parents just have to live without ever knowing what happened to their daughter? Would Sam just have to accept that she was gone and move on? 

No

No, she couldn’t just give up like that. No matter how bad things got, she couldn’t. She couldn’t let them beat her, break her spirit. She wiped her eye, sniffling back any more tears that threatened to spill, before grabbing a slice of toast and biting into it. She needed to keep her energy up as best she could. The second she let go of her hope was the second that they won. It didn’t matter how obedient Emmerich got her to be, it didn’t matter how utterly terrified she was at every moment of messing up and getting hurt again. She needed to stay hopeful that she would see the sky again.

One thing was certain, though.

She couldn’t keep waiting for other people to find her. There was no guarantee that they would, and she would just be suffering for nothing. The only one she could rely on was herself.

She resolved herself, taking another bite of her toast. She wouldn’t stay here for another day longer. She was going to escape, or she was going to die trying.

—

Leif sat on the couch and waited, her whole body as tense as a readied bow. Sam was beside her, in a similar state of tension. Her fists were clenched and she looked like she was trying to bore a hole through the floor with the intensity of her gaze. Pedro had called a meeting at Sam’s house, and Leif had a pretty good idea of what it might mean. Even Ross was there, sitting across from the two girls in an armchair and looking a little awkward. She didn’t have the foggiest clue why, though.

“Ross.” Sam’s voice was sharp. She was still staring at the floor.

The boy straightened in his chair and looked up. He seemed nervous. “Y-yeah?”

Sam met his gaze and her face softened considerably. “I… I’m sorry for how I treated you the other day. That was wrong. I let my stress about Roxy’s situation get the better of me, and I-I’m sorry. You didn’t deserve that.”

A bit of previously unnoticed tension dropped from the boy’s shoulders. He laughed awkwardly, though it quickly trailed off. “N-no, it’s okay. I get it. A-and you were right, anyway. I had no idea what the stakes were until you… until you told me. The… the only reason I stormed off was to… to hide how shocked I was about it. I wasn’t mad at you.”

Sam suddenly stood up and walked over to him. Leif smirked. She knew exactly what was about to happen.

“Wh-what is it?”

Sure enough, Sam picked him straight up off of the chair and into one of her signature bear-hugs. Ross made an incredibly unflattering and high-pitched noise in response and Leif couldn’t help but smile. There was nothing like a Sam-hug to patch up a disagreement.

“Thanks for being cool, dude,” Sam said as she put him down.

“Y-yeah, no… n-no problem,” he replied, seemingly struggling to catch his breath. No matter how much he joined them in their physical training, his stamina never really improved all that much. He’d always been more of the brainy type, anyway.

Sam’s head suddenly snapped to the door like a dog that heard a car door slam three houses down. Pedro must have arrived. Sure enough, a few seconds later, the door opened and the man in question walked in. “Ah, good, you’re all here.”

Sam immediately jumped into the fray. “Is this about Roxy? Do you have anything?”

Pedro held a hand up and spoke in a slow, clear voice. “Sam, I need you to sit down, okay?” He looked to each person in the room in turn, the intensity in his eyes piercing through Leif’s soul and causing her heart rate to spike. She had the inexplicable urge to bare her neck. “I need you all to stay calm and listen to everything I have to say before you speak up, got it?”

Sam swallowed and slowly obeyed his command with uncharacteristic submissiveness. Once she was back in her seat, Pedro shut his eyes and nodded, taking a breath. When he opened his eyes again, they were bright amber. “I know where the outpost is.” Right as his sentence was finished, he immediately held up his hand again and stifled the wave of questioning that was about to burst forth from everybody in the room. “It’s underneath a pawn shop on Shepperton Street. I’ve also confirmed that they’re the ones who have Roxy. I know everyone’s eager to go get her, but we can’t just jump in there without any equipment or plan. That would just end in us getting blasted to pieces. I’ve called Duncan, he can have supplies and a vehicle delivered by tomorrow morning at the earliest, so that’s when we’ll go. There will be enough equipment for each of us, but if you don’t feel up to the task, I won’t force you. That being said, if you do feel up for it, raise your hand. Don’t speak, I’m not finished.”

Unsurprisingly, everybody in the room raised their hand. Leif knew what it would mean to go with them, but she was undeterred. She’d been trained by Pedro and Clarissa for the express purpose of being able to fight back against hunters. She knew it would be dangerous, but frankly, she didn’t give a shit. Roxy was fighting for her life every day. Leif wasn’t going to let her fight alone any longer.

Pedro nodded solemnly. “Alright. I expected nothing less from you all. As of right now, we don’t have a solidified plan of attack, but I do at least have roles for all of you. Ross, you’re the driver. You’ll stay in the car at all times, ready to get us out of there as soon as we come out. Sam, you’ll be leading the charge. I’ll be blunt here, you’re not a good shot, but your skills in close-quarters combat are beyond comparison. The hunters won’t be expecting us at first, but they’ll quickly mobilise into defence formation. You’ll need to charge ahead faster than they can aim at you and take them out before they get the chance to fight back. Do you think you can do that?”

Sam nodded resolutely, without an inch of hesitation. “Yes.”

“Good. I’ll be providing cover fire for you and jumping in where I’m needed. My wolf isn’t all that strong though, so you’ll be our primary offence. Leif?”

“Yes?”

“You’ll be hanging behind us on medic duty. You’ll carry all our medical supplies and patch us up if we get injured. We have no idea what state Roxy will be in, either, so your job will be to take care of any urgent injuries she might have.”

“B-but, I don’t know the first thing about medical care!”

“I’m not asking you to perform surgery, you just need to help us stop the bleeding in a pinch if we get injured. Sam and I will most likely be able to heal anything pretty quickly, anyway, and we’ll be heading straight to the hospital afterwards. The hunters only use silvered bullets on hunts, so we’ll still be able to heal if we get shot anywhere non-vital. We’ll also be wearing bullet-proof vests, so hopefully, you shouldn’t have too much to worry about.”

“R-right…”

“You’ll have a gun, but I only want you to use it as a last resort. You’re the only one on the attack team who hasn’t killed anyone before, and that’s not an easy thing to do, nor can I ask it of you. Only use it if it’s absolutely necessary.”

Sam stiffened beside her. Leif paused, a cold feeling in her gut. “W-wait, does that mean…” She turned to the blonde werewolf next to her. “Sam? Have you…?”

Sam’s voice was hard and offered no room for argument. “What do you think happened to the hunters who stabbed me?”

Leif… hadn’t actually thought about that. “...Oh.”

“What Sam did was self-defence,” Pedro said. “Being a werewolf means accepting that protecting yourself and the ones you love doesn’t make you a bad person, even if you have to kill to do it. Hunters will continue to hunt us no matter what we do or say to them. Letting a hunter get away after they’ve identified you as a werewolf is the same as inviting them to come hunt down your family. We have no choice but to kill them in order to survive.”

“I… I understand that… It just… took me by surprise a little.”

Sam put a hand on her thigh. “I get it, Leif. It took me by surprise when it happened, too.”

Leif took her hand and squeezed it. “I’m… sorry you had to go through that. It must have been hard.”

Sam smiled sadly. “Thanks.”

“Now, back on track,” Pedro called everyone’s attention back to him. “Unfortunately, due to how public Roxy’s disappearance is, there’s no way to avoid law enforcement catching wind of us rescuing her, but don’t worry, I’ve got a plan for that. When we take her to the hospital, only the two of you are gonna go in with her. I’ll get back to the station and change into my uniform before coming to the hospital and pretending to take your statements. You’ll give me an abridged version of the truth, barring anything about werewolves or how you got your weapons, and we’ll use that information to go and conduct an official raid on the place and shut it down for good. Obviously, you two breaking in and saving her on your own isn’t exactly the most legal thing in the world, but if it comes out that I helped, it’ll be ten times worse. If it’s just you two, you’ll be hailed as heroes by the town, and I seriously doubt anyone will press charges. I’ll also make sure I destroy their surveillance room to ensure there isn’t any footage of me there. It’ll still be a little dubious, but given the publicity of the case, it’s the best chance we’ve got if we wanna do it our way.”

“Why don’t we just let the police handle it in the first place, if we already know where they are?” Ross asked, speaking up for the first time since Pedro arrived.

“I’m pretty sure Sam would cut off my head if I didn’t let her be part of the rescue, and our way is the only way to do that.” His voice suddenly dropped into a much more serious tone. “Besides, I’d like to get some retribution for Roxy myself, and I won’t get to do that if the police are-”

He was suddenly cut off by the sound of Leif’s phone loudly ringing from her pocket. She pulled it out and, seeing Brooke’s contact, was about to decline it, but Pedro intervened.

“Hold on. That’s your girlfriend, right?”

“Y-yeah?” Leif answered.

“What’s her last name again?”

“Uh, Harrison. Why?”

A million emotions flashed across Pedro’s face all at once before he finally settled on determination. “Answer it on speaker. Everyone else, stay quiet.”

“What? Why?” Leif demanded.

“Just do it. I have a hunch.”

Confusion absorbed every inch of her being, but Leif did as she was told and answered the call. She was about to give a greeting, but Brooke cut her off before she could say anything.

“Leif?! Leif, I really need to talk to you. It’s important!”

“Woah, woah, hey, calm down. What is it?” Leif responded. Pedro was listening in rather intently. A weird feeling started brewing in her gut.

“Not over the phone. Are you home right now?”

Okay, little bit of a red flag. “No, I’m at Sam’s.”

“Could you come home, please? It’s…” There was an extensive pause. “It’s about Roxy.”

The ambient tension in the room suddenly shot straight through the roof. Leif had a horrible feeling that she was beginning to understand why Pedro told her to answer the phone. Her hands started to shake, but she fought to keep her voice as steady as she could. “Brooke… If… If you’re saying… What I think you’re saying… Then you need to come to Sam’s. Right now.” 

Everything was beginning to piece together in her head. Brooke’s weirdness around Roxy. Her hostility towards Sam. The fact that Pedro had perked up when he heard her last name. Brooke suddenly needing to talk to her about Roxy, but not over the phone. 

She was a hunter. She had something to do with Roxy’s kidnapping. She was there when Roxy said she’d be working late. She’d been the one to tell the hunters when and where to get her. An anger the likes of which she’d never felt in her life suddenly burst into life inside of her. She was dating a fucking hunter. Was it all just a lie to get close to Roxy? What the fuck?!?!?!?

“I… I can’t do tha-”

“Brooke, I don’t give a FUCK. I’m not asking you, I’m telling you. Come to Sam’s, RIGHT. FUCKING. NOW!”

The silence in the room was like a physical thing. Brooke’s voice shook when she next spoke. “B-but… but Sam will-”

“SAM-”

Sam’s hand on her shoulder cut her off. “Leif, you need to take a breath and calm down.” She took the phone from Leif’s hands and held it up to her mouth. “Brooke, if you have information about Roxy and you’re willing to share it, come to my house. I’m assuming you know what I am, and what that might mean for you given what I now know that you’ve done, but I promise I won’t hurt you if you come over and cooperate, as much as I very much want to. All I want is to get Roxy back. If you can help with that, I’ll be willing to see past you being the reason she’s being fucking tortured.”

Her voice was flat and intense. Brooke was silent for a long time before she replied. “I understand. I’ll be there soon, and… and I’ll tell you everything.”

The phone clicked and the call ended. The room was silent. It felt like Leif’s whole world was crashing down around her. She was dating the person who got her best friend kidnapped and tortured. It didn’t matter what reason she had, that was the simple truth. She trusted Brooke, and Brooke betrayed her.

Brooke betrayed her.

Leif broke down crying.

—

Pedro sighed. What a shit situation this was. He could hear Leif bawling her eyes out in the other room, Sam and Ross doing their best to comfort her. The poor girl must be absolutely devastated. To put your faith into someone only to have them betray you in such an awful way, Pedro couldn’t even imagine it. From his understanding, that girl was the reason for all of the pain and hardship that Roxy was going through, even if she was remorseful about it. Her feelings didn’t change the facts of the situation. Pedro was struggling to stifle his anger about it all, but he did his best to keep a level head. He would let the girl explain herself, and see what information she had to offer. She had insider knowledge of the outpost, and even if it was mostly stuff that Pedro already knew, every little bit was important. If there was a way to mitigate the risk involved with saving Roxy, he needed to take it.

There was a knock on the door accompanied by a familiar scent. Pedro steeled himself, resolving not to growl at the girl, and opened it. She stood before him, a perfectly neutral expression on her face. She looked completely unperturbed, but from the sound of her heartbeat and the scent of her sweat, he could tell it was just an alarmingly good front. The girl was terrified, and if he thought about it, it made sense. If she was a hunter, she was likely raised learning that werewolves were evil beasts who ate people, and yet here she was, walking into the belly of the beast with a straight face. Inexplicably, his respect for the girl went up a little, even as the scent of his missing packmate on her hands made his blood boil.

Wordlessly, he stepped aside and allowed her entrance to the house. She walked into the living room and turned to him, clearly waiting for further instruction. He pointed to the couch. “Take a seat.”

“Yes, sir,” she responded, doing as he asked.

His fists clenched. There was nothing he hated more than all of that ‘delegation’ bullshit that the hunters insisted on instilling in their members. It had taken months to get Duncan out of the habit of saying it whenever someone asked him to do something, and he expected Roxy was going to struggle with the same thing. Still, though, he couldn’t bring himself to chide her for it. It was important that she was aware of who was in charge in this situation.

He took a seat across from her and waited for the others to arrive. He could hear quiet conversation in the other room, so he expected it wouldn’t be too long before Leif was calm enough to join them again. Still, he decided he might as well get a head start on the questioning. Sam would be able to hear well enough, either way.

“Your name is Brooke Harrison, yes? You’re a member of the Sons?” he asked. Brooke nodded, so he continued. “What’s your position in their establishment?”

“I-I’m an outpost head in training. My… My father is the current head.”

Pedro nodded. “That explains a bit.”

At that moment, Sam and the others re-entered the room. The moment Sam’s eyes locked onto Brooke, a powerful wave of anger swept across the room. She must have detected Roxy’s scent on her hands. Pedro hoped he wouldn’t have to try and restrain her from attacking the girl. Leif was glaring at her resolutely, though it was clear that she had been crying. Brooke seemed to notice that, and made an expression like a kicked puppy.

Sam crossed her arms. Her eyes were red. “Have you hurt Roxy?” Clearly, she had absolutely zero intention of beating around the bush. Pedro didn’t blame her. He’d like to know the answer to that question as well.

Brooke’s eyes widened in fear and she put her hands up in a placating gesture. “N-no! No way! I would never do that!”

Sam narrowed her eyes. “Then why is her scent all over your hands?”

“I- I… Wh-what?!” she asked, checking her hands as though some visible trace of Roxy remained on them. “N-no, I-I just brought her to the i-infirmary today. She… Sh-she grabbed my hand… I… I held onto it b-because I thought it would make her feel better.”

A rumbling growl echoed from Sam’s throat. “You thought it would make her feel better? What, were you starting to feel bad about the fucking torture you’re subjecting her to?”

“I didn’t know! I didn’t know they were going to hurt her! I swear!”

“But you did give the hunters details about where she would be and when, so that they could kidnap her, correct?” Pedro asked, butting in before Sam could get too heated.

Brooke deflated, an immensely guilty scent radiating off of her. “...I did.”

“Why?”

“My… m-my dad told me that Sam had brainwashed her. H-he said that they were going to help get rid of it so she could th-think for herself again. B-but, they’re not helping her… M-my dad was trying to hide it from me, but I snuck in today and s-saw it. I-it was so awful.”

The girl was breathing heavily, clearly struggling to hold back her emotions. Sam scoffed bitterly, clearly trying to cover her own emotions about what Brooke had just said. “I brainwashed her? Do you really believe that? Do you seriously believe that I have some mystical ability to control people?”

“I don’t know what to believe anymore! I’ve been taught for my entire life that werewolves are evil and that the Sons are protecting people by killing them, but today I saw a man that I’ve looked up to for years fucking branding my friend with a hot piece of metal like she was some kind of animal! The good guys don’t do shit like that! B-but my dad told me that a werewolf killed my mother, a-and that you killed Father Thompson, a-a-and I just don’t know who to believe! Was everything he said a lie? O-or is Mr. Emmerich doing the right thing by hurting Roxy? I just don’t-”

Pedro had to lunge as fast as he could to grab Sam’s arm before she could strike Brooke. Even then, the force of the blow almost pulled him off of his feet. He threw her back and snarled at her. “Sam! You’re not helping!”

She ignored him. “Doing the right thing?! Do you even understand the amount of pain Roxy’s been going through every single day?! In what fucking universe is that ‘the right thing’? Us werewolves just want to live in peace and be left the hell alone, but instead we’re hunted down and killed, just for existing, and you think that the hunters are doing the right thing?” She laughed madly, even as tears began to pour down her cheeks. “You know what? I admit it! I did kill that ‘Father Thompson’ guy. I tore his fucking throat out with my teeth! You wanna know why? Because he murdered my parents, right in front of me. He shot my mother in the fucking head and made me watch! I wasn’t even four years old! I didn’t get told by some third party about what happened, I had to watch it. He shot her and fucking laughed about it!! And you’re telling me you can’t decide if werewolves are the bad guys because your dad just told you that one killed your mom? Guess what, fuck-head! He was probably the one that fucking killed her!”

Silence fell over the room, thick and heavy with emotion. Sam collapsed to her knees, quietly hiccuping as she cried, her energy clearly spent. Brooke was crying, too. Ross looked like he was about to throw up and Leif didn’t seem entirely present, just staring at an innocuous spot in the middle distance. Pedro sighed. That got out of hand a lot quicker than he’d hoped. 

“I’m sorry…” Brooke muttered. “I’m so so sorry for what I’ve done. I… I’ll make it up to you all, I swear. I’ll… I’ll tell you how to get into the outpost. I-it’s on Shepperton Street, under-”

“I know where it is,” Pedro interrupted. “I figured it out this afternoon. We’re going in tomorrow morning. Our only issue is that we don’t have a way in aside from brute force, and we don’t know exactly where in the outpost Roxy is.” 

Brooke swallowed thickly and nodded. “R-right. I can… I can draw you a map. As far as I know, Roxy’s being kept on the second floor, in one of the cells. If she’s not in one of those, she’ll either be in Mr Emmerich’s office or the infirmary. Other than that, I’m not sure.”

Pedro nodded and pulled out his notepad, jotting the details down. Brooke continued. “As for a way in… I do have one idea. Every now and then, a group of inspectors comes from HQ to… well, inspect, and make sure everything’s as Father Superior intended. There’s no warning when they come, so if you can pose as them, it should be convincing enough to get you in. They wear suits and sunglasses, kind of like secret service agents, and they have to give a passcode to the soldier at the door so he knows who they are. The code is ‘laudate lucem solis.’ I-it means ‘praise the light of the black sun,’ or something along those lines. Uh… Sam?”

Sam didn’t look up. “What?”

“You might need to… um… disguise yourself, if you’re going in. Everyone in the outpost knows your face. All of the soldiers are told to keep an eye out for a tall blonde girl with blue eyes and a scar on her face.”

Sam grunted. “I’ll figure something out.”

“A-and… And L-Leif?”

Leif set her jaw and looked over to her. It was clear she was trying to keep the anger out of her expression. Brooke withered under her stare. “You… you might want to do something about your hair. Th-there’s no way an inspector would dye their hair an unnatural colour.”

“Ava has a stash of brown hair dye under the bathroom sink. We can use it to disguise ourselves. Though, it’ll only last for me until I shift,” Sam mumbled.

Confusion shot across Leif’s face. “Why does Ava have brown hair dye? Isn’t that her natural colour?”

Sam shrugged. “She’s actually a redhead. She’s been dyeing it for as long as I can remember.”

Leif ‘hmm’ed in acknowledgement. Pedro stood up and put his notepad away. “Alright. If that’s everything, I’m gonna go and buy some suits for us before the mall closes. You two, get started on the hair dye. Also, send me your measurements or sizes if you can. I doubt an ill-fitting suit will look convincing. Ross, you can come with me and give me a hand. You,” He shot Brooke a glare. “Get started on that map. I want it delivered here by tomorrow morning, nine at the latest.”

Sam and Leif both silently nodded and made their way up the stairs. Ross got up and followed him as he walked out the front door. He held it open until Brooke got the idea and walked out as well. He was about halfway to his car when Brooke called out to him.

“Um, sir?”

 He turned to her. “What?”

“I-I…” She faltered, looking down at her hands before resolving herself and meeting his gaze again. “I know that my dad… has done some really bad things, a-and hurt people that you care about, b-but…”

Pedro sighed. “You’re asking me to spare his life, aren’t you?” 

Brooke nodded, looking down. Pedro was conflicted. On one hand, this man was actively supporting - and most likely contributing to - the torture of a child. On the other hand, the girl in front of him was also just a child, a child who had already lost her mom and didn’t want to lose the only person she had left.

He grit his teeth. “Look, when we go in there tomorrow, I’m not going to be trying to kill anyone. I just want to save Roxy, but if anyone tries to get in the way of that goal, I won’t hesitate. This is life or death, kid. I won’t make a point of going after your father, but if he gets in my way, I’ll do what I have to do.”

Brooke’s shoulders tensed. “R-right.”

Pedro got into his car and shut the door. He put the key in the ignition and turned the car on, feeling it rumble through his soul as the engine came to life. Tomorrow, Roxy was going to be saved. He could finally complete his promise to Damien, and to himself. 

Tomorrow, everything will finally be over.

            

    
        23: Desperation

    
    
    
    
                Sam stared at herself in the mirror. It was… wrong. It was weird and it was wrong and it was incredibly off-putting. Brown hair did not suit her in the slightest. She sighed and sucked it up. It would only be for today, anyway. She buttoned up her dress shirt over the bullet-proof vest that Pedro had fitted onto her and Leif earlier. He was currently downstairs, going over the map with Brooke. Sam didn’t want to be anywhere near her, so she was staying upstairs until she left, as was Leif. She couldn’t believe that Brooke was the reason for it all. Sure, she didn’t know how Roxy would be treated, but that didn’t change the fact that she lied to all of them. She was still the ultimate cause of Roxy’s torture. Sam clenched her fists and tried not to think about it, lest she go downstairs and try to punch the girl again. Roxy was still asleep according to the mark, but she was awake last night when they were going over the plan. Roxy had felt Sam’s burst of hope and had replied with determination of her own. She hoped it meant that Roxy knew she was coming for her, but the emotional transfer was far from specific. The determination was a good sign, though. It meant that Roxy was still holding on, still staying strong as best she could throughout it all. Roxy was determined to see her again, and Sam was very eager to make her birthday wish come true.

With her shirt all buttoned up and her hair braided, the only things she needed before she was ready was to have Pedro help her with her tie, and to get some makeup to cover her scar. Ava had promised to help on that front, on the condition that Sam bought her some more hair dye after using it all up last night, which was fine by her. She hadn’t expected to need two boxes to do all of her hair, but she wasn’t exactly being super efficient with it, either. The shit stunk to high hell and the feeling of it against her scalp made her want to puke. If she never had to dye her hair again, it would be too soon.

“Yo, Sam,” Ava said, poking her head into the bathroom. “I’ve got some… bad news.”

“Oh no,” Sam whined. “What is it?”

“I don’t have any foundation or concealer in your skin tone. If you want me to cover up that scar, I’ll have to cover most of your face and neck, too.”

Sam grimaced just at the thought. She hated the feeling of foundation on her skin and having it over her scar would be bad enough, let alone her entire face. “C’mon, it can’t be that bad. Our skin tones aren’t that different.”

“Girl, you’re as pale as the driven snow. I’ve got my summer tan going on, the difference is night and day, and it’s not gonna hold up if anyone gets a close look at your face.”

Sam groaned. “You’ve gotta be kidding. Surely there’s something else we can do?”

“Oh! Oh! I can help!” Leif called from down the hall. She ran to the bathroom, already dressed and ready to go, and cutting quite the striking figure in her suit. Sam was incredibly envious of the way brown hair suited her so much better, but it made sense, given that it was actually her natural colour. Sam had gotten so used to the green that she’d almost forgotten that fact. She was also jealous of the fact that Leif could tie her own tie, but she wasn’t going to bring that up. “I brought my makeup over to help clean up my face. The last thing I want is for a hunter to clock that I’m not… th-that I’m trans, and for that to blow our cover. Sam and I are both pale as hell, so the tones should match up close enough.”

“Alright, firstly,” Sam started. “Thank you so much because I’m not sure I can handle having makeup all over my face without losing my mind. Secondly, I’m sure you won’t have to worry about anything. You pass super well. I would’ve had no idea if we didn’t all go to school together. The hunters will have no idea either, especially with how fine you’re looking in that suit, cuz seriously, damn.”

Leif chuckled. “I’m trying to look serious, not sexy, but I very much appreciate the compliment. Now, let’s get that coverup done so we can head out.”

Sam agreed wholeheartedly. “The sooner the better.”

Once her makeup was done and Pedro had gotten everything he needed from Brooke and sent her on her way, he helped her do up her tie and fit her shoulder holster. She pulled on her blazer and sunglasses and observed herself in the mirror one last time. Despite the unnatural brown hair, she had to say, she was looking pretty damn good. She wished Roxy could see her now, but consoled herself with the thought that, should all go well, she’d get to see her later regardless. In truth, she was incredibly nervous, and she could tell Leif and Pedro were too, they were just hiding it. It wasn’t that she was scared to fight, no. She was honestly more nervous about finding out Roxy’s condition firsthand. All of the puzzle pieces she’d been given were painting a horrific picture, and they were only incomplete fragments of it. Roxy’s severed finger, the photos of her skin being sliced up, Brooke’s account of her getting branded with hot metal. What else had her poor girlfriend been subjected to? It hurt too much to think about. One thing was certain, though. She was going to tear that Emmerich bastard apart, limb from limb. They wanted a direwolf? They were gonna get a fucking direwolf.

“Hey, Sam,” Pedro called. She turned to him. He was holding out a pistol. “Take this. I know you’re probably not gonna use it, but it’s handy to have anyway.”

She took it from him and inspected it. A Colt 1911, the first gun they ever trained with. She was never really any good at it, but it was a fun time nonetheless. She checked the mag. Eight rounds, more than enough for whatever purpose she could have for it. She made sure the safety was on and slipped it into her holster. “Thanks. I’ll probably end up giving it to Roxy when we find her, if she’s in fighting shape. She’ll no doubt want a weapon of some sort.”

Pedro smiled. “I’d call you optimistic about her condition, but knowing her, she’ll probably be ready to jump into action the second we get her out of her cell, or wherever we find her. That girl’s a fighter, through and through. Still though, we should be prepared for if she can’t move on her own.”

“I can carry her if it comes to that.”

“I know, I just don’t want to lose our strongest fighter if we need to make a quick exit with her. I talked with Brooke, and it sounds like she hasn’t been getting much to eat, which, while awful, means that Leif will probably be able to carry her if need be.”

Sam frowned and clenched her fists. “Yeah. It already looked like she’d lost weight in those photos, and they were only a few days in.”

Pedro put a hand on her shoulder and smiled comfortingly. “Hey, don’t worry. When we get her out, we’ll treat her to the biggest feast we can pull together.”

Sam smiled back bittersweetly, tears prickling her eyes. “She’ll probably put hot sauce on everything so no one else can eat it.”

Pedro chuckled. “Yeah.” 

He pulled back and took a deep breath before clapping his hands resolutely, his eyes lighting up a burning amber. “Alright, chica. Everything’s ready, and there’s no time to waste. Let’s go get our girl back.”

—

Roxy opened her eyes to the murky darkness of her cell. She was lying on her back, not that she really had any choice. The fresh burns on her front were still brutally painful. Her back, at least, had stopped tormenting her for the most part. Her heart was on fire with emotion, fierce determination swimming through her veins. Sam was determined, too. She wondered why. Maybe they’d finally had a breakthrough in the investigation? Maybe they’d finally found out where she was? She wouldn’t be too surprised if Brooke had gone to them after what happened yesterday. Still, though, if that wasn’t the case, she couldn’t just sit around waiting for them. Emmerich was getting bolder by the day, and it was only a matter of time before he crossed the line. Roxy refused to let that happen. She was going to get out today, regardless of whether or not Sam and the others were coming for her as well. She wouldn’t let herself get captured again, wouldn’t give Harrison the opportunity to cut something else off of her, to break her arms and legs and leave her for the men to use as they please. She would kill herself before she let that happen.

The door opened. Training time again. She obediently got up and followed Emmerich out into the hall.

“Are you looking forward to training today, Roxanne? Remember what we discussed yesterday? Today’s your last day! Isn’t that exciting?” he asked.

Roxy had no choice but to reply, to tell him what he wanted to hear, but when she opened her mouth and tried to speak, nothing came out but a pitiful little squeak that constricted her throat and sent her into a painful coughing fit. Once she recovered, she tried again, just about managing to rasp out an almost inaudible reply.

“Yes, sir.”

He chuckled smugly at her difficulty, as if it wasn’t his fault to begin with. Whatever. She didn’t need her voice to escape. As long as she could still move, still fight, nothing else was important. It was vital that she didn’t get punished today, and not just to quell the crippling fear of the horrible possibility that Emmerich had teased her with. She needed to avoid punishment to make sure she was still in fighting shape when her chance came, whatever that chance might be. She would make it through training today without messing up. She had no other choice.

They made it to Emmerich’s office and went through the usual song and dance. He ordered her around and she followed those orders. He hit her with a cane and she didn’t let herself react to it. He told her to turn around and bend over and she did it, burying the humiliation that burned every inch of her soul in response. It would all be over soon.

They finally reached the bit of ‘training’ that she’d failed yesterday, though she was pretty certain it was anything but training. It was all just for Emmerich’s sick pleasure. Why would they need a soldier who sat there and didn’t move while the trainer touched them in uncomfortably intimate ways? Honestly, she was pretty certain most of the soldiers the hunters trained didn’t have to go through half of the shit she did. Was it because she was a girl, or because she had the misfortune of being sent to the one outpost with Emmerich in it?

Regardless, she couldn’t let herself mess up again. She sat there and suffered as he had his fun, trying to imagine she was anywhere else. He held her face, pulled her hair, slapped her, choked her until she almost blacked out. That last one almost sent her into a panic attack, but she forced it down, suppressed it all. Her emotions didn’t matter. Whatever he did to her didn’t matter. She just had to push through. Ignore it. Survive.

It lasted a long time. Too long. She felt nauseous. She wanted to tear off every inch of skin he’d laid his disgusting hands on. It took her a while to realise that he was testing her for a reaction again, only making the connection when he dug his thumb into one of her half-healed cuts and re-opened the wound. She had to tense her entire body to suppress her scream.

Roxy was completely dissociated by the time he finished. She wasn’t sure how much time had passed before he pulled away. She couldn’t remember how far he’d gone, but the slimy feeling of his touch lingering on her skin told her enough of a story. She wanted to puke. She wanted to die.

Emmerich backed up to his desk, a ponderous smile on his face. “I have to say, I honestly didn’t expect this. I thought you’d be much too prideful to sit through all of that, but clearly my lessons have paid off. I’m proud of you, Roxanne.”

Fuck you. Fuck you fuck you fuck you fuck you. Die. 

Instead of voicing her thoughts, she attempted to thank him for the compliment, as she’d been trained to. Her broken voice made it difficult, but Emmerich seemed to understand her quiet, painful rasping.

“Stand up and come with me, soldier. I have a gift for you.”

She did as she was told and followed him behind the desk. He was rifling through one of the drawers, looking for something. His back was turned. Her adrenaline suddenly spiked. This was it.

A chance.

She quickly scanned her surroundings, looking for anything she could use. If worse came to worst, she could always try to choke him out with her cuffs, but ideally it wouldn’t come to that. Her eyes locked onto the big metal crucifix that was hanging on the wall. It was suspended off of a hook with a tiny string, it wouldn’t be at all hard to pull off and use as a weapon. That was it. That was what she would use.

So why wasn’t her body responding to her?

She tried to reach out, tried to grab the cross, but her arms refused to move. She tried to get her legs to move, to kick, to do anything, but she couldn’t. She… she was too scared. She didn’t want to get hurt again. If she did anything wrong, Emmerich would punish her. If she disobeyed, Emmerich would punish her. She didn’t want to be punished again. She wanted to be good, she wanted to be obedient, so she wouldn’t get hurt. She was so tired of hurting. So tired. If she was a good soldier, she would be left alone. Good soldiers followed orders.

Emmerich turned back around. The chance was gone. She looked down to see what he’d grabbed from the drawer, but his hands were empty. A glance at his face revealed a contemplative, curious expression.

“You know, Roxanne, now that your obedience training is finished, I won’t be seeing you as much anymore. That… saddens me, if I’m honest with myself. I don’t want to see you go. I was going to give you a ring that would mark you as an official soldier in training, but, honestly, I think I’d rather keep you to myself. I’ve… grown fond of you, Roxanne, and it has been a long time since I’ve had anyone to warm my bed. Would you like that?”

No no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no no

“Yes, sir,” she rasped, helpless to stop her ingrained automatic response from coming out. Emmerich’s smile was awful in its brightness.

“I would like to give you a necklace that once belonged to my wife. Would you take it?”

She nodded, her eyes unseeing. This couldn’t be happening. It couldn’t be real. It was too awful.

“Let me just find it for you.”

Emmerich turned back to the drawer and all of a sudden she was moving. She watched behind a thick sheet of glass in slow motion as her hands closed around the cold metal of the crucifix and lifted it off of the wall. She swung with all of her might. There was a wet cracking sound, and Emmerich collapsed to the ground. Everything was muffled to her ears. There was a small red stain on the edge of the cross. More red was leaking out of Emmerich’s head, colouring his grey hair and spreading across the ground.

Did… did she just kill a man?

No… No, he was still twitching. Still breathing. Still gasping, still struggling for survival. His hands weakly scrabbled for purchase on the unforgiving ground.

It wasn’t good enough.

She brought the cross down on his head again.

And again.

And again.

And again.

And again and again and again and again and again.

She brought that metal cross down until she broke through to the floor. The red had grown from a puddle to a splatter. It was all over the walls. It covered her arms up to her elbows. It was on her face. Emmerich lay completely still, his breathing long since ceased. His life, his memories, his thoughts and feelings, his entire consciousness was sitting there in front of her. His brain. Some of it was stuck to the cross. She killed him.

The thought struck her. It truly struck her, straight down to her core. She killed him. She murdered Emmerich, with her own two hands. After everything he’d put her through, she’d finally beaten him. He couldn’t hurt her anymore. She won.

She laughed. It was a silent, hiccupy thing as the air struggled to make any noise through her torn vocal chords. She laughed until tears ran down her face. She laughed until she couldn’t breathe. She dropped the cross and inspected her bloodsoaked hands. She was a murderer. Oh, wait. She wasn’t laughing. She was crying. It was hard to tell. It still felt like she was watching it all unfold through a screen.

Then, all of a sudden, the glass shattered. All it took was for Sam to be concerned for her, and the entire world suddenly regained focus, sharpened to a clear point. She needed to move. She’d killed Emmerich. Regardless of what his plans for her were, if she got caught again she would be given the worst possible punishment. She stood up. What did she need to do? What steps did she need to take? Her cuffs jangled as she moved. She’d gotten so used to the sound that she’d almost forgotten about them. Alright, then. Step one.

She crouched back down and started rifling through Emmerich’s pockets, trying not to look at the mess she’d made of his skull. She felt oddly numb about it, which was a little worrying. Oh well, she could worry about her messed up emotional state later, because she’d just found the keys.

With shaking hands, she unlocked her handcuffs. It took a few goes, mainly because she kept accidentally dropping the keys, but she got them off. Her shoulders ached as she finally regained her full range of movement after so long stuck in one position. She was finally able to rub her raw wrists and gain some relief. Alright, step one done, onto step two: prepare herself. 

She rifled through the drawers of the desk, looking for anything useful. It took a few minutes, but bingo; she found a hair tie. The last thing she wanted was for her escape to be hindered by someone grabbing her hair again. She quickly tied it up into a bun, with a little difficulty. It had been many years since the last time she’d had to do it, or even had enough hair to in the first place, so it took a bit to remember the skill.

With that out of the way, all she needed was a weapon, and she had just the thing in mind. She turned back to the wall, reaching up to the rack of swords. She pulled one off of the rack and inspected it. A beautiful, gleaming, silver blade. It made her heart race. But, she couldn’t get her hopes up just yet. It needed a test. It might be ornamental, after all. She looked back down to Emmerich’s hand, limply splayed across the ground. She lined up the blade and carefully sliced. His little finger came off with ease. It was the genuine article. She couldn’t help it; she broke out into a grin. She finally had a sword in her hands again. She wasn’t helpless anymore. She had power.

Finally, onto step three.

Escape.

—

The van came to a stop. Ross slid open the window to the driver's seat. 

"Alright, we're here."

Pedro stood up and observed his packmates as they did the same. Leif's heart was pounding, but she was keeping a straight face. Sam was calm. She seemed to be communicating with Roxy, but her expression was one of confusion.

"So, this is it, then? We're going in?" Leif asked, hoisting the bag of first-aid supplies over her shoulder.

"Yep," Pedro replied. "Are you ready for this?"

Leif took a shaky breath and nodded. "As ready as I'll ever be."

"Hey, both of you, c'mere," he beckoned. The two girls came over and he pulled them both into a hug. He took a deep breath, memorising their scents, knowing it might be the last time he’d get the chance to do so. “Whatever happens in there, I want you two to know-”

“Woah, woah, woah. Hold up,” Leif said, pulling away. “You can’t just go saying stuff like that right before we’re about to go on a dangerous mission! That’s like, a major death flag, dude! Save your emotional speeches for when we get out, Roxy in tow.” She grinned at him confidently, despite the fear he could hear pounding in her chest.

Pedro chuckled and shook his head. “I like your optimism.”

“Of course! With your brains, Sam’s brawn, and my incredible wit and stunning good looks, there’s no way this can go wrong! We’ll have Roxy out in no time!” She punched her palm triumphantly. Pedro couldn’t help but smile at her antics.

“Speaking of, how is she, Sam? What’s the situation?” Pedro asked.

Sam’s brow furrowed. “I’m… really not sure. There’s… there’s a lot going on. A few seconds ago it was like a whirlwind of feelings; elation, sadness, horror, amusement, but now it’s all just cleared up. Now, it’s like she’s perfectly fine, if a little scared, but that’s normal. I… I have no idea what that might’ve been, but it can’t have been anything good. We shouldn’t waste anymore time.”

“Agreed, let’s move. Follow my lead and try to act cool. We don’t want to draw any unnecessary attention. When I give the signal, we drop the cover and go in for the kill, got it?”

“What’s the signal?” Leif asked.

“You’ll feel it through the pack-bonds. It’s mostly for Sam, anyway. If you feel it, you should probably take cover somewhere.”

Leif broke out into a nervous smile. “R-right.”

With that, they stepped out of the van and walked down the street towards the outpost, looking every part the intimidating secret agents they were dressed as. The door opened with a chime and the soldier on guard looked up, his face paling considerably when he processed what he saw. He shot up from his slouched position, instantly transforming from unsuspecting employee to hardened soldier as his posture corrected itself. Pedro internally winced at the sound of his vertebrae cracking from the speed at which he’d moved.

“Laudate lucem solis, soldier. I assume you know who we are?” Pedro asked, putting on his most authoritative voice.

The soldier swallowed thickly. “Y-yes, sir. A-a-are you here for an inspection?”

“Of a sort. We need to see Harrison.”

The soldier nodded. “Of course, sir.” He reached down and pressed a button on the desk. “Uh, sir? Sorry for interrupting, but there are inspectors here to see you.”

After a few seconds, a muffled voice spoke back in reply. “Send them through.”

The soldier nodded. “Alright, sirs, just head through the door back there. His office is on the first floor down.”

Pedro nodded back and followed his directions, walking through into the stairwell and making his way down, the two girls following in step behind him. 

Leif sent him a silent message. Are we going straight down to floor two for Roxy?

No. Harrison knows we’re coming and he’ll raise the alarm if we don’t show. Don’t worry, I have a plan, Pedro replied.

He did indeed have a plan. It certainly wasn’t foolproof, by any means, but if it was successful, it would mean a completely bloodless rescue. They could get Roxy and go without any of the hunters even realising they’d been played. Sure, it wouldn’t provide the satisfaction of taking bloody revenge against her torturers, but that wasn’t as important as keeping everyone alive. Honestly, knowing his luck, it would probably break out into a bloodbath regardless, so what did it matter, anyway?

They made it to the first floor and he followed the path he’d memorised on the map to Harrison’s office. The guards gave them a wide berth as they passed. Pedro suppressed his grin at their apparent fear of them. It made sense; according to Brooke, inspectors were near the very top of the hunter’s power structure, reporting only to Father Superior himself, whoever that big bad bastard was. According to Council records, no one going by such a title existed in the hunter’s organisation until the late 90s. Before that, they acted as a mercenary group, following the will of whichever rich asshole was willing to throw the most money at them. While most of their general activity has remained the same since the appointment of this ‘Father Superior’ person, there has been a clear increase in the efficiency of their organisation, not to mention this sudden ‘plan’ that they seem to be cooking up. Pedro clenched his fist. This elusive plan of theirs was really annoying him. He felt like he was this close to figuring it out. Oh well, not the time to think about it.

They reached Harrison’s office and Pedro opened the door without knocking. The man at the desk stood up at their entrance and walked over to greet them. He looked a lot like Brooke. Pedro forced down his emotions at finally meeting one of Roxy’s torturers, face to face. If all went well, maybe he could rip an arm or two off later.

“Ah, inspectors!” Harrison said, holding his hand out for Pedro to shake. He didn’t accept it. The man awkwardly let it hang there for a few seconds before giving up and withdrawing it. He cleared his throat. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

“We’re here to requisition your prisoner. Father Superior wants her at HQ for safekeeping,” Pedro replied, terse and straight to the point.

Harrison spent a few seconds just blinking. “I, ah… I heard nothing of this. You don’t mean the Kindley girl, do you?”

“Consider this your notice, then. Give her to us.”

“I- b-but… With all due respect, sir, that doesn’t make any sense! The direwolf is here, in Dewsbury, and the express purpose of keeping that girl here was to bait the animal into giving herself up. If we give up the prisoner, we have no leverage!”

Pedro glared. “Are you questioning Father Superior’s will?”

Harrison paled considerably. “N-no! I just-!”

The door suddenly slammed open and a guard burst in. “Sir! Apologies for the interruption, but the prisoner has escaped! She’s already killed three people, including Emmerich!”

Pedro had to force himself not to break out into a huge grin. Roxy may not have been a werewolf, but she sure as hell had the spirit of one. You can’t cage a wolf and expect not to be bitten. Still though, as proud as he was of his packmate, this could be seriously bad news if they didn’t get to her quick enough.

Harrison’s face contorted with rage and he slammed his fist down on his desk. “FUCK!” He took a second to breathe and calm himself before continuing. “Do you know her location?”

“She’s definitely still on the second floor somewhere. There’s already a barricade set up in the stairwell, so she’s not getting past that, even if she has a weapon.”

Harrison nodded. “Alright. I want her found alive. Without Emmerich to train her, there’s no reason not to cripple her to stop this from happening again, so break her arms and legs. Cut out her other eye as well, if you deem it necessary. Head to the surveillance room and get them to broadcast that across the outpost.”

Pedro’s heart flew up into his throat. He had to stop that transmission from going out at all costs. The guard saluted and ran off, shutting the door behind him. There was no time to waste. Pedro let his wolf finally tear its way free and his fist collided with Harrison’s jaw before the man could even turn back to him. He limply crumpled to the ground and Pedro gave him a couple more kicks for good measure.

He pulled a pair of handcuffs that he’d brought just in case out of his pocket as Sam let her anger out on Harrison’s unconscious body as well, her growl echoing around the room. He was proud of her for keeping it in until the guard left. He definitely heard a few ribs crack, if not outright snap, from her onslaught. There were few things in the world more satisfying than that sound.

Without wasting any more time, he cuffed Harrison’s wrists behind his back and gagged him with his own tie before pulling all of the junk out of a cabinet at the back of the room and stuffing his unconscious body into it. He turned back around to make sure his packmates were alright. Sam was still baring her fangs and growling while Leif seemed to still be processing the last few seconds. He snapped his fingers, getting their attention.

“Both of you, follow closely. Things are about to get ugly.”

Without waiting for them to respond, Pedro sprinted out the door and down the hall, keeping an ear out for his packmates behind him to ensure he didn’t outpace them, mainly for Leif’s sake. As predicted, no guard would dare get in the way of what they thought was an inspector, so they had no trouble getting to the surveillance room as fast as possible.

Pedro rounded a corner and watched as the guard with the message ran into the surveillance room. Their only option to stop that message from going out was to incapacitate everyone in the room. He would rather do it without firing a shot, as that would bring every guard on the floor running towards them anyway, so he sent Sam a message to prepare herself. It looked like he would have to get his claws dirty too.

He barged into the room and didn’t hesitate to charge right for the messenger, who was currently relaying the instructions to the surveillance team. He could already hear the sounds of Sam tearing things up behind him as his claws sunk into the man’s throat, cutting off his message half-way through and sending blood spurting out of his mouth in its place. He pulled his hand back and immediately spun into a kick that lashed across the jaw of the man who’d been receiving the message, causing his head to jerk to the side so hard that his neck instantly snapped. Pedro turned and took a quick mental snapshot of the situation as the two bodies crumpled to the floor.

Sam had already taken out two of the guards in the room and was currently moving onto her third, who had finally registered the situation and was reaching for a weapon. Other than him, there was still one other guard in the room; a rather large man who was currently closing in on Pedro, sword in hand. Leif was pressed up against a far wall, her pistol at the ready in case any of the guards made the inadvisable decision to go for her.

Pedro dodged sideways to avoid an overhead swing, watching out of the corner of his eye as Sam kicked her guard so hard in the chest that he flew across the room and slammed into the opposite wall, leaving a noticeable red stain where his head made contact. He took advantage of his opponent’s opening and grabbed his wrist, twisting and ducking under it to simultaneously disarm and throw him to the ground. With the man restrained by the angle of his arm, it was a cinch to finish him off by stomping on his head.

Alright, they’d captured the surveillance room. What could he do from here? He already knew that he needed to destroy all of their recording software, but having the room all to himself with no one outside any the wiser was a unique position to be in, and he wanted to take advantage of it. Sam and Leif joined him at the main computer as he looked around for the intercom controls. The many flickering monitors in front of him were displaying security footage from various parts of the building. None of them contained Roxy, but he could make out one or two dead guards lying in the halls of the second floor. Her handiwork, he presumed.

“What are we doing? We need to get to the second floor to save Roxy!” Sam exclaimed. There was a little bit of blood splattered across her face.

“Don’t worry, chica, I’m going to buy her some time, but I’ll be giving us away in the process. Are you guys ready?”

Sam barely even took a second to think before she nodded her agreement. Her trust in him was absolute. He looked to Leif and she shot him a thumbs-up. “I’ll watch the door,” she said.

Pedro nodded and turned back to the controls. He found the intercom button and held it down before leaning into the microphone, broadcasting his voice across the outpost.

“Roxy, if you’re hearing this, find somewhere to hide. Don’t worry about escaping on your own, we’ll come find you. Keep hold of a weapon and don’t come out until you hear us-”

The door behind them burst open and a single gunshot rang out. He heard Leif yelp as he turned, abandoning the intercom and already drawing his own firearm. Roxy would have gotten the idea. He fired two shots at the guard who’d busted in, hitting him in the chest and neck, before quickly turning and firing two more shots at the rack of harddrives he’d noticed earlier, destroying any potential recorded evidence of their incursion. Sam sped across the room and slammed the door shut again, making sure the guard was dead. 

The sound of panicked whimpering caught his attention. Leif had collapsed to the ground, blood pouring out of the side of her head through her fingers. Her heart was pounding erratically. Fear briefly took hold of him, squeezing his chest like a vice as he rushed over and knelt down next to her, yelling for Sam to keep the door shut. Leif shakily grabbed his arm with her free hand. 

“P-P-Pedro, I-I think I’ve been sh-shot,” she stammered. The sheer fear in her voice caused his insides to clench. He forced himself to stay calm. It was clearly a head injury, but considering that she was still alive, it couldn’t have been anything more than a graze.

“Hey, hey, hey, it’s okay, let me see,” he said in a calming voice. She swallowed and nodded, slowly removing her hand from the injury. It looked like the top of her right ear had been shot clean off. A nasty injury, for sure, but not-at-all life threatening, unless it got infected. “It’s okay, it’s just your ear. You’re not in any danger.”

“I-is it bad?”

Pedro smothered his wince. “You don’t need to worry about it, okay?” he replied, quickly pulling a roll of bandages out of the first-aid kit and wrapping it around Leif’s head to apply pressure. It would require extensive cosmetic surgery if she ever wanted it to look like a normal ear again, but she didn’t need to know that right now. “We need to keep moving. Can you stand?”

At Leif’s hesitant nod he stood up, offering his hand. She took it and allowed him to lift her to her feet. She was a little unsteady, but it was probably more the shock than anything, and should hopefully wear off once they got back into the swing of things. Speaking of, he quickly glanced at the surveillance screens, looking for the hallway outside the room. Sure enough, there were about half a dozen soldiers there, armed and waiting for them to come out. They were surrounded.

Pedro returned to Sam, who was still dutifully bracing her shoulder against the door, even as she nervously glanced at Leif behind him. “You alright, Leif?”

“Y-yeah, I think so.”

“A bunch of guys are waiting for us to come out. What should we do?” She asked Pedro. He grinned and pulled something out of the inside pocket of his blazer, a special little item he’d asked Duncan to bring just for this specific situation. He couldn’t see Sam’s eyes behind her sunglasses, but the way her eyebrows rose told him that they were sparkling. A flash grenade.

“You ready to tear shit up, chica?”

A wide grin spread across Sam’s face, all teeth and sharp canines jutting out as her wolf struggled to contain its excitement. “For Roxy? Always.”

—

Roxy was panting, stumbling as she ran from corridor to corridor, taking turns to try and dodge guards before they spotted her as she made her way towards where she remembered the stairwell to be. The silver blade of her sword was stained red from the few she’d already had to fight off. Her head was pounding, her ears ringing, her stomach churning with violent nausea. She was pretty sure she had a concussion. That last guard had thumped her in the side of the head with the hilt of his sword and she’d collapsed to the ground, only winning the fight because she’d managed to keep her grip on her sword and used it to cut off his foot while she was down there. She was no pushover when it came to sword-fighting, but her lack of depth perception combined with her numerous injuries was putting her at a serious disadvantage. She was just grateful that she’d only caught them one at a time so far. If she had to fight two or more at once, she would definitely lose.

Her knees buckled and she hit the ground, lurching over and emptying the pitiful contents of her stomach with no warning. It was entirely bile, and wholly unpleasant, the clenching of her abs pulling on her various stitches and making her burns sing out in agony. She coughed and sputtered, spitting out the acid in her mouth. Ugh, bad bad bad. She really didn’t have the freedom to stop for a little vomit break right now. She preferred her bones to be structurally sound, thank you very much, and if she was caught, she was fairly certain she would no longer get to enjoy that luxury.

It was as she was gingerly picking herself up that it happened. The intercom crackled to life and the voice of Jesus Christ himself came out of the speakers, filling her heart with so much raw hope that she felt like bursting into tears of relief. Obviously, it wasn’t actually old JC, King of the Jews and supposed saviour of humanity speaking through the outpost intercom, but with the sheer emotion that his voice conjured up within her, it might as well have been a religious experience all the same. It was Pedro. Pedro and his stupid rumbly deep voice, coloured by a slight accent. It was hope.

“Roxy, if you’re hearing this, find somewhere to hide. Don’t worry about escaping on your own, we’ll come find you. Keep hold of a weapon and don’t come out until you hear us-”

The transmission was cut off with the sound of a gunshot. Her gut twisted into knots. She really hoped that gunshot wasn’t aimed at anyone she cared about. She wondered who else was with him. Sam would be, obviously, and perhaps even Leif. Oh god. They were putting themselves in danger because of her. The hunters kidnapped her to lure in Sam, and now Sam had walked right onto their home turf. 

Oh god oh god oh god. Please be safe, you big blonde idiot. I love you.

She zoned back into the physical world as a figure in black turned the corner in front of her, contrasting against the harsh white of the hallways. He’d definitely already seen her, from the way he was cautiously sauntering forward, sword in hand and thin-lipped grin on full display. His grey eyes pierced through her. It was her old nightmare, the stalker.

“Didn’t learn your lesson last time, did you? I’ll be happy to teach you again, especially with Emmerich out of the picture,” he taunted in that tinny drawl, readying his sword and settling into a combat stance an unclear distance away from her. It was hard to tell with one eye.

 

Had her vocal chords been in working order, she would have called him a cunt, but as it was, she simply stepped into her own stance, accepting his challenge. Another one-on-one. She could take him. She had to be able to take him, because running wasn’t an option anymore. She would win this. 

They both circled each other slowly, keeping an eye out for any little twitch that might indicate an incoming attack. Roxy thought that she might be able to just keep him on guard until her rescue team arrived, but she had no such luck. He moved in with a jab that seemed like it was going straight for the kill. 

Roxy had no luxury to chance blocking a strike like that, what with her current inability to gauge distance. She ducked to the left, making sure that she kept the stalker well within her limited field of vision, and moved in to counterstrike. She swung upwards, aiming to disable his hand before moving in for the kill, but he expertly spun out of the way, using his momentum to follow through with a horizontal slice aimed directly at her cranium.

There was no time to manoeuvre her sword to block it, but even she could see that she wouldn’t be able to dodge out of the way in time, either. She just had to chance it. She threw herself backwards as hard as she could, but it wasn’t quite enough. The tip of his blade shaved across her face, from her left cheekbone across the bridge of her nose, giving the cut that Emmerich had made on the first day a brand new friend.

Blinding pain blossomed across her face as her momentum brought her stumbling backwards. There was blood in her nose and her mouth and running down her face and neck and body and for a split second her brain completely froze up, already supplying an apology to give to Emmerich for whatever transgression she’d made that had caused him to hurt her like this. The sight of the stalker still moving in for the attack brought her back to the present and her fighting instincts rose back to the surface. Survive. Kill. Her pack was coming.

His sword was coming in from her right side now. She ducked under it and charged forward with a diagonal rising cut to his open abdomen. It made shallow contact, slicing through his shirt and a decent way into his flesh. Not good enough. He grunted in pain and tried to make some distance, but she stayed on the attack, following up with a downward arc. Her desperation was making her reckless. 

The stalker recovered and effortlessly parried her blade away, knocking it to the side before capturing it in a skillful disarming manoeuvre. She saw exactly what was happening, but that didn’t mean she was able to prevent it. He flicked his wrist and her sword flew out of her hand, clattering to the ground. The little spark of hope she’d allowed for herself died in her chest. This was it. She was dead. His sword was already coming back. She was helplessly trapped within its arc, still too shocked from being disarmed to think about dodging away.

At that moment, it was like time came to a crawling stop. It couldn’t have taken any longer than a fraction of a second, but Roxy felt it happening, moment by moment, as though it was some sort of transformation scene in a magical girl show. A fire like nothing she’d ever felt before lit up in her chest, something that lay long dormant in the back of her brain suddenly waking up and taking over her body. Her mark fizzled and sparked with electricity, coursing through her body and lighting up every single nerve. The world around her cracked into sharp focus, too sharp. She could hear the blood rushing through her veins, smell the stalker’s unpleasant sweat and the hint of coffee on his breath. It was like the entire universe was spreading itself open around her, revealing its secrets down to each individual molecule. She felt alive. 

She watched it happen in slow motion. She knew she was too far inside his arc to dodge backwards, so instead, she stepped into him. Well, more like threw herself into him. It was too fast for him to react. Her fingers dug into his shoulders as her teeth closed around his ear, tearing through the cartilage with ease. She’d been aiming for his neck, but oh well. Hot blood sprayed into her mouth and her taste buds lit up, even as her rational mind filled with disgust in the background. Rationality had no place in survival.

Her weight sent him careening backwards and she deftly rolled off of him as he hit the floor, time speeding up once again. She didn’t pause for a moment, lurching forwards and charging for her sword, picking it back up off the ground and turning around, already swinging. He’d been trying to pick himself up. His head was in the best possible position for her, and the worst possible position for him.

The sharp blade of her sword lodged itself deep into his skull and his body went completely limp, tugging the weapon from her hands once again. It was okay, though. The fight was over. She’d won. She’d survived. She’d killed, once again. That brought her tally up to four. She had to keep count of her crimes.

With a monumental amount of disgust, she realised that there was still an ear in her mouth. She immediately spat it out onto the ground. Her mouth tasted like blood and vomit. What she wouldn’t give to find a tap around here somewhere. Her body was buzzing with adrenaline and something else, something new and unfamiliar. She quickly glanced at her shaking hands and, though it might have been a trick of the light, she thought she might have seen a thin layer of black hair that definitely wasn’t usually there. What was happening to her? The world around her was still unnaturally sharp, though it appeared to be waning slightly. One thing was for sure; she felt a lot stronger than she had a couple minutes ago, even with her heavily bleeding face.

Shit, right, she should probably do something about that, not to mention find a place to hide and wait for Pedro and the rest. She grabbed the handle of her sword from the puddle of blood on the ground and tried to tug it out of the stalker’s head, but it wouldn’t budge. He pulled harder, but still, nothing. Stupid hunter with his stupid thick skull stealing her sword. Fucking prick.

She heard a noise and looked up, only for her heart to drop right out of her chest. A group of at least five hunters was heading right for her, fire burning in their expressions. She had no choice but to abandon her weapon, turning and sprinting down the hallway as fast as her tired legs could take her. Panic seeped through her skin. Her hair was falling out of its bun. She was so fucked. 

She turned a corner and picked a random room to throw herself into, praying to every single god from every single religion that there wasn’t anyone inside it. Thankfully, her prayers were answered. It looked like a typical break room, with a kitchenette and a few tables scattered around the place. She locked the door and threw a table down in front of it for good measure, running to the drawers to look for any sort of weapon she could use. The best she found was a serrated steak knife. Fuck it, better than nothing. She could hear the hunters banging on the door. They were gonna get in. They were gonna get her. 

The way she saw it, she had two options. One; she could surrender peacefully and hope beyond hope that they gave her some semblance of mercy for it, because there was no way she was winning the fight that was about to break through that door, or two; she could give up on her hopes of escaping and end her own suffering before anyone else could hurt her, because they would hurt her. She looked down at the knife in her shaking, bloody hands. She tested her finger on it. It was more than sharp enough. She swallowed, her heartbeat pounding in her ears. Was this really how it was going to end, after everything she’d survived?

What other choice did she have? They would well and truly break her if she gave herself up. Even if she got out after that, would there be anything left? She couldn’t wait for Pedro, no matter how close he was. If he didn’t get there in time, it would all be over anyway. That door was looking less and less structurally stable by the second. 

She carefully pressed the knife up against her throat. The cold metal sent goosebumps across her skin. This was it. The grand total sum of her entire life. Roxanne Kindley: a survivor, until she wasn’t. Her parents would never see her again. Her friends would never see her again. Sam would never see her again. She almost faltered at that thought, but she couldn’t, even as tears began falling down her cheeks. The pounding on the door made sure of that. The lock was rattling weakly. If she was going to do this, she needed to do it now.

She took a few quick, deep breaths before tensing up and preparing herself, squeezing her eyes shut. She didn’t want to have to see this, see the blood that was about to pour out of her. Her hands tightened around the knife. The sound of her heart echoed through her body. She listened to its song one last time.

I’m so, so sorry, Sam. I love you so much. Don’t forget me.

Multiple muffled gunshots cracked off outside the door and Roxy paused at the last possible second. The pounding on the door had stopped. There was shouting, the sound of fighting. Whoever was outside had completely forgotten about her. The knife dropped to the ground from her shaking hands and she suddenly remembered how to breathe again. Holy shit. Holy shit. She needed to hide.

There were cabinets under the bench of the kitchenette. She opened one and threw out all of the dinnerware inside it, forcing herself in and shutting the door behind her. It was suddenly pitch black, the sound of her panting breaths and rapid heartbeats echoing off of the wood all around her. It was so cramped she could barely even fit, but she had no choice. Thank god she wasn’t claustrophobic. 

It had gone quiet outside. The fighting had stopped. Her heart was lodged firmly in her throat. She had given up her one chance to stop the pain. She was putting all of her faith in her pack. Either they saved her, or the hunters broke her.

There was a loud bang as the door was suddenly smashed open and the only thing that stopped Roxy from crying out was her lack of ability to make any noise. Someone was coming in. Multiple people, from the sounds of it. She covered her mouth to stifle her breathing, willing her heart to beat quieter, lest it give her away. She couldn’t get caught. Not now. Not after how far she’d come.

“Roxy? Are you here?”

Roxy froze, a sob caught in her throat. No, it couldn’t be real. It was too good to be true. That couldn’t be Sam’s voice.

“It’s us, Roxy. You can come out.”

Now it was Leif. She was going insane. She was losing her mind. It was a hallucination, a trick. If she opened that cupboard door, she would be taken again. She would be hurt. No, no, no. She couldn’t risk it.

“It’s okay, kid. No one’s gonna hurt you.”

Pedro. Her tears started again. She’d heard him on the intercom earlier, and now he was here, just outside her little hiding place. But what if the broadcast was just a hallucination as well? She couldn’t trust it. She couldn’t.

“We’re here, Roxy. You don’t have to be scared. You’re safe now.”

Sam. Sam. Sam. Her voice came right from the other side of the cupboard door. She knew where Roxy was. She was being flooded with comfort from her mark. It couldn’t be true, but… But what if it was?

What if Sam was really there?

“I’m opening the door, okay?”

Roxy wanted to protest, but the hope that had lit up in her chest was burning like a bonfire, and it was impossible to resist. The door cracked open and light spilled in, temporarily blinding her. Strong but gentle hands carefully pulled her out of the cupboard and into a warm, unbelievably soft embrace. Pine filled her nose. Her arms closed around her saviour, even as her mind was still questioning if any of this was even real. Her eyes slowly closed as she let herself accept that yes, maybe it was. There was a hand buried in her hair, comforting in a way that only Sam ever was.

For the first time in a long, long time, Roxy felt safe.

Sam was here. Really here.

Roxy squeezed her tighter, holding onto her like she would disappear into thin air should she not hold on hard enough, because she just might. Sam gently stroked the back of her head and she started sobbing.

“Hey, Rox. Sorry I took so long.”

—

“I’m opening the door, okay?”

Sam could hear Roxy’s racing heartbeat behind the cupboard door, her quick, rapid breaths that she seemed to be trying to stifle. She was right there, right behind the door. All she had to do was reach out and open it. So that’s exactly what she did. And there she was. Roxy, giving off such a strong scent of fear that it was almost suffocating.

There wasn’t an inch of skin that was left unmarked, whether by a bruise or something a little more permanent. It was bandages and stitches and burns every little bit of pain that Sam had felt through her mark over the past eleven days coming to life. Her left hand was covering her mouth. Sure enough, her little finger was missing. So were her fingernails. She was squinting her eye, adjusting to the light. The other one was still covered by a patch, like she’d seen in the photos she was sent. The older cut that stretched down her face was now bisected by a new one, fresh and seeming like it only just stopped bleeding, surely no more than a few minutes old. Her poor little nose was clearly broken, and no one had bothered to set it properly. There was so much anger that wanted to burn inside of her, but all of it was stifled by the sheer, overwhelming relief of Roxy, being there, right in front of her, close enough that she could reach out and pull her into a hug. So she did.

She took Roxy’s arms and gently guided her out of the cupboard, pulling her into an embrace, doing her best to be careful with her battered body. She was finally there, back in her arms where she belonged. She felt so small.  It took a few seconds, but Roxy reciprocated it, wrapping her arms around Sam’s torso and gripping the back of her blazer tightly. The emotions coming through her mark seemed cautious and confused, but she seemed to be slowly realising what was happening, that Sam was here, and she was never letting go of her again. She was so glad she made it in time. She’d spied the knife lying out of place on the floor and she remembered the incredibly strong feelings of fear and guilt coming through her mark a few seconds before they’d engaged with the guards outside the door. She wasn’t an idiot. She knew what it meant. But she’d made it in time. She tried not to entertain the idea of what might have happened had she been just a few seconds later.

She buried her hand in Roxy’s hair and breathed her in, finally relishing in the sweet, strawberry-lilac scent of the girl she loved again, even as it was clouded by blood and old sweat and a lot of other things that Sam didn’t want to think about. Roxy squeezed her harder in response, and Sam lightly stroked through her hair, scratching the back of her scalp. Roxy’s shoulders started to hitch up and down as though she was sobbing, but there was barely any sound aside from a few pitiful squeaks and sniffles. Her poor voice must have given out.

“Hey, Rox. Sorry I took so long.”

Roxy pulled back suddenly and stared up at her, a disbelieving expression on her face. Her eye flickered about restlessly, analysing every detail of Sam’s appearance. She reached up and touched her cheek, where Leif’s makeup was covering her scar, and Sam leaned into it. She took Sam’s sunglasses off. Honestly, she’d completely forgotten she was wearing them. At the sight of her eyes, Roxy somehow broke into a smile, bloody and weak as it was. Sam had been so scared she’d never get to see it again, but there it was, right in front of her. She began to tear up. Then Roxy lifted up on her knees, closer and closer, and Sam’s heart somersaulted as their lips finally connected. It was chaste, and Roxy’s lips were chapped and tasted like blood, but it was still the most passionate kiss they’d ever shared. Roxy’s love and relief and warmth was swimming through her and combining with her own like two galaxies colliding in her chest, giving birth to trillions upon trillions of tiny stars, sparkling throughout her body. They were finally together again.

They finally pulled apart and rested their foreheads together. Roxy tried to speak, but it was barely more than the hushed whisper of air rushing through her throat. Their pack-bonds spelled out her intention clearly enough, though.

“I missed you, Sam.”

Sam smiled. “I missed you too, Rox. More than anything in the universe.”

Roxy smiled back and sat back on her heels. A curious expression overtook her face. “Why is your hair brown?”

Oh yeah. Sam had almost forgotten about that. She chuckled. “It was the only way we could sneak in. The hunters know my face, so I had to disguise myself. What about you?” she asked, reaching out and brushing the anomalous patch of Roxy’s bangs to the side. “Why is your’s white?” 

Roxy’s face crumpled a little. Maybe that was a bad thing to ask. “I’m not really sure. It was just like that when I woke up a few days ago.”

“I’ve read about something like that,” Pedro supplied from somewhere behind Sam. She’d forgotten she wasn’t alone. “It’s called ‘Marie Antoinette Syndrome’ or something, where your hair suddenly turns white during stressful or traumatic experiences.”

It appeared that she wasn’t the only one to forget her packmates’ presence, as Roxy perked up when she heard Pedro’s voice. “Pedro!”

Sam could hear the smile in his voice. “Hey, kid. Good job on holding out until we got here.”

Leif cleared her throat. “Hi. I’m here too.”

Roxy’s smile was like that of a child in a candy shop, at least until she got a better look at Leif and her smile dropped into a frown of frantic concern. She threw herself up out of Sam’s lap and ran over to her friend. Sam turned and got up to observe the interaction.

“Leif! You’re bleeding!” Roxy silently cried, her meaning and emotion still being translated directly into Sam’s head despite the lack of an audible voice. She carefully grabbed Leif’s face and gently touched the side of her head, where blood was leaking through her bandages. Leif was very resolutely looking at Roxy’s face and nowhere else, her hands frozen at her sides even as Roxy abandoned Leif’s head to pull her into a hug.

“Me? You should be worried more for yourself, dude! Are you okay?!” 

“N-not… not really. I can’t really feel my face, a-and I’m a little dizzy.” Roxy replied honestly as she pulled back. Sam unbuttoned her blazer and pulled it off, ignoring the fear that statement instilled in her and offering it to Roxy. She took it, though there was confusion on her face.

“What’s this for?”

Sam bit her lip awkwardly and vaguely indicated to Roxy’s… everything. She looked down and realised what Sam was referring to, in that the only things that she was ‘wearing’ were the few scattered bandages around her body. Roxy immediately threw on the blazer and buttoned it up, embarrassment pouring through the mark in waves. It certainly wasn’t perfect, but due to how much taller Sam was, it covered up more than enough to restore a decent chunk of her modesty. “Th-thanks… I’d… I’d forgotten about that.”

Pedro took this opportunity to finally move in for his own hug. Roxy melted into him and Sam saw the hint of a smile on his features. She smiled, too. The pack was finally all back together.

Roxy pulled back. “Wait, when did you become part of the pack?” she asked Pedro.

He shrugged. “Not sure exactly. It just happened some time over the past week. Anyway, we should keep moving. There’s no telling when reinforcements will show up.”

The spike in Roxy’s fear was hard to miss, even to those who couldn’t feel her emotions. It never really went away, even during the happiness of their reunion. Sam pulled the unused pistol out of her holster and offered it to Roxy. “Here, take this. The mag’s full.”

She took it gratefully, testing its weight in her hands. The fear lessened somewhat now that she had a weapon of her own. “Thanks.”

Pedro opened the door slightly and peeked out. “Alright, the coast is clear. Sam, stay close to Roxy and protect her at all costs. I’ll handle the fighting. Roxy, if you can, give me some cover fire. Leif, you’re still on medical.”

Everyone nodded their agreement and then they were moving. Pedro was at the front of the group, checking the corners and signalling when it was safe to keep moving. Sam was in the middle, clutching Roxy’s left hand tightly and trying to ignore the gap made by her missing finger. Leif was at the back, keeping an eye on their rear. There were a few occasions where guards tried to stop them, but none of them were quicker to the draw than Pedro was, especially with Roxy covering him when there was more than one. She quickly ran out of ammo and abandoned the gun as they ran.

It was when the exit to the stairwell was just in sight that disaster struck. It was a perfect amalgamation of bad luck; a sequence of seemingly innocuous events that, on their own, wouldn’t have posed a problem for them at all, but when occurring all at once, created the perfect window for their bad situation to become so much worse. Roxy had just stumbled, so Sam was distracted trying to keep her steady. Pedro was reloading. A hunter rounded the corner in front of them, already aiming down the sights right at her, ready to take the shot. Sam’s life flashed before her eyes. Leif was the only one out of them that could fight back. Had she realised the situation? Was she going to react in time?

A gunshot went off just behind her and a hole appeared in the perfect centre of the hunter’s forehead. She had less than a fraction of a second to feel relief as the hunter collapsed, still tightly gripping his gun. Too tightly, it seemed, because it went off as he fell. 

Sam heard the little rush of air out of Roxy’s throat in place of her cry, felt the sudden incredible shock through her mark, even as her own heart clenched so tightly it felt like her chest would implode. Roxy’s weight suddenly became heavy against her as she collapsed to the floor. Everyone was scrambling to drag her into a nearby room as far too much blood poured out of her thigh. It was her thigh that was hit. Her right thigh. The shape looked wrong. Her face was contorted in a silent scream. Sam’s mind was racing so fast that everything around her was muted.

Leif pulled out a roll of bandages and started desperately trying to stem the flow, wrapping it around Roxy’s leg over and over and over. It was causing her so much pain that Sam almost wanted her to stop. It seemed to be working, though. The blood that leaked through was less and less with each passover. Roxy was hyperventilating. Sam needed to help. She gently cradled her head and blocked her view of the situation.

“S-S-Sam… I-i-it hurts, it fucking hurts so bad!” she sobbed.

“I know, I know,” Sam consoled, stroking her hair. “Just focus on your breathing, okay? Keep looking at me. You’re gonna be okay.”

“That’ll hold for now, but we need to get her to a hospital soon. I can’t tell if the bullet hit an artery or not,” Pedro called out.

“Alright,” Sam replied. She turned back to Roxy. “I’m gonna pick you up now, okay? It’s probably gonna hurt, but try to hold on for me. Just focus on your breathing. I love you.”

Roxy scrunched her eyes and frantically nodded, bracing herself. She was so fucking brave. Sam had never felt more in love. She scooped her up, trying not to jostle her leg too much, but that was impossible. The way it was moving suggested that her femur was broken. The pain through her mark was so overwhelming, part of her wished Roxy would just black out.

The next few minutes were a frantic blur of running, Roxy holding onto her for dear life. They ran back out to the hallway and into the stairwell, stepping over the bodies of the hunters that had once served as a barricade to stop Roxy’s escape. They ran up the stairs three at a time until they reached the top floor, bursting out into the pawnshop and ignoring the hunter at the till, who somehow hadn’t realised anything was wrong downstairs. They ran out onto the street and up to the van, throwing open the door and jumping inside, Ross getting the picture and tearing off into the street before anyone could even tell him to. He already knew that their destination was the hospital. That had been established a long time ago.

Sam laid Roxy down on a seat and sat down next to her, laying her head in her lap. She was already a few shades paler, the bags under her eyes sticking out even more as she deliriously looked around. “Wh-where… a-am I?”

“We’re taking you to the hospital, okay? Y-you’ll be alright, sweetie, just breathe.”

Roxy stared up at her curiously. “Y-you’re p-p-pretty…”

Sam couldn’t stop the tears if she tried. “S-says you. You’re so beautiful, Roxy.”

Roxy smiled weakly, her words slurring. “I… l-l-love you.”

Sam leaned down and pressed their foreheads together, whispering so that only Roxy could hear. Her tears dripped down onto Roxy’s cheeks. “I love you too.” She pressed a gentle kiss against her lips.

Roxy’s eyelids fluttered shut and for a moment Sam’s heart stopped in its tracks as fear took over, but then she realised that she could still hear Roxy’s heartbeat, as erratic as it was. She just passed out. She would be fine. She would be fine.

“S-Sam, she… sh-she isn’t…?” Leif asked, terror clear in her shaking voice.

“No, her heart’s still beating. She’s just asleep.”

“Oh, thank fucking christ…” Leif breathed out a sigh of relief.

“I hate to interrupt, but I need you guys to hand over all of your weapons and equipment before we get to the hospital. If you have anything incriminating like that on you, our already flimsy cover story goes out the window,” Pedro said.

“What about all the blood on us? A-and the bodies at the outpost?” Sam asked.

“There’s nothing we can do about the blood, but the hunters will have already started clearing up the bodies. The police raid shouldn’t take more than a few hours to set up, so the bodies should be gone by then. Just say the blood is Roxy’s, I doubt anyone will question it, and if they do, I’ll pull some strings and cover it up. We’ll be okay. The Council will have our back.”

Sam shakily nodded, hoping beyond hope that he was right, and began returning all of her equipment, unbuttoning her shirt so she could get her bulletproof vest off. It was comforting to have, even if it didn’t end up taking any hits for them.

They pulled up outside the hospital a few minutes later and Pedro sent them off. Sam scooped Roxy back up and threw the van door open, breaking into a run towards the ED the second she hit the pavement. Leif was right behind her. She almost ended up smashing straight into the automatic door, startling everyone inside as she entered. For a split second, everything around them was frozen as the doctors and nurses processed what had just come barrelling into their hospital. The missing girl from the news and two other teenagers, both covered in blood.

“I need a doctor! She’s been shot!” Sam cried. 

All at once, things began moving again. A doctor ran up to her, asking questions faster than she could process. A bed was being wheeled out. Nurses carefully pried Roxy from her arms to lay her out on the bed, and she did her best to resist snarling at them for daring to take her away again. She realised she should probably try to answer the questions that the doctor was barking at her.

“I-I- It’s- she-”

“She’s been shot in the right thigh. We don’t know if it hit an artery. That’s the most important thing right now, everything else would take too long to list out.” Thankfully, Leif stepped in and saved her. The doctor nodded resolutely and rushed off to help his coworkers as Roxy was wheeled away into a hallway. 

Holy shit. Holy shit.

Roxy was finally safe. She was in good hands, and nothing was going to hurt her anymore. Sam didn’t have to keep wondering if she’d ever get to see her again. She didn’t have to wonder if she’d break into the outpost only to find the corpse of the girl who’d changed her life.

Sam fell to her knees and finally let herself break down, even as nurses crowded around and tried to check her and Leif for injuries. Roxy was back. She was saved.

It was finally over.

            

    
        24:  Finally

    
    
    
    
                Damien hung up the phone and grabbed his keys before the woman had even stopped talking. All he knew was that Roxy had been found, and that she was at the hospital. That was all that was important. He ignored all thoughts of what condition she might be in as he jumped into his car and tore out onto the road, only remembering his seatbelt halfway down the street. The lady on the phone mentioned that she’d tried to reach Martha, but she didn’t pick up the call, which wasn’t surprising. She barely ever answered unknown numbers from her personal phone, especially when she was at work. He just hoped that he would be able to reach her at some point soon.

He did his very best to obey traffic laws on the way, even as his entire being was screaming at him to just put his foot down and go. Getting pulled over by the cops would only slow him down. His heart was racing like nothing else on earth at the thought of seeing his daughter again. The past eleven days had been the worst of his life. He hadn’t shaved, hadn’t worked, he’d barely eaten anything. He spent practically all of his time sitting on the couch staring at the TV in the hope that some good news would finally come along, but it seemingly never did, until today. He’d been happy to hear that his daughter was still alive when those photos were sent to Sam, but he hadn’t been at all prepared for the images they contained, even with Detective Luna’s warning. The thought of his only daughter being tortured like that was too much to bear. Why? Why did it have to be her? 

He pulled into the parking lot and flew out of his car without even locking it behind him, which reminded him that he’d forgotten to lock the door at home, as well. It wasn’t important. Nothing was important aside from seeing his daughter again. He ran into the lobby of the emergency department and straight up to the front desk.

“Where’s my daughter?! Is she okay?!” he frantically asked the nurse on duty.

“I’m going to need you to calm down and elaborate, sir,” she responded, a little taken aback.

He realised how he was coming off and did his best to compose himself a little bit. “R-Roxanne Kindley. I’m her father. I was told she was here?”

The nurse’s eyes widened in recognition. “Oh! Yes, please follow me,” she said, getting up from her desk. He followed her down a hallway as she continued speaking. “She was admitted a few minutes ago and rushed into surgery, so you’ll have to wait until she gets out, unfortunately.”

“Surgery?! Why?!”

“I… don’t have all the details. She was bleeding a lot when she arrived, and the girl who was carrying her said that she’d been shot. Her and one other girl are in the waiting room as well. Usually we wouldn’t let them wait there unless they were family, but we need to keep them here until the police arrive to question them, and they said that they were friends of Roxanne’s, so we thought it couldn’t hurt, even though we can’t really verify it. They seemed pretty worried about her, regardless.”

Damien took a second to absorb that. “Right… I’m pretty sure I know all of her friends, so I should be able to verify it for you.”

The nurse smiled at him. “That’s good to hear.”

They got to the waiting room and, sure enough, Sam and Leif were already there, though they looked… different. They both had brown hair and were wearing suits, not to mention that Sam’s clothes were covered in blood. It looked like there was some on her hands and face, too, but it had been washed off. Leif was a little bloody, too, though that seemed to mostly be coming from a bandage that was wrapped around her head.

“Oh… It’s you two,” he observed. Sam looked up at him. It was clear that she’d been crying. Meanwhile, Leif continued to stare into space, not entirely present.

“So, you know them?” the nurse asked.

“Y-yeah.” He nodded. Satisfied, the nurse left them. He walked up to the two girls, not really sure what to do. This whole situation was so overwhelming. There was too much he didn’t know.

“H-hi, Damien…” Sam muttered, her voice thick with tears.

“Sam, what… What happened?” he asked as he sat down, trying to keep himself calm. The girls were clearly shaken up, the last thing he wanted to do was scare them more. “Where did all this blood come from? Are you hurt?”

Sam shook her head. “N-no… most of it is… is Roxy’s.”

Damien’s heart sunk. “Th-the nurse said she got shot?”

This time, she nodded. “Y-yeah, i-in the leg. It was right as we were about to get out. D-don’t worry, she should be fine. She… She’s survived everything so far, she’s not going to stop now.”

Damien hoped to god she was right. “So you guys were the ones to find her?”

Sam hesitated. “K-kind of. It’s a long story. I’ll be telling it to the police, anyway, so I might as well wait until then rather than going over it twice.”

Damien nodded. Whatever they did must have been pretty terrifying, so he could understand Sam’s hesitance to relive it without needing to. The bottom line was, they brought his daughter back, and for that, he could never repay them enough. He realised that Leif was still staring off blankly. “Leif? Are you alright? Did you get hurt?”

The girl didn’t respond. Worry churned in his gut. He turned to Sam. “Is she alright?”

“Physically, yes. A bullet grazed her ear or something, but other than that, she’s alright. M-mentally, I’m not sure.”

Damien swallowed thickly. Where on earth was Roxy that would have warranted them getting shot at while breaking her out? Just how big was the organisation that took her? “Leif?”

Leif finally responded, muttering so quietly that he almost missed it. Almost.

“I killed him.”

He froze. “I’m sorry?”

Leif finally moved, turning to him with wide eyes that were full of tears.

“I-I-I killed him. Th-the one who shot Roxy. I-I saw him aiming at us and I saw that Sam, Roxy and P-” She paused for a second. “th-that Sam and Roxy were preoccupied, so I pulled out my gun and sh-shot him in the head, b-b-but his gun still went off. I-I… I killed him for no reason.”

Leif broke down crying and Sam pulled her into an embrace. “Shh, it’s okay, Leif. You saved us. If you hadn’t fired, his shot would probably have killed me. He was aiming right at me.”

“I s-s-still killed him!”

Sam gently rocked back and forth. “I know, Leif, I know. It’s hard. But you were protecting us. You were protecting Roxy. That’s what you need to remember. You’re not a bad person for protecting the people you love. You… you heard what that Harrison bastard said, you saw what was in that office we checked out. R-Roxy… She did what she had to do to get out, too. She’s not a bad person, and neither are you.”

Damien silently listened to the exchange, amazed at Sam’s words. She spoke about it as if she knew what it was like. Had Sam… killed people before? And she implied that Roxy did too, during her escape. A horrible feeling rose up in his chest, at least until he remembered those photos, and what her captors had been doing to her. If Roxy felt that she needed to go that far in order to protect herself, then she was completely justified in his eyes, and he would have her back, no matter what. Same with Leif, for that matter. Sam was right, she was protecting them. But still… What was Sam’s deal, then? He was hesitant, but he chose to give her the benefit of the doubt for now. Whatever she had going on, she was still the reason that Roxy was here, at the hospital, and not still in the hands of whoever kidnapped her.

He decided to forget about it for now, and moved onto what had really been worrying him. "R-Roxy… when you found her, how… how was she?"

Sam glanced at him before swallowing and looking down, still holding onto Leif as she cried. “I-I mean… you saw the pictures, didn’t you? I-It was just that, b-but… but more. I… I don’t think they were feeding her much. Her ribs were showing. P-part of her hair turned white from the stress. She was so scared that I don’t think she even recognised us at first. We found her hiding in a cupboard.”

Damien silently nodded, gritting his teeth to keep himself steady. He supposed that was the best he could get until the doctors told him her condition. He was so terrified to find out more, but at the same time, he had to know. His daughter had gone through something truly horrible, and until he knew the extent of it, his mind would just keep taunting him with possibilities that he didn’t want to consider. He needed to at least understand the extent of her injuries so that he could research how to best help her move on from them. 

He decided that now was as good a time as any to give Martha a call and tell her the news. The phone rang for quite a while before she picked it up, but that wasn’t too unusual. Her work ethic was razor sharp. He just wished it didn’t come at the cost of spending time with her family.

“Yes, what is it? You know not to call me when I’m working, Damien.”

He swallowed thickly and ignored the remark. “I-it’s Roxy. She’s been found. She’s here, a-at the hospital.”

There was a slight pause. “Really? Is she there? Can I talk to her?”

“N-no, she’s in surgery at the moment. She was shot.”

“Oh no! Is she going to be alright?!”

“Yes, it was just her leg, apparently. Are you coming down here? I can come to the parking lot to get you.”

“I… hmm. Well, I can’t see her until she’s out of surgery, right? These people are considering buying, so I can’t just step away from work, either. Give me a call when she’s out and I’ll come visit when I get the chance.”

Damien was slightly taken aback. He knew that her commitment to her job was a little… overzealous, but this was seriously crossing a line. “Really, Martha? Our daughter has been missing for over a week and now we finally have her back, and you want to stay at work?”

“You’re making it sound like I don’t care! Of course I care, but this is important. I’m the one putting food on the table for us. She’s not going to know the difference, anyway! She’ll be too high on painkillers! I’ll be there long before she’s lucid enough to notice my absence. Just let me know how it all goes, okay?”

Damien was starting to get angry. He couldn’t believe she could be so… nonchalant about this. He couldn’t believe how little desire she had to actually see her daughter again over finishing her work. He was about to go off at her, to tell her to not bother coming until she actually started caring about Roxy, but he stifled his tongue. He could see Sam watching him out of the corner of his eye, and this was no place to have a marital spat. He pinched the bridge of his nose and sighed. “Fine. Fine, I’ll call you later, then.”

He ended the call and hung his head in his hands. What was this marriage coming to?

“Are you alright?” Sam probed. A small spark of warmth calmed his heart a little. She always cared so much for others. His daughter couldn’t be in better hands.

He lifted his head and looked at her. “Oh, yeah, it’s just my marriage slowly going down the toilet as I realise what a-” He stopped himself, realising what he was saying and who he was saying it to. He rubbed his face exasperatedly. “Sorry. Pretend I didn’t say anything.”

She gave him a sad smile and silently put a hand on his shoulder. It was surprisingly comforting. 

Once Leif calmed down, they sat in silence for a little while, each of them buried in their own thoughts and anxieties about the situation. Damien was really worried about what effect Martha’s apparent indifference might have on Roxy’s mental health. He knew her attitude was already causing Roxy some stress before everything happened, so there was no telling how much those feelings might be amplified while she’s in a fragile state. He would just have to do his best to be there for her to make up for it. He loved his daughter more than anything, and he knew from the moment he first held her in his arms that no matter what, he would do anything to make her happy, even if he was starting to doubt that his wife felt the same way.

The door opened and Detective Luna walked in, immediately sighing when he saw who was waiting for him. “Of course it was you two,” he muttered exasperatedly.

Sam gave him a lopsided grin. “Hey, Pedro.”

He walked over and shook Damien’s hand briefly before kneeling down in front of Sam and grabbing her chin so he could inspect her face. “You aren’t hurt, are you?”

“U-uh, no?”

The detective nodded. “Leif? What about you?”

The girl in question looked at him in confusion for a few seconds before something akin to realisation flashed across her face. “Oh! Uh, my ear was sh-shot, but I’m okay.”

He sighed and stood up, ruffling her hair affectionately before sitting down on a seat opposite to them. That made Damien raise his eyebrow a bit. He could understand his familiarity with Sam, as he knew they were apparently family friends, but Leif? That was odd. 

Detective Luna pulled a notepad and pen out of his coat. “So, as I understand it so far, you two somehow managed to figure out where Roxy was being held and, instead of going to the police with that information, you decided to break in yourselves to go and get her, despite how ridiculously dangerous and stupid that would be. Am I correct so far?”

Sam immediately nodded. “Yep.”

He sighed, rubbing his face exasperatedly. “I honestly wish I could say that surprised me. As glad as I am that Roxy’s back in safe hands, I can’t believe you two would do something so reckless without telling me! What were you thinking?” he asked sternly.

Sam frowned. “I was thinking that Roxy needed help as fast as possible, that we didn’t have time to wait for the police to get a warrant. And, as I recall, you were-” She was cut off when Leif elbowed her in the ribs. Both her and Detective Luna were giving Sam these looks. She coughed awkwardly. “Oh. Right.” 

Damien was confused. There was something about this that felt strangely… performative. LIke they were putting on a show just because he was there. He shrugged it off. It was probably just the nerves.

The detective defused and leaned back in his chair. “Alright, lay it on me. How’d you figure out where Roxy was?”

“It was Brooke. B-Brooke Harrison,” Leif said. “She came to us and told us everything. A-apparently her dad was the head of some weird… cult thing, the same people that kidnapped Roxy. They told Brooke they were helping her, but then she saw what was actually happening, th-that Roxy was being hurt, so she came to us. She gave us a way in and snuck us some guns from their armoury. They’re set up underneath that pawn shop on Shepperton, ‘Sunny’s Used Goods’ or something.”

He bit his lip as he took down notes. “Jesus. So you guys used that info to sneak in?”

“Yeah,” Leif continued. “That’s what the suits and hair dye are for. They were disguises. Worked pretty well, until we had to blow our cover. It turned out that Roxy had started a breakout on her own, so we had to get moving before she got overwhelmed by all the guards. We sent out a message from their security room to tell her to hide until we got there, which is where I got shot. She was a little roughed up when we found her, but she could still move, so we got going. It was near the exit that a guard came around the corner and shot at us. The bullet hit Roxy, a-and I…” She coughed, burying her admission. Damien had already heard it, so he knew that must’ve been where she shot the guard and killed him. “A-anyway, we got back out to the street, and a good samaritan gave us a ride to the hospital. That’s everything.”

Damien was expecting him to ask more questions, but instead he closed his notebook and put it away. Surely there was more he needed to know? “Alright. That should do it for now. I’ve gotta go and get this raid set up before those bastards jump ship.” He stood up and walked over to the two girls, putting a hand on each of their heads. “For what it’s worth, you two did good, as stupid as it was. You two saved a life. You should remember that.” He was looking directly at Leif as he said the last part, as though he knew about what she did and was reminding her that it was okay. He was a detective, though, so maybe he just picked up on her subtle cues or something. Damien didn’t have the foggiest. He was probably overthinking it. Still, though. These inconsistencies were starting to add up a little. Was there… something going on here?

Detective Luna moved over to Damien and shook his hand again. “Damien. I’m glad to hear that Roxy’s safe again. Give her my well wishes when she wakes up, yeah?”

Despite the slight air of secrecy surrounding that whole interaction, he seemed genuine, so Damien smiled back. “Sure, detective, and thank you for all your help.”

“Please, call me Pedro. And don’t mention it, it was mostly these two in the end. We’ll talk more later, alright? I’ve got to get going.”

Damien nodded and Pedro left, off to go set up the police raid to catch all of the people who contributed to hurting Roxy. It was a little mind-boggling. Leif was right when she’d theorised about it being a cult. There was a cult operating in Dewsbury all this time and no one knew anything. How many other people had been hurt by them? And again, what did a cult want with Roxy? More and more, he was beginning to think that his daughter might be wrapped up in something dangerous, but he couldn’t figure out what. That wasn’t even mentioning the weirdness surrounding the interview he’d just witnessed, the whole thing plagued by a notion that they all knew more than they were letting on, leaving Damien helplessly in the dark. Every answer just brought more and more questions.

He debated what he should do. He doubted he would get a straight answer if he just asked them about it. Still, the fact that Sam and Leif had risked their lives to save Roxy was fresh on his mind. Regardless of what may or may not be going on behind the scenes, there was no doubt that they cared about Roxy more than anything else. He knew he could trust them, at the very least, and most likely Pedro, too. He decided to just stay silent and wait, to see what he could potentially figure out on his own. 

A few more minutes passed and eventually Leif’s parents came to pick her up. They were initially mad at her for doing something so dangerous, but Damien convinced them to cut her some slack by telling them that she was part of the reason that Roxy was saved. He knew they were only mad at her because they were scared for her, and for good reason, to be fair. Had the bullet that hit her ear been aimed just a few inches further across, it would have killed her. Had their positions been swapped, he would have been equally as angry at Roxy, even knowing that he likely wouldn’t have been able to stop her once she made up her mind. He gave her a grateful hug as she left and she promised to be back to see Roxy as soon as she could.

And so that left just Damien and Sam in the waiting room. Carol showed up at the start of her shift, bringing along some spare clothes for Sam to change into, which Damien was silently grateful for. He wasn’t going to bring it up because it wasn’t really her fault, but Sam absolutely reeked of blood, and it was beginning to make him feel a little sick. She was a lot more understanding than Leif’s parents were, just checking to make sure she wasn’t injured much in the same way Pedro had. Carol hadn’t acted angry or even surprised at Sam’s involvement in the rescue, which confused him a little. Maybe she just knew that her daughter was the type to do things like this and had stopped trying to stop her, or maybe she knew about the rescue in advance. Maybe he was getting a little too into the idea of this conspiracy. Maybe she was just more happy that Roxy was safe than angry that Sam had put herself in harm's way.

He sighed heavily. He needed to stop reading between the lines for answers that didn’t exist. Sure, it was a little weird that Pedro was so familiar with Sam and Leif, and that he didn’t feel the need to ask that many questions. Sure, it was a bit surprising that Carol didn’t seem to care much about her daughter’s dangerous acts. Sure, Sam’s advice to Leif about her guilt had sounded weirdly like it came from experience. None of these things meant that there was some grand mystery, waiting to be solved by him, some random accountant. It was probably just a whole lot of missing context, coming together in such a way that made it seem like it was all connected. He was just desperate for answers. He just wanted to know why his daughter had been hurt in such a way. That was the only real mystery here; why a cult had been interested in kidnapping his daughter, and that was for the police to find out. Maybe Roxy would know, but he couldn’t ask her right now, so he just needed to stop thinking about it.

Sam came back in from freshening up in the bathroom, wearing the clothes that Carol had brought for her. She sat back down next to him and yawned. He wasn’t surprised that she was tired, considering the day she’d had. There would still be a bit of time before Roxy was out of surgery, so he tried to strike up a neutral conversation, one that would hopefully get their minds off of Roxy for a bit. 

“I didn’t know that your mom was a nurse. I bet she’s pretty handy to have around when you accidentally hurt yourself at home, huh?”

Sam looked confused for a few seconds before the lightbulb went off “O-oh! Uh…” She laughed awkwardly. “Y-yeah, I guess she is, but… she’s not actually my mom, you know. I guess Roxy hasn’t told you about that? I’m adopted.”

“Oh!” Damien exclaimed. Thinking back, he did remember Pedro saying that he was friends with Sam’s guardians, not her parents. He must have just forgotten that part. “No, Roxy hasn’t mentioned it. I’m sorry, is it a sore subject?”

Sam shook her head. “No, not really. I-I just… I mean, they’ve been looking after me for almost my entire life, I just… never really got the hang of referring to Carol and Tom as my parents, you know?”

Damien nodded. “I understand. Are your parents… still around?”

Sam’s face dropped and he immediately regretted the question. “N-no. They… they passed when I was three.”

“Right… I’m sorry.”

Sam sighed and gave him a sad smile. “It’s okay. It was a long time ago.”

They sat together in silence for a long time after that. Sam ended up falling asleep at some point and her head lolled against his shoulder. Occasionally she would grumble and fidget in her sleep, nuzzling into his arm. He did his best not to disturb her, though he did wonder how Roxy ever got any sleep when they shared a bed, with the way she was moving about and constantly trying to get closer to him. She was probably used to it at that point. It was pretty endearing, to be fair. He knew Roxy liked physical affection, so it was no wonder they worked so well together.

It was a good few hours later when the doctor finally came in. Damien immediately stood up at his entrance, startling Sam awake as well. 

“Damien Thura?” the doctor asked. At his nod, he continued. “Roxanne’s surgery went well. We have her set up in a room. You can come see her now, though it may be a while before she wakes up.”

An incredible amount of relief flooded his body, even as his anxiety suddenly skyrocketed. He and Sam shared an excited smile, but when they both attempted to follow the doctor, he stopped them. “Ah, apologies, but only family can see her right now. It’s hospital policy. You’ll have to come back tomorrow, once she stabilises,” he said to Sam.

Sam’s excited expression immediately fell away, leaving only thinly veiled disappointment in its wake. The sadness in her eyes tugged at Damien’s heartstrings. “Oh… A-are you sure?”

The doctor nodded. “I’m afraid so.”

Noticing that Sam was about to give up, Damien stepped in, grabbing her by the shoulders and pulling her close. “Please? Sam’s practically family already. Roxy would want to have her there.”

“I-I… sir, I’m really not sure…”

He could tell his words had made an impact, so he didn’t let up. “Sam’s the reason that Roxy was saved in the first place! Please, we’re not asking for much. Sam just wants to see her. She’s been just as worried for her as I have.”

The doctor was silent for a moment as he hesitated, before finally acquiescing with a sigh. “I suppose it’s alright. You are her father, after all. But she has to be gone once visiting hours end. After that, it’s non-negotiable, okay?”

“Yes, of course. Thank you,” Damien responded. Sam squeezed his shoulder in a silent thanks and they followed the doctor through the halls. They didn’t go straight to Roxy’s room, however, instead stopping in front of an office.

The doctor opened the door and led Damien inside, though he held out a hand when Sam tried to follow. “I’m afraid you’ll have to wait out here for now. There are some things I need to discuss with Mr. Thura.”

Sam didn’t push the issue and took a seat across the hall. The doctor closed the door and walked around to his desk, sitting down behind it and indicating for Damien to do the same. This was it. This would be where he found out the full extent of Roxy’s injuries. He swallowed thickly, his anxiety boiling over in his chest.

Once he sat down, the doctor began. “Now, Mr. Thura, before we begin, are you in a state to receive information that might cause you distress? I would like to go over your daughter’s condition, but… well, it’s not exactly pleasant.”

Damien took a few deep breaths and nodded. He was expecting this. “Yes, I am. Please, tell me how she is.”

The doctor nodded and continued. “Your daughter is… Well, to put it bluntly, the damage is quite severe. The bullet in her thigh, while thankfully missing any major blood vessels, did end up breaking her femur. We’ve inserted an intramedullary nail into the femur, which will keep it together while she heals. Unfortunately, the surgery was quite invasive, and she will most likely require some quite extensive physical therapy before she can walk on that leg again. The recovery time for this procedure is usually around six months.

“In terms of the rest of her body, there is… a lot, though thankfully it’s mostly surface level and shouldn’t leave her with any lasting difficulties, aside from one or two things, but we’ll get to that. There are lacerations across most of her body, but primarily her back. Those wounds are consistent with those of a flogging with a whip or a cane. They appeared to be the oldest, along with one of the cuts across her face and one across her belly. They’ve already partially healed, and unfortunately will leave quite severe scarring, as she didn’t receive any proper care beyond basic stitches and coverings. Some of the newer ones may be salvageable, however, though it depends. There was another one across her face that seemed only a few hours old, and we’ve stitched it up properly, so hopefully that one should scar much less visibly. 

“Beyond that, it was mostly bruising, aside from a broken nose and a few nasty burns that we’ve had to graft over to avoid infection. She was also missing a tooth, as well as her finger and toe nails, which appear to have been pried out. Obviously, her nails will grow back, but she will likely need an implant for the tooth, should she so choose. The little finger on her left hand appears to have been cut off, and then cauterised over. Unfortunately, there isn’t a lot we can do for that, but thankfully, given the fact that it’s only her little finger, it shouldn’t give her too much grief, and I do believe there are options for prosthetics, should she choose to go that route. She was unfortunately quite malnourished, as well, and there were traces of an unknown drug in her system that we're currently analysing. We don’t believe it’s anything to worry about, though. 

“Now, in terms of any further surgery requirements, there is one thing, which is what I mentioned earlier. The original cut across her face also damaged her left eye, which, if left untreated, could leave her permanently blind in that eye. Honestly, it might already be too late, given how long that cut’s been there, but given that the damage to the eye also seems quite shallow, it might still be okay. We’ll just have to see once the surgery is done. Now, we don’t have anyone with the qualifications to deal with that here, so we’re calling in a surgeon from Spokane who specialises in ophthalmology. He should arrive by tomorrow, which fits with our timeline nicely, as we want to give her time to stabilise after her surgery today before putting her under again.”

The doctor leaned back in his chair, putting down the papers he was reading from. “I believe that’s about everything. Do you have any questions?”

Wow. That was… a lot to take in. His poor daughter had been through so much. Too much. What did she do to deserve such treatment? He realised that his face was wet, that he’d been crying. He wiped it away. There was still one more thing he needed to know to settle the raging fear in his mind before they could move on.

“Roxy… w-was she…” He swallowed. “A-assaulted, at all?”

The doctor blinked at him. “I’m… not sure what you mean exactly. Clearly, she's been abused to quite an extent, so you'll have to be more specific."

"I- I mean…" He paused, summoning up the courage. He didn't want to even speak the possibility into existence, but he had to know. She was kidnapped by men, and she’d been naked in the photos that he’d seen. It wasn’t an unreasonable fear to have. "A-assaulted… s-s-sexually."

“Oh!” The doctor exclaimed. “Don’t worry, we checked, and things seem fine. There aren’t any signs of that.”

Damien breathed out a huge sigh of relief, eleven days worth of horrible anxiety falling from his shoulders. “Oh, thank christ.” Despite everything else, all the horrible stuff she had to deal with, at least he could take solace in the fact that her kidnappers hadn’t crossed that line.

“Now,” the doctor said, standing up. “If there isn’t anything else, would you like to go see her?”

Damien smiled. “More than anything.”

They exited the office and made their way down the hall, Sam getting up and following along. She had this stricken look on her face when Damien first came out of the office, but when he tried to ask her about it, she just brushed him off. He was too nervous about seeing Roxy again to dwell on it, so he didn’t follow up.

“Alright, we’re here,” the doctor said once they came to a stop outside one of the rooms. “Visiting hours are from 8am to 8pm, though you, as her father, are permitted to stay for however long you like. You, however,” He looked at Sam.” Will have to leave once visiting hours are over. Don’t worry if she doesn’t wake up today. She’s been through quite a lot, and her body will need the rest to heal. It doesn’t mean that anything is wrong. Any questions?”

Damien and Sam both shook their heads and the doctor left them. It was time. He would finally get to see his daughter again. Damien reached out and opened the door, stepping into the room.

She almost seemed peaceful, lying there in the hospital bed, with warm afternoon light filtering in through the window and gently caressing her abnormally pale skin. He could’ve been fooled into thinking that she was just asleep, had it not been for the bandages covering the left half of her face and all of the machines she was hooked up to, beeping and whirring as they monitored her condition. A sob caught in his throat and he rushed to her side, overcome with emotion. He gently grabbed her hand and held it against his face, feeling its warmth and the slight pulse under her skin. She was here. She was alive. Damien couldn’t stop himself from breaking down if he’d wanted to.

Once he’d cried himself out, he gently kissed her hand and laid it back down, settling down in a chair next to the bed. He couldn’t stop staring at her. It almost felt like a dream, like if he looked away she would disappear without a trace again. He reached out and stroked her hair out of her face, taking note of the way that a part of her fringe had turned white. It was sad, that she’d been so stressed and traumatised that her hair had lost its pigment, but it was also strangely beautiful, in a way. It suited her. It was just another reminder that she was actually here. This wasn’t some conjured up memory of her, formed from his desperation to see her again. It couldn’t be a memory, because she looked different than he remembered. She was thinner. Her skin was littered with bruises and welts that stood out against her unusual pallor. She looked exhausted, even asleep as she was, with heavy bags under her visible eye. It was heartbreaking for a parent to see. He was just so grateful to have her back.

Sam was sitting down in a chair across from him and resting her chin against the bed, holding on to Roxy’s other hand and staring up at her face. The relief in her eyes was palpable. He could see it now, truly see it, the devotion that Sam had for his daughter. It was in the exhaustion on her face, the dried blood under her nails. Sam would walk through the fires of hell for his daughter, and she very much proved that today. Damien got up and walked around to her, surprising her with a hug.

“Oh!” she exclaimed. “Uh, hi.”

“Thank you, Sam. Thank you so so so much. I don’t know how I can ever repay you.”

Sam was silent for a moment before squeezing back tighter. “Don’t mention it, Damien,” she whispered. “I would do it again in a heartbeat.”

—

Soft.

That was the first thing that came to Roxy as she gently floated out of unconsciousness. She was lying on something soft. Something other than the hard concrete of her cell or the cold metal of the infirmary table. Her limbs felt incredibly heavy, especially her right leg, which painfully protested her attempt to move it. Where was she? What happened? She couldn’t remember right now. She hoped Emmerich wouldn’t be mad.

She became aware of a rhythmic beeping somewhere off to the side. It reminded her of the start of a song she liked, but she couldn’t remember which one. She was still so tired, her brain felt like soup. Maybe it would be better to just go back to sleep. She had to be in the infirmary somewhere, which meant that Emmerich had probably punished her badly. The sooner she forced herself awake, the sooner she would be sent back to her cell and have to deal with the pain of whatever he had done to her. Why couldn’t she remember what it was, though? That had never happened before.

There was a shuffling above her; a presence. A slight hint of perfume hit her nose. That was very odd. Enamoured by her curiosity, she forced her eyes open. As usual, only the right one obeyed. She was greeted by the chest of a person dressed in scrubs; a woman. They were leaning over her, fiddling with something above her head and beyond her line of sight. The room she was in was dim, a gentle orange light filtering in from somewhere to her right. She had never been to this part of the outpost before, nor had she seen any other women there apart from Brooke. Something must have happened.

The woman above her pulled back and Roxy saw her face. Confusion slowly built in her chest as her mind processed what it was seeing. She swallowed thickly down her dry, sore throat and attempted to speak.

“Carol?” she quietly croaked. Her voice was rough, but she could actually make some noise now, unlike yesterday. She briefly wondered where that thought had come from as Carol looked down at her, smiling at her gently. She placed a comforting hand on Roxy’s cheek. It was nice to see a familiar face, but still, why?

“Hey, sweetie. How’re you feeling?”

Roxy didn’t really process her words. She was too confused. “What are you doing here?”

Carol gave her a funny look. “I work here. You know that.” 

Her tone was light and there was a smile on her face, but her words gave Roxy pause. The surge of panic that rushed through her coincided with an increase in the pace of the rhythmic beeping. She really wished someone would shut that off. It was annoying.

“Y-y-you’re a hunter?” she asked, her fear creeping into her voice.

Carol’s eyes turned sad. “No, sweetie, I’m a nurse. You’re at the hospital. Sam, Leif, and Pedro rescued you, remember?”

Roxy paused as her words sunk in, pulling memories out of the fog with them. It was all coming back. Her escape, hiding in a cupboard, reuniting with Sam and making a run for it. She remembered the guard who shot at them, the burst of incredible pain in her leg. After that it was pretty hazy, but she remembered Sam comforting her, at least.

She also remembered Emmerich. What she did to him. To him, and three guards, during her escape.

Four people. She killed four people. With her own hands.

“Huh. Forgot about that.” she muttered. She still felt weirdly indifferent. It was self-defence, after all. Still, she thought she’d be a bit more torn up after taking a life. Maybe it just hadn’t hit her yet.

“So?” Carol asked. “How are you feeling?”

Roxy smacked her lips. “Thirsty.”

Carol smiled at her sweetly and stroked her hair. “I’ll get you some water.”

She stepped away for a bit and Roxy tried once again to move. Her arms were more responsive now, and she could lift her head off of her pillow a bit. She didn’t bother trying her legs. After remembering what had happened, she thought it was probably a good idea to keep them still, especially her right one. Now that she was aware of it again, it was beginning to ache quite badly.

Carol returned with a glass of water and supported Roxy’s head while she drank. She’d honestly forgotten that it was possible for water to not taste mildly metallic. The relief it provided was second to none and she already felt a little bit more alive, and less like a corpse that hadn’t gotten the memo yet. She let out a satisfied sigh as her head came to rest back on the pillow. “Thanks.”

“Anytime, sweetie. Is there anything else? Are you in any pain?” Carol asked. Roxy was about to reply ‘no’ out of habit, despite the dull pain that had made itself known throughout her body, but Carol’s caring gaze made her reconsider. She wasn’t in the outpost anymore. She didn’t have to pretend she was okay just for Emmerich’s satisfaction. A spark of happiness came to life in her heart at the thought.

“A bit.”

“Scale of one to ten?”

Roxy considered. “I… I think my perception might be a bit skewed. I can’t remember the last time I wasn’t in pain,” she admitted.

Carol looked at her sadly and stroked her cheek. “I’m so sorry you had to go through that, darling. Here, this will probably help.”

Carol leaned up and out of her sight again, and a few seconds later a wave rushed through her body, from her centre down to the tips of her fingers and toes, taking the pain away as it went. It tingled a bit, but it felt good. Really good. She surprised herself by laughing as the relief overtook her. Not being in pain felt amazing.

“Wow,” she muttered without realising. 

Carol chuckled. “That’s morphine for you. But don’t you go getting addicted, alright?”

“No promises,” Roxy muttered with a weak grin.

“Roxy?”

Roxy froze at the voice. She turned her head, and saw her dad sitting on a chair next to the bed, using his jacket like a blanket and seeming like he’d just woken up. He looked terrible, though probably a lot better than she did, all things considered. She started tearing up.

“D-dad?”

His face crumpled and he rushed to her, leaning down and pulling her into a tight hug, crying and kissing her head. She tried to reciprocate the hug as she too began to cry, but her arms were still too weak to reach up all the way. She settled for gripping the front of his shirt. 

“Oh, my baby. I’m so sorry. I’m so proud of you. You’re so strong.”

Roxy just sobbed into his shirt. “D-dad!”

“It’s okay now. It’s okay. Everything’s okay.”

They stayed like that for what felt like a long time, Roxy holding onto her dad and breathing in his scent. She missed him so much. Honestly, she even missed her mom. She spent a lot of nights in her cell crying herself to sleep, wishing her parents were there to comfort her like when she was a kid. 

Her dad finally pulled back and sat down on his chair again, though he did pull it closer to the bed so he could keep hold of her hand. She appreciated it. Carol had left them alone at some point during their reunion, so it was just the two of them now. 

“I missed you, Roxy,” he said, gently squeezing her hand.

“I missed you too, dad.” She smiled. It was a lot easier to smile with morphine running through her system. She looked around the room, a little disappointed to find it otherwise empty. “Is… is Sam anywhere? Or mom?”

“Sam was here last night, but she had to leave once visiting hours ended. I expect she’ll be back the second they start again. The doctor practically had to drag her out.” He chuckled. “Your mother… She stopped by last night as well, but… Well, you know how she is with work. She’ll probably stop by again sometime tonight.”

Roxy frowned. “R-really? Even now, she’s… She still doesn’t care?” She started to cry again.

Damien held her hand with both of his, squeezing it tight. “Of course she cares, ချစ်လေ. She was so worried about you, she just… processes it differently. She’s never been the type to be open with her feelings, you know that. She threw herself into work to make sure that we still have income while I’m looking after you.”

“I guess…” Roxy sniffled. “Still, it just… would’ve been nice to see her here, y’know?”

He kissed her hand. “I know.”

“So…” Roxy started after a long pause, eager to change the subject. “What happened after I… after I got out?”

Damien shifted in his chair. “Well, after you were admitted to hospital you were rushed into surgery. They called me and I came, had a chat with Sam and Leif-”

“No, I mean,” she interrupted. “I-I mean with the… with the people who… t-took me.”

“Ah,” Damien said. “Well, after Sam and Leif gave their statement to the police, they used that information and raided the place where they said they found you. I don’t know all the details, but apparently they arrested a lot of people. Found their leader handcuffed in a cabinet with a broken jaw. I get the weird feeling Sam had a part in that.” He chuckled. “I still can’t believe that Ken Harrison of all people was the one behind this. Leading a cult. He-! He sent me a message on facebook saying that he hoped I was doing alright after you disappeared!”

“Harrison…” Roxy mumbled. So he’d been arrested, then. That was good. That made her feel a little safer.

“Was he… Was he the one that did this to you?” Damien asked gently.

“No.” Roxy shook her head. She held up her disfigured left hand. “He… he cut off my finger for trying to escape, but… b-but the rest was someone else.”

“Do you know his name? Maybe it could help the police find him?”

“His name was Emmerich. B-but they won’t find him. H-he’s… he’s d-”

Her chest suddenly tightened and she cut herself off with a sharp breath. Damien stroked her hand in a soothing gesture and the beeping of her heart monitor slowed a bit from its spike. “It’s okay, Roxy. I understand. You were defending yourself.”

“H-h-he had h-his back turned. H-he said he was g-gonna… th-that he wanted me t-to…” She swallowed the words. She couldn’t say it out loud. “I g-grabbed one of those heavy crucifixes off of the wall, a-and I… I swung, and I-I didn’t stop until…”

She realised she was hyperventilating. Damien leaned down and held her close again until she calmed down. “Shh, it’s okay, baby. It’s okay. No one’s gonna hurt you.”

“I’m sorry,” she muttered. She didn’t know who to.

The door opened and a doctor came in, accompanied by a nurse, who came over and started checking the machines next to her bed. “Is everything alright in here? We noticed a spike on the heart monitor.”

“Yes, apologies,” her dad said. “Just… getting a little emotional, is all.”

The doctor nodded. “I understand.” He clapped his hands gently. “Now, Roxanne…”

Everyone in the room froze as her heart rate suddenly shot through the roof. Her entire body tensed up. Her eye was locked on to the doctor, suddenly terrified of him. She had to remind herself that this was the hospital. This wasn’t the outpost. That wasn’t Emmerich. He wasn’t going to hurt her. She just… forgot for a second.

He looked taken aback. “I’m sorry, is something wrong?”

“P-p-please d-don’t call me th-that. N-never call me that.”

The doctor blinked. “O-oh. Is… is there something you’d like to be called instead?”

“J-just Roxy, p-please. R-Roxanne is what… what my kidnappers called me, b-but my name is just Roxy.” she muttered. Her dad squeezed her hand supportively. She’d considered it a little in the past, but this settled it. She was getting her name legally changed. She never wanted to be called ‘Roxanne’ ever again.

The doctor slowly nodded. “Alright, Roxy. Now, I wanted to go over what your recovery is going to look like, if you are comfortable right now. We can go over this later, but you’re scheduled in for another surgery today and I wanted to get this done before that. Is that alright?”

“Wh-what other surgery?”

“For your eye, to see if we can’t salvage it and save your vision, at least partially. The cut was pretty shallow, so there’s a decent chance of success, but the wound is old, so we may not be able to restore your vision in its entirety. You may still potentially experience blurriness or blind spots, but it should be manageable with the right assistance.”

“R-right.” she muttered. That was a little bit of hope at least. She might get to see out of her left eye again, even if it won't be perfect. She was grateful there was even a chance.

They went over what her recovery was going to look like. It was mostly a recovery schedule for her busted leg, with a whole bunch of recommended physical therapy. They estimated it would be six months before she could walk properly again, which was pretty depressing. Still, she supposed she should be grateful for even being alive after getting shot like that. Her eye would most likely take a good few weeks to months to heal, which she was expecting. Could be worse. The doctor said she’d have to stay in the hospital for about a week, maybe longer. She didn’t mind it too much, though. It was far comfier than the outpost, and she could spend her time with the people she loved, instead of locked in a dark box with nothing but her thoughts and a speciesist bible. Hell, there was even a TV in her room, not to mention the guarantee that she’d actually get to go home at the end of her stay. The hope of that promise made such a difference.

She’d actually get to go home. It wasn’t just a pipedream anymore. 

That was the thought that carried her once the doctor left and she settled back down in her bed, still holding onto her dad’s hand. That was the thought that stuck with her as she was slowly lulled to sleep by the rhythmic beeping of her heart monitor and her dad singing her a lullaby in Burmese.

She was going home.

—

Sam made her way through the hospital towards Roxy’s room, Leif and Ross following along behind her. She’d heard from Damien that Roxy had woken up this morning, but she wasn’t able to go see her until now because of her eye surgery. Unable to stay at home while she waited, the three of them hit up the town to buy Roxy some gifts, both for her missed birthday and just because they felt like it. Leif in particular had been tasked by Damien with buying Roxy a new phone in his stead, since her last one was broken when she was kidnapped. Leif was still sporting the brown hair from their disguises, but Sam had shifted and reverted back to her natural colour the second she’d gotten home from the hospital.

The best way to describe the feelings Sam could feel through her mark was… floaty. She could tell that Roxy was awake, but clearly there was still a lot of funky stuff in her system. She smirked to herself as she thought of videos she’d seen of people who’d just woken up from surgery, all loopy and delirious from anaesthetic and painkillers. She wondered if Roxy was going to be like that. Regardless, she couldn’t wait to see her again, even if she was a little incoherent. They reached the door to her room and Sam rapped on it politely before entering. The sight before her did not disappoint her expectations.

Roxy was sitting up in her bed, leaning against the raised head and staring blankly up at the TV, where an episode of Seinfeld was playing. She was holding a juicebox with the straw hanging limply between her lips, as though she’d forgotten about it. She hadn’t even noticed their arrival, though that wasn’t that surprising. The door to the room was on her left side, so they were all still out of her current field of vision. It was a little funny that she hadn’t registered Sam’s knock on the door, though. There were less bandages over her face than there were yesterday, but her eye, cheek, and nose were still covered. The top of the vertical cut down her face was visible on her forehead and through her eyebrow. It looked like the stitches had been removed, and it was already forming into a pink scar. It must’ve happened pretty early on.

Damien smiled warmly at them as they entered the room. He turned back to Roxy and placed a hand on her shoulder. “Roxy?”

She lethargically turned her head in his direction, the juicebox straw falling from her mouth as she did so. “Mm?”

“Your friends are here.” He pointed to them, taking away the juicebox with his other hand so she didn’t spill it.

“Hey, Rox,” Sam greeted as she walked up to the bed. Roxy turned to them and her face immediately lit up with tired yet excited child-like glee.

“You guys!” she slurred, holding her arms out for a hug that Sam quickly accepted. Roxy hummed happily against her shoulder and Sam kissed her on the head. When she pulled back, Damien gave back her juicebox and she immediately started drinking from it with renewed fervour, seemingly having just remembered its existence.

“How’re you doing, hot stuff?” Leif asked as she sat down on the end of the bed.

Roxy shrugged, her head flopping back onto her pillow. “Doin’ great. Wearing clothes again is nice.” She lifted her head back up. “Oh! And I have my eye back! It feels kinda…” She trailed off, momentarily distracted by the TV. When she tuned back in, she looked around to everyone, a confused expression on her face. “Was I saying something?”

Sam snorted and sat down on the bed next to her, grabbing her hand. She kissed her on the cheek. “Don’t worry about it.”

“Speaking of which, how did the surgery go?” Ross asked Damien.

“Good!” he replied. “The doctors are hopeful that she’ll get her vision back, at least for the most part.”

“This is a big win for the gay community,” Roxy muttered.

“Of course,” Leif said, laughing along with everyone else at Roxy’s inebriation. She pulled the phone she bought out of her pocket. “Hey, I got you this. Everything’s all set up, including your usual password, so all you have to do is add a fingerprint. Happy late birthday.”

Roxy’s face lit up with joy. “Oh wow! Thank you so much!” She reached out and took the phone, hesitating slightly. “Wait, when was my birthday?”

“The day before last,” Sam said.

Roxy thought long and hard. “Oh! I remember now! I got two slices of toast with my food! And… a-and…” 

She paused and Sam could almost see the memories flashing before her eyes as she felt her emotions spiral. She immediately took her hand and squeezed it, reminding her that she was safe through her mark. Roxy took a deep, shaky breath and quietly leaned further against her. “Ne-n-nevermind.”

Roxy silently went back to her juicebox and started fiddling with her phone as Damien smartly changed the subject. “So, Leif, how’s your ear?”

The girl touched the bandage around her head. “Oh! Uh… a little worse than I thought initially. I thought it was just a graze, but no, the bullet actually, uh… took a proper chunk out.”

Damien winced. “Oh no, I’m so sorry.”

She waved him off. “It’s fine. I would do it again in a heartbeat if it meant keeping Roxy safe. Besides, it could’ve been worse, so I really shouldn’t complain.”

“Wait, you were shot too?!” Roxy exclaimed. “I got shot as well!”

Leif smiled at her. “I know, Roxy. I was there.”

Roxy blinked. “Oh yeah.” She giggled drunkenly, her previous fear completely forgotten. “They said they put metal in my leg. Does that make me a cyborg?”

Sam carefully put an arm around her shoulders and squeezed her. “Totally.”

Roxy leaned back onto her pillow. “Awesome.”

They passed the time with some more casual conversation, Sam never once leaving Roxy’s side or letting go of her. She’d spent so long being terrified for her, not knowing how she was aside from vague emotions passed through their bond, so finally having her back, right there next to her, was almost too much for her to handle. They all gave Roxy her gifts and she seemed close to tears from the gesture. Sam got her a bunch of chocolates and a new pair of Doc Martens, Leif got her a bunch of new posters for her room, and Ross got her a lesbian romance book that she’d apparently been excited for. They all convinced Sam to try one of the chocolates despite her allergy by arguing that they were already in a hospital anyway, so what was the worst that could happen? It did taste really really good, to be fair, but she immediately ran to the toilet to throw it up right afterwards. Better safe than sorry.

After a while it became clear that Roxy’s loopiness was wearing off. She participated in the conversation less and less, and became more and more withdrawn, just burying herself in her new phone. Sam could feel her mood dropping, but she didn’t want to bring it up in front of everyone, so she settled for shuffling in even closer to her, making sure that Roxy knew she was there. Eventually, Damien left to get himself some dinner, and Roxy finally opened up.

“Hey,” she started, getting everyone’s attention. Her voice was flat and emotionless. She was inspecting herself through her phone’s front-facing camera, tilting her head to check all of her angles. “Do you… do you guys think that my face is gonna be all fucked up once these bandages come off?”

“No way!” Sam replied, without even a second of hesitation. “You might have a few new scars, but that doesn’t mean your face will be messed up or anything!”

“Yeah!” Leif added on. “Sam’s got scars on her face. My ear’s got a chunk out of it like I’m some sort of stray cat, but we’re still both hot as hell, and so are you, alright?”

Roxy looked away, conflicted feelings clear on her face and through her mark. “You’re just saying that. Neither of your scars are as bad as mine will be.”

“I promise you we aren’t, Roxy. It was you who told me that ‘battle scars are hot’ after Blaine gave me these, remember? Your scars don’t make you ugly.” Sam said.

 Roxy turned back to her, a half angry, half sad look in her brown eyes. “That’s different. Those… those are actually battle scars. You fought him and you survived and those are a sign of that. Mine are just… I didn’t fight for these. I just… I just sat there and took them. I barely even fought back. You’re… You’re already so pretty, a little scar isn’t going to make a difference with that, but me? I’m… I’ve never been anything to write home about, a-and now… Now my whole body is just…”

“Roxy, you were fighting,” Leif said. “You were fighting every day. Just because you weren’t actually in combat doesn’t change that. You’re alive right now because you fought to stay that way. You didn’t just give up when things started looking tough. I… I’m not saying that you have to be proud of your scars, but you can’t act like they’re any different from mine or Sam’s, like they somehow make you matter less or make you weak or ugly while ours don’t.”

“A-and that other stuff,” Sam jumped back in. “You can’t seriously believe that, right? That you’re…” She paused and gently cradled Roxy’s face. Her bottom lip was quivering. They were getting through. “Roxy, you’re the most beautiful person I’ve ever met, inside and out. Scars will never, ever change that for me. I didn’t… I didn’t fall for you just because you saved me that day, nor was it just because you were so nice to me when barely anyone else was. It was both of those things as well, of course, but… It was also just because I was attracted to you, plain and simple. I think that you’re absolutely gorgeous. I always have, and I always will. I know you can feel that I’m not just saying that to make you feel better.” She leaned in and gently kissed her. Roxy reciprocated. When they parted, Sam pulled her into a hug. “I love you, okay? I love you, and that will never, ever change.”

When they parted, Roxy looked down at her lap, her mouth opening and closing like she couldn’t find the words she was looking for. “I’m sorry,” she finally settled with. She shook her head. “I-I’m sorry. It’s just…” She grunted and buried her hands in her hair angrily. “That bastard got in my head. H-He… He would constantly tell me that I was worthless, th-that you guys had stopped looking for me. Th-that no one would even want me if I ever got out. I just… I guess it started to stick. I’m sorry.”

“You don’t have to apologise, it’s okay.” Sam pulled her in close and kissed her head, burying her anger at Emmerich. He was already dead, there was nothing more she could do. “He can’t hurt you anymore, and he was full of shit, anyway.” 

“Yeah,” Ross said, finally joining in. “He was probably just some lonely asshole who was projecting his own insecurities onto you.”

Roxy smiled weakly. “He was a lonely old creep. Dude definitely hadn’t gotten laid in years. Hell, he tried to convince me…” Once again, Roxy cut herself off with a haunted look in her eyes, her smile dropping from her face as she clearly remembered something she wished she hadn’t. “S-sorry, let’s change the subject.”

“Hey, you wanna take a group selfie?” Leif asked, forcing a smile. “Celebrate your grand return?”

Roxy smiled back. “Sure.”

They all piled in next to Roxy on the bed and Leif took Roxy’s phone for the picture. “Say cheese!”

“Cheese!”

Sam quickly leaned in and kissed Roxy on the cheek for the photo. It ended up coming out really well, and Roxy decided to post it on her Instagram, once she’d sorted through the many dozens of messages she’d gotten from well-wishers during her disappearance. There was a bit of deliberation about it, but in the end, she went with the caption ‘I lived, bitches.’

Sam smiled at the picture. It was so unreal, finally having her back, being able to touch her, hold her, kiss her again. She never wanted to look away from her, never wanted to let go. Roxy was finally, finally safe. They’d beaten the hunters and destroyed their outpost. Whatever they were planning wasn’t going to come to fruition.

She took a deep breath and let her shoulders drop, months of unknown tension flowing from her body. It was all going to be okay now. 

It was over.

—

The door opened. His second-in-command walked in; a hot-headed man with more muscles than brains. “Sir!”

The man with the scarred face interrupted him with a single raised hand. “Let me guess. Harrison has been arrested, the Dewsbury outpost has been destroyed, and we failed to capture the direwolf, yes? I do read the news, you know.”

“What are we going to do? The eclipse is only a month away.”

The man got up and walked over to the window, looking out over the late-night New York skyline. “This is a setback, nothing more. There will be more eclipses. Besides, perhaps this is for the best. Harrison was a fool. The only reason I didn’t terminate him after that fumble with the hunting party is because he promised me this ‘bait’ plan would work. Clearly, he didn’t account for the direwolf finding him before he was ready.” He turned to his underling. “Did he really expect the direwolf to just sit by idly while his man was torturing her mate? Arrogance like that has no place in our ranks.”

“What about the publicity? The kidnapping went viral. Now that she’s out, do you really think she won’t tell the world about us? And Harrison? There’s going to be a trial. What if he squeals?”

The man considered. “There is nothing we can do about the girl now. Our existence will become known, and that is unavoidable. What isn’t unavoidable is the knowledge of our purpose. The girl is part of a werewolf’s pack. To expose us completely, she would have to expose them as well, which she won’t do. The last thing those beasts want is to be revealed to the world. We will have to scale back, but it is not a death sentence. DX-47 is complete, after all. We can close our labs down to save on costs. We only really need one dose of it, anyways. Harrison will be dealt with before he has the chance to admit to anything, along with any stragglers from his outpost, so we don’t have to worry on that front, either.”

The man touched his scar and smiled, turning back to the window. “I’ve already waited fifty years for my revenge. I can wait a few more if that’s what it takes. Mark my words, Torran. Before my time on this Earth is up, I will rid the world of those fiends, and take my place among the halls of legend. No longer will the Sons exist in the shadows, hunting beasts in the darkness. No longer will we take orders from people who couldn’t care less if we lived or died. No longer will we sit by while our government allows our country, our world, to be corrupted by vile, unholy forces. No. When the dust settles at the end of the night of the Bloodmoon, it will be us sitting at the top, and the poor, ignorant masses will be all too happy to let us. After all.” He turned back to Torran.

“How could they possibly say no when we saved the world?”

            

    
        25: The Long Road To Recovery

    
    
    
    
                Damien sat in his chair at the side of Roxy’s bed, watching the TV. Roxy was reading the book that Ross had given her for her birthday. Once again, her friends had left once visiting hours ended with a promise that they’d be back the next day. She seemed to be in high-enough spirits, considering everything. He supposed she was just grateful to be out, and he couldn’t blame her. He still didn’t know much about what happened or why, but every little passing comment he heard about her experience depressed him more, and he was surprised at how relatively ‘okay’ she seemed to be. He knew it couldn’t last. That comment she made while they were talking about her birthday, that she’d received two slices of toast as a present and seemed happy about it, almost broke his heart, as did her silence right afterwards as she clearly relived something traumatic. How little were they feeding her that two slices of toast was an improvement?

He shook his head and tried to refocus on TV. He supposed he should just be grateful for how well she was doing. He knew it would only be a matter of time before the novelty of freedom wore off and everything that happened to her finally set in. He wasn’t really sure how he was going to handle it when that inevitably happened. It wasn’t like he could just google ‘how to help daughter who was tortured for a week and a half’ and expect a good answer. All he could do was prepare himself and do his best, just like he always did. He would make sure his daughter was happy before anything else.

Roxy started shifting around slightly, grunting under her breath. He could see her face scrunching up out of the corner of his eye. 

“Are you comfortable? Can I get you anything?” he asked, turning to her.

She shook her head. “No thanks. I’m just a little sore. It’s nothing new.”

Damien frowned. “Are you sure? We can ask a nurse to increase your painkillers if it’s bothering you.”

“No, I don’t want to become dependent on them. I’m fine, it’s just my back. It usually goes away after a little while.” She shifted uncomfortably again. “I’m pretty sure it’s just because I’m lying on it.”

Damien remembered what the doctor told him about her back, that it seemed like she had been whipped. His heart clenched in his chest. He certainly wasn’t an expert, but he wouldn’t be surprised if there was some deeper muscle damage there that Roxy wasn’t aware of. “You’re not going to get addicted from a week long hospital stay, I wouldn’t think. The nurses wouldn’t give you more than you need, anyway, and you probably need it more than you think. The doctor told me about your back injuries. I don’t think you should ignore it if they’re bothering you.”

She finally tore her eyes away from her book and met his gaze, examining him for a few seconds before sighing and looking down. “You’re probably right. It…” She took a deep breath. “It was really bad. I… It happened on the first day, and… it never really stopped hurting, if I’m being honest. I just had to learn to deal with it.”

He took her hand, trying to stifle his emotions for her sake. “Oh, Roxy… I’m so sorry.”

She blinked, seeming to come back to herself. She sniffed and wiped her eye. “I-it’s fine. Well, it’s not,” she admitted, her voice shaking slightly. “But… what’s done is done. What else can I do?”

He stroked her hand and smiled comfortingly. “Well, it’ll heal, but there’s no reason you have to be in pain while it does. Let’s get the nurse, okay?”

She nodded, smiling weakly at him. “Thanks, dad. I love you.”

He ruffled her hair gently as he got up. “I love you too, ပွင့်ချပ်.”

He called the nurse and got them to increase her morphine. Damien had to stifle his chuckle at the way her whole body immediately deflated like a balloon the second it was turned up. She let out a satisfied sigh as he sat back down.

“Thank you, si-” Roxy suddenly cut herself off, her uncovered eye shooting wide open.

Damien raised an eyebrow. “What was that?” he asked, not sure if he heard her correctly.

She blinked for a second and shook her head. “N-nothing. I-it was nothing.”

He frowned as a slight worry churned in his gut, but he decided not to push it, instead focusing back in on the TV. Roxy went back to reading and for a while they sat together in silence. After a while, though, he got bored of The Simpsons and decided to ask a question that had been on his mind ever since Roxy had first picked up her book.

“Is it difficult to read with just one eye? Doesn’t it get tiring?” he asked.

She shrugged. “I’m used to it. The only thing I had to do besides sleeping in my cell was reading this bible they gave me. There wasn’t any light aside from what came through the cracks in the doorframe, so this is actually an improvement. Not to mention, this is much more entertaining.”

Damien frowned in confusion. “A bible? What, like a christian one?”

Roxy hesitated. “Eeh, mostly. There were a few revisions to suit their narrative, though.”

“Yeah? Like what?”

“Mostly just a few odd passages that I’m pretty sure aren’t actually in the bible. Preaching about how certain minority groups are evil and whatnot. I’m not really sure what they were hoping to achieve with it, but it gave me something to do other than sit there and think about how much pain I was in or how hungry I was, so I didn’t complain.”

He didn’t really know how to respond to such a casual admittance of her suffering, so he just reached over and gently squeezed her shoulder. He was still hesitant about what questions he should ask. He desperately wanted to know more about what happened, and why she was even kidnapped in the first place, but he didn’t want to push too hard and potentially set off a bad memory or something, ruining her decent mood. It would only last for so long, and he wanted to savour it.

Roxy let out a big yawn, putting down her book and checking the time on her phone. “Ugh, it’s only 8:30! Why am I so tired? I’ve already spent most of the day asleep.”

“Your body needs to rest so it can heal. Would you like me to turn off the TV so you can sleep?” Damien asked.

She shook her head. “No. I wanna stay awake until mom gets here, at least. I wanna… I wanna see her. She’s still coming, right?”

Damien nodded. “Yeah, she said she was on her way a few minutes ago. I can wake you up when she gets here if you want.”

Roxy yawned again. “Nah, it’s fine. I can stay awake.” She focused back on her book.

A few minutes later, she was asleep, gently snoring away with her book on her chest. Damien smiled fondly at her, taking her book and marking her page before leaving it on the side table. As strong as she was, no one could hope to fight sleep in her state.

His phone started ringing. He fished it out of his pocket and was surprised to see his sister’s name on the screen. It had been a long time since they’d last spoken; probably over a year. It wasn’t because of any sort of falling out, Damien had just grown apart from his family since moving away from Seattle. They still loved each other all the same. He could take a pretty good guess what she was calling about.

He answered the call and held the phone up to his ear. “Hey, Maiah. It’s good to hear from you. How’ve you been?”

“Hi, Damien. I’m so sorry it’s taken me so long to call. I was going to, after I heard about what happened, but between work and everything it just kept slipping away from me. I just saw that they found her and it reminded me. How is she? How are you?”

Damien sighed. “She’s… God, Maiah, I can’t even start. This past week and a half have been awful. Probably the worst days of my life. I… I was so scared I was never going to see her again. A-and now she’s back, all of a sudden, all scared and hurt a-and… I just don’t know what to do to help her, you know?”

There was a low hum through the phone. “I can’t say I know how you feel, but I do understand. I can’t imagine what it must’ve been like. If it had been one of my kids…” She was silent for a moment. “Eddie showed me this post she made on Instagram today. She was smiling, but… What happened to her, Damien? She looked like a damn mummy with all those bandages.”

“She… She was… hurt, quite a lot. I don’t know why. I don’t want to ask her and potentially scare her, you know? There was never any ransom, never any demands. They sent pictures of her being hurt to her girlfriend, for some reason. People thought it was a hate crime because of that, but… that just doesn’t add up for me.”

Maiah sighed. “Jesus… I’m so sorry, Damien. Is she there? Can I talk to her?”

“She’s here, but she’s sleeping right now. Two surgeries in two days and too many other injuries to count, it’s not surprising. She’s staying strong, though. She’s a lot tougher than me, that’s for sure.” Damien sighed. “Does… Does mom know?”

“You know she doesn’t watch the news. I haven’t told her yet. Should I?”

“No, I’ll do it. It’s been too long since I’ve talked to her, anyway.”

“Yeah, we miss you guys. Honestly, we were planning on coming down there to surprise you for Roxy’s birthday, but then everything happened…”

Damien chuckled sadly. “Even if it hadn’t, you would’ve been disappointed. She was planning on going camping with her friends, so you still would have missed her.”

“Ah, that’s a shame.” Maiah was silent for a few moments. “So, girlfriend, huh? I’m assuming that’s the blondie in the picture? She’s kissing Roxy on the cheek.”

“Well, I haven’t seen the picture, but that sounds like her girlfriend, yeah. Her name’s Sam. She’s a good kid. A little odd, maybe, but I can’t think of anyone better suited for my daughter. They got attacked a few months ago by some guy on a drug trip, and Sam put herself in the hospital trying to protect Roxy. They’ve only been going out for a few months, but… Their devotion to each other is incredible. Makes me a little jealous, if I’m being honest.” He chuckled.

“That’s really sweet.” He could hear Maiah’s smile through her voice. “When did she come out?”

He chuckled as he recalled the memory. “Well, I wouldn’t say she ‘came out’ so much as ‘got caught.’ It was a few months ago. She introduced Sam to me as her friend and they went up to her room. A few hours later, Martha goes up there for something and I hear some muffled yelling. Next thing I know, she’s dragging Roxy down the stairs, completely up in a tizzy and sharing some details that I definitely didn’t need to hear. Poor Roxy was so red I thought she was about to catch fire. I’m pretty sure Sam jumped out the window or something, because she never came downstairs but I do remember hearing something fall outside.”

Maiah laughed. “Ah, that’s great. So, I take it Moody Martha didn’t approve, then?”

“Watch it. That’s still my wife, you know,” he chided, though there wasn’t any real fire to it. He knew she had a point. “But no, she didn’t. Eventually, she learned to live with it, though. Still, she can’t help but make a comment about it every now and then.” He sighed. “Given how her parents were, I suppose I should be grateful for this much.”

“Oh yeah, I don’t miss them. The good ol’ ‘my daughter is too good to be dating this poor Asian immigrant,’ schtick. Do you think she’ll come around?”

“I hope so. She’s just hung up on having grandkids. Hopefully she’ll realise soon that that’s still possible between two girls, should they even want that. She did… she did say something pretty awful the other day, though. That she didn’t want Roxy to be seen with Sam because it could ‘hurt her real-estate brand,’ as though her clients even know who her daughter is. Roxy practically disowned her on the spot, and honestly, I don’t blame her. She’s always been so focused on her work that she barely has any time for us. It… it sounds bad, but I was really hoping that this whole mess would help put things into perspective for her, but she just buried herself in work even harder. Roxy was really sad when she first woke up this morning and realised that she wasn’t there. I’m… I’m starting to question things, if I’m being honest.”

“Yeah, I get you. Look, whatever happens, we all have your back, okay? I’ll always look out for my little brother. I gotta go now, but we’ll talk again soon. Say hi to Roxy for me as well.”

“Sure. Talk soon.”

He ended the call and slipped his phone back into his pocket, thinking about what he just admitted to. He knew that Martha had always been more focused on her work than anything else but, despite what he’d just said to his sister, this situation had really put things into perspective for him, as well. If she wasn’t willing to take even one day off when her only child was in hospital, recovering from an incredibly traumatic experience, then where was the line? What if it was him, instead? It wasn’t like they were destitute and needed the money. They were pretty well off, and they had quite the nest egg set aside specifically for emergencies like this. Roxy’s hospital bills certainly weren’t going to be cheap, but they had good insurance that would take care of most of the cost. There was no reason that she still had to be working. And yet, where was she? Not here, that was for sure. Sure, she was coming, and on its own her absence could be excusable, but this was just the latest in a long line of red flags that Damien had been ignoring up until now for the sake of his marriage. He couldn’t even remember the last time they’d been intimate together, and it certainly wasn’t from lack of opportunity, given how often Roxy spent the night at Sam’s. He’d been questioning whether she had any love for her daughter, but was there even any there for him? He was beginning to have his doubts. 

He sighed to himself. What could he even do? Roxy needed her parents, now more than ever. Now was the worst possible time to be considering splitting up. He might not have known how much love he had left for Martha, but Roxy was his pride and joy, the greatest thing he’d ever done with his life. He loved her more than life itself, and if he needed to stick it out for a few more months with Martha to ensure she had the support she needed, then he would.

It was a few more minutes before she arrived. She came in and set her bag down on the table, kissing him on the cheek. “Hi, Damien. How is she?”

He took a breath and buried his emotions, covering them with his genuine concern for his daughter. “She’s… she’s doing surprisingly well, all things considered. There were a few moments where she seemed to shut down a little, but only when something reminded her of what happened. She woke up this morning. She… she missed you. She wanted to stay awake until you got here, but she fell asleep. I said I would wake her up once you arrived, but… Part of me wants to let her rest. She needs it.”

Martha pouted. “I’m sorry I couldn’t be there. You know how work is.” 

“Save the apology for her, not me,” he responded, a little harsher than he intended.

She sighed and took a seat next to him. “You know that I’m doing my best, right? I would like to spend more time here, but we need an income while you’re not working, and my reputation is important if we want that. Real-estate is a competitive market.”

Damien grunted, not wanting to argue despite how many colourfully-worded responses popped up in his head. “I guess. By the way, I just thought I should let you know that you should avoid calling her ‘Roxanne’ from now on. It’s a… I think it triggers some bad memories for her. Something about her kidnappers always using it to refer to her. Just use Roxy instead, please.”

Martha hesitantly nodded. “I can… I can do that.” He wasn’t entirely convinced.

Damien still wanted to let Roxy sleep for a few more minutes, so they just talked about other stuff for a while. Martha went on about her day while Damien mostly just listened. Martha had been midway through a sentence when Roxy suddenly woke up with a strangled gasp, cutting her off. She frantically looked around the room while her heart monitor went crazy, eventually locking eyes with Damien. Her face crumpled and she burst out sobbing. He didn’t hesitate, shooting up and pulling her into a hug.

“Shh, shhh, it’s okay. You’re safe. You’re fine,” he whispered soothingly. It sounded like she tried to respond, but the only thing that came out was a garbled sob as she frantically scrabbled at the back of his shirt. He could see Martha out of the corner of his eye, standing off to the side and looking unsure. Eventually, she pulled back, looking up at him with a teary expression. He wiped off her cheek with a thumb. “Bad dream?”

Roxy nodded. “I-I-I… I f-forgot that I was out. H-he… he was h-hurting me again.”

“Well, he can’t hurt you now, okay? You’re completely safe.”

Roxy took a few deep breaths and swallowed. “Y-yeah… I… I’m safe,” she reiterated.

“Roxa-” Martha cut herself off, clearly remembering what he said earlier. “Roxy?”

Roxy turned and her eye widened. “Mom… you’re here.”

“Of course.” She took a hesitant step closer. “Are you… are you alright?”

“Um,” Roxy faltered. She was still clinging to Damien like her life depended on it. “I… I-I’m doing my best.”

Martha nodded awkwardly. “That’s good. Is there… anything I can do for you? Anything you need?”

“I-I’m not sure. I… Some clothes from home would be nice, i-if you could get those, p-please. This gown is… a little drafty.”

“Sure, I can do that.”

Roxy was silent for a moment as she settled back onto the bed. She rubbed her wrists nervously, a new habit of hers he’d noticed at multiple points throughout the day, usually when something made her uncomfortable or anxious. “I, um… I missed you this morning.”

Damien noticed Martha’s eye twitch. “I’m sorry, I should’ve been there. You know how work can be, though. I just have so many appointments lined up, not to mention all of the paperwork.”

Roxy frowned. “Sure. So you… won’t be spending much time here?”

“Oh, Roxy, don’t misunderstand. I just want to make sure that everything is as comfortable as possible for you once you come home. I… I know you won’t be able to walk or stand for a while, so I’ve started looking into some mobility aids that we can install in the house. Bars in the bathroom, a chairlift on the stairs, that sort of thing. I know it’s not forever, but I figured it’s better to have this stuff and not need it than to need it and not have it. I… I know I’m not the best at showing it all the time, but I do care about you, Roxy. And… I’m sorry if I ever made you feel like I don’t. I’m just… not as good at that emotional stuff as your father is.”

Roxy smiled weakly, a few tears at the edge of her visible eye. “I appreciate that, mom. I… I really do. Thank you.”

They spoke for a little longer before Martha left to go do some of her aforementioned paperwork. Damien felt a little guilty for his earlier thoughts. He had been a little harsh on her. People were all built differently, and they all processed things in different ways. He’d failed to consider that. There were certainly other issues that needed to be addressed, but he could at least admit his fault in that department.

“Your auntie Maiah called while you were asleep. She says hi. She hopes you’re well,” Damien mentioned in a moment of silence.

“Auntie Maiah? Wow, I haven’t seen her since I was fourteen,” Roxy replied.

“Yeah, she wanted to come over for your birthday, but…”

“Yeah…” Roxy muttered.

There was a light knock on the door. Damien noticed Roxy flinch at the sudden noise and silently took her hand. “Come in.”

The door opened and Pedro walked in, taking off his coat and hanging it over his arm. “Hey. Sorry to drop in so late. I couldn’t find any spare time until now.” He turned to Roxy and a warm smile overtook his face. He stepped up to the bed and pulled her into an embrace, one that she seemed to sink into. “Hey, kid. You doing alright?”

“About as well as can be expected, I think,” she muttered as he pulled back, though still leaving a gentle hand on her shoulder. It was the same easy familiarity Damien had noticed between Pedro, Leif, and Sam yesterday. He trusted Pedro, but it still made him uneasy. What were they hiding from him?

Pedro ruffled her hair before sitting down on a chair opposite the bed to Damien. “I wish I could say this is just a social call, but I’m afraid that’s not the case. Now that you’re awake and lucid, we need to take your statement about what happened. I would’ve waited until tomorrow, at a more reasonable time, but my boss was insistent, and I didn’t want to leave it up to anyone else. I’m sorry.”

Roxy looked down at her hands, fidgeting with her fingers. “I have to… tell you about everything? D-do you mean everything?”

Pedro shook his head. “I don’t need you to go into extreme details. This is just so we can get a good timeline of events and make sure that the responsibility is fairly distributed based on who… contributed the most to the crime. We know that Harrison was the brains behind it, but beyond that, not much else.”

“Can’t… can’t you just make something up? I-I mean, the evidence is literally all over me. Does it really matter about the small details?”

Pedro sighed. “I understand that you don’t want to talk about it. I can’t… I can’t even begin to know how hard it must’ve been to go through it once, let alone relive it again. But, these details are important. If we just make something up, Harrison will be able to refute it in court. Once again, I’m not asking for everything. I just need a general play-by-play of what happened and when. Just like Shepperton, remember?”

Something in Roxy’s expression changed then. She slowly nodded. “R-right. Well, i-if we’re talking about Harrison, I… I only ever saw him twice. I tried to escape on the first day, but… but I didn’t make it far. He came to my cell and…” she held up her left hand. “He took my finger. Threatened to take other stuff if I t-tried to get out again. The second time was a few days in… I… I was tied to a t-table, a-and… H-he was there, a-along with Emmerich, and another m-man… with a c-c-camera. He watched as… as I was…”

Pedro held out a hand and stopped her, noticing the steady increase of her heart rate. “It’s okay, Roxy. I can fill it in from there.”

Roxy swallowed thickly and nodded. “O-okay… Um, a-about Emmerich…”

“I already know what happened there. Don’t worry, you’re not in any trouble. If anyone had it coming, it was him.”

Roxy took a breath and nodded again, rubbing her wrists.

Pedro continued. “I already spoke to your doctor about your injuries. Just so I can get a better picture of this, everything apart from your finger was Emmerich, right?”

“M-my finger and my leg, yeah.”

“Do you think you could tell me what an average day was like? I know this isn’t directly about Harrison, but due to his role in planning it all, getting the details about this will mean a harsher punishment for him.”

Roxy froze. “P… P-punishment?”

“Yeah,” Pedro nodded. “Even if he wasn’t directly involved, he can still be held accountable-”

“No, no no no, I-I… I don’t-” Roxy started hyperventilating. “I-I’m s-s-sorry, I… I didn’t mean to…”

Pedro frowned. Damien stood up and took a step closer, concern churning in his gut. “It’s okay, Roxy. Didn’t mean to what?”

Her whole body was completely tense, frozen in a slight hunched over position, shaking like a leaf. Her eye was glassy and unseeing. She suddenly squeezed it shut, covering her head with her arms as if hiding from a strike. “P-please don’t! I-I’ll be good! I’ll be good!”

His heart leapt into his throat as Damien realised what was happening. She was having a flashback. She didn’t know where she was. “Roxy, hey, you’re safe. No one’s going to hurt you here.”

Roxy let out a long, drawn out whine as she started rocking back and forth. “I’m… I’m… I-I’m… N-no… I’m s-sorry… Please d-don’t…”

Damien made the choice to reach out and touch her, knowing it had a fifty-fifty chance of bringing her back or making it worse. He gently touched the top of her head, stroking through her hair. He wanted to do something that wouldn’t remind her of wherever she was in her head, but it was a gamble, as he didn’t actually know how she was treated there. She flinched, but then slowly leaned into it, her breathing evening out and her whines quieting.

“There you go. It’s okay, Roxy. You’re safe. You’re safe.” He repeated it like a mantra, pulling her against his chest again. Pedro was sitting there with a stricken, guilty look on his face. There were tears in his eyes.

“Is… I-is he gone?” Roxy asked, so quietly he barely heard.

“Is who gone, sweetie?”

“E-Emmerich. I… I heard him.”

Damien swallowed and shared a worried glance with Pedro. “It’s okay, he’s not here.”

She was silent for a long moment. “...oh. Th-that… that wasn’t real, was it?”

Damien leaned down and kissed the top of her head before sitting back down in his chair. “...no, it wasn’t.”

He heard Roxy curse under her breath, hiding her face with her hands. “I’m losing my mind.”

“Roxy, you’ve been through something incredibly traumatic. Flashbacks are to be expected. It doesn’t mean there’s something wrong with you,” Pedro said.

Roxy swore again and ran her hands through her hair, trying to compose herself. It held for about a second before her face crumpled and she slammed her hands down against the bed with a yell. “Fucking asshole. Even after he’s dead he won’t leave me alone.”

“It’ll be hard for a little bit, but you’ll get through it, okay? I know you, Roxy. I know how strong you are.”

“You don’t know what it was like, Pedro,” she whispered. “I… Nothing I ever did was good enough. He was always finding more excuses t-to…” She sucked in a breath. “Every day it was something new. Some new t-torture that he’d come up with, to ruin my body even more. I was w-waterboarded, electrocuted, cut, burned, beaten. It just never stopped. A-and the way he’d look at me. Fuck… The only reason I was able to cross that line and get myself out i-is because… because he said he wanted to keep me to himself. I… I was too scared to even attempt it before that. I was too s-s-scared of being hurt again. B-but I knew if I let it go how he wanted, that even i-if I got out after that… there would be no going back. So I did it, but…” She looked up at him, her expression grim. “There’s no going back anyway, is there? I’m… I’m never going to be the same. He’s always going to be there, in the back of my mind, telling me I’m not good enough. My body is still going to be covered in scars. I’m never going to be able to see properly out of my left eye again. It’s never going to go away completely, no matter how much I get better. Since the first day, when his whip first tore across my back, it was already too late.”

The room was silent, save for the beeping of her heart monitor. What could anyone even say to that? To such an admission of pain and hopelessness?

“You’re right,” Pedro said. “I don’t know what it was like. I’ll never know. I’ll never be able to completely understand what you went through, even if I can try to empathise with you. But… I do know what it’s like to go through something that it feels like you’ll never come back from.” He looked at her with a hard expression. “I’ve never told anyone this, but… fourteen years ago, my fiancée… She was murdered, right in front of me. I was hospitalised by our attackers, and didn't get out until after the funeral. I… I never got to say goodbye to her, and… I’ll admit, it broke me. For the longest time, I felt like I’d died with her. I lost all of my friends, fell out with my family, and I knew… I knew that my life would never be the same. That I would never be happy again. But… I was wrong. I managed to find peace in my work, and while things weren’t perfect, I was satisfied. And… and then I met you guys. And all of a sudden, I had a reason again. A reason to keep going, to wake up every day. I reconnected with Carol, got to finally meet the daughter of my highschool sweetheart. I made friends with Clarissa. I got to watch as you got stronger through your training, and listen to all of Leif’s stupid little stories on our breaks.” He smiled to himself. “I met Valerie.” He shook his head. “I’m getting off-topic. What I’m trying to say is, no matter how hard things seem right now, no matter how insurmountable your trauma seems, you’ll find a way through it. You’ll find a way to be alive again, to be happy again. You have so, so many people who love you, Roxy, who want to support you. We’re all here for you, kid. You’re not alone.”

Damien was utterly floored. The care that Pedro had for his daughter, the depth of their relationship, it was… so much more than he ever could have imagined. It went beyond just friendship. How could they have cultivated such a close-knit and caring relationship without him ever hearing about it?

Roxy sniffled and wiped her eye. “I… I don’t know what to say.”

Pedro got up and hugged her. “You don’t have to say anything. Just think about what I said, okay?”

Roxy nodded resolutely. “Okay.”

“I have to go now, but I’ll be back soon. I’m not sure exactly when, because I have a ton of paperwork to get through, but I’ll definitely visit you again before you’re discharged.” Pedro smiled at her warmly. He ruffled her hair one more time before getting up and making his way out the door. 

Damien stared after him, still too shocked and confused to really move. What was his relationship with his daughter? The more he learned, the more he interacted with Roxy and her friends, the more he suspected that there was something going on that he wasn’t aware of. Pedro mentioned watching Roxy train. Was he talking about her MMA? That did seem like a reasonable explanation, but Damien wasn’t sure. Sure, it would explain how he knew Leif as well, and he did mention being friends with Clarissa, but if that was the case, why didn’t he say that in the first place? He said he knew Roxy through Sam’s family, not through her MMA. Was this ‘training’ something else then?

“Dad? Are you okay?”

Damien realised that he was still frozen. He shook himself out of his stupor and turned to his daughter. Whatever was going on, she came first. “Y-yeah, I’m fine, I just… What about you? That was…” He paused, remembering everything she’d said. It was just too cruel, what that man had done to her. It was almost frustrating that he was already dead, that Damien would never get to see the face of the man who had terrorised his daughter. He had never been a violent man, but if there was ever a reason for that to change, this was it. “I can’t imagine what it must have been like, but… what Pedro said was true. You’ll get through this. We’ll get through this.” He took her hand. “Together.”

“Yeah,” she muttered. “Today has just… been really hard. Better than the last week and a half, but… Still. It’s just difficult, trying to be happy, when everything is still just lingering at the back of my mind. A-and that… that… flashback or whatever it was… I… I really thought… I thought I was back there. It was terrifying. A-and I’m going to have more of those? H-how am I meant to deal with that?”

Damien sat up next to her on the bed and pulled her close. “We’ll figure it out, okay? Like Pedro said, it’ll get easier. I’ll talk to the doctors about it, too. See about getting you a good therapist. Whatever it is, whatever you need, I’m here, okay? I’m with you.”

She nodded and snuggled in closer to his side. “Thanks, dad.”

He kissed her on the head. “No problem, ပွင့်ချပ်.”

—

A few days passed, and Roxy struggled her way through them. Her mom delivered on her promise the next morning, delivering some clothes for her to wear. The difference it had made towards her mood had been incredible. It was small, but it distanced her a little from what happened, made her feel more like a person and less like a patient. More like herself again.

She was able to move around more, as well. She couldn’t move her right leg on her own, but so long as she was careful about it, she could manually manipulate it without much trouble. After a few days she was even able to get out of bed and into her wheelchair on her own, which was a huge leap for her independence. She was sick of having to ask for help to go to the bathroom, not to mention how humiliating it was. Still better than pissing in a bucket right next to where she slept, though. Regardless, it was nice being able to leave her room, even if it was just to go to the hospital cafeteria to grab a shitty coffee and some food. She still needed someone to supervise her, but that didn’t really bother her.

Her bandages were changed once a day, and every day more and more of them were removed for good. The visual progress was rewarding, but seeing her half-healed scars was always painful. It was unavoidable, though, so she made a point of trying to get used to them. They were a part of her now, as much as she hated it. The nurses would wipe her down when they changed the bandages and, though it was still humiliating and not nearly as good as an actual shower, it helped to make her feel a little more human. Eventually, she even got to have her hair properly washed. It was so matted and full of knots that it took half an hour just to brush through them all, but the experience was worth it. It was another step towards normalcy, and it was nice to not smell blood every time she turned her head.

Things were far from perfect, of course. She was still flinching like an abused shelter dog at every little unexpected noise or sudden movement, and her nightmares were frequent and brutal. She’d suffered a few more flashbacks, as well. It was like he was still there. Sometimes she even saw him out of the corner of her eye, standing in the shadows of her room and taunting her, insulting her. It felt like she would never be free of him. One time, her flashback had been so vivid, so real, that she completely lost herself for a few minutes. The nurses had to sedate her so that she didn’t hurt herself with how hard she was thrashing about. Apparently, she ended up biting one so hard that he needed stitches. She thought he was Emmerich. The guilt that wracked her over that was strong. 

It meant that she still had to be hooked up to the heart monitor, despite not being in any physical danger anymore. The nurses wanted to be able to see if she was having an ‘episode,’ as her doctor had been calling them. He said that, while it was still too early to properly diagnose, it was extremely likely that she had PTSD. She didn’t really know how to react to that news.

There was also something strange going on with her. She hadn’t told anyone about it yet, but she’d been experiencing itchiness in her gums and the beds of her nails late at night. On the night of the full moon, she startled herself awake, her senses heightened in the same way they’d been on the night of the ritual, after Sam marked her. She checked on her phone and, sure enough, her eyes were glowing amber. The next day, during her bandage changing, the nurses had commented that her wounds were healing faster than they expected. She didn’t know what it meant, but it scared her. She was a human. Just a human. Not a werewolf. She had no fangs, no claws, no fur beyond her natural body hair. So what if she had the sudden urge to gnaw on the backs of the wooden forks that came with her food? It was satisfying for her teeth, and it didn’t mean anything else.

It was like Pedro said, though. She wasn’t alone. Her dad never once left her side, and her mom visited briefly at least once a day. Sam was always there during visiting hours, as was Leif. Ross came around every now and then, even with Lukas sometimes. There was a day when a group of people from her school came to visit, to see how she was doing. She knew all of them, but wasn’t really friends with any of them. It was still a nice gesture, though, and they smartly didn’t ask any questions about what happened to her, despite the curiosity she could see burning behind their eyes. Maybe it wouldn’t hurt to befriend some of them once senior year started up. 

“What’s wrong? Are you not hungry?”

Sam’s voice pulled Roxy out of her trance. She’d been staring at her untouched lunch for upwards of five minutes. In truth, she was starving, but she just couldn’t bring herself to start eating. It had been a bad day for her. She’d woken up screaming in the middle of the night again, and the fear that her nightmare instilled in her hadn’t yet left.

She turned to Sam, nervously scratching around the scars on her face. They got itchy a lot. “N-no, I am. I guess I just… spaced out,” she replied. Her voice was still quite rough and gravelly, often breaking when she spoke too loud. Sometimes she wondered if it would ever return to normal, or if she’d ruined it too much. Sam said she thought it was cute, but that wasn’t saying much. She thought that everything about Roxy was cute. Leif, on the other hand, said that she sounded like a prepubescent batman, which was as funny as it was mildly insulting. Leif was nothing if not honest with her. She was currently sitting in the corner, reading the book that Roxy had already finished, while her dad napped in his chair, no doubt exhausted from her constant night terrors and his less-than-comfortable sleeping spot. Just another thing for her to feel guilty about.

She turned back to the tray of food in front of her and picked up her fork, but she still couldn’t bring herself to start. She knew exactly what it was. No one had told her that she was allowed to eat yet. Despite the fact that she knew she was safe and she knew her food wouldn’t be taken away if she started without permission, the fear still paralysed her, amplified by the nightmare that was still fresh in her mind. She felt Sam’s concern before she heard it.

“There’s clearly something bothering you. What can I do to help?” she asked.

Roxy hesitated. She didn’t want Sam to know about her hangup. It was humiliating, and just another thing to remind her that she was well and truly broken. She’d gotten herself to eat just fine up until now, even if there were still a few moments where she hesitated about not having permission. It was just because of her nightmare. She forced herself to stab her fork into a piece of chicken and brought it up to her mouth, but still faltered at the last hurdle. She let it drop back to the plate with a sigh, accepting her fate. What a humiliating thing to have to ask for.

“Could you… tell me that it’s alright, please?”

Sam tilted her head. “That what’s alright?”

Roxy lowered her voice so that only Sam would hear. “F-for… for me to eat. I-I just… have a bit of a mental block at the moment.” She could feel her ears burning up at the admission.

Sam smiled at her softly and gently touched her arm, not a single iota of judgement on her face. “Of course it’s okay, hun. Was that… something that he made you ask for?” She could feel Sam’s anger swimming through her, though her expression didn’t shift.

Roxy shook her head. “No, but I wasn’t allowed to eat until he said so. Otherwise, it would get taken away. I only got fed once a day, s-so I made sure to be careful with it. Sometimes he’d make me sit there for ages, just staring at the food that I wasn’t allowed to have yet. I… I know it won’t get taken away now, it’s just… I had a bad nightmare last night and… it’s still stuck in my head.”

Sam growled lowly. “I swear, if he was still alive…”

Roxy smiled tiredly. “I know, I know. Just be grateful he isn’t.” She leaned over and kissed her on the cheek. “Big, strong puppy-dog.”

Sam snorted and gently pushed her away, failing to hide the pink on her cheeks. Satisfied, Roxy returned to her bland, mushy hospital food. This time, she was able to get the chicken all the way into her mouth without any issue. She really hoped that block wasn’t going to continue to be a problem.

The rest of her meal went down easy enough. While the food certainly wasn’t good by any stretch of the imagination, it was at least a little more varied than a single bowl of scrambled eggs a day. She still hadn’t really regained any of her weight yet, but that didn’t surprise her much. While she was getting three meals a day plus snacks, her body was using most of that energy to heal.

Eventually, just like he promised, Pedro showed up, though with Valerie in tow, much to Roxy’s surprise. She hadn’t realised that she was still in town. She brought a bouquet of flowers, which was such a nice gesture that Roxy started tearing up, though she refused to admit it. They all chatted for a while about little things. Roxy teased Pedro about Valerie, to which he responded by pulling the woman into a kiss. She was happy for them, even as they explained that it would only really last until Valerie returned to France, which would be soon, apparently. Still, it was nice. She knew that Pedro needed a win like this, especially after what he’d told her a few days ago.

“Here, I got you this,” Pedro said at one point, pulling something out of his pocket. “I’m not sure if you even want it, but we didn’t really need it as evidence, so I thought I’d give you the choice. Think of it as a symbol of survival.”

He threw the baggie he was holding to Roxy. She tried to catch it out of the air, but her lack of depth perception made that difficult, and it ended up landing in her lap. She picked it up and inspected it. Inside the bag was what seemed to be a deformed bullet.

“Is this… Is this the one from my leg?” she asked.

Pedro nodded. “Yep. We took it from the hospital after your surgery as evidence, though it turns out we don’t really need it, since the guy that fired it isn’t… being charged, anyway..”

Roxy considered the gift. It was a reminder of what happened, but it was also a reminder that she survived it. The bullet didn’t kill her. It… actually made her kind of proud, weirdly enough. She hoped that she would be able to see her scars like that someday, too. “Huh, thanks. It could make for a cool necklace.”

Pedro grinned. “My thoughts exactly.”

Roxy gave the bullet to Sam so that she could keep it safe until she got home, and they continued talking for a while. Things mostly stayed on lighter topics, but Roxy got the sense that Pedro was just building himself up to something. It made her a little nervous. What could he be worried about telling her?

“Is he asleep?” Pedro finally asked during a lull in the conversation, gesturing at Roxy’s dad.

She looked at him. It didn’t seem like he’d moved an inch from when he first passed out, so she could only assume. “Yeah, I think so. Why?”

“Right. Okay.” Pedro sighed and rubbed his face. “I really hate to ask this of you, Roxy, especially after what happened the other night, but the Council has been on my ass about it ever since you got out and I can’t put it off any longer.”

Roxy grit her teeth and prepared herself. “What is it?”

He looked up at her, earnest apology in his eyes. “They want to know if you… figured anything out while you were captive. Anything about this big ‘plan’ that the hunters seem to have. We’re running on simple guesswork at the moment.”

Roxy frowned. That wasn’t too bad. “Uhh, let me think,” she muttered. It was hard to recall much, as most of her days spent in the outpost generally blurred together into a hazy mix of concrete cells and bright corridors, but she knew that there had to be something. Emmerich gloated too much for her not to have heard something useful. Eventually, something clicked, something that she remembered specifically making a note of for Pedro. “Oh yeah! You were right about the luring thing. That was definitely why they took me in the first place. They specifically mentioned that I was bait for Sam. Also, remember what happened to Blaine? Well, I figured out that it was definitely the hunters that did it. They used a drug for it. I… I don’t think I remember what it was called, but there’s most likely an antidote for it. Either that, or the drug wears off after a while.”

Something flickered in Pedro’s face. “That… that’s definitely good news, but… How did you figure that out?”

Roxy winced. “Emmerich… He wanted to know what would happen if he used the drug on a human who had close contact with werewolves, so… He injected me with it. I’m not sure what he found out, though. Everything after that moment is a complete haze. When… When I woke up the next morning, there was blood all over my face and hands. I have no idea where it came from, though. I could barely move, and this part of my hair had turned white.” She flicked the aforementioned part of her fringe with a finger. “Given that I can still form rational thoughts, I think it’s safe to assume that there’s an antidote.”

She could feel Sam’s anger burning through her at the admission. “He… he experimented on you?” she muttered.

“Just that once, but… y-yeah.”

Pedro swore under his breath, and then swore some more, in both English and Spanish. He took a breath, calmed himself down, and looked back up at her. “Thank you for telling me. Was there anything else?”

Roxy thought for a little while. She was about to say no, but something stopped her. It was a tiny little memory, sitting at the back of her mind since the first day of her torture. It took a bit, but she finally brought it back to the forefront. Her heart monitor sped up. “Oh.”

Pedro frowned. “What is it?”

Roxy bit her lip to ground herself. “Emmerich, he said… The thing they want Sam for, it… If they succeed, it’ll mean the death of every werewolf on the planet.”

The room was completely silent aside from the rhythmic beep of the heart monitor. Roxy noticed Leif’s frown. “Wait, why is everyone surprised? Isn’t that what they’ve always been trying to do?”

“Yes, but…” Pedro faltered, the news weighing heavily on his shoulders. “This plan, they… They gambled everything on it. Roxy’s kidnapping went viral, and now that she’s out people are demanding answers. I don’t know if you’ve been watching the news, but every station in the country has already reported that it was a dangerous cult that kidnapped her. It’s only a matter of time until people look deeper and figure out that the Dewsbury outpost was only a tiny part of that ‘cult,’ not the main base. They gambled their most valuable resource on this plan; their secrecy. To gamble that much on it can only mean that whatever they’re planning is guaranteed to work.”

Roxy was a little taken aback. She hadn’t realised that her kidnapping had gotten that much coverage. Sure, she expected that the whole town would know about it, maybe even the whole state, but the whole country? That was hard to imagine. Did that make her a celebrity? Would there be true-crime documentaries made about her? She hoped not.

Pedro ran his hands through his hair and groaned. “If only I could figure out what this damn plan even is! It’s been driving me crazy, I feel like I’m just barely missing the last piece of the puzzle.”

“Why don’t we go over everything we know and brainstorm together?” Sam asked.

Pedro considered. “I suppose it couldn’t hurt. What do we know?”

“Well, they definitely need me for whatever it is, probably because I’m the only direwolf left,” Sam began.

“They probably wanna use that drug on you, too,” Roxy added. Sam shuddered at the thought.

“So, Sam plus the drug somehow equals werewolf extinction? It feels like something’s missing there. Doesn’t the drug just make you way stronger?” Leif asked.

“Keep in mind it also seems like it reduces cognisance, if we compare Blaine’s aggression and Roxy’s inability to remember anything. I was originally thinking that they wanted to use it on her and then release her to the streets like they did with Blaine, but, as you said, I’m not sure how that ends in the death of every werewolf,” Pedro commented. “I heard a few reports that the plan is meant to go off on something the hunters have been calling the ‘night of the Bloodmoon,’ but that could mean a lot of things.”

Everyone was silent for a moment as they all tried to piece things together. It was like Pedro said, it felt like there was just a single piece missing. If only there was some sort of-

“Oh oh oh!” Valerie suddenly exclaimed, before pausing and going pale. “Oh.”

“What is it?” Pedro asked. “Did you figure something out?”

“The… th-the eclipse ritual. They’re… they’re going to use the eclipse ritual…” 

Pedro frowned. “Wait, what? How? How would they even know about it?”

“I don’t know! But, it makes sense, doesn’t it? Bloodmoon? That could easily refer to an eclipse. With a direwolf, the eclipse ritual would briefly connect every single werewolf in the world. If… If they used the drug on Sam then, it would affect every single werewolf alive. A-and, not just the full werewolves, either. P-people like me, humans with werewolf heritage, it’ll get us too. Millions of individuals across the planet would be turned into brainless monsters, all in the same instant.”

“But still, while that would be horrible, it doesn’t explain how that ends in werewolf extinction,” Roxy said.

“It’s simple,” Pedro replied, voice flat and empty. “If millions of violent monsters start rampaging across the globe, what do you think will happen?” He looked at everyone, his expression grim. “We would be hunted down and killed with ruthless efficiency. There would be no need for secrecy, the army would march through the streets, gunning down every werewolf they saw. Even if a couple of us get the cure, there would be no hope of getting it to the entire population. At most, a tiny handful of us would survive, and that’s only if we actually get our hands on this antidote. That’s how it ends in extinction.”

“But… b-but we don’t have to worry about that, right? Not so long as they don’t get Sam,” Leif said, her voice shaking slightly.

Pedro nodded. “Correct. With the Dewsbury outpost destroyed, their hold on this town will be pretty weak. We should be safe, at least for a while. But… but we need to take some precautions. I’ll get in touch with the Council, share what we’ve learned.” 

“I need to look through the records some more. I want to see if there’s anything more to learn about the eclipse ritual,” Valerie said.

“Eclipse what? What are we talking about?”

Everybody froze and turned to Damien. He was rubbing his eyes and looking around at everyone, a confused expression on his face. No one spoke up. “What?”

“Dad… what did you hear?” Roxy asked carefully.

He frowned. “Uh, nothing? Something about an eclipse?” He looked around again, locking onto Valerie. “I’m sorry, I don’t believe we’ve met.”

“Oh!” She got up from her seat and went to shake his hand. “I’m Valerie Dubois. I’m a…” Her eyes flicked around nervously. “A friend of Pedro’s. I came to see how Roxy was doing.”

“Your accent, is that French?”

Valerie nodded. “I came here on business a few weeks ago. I’ve been staying with Pedro.”

Damien looked back and forth between Roxy and Valerie. A bad feeling formed in her gut. “How do you two… know each other?”

“Pedro, uh… introduced us all a while ago,” Sam said nervously.

Damien frowned and was silent for a worrying amount of time. “Pedro, you…  Could I talk to you outside for a minute?” he finally asked.

Everyone shared a cautious look. Roxy’s heart monitor sped up a little. She should’ve known her dad would pick up on things. He’d been around her and her friends practically 24/7, and he certainly wasn’t stupid. If he had been paying any attention at all, he would have realised they were hiding something. He still hadn’t even asked why she’d been taken yet, despite how much time she’d spent trying to think of a reasonable answer that didn’t involve werewolves. It wouldn’t be terrible for him to know, honestly. It might actually be nice, being able to confide in him about everything. It just seemed like the type of thing that she should keep from her parents.

Pedro made eye contact with her and she felt his question. He wanted to know if it was okay to share everything with him. She didn’t really know. She trusted her dad just as much as anyone else in her pack, but would he even believe Pedro if he tried to explain it? He was equally as likely to think Pedro was crazy and filling Roxy’s mind with nonsense or something. That would only end badly. If they were telling him, they needed solid proof, and the hospital wasn’t the place for that.

Silently, she communicated that back to him. Pedro agreed. He said he had a plan and would work it out, but past that she had no idea what was about to happen. Pedro finally turned back to Damien.

“Alright, sure.”

—

Pedro followed Damien out the door and into the hallway. They continued on until they found a good place to talk, settling on a quiet corner that didn’t seem to be getting much traffic. Damien turned to him, a distrusting look in his eyes.

“Alright, Pedro, I need you to be honest with me. What is your relationship with my daughter? Why are you so familiar with her and her friends?”

Pedro squared his shoulders and looked the man in the eye. “There’s a lot you don’t know, Damien. I want to tell you everything, but here and now isn’t the place nor the time. Look, I-”

Damien shook his head. “I don’t accept that. You’re all hiding something. You know why Roxy was kidnapped, don’t you? You know a lot more than you’ve been letting on, that’s for sure.”

Pedro sighed. “I do know, and I do think you deserve to know, too. Roxy thinks you deserve to know. It’s just… dangerous to talk about in public like this. Your daughter is the target of some very dangerous and powerful people, as are Sam and Leif. I’ve been looking out for them. That’s all I can say right now.”

“Well, obviously she’s the target of dangerous people! She was kidnapped and fucking tortured, for Christ's sake! I just want to know why. Why her and her friends? What did they do?” The desperation in his voice was palpable and something twinged deep down in Pedro’s heart.

“Look, Sam and I have been planning a little brunch cookout sort of thing as a surprise for when Roxy gets discharged from hospital. Sam was meant to ask you about it, but, if you agree, we’ll be able to talk freely then, okay? I promise I’ll tell you everything.”

Damien frowned. “A… a brunch? What, at my house?”

Pedro nodded. “Ideally. We wanted for her to be able to wake up to it. It would be a little harder to keep a secret if it was at someone else’s house.” A slight unconscious smile caught his lips at the thought of being able to cheer her up.

“You… you really do care about her, don’t you?” Damien asked, his defensive posture dropping into something more open.

“You heard my little speech the other night. If it wasn’t for Roxy, I would still be stuck in the same place I’ve spent the last 14 years festering in. It was ultimately because of her that I was able to actually start living again. I would do anything to repay the favour.”

Damien’s gaze softened. “Yeah…” he muttered. “Yeah, okay. I’ll let you know when she’s getting discharged. We can do the brunch the next morning.”

Pedro smiled. “Thank you, Damien. It means a lot to me.”

“Just… one more thing. This… this stuff you’re all involved in, it… it isn’t going to put Roxy in any more danger, is it?” 

Pedro hesitated. “It’s… Ideally, no, it won’t. All any of us want is just to live in peace. It’s the people who kidnapped her that are the danger. They seek us out. They killed my fiancée. They killed Sam’s parents. Now that Roxy and Leif are involved, too, there isn’t really a way out. All I can do is protect them as best as I can. And… And I’m sorry that I failed to do that. The only bright side is that, now that their outpost is destroyed, their hold on Dewsbury has significantly weakened, so it should be a while before they strike back.”

“Th-that’s… I… I have so many questions,” Damien muttered, his eyes wide. “Are you saying that the place you guys raided wasn’t their only base?”

“Like I said, I’ll answer all of your questions when we have a little more privacy, okay? We all will. You just have to wait.”

Damien took a deep breath and nodded slowly. “Okay. I… I can do that.”

Pedro smiled and placed a hand on Damien’s shoulder. “Good man.”

—

Roxy awoke to an enticing scent. She cracked open her good eye, waking up to her own ceiling for the first time in over half a month. She’d finally been released from the hospital and got home last night, flopping straight into bed and going to sleep the second she figured out how to work the chairlift on the stairs. Being able to sink into her own pillow again, bundled up in her own blankets, was quite literally better than sex. Sam was certainly… talented, but nothing could compete with her own bed after so long away.

Almost all of her bandages had been removed, barring her surgery wound and a few of the deepest cuts on her back, not to mention her eyepatch. The horizontal cut across her cheek and nose was actually pretty thin, and while it was currently an angry shade of pink, it seemed like it might heal pretty well. The vertical cut that crossed her eye, on the other hand, had not healed nearly as cleanly. It was thicker and deeper, and the edges were rough and bumpy. It would’ve looked cool on some sort of fantasy hero, but on her it just looked out of place. She’d been trying not to think of them as ugly, but it wasn’t always easy, even with Sam’s constant assurances. The white in her hair took a little getting used to, but honestly, it was definitely the best takeaway from all of the horrible shit of the past month. It actually looked pretty good if she styled it right. It brought attention away from the rest of her scarred face, at least. She hadn’t tried to check her back yet, and honestly, she was terrified of what she might find. 

Another waft of something delicious dragged her out of her thoughts. She could hear voices from downstairs. Sam’s bouncing laughter echoed up the stairs and straight into her brain, filling her body with fuzziness. She thought she could also hear Pedro’s low drawl, as well. What were they all doing there?

She picked herself up and dragged herself into her wheelchair. She would be stuck with it for the next few weeks, at least until she had regained enough strength to graduate to crutches. It was a little frustrating. As much fun as it could be to wheel herself around, she very much missed standing up. She wheeled over to the mirror and made sure that she was at least slightly presentable. Her tank-top and sleep shorts combo was certainly more revealing than she would have liked, especially with how they displayed the scars littered across her arms and legs, but she couldn’t really be bothered to try and get herself changed. It would only be her family and her pack downstairs at most, anyway. They had all seen her in much worse condition already.

Roxy wheeled herself out of her room and down the hall towards the stairs. The enticing smell of bacon and eggs was starting to make her mouth water. Reaching the landing and looking down into the kitchen, she saw plates upon plates of breakfast food spread across the dining table. Pedro, Sam, Leif, and her dad were all there, helping out and chatting amicably. She must have made a noise, because Sam suddenly turned to her, a bright smile on her face. “Roxy!”

The blonde bounded up the stairs before Roxy could even formulate a response, picking her up - wheelchair and all - and carrying her down to the kitchen. The ride was bumpy and while Roxy had absolute faith in Sam’s strength, she still held on to the armrests of her chair for dear life. Sam set her down in front of the table of food and ran around into her field of vision. “Surprise!”

Roxy took in everything in front of her. There was bacon, toast, waffles, pancakes, sausages, and eggs cooked in every different way imaginable.“Is… is this all for me?” she asked, well and truly shocked. 

“Well, the food is for all of us, but… yeah. We wanted to do something nice for you,” Pedro answered with a warm smile on his face.

Roxy began tearing up. “You guys… This is… This is so much!”

“Nonsense,” her dad said. “Now, what do you want? You can have as much as you like.” He picked up a plate for her.

Roxy knew exactly what she wanted. It was the first thing that had popped into her mind, the second she caught a whiff of what was cooking, and pretty much her go-to whenever they had bacon and eggs for breakfast. “A bacon and egg toast sandwich with hot sauce, please and thank you.” She smirked at her dad.

He laughed. “Should have known.”

Everyone piled up their plates with food and dug in. Biting into her sandwich, Roxy almost burst into tears. She’d had dozens, if not hundreds of them over the years, but this one was probably the best thing she’d ever tasted, its deliciousness amplified by how long it had been since she last had a meal with any flavour. Or spice, for that matter. It was then that it really set in. Everything was really over. She was finally home.

She turned to Sam, watching lovingly as her girlfriend made an absolute mess of herself while eating. Sam must have realised she was being observed, because she suddenly paused and glanced at Roxy with a smirk, before leaning in for a quick peck on the lips. She continued smiling for a few seconds after pulling back, but then her face began to turn red and she jumped up from her seat.

“Oh my god your lips are spicy! Why are you so spicy?!”

Everyone laughed as Sam ran to the fridge and grabbed a carton of milk, not even bothering to pour it into a glass before frantically downing the whole thing. Once she was done, she turned to Damien with an apologetic look. “I’ll, uh… I’ll buy you some more milk.”

Pedro sighed amusedly, shaking his head. “Never change, kid.”
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                “Oh, man. That was so good. Thank you so much, everyone.”

Pedro swallowed down his mouthful of pancake so he could reply to Roxy. “No worries, kid. The pleasure’s all mine.”

“You want some seconds, Roxy? There’s plenty of scrambled eggs left,” Damien asked.

Roxy’s face immediately turned sour and she shook her head. “No thanks. I don’t think I can eat as much as I used to, and scrambled eggs are…” Her face twitched. “Definitely not.”

“I can finish them for you!” Sam exclaimed cheerfully. 

Damien raised an eyebrow. “Really? After all that milk?”

“I’ve seen Sam eat four whole pizzas in thirty minutes. This is nothing to her,” Leif replied.

“Good lord,” Damien muttered. “I guess it makes sense. You’ve gotta keep up that muscle mass somehow.”

Sam shrugged and reached for the plate of eggs. “Yeah, totally.”

Conversation continued on as the mountain of food on the table was slowly chipped away at, mostly by Sam and Pedro. He was really glad that he was able to be there with all of them. Valerie had left for France the day before and, to be honest, it had put him in the dumps a little bit. She wasn’t his first fling since he lost Catherine, but she was definitely the best. If it had been a few months earlier, he likely would have just drank himself to sleep for a few nights and gotten over it that way, but instead, he was able to surround himself with people that he cared about. It definitely had him in a much better mood. The knowledge that Clarissa would be returning in a few weeks also hung on his mind, as sad as he was to hear of her mother’s passing. He was looking forward to seeing her again.

Eventually, Roxy pushed herself away from the table. “I think I’m done. Sam, do you wanna… come up to my room?”

“Hell yeah!” Sam replied, stepping over and picking Roxy’s wheelchair up again.

“Sam! It has wheels for a reason, you know!” Roxy called out through giggles as they ascended the stairs.

“I don’t care, this is more fun!”

Pedro chuckled to himself at the interaction before making the conscious decision to block out any more noise he heard from up there. Leif clapped her hands against her legs and stood up. “Well, I think that’s my cue.”

Damien frowned. “You’re not going with them?”

“No way. Those two need some quality time alone together. Nah, I’m just gonna head home, I think. Thanks so much for breakfast, Damien.”

“Actually, Leif,” Pedro interrupted. “If you wouldn’t mind staying, I might need a little help with… explaining things.” He nodded his head in Damien’s direction.

Leif’s eyes widened. “Oh. We’re… telling him everything?”

“He deserves to know, don’t you think?” Pedro looked back at Damien. He seemed nervous.

“Yeah, I guess so. Not sure what help I’ll be, but I’ll stick around.”

They all moved to the living room and Leif and Damien settled on the lounge while Pedro remained standing. “So, Damien, before we begin, I need you to understand that a lot of what you’re about to hear may be hard to believe. Just… try to keep an open mind, okay?”

“Okay…?” Damien responded, a slightly concerned look on his face.

“I promised you I would answer every question you have to the best of my ability, and I meant it. I’m not really sure where to start with all of this otherwise, so… ask away.”

Damien’s face scrunched up in thought. “Well, first off, I want to know why… Why Roxy was kidnapped. Why was…” He sucked in a breath. “Why did she have to be hurt like that?”

Pedro sighed. A heavy-hitter right off the bat. “That will require a bit of background, so bear with me. The people that kidnapped Roxy are an organisation known as the Sons of the Black Sun. Their one and only purpose is the elimination of a certain… marginalised group, shall we say. Sam and I are a part of that group. As you can probably imagine, it isn’t particularly easy to find people who are willing to kill for you right off the bat, so the Sons use… different methods to recruit new members. Some of their organisation are nepotism hires, some are psychos who got lucky, but most are like Roxy. Innocent people who get taken off of the street and… tortured. They hurt you until you’re too scared to say no.

“In Roxy’s case, recruiting her wasn’t their only motivation. For reasons that would take too long to explain right now, the ‘hunters,’ as we call them, want Sam as well. They’d sent people out to kidnap her in the past, but she managed to fight them off, so they decided to take a different approach. The hunters knew about Roxy and Sam’s relationship, and kidnapped Roxy in order to get Sam to come to them, hence why those pictures were sent to her.”

Damien was silent for a long time. “How did… How did Roxy even get involved in all of this?”

“I think it’s just a side-effect of being friends with Sam, to be honest,” Leif said. “These hunters have been trying to get her for ages, so if you spend enough time with her, you’re bound to get wrapped up in it. That stalker first came after Roxy because she was curious about Sam and, through her research, stumbled across the hunter’s website. They traced her computer and tried to recruit her back then. I wouldn’t say we were really involved in it until Pedro came along, though. It was after the hunters attacked Sam. Pedro said that, because we’re close with her, we could be targets, too, so we needed to learn how to defend ourselves. He and Clarissa started training us. Clearly, he was right.”

Damien frowned “I… I just don’t get it. What do you mean when you say ‘marginalised group?’ I mean, Sam’s white. Is it because she’s gay?”

Pedro huffed a laugh. “No, it’s not that. Although, the hunters definitely aren’t fans of that, either. This is… what I meant when I said it might be hard to believe. The hunters want us dead because, according to them, people like Sam and I are abominations that shouldn’t exist.”

“What do you mean?” Damien asked.

Pedro sighed. This was it. “Sam and I, we’re… we’re werewolves.”

Damien paused, confusion flashing across his face. “Huh?”

Pedro let his wolf leak out and his eyes glowed bright amber. He let his fangs and claws grow longer, let black fur spread up his hands and arms. Damien’s eyes were as wide as dinner plates and his heart was racing. He reverted back to normal before the man had a heart attack, but he let his eyes continue to glow. “It may be hard to believe, but it’s the truth. That was only a half-shift. I can turn all the way into a wolf too, if I wanted to. Same as Sam.”

“Do you remember that wolf you saw me with, out in the woods? That was her,” Leif said.

Damien’s reaction was a lot more subdued than he was expecting. Sure, he was shocked when Pedro showed off his wolf, but he seemed more… reflective, than anything else. His brows were furrowed together in a frown. It seemed like he was thinking about something. Suddenly, a look of realisation flashed across his face. “Oh my god. Everything he said… It… it was all true.”

Pedro frowned. “Everything who said?”

Damien swallowed thickly, looking back up at the man. “Me and my siblings, we never… We never saw our grandparents much, as they still lived in Myanmar, but whenever we went back there to visit, our pho used to sit us down and tell us stories about his dad. He said that he was ‘half man and half beast,’ and that he could ‘turn into an animal at will.’ He always mentioned being sad that ‘the gift’ didn’t get passed along to him. We were young, so we just took it at face value and just assumed they were stories when we got older, but… are you saying that there’s a chance he was telling the truth? Was my great-grandfather a werewolf?”

Pedro and Leif shared an amazed look as what Damien said settled in. “It… it sounds like he very well could have been. Humans being born from werewolf-human relationships are rare, but it can happen. That… That would mean that you and Roxy… you both have werewolf blood.”

“But… but what does that mean for us?”

“I… I’m honestly not entirely sure… Valerie is the same, but… I’m not really sure if there are any differences between you and other humans. One thing is certain, though. You guys having werewolf blood means that, should the hunters succeed in their plan…” Pedro paused as it sank in. There was no getting out, not anymore. “You and your family will die along with the rest of us.”

—

Roxy closed her eyes and breathed in the pine scent of Sam’s neck. Her arm was curled protectively around Roxy’s waist, holding her close, while her other hand was underneath her head, buried in her hair. Roxy’s hands slipped under Sam’s shirt, relishing the comfort of the skin-on-skin contact and appreciating her impressive back muscles. She couldn’t remember the last time she felt so safe, so warm. Sam kissed her on the top of the head and hummed in satisfaction. 

“God, I missed this so fucking much. I missed you so fucking much,” the blonde muttered. “You have no idea.”

“I know exactly how much, Sam. I can feel it all, remember?” Roxy pulled back so she could look at her girlfriend. “I’m so sorry I put you through that. I’m sorry I scared you so much.”

“Please don’t apologise, Roxy. You know it wasn’t your fault. I’m just… I’m sorry I wasn’t there to protect you.” Sam sniffled, her eyes growing wet.

“Hey, if I can’t apologise then neither can you.” She pushed Sam playfully.

Sam chuckled, observing Roxy for a long moment. “You’re so beautiful, you know that?”

Roxy smiled in embarrassment as her heart fluttered. It was hard for her to believe that some days, especially with how her face looked now, but the pure honesty in Sam’s voice and in her heart swept that disbelief away, at least for a little while. “Says you.” 

“Mm-hmm.” Sam smiled gently. “Can I kiss you?”

“Of course.”

The hand in her hair gently guided her as Sam leaned in. Their lips connected softly, carefully, setting off a tiny spark in Roxy’s belly. It was slow and calm, chaste for the most part, aside from the occasional flicker of a tongue streaking out to spice things up. She could tell that Sam wanted to progress further, but she could also sense her hesitance. Roxy felt the same. While she wanted nothing more than to see and feel her girlfriend’s body again after so long, she wasn’t sure if she would be able to satisfy her as she was now, nor was she sure if she was ready for Sam to see her body, not after what happened. Sam’s hand slipped under the back of her tank-top, touching her half-healed scars, and Roxy gasped. It felt wrong. It was too numb. There were bumps where there shouldn’t be.

Sam pulled back. “Hey, are you alright?”

Roxy realised her heart was racing and she forced herself to calm down. “Y-yeah, you just… surprised me. M-my back, I… I’m not used to people touching it, except for nurses, I guess. It… it feels weird.”

Sam frowned apologetically. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to.”

Roxy shook her head. “It’s fine, you couldn’t have known. Besides, I should probably get used to it. It’s not like it’s gonna go back to normal.” She pulled herself back under Sam’s chin and yawned. “I think I need a nap after all that food. Stay with me?”

Sam chuckled. “Of course. Sleepy baby.”

Roxy smirked. “Shut up, puppy-dog.”

They settled in and got comfortable, wrapping themselves up in blankets and curling into each other. They couldn’t quite entangle themselves how they used to on account of Roxy’s leg, but it was still nice. Very nice. Roxy yawned again and snuggled up against Sam’s chest, letting the grip of sleep take hold.

She wasn’t sure how much time passed before she was being jostled out of her near-sleep state with something between her teeth. She grumbled and instinctively bit down a little harder, enjoying the satisfaction of the sensation. Sam hissed from somewhere above her.

“Rox, why are you chewing on me?” Sam asked, though with more amusement than irritation.

Roxy blinked herself awake a little more and realised that the thing between her teeth was Sam’s collarbone. She pulled back and wiped it off, ignoring the feeling of loss. “I-I’m not sure. Felt kinda satisfying. I must have done it in my sleep or something.”

Sam chuckled. “Satisfying, huh? I know that feeling. I used to chew on stuff all the time when my fangs were coming in. Hell, I still do.” She was silent for a moment, and Roxy felt Sam’s confusion grow. “Your… your teeth did feel a little sharper than normal.” 

Roxy frowned. “Huh?” That couldn’t make any sense.

Sam pulled back and looked at her, a mix of curiosity and concern on her face. She gently shifted her hand over and pulled Roxy’s upper lip back with a thumb. Roxy was too tired to protest. “What the…” Sam squinted, slipping a finger into Roxy’s mouth and prodding it along her upper and lower canines. Her eyes widened. “Holy shit. Holy shit!” 

“Wha?” Roxy asked, muffled by the finger in her mouth.

Sam sat up, confusion and amazement and a hundred other things present in her expression. “Roxy, don’t freak out, but… I… I think you’re growing fangs.”

Roxy frowned. "What? No, you must be seeing things. How would that even be possible? I'm just… j-just human." She hesitated as memories of all of the weird, distinctly non-human things she'd been experiencing flew through her head. Still, there was no way she was a werewolf, right? One of her parents would have to be one of she was, and she definitely would've known about it a lot sooner. It's not like there were late bloomer werewolves, were there?

“I… I don’t know,“ Sam muttered, deep in thought. “It doesn’t make any sense, but… Your canines are definitely growing longer. I know what your teeth looked like before, and they are definitely different. Sharper, too.”

“Fuck…” Roxy gripped her hair and curled up into a ball as her stress and fear grew. “What the fuck is wrong with me? Why can’t it all just stop?”

Sam pulled her close and shushed her. “Hey, don’t worry, we’ll figure this out. We should ask Pedro, he’d probably have a better idea about what this could be.”

A whimper slipped from Roxy’s throat without her permission. She really didn’t want to do that. She just wanted to forget about all of this weird shit and pretend like it didn’t exist. She already had enough on her plate to begin with, and telling someone else about everything felt like admitting to herself that it was real and not just in her head.

“Hey, I know that you’re scared, but it’ll be okay,” Sam whispered against her head. “Whatever this is, it can’t possibly be a bad thing, right? I mean, what’s the worst case scenario here, really?”

“All I want is to be normal again, Sam. I… I already look like a freak, but now I really am one. I’m a freak that shouldn’t exist.” Roxy regretted the words the second they left her mouth, but it was too late, the damage had been done. Sam’s hurt flooded through her like acid.

“Hey,” she reprimanded harshly. “I get that you’re hurting, and that you’re scared, but do not talk about yourself like that. You’re not a freak. Fangs and scars don’t make you a freak. Do you think I’m a freak? What about Pedro? Clarissa? Are they freaks?”

Roxy choked on a sob. “I’m sorry, I-I didn’t mean it.”

Yes you did, Roxanne. You’re a freak, and Sam knows it. They’re all going to leave you. I’m the only one who’ll stay.

Roxy pulled her hair tighter and let out a muffled scream. “Shut up! Leave me alone!”

He was standing in the corner of the room, glassy eyes staring right at her as blood dripped from his broken skull onto the carpet. You should just do them a favour and disappear again. I’m sure there are some lovely cliffs out in the woods for you to jump off of. No one would miss you. No one would mourn. The world would be better without you in it.

There were arms around her, but she didn’t know whose. “No, you’re wrong! You’re lying! You’re not real!”

Am I? Only one way to find out.

“Roxy! It’s okay, Roxy, it’s okay! He’s not here!”

She blinked and he was gone, replaced by Sam’s warm embrace. She was whispering in her ear, repeating “You’re safe” over and over again.

“S-Sam, I… I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said that.”

Sam was quiet for a little bit. She held Roxy tightly and gently kissed her neck. “It’s okay, I understand. I shouldn’t have been so harsh on you, either. What you said just… hurt me a little. I know you didn’t mean it.”

Roxy let her head slump against Sam’s shoulder and stopped holding back her tears. “I’m sorry… I-I-I’m so sorry.”

Sam gently rocked her back and forth. “Shh, it’s okay. It’s okay.”

It took a while for her to calm down. There was just so much she needed to get out of her system, and it wasn’t always easy for her to let herself cry for a long time, especially in the presence of others. She tried not to let herself cry too much when she was being held captive. Emmerich didn’t like it, and sometimes, if she was being too loud in her cell, the guards would come in and beat her until she quieted. Sam’s embrace was the only place she’d felt safe enough to just let it all out since everything started.

By the time she was finished, Sam’s shoulder was well and truly soaked, not to mention her eyepatch. Sam got her a new one from her bedside table and she quickly swapped it out before she could be tempted to try and open it. Her doctor had advised her that doing that was probably not a good idea for at least a few more weeks, but she really wanted to know what her vision was like now.

“Can we go downstairs? I wanna ask Pedro about what’s going on with me,” Roxy asked quietly.

“Sure,” Sam replied. She helped Roxy into her wheelchair and pushed her down the hall, carrying her down the stairs once again when they got to them. It was just a lot quicker than using the chairlift. They caught the end of a conversation as they entered the living room.

“So, let me see if I’ve got this right,” her dad said. “Because of Sam’s connection to the rest of the… what, race? Species?”

“Species,” Pedro answered. 

“Right. So, because of her connection to the rest of the species, the hunters are planning to use her to spread this drug to everyone?”

“That’s the working theory, yeah.”

“Hey,” Roxy interrupted. Pedro and Leif must’ve been telling her dad about everything. From the looks of things, it seemed to be going well.

“Hey, Roxy. Everything okay?” her dad asked. From the look of concern on his face, he could definitely tell that she’d been crying. She decided not to address it.

“Uh, not exactly? First off, are you all… caught up?”

“For the most part, he is. Knows about werewolves and all that. Speaking of which, there is something we need to tell you, but you go first,” Pedro said.

‘R-right, uh… Okay, so, hypothetically, if I seemed to be growing fangs, what would that mean?”

Sam flicked her in the head. “It’s not hypothetical. She’s growing fangs.”

Pedro’s face flickered with confusion. “What?” He came over and crouched down next to Roxy. “Open your mouth, let me see.”

Roxy did as she was told. Her dad shot up off the couch. “I thought you said that there weren’t any differences between us and normal humans?” he asked. Roxy frowned. What did that mean?

“There shouldn’t be, as far as I know. Valerie is indistinguishable,” Pedro muttered, staring at Roxy’s teeth and deep in thought. “And yet… those are fangs, clear as day.” He stepped back.

Roxy closed her mouth. “Dad, what did you mean by that?”

“Oh! Uh, long story short, your great great granddad was apparently a werewolf, which means that we, uh… we have werewolf blood, even though we’re humans.”

“Pretty crazy, right?” Leif offered, accurately. Meanwhile, Roxy was just about having her mind blown, and from the feelings rocketing through her body, so was Sam.

“That… wow, I mean… B-but, that explains the fangs, right?” Sam asked.

Pedro shook his head. “No, that still doesn’t make sense. Just because you have werewolf ancestors doesn’t make you more werewolf than any other human. These fangs are from something else. Have you noticed anything else weird?” The question was directed at Roxy.

She decided to just admit it. “Uh, y-yeah, actually. Late at night, m-my gums and the beds of my nails have been itchy. On the full moon, I woke up with heightened senses and a glowing eye, just like what happened after Sam marked me. Th-there’s also the urge to chew on stuff, but I think that’s just the fangs.”

“Marked you? What does that mean?” Damien asked. Roxy’s heart lurched.

“I’ll explain later,” Pedro said. “But that might actually be something. Because she marked you, you have a ton of Lunin in your system that you wouldn’t otherwise have. That could definitely be part of what’s causing this. Maybe it’s… I don’t know, activating your dormant genes or something. There’s no way for a human to become a werewolf, but maybe the Lunin has dragged you from the ‘mostly human’ side closer to the middle.”

“Could the drug be causing it, too?” Leif asked.

“Yeah, yeah maybe. We really don’t know the first thing about it, but according to your doctor you still had some unknown shit in your body, so that could very well be it. We know the drug reacts with werewolves, forces them to shift and get stronger, but the hunters thought you were a hundred percent human. It could be that the drug is what’s dragging out your latent genes. Either the Lunin or the drug or both.”

Roxy forced her breathing to stay under control. She squeezed her hands into tight fists, annoyed that she had no nails with which to dig into her palms. “What’s… Wh-what’s gonna happen to me?” she asked fearfully.

“Well,” Pedro began. “From what I can tell, you’re currently going through what most werewolves go through in early childhood, though at an accelerated rate. This is… completely unheard of, as far as I know, so there’s really no way to know how far this will go, but I doubt it’ll ever get to the point where you can completely shift.” He could see that she was freaking out a little bit, so he put a calming hand on her shoulder. “Hey, whatever happens, we’ll be here with you, okay? You don’t have to worry. Either these developments will stop at the fangs, or it’ll go all the way and you’ll become a fully-fledged werewolf. Some sort of mix, at the very least. There’s nothing there that you need to worry about.”

“P-Pedro, I have metal in my leg. I can’t shift! Wha-wh-what if it happens without my consent and my leg fucking snaps again?”

“Hey, hey, it’s alright. Like I said, it’s very unlikely that you’ll reach the point of fully shifting, and half-shifting won’t mess with your bones enough to cause a problem. Worst-case scenario, it’ll ache a little. We can have a chat with Dr. Parker about it if you’re scared.”

Roxy nodded shakily. “O-okay. Everything… Everything will be fine,” she muttered to herself.

She just wished she could believe that.

—

A couple of weeks passed and Roxy’s mood progressively got worse. She was constantly stressed. Half of the time she wanted to just curl up under the covers and never leave the house, and the other half she wanted to run outside and scream at the world for what it did to her. Her nightmares were less frequent than in the hospital, but she still woke up screaming more often than not. There was nothing she wanted to do more than work out, to just beat out all of her anger on a punching bag or exercise until she was too exhausted to even think, but she wasn’t allowed to. Despite the fact that the upper half of her body was still pretty much functional, she had been advised not to do any strenuous physical activity for at least a month. It was pretty ironic to think of it as torture, considering what she went through, but just sitting at home doing nothing made her want to tear her skin off. 

She couldn’t even escape to the internet like she used to before she discovered her love of exercise. Every time she tried, she’d always end up running into something that either reminded her of what happened, or was directly about her. There were still constant news articles discussing the kidnapping, theorising about the hunters, or reporting on when the trial was going to be. A date still hadn’t been set, and it would likely be a few months between a date being set and the actual trial anyway, but Roxy really wasn’t looking forward to it. She knew she would be called in to testify, to relive the worst days of her life in front of a judge and jury, not to mention having to see Harrison again. She wasn’t ready for it. It was hard enough when Brooke tried to apologise to her for everything. Thankfully, she was moving away to live with her grandparents, so that was likely the last she’d have to see of her.

She wasn’t even safe just casually browsing. She clicked on a Youtube video titled ‘Finally some good news’ once, expecting something uplifting, only to discover it was about her being rescued, which was incredibly disconcerting. She’d always thought that, if people were going to know about her, she’d want it to be because she did something worthy of being known for, not just for something that was completely out of her control. It pissed her off. To be fair, most things pissed her off nowadays.

Her friends tried their best to be there for her, but it wasn’t always effective. Sometimes Leif’s antics would be able to make her laugh, and other times they would just get under her skin and cause her to snap. Leif was always so understanding about it, but that didn’t stop her from feeling utterly terrible about it. She could tell it was still hurting them. Sometimes, late at night, she considered humouring the voice of the dead man in her head and just offing herself. She knew it was just her brain being stupid, but in those moments it genuinely felt like her friends would be happier if she wasn’t around anymore. It was just another thing to be angry at.

Sam was probably the easiest to be around, but that wasn’t much of a surprise. Between her calming aura and the fact that she could always tell how Roxy was feeling, it was pretty difficult for either of them to catch each other off guard. That being said, it still happened from time to time. Roxy’s newfound irritability was as unpredictable as it was unfair. She just wanted to be able to laugh with her friends again. It was nice knowing they had her back and would stick by her until she was all better, but how long was that going to take? School started again in only a few weeks, and she felt far from ready to deal with that many people, all no doubt swarming her and asking intrusive questions. She was also starting therapy soon, which was quite daunting, but she knew it was an important step to take. She just… didn’t really know how much help it was going to be, considering she would have to lie about anything related to werewolves. Lying seemed like a big therapy no-no.

The cracking of thunder outside Sam’s bedroom window made both of them jump, though Roxy much more so. Sam gently held her and ran a hand down her bare back until her heart stopped pounding in her chest. She’d finally summed up the courage to see what her back looked like after the last bandage was taken off, and it wasn’t pretty. Dozens upon dozens of raised, discoloured lines littered every inch of her skin. It both looked and felt gross, and she couldn’t understand how Sam could bear to touch it. The warmth of her hand was comforting, but the way that it felt travelling across the ridges and grooves of her back was weird. Some of her scars were more sensitive than the rest of her skin, and some of them were completely numb. She had to just get used to it. It wasn’t like she’d ever be able to get Sam to stop, even if she wanted to. She was currently the only person Roxy felt safe enough with to let help apply her scar cream, which was why she was currently lying there without a shirt on. It helped with the twinges of pain she was still getting, and apparently it would help them mature a little better as well.

She snuggled closer into Sam’s embrace. It was a cold night, especially since she wasn’t wearing a shirt, but Sam never failed to warm her up. A small sigh slipped from her throat as Sam gently kissed her neck, complimenting it with a soft nibble. Her hand slid down Roxy’s back and gave her butt a playful squeeze. “Boop.”

Roxy snorted and Sam giggled. It was a nice moment. For once, Roxy was actually feeling alright. She wanted to freeze time, to stay there forever and never move on, but unfortunately, her bladder had other plans. She sighed. “Shit, Sammie, I gotta pee.”

“You need any help?” Sam asked, stroking her hair.

“Nah, I’m good,” she replied, lifting herself out of the embrace and into her wheelchair, throwing on one of Sam’s many flannels as she did so.

Sam yawned and curled up on the bed. “I love you.”

Roxy smiled. Sam was definitely gonna be asleep by the time she got back. “I love you, too.”

Roxy wheeled herself down the hall and into the bathroom, manoeuvring onto the toilet. Now, Roxy loved Sam’s house - mostly because Sam was there - but the one problem she had with it was that her upstairs bathroom was laid out in such a way that the mirror was directly in front of the toilet, meaning she had to just stare at herself as she did her business. It never ceased to be mildly uncomfortable, for both her and her reflection. Usually, she would try to find something else in the bathroom to look at, but tonight, for whatever reason she just couldn’t drag her eyes away from the girl in front of her. There was just something so… off about her. That girl wasn’t her. She wasn’t Roxy. She couldn’t be.

Once she was done, Roxy got herself up onto the stool in front of the mirror that Carol had so kindly left in the bathroom for her to use so she could wash her hands. She never once broke eye contact with her reflection. She just looked… wrong. She was too weak, too frail, too broken and scarred. Pathetic and useless.

That’s not your reflection, Roxanne. That’s you. Useless, pathetic, scarred, broken, weak. And you’ll never be anything more.

Roxy squeezed her eyes shut and ignored him. She was used to his taunting by now. She knew it was just all in her head. He… wasn’t entirely wrong, though. Obviously, she knew that her reflection was the same as her. She just… couldn’t accept it. She couldn’t accept herself as she was now. Something needed to change. She just didn’t know what.

She opened her eyes and observed herself. She could tell that Sam was asleep through her mark, so she allowed her thoughts to travel unchecked. Once again, they ended up at the place that they so often did late at night. If she didn’t like herself as she was, there was an easy way to fix that, wasn’t there? Her eyes flickered to a pair of scissors on the countertop. Her hand twitched, as if to reach out, but she stopped herself. No, that wasn’t how this was going to go. She was stronger than that.

It would be so easy, wouldn’t it? Haven’t things been so hard recently? Don’t you want a break? One little stab with those scissors and it’ll all be over. Why don’t you just do us all a favour, hmm?

“Big words from someone whose head I smashed in,” she muttered quietly. He always quietened up when she mentioned that. She needed to have a clear head right now. Sam’s face flashed in her mind. So did her dad’s, Leif’s, Pedro’s. She had people who cared about her, she couldn’t hurt them like that. If she wanted something to change, it would have to be something else.

She looked at the girl in the mirror, absorbing every detail. Her tan olive skin. Her dark brown, almond-shaped eyes. The light freckles dusting her ever-so-slightly crooked nose. The almost-invisible scars from years of bad acne when she was younger. None of those were things she could change, nor were they things that she necessarily had a problem with, so she kept looking. There were the obvious things, of course, like the two giant scars across her face, crossing over each other on her cheekbone like they were marking where the treasure was on a pirate’s map, but again, there really wasn’t much she could do about those. She brushed through the white streak in her fringe. She didn’t really mind that. The rest of her thick, black hair was cascading down her shoulders. It was so much longer than she’d ever let it get before, at least since she was a kid. It definitely made her look a lot more feminine, which her mom liked. But, what about what she liked? She’d always kept it short for a reason. She preferred the tomboyish look. She couldn’t even remember why she’d grown it out in the first place. Did she even have a reason?

A memory flashed through her head, of sprinting up a staircase only to be stopped by a hand gripping her hair. Maybe she would’ve gotten out on the first day if it wasn’t for that. Maybe she could have saved herself so much pain and suffering. The damage to her back and eye was already done, but everything else? None of that would have happened.

Roxy took a deep breath and grabbed the scissors off the countertop. It had been too long since she’d done this, and it was certainly going to be harder than usual without depth perception, but something needed to change, and she’d finally made up her mind.

She was long overdue for a haircut, after all.

—

Sam blinked herself awake, realising that Roxy still hadn’t returned from the bathroom. She frowned and curled up under the blankets, trying to hide from the cold. The feelings through her mark were cautious, but steadily growing more and more satisfied. That confused her. What on earth was she doing in there? If she strained her ears, she could faintly hear a periodic snipping noise, mostly hidden under the sound of the extractor fan. Part of her was tempted to get up and go see what was going on, but she knew that wasn’t a good idea. Roxy’s independence was very important to her, now more than ever, and Sam knew that checking on her while she was in the bathroom was a good way to get yelled at. If there was a problem, she would be able to tell through the mark, so there was no reason to go and see otherwise, as curious as she was.

She let out a long yawn and snuggled up with one of her plushies. It wasn’t as good as cuddling with Roxy, but it would do for now. She was close to falling asleep again when she heard the bathroom light turn off and the sound of Roxy’s wheelchair coming down the hall. Excitement lit her heart up at the prospect of getting to cuddle with her again, even as she was too tired to open her eyes.

Roxy climbed into the bed and Sam immediately grasped at her, pulling her under the covers and into her embrace. Roxy laughed heartily. “Someone’s needy.”

Sam grumbled and buried her face in Roxy’s hair. Well, tried to, because there was not nearly as much there as she remembered there being. She pulled back and opened her eyes, cradling Roxy’s face to get a better look. Sam’s heart fluttered in her chest. “Woah.”

It was short. Really short. Shorter than it was when they’d met. Shorter than Leif’s. Shorter than Ross’s, even. The sides and back were messily cut down until there was barely even an inch left, while the top had been left a little longer, enough for her to bury her hands in and ruffle around, at least, which she did. Now that it was short, it was really soft, too. Roxy giggled at her antics, brushing her fringe out of her eyes. “You like it?”

Sam’s mouth hung agape. “Roxy, I… I love it!”

Roxy grinned and blushed. “Thanks. I… I just needed something to change, y’know? And, well, there’s not much that’s better for that than hair. It’s definitely a bit shorter than I’m used to, but I think it’s nice.”

“It’s more than nice, Roxy, it’s… wow, I mean… I just can’t get over it. It really suits you.”

Roxy smiled and kissed her. “You’re sweet.”

Sam kissed back with a little more force. She felt a shiver go down Roxy’s body. “You’re hot.”

Roxy shot her a half-lidded smirk. “Yeah?”

Sam grinned back in kind. “Yeah.”

Roxy pushed her onto her back and climbed on top of her, capturing her mouth in a feverish kiss. Sam gently cradled the back of her head as she reciprocated, their lips sliding together with passion. She could feel Roxy’s eagerness as a tongue parted her lips and slid into her mouth, prompting an involuntary groan. It was the farthest they’d gone since before Roxy was kidnapped, and it seemed like she had no intention of stopping there. Sam let her hands roam up and down Roxy’s sides as they made out, slipping them under her flannel to feel her soft skin. Roxy gasped in response, briefly pulling back with a fire in her eyes before diving back in with renewed vigour.

Roxy kissed a trail down over her jaw and to her neck, sucking on her skin and teasing it with her new fangs. Sam shut her eyes and sighed, squeezing Roxy’s body against her own, as if trying to somehow get even closer to her. Roxy giggled in response, running her tongue up Sam’s neck and kissing her again. She smiled against her lips. “I love you so much.”

“Love you too, Rox,” Sam replied between quick kisses, instinctively bucking her hips up in search of something to quell the want that was building up inside her. Roxy responded by slipping a hand between her legs, providing her with the pressure she’d been craving. She let out a keen and Roxy giggled.

Roxy pulled back and was about to take her flannel off when she slipped a little, accidentally putting all of her weight on her right leg for a split second. She cried out in pain, her shock reverberating through Sam’s body. She darted forward and caught Roxy before she could fall off the bed, pulling her close.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck!” Roxy screamed, bordering on sobbing. She rolled onto her back, gently cradling her thigh, breathing through her teeth. “Fuck, that hurt!”

Sam really didn’t know what to do. The mood had shifted so suddenly and so extremely that she was at a bit of a loss. “R-Roxy, are you-” No, that was a stupid question. She very clearly wasn’t okay. “What… what can I do to help?”

“I don’t fucking know!” Roxy yelled, groaning and rubbing her thigh. From what she could tell through her mark, it seemed like the pain was subsiding, at least. Sam tried to reach out to her, but Roxy slapped her hand away. “Just…!” She cut herself off and took a few deep breaths. “Just… give me a little space, please. I don’t want to yell at you, you don’t deserve that, but I feel really close to losing it right now.”

Sam swallowed down her emotions and nodded. She reminded herself that Roxy wasn’t mad at her, she was just mad. “Alright. Let’s… Let’s just go to sleep, okay?”

Roxy agreed and they both settled in under the covers on separate sides of the bed, with enough space between them that they wouldn’t touch. Sam squeezed one of her plushies close to her chest, trying her best to keep her feelings to herself. It always hurt her to see Roxy get like that, but she knew it wasn’t her fault.

After a while, Roxy silently shuffled closer and let Sam embrace her again. “Sorry,” she muttered under her breath. “I wasn’t mad at you. I was mad at myself.”

“It’s okay, hun. I know,” Sam replied.

Roxy sighed. “What did I do to deserve you?”

“Well, you saved my life, for starters,” Sam joked.

Roxy snorted. “Oh yeah, I did do that, didn’t I?” She let out a long, drawn-out breath. “I love you, Sam.”

“I love you too, Rox.”

—

“Roxy?”

“Huh?” Roxy blinked and came back to the present, realising she’d been staring at a leaf fluttering in the wind for what felt like hours but was likely only a few minutes. Those edibles she and Leif had earlier must’ve been kicking in.

“I was asking how your therapy went yesterday,” Leif said.

Roxy settled back against Sam, who was resting there in her wolf form. She looked up at the starry sky through the canopy of leaves. “It was fine, I guess. Nothing real deep, just some introductory questions and all that. She says that she wants to get to know me before we try to tackle anything heavy.”

“Ah, yeah. Makes sense.” Leif was lying against Sam as well. It was the night of the eclipse, and while they knew that there was close to zero chance of the hunters being able to enact their plan, all of them were still a little on edge. Roxy had been close to panicking about it, which is why Leif suggested the edibles to help calm her down. Pedro and Clarissa were out in the woods somewhere as well, also in their wolf forms. Apparently the pull was really hard to resist during an eclipse. Roxy couldn’t feel anything yet, but she also didn’t really know how far her werewolf side had developed, so that wasn’t too surprising.

It was really nice seeing Clarissa again. She wrapped Roxy in a bone-crushing hug and gave her a bunch of advice on exercises she could do without using her lower body, as well as tips on how to make her physical therapy a little more bearable, which was wonderful because physical therapy was awful. The exercises she had to do were painful and exhausting, and the nearest clinic that specialised in it was over an hour away, in Wilbur. She had to go a couple times a week, too, which was leaving her more cranky and irritable than ever. Thankfully, Sam had finally decided to get off her ass and get her licence so she could drive Roxy there, instead of her dad having to take even more time off work to do it all the time. 

She’d finally graduated to using crutches most of the time, and even managed to take a few steps with a walker during her PT, as painful as it was to do. She wasn’t looking forward to when she would have to start using it full time, mainly because it made her feel like an old woman. While she didn’t think most of the people at school would give her a hard time, she knew that there would be a select few that would latch onto it as another way to make fun of her, as if everything else didn’t give them enough ammo already.

She still had a few days before school started, anyway, and she wasn’t even sure if she’d go right away. The idea of trying to work her way through a crowd of bustling students on her crutches, or worse, her wheelchair sounded like literal hell, and she was still coming to terms with it. Her dad was completely okay with her taking a few weeks off before going back, too, so it wasn’t like she was going to have any problems staying home. The only thing that made her hesitate was the fact that taking extra time off would no doubt bring her even more attention than just starting with everyone else would. Was it better to just weather the storm of new students trying to get their bearings or wait at the cost of bringing more attention to herself? Roxy didn’t know.

“Have I mentioned how much I love your new haircut?” Leif asked.

Roxy smiled. “Once or twice.”

“It’s like… kinda emo, but like… in a cool way. Very queer.”

Roxy snorted. “Thanks. I’m pretty happy with it. Mom hates it, though.”

Leif laughed. “I don’t doubt it. I mean, she used to give you shit just for how you used to cut it, right? This is so much shorter.”

“Yeah. She hasn’t given me a hard time about it yet, but I can tell that she’s holding it back. She doesn’t want to yell at me cuz of… you know, but she really wants to say something.”

“Oh boy, can’t wait for that to pop.”

Roxy sighed forlornly. “Yep. ‘Oh no, my lesbian child is now slightly more visibly queer! My plausible deniability! Aaugh!’” She dramatically threw her hands up with an expression of anguish.

Leif started giggling at her impression, which in turn got Roxy to start laughing as well, eventually descending into the both of them struggling to breathe as they continued adding onto the joke with increasingly unrealistic impressions of Roxy’s mother. Every time it seemed like things were finally calming down, one of them would mutter something like “oh noooo” or “not my real-estate brand!” in an over-exaggerated posh accent and the laughter would kick off again. Then Leif noticed that Sam’s tail was wagging profusely at their amusement, and they just started laughing harder. By the end of it, part of Roxy’s brain was actually panicking because she legitimately couldn’t get a breath in between her endless giggling. There were tears streaming down both of their faces and they collapsed against each other, sucking in as much oxygen as they could before the laughter took over again.

Roxy let out a happy sigh as she stared up at the stars. Her body felt heavy and her mind was processing things really slowly. Every time something entered her line of sight, she was surprised to see it, even if it was part of her own body. Despite the fact that she could hear Leif’s lingering laughter and Sam’s strong heartbeat, the idea that they actually had physical presences and weren’t just disembodied noises never occurred to her, even though she was in direct physical contact with both of them. Her head was completely empty, not a single thought passing through her neurons. It was bliss. She was hungry.

All of a sudden she was three quarters of the way through a bag of plain doritos, with no idea where they came from. Did Leif bring them? Where was Leif? Where was Sam? She turned her head, the world suddenly sharpening as she took in new information for the first time in however long, before slowly becoming fuzzy again. Leif was there, right next to her, staring into space. Literally space, Roxy realised. She was looking up at the stars in space, so she was literally staring into space. Roxy thought that was funny.

Roxy then noticed the giant ball of golden fluff they were laying against. Sam! She buried her face in the fur of her mane and laughed giddily at its softness. “Doggie.” Sam boofed quietly in response.

“You know what’s, like… really fucked up?” Leif asked, reminding Roxy that the universe consisted of more than just her face and Sam’s mane. She slowly shifted back around.

“What?”

Leif turned to her, her eyes very red. “Your middle name is fucking Maria. That’s so messed up.”

Roxy blanched. “Oh my god, never mention that again.”

Leif giggled. “It’s so weird. I don’t even know my middle name. I haven’t picked any.”

“You can have mine, I don’t want it.”

“No way! If I’m choosing a middle name, it’s not gonna be fucking Maria.”

Roxy scrunched her face up. “It’s my grandma’s name on my mom’s side. I literally haven’t seen her since I was like, seven or something. Why couldn’t I get my dad’s mom’s name? At least Myitzu is a bit more interesting than Maria, not to mention the fact that I’ve met her more than twice in my entire life. It’s like my mom didn’t even give my dad any input when naming me. Her mother’s name is my middle name, I have her last name too, and she was the one that came up with Roxanne. How is any of that fair?”

Leif placed a hand on her shoulder. “Hey, at least you got your dad’s cool werewolf genes, right?”

Roxy sighed and ate another dorito. “This is very true.”

The two laid in silence for a while, looking up at the night sky and trying to spot the moon. Roxy couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt so peaceful, so content. She knew the weed definitely had something to do with it, but that didn’t change the fact that this was probably the happiest she’d been in at least a month. That being said, her skin was starting to feel a little itchy, as well as her gums and nail beds. Weird.

“There!” Roxy exclaimed, pointing out the red moon hanging in the dark sky. Her voice was weirdly loud to her ears.

“See? I told you, nothing to worry about. They need Sam if they wanna enact their plan, and she’s right here, safe and sound with us,” Leif replied, referencing Roxy’s earlier worries.

“Yeah. It’s really pretty. Reminds me of Sam’s eyes,” she muttered.

Sam’s tail started wagging and Leif scoffed. “God, you’re so fuckin’ gay.”

“I just think the moon is cool!” Roxy defended.

“Sure sure, dyke.”

Roxy just blew a raspberry and ignored her. A twig snapped somewhere in the darkness and startled her. She shot up into a seated position, looking around. “Did you hear that?”

“Hear what?” Leif asked.

Roxy turned to her, her ears twitching. “A twig broke or something. What if we’re not alone?”

Instead of responding to her question, Leif just sorta stared at her, her mouth slightly ajar. She bit her lip nervously, her heart beating a little quicker than normal. Roxy frowned. Why could she hear that? “You, uh…” She looked Roxy up and down, hiding her mouth behind her hand in an expression of morbid shock. “You got a little, uh… a little something going on, that’s for sure.”

Roxy frowned and looked down at herself. Sure enough, there was a tuft of black hair poking out over the collar of her shirt. No, not hair, fur. Her hands were covered in the stuff, too, all the way up to her elbows. Her nails had grown back all of a sudden, except they were claws now. A quick inspection with her tongue revealed that her fangs had lengthened to the same level as Sam’s. She hadn’t even noticed the change. “What the fuck?!” She started hyperventilating, freaking out at the sudden transformation.

“Woah, woah, woah, hey, it’s okay Rox! It’s okay!” Leif attempted to calm her down as Sam got up in a panic, whimpering and nudging her with her snout. It was all too much. They were too close and Leif was being way too loud. A growl rumbled from her throat; a warning. Leif smartly put her hands up and backed away.

“Why is this happening to me? What did I do? Why can’t I just be normal?!” Roxy shouted, burying her hands in her hair. 

Sam let out a long whine. Roxy could tell that she wanted to shift back, but she couldn’t. The pull of the eclipse was too strong. Instead, she backed off and let out an ear-piercing howl, echoing through the entire forest. The sound made Roxy’s head feel like it was about to split in two and she screamed, covering her ears even as she had the inexplicable urge to join in. She was about to completely lose it at her, to yell and shout and absolutely tear into her for doing something so utterly stupid, when she felt the intention behind it flooding through her. 

Help.

Sam was calling for help. She was trying to help, and Roxy had been milliseconds away from screaming at her. Her anger definitely still transmitted through the mark either way. She just sat there numbly as Sam trotted up and nudged her with her snout apologetically. She limply threw an arm around the wolf’s neck and stroked through her fur. “Sorry, Sam. I-I’m not mad. You just startled me. Everything is so loud right now… O-overwhelming,” she muttered. “Y-you too, Leif. I… I didn’t mean to growl at you. Didn’t e-even know I could do that.”

Leif waved a hand dismissively. “It’s cool, dude. I get it. Anyone would freak out if they suddenly became a furry.”

The unexpected jab drew a smirk out of her. “Hey, just because I’m currently furry doesn’t mean I’m a furry. There’s a difference.” She inspected her half-transformed hands. “At least my nails are back. Seriously, you take them for granted until there’s an itch you can’t scratch.”

Leif snorted. There was a rustle in the bushes, but Roxy wasn’t scared this time. She could smell Pedro and Clarissa on the wind, coming to check on them after Sam’s howl. Two wolves came out into the clearing they were in; a smaller one with Pedro’s greying-black hair and amber eyes, and a slightly larger one, bearing Clarissa’s slightly coppery fur and two-tone hazel irises. Clarissa hung back as Pedro came closer, giving her an investigative sniff. Part of her was worried he was going to lick her, but instead he just sat back on his haunches, satisfied with whatever he’d found.

Sam came over and gently laid her head in Roxy’s lap, curling the rest of her body around her protectively. Roxy smiled and petted her, admiring the contrast between Sam’s golden-white and her own jet black fur. The fur would definitely take some getting used to. Sure, it was nice and soft, but it also made her skin feel really weird, like it was thicker or something. More numb, too.

She laid back against Sam, exhaustion suddenly setting in. Pedro walked over and flopped to the ground next to them, his back against Sam’s. Clarissa followed his lead and joined the pile on the opposite side, while Leif squeezed in next to Roxy inside the curve of Sam’s body. She threw an arm over Leif’s shoulders and pulled her close. The taller girl let out a weary sigh.

“Man, it’s been a hell of a summer, huh?” Leif said, shifting down so she could rest her head against Roxy’s shoulder.

“Tell me about it. Just a few months ago we were normal teenagers. Now look at us.”

“We’re still normal teenagers, Rox. We just… have a little more trauma than the rest of our cohort, that’s all.” She chuckled.

Roxy sighed. “Are we, though? I mean, we’ve… w-we’ve killed people. We’ve both been shot. I-I was… I was tortured. Not many seventeen year olds can say that, I wouldn’t think.”

“Eh, normal’s boring anyway. Who’d you rather be friends with? Some random schmuck, or the badass Roxy Reed, rated number one across the country as ‘worst person to kidnap if you want to keep your brains inside your skull.’” 

Roxy laughed heartily. “Oh man, you did not just call me that.”

“I just thought you’d like it better than Kindley,” Leif replied. “I mean, I might as well get used to it now, right? Roxy Reed has a nice ring to it, and not just the one that’s definitely gonna be on your finger someday.”

Roxy rolled her eyes and tried to hide her massive smile as her cheeks burnt with embarrassment. “Oh my god, shut up.”

Leif nudged her. “I’m just teasing.” She let out a long breath and was silent for a minute. “What do you think’s gonna happen next?”

Roxy shrugged. “Whatever it is, I hope it has nothing to do with us. I’ve had more than enough excitement for one life. I just wanna move on and forget about everything. Let the Council deal with the hunters.”

“If only we weren’t best friends with the fuckin’ hunters’ mcguffin,” Leif joked.

Roxy chuckled. “Yep. That’s my girlfriend: the last direwolf and only key to the end of the world.” She shrugged. “Eh, she’s worth it. The sex is great, too.”

“Roxy! Ew!”

—

The boy crept through his bedroom window and flopped onto his bed, bruised and exhausted. He couldn’t sleep yet, though. He needed to clean himself up. With a pained groan, he lifted himself to his feet and trudged to the bathroom, shutting the door and turning on the light. Sure enough, when he looked in the mirror, he was a total mess. There was dried blood running from his nose all the way down his neck and his eye was blackened. He smirked to himself. Compared to the other guys, he came out of it pretty well off. Besides, it would all be healed by morning anyway, leaving nothing for his parents to question him on.

He turned on the tap and got to work wiping the blood off his face. The adrenaline of the fight was starting to wear off, and the pain was picking up more and more with each throb of his bruised ribs. He strained his ears. There was no movement in the house, no sound at all except for that of the fridge making more ice-cubes. His parents were asleep. That was good, it meant no one was going to barge in on him and interrupt. It meant he could draw his power out without anyone seeing.

He brought it to the surface and immediately the pain dulled until it barely even registered. He smiled. It always felt good to let it out, especially on nights like this, when the moon hung full in the sky, a blood red tint corrupting its usual pure white hue. It was almost like a physical pull from inside himself to let it out then. His power was stronger on the full moon. He didn’t understand why, though. 

The boy looked up at himself in the mirror once again, his bruises already fading away due to the advanced healing his powers offered him. Blood red irises stared back, the same shade as the moon outside. He grinned.

Drew knew he was different, but that was okay. He had a gift, and he was gonna use it for good.

            

    
        27: Back To School

    
    
    
    
                “So, I notice that you’re not wearing your eyepatch. Is your eye all better now?”

Roxy smiled awkwardly and rubbed her wrists, her new glasses falling down the bridge of her nose as she looked towards her lap. “Well, not all better, but… as good as it’s gonna get, I guess.” She took the glasses off and looked back up at her therapist. “It’s, um… it’s still blurry, which is what the glasses are for. Prescription in the left lens, non-prescription in the right. I can’t open it all the way, either. Nerve damage in my eyelid, apparently. Also, if I do this…” She closed her right eye and stuck her hand out at a certain angle. “I can’t see my hand. There’s a, uh… a blind spot or something. Just nothing there. It’s not really an issue with both eyes open, but without the glasses, the blurriness can make things really disorientating. Having depth perception again is nice, though. You don’t really think about it till you don’t have it anymore and keep knocking over cups.” She laughed awkwardly and put her glasses back on.

Diana smiled back at her and wrote something down on her notepad. “I’m sure. I can’t even imagine how clumsy I’d be if I couldn’t gauge distance. Those glasses look good on you, by the way.”

Roxy grinned and tried to hide her blush. “Th-thank you.”

“Now, in our last session you mentioned being unable to decide whether or not you wanted to start school straight away or wait until you felt a little more ready. What did you end up going with?”

“I, uh… I ended up just sucking it up and going. I felt that I needed to just get used to being around lots of people again.”

“And how has it been?”

Roxy hesitated for a second. “Stressful, though that’s not surprising. It’s a lot. Teenagers are loud, and a lot of them lack spatial awareness. I haven’t been knocked over yet, but I’ve had a few close calls, and it’s always pretty scary. The teachers and staff are aware of all the do’s and don’ts, so I haven’t had any trouble there. I can leave class whenever I need to go calm down, and they’re all calling me Roxy instead of Roxanne. No one’s asked any super intrusive questions yet, but I know people are still theorising about it. I’ve… I’ve been wearing a long sleeved shirt underneath my uniform to cover the scars on my arms, as well as the school pants instead of the skirt for the same reason. I know people already know I was… I-I was hurt, I just don’t want to give them any more to talk about. They don’t know the extent of it.” She paused and chuckled as a memory surfaced. “Someone did ask me if I was transitioning at one point, ‘cuz of the hair and the pants. That made me laugh a bit. No one’s given me any trouble yet, aside from one dumb freshman who was trying to impress his new friends.”

“Do you want to share about that?”

Roxy waved a hand. “Oh, it was nothing. Just some new kid that I’d never even seen before. He called me ‘scarface’ and turned around to see if his friends were laughing along. Kinda backfired, though. Sam just walked up to him and asked, ‘Do you wanna repeat that?’ He practically pissed himself.” She laughed a little at the memory.

Diana frowned. “How did that name make you feel?”

Roxy shrugged. “Eh. He was just a dumb kid, there was nothing behind it. It was hardly creative, either. Besides, there’s nothing anyone can say about my appearance that I haven’t already thought to myself, anyway.”

Diana hummed sadly and made a note. “Do you think your scars are ugly?”

“Well, they aren’t exactly pretty.” She sighed. “It’s not that I think they make me look one way or the other, it’s that they differentiate me more from everyone else. Not only are they a constant reminder to me of what happened, they’re a reminder to everyone else, as well. No one looks at me and just thinks ‘Roxy’ anymore. They think ‘that girl who was kidnapped,’ or ‘the one from the news.’ Well, everyone except for my friends.”

“How do you know they think about you like that? Have you spent any time talking to anyone aside from your friends?”

Roxy faltered. “W-well, not really, but… B-but it’s just exhausting even being around them! I can always see it on their faces. All they see me as is a victim and I hate it. I-I’ve tried talking to a couple people in class, but it’s just awkward, because they don’t know how to treat me, and I can tell they’re always holding back questions. I just wanna be treated normally! At least with my friends, they all already know everything about what happened. They don’t need to ask me any stupid questions, and they treat me like an actual person, not like some fragile thing that’s gonna break down at the slightest breeze. Honestly, sometimes I wish they would all just ask their questions and get it over with so they can give me that pitying look they all have and leave me alone.”

Diana frowned. “Now, obviously I don’t know the finer details of your relationships with your classmates, but maybe the reason they can only see you as ‘Roxy, the victim’ is because you’ve never given them the chance to see you as anything else? It sounds like you’ve been pushing them away before they can learn about who you really are. I know that you’re far more than just a victim, Roxy, but that’s because I’ve had the chance to really speak with you and learn about you. It’s the same with your friends. But the classmates who only know about you from what they’ve heard on the news or seen in class? They aren’t going to treat you like ‘Roxy, the girl who likes hiking through the woods and working out, the girl who saves animals from traps and loves her friends more than anything else.’ They don’t know that girl, because you haven’t given them the chance to know her. I think you should try giving people a chance to know you. Your friends all sound wonderful, but getting to know new people and getting used to talking to them could be very beneficial to your emotional recovery. Going to school was already a very big step for that, and I’m proud.”

Roxy remained silent for a minute as she considered her therapist’s words. “As usual, you’re probably right. It’s just… difficult.”

“I know it’s hard, but you don’t have to do it all in one go. Baby steps, Roxy.” She checked her watch. “Now, I think that’s all we have time for. Your homework for this session is to try and talk to someone outside of your friend group. It doesn’t have to be much, just a little conversation.”

Roxy grabbed her crutches and lifted herself to her feet. “Alright, I’ll give it a shot.”

“That’s all I ask. I’ll see you next time, okay?” She walked over to the door and held it open. Roxy thanked her as she passed and made her way out of the office and into the carpark, sending Sam a message to let her know she was finished with the session. It took a few minutes, but eventually her shitty rustbucket of a car tore into the lot with an irresponsibly fast turn. The rear window rolled down and Leif stuck her head out, still wearing her KFC uniform.

“Get in, nerd! We have fried chicken!”

Roxy grinned and made her way around to the passenger-side door, slipping into the seat. She leaned over and gave Sam a quick kiss before turning around to look at Leif. All of the hair on the left side of her head had been shaved off into an undercut. "Nice haircut, dude," Roxy said.

Leif smiled as Sam pulled out onto the road. "Thanks. You inspired me, and I’ve sorta always wanted to do something like this. Plus, it draws attention away from my fucked up ear.” She pulled back the hair covering her right ear and showed it off. Roxy had seen it before, but it still made her wince. The entire top half of it was just gone. Guilt swarmed around in her belly.

“Sorry.”

Leif gave her a funny look. “Why? You didn’t shoot me.”

“Y-yeah, but… still, it wouldn’t have happened if you didn’t need to come save me.”

“Doesn’t make it any more your fault. If it did, it would mean that it’s also your fault that you got shot as well, which it isn’t. Hell, if we wanna throw the blame around, it was technically my fault. No, what happened isn’t anyone’s fault except for the people who pulled the triggers. Even if I knew it was gonna happen, I still would’ve gone. I know you would’ve done the same if it was me stuck down there.”

Roxy turned back around and touched the necklace around her neck - the one she’d made out of the deformed bullet Pedro gave her. She survived. The people who hurt her didn’t. “Yeah, I would’ve.”

“How was your session, babe?” Sam asked, clearly eager to change the subject, if the emotions flowing through Roxy’s mark were anything to go by.

“It was fine. We talked about school and stuff. She thinks the glasses look good on me.”

Sam grinned. “Your glasses look adorable on you.”

Roxy made a noise of disapproval as she tried to hide the blush on her cheeks and the tiny smile on her lips. Leif chimed in from the back seat in a clear attempt to stop being the third wheel. “You look like a nerd.”

Roxy turned back towards Leif. “When we get home, Sam and I are gonna play fetch, and you’re gonna be the ball, okay?”

Leif just smirked back. “Jeez, Rox, if you wanted me to participate in your kinky petplay, all you had to do was ask.”

Completely unable to respond to that retort, Roxy just turned back around and pulled the flannel that she’d requisitioned from Sam tighter around herself. She’d been wearing it practically non-stop whenever she wasn’t at school. Sam wasn’t getting it back.

“Are we actually gonna play fetch?” Sam asked, glancing over at Roxy hopefully.

Roxy snorted and shook her head in disbelief. She was literally dating a dog. “Sure, why not.”

Sam pumped her fist and whooped. “Yes!”

They eventually arrived at Roxy’s place and made their way inside. Leif set down the take-away bags on the kitchen table and Roxy found her dad in the living room. “Hey dad, we brought some KFC if you want an- woah, what’s wrong?”

He startled a little and wiped the tears from his eyes, pulling out the remote and pausing whatever was on the TV. “O-oh! Sorry, hun, you startled me. Uh, nothing, I was just watching some old videos of you and got a little emotional, that’s all.”

Roxy turned towards the TV and saw a frozen image of herself, surely no older than two or three, sitting on the kitchen floor of their old house in Seattle. She’d seen this particular one probably over a dozen times by now. It was one of her dad’s favourites.

“Oh my god!” Sam remarked as she and Leif entered the room. She looked back and forth between Roxy and the TV, a smile bigger than anything Roxy’d seen in months adorning her face. “Is that you?! You were so cuuuuuute!”

“Ah, the old ‘Kitchen Bug.’ A classic,” Leif said. 

Her dad grinned and unpaused the video. Roxy’s chubby two year old self was staring at something just out of frame.

“What’cha doin’, Roro?” her dad asked from behind the camera.

Roxy pointed a finger at the thing she’d been staring at, looking up at the camera with a blank stare. “Bug.”

The camera panned down slightly, and sure enough, there was a beetle on the floor, slowly crawling towards Roxy. She reached down and picked it up with clumsy fingers. “Oh, be careful, Roxy!” her dad said.

Roxy held the captured beetle up towards the camera as it crawled around her palm. “Bug!” she eloquently stated, a triumphant smile on her face.

Back in the present, Sam was just about having a meltdown. She gripped Roxy’s arm tightly. “Roxy, that is the single cutest thing I have ever seen in my entire life! You were so adorable! Can I call you Roro too?!”

Roxy sighed and accepted her fate. There was no way Sam was ever letting this go. “Fine. But not in public!”

Sam leaned down and kissed her on the cheek. “Thanks, Roro!” She threw herself onto the couch and settled in next to her dad, eyes fixed on the screen and a huge smile on her face.

Leif put a hand on her shoulder. “I’ll just bring the food in here.”

Roxy could only sigh again as Sam squeed at a video of her baby self with chocolate all over her face. She was going to regret this, wasn’t she?

—

“Hurry up, Drew! You’re late!”

Drew sighed and buttoned his shirt up a little faster. “I know!” he called back to his mom. It was his first day at a new school, so of course he’d ended up sleeping in for thirty minutes. Wouldn’t be the first time, to be fair. He glanced at the emblem inlaid into the breast pocket of his shirt. ‘St Matthew’s High School.’ He’d never been to a private school before, let alone a catholic one. The fees were relatively cheap, though, and it was the best rated one in this tiny shithole of a town, so his parents forked over the extra cash to make it happen. They figured that he needed some ‘extra guidance’ or whatever. As if that would even make a difference in his last year at school.

Once he was finally dressed, he grabbed his bag and made his way out of the house, saying goodbye to his mom as he went. On the walk, he kept his eyes peeled and his ears open. He’d done a little bit of research on this town before they moved here. It had a pretty low crime rate, but the few crimes that had been committed were big. The Dewsbury Forest Killings in 2007, the Shepperton Street Murders a couple of months ago, and most recently, the kidnapping and apparent torture of a teenage girl, for reasons no one knew yet. At first glance, Dewsbury seemed like a quaint little town where nothing ever happened, but Drew got the feeling that there was something deeper going on, just under the surface. He was going to find out what.

See, Drew wasn’t a normal teenager. He’d always known he was different. His biological parents left him on a doorstep when he was just a few months old, and he bounced around the system for a few years before being adopted by the people he currently called mom and dad. If whatever he had was genetic, he’d never know. He’d never know if he had his mom’s dark eyes or his dad’s curly brown hair. And he was okay with that. Because they left him with a gift, and a mission to use it for good.

He’d always been stronger than everyone else. He could always hear better, smell better, see better. When he was seven he discovered that he could transform into a wolf, experience the freedom of wind in his fur as he rushed through wilderness. There was a lot of that back home in Georgia. He would always see things on TV, stories about heroes using their gifts to help people. He realised that he should be doing that, too. After all, ‘with great power, comes great responsibility.’ That one line had gotten him expelled from so many schools, inspired him to throw himself into so many fights for the sake of someone else. They moved around a lot because of that, as well as his dad’s job. And now they were here, starting again in a tiny pacific northwest town. Okay, it wasn’t that small, but Drew was used to living in cities. It was definitely an adjustment.

He arrived at the school and made his way across the courtyard, walking up the stairs and into the building. Just as he’d expected, the halls were practically devoid of students, with only a few latecomers like himself still lingering around. That kinda sucked. While he’d been given a schedule with all of his classes, he didn’t actually know where any of them were, and he’d been hoping to ask someone before they started. He sighed. Nothing he could do at this point except walk around until he saw a door with the right sign.

As he made his way through the hallways, he spotted something that gave him pause. There was a student on crutches searching through a locker, seeming like they were having a bit of trouble. Something twinged in his gut. While he needed to get to class, leaving without at least trying to give them a hand struck him the wrong way. His mind made up, he approached the person. He couldn’t tell if they were a boy or a girl yet, as the locker door was blocking his sight of their face. They were wearing the school pants, same as he was, but their frame was quite small, so it could really go either way.

He walked up and leaned against the locker next to them. "Hey there, do you-"

The person yelped and flinched backwards, slamming the locker door shut and cutting him off. From the cadence of her cry and the face that he now had full view of, he could tell that the person was a girl. Her short, mostly black hair was a mess of bedhead and her vaguely familiar tan face was marred by two long intersecting scars, both clearly pretty new. She was wearing glasses, and there was a streak of white hair in her fringe. The short-lived fear in her heavily-bagged eyes and in her scent was quickly replaced by anger. This was someone who had been through shit.

Speaking of her scent, there was something odd about it. While hers was clear and distinct, it was intermingled with a hint of someone else's. It wasn't uncommon for him to be able to tell when two people had been in contact based on their scents, but with this girl it was different. Usually, the other person's scent would be pretty evenly distributed across the original person's body. Instead, this person's scent was coming from a very specific spot, somewhere around the girl’s neck. It was almost like they'd choked her or something. He made a mental note to find out who the scent belonged to. There might already be someone for him to teach a lesson to here.

"What the fuck! Don't sneak up on me like that!"

Drew threw his hands up in mock surrender. "Sorry, sorry! My bad. I didn't mean to startle you, I was just wondering if you needed a hand there."

She bristled and threw her locker back open. “I’m fine.” After a moment, she glanced back at him, a hint of suspicion on her face. “Who even are you? I haven’t seen you around before.”

He stuck his hand out for her to shake. “I’m Drew. Today’s my first day.”

She flinched at the movement of his hand and a small part of him wilted. Who the heck hurt this girl? At first it seemed like she wasn’t going to take it, but something shifted behind her eyes and she shook his hand. Her grip was firm and her gaze was hard. “Roxy.”

“Roxy,” he repeated, getting used to the name. He was always terrible at remembering them. Still, there was something familiar about it, especially when combined with her face. He frowned. This was really bugging him. “Have we met before? I feel like I know you from somewhere.”

She sighed, deep and world-weary, as she transferred some books from her locker to a bag on the ground. “Probably the news.”

He waited for her to elaborate, but she never did, so he just shrugged and moved on. He would figure it out eventually, and she clearly wasn’t eager to share. He was about to try and ask her about where classes were when a tall blonde came bounding down the hallway towards them. “Roro!”

Roxy’s face was a conflicted mess of happiness and embarrassment as she turned around towards the newcomer. “I told you not to call me that in public!”

“Sorry!” the blonde replied without a hint of remorse, pulling the shorter girl into a tight hug. When she next spoke, it was in a whisper intended only for Roxy’s ears. Drew felt bad for eavesdropping, but he couldn’t really help it. From this distance, he could see that she had scars on her face as well. Interesting. “I thought you weren’t coming today?”

“I wasn’t going to, but then I realised that if I stay home I would just have to sit and stew in my feelings. At least here I’m distracted. And I get to see you,” she added with a slight smile.

The blonde frowned. “You’re not hurting anywhere?”

Roxy let out an exasperated huff. “Sam, I fell out of bed, not down the stairs. You’ve seen me take much worse and walk it off.”

Sam grinned and backed off. “Okay, okay, I’ll stop mothering.”

Drew realised that Sam’s scent was the same one he could smell on Roxy’s neck. That confused him. He’d half expected that scent to belong to some sort of abuser or something, given its location and Roxy’s general jumpiness, but clearly these two were very close friends. Oddly enough, Roxy’s scent was also present on Sam’s neck, in much the same way. He doubted these two spent their free time strangling each other, so there must be some other explanation. 

“What are you even doing here? Aren’t you supposed to be in class?” Roxy asked.

Sam grinned lopsidedly. “I forgot some stuff in my locker and saw you from down the hall.”

Roxy snorted and playfully punched the taller girl’s arm. “You goof.”

Sam finally looked up at him, casually draping an arm across Roxy’s shoulders. “Who’re you?” she asked bluntly, though with no hint of distrust.

Drew stuck out his hand again. “I’m Drew. It’s my first day here.”

Sam made no move to shake it, though more because she just didn’t seem to notice it than any intended slight. “Woah, cool accent. Where are you from?”

“Georgia.”

“The state or the country?”

“Obviously the state, Sam. His accent is southern, not European,” Roxy butt in.

Drew frowned. “Georgia’s a country?”

Roxy’s face broke into an amused smirk, and a small burst of pride flowed through him at being the one to cause it, as unintentional as it was. Making friends at a new school was always a struggle, but it seemed like he was making good headway here. “Man, you’d get along with Leif.” 

Drew didn't have the slightest clue what that meant, but he didn't get the chance to ask, as the blonde suddenly startled. “Oh shit, I gotta get back to class! Bye, Rox!” Sam leaned down and kissed her on the head with an exaggerated ‘mwah!’ noise before zooming off down the hall. The action made Drew grin. Those two were really good friends, huh?

Roxy turned back to him once Sam was gone, closing her locker and hoisting the bag of books over her shoulder. “Is there something else you need, or are you just gonna keep standing there?”

Drew paused for a second and realised that he was indeed just standing there like an idiot. He pulled out his schedule. “Oh! I, uh… I have no idea where my classes are, do you think you could give me some directions?” 

Roxy sighed and beckoned him over, taking a look at the paper. “I’ll just take you there, our classes are in the same direction. Try to keep up, I can hobble pretty fast.”

Drew couldn’t tell if she was being sarcastic or not, but easily kept pace with her regardless as they made their way down the halls. He desperately wanted to ask what happened to her, but he held his tongue. Something like that wouldn’t be appropriate at all, considering they’d just met. Whatever it was must’ve been pretty traumatic, though. Her face looked like someone had gone at it with a knife, and he could tell from her body language that she was still wary of him, like she was anticipating an attack or something. His gut twisted as he noticed she was also missing a finger on her left hand. It unsettled him. Her injuries were too exact, too… calculated. They didn’t come from some accident, they had to have been made intentionally.

…Oh!

“Oh shit, you’re the girl who was kidnapped!” he exclaimed, shocked that it took him so long to put it together.

The glare Roxy shot him could have melted glaciers with its intensity. For a second he was scared that she was going to blow up at him, but her look of fury quickly deflated into one of sadness, so deep that he couldn’t see the bottom. “Please don’t call me that. I… I’m just Roxy.”

Drew internally slapped himself for being such an idiot, and made a note to do it for real once he had some privacy, because god, what a stupid thing to do. Just when he thought he was doing well. “Aw shit, I-I’m real sorry, that was a dumb thing to say.”

She sighed resignedly, which only made him feel worse. “It’s fine, I guess. I can’t really blame you. People are reminded every time they see my face, so it’s not like I can really do much about it. They’ll get used to it eventually.”

The rest of the walk was made in silence as Drew stewed over his guilty feelings. He wanted to make it up to her, but at the same time, it felt like doing that would just bring more attention to the issue, which seemed like the opposite of what he wanted to do. They arrived before he was able to make up his mind. “Here’s your class,” Roxy said flatly, limping away without another word. 

Drew sighed, burying his feelings about the matter. While he’d fucked up his first impressions with her, he was sure he’d get another chance. He steeled himself and opened the door to the classroom. 

“Excuse me! We’re in the middle of class!” The teacher exclaimed as he entered.

He faltered. “Uh, sorry. I-it’s my first day. I got a little lost.”

The teacher paused and checked over the registry. “Oh, you must be Drew, then?”

“That’s me, yeah.”

The woman sighed and gestured vaguely towards the rest of the class. “Find a seat and try to catch up.”

He did as he was told and picked the first empty desk that caught his eye, next to a girl with an undercut who was blankly staring out the window. He sat down and tried to introduce himself. “Hey, I’m Drew.”

She turned around and smiled, shaking his offered hand. “Leif.”

“Leif? Interesting name,” he replied. She must’ve been the one that Roxy was talking about earlier. He noticed that Sam’s scent was also present on her, though much less intensely than it had been on Roxy. Here, it was more like a general aura than a sharp point. There was still something odd about it, though. It almost seemed like Sam’s scent was a part of Leif’s, not just left over from some physical contact. Come to think of it, it had been the same with Roxy. He just didn’t notice at the time on account of the fact that it seemed to be coming from just the one spot. Weird.

“Yeah, I know it’s not exactly common, but I like it.” She laughed nervously.

“Naw, it’s cool. I like it too. It’s like, exotic or whatever.”

She smiled bashfully and brushed her hair behind her ear, though it wasn’t super effective, on account of the fact that the top half of her ear appeared to be missing. The injury didn’t look too old, maybe a month at the most. Drew frowned. It might have been a coincidence, but Leif was now the third person connected to Sam’s scent that had some sort of injury. Sam and Roxy both had scars on their faces, and Leif was missing part of her ear. He didn’t really know what to make of it, but it was interesting regardless, especially when he considered the weirdness surrounding their scents. He knew that Roxy’s were obviously from her kidnapping, but nothing about the other two. He decided to risk asking about it, despite what had just happened with Roxy in the hallway. 

“Hey, I know this is probably, like, not the sort of thing you ask when you’ve just met someone, but I was wondering, if you’re down to share, what happened to your ear?”

Leif winced. “Uh, would you believe that it was a piercing gone wrong?” her eyes shifted away from him nervously.

Drew raised an eyebrow. “Not when you say it like that.” He smiled in what he hoped was a comforting way. “Hey, it’s cool, you don’t have to tell me.”

“It’s probably for the best. If I told you the truth, you’d just have a million more questions.”

He chuckled. “I don’t know, I’ve seen some pretty unbelievable stuff. Try me.”

She smiled at him mischievously, shaking her head. “A girl’s gotta have her secrets. But who knows, maybe if you stick around long enough you’ll find out. And you can tell me all about this ‘unbelievable stuff’ you’ve apparently seen. We can compare.” Her smile turned genuine and the sight of it made his stomach flip a little. She had a nice smile. He wanted to see more of it.

He grinned back. After his blunder with Roxy in the hallway, it felt really good to actually succeed in making his first friend here, instead of immediately screwing it up. “Sounds good to me.”

“I’m sorry, did you join my class just to cause a disruption?” The teacher called out in a snide tone.

His head whipped back around to the front of the room, where the teacher - who’s name he was still entirely unaware of - was glaring at him. “Uh, n-no, sorry ma’am.”

“Just pay attention, please.”

Drew just put his head down as the heat rose in his cheeks at getting called out. He glanced to his left to find Leif smirking at him. “Great first impression,” she mouthed. He sighed, dropping his head against the desk. This year was off to a great start.

—

Sam sat at a bench in the cafeteria, eating her lunch with one hand while holding Roxy’s with the other, gently squeezing it and stroking it with her thumb every now and then to help her through the tiny bursts of anxiety she was getting in the crowded room. Leif was going off on another tangent about something, but Sam wasn’t really listening. She was instead tuned in on a conversation that was happening a few benches away, between Lukas, that new guy Drew, and some other guy named Simon. They were talking about Roxy, and while that was inevitable, things being what they were, she didn’t like the direction the conversation was going in. Lukas was fine, Drew seemed to just be curious, but Simon was starting to mouth off in a way that was starting to rub Sam the wrong way.

“I dunno, man! She’s just… kinda scary, I guess,” Simon said.

“Yeah, I’m just not seein’ it,” Drew replied. “What could be scary about her? She’s like, barely even 5’5” and can’t even walk. You afraid she’s gonna trip you with her crutches or somethin’?”

"She's actually really nice once you get to know her," Lukas said.

"Why's she always glaring at people, then? She always looks at me like she wants to kill me!" Simon complained.

"I seriously doubt she's glaring at you, dude, not unless you gave her a reason to. It’s probably just her damaged eyelid not opening all the way. Besides, if anyone has an excuse to be a little closed-off, it’s her,” Lukas replied.

"Again, what are you so afraid of? From everything I’ve heard and seen, she seems nice enough, and even if she somehow got mad enough to attack you, what would she even be able to do? She’s tiny,” Drew said.

Simon faltered. “S-sure, she’s kinda short, but that doesn’t mean she isn’t capable of some wild shit. I mean, she literally broke Kim’s arm in a fight over the summer. She does MMA or some shit.”

Drew looked a little taken-aback at that. Lukas shook his head. “Yeah, she did do that, but only after Kimberly bullied her and her friends for literally the whole of highschool. Those two have had beef for years, and even then, Roxy only broke her arm after she tried to pull a knife during the fight. She isn’t gonna come after you for looking at her the wrong way.”

“Sure, but that was before some psycho fucked up her face and held her in a basement for a week and a half. Who knows what that could’ve done to her mental state?”

Lukas sighed. “Have you even talked to her? She’s not like that. If anything she’s even more timid than before.”

“I have,” Drew replied. “Hell, I even fucked up and said some stupid shit that pissed her off. All she did was glare at me for a couple seconds and ask me not to say it again. I seriously think you’re freaking out over nothing. She just seems like a normal girl who’s been through some bad shit. Is it just ‘cuz you find her face scary with the scars? Be honest.” He smirked mockingly.

“N-no, it’s not that!” Simon looked around to see if anyone was listening, his eyes completely passing over Sam, before leaning in and whispering conspiratorially. “Fine, you wanna know the real reason? I’ll tell you. But you gotta promise not to tell anyone. I’m serious. My dad could get fired.”

Drew and Lukas shared a curious-yet-disbelieving look before playing along and leaning in. “Alright, hit me. What has you so scared of her?”

Simon sighed. “Not ‘so scared,’ just… freaked out. Anyway, listen to this. My dad is a cop, yeah? He was with the raid team that went in to arrest everyone in that place after Roxy escaped. Now, when my dad and his guys went in, they found this dead guy with his head absolutely destroyed, like, splattered all over the place. The murder weapon was this big metal cross, the type that they hang on walls and shit. They ID’d the guy as ‘Frank Emmerich,’ and according to Roxy’s statement, he was the one who did all of the, uh… the bad stuff to her. Now, guess who’s fingerprints they found all over the cross? Yep, hers. She killed that guy. Literally bashed his brains out. And you’re wondering why she freaks me out? We’re literally going to school with a murderer.”

Sam quickly excused herself from the table, shooting up and crossing the room in three long strides. She slammed her hands down on the boys’ table, startling all but Drew, who saw her coming. She leaned in close to Simon, staring daggers into him and barely suppressing the growl that wanted to rumble from her throat. “Stop talking about it like you know what happened. You have no idea how much she’s been struggling, and the last thing she needs are assholes like you spreading made-up rumours about her experience. You think she’s scary? If I find out you keep pulling shit like this I swear to Christ I will break you in half.”

She watched his face cycle through about fifty different emotions before inadvisably settling on defensiveness. “What the hell do you know about it? What, just because you’re her girlfriend, you think you have all of the facts? My dad was literally there, bitch.”

Sam faltered at the sheer audacity on display. He had no idea. His dad had no idea. He didn’t have to run through the halls of that place, desperately searching and hoping he wouldn’t be too late. He didn’t find the love of his life hiding in a cupboard, crying and shivering, her face almost unrecognisable from how bloodied and bruised it was. He didn’t have to carry her up five flights of stairs as she bled and silently screamed from having her femur smashed by a bullet. He knew nothing.

She wanted to knock his teeth out, and probably would have if it wasn’t for the warm hand that suddenly appeared on her bicep along with Leif’s familiar scent. “Hey Sam, take a breath, okay?”

She turned to look at her packmate, glancing back to her table as she did so. Roxy was looking at her, concerned. She must have felt her rage and sent Leif to calm her down. “R-right. Thanks.”

“Just drop it, man. She’s right, it’s none of our business anyway,” Drew said. “Besides, even if what you said was true, that just sounds like self-defence to me. If that guy really did all that stuff to her, he deserved it. Doesn’t make her a murderer.”

“Damn right,” Lukas added.

Simon scoffed. “Whatever. She’s still creepy.”

“Watch it,” Sam spat. She started heading back to her table, but changed her mind and turned around for one last thing. “Oh, and just for the record, seeing the aftermath doesn’t count as being there. Roxy told me about everything that happened, and my family is close friends with the lead detective, not just some random grunt. So yeah, I do know more about it than you. Next time, think before you open your mouth.”

With that, she turned on her heel and stomped back to their table, Leif in tow. She settled down next to Roxy and took her hand again as Simon started muttering under his breath.

“How the hell did she even hear me from over there?”

The question seemed to spark something in Drew, judging by the way his eyebrows suddenly shot up in surprise. He locked eyes with Sam across the room, an expression of curiosity on his face. She stared back, trying to parse what he was thinking. He didn’t just brush the question off like she thought he would. It was like he was genuinely giving it some thought. Sam couldn’t figure out what to make of it, what to make of him. Leif seemed to like him, Roxy said that she couldn’t care less, but Sam was still unsure. New people were uncomfortable. Hell, the last new person that tried to get to know them ended up trying to kill them. He didn’t seem like a threat, and he was a lot more likeable than Blaine, but there was just… something that was throwing her off. Part of her was tempted to flash her eyes at him, just to see if he might be a werewolf, but the smarter half of her brain advised against that.

“Hey, c-could we go outside, please? It’s too loud in here,” Roxy muttered. 

Sam finally broke off from her staring contest with Drew to smile at her mate. “Sure, hun.”

They all got up and made their way out of the cafeteria, and Sam felt Drew’s eyes boring into the back of her head the whole way.

—

It was a beautiful Saturday. The sun was shining, the birds were singing, and as usual, Leif was cooped up in her room playing Minecraft. Usually, she’d be playing with Roxy, but she had PT today, and was usually far too worn out to do anything other than flop into bed afterwards. She'd still extended an invitation just in case, but Roxy hadn't even seen it yet, let alone replied. 

She was working her way through a cave when her phone started loudly buzzing on her desk. The screen lit up with Sam’s contact information, represented by a blurry picture that Leif had somehow managed to capture of Sam sneezing in her wolf form. The image never failed to make her smile. She answered the call and held the phone up to her ear. “Yo, Sammie. What’s up, babe?”

“Hey, Leif,” she answered, her husky voice tinged with a hint of concern. “Um, are you busy right now?”

“No, not really. Why?”

“Could you do me a huge favour and go check on Roxy, please? Her PT didn’t go super well, and it feels like she’s really freaking out. She’s home alone and not answering the phone or anything. I would go and check myself, but I’m stuck at work.”

Leif immediately logged out and shut off her computer as Sam spoke. She jumped up out of her chair to get ready. “Don’t worry, I got this. Can you feel anything specific?”

“It feels like one of her episodes, but other than that, I’m really not sure.”

“Alright. Don’t worry, Sam, she’ll be okay. I’ll get over there and get back to you in no time.”

“Thank you so much, dude. I’ll pay you back for this.”

“Nah, don’t mention it. I’m gonna get ready now, so I’ll talk soon, okay?”

“Okay, bye. Thanks again.”

Sam hung up and Leif threw on some pants and shoes, racing out the door and down the street towards Roxy’s. She jogged at a steady pace and managed to get there within five minutes, unlocking the front door with the spare key that was hidden in the bushes and going inside. The first thing she noticed was that the house was completely silent. There was no audible crying or screaming, so that was probably a good sign that Roxy’s episode wasn’t too bad, though there was really no way to be sure until she found her.

“Roxy? It’s Leif, Sam sent me. Are you alright?”

Hearing no answer, Leif made her way upstairs and towards Roxy’s room. She knocked on the door politely before entering. At first glance, it appeared to be empty. Roxy’s wheelchair sat in the corner and her crutches were strewn across the floor haphazardly, along with a few loose items of clothing. Her glasses and phone were on the bedside table. Leif couldn’t imagine she would’ve gone far without them.

“Rox? Are you in here?”

It was so faint that she almost missed it; the barest trace of a whimper, coming from somewhere near the bed. Her heart clenched a little in her chest as she realised where Roxy was. She walked over to the bed and laid down on the floor, peeking under it. Sure enough, Roxy was under there, curled up in a ball and shivering, staring at her with wide, teary eyes.

“Hey, Rox. Don’t worry, it’s just me. You wanna come out?” Leif asked in a soothing voice.

Roxy shook her head emphatically, and Leif did her best to keep her confusion off her face. If Roxy thought that she was mad or disappointed in her, it would only make the situation worse. That was a lesson they’d all learnt the hard way. “That’s okay. Do you want to tell me why?”

Roxy made no move to reply. She just kept staring at Leif as though she was trying to figure out if she was a threat, or, more likely, if she was even real. It had been a while since she’d seen Roxy go completely non-verbal like this. It reminded her of a bad panic attack she’d had back in middle school, where Roxy had completely shut down after finding a note with a death threat in her locker, just days after getting outed to their cohort due to a failed attempt to ask out the girl she liked. It never ended up amounting to anything, thankfully, but based on how she helped Roxy through it back then, Leif was inspired to try a different approach. “Can I join you?”

After a moment of hesitation, Roxy slowly nodded. Leif squeezed her way under the bed until she was next to her friend, ensuring she made no sudden movements as she did so. She smiled comfortingly. “Hi. This is cozy, isn’t it?”

Roxy didn’t reply, but she did loosen up a little, some of the tension draining from her body. She was still eyeing Leif warily, though. It was time for step two. “Am I allowed to touch you?”

Roxy seemed to deliberate over the question for a long time. Eventually, she reached out and carefully took Leif’s hand, bringing it up to her face and placing it against her cheek. As soon as her hand made contact, Roxy’s features flashed with relief and tears sprang up in her eyes. Her eyelids fluttered shut and she needily leaned into the touch. Leif smiled and gently let her fingers caress Roxy’s cheek, her thumb running along the rough skin of her scar. The attempt at comfort was successful enough to crack through whatever was keeping Roxy from making a sound, and a quiet sob slipped from between her lips. Leif shuffled a little closer and pulled her friend against her chest, cradling her as she broke down.

She gently rocked back and forth as Roxy sniffled and cried, whispering comforting nothings against her hair. Thankfully, it didn’t take long for her to get it out of her system and eventually she quietened. “Sorry,” she muttered, her voice quiet and rough.

“Nothing to be sorry for, Rox. You wanna move up to your bed now?”

Roxy nodded against her chest and together they slowly shuffled out from Roxy’s hiding place. Leif helped her up to the bed and settled down next to her, leaving some space between them that Roxy quickly closed until their legs were touching. Clearly, she still wanted some more comfort, so Leif shifted around until she was lying on the bed and gestured for Roxy to follow. She crawled over and nestled into the crook of her arm, laying with her head on Leif’s chest.

“So, do you wanna talk about what happened?”

Roxy let out a long sigh, accentuated with a sniffle. “Just… a bad day. PT sucked, then Sam dropped me off and I was alone. Something… something triggered me and it spiralled into… into what you just saw. I thought… I thought he was in the house. I-I had to hide.”

Leif ran a hand through Roxy’s hair comfortingly. “Well, you’re not alone anymore. Can I ask what it was that set it off?”

Roxy groaned. “It’s honestly really stupid.”

“Try me.”

Roxy remained silent for a few seconds before answering. “I… I noticed a couple of grey hairs growing, and it was kinda just the last straw of shit stressing me out. I broke down a little bit.”

Leif sighed. “I’m sorry today sucked for you. But hey, on the bright side, tons of people find grey hairs attractive, so I’m sure you have nothing to worry about!”

Roxy looked up at her exasperatedly. “Yeah, on older people. I’m going grey at seventeen, dude. I’m not even in my twenties yet. It’s not hot, it’s sad.”

Leif shrugged. “I dunno, I still think it’s cool. It adds to your emo vibe.”

Roxy glared. “I’m not emo.”

Leif raised an eyebrow. “You’re literally wearing an MCR shirt right now.”

Roxy grunted and put her head back down. “Whatever. I just like their music.”

Leif chuckled and leaned her head back against the pillow. They laid there together in silence for a little while, just soaking in the calm atmosphere of Roxy’s familiar room. Leif pulled out her phone and texted Sam to let her know that everything was okay before scrolling mindlessly through apps as Roxy rested on top of her. It was a nice moment that reminded her of when they were younger, coming home from school and flopping onto a bed together for a nap.

Her phone chimed with a notification; a message from Drew.

Drew

(3:31pm) Yo, u wanna do smth? I’m bored af and dunno what there is to do here

She hesitated. On one hand, she was eager to hang out with him some more, and this was the perfect opportunity to do so. On the other, Roxy needed her far more than he did right now, and she wasn’t about to abandon her best friend just to go and hang out with a guy, no matter how much the thought of seeing him made her heart flutter in her chest.

“Who was that?” Roxy asked, lifting her head.

“Oh, just Drew,” Leif replied.

Roxy raised an eyebrow at her with a knowing smirk. “Just Drew, huh?”

Leif frowned. “What are you insinuating?”

“I sense the beginnings of a new crush,” Roxy teased in a sing-song voice.

Leif scoffed. “What? Pfft, no way.”

“Then why did your heart start beating faster after you read his message?”

Leif paused for a second before conceding. “Okay, fine. Maybe I find him a little hot. Doesn’t mean anything’s gonna happen any time soon. I still need some time to get my head on straight after what happened last time, and who knows if he would even be into me, anyway? He doesn’t know that I’m…” She gestured vaguely down her body. “You know.”

“I wouldn’t count you out just yet. You’re good-looking, fit, funny, and can probably kick his ass. What’s not to like?” She grinned as Leif laughed. “What did he want, anyway?”

“He asked if we could hang out. He wants me to show him around town, I think.”

“And? Are you gonna?”

Leif thought about it. “Nah, I’d feel bad about leaving you behind.”

“It’s fine, I don’t mind. I’m feeling a lot better now, anyway.”

Leif hesitated. “I don’t know. I’d still feel bad about it. Oh, I know, why don’t you come with us?”

Roxy considered it. “I dunno, I’m pretty worn out from PT. Eh, I guess I could just take my wheelchair. Yeah, alright, I’ll tag along, if only to get some sunlight.”

“Awesome,” Leif replied with a smile. “You won’t regret it.”

—

Well, Leif hadn’t been wrong, per se, she just hadn’t been entirely right, either. Roxy wasn’t entirely regretting going out with her and Drew. She was having a decent time sitting back and listening to their conversation as the cool September breeze tousled her hair. What she could do without, however, was the stares she was constantly getting from anyone they passed on the street. She understood it, she knew that her face was certainly… interesting to look at now, not to mention the fact that almost everyone knew who she was, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t frustrating. It was getting to the point where she had to consciously resist the urge to shout at people for it.

Still though, it was nice hearing the smile in Leif’s voice as she told Drew about all the things to do around town (even if there really wasn’t much aside from the bowling alley and shopping). She really hoped that it worked out for her, especially after Brooke. Something like that would give anybody trust issues. There was a lapse in conversation as they aimlessly wandered through town and Leif, who was clearly far too eager to fill the silence, said possibly the worst thing you could ever say to someone who you were hoping to get closer to.

“Has anyone ever told you that you have a very dog-like face?” she asked, not a hint of malice in her voice.

Roxy almost fell out of her chair in shock. Drew, to his credit, just laughed it off.

“Uh, no? I-I… sorry, I’m a little confused, are you trying to insult or compliment me?”

“Neither. It’s just an observation. You’ve got those sort of downturned eyes, kinda like a dog. Sam does too, doesn’t she, Rox?”

Roxy sputtered hopelessly, still struggling to control her laughter. “I-I guess? I dunno, I certainly wouldn’t call it dog-like. The word you’re looking for is friendly. She has a friendly face.”

“Yeah, I can see that,” Drew said. “She can be scary when she wants to be, though, like when she yelled at Simon the other day. She threatened to break him in half and, honestly, she probably could. Her arms are even bigger than mine!” He flexed to accentuate his point and Roxy watched on in amusement as Leif visibly gulped. “What’s her deal, anyway? Yeah, Simon was mouthin’ off about stuff he shouldn’t have been, but he was whispering and she somehow heard him from across the cafeteria. I ain’t saying she was in the wrong there, I just can’t figure out how she would’a done that.”

Roxy and Leif shared a quick, mildly nervous glance. “I dunno, she’s super protective of us, especially Roxy, so if she heard him mention her, she probably just started paying extra attention to you guys. Maybe she read his lips or something, I dunno.”

Drew gave it some thought. “Yeah, I guess that explains it. Huh… I thought she might…” He shook his head. “Nevermind.”

“What?” 

Drew got nervous all of a sudden. “I-it’s nothing, don’t worry about it.”

Roxy frowned, alarm bells ringing in the back of her head. She was about to push harder when she spotted something out of the corner of her eye that drew her attention away. “Hey guys, hold up. Is that a cat?”

It was laying against some garbage bags in an alleyway, its black fur making it almost indistinguishable from them. It seemed to be starving, so thin that she could clearly make out its ribs. Honestly, she couldn’t even tell if it was alive. From this distance, it looked completely still. Something deep in her heart squeezed painfully. “Hey, Leif? 7-11 is just around the corner, could you do me a favour and go grab a tin of tuna or something? I’ll pay you back for it.”

Leif seemed to understand her intention and left right away, taking Drew with her. She carefully approached the cat and, with much relief, was able to make out the slight rise-and-fall of its chest as it breathed. She was glad that it was alive, but the poor thing clearly needed some help. She must have made some sort of noise as she wheeled closer, because the cat suddenly startled and jumped up, arching its back and hissing at her. Now that it was up and moving, she could see that it only had one eye, and was missing one of its front legs. A little spark of sorrow came alight in her chest.

She leaned down and held her hand out, close to the ground. “Hey, little guy. It’s okay, I’m not gonna hurt you. You want some food? How about some pets?”

The cat eyed her hand warily, but its body language shifted into something a little less defensive. It cautiously limped over and sniffed her hand, clearly ready to bolt away at the slightest hint of danger. Apparently satisfied by whatever it found in her scent, the cat butted its head against her hand and allowed her to scratch it behind a notched ear. It started purring and Roxy’s whole body fizzled with happiness.

All of a sudden, the cat jumped up onto her lap, peering up at her with its one green eye. It started meowing incessantly, butting its head against her hands until she started scratching it again. A laugh bubbled up from her chest. “Oh, you are just precious, aren’t you?”

“Woah, are you sure you should be doing that? What if it has diseases?” Drew said as he and Leif came back around the corner. The cat immediately recoiled from his voice and hissed at him, leaning up against Roxy’s body as if it was looking for protection.

“Hey now, it’s alright,” she whispered to it in a soothing voice. “He’s not gonna hurt you.”

The cat remained wary of him, but it did relax some at her voice. “It really likes you, huh?” he asked.

“Roxy’s always been an animal person. She even saved a wolf from a bear trap once,” Leif said, approaching with the requested tin of tuna in hand. Roxy took it and cracked it open, holding it down where the cat could reach it. It dove straight in, hungrily slurping up the fish and chirping happily. 

She stroked down its back as it ate, and noticed something that set her heart on edge. There were a few hairless patches along its back that felt a lot like scars. Slightly concerned, she leaned over to get a better look at its face again. What she found filled her with anger. She’d assumed that the missing eye and leg were just deformities, but looking closer she could see a scarred, hairless line over where the cat’s left eye should have been, with a similar scar over the stump of its leg. This wasn’t all just from some accident, somebody had hurt this poor cat.

The cat finished its meal and looked up at her, blinking innocently and licking its chops. Tears formed in her eyes as something swelled in her chest. Connection. 

“Oh, you’re like me, aren’t you?” she whispered, scratching it behind both ears as she cradled its face. She sniffled back her emotions, trying to smile. “Well, no one’s gonna hurt you anymore, okay? No one’s gonna hurt either of us anymore. You can come home with me, and we can be safe together. Does that sound nice?”

The cat meowed back at her, standing on its hind legs and nuzzling her face, slightly dislodging her glasses. She laughed wetly. “I’ll take that as a yes.”

She pulled out her phone with her free hand and called her dad, holding it up to her ear. He picked up within two rings.

“Hey, sweetie. Is everything alright?”

“Y-yeah, dad. Hey, I was wondering, do you think we could adopt a cat?”
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                Roxy panted, her legs and lungs burning as she ran down the dark hallway. There were people all around, milling about and talking to each other, searching through lockers and staring at their phones. None of them seemed to notice her fear, nor did they react to the man that was chasing her. He was steadily gaining. She could hear his tinny laughter and pounding footsteps as he grew closer and closer. Realising she had no choice but to turn and fight, she stopped.

He was tall and lanky, old, with a full head of grey hair. His eyes held all of the hatred and evil in the universe. His smile instilled in her a dread so deep that she couldn’t escape from it. He approached, closer and closer, and Roxy struck. Her fist surged forward in a powerful jab, colliding with his nose with a satisfying crunch. He fell back, clutching the wound, and Leif hit the ground of the alleyway, looking up at Roxy with hurt in her eyes.

“Roxy? What was that for?!”

Roxy paused as she watched the blood drip from between Leif’s fingers. She stepped forward and reached out in an attempt to help her. “N-no, I didn’t-”

“Get the fuck away from me!” Leif cried, slapping her hand away. Roxy backed up as the guilt set in. She just broke her friend’s nose. Leif was looking at her like she was a monster. Roxy turned and ran before the tears that were building in her eyes could spill out. He was still coming for her, after all. She wasn’t safe.

She ran down the street and turned into another alley, only to realise it was a dead end. She turned around, but the entrance was blocked by a chain-link fence.

“I told you, Roxanne. You’re better off with me. Or, is it that you want to keep hurting your friends?”

She turned around again and he was there, taunting her.

“Shut up!” she screamed, swinging at him with the claws that had sprouted from her fingers. They raked across his cheek in three distinct lines and Sam collapsed to the ground, screaming and trying to stem the flow of blood. Horror struck her body like lightning as she realised what she’d done. She stepped forward and tried to help.

“Sam, I’m so sorry, it was an accident!”

Sam whimpered and backed away, pure terror on her face. “N-no… s-s-stay away!”

“How many more mistakes will it take before you realise, Roxanne? How many lives will you ruin before it’s over?”

Against every instinct in her body, Roxy turned and ran, leaving Sam alone. She was better off without her. She sprinted through white corridors, taking turns at random through the underground maze of the outpost. Surely she would lose him here.

He was there again, in front of her. Smiling.

That was it. She was finishing this. He wasn’t going to leave her alone unless she stopped him for good. She drew the gun on her hip and fired. The bullet hit his leg and a girl collapsed to the ground; a girl with black hair and olive skin, covered in cuts and bruises and burns and blood. Roxy. Herself.

Her pack stared back at her with rage and fury on their faces, no love to be found. Sam cradled her wounded body as Pedro pulled his gun. Leif rushed to stop the bleeding as Pedro fired.

A loud bang.

A flash.

Falling.

Stillness.

Roxy opened her eyes to a concrete ceiling. She was lying on a table, her arms and legs restrained. Emmerich was there. She couldn’t escape him. Why had she even tried? He always won in the end, always hurt her again. At least with him, she wouldn’t be hurting her friends. She was better off here, where no one but her would get hurt as a result of her actions. 

“I always knew you had it in you, Roxanne. You’ve made the right choice.”

She tried to respond, but found that she had no voice. Emmerich grabbed a scalpel off of a tray and cut her open, unzipping her from crotch to throat. The pain was blinding, unimaginable, but she couldn’t scream, couldn’t move. She could do nothing as he stuck his hands into the wound and explored her insides.

He pulled out her organs one by one, examining them, weighing them, and setting them aside. He sawed her ribcage off. He laid her intestines out to see how long they were. He squished her lungs in his hands. By the time he was finished she was nothing but an empty husk, neither alive nor dead. A useless, worthless sack of flesh whose only purpose was as a receptacle for the all-consuming agony that was lighting up every nerve like fire. This was where she belonged. Nothing more than a toy to be used, discarded and-

She became aware of a comforting weight on her chest, suddenly muting the pain, blurring it. She was confused. She didn’t have a chest anymore, so where was this feeling coming from? How could she feel it? What was-

—

Roxy woke up with a strangled gasp.

She opened her eyes. Above her was the familiar ceiling of her room. She could freely move her arms and legs. All of her organs were - presumably - in their rightful places. And as for the weight on her chest-

It was her new cat, Mr. Slinky. He was peering up at her in the darkness, his one green eye blinking curiously. She dropped her head back against the pillow with a heavy sigh, bringing a hand up to rest in Slinky’s fur.

It was just a dream.

Roxy couldn’t help herself; she started crying. It was all too much. The nightmares never stopped. It felt like she never left that damn place. It wasn’t just Emmerich, either. All that other stuff, about her accidentally hurting everyone she cared about. It hurt because she knew it was true. So much pain could have been avoided for so many people if it wasn’t for her. She just wanted things to go back to the way they were. She wanted to be normal again, to not constantly be haunted by the ghost of the man who ruined her body and left his permanent mark on her mind. Honestly, she was considering strategically smashing her head with a brick just so that she could forget about it.

Her crying was interrupted when a small, rough tongue suddenly started licking her chin. A sad chuckle found its way past her lips and she turned onto her side, scratching her cat behind his ear as he purred. “Is it hard for you too, Mr. Slinky? Do you get nightmares as well?”

She knew the answer was probably some form of ‘yes.’ He clearly had his issues as well. It had been a few weeks since she adopted him, and he still refused to let anyone other than her touch him. He was beginning to warm up to Sam a bit, but she suspected that that was likely just because she was covered in Roxy’s scent more often than not. They’d taken him to the vet after she first found him. He seemed to be around three years old, was already up to date on all of his vaccinations and everything, was already neutered, and he even seemed to be house-trained. It was clear that someone had owned him before she found him. She wondered if they were the one who hurt him, or if that was someone else, some time after he ended up on the street.

Her phone chimed and she blindly grabbed it off of the bedside table. It was a message from Sam.

Sammie <3

(1:18am) You okay?

Not really. Bad dream (1:18am)

(1:18am) Want me to come over?

Yes pls. Could use a cuddle (1:19am)

(1:19am) Omw. luv u xx

Thanks. Love you too (1:19am)

Roxy sighed and set her phone back down, burying her face in Mr. Slinky’s fur. Sam was always so supportive, always so caring. She would throw herself in front of a truck if she thought it would make Roxy feel better. It made her feel like such a burden. She already owed Sam her life at least two times over, and now she was going out of her way to come over at midnight just so Roxy could get a hug. What was she doing to pay her back? Nothing, that’s what. She was a terrible girlfriend. She was surprised that Sam still even put up with her. Her phone chimed again and she picked it back up.

Sammie <3

(1:21am) Hey, none of that guilty stuff. I can tell you’re thinking it! I couldn’t sleep anyway, and I’m always down for a cuddle, so don’t stress, ok?

Sorry. I just wish I could do more to pay you back for all you do for me (1:22am)

(1:22am) I do it bc I love you, not because I want something in return. Besides, even if you don’t realise it, you do lots for me <3

(1:22am) Now quit your guilty thoughts and get excited!!! Almost there!

(1:22am) Gonna squeeze you so hard!!

Roxy smiled and put her phone away again. Even just through text, Sam was already cheering her up. In truth, her bad mood annoyed her a little bit. Things had seemed like they were going so well for a couple of weeks there. She wasn’t having as many flashbacks, her nightmares were getting easier to handle, and she was starting to actually feel okay about her appearance again. Then she received a letter in the mail a few days ago; a court summons for November. The date of the trial had been set, and it was only two short months away. The thought of having to face Harrison again, even if he couldn’t hurt her, had brought what little progress she’d made crashing down. She would lie awake at night, dreading having to testify about what he and Emmerich did to her. She hadn’t even gone into detail with Sam yet, nor was she sure if she ever would. Sam only knew what she was able to piece together based on the tapestry of scars across Roxy’s body and from the memories of pain through her mark. She didn’t even like thinking about it, let alone talking about it. That didn’t matter to the court, though. Regardless of how she felt, she would still have to recount -in detail-  the most painful and humiliating experience of her life, and to a bunch of strangers, no less. But why, though? Didn’t they have enough evidence against Harrison already? Why did she need to suffer through that just so they could be extra-super sure that they had the right guy? It was stupid. At least she wouldn’t be alone in it, she supposed. Sam, Leif, and Pedro would all be testifying as well.

She startled at a knock on her window. Turning around, she saw Sam, smiling at her through the darkness. Roxy didn’t know what she’d been expecting, honestly. It wasn’t like she was going to come through the front door this late at night and risk incurring Martha’s wrath. She sat up and opened the latch for the window, closing it behind Sam once she was inside.

“Hey,” the blonde greeted. She turned to the cat, cooing. “And hello to you too, Mr. Slinky!”

As was by now expected, Mr. Slinky immediately jumped ship once Sam was close enough, returning to his pet bed in the corner. Sam shrugged. “Eh, it was worth a shot.”

“He’ll get used to you,” Roxy said.

Sam settled in next to Roxy and sighed. “I know, I just wish there was something I could do to make him more comfortable with me.” She grinned. “I guess I’ll just have to settle for cuddling with you in the meantime.” She grappled Roxy and dragged her down with her until they were lying face-to-face on Roxy’s pillow. She ran a gentle thumb along the dark circles that had taken up permanent residence under Roxy’s eyes. “You’ve been crying. Wanna talk about it?”

Roxy sighed and shifted around, turning away from Sam and shuffling backwards until she was fully enveloped by the warmth and comfort of her girlfriend’s body against her back. She didn’t really want to talk about it, but she knew it was probably a good idea not to bottle it up. It was just a dream, after all, nothing like talking about her actual experience, where going into the slightest bit of detail about what Emmerich did to her would send her spiralling into a panic attack, or worse. Sam silently looped an arm around her waist, grounding her with its comforting weight. 

“I just… had a really terrible dream. But what’s new there?” She chuckled humorlessly. Sucking in a breath, she continued. “It was him again, because of course it was. It’s always about him. He was chasing me, trying to get me, but every time I tried to fight back, I would always end up hurting one of you instead. I broke Leif’s nose, I gave you that scar on your face and I… I shot myself in the leg. In the end, he got me, like always. Everything after that point was just the usual torture porn bullshit that it always ends up being.” She sighed, a few tears welling up in her eyes. “I just want it to stop, Sam. It’s already been a month and a half since I got out, how much longer is it gonna take for me to be okay again? How long is it going to be before I can stop being scared of falling asleep and having to face him again?”

She turned back around as the tears started to flow again, burying her face against Sam’s chest. Sam held her close, stroking her back and whispering quiet comforts against her hair. “I’m so sorry, Rox. I wish I could do more to help you.”

“I-it’s fine,” Roxy said between sniffles. “You b-b-being here is m-more than enough.”

Sam hummed. “That stuff you said, about accidentally hurting us and yourself… I-I’m no expert, but it kind of sounds like you might subconsciously feel like you’re responsible for those things. Do you think that it’s your fault that Blaine slashed my face? Or that the hunter shot you?” Her voice was soft and held no hint of accusation, but Roxy wilted all the same.

“I-if you hadn’t needed t-to… to protect me, you wouldn’t have gotten hurt so bad. If I’d just respected your privacy, I never would’ve been on the hunter’s radar. I wouldn’t have needed to ask Leif for help with the stalker, and she wouldn’t have been hurt in the fight. They wouldn’t have kidnapped me and I wouldn’t have been shot. Pretty much everything bad that’s happened to us can be traced back to me in some way.”

“Roxy, Blaine attacked us out of pure chance, it could have been anybody that stumbled across him. What the hunters did to you isn’t your fault, either. They kidnapped you to get to me, not because you found their website. Your brain is just being an ass and telling you it’s your fault, because that’s how brains are. I think it would probably be really helpful if you talked to your therapist about this stuff.”

Roxy sighed. “You’re probably right. I’m sorry, I just… I don’t know, those thoughts have always been at the back of my mind, I guess with everything that’s happened they’ve finally decided to come to the surface.”

Sam kissed her on the forehead. “Stupid brain, be nicer to my girlfriend.”

At that point, a mew from somewhere behind Roxy pulled them both out of the conversation. She rolled onto her back and Mr. Slinky casually limped across her stomach like he owned it. He sniffed Sam’s hand where it laid on Roxy’s abdomen before curling up next to it. Sam and Roxy shared a surprised look and Sam cautiously moved her hand closer and closer until it made contact. When Mr. Slinky showed no signs of discomfort, Sam slowly started petting him properly, scratching behind his ears. A rumbly purr started up and Sam let out a quiet, high-pitched squeal of pure joy.

“Our son has chosen me,” she whispered, in absolute awe.

Roxy grinned. “I told you he’d come around. Wait, did you just call him ‘our son?’”

“Well, you adopted him, so you’re his mom now, and I’m your girlfriend. Doesn’t that make me some sort of step-mom? Mother number two?”

“You know what? Sure. We’re his moms.”

Roxy settled in and tried to get some shut-eye as Sam continued petting the purring ball of black fur on her stomach. Eventually, despite Sam’s constant cooing and the bike-engine purr that was vibrating through her belly, the grip of sleep took hold and she drifted off, surrounded by the warmth of her two furry idiots.

—

Leif sat in the cafeteria with her friends, mindlessly picking at her lunch and listening to Drew’s voice as he regaled her with some tale about a fight he’d been in or something. In truth, the actual contents of his story were completely lost to her. She was too busy focusing on the deep drawl of his accent and staring at his unfairly perfect features. She could feel Sam and Ross boring daggers into the back of her head for how obvious she knew she was being, but Drew hadn’t seemed to notice yet, so she was going to keep enjoying it for now, treating herself to fantasies of what might happen on the off chance this little crush actually bore fruit. She didn’t even have it in her to be cautious after what happened with Brooke. Similarly to Sam, Drew was far too much of a well-intentioned airhead to ever have any sort of ulterior motive like that. Leif liked to think so, anyway. 

Roxy hadn’t joined them yet, but that was because she’d taken the first half of the day off for a psych appointment. Leif didn’t really know why she would still bother coming to school for just the second half of the day, but to each their own, she supposed. It was probably more a matter of pride than anything else, to show that school couldn’t keep her down, no matter how much Leif knew it stressed her out to be around so many unsafe people.

Sam snorted from somewhere behind her and Leif tuned back into the world only to realise that Drew had stopped talking at some point and was smirking at her with a raised eyebrow. “You didn’t hear a word I said, did you?”

Busted.

Leif sputtered, her cheeks growing red. "N-no, I was listening!"

"Really? Then what did I say?" he asked with a grin, knowing he had her caught.

Leif helplessly glanced at Sam and sent out a desperate cry for assistance through their pack bonds. Sam only shook her head in response. She was on her own.

"I- uh… s-something about…" She sighed. There was no way she was getting out of this. "Okay, fine, I wasn't listening."

“Too busy staring at me, huh?”

Oh, so he really had her caught, then. Fine, two could play at that game. She buried her fluster and grinned back at him. “What can I say? Your face is nice to look at.”

Drew’s face flashed with surprise and his cheeks grew slightly pink. He grinned again, but this time it was much more spontaneous and genuine, all toothy and crooked. It was stupidly cute. “Yeah? I could say the same about yours.”

Her stomach flipped and she actually giggled. God, how embarrassing. She sounded like Roxy back when she was being oblivious about how much Sam liked her. Ew. She could see Sam watching the display out of the corner of her eye, grinning like an idiot, while Ross was pointedly ignoring them.

“Cuuuute,” Sam sang. That seemed to cause Drew to remember that they had an audience and he flushed even redder, turning away from Leif and back to the table. Leif followed his lead, trying to ignore how it seemed that Drew had moved slightly closer to her than he’d been at the start of lunch. He was warm.

The awkward silence that followed was thankfully broken by the cafeteria door opening and Roxy making her way over to their table, boldly only using one crutch in her right hand so that she could hold onto her Mcdonalds coke in her left. Every few steps she was lightly putting weight onto her right leg, limping slightly, before supporting it with the crutch again. She’d been regaining strength in her leg a lot faster than her doctors had predicted, so her physical therapist had her doing stuff like that to help get her leg used to supporting her weight again, despite the fact that it hadn’t even been two months yet. Leif theorised that it had something to do with the werewolf factor, but none of them could really be sure. Maybe Roxy was just built different.

“Guess who just got officially diagnosed with PTSD!” she said in a sing-song voice, settling down next to Sam. 

“Woo! Get it, queen!” Leif cheered, playing along.

“Uh, is that a… good thing?” Drew questioned, sounding very unsure of himself.

Roxy shrugged. “Eh, we all knew I had it, it just takes a while before they can diagnose it. The benefit is that I can get medication for it now.”

Drew nodded along, clearly still a little taken aback. He was such a dork. “Oh, okay. Net positive then.”

“Honestly, I’ve been thinking about getting tested for it as well,” Sam said, looking at her tray and not making eye contact. “The stuff I used to struggle with when I was a kid, a-after my parents, is pretty similar to what I’ve seen of Roxy’s symptoms. I’m not really sure how much difference it would make now, as I’m a lot better, but it would be interesting to know regardless.”

“I’ll hook you up with my psych,” Roxy joked.

“What happened with your parents? If it’s okay of me to ask,” Drew questioned.

“Oh, I… I lost them at a young age. It’s a long story, and not one I’m super keen on sharing right now,” Sam replied.

Drew wilted a little. “I’m sorry. I never met my parents.”

“Mine died in a car crash when I was eight,” Ross said, speaking up for the first time.

Leif slapped the table in an impression of the car salesman meme, attempting to lift the mood a little. “This bad boy can fit so many traumatised teens on it!”

It had the intended effect and got everyone to laugh a little. Drew turned to her. “What about you? Since we’re all swapping war stories.”

Leif smirked at him. “I see through you, Drew. You’re just fishing for the ear story. You gotta be in the inner circle for that bit of gossip.”

“Inner circle, huh?” He flashed her a grin, looking her up and down. “Well, I’m not sure what your entrance requirements are, but if it means getting closer to you, I’d be more than happy to give it a shot.”

Leif’s whole body flushed with heat. “W-well, I… certainly wouldn’t mind that.”

Seriously? That was the best I could come up with in response? Come ON, brain, work with me here! Mama wants to get laid!

Ross made a gagging noise. “Gross, dude. Keep it in your pa- Oh, shit. Kimberly, one o’clock.”

The whole group tensed up. Leif swallowed thickly, turning to see the girl in question stalking towards them. Her arm was out of its cast, so she was no doubt looking for some sort of revenge. Her heart lurched in worry for Roxy. If she was Kimberly’s goal, she was definitely an easy target right now. She steeled herself. Leif wasn’t gonna let that happen, and she knew Sam wouldn’t either. Her pack was here for her, and Leif wasn’t scared of her anymore.

Kimberly stepped up behind Sam, looking at Drew with an innocent expression on her face. Roxy pried open the lid of her coke, reaching for Sam’s carton of orange juice and pouring some of it into the cup. “Hey, new kid. A little word of advice, since you clearly don’t know how things work around here, but I wouldn’t get seen sitting at this table if I were you. Well, not unless you want everyone to think that you’re a fag, that is.”

Drew frowned. “Excuse me?”

“You know, by association? You’re sitting next to a tranny, after all. What do you think people will think?”

Leif’s blood froze in her veins like ice. She hadn’t told Drew about that yet. She didn’t know how he would react. She didn’t think he would mind, but sometimes it was impossible to know. Well, he knew now, regardless of what she wanted. She could only hope for the best. Roxy reached over and grabbed Leif’s chocolate milk, pouring some into her cup as well.

“Back off, Kimberly,” she said tersely, stirring the mixture with her straw and sniffing it, only to recoil in disgust. 

“I wasn’t talking to you, cripple. Now-”

“How’s your arm? Still sore?” Roxy retorted. She spat into the cup and stirred it in with the rest of the concoction. What was she doing?

Kimberly snarled, her composure cracking. “That was a fucking fluke and you know it, rug-muncher. You want a rematch? Just say the word and I’d be happy to fuck your face up even more.”

Sam and Leif both simultaneously stood up, closely followed by Drew. Kimberly backed up as Sam crowded her against the table. “Roxy’s not the only one who knows how to break your arm. Watch your mouth.”

“Seconded,” Drew said, walking around to lean over Kimberly next to Sam. “I don’t know what your issue is, but you should know that I don’t take kindly to bullies. Leave before I do something you regret.”

His defence made Leif’s heart soar with admiration. She moved around the table to Roxy’s side, placing a hand on her shoulder. “You alright?”

Roxy nodded, slowly standing up and clutching that cup like a lifeline. “It’s fine, guys. Let’s just go.”

Sam glanced at her out of the corner of her eye and backed away from Kimberly, as did Drew. Kimberly scoffed. “What, too scared? Don’t worry, I’m not a dyke. I’m not gonna molest you like your kidnappers did. Oh, but you’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

Leif swore you could hear a pin drop with how silent the cafeteria had become. Everyone was listening in to the exchange with bated breath. Roxy turned back to Kimberly, an unimpressed look on her face. Inexplicably, she cracked a smile. Before anyone could register what was happening, Roxy lifted up her cup and dumped the whole thing out on top of Kimberly’s head. The milk had curdled in the acidity of the coke and, combined with the pulp of the juice, it gave the sticky mixture the same consistency as vomit.

Roxy dropped the cup on the floor and turned, limping her way out of the cafeteria without another word. Kimberly was stunlocked, just standing there with her mouth gaping open like a fish as the sickly-sweet smelling liquid dripped down her face. Leif didn’t want to be there when she finally snapped out of it, so she followed Roxy’s lead and quickly made her way out into the halls, Sam and Drew following close behind.

“Well, shit,” Drew said once they’d caught up with Roxy. “I’d heard that she bullied you guys in the past, but wow. What a bitch.”

“You haven’t seen half of it,” Roxy muttered.

“You reckon she’ll leave well enough alone after that?”

She sighed. “Probably not. She was alone today, though. Looks like even her friends are sick of her shit. She won’t be starting any fights she knows she can’t win. I just…” She looked over her shoulder at Leif. “She’s done some truly reprehensible stuff in the past, which is what I broke her arm for. Even without her friends, I’m worried she’ll try something like that again.”

Leif smiled comfortingly. “I can handle myself now, Rox, no need to worry. If she tries that again, she’ll be in for another trip to the hospital.”

Drew looked at her, concerned. “What did she do to you?”

She waved a hand. “Eh, you know, tied me up on the roof half naked, beat me up, wrote slurs on me in permanent marker. Nothing I couldn’t… N-nothing I couldn’t handle.” Her voice faltered at the end as the memories of her experience resurfaced. Hoo boy, maybe she wasn’t as over it as she thought. Bury it down, Leif. It could’ve been so much worse.

Something that sounded an awful lot like a growl rumbled from Drew’s throat for a split second before he cut it off. “She really did that? How wasn’t she expelled?”

“It happened on the last day of school and Kimberly was never caught in any official capacity. Roxy definitely didn’t let her get away with it, though.” She smiled at the memory of Roxy kicking that bitch’s ass.

To her surprise, a warm arm looped around her shoulders and she found herself being pulled close to Drew’s side. The butterflies in her stomach felt like they were flying through a hurricane. “I’m sorry you had to go through that. Must’ve been awful.”

“Y-yeah,” she muttered. She glanced up at him. He was smiling at her with such warmth that it felt almost impossible not to just surge up and kiss him right there. She couldn’t, not yet. There was something she needed to address first. Her gaze flickered back downwards. “Uh… about what she said back there… a-about me, I-”

“Oh, that? I’m, uh… not super educated on that stuff, but I think I get the gist of it.” He smiled and winked at her. “That doesn’t change anything for me, don’t worry.”

Leif hesitated. “Uh, just so we’re sure you’re thinking of the right thing, what exactly do you think it is?”

“Doesn’t it mean you’ve got a, uh…” He stuck out a half-drooped finger. “Instead of a…” He made a circle with his forefinger and his thumb. “That’s it, right?”

Leif snorted at the obscene gestures. He was such a himbo. “It’s, uh, a little more complex than that, but I guess that’s the general gist of it, yeah. I was gonna get around to telling you eventually, but she got there first.”

He grinned. “Cool. Yeah, I don’t care about that. You’re still a girl.” He paused, frowning slightly. “Wait, you are a girl, right? That’s how it works?”

She couldn’t help but giggle at his well-intentioned ignorance. “Yes, I’m a girl.”

“Awesome. I like girls.”

“Same,” Roxy and Sam both said in unison. Sam leaned down and gave Roxy a kiss, prompting Drew to gasp.

“Wait, you two are together?! I thought y’all were just good friends!”

Leif snorted.

—

Pedro stepped into his apartment, locking the door behind him. It had been a long day of not much at all. He’d done some paperwork, solved an apparent break-in that just turned out to be the victim’s mother coming to visit while they were away, and then did some more paperwork. He cracked his sore neck and settled down on the couch, turning the TV on to some random channel.

He sighed, the boredom building steadily as he stared at the screen, not really intaking much of anything. He missed the training course. He missed having a reason to go out every day and spend time with his pack. Sure, once Roxy was back on her feet they’d be starting up again, but that was going to take a long time. While he still saw his pack fairly regularly - maybe once every week or two, usually when they met up for dinner at Carol’s - it wasn’t nearly as much as he would’ve liked. He missed them. He missed his family.

His phone buzzed and he fished it out of his pocket to find a message from Sam.

Sam

(4:15pm) Hey could you come over please? It’s important

What is it? Is something wrong? (4:15pm)

(4:15pm) Nothing’s wrong, dw. Can’t explain over phone tho. Just come.

He frowned. It must have something to do with werewolves, then. Regardless, he wasn’t going to complain at such a blatant excuse to see his pack. A thought occurred in the back of his mind, reminding him of something he’d been meaning to do.

Alright. Is Roxy there? (4:16pm)

(4:16pm) Yeah, why?

No reason. Be there soon. (4:16pm)

He slipped his phone back into his pocket and got up, grabbing the specially made cane off of the table. He’d been meaning to surprise Roxy with it for a while, but he just hadn’t found the time yet. He was hesitant to do it with her parents around, especially her mother, given the gift’s… nature, so it had been difficult to find a good opportunity to hand it over. Honestly, he didn’t even know if she’d like it. He was usually terrible with gifts and, under ordinary circumstances, something like this could definitely be seen as a bit gaudy or tasteless. He never would have even considered getting her something like this if it wasn’t for the fact that she actually needed a mobility aid right now, as was not the case with most people who got canes like this one. The idea just popped into his head one day after visiting her in the hospital. She liked swords, and she would need a mobility aid for a while, so why not combine the two things into a personalised gift just for her? A cane sword seemed like the perfect thing. He’d even made sure that, once she was able to walk on her own again, the design was low-key enough that she would be able to wear it on her hip as a regular sword, as to avoid the inherent tackiness that came with owning a cane sword while not actually needing to use it as a cane. Regardless of the mental gymnastics he’d done to justify it in his head, he was certain that she would at least appreciate the thought.

He made his way out of the apartment building and got into his car, pulling out onto the road as thoughts of what this could be about overtook his mind. Could it be that Roxy’s werewolf side had progressed unexpectedly? Or maybe it was something to do with Sam? Perhaps the hunters had made another move? No, it couldn’t be that, Sam said that nothing was wrong. Regardless of the futility of the exercise, he couldn’t stop his mind from racing with half-baked theories even if he’d wanted to, as it was with all mysteries that presented themselves to him, no matter how small.

After a short drive, he pulled into the Walkers’ driveway. Carol’s car was there, as was Clarissa’s, and even Damien’s, if he wasn’t mistaken on the model. Whatever this was must be bigger than he thought. He noticed the lights were off inside the house as he stepped out of his car. His confusion greater than ever, he walked up to the front door and knocked on it. He waited a good thirty seconds for a response, but no one answered. Okay, seriously, what was this? He could sense his pack’s presence inside the house, but no one was making a sound. He didn’t want to be rude and just barge in there, but seeing no other option, he tested the doorknob and found it to be unlocked. He opened the door and-

“SURPRISE!”

A chorus of cheerful voices filled his ears as the lights flicked on and his friends all jumped out of hiding. Everyone was there: his pack, Sam’s family, Clarissa and Damien. Sure, it wasn’t really that many people, but the sight of pretty much everyone he cared about - barring Valerie - all in the same room made his heart soar. There was someone he didn’t know standing off to the side, but from the way that Leif was practically hanging off his arm, he could hedge his bets. He remembered her talking about a new guy at school with just a little too much fondness at one of their dinners. A ‘happy birthday’ banner was hanging over the archway into the kitchen and the smell of roast beef wafting out from the oven was making his mouth water. “What… What is all of this?” he asked, a laugh bubbling from his chest.

“It’s your birthday, dummy,” Carol teased.

“It is?” He pulled out his phone and checked the date. September 27th. “Oh, it is! I completely forgot.” In truth, it had been quite a long time since he’d even acknowledged his birthday, let alone bothered to celebrate it. Without anyone to celebrate with, he usually didn’t see the point. This year was different, though. He’d found his old friends and made new ones, made a new family for himself. He wasn’t alone anymore.

“Yep!” Carol said, handing him a beer. “Happy birthday, Pluma!”

He grinned, looking around the room. “Thanks so much, everyone. I don’t know what to say.”

“You don’t need to say anything, old man,” Clarissa interjected. “Let’s just have a good time!”

With that, things started moving and the party kicked off. There was music playing throughout the house and everybody was mingling about, drinking and snacking on finger food. He made his way over to Roxy where she was sitting with the rest of their pack. “Hey, kid. I got you something.” He held out the cane to her.

Roxy tilted her head in curiosity and amusement. “Huh? You do realise it’s your birthday, right?” She took the cane from him and inspected it. “Oh, a cane. Uhh, thanks.” It was clear she was trying not to appear ungrateful for the gift, and he couldn’t really blame her.

“Well, I’d been meaning to give this to you, and how was I supposed to know it was my birthday today, huh?” He grinned and she laughed. “It’s not just a cane, by the way. I know you’re not going to need walking aids forever, so it would seem a little pointless otherwise. There should be a little latch around that seam there, press it and pull on the top.”

Roxy frowned as she fiddled with the cane, following his instructions. The latch clicked down and the handle of the cane became the hilt of a blade as she unsheathed the sword from its hiding place in the shaft. Her face lit up and her eyes sparkled with glee. “Holy shit! Pedro! This is awesome!”

Pedro backed up as she gave the blade a few slow test swings. It was a little awkward from her seated position, but it seemed to have the desired effect, if the way that her smile steadily grew wider and wider as she went on was any indication. “Wow, the balance is perfect!”

Leif let out a painfully fake cough. “Sword lesbian,” she muttered.

Roxy ignored her and slid the sword back into its sheath, standing up to test the cane out for its intended use. “Honestly, you couldn’t have timed this better. I’ve just started working on putting weight on my leg again, so I think I’ll be getting a lot of use out of this. Not to mention the fact that it’s a fucking cane sword! How cool is that?!”

Pedro smiled. “I’m glad you like it. Just don’t tell your parents.” He winked.

“Pedro!” Damien called as he crossed the room towards them. “Did you just give my daughter a sword?!”

“Oh shit.”

—

“Remind me, what’s your relationship to this guy again?” Drew asked. He and Leif were standing off in a corner as the rest of the party went on around them. Most of the adults were currently engaged in conversation and Sam and Roxy were outside, presumably testing out Roxy’s new sword.

“Eh, it’s a little complicated,” Leif answered. “He’s family, though. Maybe not by blood, but still. Roxy, Sam, and I, we wouldn’t be who we are today without his help. Clarissa’s too.”

Drew raised an eyebrow. “Honestly, that just gives me more questions than it answers. So, what, you three are like his kids or something?”

Leif scoffed. “No, nothing like that. He’s more of a… mentor, I guess. He taught us what we know.”

Drew just shook his head with a laugh. “You just keep getting more mysterious every time you open your mouth.”

“Look, it would make more sense with some more context, but it isn’t really my place to share that stuff. All you need to know is that he means a lot to us, and vice versa.”

He nodded. “I can accept that.” She sensed there was more he wanted to say there, but he moved on. “What was with him getting Roxy a sword, though? That was a little weird.”

Leif grinned. “Roxy loves swords, and she’s good at using them, too. Even with her leg the way it is at the moment, I’m still not sure I’d be able to beat her in a swordfight.”

“Do you even know how to sword fight?”

“Yeah, Pedro taught us.”

Drew chuckled. “Of course, I should’ve known.”

A comfortable silence stretched between them as they looked out over the party. It wasn’t really Leif’s idea of a ‘good time,’ but it was nice to see Pedro and socialise a bit regardless, not to mention the opportunity to hang out with Drew outside of school. Sam and Roxy did have to pressure her a little bit before she worked up the nerve to invite him, but she was glad that they did. She could feel the warmth of his body as he stepped just a little closer to her, though she pretended to ignore it.

“Hey, uh… Leif, I was wondering,” he started. She turned back to him and noticed a slight blush on his cheeks. “Is there anywhere here we could go to… uh, you know, get away?”

Her breath hitched as she realised what he was asking. She grinned. “U-uh, yeah! Follow me!”

Her heart was beating so hard in her chest as she led him towards the basement that she was worried he’d be able to hear it. There were only a few things ‘get away’ could possibly mean, and all of them spelled good fortunes for her very near future. A giddy feeling overtook her and she could barely stop herself from laughing out loud. Maybe this party would be a good time after all?

She opened the door and ushered him inside with possibly a little too much eagerness, if the teasing grin in his face was anything to go by. Honestly, she couldn’t care less. She knew she hadn’t exactly been subtle with the way her affections flew, and neither had Drew. Hell, probably the only reason they weren’t officially dating already was because they just hadn’t talked about it yet. Strangely enough, Leif had a hunch that was about to change.

“Th-this is where we usually hang out whenever we come over here,” Leif explained, trying to bury her nerves as Drew inspected the room.

“Looks cozy,” he said, sitting down on the couch. He smiled warmly at her and tapped the space next to him in an obvious request for her to sit. She took a deep breath and accepted the invitation, settling in against his side. The whole exchange had an almost suffocating air of anticipation to it.

“So…” he muttered, maybe a little awkwardly, but who was judging? It was clear from the way that he was tightly gripping his knees that he was more than a little nervous as well. Leif licked her lips as he turned and finally made eye contact. 

“Do you wanna make out?”

Leif blinked in surprise as the question hung in the air between them. She threw up what was hopefully a teasing smirk to cover up the swirling vortex in her stomach. “I-I mean, yes, but don’t people usually talk about their feelings before they get to that point?”

He shrugged, mustering a grin. “I think it’s been made pretty clear how we both feel already, don’t you?” 

She leaned forward, her eyes flicking downwards. “Isn’t that a little presumptuous of you?”

His hand found her cheek, and she let out a tiny gasp as the contact sent shivers down her spine. “You didn’t say no.” 

She smiled and hummed an agreement, and the next thing she knew, his lips were pressing against hers in an eager kiss, sending sparks of electricity coursing through her body. She let him push her back against the arm of the couch as her hands buried themselves in his hair and he let out an adorable grunt when her nails scraped along his scalp. His hand ghosted across the shaved side of her head and came to settle against her neck, his thumb stroking her cheek. She sighed contentedly against him.

He pulled back for a split second to grin at her before diving forward again, her breath hitching as his free hand found her side and his tongue parted her lips. She readily accepted his advances, pushing back up against him in kind. Her hands trailed around his face and neck, all the way down to his chest and back around behind him in an embrace, pulling his body closer to hers as she shifted her hips up involuntarily. Her whole body tingled with warmth as the action prompted him to slip a hand under the hem of her shirt and onto her bare skin. She groaned in satisfaction and he chuckled, grinning against her mouth.

Yeah, this party was turning out alright.

—

Roxy stepped back inside, very much regretting not bringing her crutches with her when she and Sam went out the back to test her new sword. Sure, she could put a little bit of weight on her leg now, but the cane wasn’t nearly as supportive as her crutches were, and her leg was really starting to ache. Thankfully, Sam was there to retrieve them for her.

“Wanna go down to the basement?” she asked Sam, swapping out the cane for her crutches. “I’m beat, I just wanna chill out for the rest of the night.”

“Sounds good to me,” Sam replied with a shrug. “I’m just gonna grab a few more roast beef and gravy rolls first.” She grinned and Roxy could practically see her salivating at the thought. 

Roxy chuckled. “Sure, knock yourself out. I’ll meet you down there.”

Sam went off to the kitchen and Roxy made her way over to the door of the basement. She was about to open it when an unexpected noise from beyond the door made her pause. Now obviously, she could identify her best friend’s voice anywhere, but she’d definitely never heard it at this particular cadence before. It quickly became clear to her what exactly was going on down there, and a slight blush formed on her cheeks. She sighed. While she didn’t really want to cockblock her friend, it was kinda their own fault for choosing to get freaky somewhere where anyone could walk in at any time. She and Sam had made that mistake far too many times. She loudly banged on the door a few times to announce herself and then waited a few more seconds before entering.

“Hah! Uh, h-hi, Roxy! Wh-what’s up?” Leif asked, a suspiciously wide grin on her very red face. Her hair and clothes were all mussed up and her neck was covered in bruises. Drew was in a similar state of dishevelment, leaning back against the couch and trying to look casual. Roxy snorted at the scene in front of her.

“Just looking for a place to relax. I’m not… interrupting anything, am I?” she asked with a cheeky grin. 

“N-nope! We were just, ah…” Roxy watched as Leif’s gaze flashed towards the TV and savoured the expression on her face as she realised that it was off, ruining her only reasonable excuse. “Uh… wrestling?”

Roxy laughed out loud as she made her way to the opposite end of the couch, grabbing the remote from the coffee table as she passed. “Yeah, with your tongues, maybe. Look, I’m sorry for barging in and ruining your fun, but my leg is killing me and this is the only place I can really unwind with the party going on.”

“N-nah, it’s cool. It’s, uh… probably a good thing you interrupted, actually,” Leif said, sharing a look with Drew. “I don’t think we would’ve stopped otherwise, and, uh… things were starting to get a little heated.”

Roxy shot Leif an unimpressed look as she flipped the TV on to a random channel. “I can see that. I’m happy for you, though. Congrats on your first straight relationship.” She smirked.

Drew blinked. “Wait, I’m really your first?”

Leif balked. “No! I went out with Ross back at the start of highschool, remember?”

“I would argue that doesn’t count, you still thought you were a boy back then, so the intention was still gay. Plus, that was like, a few days at the most, anyway.”

Leif scoffed. “Okay then, by that logic, what about the time you and I kissed?”

“That doesn’t count either. It was a one-off, not a relationship. Also, I specifically remember that as being after you came out to me, so it was still definitely gay. I wouldn’t have agreed if I thought you were a boy.”

“Hold up!” Sam’s voice echoed down the stairs as she came running into the room, a plate of roast beef and gravy rolls in hand. “Did I hear that right?! You two kissed at some point? How did I not know about this?”

Roxy shrugged. “Eh, neither of us had done it before and we wanted to know what it was like. It wasn’t anything serious.”

“Wow,” Sam muttered. “Huh, you learn something new every day, I guess.” She settled on the couch next to Roxy. There was something a little off in the tone of her voice, and from the feelings swimming through from her mark, Roxy could hedge a guess as to what it was.

“Wait, are you jealous?”

Sam’s eyes shot open. “No! I just-! Y-you were my first kiss, and I was under the impression that I was yours as well…” She laughed. “It’s stupid, I know, it just… surprised me.”

Roxy rubbed her arm comfortingly. “Hey, it’s okay, I can see where you’re coming from. If it makes you feel any better, you were my first for everything else.”

Sam took a bite from one of her rolls. “It’s okay, you don’t need to console me. I know I’m your favourite.” She smirked.

Roxy rolled her eyes, leaning closer to her partner and stealing a roll from her plate. “Obviously.”

“Hey Sam, are there still more of those?” Drew asked, eyeing the plate hungrily.

“Surprisingly, yeah, though you should probably move quick. Food goes pretty fast around Pedro, Clarissa and me. Three werewolves at one party means not a lot of food for anyone else.” She laughed, seemingly unaware of what just slipped out of her mouth. From the way her face dropped a few seconds later, though, it didn’t take long for her to catch up.

“Werewolves?” Drew asked, his brow furrowing. 

“Oh, that’s just an inside joke, b-because they can eat so much,” Leif immediately jumped in to attempt damage control. “Y’know, ravenous like werewolves?”

Drew nodded slowly, though his face was still contemplative. “Right… of course.” 

Roxy couldn’t be sure, but he didn’t seem entirely convinced. Fear knotted around in her stomach. There was no way he was a hunter, right? Surely Leif wouldn’t accidentally end up getting involved with two hunters in a row, and besides, they had no base in Dewsbury anymore. They wouldn’t be back so soon, they were still too busy regrouping. They had to be, nothing else made any sense. But… Why did he react like that, then? What reason did he have to not just accept Leif’s explanation at face value? 

Thankfully, he got up and left to go get some more food before Roxy could spiral any further. Sam wrapped her in a hug. “Hey, it’s okay, he doesn’t know. You’re safe.”

“Th-that… that reaction was weird though, right? I wasn’t the only one that noticed that?”

“No, you’re right, that was a little odd,” Leif said. “I don’t think it’s that deep, though. If he actually knew about werewolves, I think he would’ve just admitted it when Sam brought them up. He was probably just trying to make sense of my explanation.” She laughed. “It was a little contrived.”

Roxy shuddered a breath. “I’m just saying, he showed up and inserted himself into our friend group right after the hunters lost their hold on Dewsbury. What if he’s a spy or something? To keep an eye on things while they regroup?”

Leif gave Roxy a pitying look. “Hey, I understand where you’re coming from, but trust me, he’s harmless. If he was a hunter, wouldn’t he be trying to hide the fact that he knows about werewolves from us? He would’ve just accepted my explanation without pushing it, right? But he didn’t do that, he actually looked like he thought about it. Like I said, he was just trying to make sense of it.”

Roxy sighed. Of course. Once again, her mind was seeing every errant shadow as a threat. Why couldn’t she just be normal again? “I’m… I’m just being paranoid, aren’t I?”

“I can’t really blame you, considering what you went through. If it makes you feel any better, I’ll keep a close eye on him, okay? If he is hiding something, I’ll figure it out.”

Roxy shook her head. “No, I can’t ask you to do that. I… I trust your judgement, even if I’m not sure about him yet. I don’t want my stupid mental illness to get in the way of your relationship.”

Leif smiled softly and took her hand. “It’s okay, you’re not. Thank you for trusting me, though. Personally, I think he’s alright.”

“Yeah, that much is clear from the state of your neck,” Sam interjected with a laugh.

Leif’s grin turned devious. “Oh, trust me, it’s a lot more than just my neck.”

“Leif! TMI!”

—

Drew smiled up at Leif as she straddled his hips, admiring her shirtless form. They were lying on his bed, having gone back to his place after they’d had enough of the party, and things had only progressed from there. His gaze wandered over the bruises he’d left on her chest and neck and his heart fluttered at the memory of making them. There was just something so alluring about her, something he was caught up on that his previous girlfriends had lacked. Whether it was her fit, well-trained body; her sharp, teasing wit; or the cloud of intriguing mystery that surrounded her and her friends, he didn’t know. All he knew was that he was ridiculously, unfairly attracted to her.

“You’re really pretty,” he muttered, running his hands up her sides.

She laughed, leaning down close to his face. “You’re really hot,” she replied, accentuating it with a lingering kiss. They rolled onto their sides as they separated, staring into each other's eyes. 

“Do you wanna keep going?” he asked, his voice low. His hands travelled down to the waistband of her jeans, hopefully making his intention clear.

Leif hesitated, her eyes flickering away. “I… I don’t know. I don’t think I’m ready for you to see… see what I got just yet.” She met his gaze again. “I wouldn’t mind just staying like this, though. I-if that’s okay.”

He smiled warmly. “Of course it’s okay. You know I don’t care about that stuff, though, right?”

“Y-yeah, it’s just… more of a mental hurdle I have to jump first.” Her gaze turned distant. “The last person I showed myself to ended up getting my best friend kidnapped, and I don’t really want to open my heart up to that kind of hurt again unless I’m sure, y’know?”

Drew blinked. “Wait, really? You mean Roxy’s kidnapping, right?”

Leif sucked in a long breath. “Yeah. It’s kind of a long story, but it turned out that the girl I was seeing at the time was actually the daughter of the guy at the head of the cult that kidnapped her. She was the one that told them where Roxy was gonna be and when, which is what allowed them to kidnap her. Sh-she… she didn’t actually know what they were gonna do with her, but… she still caused it, y’know? I… I still don’t know if she ever even liked me, or if it was all just to get closer to Roxy. It seemed genuine at the time, but I really have no way to know.” She sniffled, her eyes growing wet. “Shit. Sorry, I shouldn’t be talking about my ex right now. That was rude.”

Drew pulled her close as a few errant tears spilled down her face, tucking her against his chest. “No, it’s okay. I… I’m sorry, it must’ve been awful.”

Leif sighed heavily. “Yeah… Sam tried to knock her teeth out when we found out. Probably would’ve succeeded if Pedro hadn’t been there to stop her.”

“I probably would’ve done the same in her position,” he muttered. “You three have all been through a lot, huh?”

Leif chuckled wetly. “They don’t call us the ‘Trauma Trio’ for nothing.”

Drew frowned. “Who calls you that?”

“No one, I just made it up.”

He laughed, nuzzling against her hair and breathing her in. They didn’t talk for a while after that, just lying there and soaking up the affection of their cuddle, savouring the feeling of her skin against his. He was just about falling asleep to the sound of her heartbeat when she next spoke.

“I was shot.”

He blinked back awake. “Huh?”

Leif shifted back and brushed the hair covering her damaged ear away. “My ear. It was shot. You were curious, right?”

“Y-yeah, but… wow, I can’t say I expected that. How did it happen?”

“I’m, uh… not actually supposed to tell anyone this. It’s meant to be confidential, but what the hell, right?” She took a deep breath. “Have you read the actual news story about Roxy’s escape? It says that two unnamed people snuck into the hun- th-the cultists hideout and broke her out.”

Drew frowned. Where was she going with this? “Yeah, I have.”

“Well, in truth… those two people were actually me and Sam.”

Drew gaped. “Holy shit. You’re kidding, right?”

“Nope. I’ll, uh… I’ll spare you some of the messier, more illegal details, but I was shot when some guy saw through our disguises and tried to get us. Bullet grazed my ear and took a chunk out of it. Could’ve been a lot worse, so I can’t complain.”

“Jesus… but, wait, didn’t people die during her escape? That’s what the article said. Are you saying that you-”

“Roxy’s life was on the line, okay?” Leif’s voice turned hard. “Sam and I… We just did what we had to do. Those people were monsters, they deserved whatever happened to them. If you saw the state Roxy was in when we found her, you’d feel the same. Sam did most of it, anyway, I only… I only killed one, the guy who shot Roxy in the leg. I… I didn’t even think, I just saw him aiming at us and reached for my gun.”

Drew paused, reflecting on what she’d said. She was right, he probably would feel the same. Hell, he’d been in similar situations in the past, using his powers to inflict justice on those who had hurt innocent people. Sure, he’d never actually killed anyone, but he certainly came close a few times, when he’d been so mad that he’d forgotten his own strength. Leif was no different from him, taking the law into her own hands to save the life of someone she cared about. The only real difference was that he had his powers to fall back on, while she didn’t.

Or, did she? What Sam said back at the party still hung on his mind. She called herself, Pedro, and that other woman ‘werewolves.’ Leif said that it was just a joke, but what if she was just covering for them? His powers allowed him to turn into a wolf, gave him the heightened strength and senses of a beast. What if that was what he was? A werewolf? It made too much sense. He’d never met anyone like him before, but Sam was just… too similar. He first started wondering about it when she was inexplicably able to hear what Simon was talking about halfway across the crowded cafeteria, something that should’ve been impossible for anyone with senses weaker than his. Then she mentioned werewolves, and apparently fought through an entire cultist’s hideout, practically all by herself if Leif’s account was to be believed. He couldn’t imagine her being able to do that without powers similar to his. But… How was he supposed to ask about it? If he was wrong, he was just going to sound crazy. At the same time, though, could he really afford not to? He’d spent his entire life wondering about who he was, and the answer might finally be within reach. No, he needed more information first. He needed to be sure.

“Drew?”

Leif’s voice dragged him back to the present. She was staring at him, her brows creased with worry. He cleared his throat. “Sorry, I was just… processing.”

“It is a lot to deal with, I get it.”

“You’re right, though. From everything I’ve heard about what happened to Roxy, those people really were the worst of the worst, and I… Yeah, I probably would’ve joined you guys, had we been friends back then. Lord knows I’ve already thrown myself into so much shit for other people. I mean… if you have the ability to do good and help someone who needs help, don’t you have a responsibility to follow through with it? That’s… that’s how I feel, anyway. Too many people in this world are bystanders. I don’t want to be one of them.”

Leif smiled. “That’s how I felt about it. I didn’t just want to sit by while my best friend was in trouble. I… I had the ability to help, I knew how to fight, and we knew where she was. My only thought was ‘screw the police, I can do this myself!’” She laughed. “Definitely a little reckless in hindsight, but I would do it all over again in a heartbeat.”

“Yeah. Hell, I’ve been expelled from five different schools for starting fights with bullies that the administration were too chicken-shit to deal with properly. No one deserves to be tormented like that.”

Leif chuckled. “We could’ve used you back when Kimberly was still a big problem for us. Her and her cronies knocked Roxy and I around more times than we can probably count.”

“I’ll gladly return the favour for you.” He leaned down and kissed her on the forehead.

“Too bad for you that Sam already got there first. Kimberly started leaving us alone more when she came around, and I’m pretty sure it’s because Sam knocked her the fuck out.”

Drew shrugged. “From what I heard the other day, she clearly still needs some sense knocked into her. I’ll keep an eye out for the right opportunity.” He grinned.

Leif hummed. “Just don’t get expelled this time. I would miss seeing you at school.”

He smiled and gently kissed her. “Of course.”
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                “There you go, keep going. You’re doing so well.”

“Ah! I can’t! It’s too much!”

“You’re almost there, just a little bit more. You can do it.”

Roxy grit her teeth, squeezed her eyes shut, and pushed with everything she had. Her muscles were burning, screaming at her, but she didn’t let up. She couldn’t fail, not now, not so close to the finish. With one last burst of energy from her core, she forced her leg out straight, overcoming the resistance Sam was providing by pushing back against her foot. Immediately, her entire body gave out and she collapsed back against the arm of the couch, completely spent. “N-no… no more… I can’t…”

Sam squeezed her calf. “Don’t worry, we’re all done. For today, at least. You’ll have to do it again on Friday, though.”

Roxy groaned, throwing an arm over her face. “God, kill me now.”

“Hey, it’ll get easier the more you do it. You’re already progressing way faster than normal.”

“Still sucks,” she grunted.

It was the homework assigned to her by her physical therapist. She had to perform all of her usual exercises at home, once every other day, to make up for the fact that her number of weekly appointments had been reduced. Sam knew all about her routines, since she was the one primarily taking her to appointments, so she’d been helping Roxy out with it. It was still better than having to drive all the way to Wilbur and back multiple times a week, but not by much.

A sudden weight slammed against her chest and Roxy sputtered as the wind rushed out of her, accompanied by the familiar sound of her cat’s incessant meowing. “Oof! Mr. Slinky!” she whined.

Sam laughed melodically. “Someone wants attention.”

“Nah, he wants food. I think it’s about time for dinner anyway.”

As if attempting to prove her point, Mr. Slinky continued to yell and started gnawing on one of her fingers. “Alright, alright!” She laughed at his playful antics. “Sam, would you mind?”

“I got it.” She stood up and walked into the kitchen. Mr. Slinky immediately seemed to realise what her intention was, and he leapt off of Roxy’s chest to follow her. She was glad that he seemed to trust Sam now, even if he was still cautious of everyone else. Her dad was trying everything he could to get Mr. Slinky to warm up to him, but it seemed ineffective so far. Her mother, on the other hand, couldn’t stand him. She hated having ‘a mangy, scrawny street cat in the house,’ - her words, not Roxy’s - and always shooed him whenever they crossed paths. Not that Mr. Slinky usually needed any encouragement, darting away at the slightest hint of someone that wasn’t Roxy or Sam.

Ultimately, he had been the cause of no less than five arguments between her parents since she’d adopted him. It was happening more and more, ever since the apparent grace period after her kidnapping had ended. Martha was still steering clear of arguing with Roxy, but that just seemed to be causing her to argue more with Damien to make up for it. It was stressing Roxy out in no small way. It made her feel like it was her fault that they were fighting so much. It wasn’t that she wanted her mother to take her anger out on her, but it didn’t seem fair to her dad to have to deal with it all just because they thought she was too ‘emotionally fragile,’ or whatever the reason was. Regardless, she just wished her mother would get her head out of her own ass already and stop picking fights about menial things.

She closed her eyes and let out a breath. Something was going to give sooner or later. The only question was how she was going to deal with it. Having her parents split up would really be the shit cherry on top of a remarkably shit few months. There was no question that she would choose to stay with her dad if that happened, but it would really suck to have to make that choice regardless.

The sound of Mr. Slinky crunching away at his food from the kitchen brought a smile to Roxy’s face in spite of her depressing thoughts. She was a little surprised at the clarity with which she could hear it, considering the distance. She had a theory that her ears and nose were slowly growing sharper as her werewolf side developed, and the fact she could hear him so well supported her hypothesis. It was a little daunting, thinking about how much she was changing, but in the end she supposed it could only really be a positive thing. Pedro theorised that at the rate she was going, she would be able to form her own claws at will within the next few months, regardless of the phase of the moon, which was exciting. The thought of always having a weapon to fall back on was quite comforting, and would no doubt help ease the constant anxiety she felt whenever she left the house, irrationally worried that something was going to jump out and attack her.

She opened her eyes when she heard Sam re-enter the room, only to be greeted by the sight of her holding Mr. Slinky high up in the air as she approached like he was Simba from The Lion King. “Here comes the booooooooooy!” she sang, slowly lowering the cat back onto Roxy as she held the last note. It was kind of funny that he was perfectly okay with Sam manhandling him like that when he’d been terrified of her just a week earlier. He either trusted people completely or wouldn’t even let them near him, and there was no in between.

Mr. Slinky seemed to have no issue with being placed back down onto Roxy, evidenced by the way he immediately settled in and started kneading with his one front paw. It was honestly quite painful, his claws digging into the soft flesh of her chest, but she just couldn’t bring herself to stop him with how happy he looked. She reached up and scratched him behind the ears, prompting a trill. “Little goober.”

The front door opened as Sam settled back down on the couch and Roxy’s dad walked in. “Hey, girls,” he greeted.

“Hey, dad. Good day?” Roxy replied.

“Eh, same old, same old.” He sat down on his usual armchair. “I’m thinking about ordering pizza for dinner, how does that sound?”

“Awesome.”

Her dad flipped on the TV to the nightly news and Roxy immediately tuned out, not intending to pay it any mind. She was scrolling mindlessly through her phone with her legs in Sam’s lap when the ‘breaking news’ symbol flashed across the screen out of the corner of her eye, briefly grabbing her attention.

“We’ve just received word that Ken Harrison, the alleged mastermind behind the Kindley kidnapping and apparent leader of the Black Sun cult, was found dead in his prison cell a few hours ago, along with fifteen other suspects involved in the case. The specific circumstances surrounding their deaths are still unknown, but it’s been reported that several of the suspects were behaving erratically and suffering from paranoia in the days leading up to their deaths. Was this just some big, coincidental accident, or is the cult of the Black Sun bigger than we thought? Until we know more, we can only theorise. Regardless, we will be providing updates of the situation as more information comes to light, so stay tuned.”

“Oh my god,” Roxy muttered, staring at the screen in horror. Her heart started pounding as soon as she heard Harrison’s name and it only got worse the longer the news report went on.

“Do you think it was them?” her dad asked.

“Definitely,” Sam replied.

“What… What does this mean?”

“They were silenced,” Roxy said. “They… The hunters must have heard about the trial coming up and finally decided to tie up their loose ends. Without Harrison there’s no one to prosecute, and the trial won’t happen. None of their secrets get leaked.”

“What about you?” he asked. “Th-they won’t come after you, right?”

The thought somehow hadn’t occurred to her yet, but now that the idea was in her head, she couldn’t shake it. “I… I-I don’t know,” she admitted, her voice shaking slightly. Mr. Slinky seemed to sense her distress and meowed at her, jumping up to bump her chin with his head. It had the intended effect of momentarily distracting her from her anxiety before she could spiral too far.

“No, what reason would they have?” Sam interjected. “They’ve already stopped the trial, there’s no reason to go after you as well and just bring more attention to themselves. Besides, if they were planning to, wouldn’t they have just done it simultaneously with the prisoners?”

“That… makes a lot of sense, actually,” Roxy said.

Sam smiled. “I have my moments.”

“We should probably still call Pedro and ask, though, right?”

“Yeah, we can if you’re still worried. Either way, if they wanted to get to you, they’d have to go through me, and that’s not gonna happen.”

The thought actually brought her a surprising amount of comfort. There was very little that could threaten Sam, at least physically, and the hunters wouldn’t do anything that would give themselves away any more than they already are. At least, she hoped not.

She smiled down at the cat in her lap. “Yeah, you’re right. No one can kill the great Samantha Reed,” she teased.

“Many have tried, and many have failed. Someday they’ll learn their lesson.” Sam smirked mischievously.

“Well, with that out of the way, what kind of pizza do you guys want?” her dad asked.

“Oooh, pepperoni for me, please,” Roxy said.

“Meatlovers!” Sam cried.

—

It was a surprisingly nice day for early October. It was warm, not a cloud in sight, and Drew wanted to take the opportunity to do something, instead of just sitting around the house all day. He asked Leif if she was free, but she was busy, so instead of hanging out with her he was just walking around the woods outside town, familiarising himself with the land and its many scents. Part of him wanted to transform and run around as a wolf, but he couldn’t really be bothered dealing with trying to find a good spot to leave his clothes, so as it was, he was staying in his human form.

He hadn’t really found anything of note so far. There were a few places where he could tell Sam spent a lot of time, but that was about it. He wondered if it was because his theory about her being like him was correct, or if she just enjoyed spending time in the woods. It was really still impossible to know for sure, and it frustrated him. He felt so close to finally getting some real answers about himself, but at the same time he didn’t want to jump the gun and accidentally reveal himself to normal people. Superheroes had secret identities for a reason, and while he didn’t think he’d pissed anyone super dangerous off, there was no telling who he would encounter in the future, when he could really dedicate some time to helping people and stopping crime. He probably needed to get started on a costume. 

A sound filtered through the trees towards him; a loud splash, followed by laughter and half-hearted reprimanding. He couldn’t quite make out the actual words, but the tone was clear enough. From the way the voice seemed to crack as it reached a higher pitch, he deduced that it probably belonged to Roxy. Maybe Leif was with her? She didn’t mention what she was actually doing when she said she was busy. Maybe he could go say hi? It’s not like he was doing anything else of any importance, and he was sure they wouldn’t mind. His mind made up, he changed course and started heading towards the source of the sound. 

His footsteps were completely silent as he made his way through the undergrowth. The splashing got louder as he approached, along with the sound of running water. They were probably hanging out around the creek that he’d passed by earlier, although clearly a different part of it than the one he’d jumped across. There was another bout of laughter that he could clearly identify as Leif’s, as well as something that sounded like… growling? It didn’t seem aggressive in nature, reminding him more of the sounds his dog would make when they played tug, but it was still certainly unexpected. He didn’t think either Leif nor Roxy had a dog.

He’d fully intended to reveal himself once he arrived, but when he saw what was waiting for him at the creek, he quickly ducked behind a bush before anyone present could notice him. Leif and Roxy were both there, as he’d predicted, sitting on rocks with their feet resting in the shallow water. Roxy was dressed in a t-shirt and bikini bottoms while Leif wore a wrap around her waist and a colourful bikini top that covered most of her chest up to her neck. Obviously, they weren’t what freaked Drew out. No, that honour belonged to the massive golden wolf that was splashing through the water, seemingly intentionally drenching the two girls every time it dipped its snout in the creek before playfully flicking it out towards them. There was also another wolf, smaller with a greying-black coat, that was just resting in the water, letting the creek flow around it as it peacefully laid there.

Roxy laughed as the golden wolf nudged her with its head, knocking her off-balance and forcing her to grab onto it to avoid falling off of the rock. “Ah! Sam! Watch out!” she chided without any actual fire.

Drew paused. Did he hear that right? Did she just call the wolf ‘Sam?’ That… that would mean… No, he couldn’t jump to conclusions. Maybe wolf Sam and human Sam shared the same name for some reason. Perhaps it was a coincidence? Or maybe Roxy named the wolf after Sam? It wasn’t that far-fetched an idea, considering they both bore that golden-white coloured hair… 

The breeze changed and the distinct scent of pine hit his nose, a unique one that could only belong to the Sam he knew. From his angle peering out through the bushes - which, yes, he knew was very creepy considering the two girls in swimsuits, even if one was his girlfriend - he could see that human Sam was nowhere to be seen, certainly not close enough for her scent to be this strong in the breeze. He looked closer at the giant wolf, noticing the three hairless patches on the right side of its face, a distinct slash-mark scar. He saw a similar mess of scarring on its left forelimb. Both in the exact same spots where Sam bore her own scars. At this point it was beyond coincidence. Either this wolf was the Sam he knew, and she was like him, or he would eat his own foot. A single glance at the beast's eyes confirmed it. They were the same blood red shade that his own eyes turned whenever he drew his powers out. It was settled.

Alright, that earth-shattering revelation aside, he needed to get out of this bush before someone caught him and assumed the worst, because it really wouldn’t look good for him. He’d been lucky enough that the wind had been blowing his scent away from the creek instead of towards it, but if it were to suddenly blow in the other direction he had no doubt that Sam would notice him in an instant. Honestly, he was a little surprised she hadn’t already, considering that she probably shared his heightened sense of hearing. She was pretty distracted playing in the water though, to be fair.

Drew stood up and walked out of the treeline as casually as he could, doing his best to look like he hadn’t been spying on them like a total creep for the past few minutes. He cleared his throat, announcing his presence, and everything suddenly paused as they all turned to look at him. All except for the smaller black wolf, who got up and shook itself off before calmly walking into the treeline behind him. Was that one a person too, or was it just a regular wolf? It was hard to tell, it didn’t have the blood-red eyes that he and Sam shared.

“Drew,” Leif started, her eyes as wide as dinner plates. “What… what are you doing here?”

He shrugged his shoulders casually. “I dunno, I was just on a hike and I heard some laughter, so I came to check it out. What are you doing?”

“Oh, you know… Just… hanging out.” Her response was carefully measured, like she didn’t know what she could or couldn’t say. Roxy’s expression was distrustful, her hand resting in the fur of Sam’s neck while the wolf herself was completely still, just waiting to strike at the tiniest hint of danger. They were scared of him. He was a threat. Why? 

“Most people would have a bit more of a reaction when seeing a giant wolf like this. You’re surprisingly calm,” Roxy said, with no small hint of accusal in her voice.

“It’s just Sam, isn’t it? I heard you say her name before, and she’s got the same scars. Should I be scared?”

Though it didn’t seem possible at the time, the tension in the air skyrocketed after his statement. Roxy and Leif seemed to have some sort of silent conversation with each other before settling on some apparent conclusion and turning back to him. “Okay, and how did you know that?” Leif asked.

“Uhh,” Drew stumbled, rubbing the back of his neck awkwardly. “Context clues, I guess? Sam seems to have uncannily good hearing, you called the wolf Sam, they’re both blonde, all of her scars are in the same relative anatomical position. It’s kinda just the natural conclusion, ain’t it?”

The three of them just stared at him in silence for a few seconds before the wolf relaxed and a familiar cracking sound filled the air. He immediately threw his hands up to block his view of Sam, knowing what was happening. “Woah! Don’t you know not to transform in front of people?! I do not need to see that!”

“Relax,” Sam’s distinctly human voice said. “You can’t see anything.”

Drew carefully lowered his hands and, sure enough, Sam’s modesty was protected by a thick coat of fur all the way down her front. Yeah, it looked weird, but it was effective in blocking him from seeing anything that might further the creep allegations that existed only in his head. His eyes widened. “Woah, how do you have so much control over it?”

She ignored his question. “How do you know about werewolves?” she asked sternly.

“Werewolves? Is that what we’re call-”

He’d been too caught up in the conversation to notice the presence approaching him from behind until it was far too late. Something cold firmly pressed against the back of his head and his words cut off, a sharp burst of adrenaline surging through his body. A deep, slightly accented voice spoke out from behind him.

“Hands up, kid. I’m not going to ask twice.”

Leif immediately jumped up off of her rock as he slowly did as he was told. “Woah, Pedro! That’s not necessary!”

“He clearly knows more than he’s letting on. He’s probably a hunter, come to spy,” the man - Pedro - said. “I wouldn’t put it past them after the assassinations the other day.”

A nervous chuckle bubbled up from somewhere within him as the reality of the situation set in. “H-hey now, mister, I-I’m not here to hunt anything, and I’m certainly not spying on anyone. I-I’m sorry for watching you guys through the bushes, I was really j-just trying to get a better idea of the situation. Please, if you just let me explain-”

Pedro jabbed the object - which he could only assume was a gun - against the back of his head, prompting a frankly embarrassing whimper of fear to slip out. He’d had guns pulled on him before when things had gone really bad during fights in the past, but he’d never been in such a definitively helpless position. “Keep lying, see what happens.”

“Pedro, stop! Drew’s not a fucking hunter! You’re terrifying him!” Leif yelled.

A growl rumbled from somewhere behind him and he tensed up. “We can’t take any chances, Leif! What happened to Roxy only happened because I wasn’t vigilant enough. Do you want something like that to happen again?!”

“Hey!” Roxy shouted, clearly offended. “While I agree with you, Pedro, don’t you fucking dare weaponise my torture like that.”

The gun jabbed against his head again and Drew held back against every instinct in his body that was screaming at him to run, run, run. That would only make him look guilty and everything would get worse. He brought his powers to the surface just in case they could protect him should Pedro get any more erratic.

“I’m sorry, Roxy, I… I didn’t mean that,” Pedro muttered, subdued. “But my point stands. This is exactly the type of shit the hunters would pull. We can’t trust him.”

“Let him fucking explain himself at least!” Leif yelled. “You’re not even giving him the chance to talk!”

“Pedro, even if he is a hunter, what do you propose we do? It’s not like he’s one of their regular soldiers, we can’t just kill him and forget like you seem to want to. He’s enrolled in school, he has parents, people who would ask questions if he disappeared. What are we supposed to do? Just let him talk, maybe we’re wrong,” Roxy argued. A chill ran down his spine at the ease with which she spoke about such a dark topic and he found himself questioning everything he knew about her. Whoever these ‘hunters’ were, they had to be pretty dangerous if murdering him was an acceptable form of self-defence to take against them. That being said, Leif did admit to killing one of Roxy’s kidnappers. Were these hunters and the cult of the Black Sun one and the same?

“Guys!” Sam interrupted, staring straight at him. “Look at his eyes! He’s not a hunter, he’s a werewolf!”

Everything paused as Sam’s words sunk in. Drew let out a sigh of relief. “Finally. That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you!”

The gun was removed from the back of his head and he suddenly found himself being spun around to face the man behind him. He was surprised to find that he was only dressed in a white tank-top and boxers, but then it occurred to him that Pedro was probably the black wolf he saw earlier. There wouldn’t have been enough time to dress properly between him leaving the creek and returning to threaten him. Pedro examined his face for a second and his eyes widened. “Oh. That changes things.”

Drew nodded. “See? I’m not a ‘hunter’ or whatever. I’m like you guys. A werewolf, right? That’s what we’re called?”

“Yeah, but… why didn’t you just say that at the start? And when Sam slipped up at the party?” Leif asked.

Drew turned to her. “I didn’t know what it was called. I’ve never met anyone like me before. I… I had my suspicions that Sam was like me, but I wasn’t sure until I found you guys out here. Are you… all werewolves?”

Leif shook her head. “Pedro and Sam are, but I’m not. Roxy is… a little more complicated, but she’s human most of the time.”

“I feel like we’re missing the point here,” Roxy interrupted. “His eyes are red! He’s not just a werewolf, he’s a direwolf! Sam isn’t the only one!”

“But how? Pedro, you said I was the last one left!” Sam said.

“I said you were the only one that we knew about,” Pedro replied. “There was always the possibility of an unregistered one somewhere. Who are your parents, kid?”

“Oh, so you’re not gonna apologise for the whole ‘holding a gun to my head’ thing?” Drew complained.

Pedro let out a huffy growl. “Fine, I’m sorry. You can never be too cautious when it comes to hunters.”

Drew sighed. “Sure, whatever. To answer your question, I don’t know. I never met my parents, I was just left on a doorstep when I was a baby. What the heck is a ‘direwolf,’ anyway?”

Pedro rubbed his face exasperatedly. “Oh boy, this is gonna take a while.”

—

Roxy sighed wearily as she and Sam flopped down onto Sam’s bed. “Hell of a day, huh?” the blonde asked.

“I’ll say,” Roxy replied. “Where do we even start?”

“I’m still reeling over the fact that there’s another direwolf!” She threw her hands up into the air to accentuate her point. “This whole time, I thought I was the last one left. It was honestly really lonely.”

“Imagine how he felt. He didn’t even know werewolves were a thing. I can’t imagine growing up thinking I’m the only person like me in the world.”

Sam hummed. “Yeah.”

“This doesn’t change anything though, does it? The hunters still think you’re the only direwolf left, so it’s not like they’ll change strategies to go after him when they don’t even know about him.”

“Yeah, I guess not.” She let out a long sigh. “I don’t wanna think about them right now. It’s been a nice day, aside from the little scare, and I wanna keep that energy going.”

“What do you wanna do?” Roxy asked. In truth, she did have something in mind, but she wanted to see if Sam was thinking of the same thing.

“Well, Carol’s on the night shift, Tom’s out at a bar, and Ava’s at a party, so we’ve got the house to ourselves,” Sam said, thinking out loud. Roxy felt her hopes rise up in her chest. It was stupid, honestly. She should be able to ask for it herself, but it was important to her to see that Sam wanted it too. “I guess we could watch a movie or something, order some takeout.” She shrugged.

Roxy sighed, her hopes deflating and floating away in the breeze like the Fall leaves on the trees outside. “Oh. Yeah, that sounds nice,” she muttered, doing her best to sound convincing.

Sam frowned. “What’s wrong?”

Roxy turned away, debating whether or not she should tell the truth. With the house to themselves, it seemed like the perfect opportunity to spend an intimate night together, but the thought never even seemed to cross Sam’s mind. It had been months since the last time they did it, before Roxy was kidnapped. Despite Sam’s constant affirmations, it was starting to feel like she just wasn’t interested in her anymore, and Roxy could think of a few raised, discoloured, ugly reasons why. “Are…” Her words faltered, catching in her throat. She turned back to Sam, looking her in the eye and summing up her courage. “Are you still attracted to me? Be honest.”

Sam blinked in surprise. “Of course!” she answered without hesitation. She reached out and took Roxy’s hand, their fingers tangling together. Her voice turned soft. “Where is this coming from?”

Roxy swallowed. “Ever since I was kidnapped, we haven’t… been intimate with each other. I know we came close that one time, but we had to stop because of my leg. And since then, you… You used to initiate all the time, but ever since I got out of hospital, you haven’t even asked once. It’s… I know it’s probably just me overthinking, but it’s starting to feel like it’s because you don’t find me attractive anymore.”

“Oh, Roxy…” Sam whispered. “It’s not that at all, I promise. I still find you just as beautiful as ever.”

“Then, what is it? There has to be a reason, Sam. It’s been months.” 

“I-I just… I didn’t want to accidentally pressure you into anything before you were ready for it, that’s all. I still… I still don’t know the full extent of what you went through at the outpost, and… I-I was scared that if I came onto you, I might accidentally remind you of something th-that they did to you. I… I decided to just wait until you came to me and told me you were ready, and since you never did, I-I didn’t want to risk pushing you about it, so I tried to just stop thinking about it.”

Roxy paused to consider Sam’s words. Of course she was overthinking it. Her girlfriend was never anything but thoughtful, sometimes to a fault. She let out a long, half-amused sigh. “Of course. This whole time, I was waiting for you to ask, but you were waiting for me to ask. How very lesbian of us.” She laughed. “The worst part is, I can’t even be frustrated at you because, honestly, I… I don’t think you were wrong, at least for a while there. I was definitely not in a good headspace to be doing that sort of thing. But… I feel like I’m getting better now. It’s still a bit up-and-down at times, and I still… I’m still not sure how I feel about the way my body looks now, but… Yeah. I think I’m ready. I-If you want to.”

Sam smiled, shuffling closer on the bed. “I really do.”

—

Roxy blinked up at the ceiling, trying to catch her breath and reacclimate herself with her surroundings. Her heart felt like it was racing a mile a minute, and only just starting to slow down. “Dih… Did I… just pass out?” she asked nobody in particular.

Sam giggled from somewhere further down the bed. “I think so.” She felt a gentle kiss on her stomach before the blonde shifted back up into Roxy’s line of sight. She kissed her again, this time on the lips, before settling down next to her. “You wanna keep going?”

It took Roxy’s mind a few seconds to process the question, which was probably a good sign that continuing was not a good idea. “No, I… I think I’m done. If we keep going I might have a heart attack.” She let out a weak laugh.

Sam smirked. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

She pulled Roxy into an embrace and Roxy eagerly sunk into it. It had been so much better than she ever could’ve hoped. For so long she’d felt like her scars made her ugly, like they ruined her appearance, but Sam seemed to share none of her qualms. She made Roxy feel beautiful again, kissing every single one that she came across, from the thin, white lines of Emmerich’s scalpel to the reddish-purple patches from her skin grafts, loving every single inch of her body. She honestly felt a little stupid for ever thinking that Sam would love her less for the way she looked. Sam only ever felt with her whole heart. Apparently even with a psychic emotional bond, the human brain would still find ways to sow the seeds of doubt. Well, semi-human, anyway.

Roxy took a breath in through her nose and immediately regretted it. Having heightened senses was definitely not turning out to be all sunshine and rainbows. “Whoof, I do not smell good. I need a bath.”

Sam inhaled deeply against her hair. “I think you smell great. Still, I’m down for a bath. Want me to carry you?”

“Mm,” Roxy hummed. “Yes please.”

Sam scooped her up bridal-style and lifted her off the bed, carrying her down the hallway to the bathroom. Roxy kept her eyes closed, too exhausted from the past… well, however long it was to bother trying to stay awake. She felt herself be set down in the tub and shifted around till she was comfortable. Then Sam turned on the water and Roxy let out a squeal as it sprayed across her body, completely ice-cold.

“Sam!” she cried, pulling herself out of the bath. “What the hell?!”

Sam let out a hearty laugh as she helped Roxy up. “What were you expecting? You know the water takes time to warm up!”

Roxy stared back at her. “I… You could’ve… Whatever!”

Sam kept on giggling as Roxy leaned against the wall, her teeth clattering together as she shivered. Thankfully, it didn’t take long for the water to heat up and the bath began filling up. Sam stepped in and Roxy followed suit, settling down with the blonde at her back, her arms wrapped comfortably around Roxy’s torso as warm water slowly filled the tub and surrounded them.

Roxy let out a satisfied groan as the heat of the water melted away the tension in her muscles. Her eyes fluttered shut and her head lolled back against Sam’s shoulder. Sam gently squeezed her as she nuzzled a cheek against the side of her head. Roxy could die right here and be happy.

“What do you want for dinner, bubs?” Sam whispered in her ear, kissing her on the cheek for good measure.

Roxy cracked open an eye with a cheeky grin. “Didn’t I just have dinner? I definitely remember eating out.”

Sam chuckled, the movement bouncing Roxy up and down slightly. “You’re hilarious.”

“Mm, I could go for a burrito. Something heavy and filling.”

Sam let out a loud groan of approval. “God, that sounds incredible right now. Delivery or drive-thru?” 

Roxy thought on it for a bit. On one hand, delivery would mean she could just have a nap until the food arrived, though that posed the possibility of her falling asleep, and the thought of being woken up, even for food, was not a pleasant one. A late-night drive through town sounded quite nice, and it would keep her awake long enough to actually enjoy her burrito, the thought of which was now causing her to salivate.

“Drive-thru.”

“Drive-thru it is,” Sam replied.

—

Damien pulled into his driveway, tired from a long day at work. All he wanted was to collapse into his armchair, watch some TV, and maybe have a few beers. Roxy was cooking dinner tonight, so that thankfully wasn’t something he’d have to worry about. He was a little surprised when she asked to, but he certainly wasn’t going to stop her. He missed her cooking while she was recovering from her ordeal, and he was glad to see that she was in high enough spirits to want to start helping out again. The energy surrounding her when she’d returned from Sam’s house on Sunday morning had been brighter than he’d seen in months. He could only guess what the cause of it might’ve been, but either way, it was uplifting to see.

He stepped out of the car and immediately, his mood dropped. He could hear it from here; his wife and daughter loudly arguing with one-another. He couldn’t make out the words, but it was very clear that Martha was the aggressor from the way she seemed to be barely even letting Roxy get a word in. Apparently their unspoken agreement to leave her alone had expired. He stormed towards the door and slammed it open, stepping into the kitchen. The sight before him did not betray his expectations.

“-am so sick of this disrespect, Roxanne! I am your mother and you will listen to me!”

“P-please stop yelling! Just let me speak!”

“No! I want that thing out of this house, right now!”

“What the hell is going on here?!” Damien yelled, breaking up the fight. Roxy had tears in her eyes and was holding her cat against her chest protectively. It looked like she was ready to run at a moment’s notice. Martha, on the other hand, looked ready to blow, her cheeks flushed with anger.

Martha turned to him. “Damien, we need to get rid of that cat. The horrible thing scratched me!”

“Because you kicked him!” Roxy refuted.

“No I didn’t!”

“Yes you did! I saw it!”

“Stop talking back, you ungrateful shit!”

Roxy winced like she was physically hit, and Damien fumed. “Martha! Don’t talk to her like that!”

“No, Damien! I’m done with this! You’re too soft on her! She needs to learn! What she went through is no excuse for her to act like such a child! The world isn’t going to bend over and give her what she wants just because she was hurt!”

“Mom! Please don’t bring that into this!” Roxy yelled, clearly on the verge of tears.

Martha turned to her daughter with an accusatory finger. “Shut up! If you didn’t want me to talk about it, you should stop acting so god-damn full of yourself! Everyone goes through hard times! It doesn’t make you special, and it doesn’t mean you get to act out because you’re ‘sad’ about it!” She made air quotes with her fingers. “You need to get a grip, Roxanne! I know you think it’s ‘cool’ to be all rebellious by cutting your hair and dating a girl, but one of these days you need to grow up! No one will take you seriously if you keep whining like a baby every time someone tells you to act your age! You’re almost an adult for god’s sake! Oh, stop crying! It’s pathetic!”

Damien was floored at the utter lack of empathy on display from his wife as Roxy broke down in front of her. “Martha…”

“F-f-fuck you!” Roxy sobbed.

The next few seconds played out in slow motion as Martha pulled her arm back and struck Roxy across the face with the back of her hand. Roxy stumbled backwards onto her bad leg, collapsing to the floor with a cry as it buckled. She covered her head as Mr. Slinky jumped out of her arms, standing between her and Martha protectively, hissing up at the older woman. Roxy started whimpering and pleading under her breath. Martha’s slap must have triggered a flashback.

“Get out,” Damien muttered, his voice low and hard.

Martha was frozen, seemingly surprised at her own actions. She slowly turned her head to him. “Wh-what?”

“Get. out.”

“Wha- Damien! You can’t be serious!”

“That was the last straw, Martha. We’re done. You can pack your things and sort out the details some other time, but right now, I need you to leave.”

He knew she couldn’t say no, and she knew it, too. The house was under his name, bought with money saved up over many years from both working at his parents’ minimart and doing accounting for whatever business would take him. He didn’t want to be beholden to Martha’s awful, annoyingly rich parents for anything, no matter how much they offered to pay for the house.

“But… where am I supposed to go?”

“I honestly don’t care. Stay at a motel or something. Anywhere but here. I’m not letting you stay in the house with Roxy anymore. She’s not safe around you.”

He could see it in her face, the urge to argue rising. Thankfully, she must’ve gotten it out of her system when she hit Roxy. Instead, she took a deep breath and gave him a levelled stare. “Fine. You’ll be hearing from my lawyer.”

He didn’t bother reminding her that they both had the same lawyer as she walked around Roxy’s prone form and finally left. He sighed, burying the emotion that was building up in his chest and kneeling down to help his daughter up. She was still shivering and whimpering, but the pleading had stopped, which was a good sign the worst had passed.

“Hey, sweetie. It’s okay, she’s gone,” he said, helping her up off the floor. She gratefully accepted the assistance, leaning against him as she was lifted to her feet.

“I-I-I’m s-sorry,” she sniffled.

He gently shushed her. “It’s okay, it wasn’t your fault.”

“B-but… you and mom…”

“It was a long time coming, I think. She made her choice. You didn’t do anything wrong.”

He felt so stupid, honestly thinking that they could actually make things work after she bought all of the mobility aids around the house for Roxy. It was the bare minimum of what a parent should be expected to do for their kid, and she acted like it was some incredible moment of generosity. Where did it all go so wrong? Had she changed at some point, or was he just too blind to see that she’d been this way from the start? She’d always been especially hard on Roxy, ever since she was little, chastising her for simply acting like a kid. It only got worse when she hit adolescence and started making her own choices instead of blindly listening to her parents. How many times had he overlooked her mistreatment of their daughter for the sake of his marriage? And for what, tax benefits? There certainly hadn’t been any attraction between them to justify it otherwise, not for the past few years at least.

He helped Roxy over to the couch, where they stayed for the rest of the night, watching movies and trying to put what happened behind them. Roxy eventually cried herself out, hugging her cat close to her chest. He couldn’t blame her, he wanted to do the same thing, having been forced to watch the last nineteen odd years of his life walk out the door. Instead, he pushed his emotions down and hugged his daughter tight. He needed to be strong for her right now. All they had left was each other.

—

Roxy stared at the worksheet in front of her blankly. Her head felt like it was filled with a thick fog, not being helped by the loud chatter around the classroom or the constant twinging throb of her back. She should have just listened to her dad this morning, when he told her it was okay if she didn’t want to go to school today after what happened the night before. She thought it would be a helpful distraction, but instead it was just proving to be an overwhelming nightmare. Forget about focusing on her schoolwork, she was just doing her best not to burst out crying in the middle of class. She didn’t even get to see Sam, who was sick at home with a fever.

Another particularly bad twinge of pain across her back made her wince, a hazy memory of the source of the injury flashing through her head along with the imagined crack of a whip. She shook the flashback off and leaned down to her bag, digging through it in search of the painkillers she kept for just this occasion. She found the bottle and emptied a pill out onto her hand, swallowing it dry. It would still take a while to kick in, but the promise of eventual relief was effective in calming her down some.

She picked her pen back up and tried to refocus on the worksheet that she was meant to be doing. Based on the noise around the classroom, not a lot of people were really bothering with it, but she still wanted to get it done. Between her constant doctor’s appointments and frequent need to leave class and calm herself down, she was already further behind than she was comfortable with, and didn’t want to let it get any worse.

It was just her luck, then, that at that moment her left pinky decided it was the perfect time to remind her that it was no longer attached. A jolt of phantom pain shot through her hand and she barely stifled a yelp, dropping her pen and squeezing the spot that hurt the most in an attempt to ease it. It hadn’t been that bad in a while, so of course it would choose today of all days to flare up again. The pain passed quickly, but the dent it had put into her already poor mood stayed.

She stared back at the paper, trying to solve just one stupid question, but her mind completely blanked out. Frustration built up in her gut as she tried harder and harder to come up with an answer, forming a vicious cycle of self-hatred as her anger at her own incompetence made it even more difficult to focus. In the end, she gave up, taking off her glasses and rubbing the bridge of her nose as she tried not to cry. Why did she decide to come today? She should’ve just stayed home.

She could tell that Sam was barely even half-awake, but her concern and comfort still flowed through her in waves. It was nice, but it just wasn’t enough to hold back the torrent of shit that the last 24 hours had presented her with. She needed to let it out before she cracked and made it everyone else’s problem instead of just her own. There was only one good place for that: the girl’s toilets near the back of the school that barely anyone ever used.

She quickly shoved everything important into her bag and got up, grabbing her cane - one recommended by her physical therapist, not the one with the sword in it (she wasn’t allowed to bring that one to school) - and making her way out of the classroom. She did her best to ignore the looks she could feel being sent her way as she did so, stepping out into the hallway and taking a deep breath. She wasn’t worried about getting in trouble, she had permission to do stuff like this, but it never failed to make her feel like she was standing out even more.

She made her way through the hallways towards her destination, doing her best to hold back the emotions that were trying to claw their way out of her throat now that she wasn’t surrounded by other people. Her progress was frustratingly slow due to her handicap, but eventually she made it, bursting into the bathroom and honing in on the far stall after a cursory check to make sure the room was empty.

She locked the stall door behind herself and sat down on the lid of the toilet, cradling her head in her hands and taking deep, measured breaths to keep herself steady. It didn’t take long for her emotions to take over and soon her sobs were echoing through the empty room as she let everything out. Crying was exhausting, but she knew it was better than keeping things bottled up, especially after everything she’d been through. She’d probably cried more in the past few months than in the entire rest of her life combined, but the last thing she wanted was to have a breakdown in public, so it was worth it to strategically release her emotions before they could reach boiling point. She definitely missed being able to let it all out on a punching bag instead, though.

By the time she was finished, it was already a good ten minutes past the start of her next class. She needed to get a move on before she fell even further behind. With a heavy sigh, she picked herself up off of the toilet and limped over to the sink, splashing some water on her face to clean off any residue and hopefully mitigate the puffiness in her red-rimmed eyes. She felt a little bit better, but the heavy cloud of depression that formed last night still hung over her, reminding her that no matter what she did, her parents were still splitting up, and it was still mostly her fault. 

The door opened as she was drying her face with a hand towel, startling her. She whirled around towards the entrance and came face to face with none other than Kimberly, because the universe was just determined to make sure she had a bad day today. The room seemed to drop in temperature as the two girls just stared at each other, neither one moving an inch. Warning sirens started going off in Roxy’s head. She was alone, completely isolated, with someone who most likely wanted to hurt her, and while she was confident in her abilities, she wasn’t anywhere near fighting shape right now. If Kimberly wanted to fight, it wasn’t guaranteed that she’d win, but Roxy definitely wouldn’t come away unscathed. She couldn’t run either, Kimberly was between her and the door, and there was no slipping past with her leg the way it was. She had to try and resolve this peacefully, if such a feat was even possible with the burgeoning sociopath.

The shock wore off and Kimberly’s face broke into a wide, menacing grin. “Well, fancy seeing you here, Roxy.”

Roxy swallowed down the panic that was building in her chest. “Kimberly.”

The girl took a step forward and Roxy resisted the urge to back up. “I’ve been wondering when I might run into you next, after that little stunt you pulled in the cafeteria.” She reached into her skirt pocket and pulled something out, though Roxy couldn’t make out what. “I’ve spent a long time thinking about what I can do to get you back. I considered giving you the same treatment that I gave that freak friend of yours, but they changed the locks on the roof stairwell, so the key I found doesn’t work anymore.” She continued to slowly approach, forcing Roxy to hobble backwards as best she could, eyes locked onto the mysterious object in Kimberly’s hand. “I thought about beating the crap out of you again, but that just seems like… not enough, after you humiliated me in front of everyone like that. You don’t just get to do shit like that to me and get away with it, Kindley.”

Roxy’s back hit the wall and Kimberly pinned her against it, face close enough that Roxy could feel her breath on her skin. It was unpleasant. “And then it hit me. All I need to do is finish what your cultist buddies started.” Kimberly flicked her wrist and Roxy’s stomach dropped as a knife flipped out of the object in her hand. She whimpered as the cold metal made contact with her cheek. “I’m going to cut your face up so bad that what they did will look like a paper-cut in comparison.”

Roxy’s heart started pounding as Kimberly’s intention set in. It was all too familiar, all too real. This wasn’t some conjured flashback, this was actually happening. She was going to be hurt again, and there was nothing she could do to stop it now. The knife was already pressed against her skin. Even if she tried to push Kimberly away, she’d still get cut. Her phone started buzzing in her pocket, no doubt Sam calling to see if she was okay, but the sensation was enough to remind her to respond. “Kimberly, wait! Th-think about what you’re doing here,” she pleaded. “How do you think this is going to end? Y-y-you won't get away with this. Everyone will know you did it!”

Kimberly paused for an agonisingly long time before speaking again. “You know what? You’re right! If I cut your face up, everyone will see. But… No one will know if I cut your chest, will they? Not unless you tell them, and you’re not going to do that, are you?” She smiled sweetly, her eyes betraying her sinister intentions. “Because if you do, I’ll come back and finish the job before they can arrest me. And I will be very thorough, Roxy. I’ll make sure that every time you look in the mirror, you think of me. Understand? Now, let’s get this shirt off.”

Kimberly removed the knife from Roxy’s cheek and Roxy took her opportunity, swinging her head forward on a collision course with the brunette’s nose. It collided with a satisfying crunch and she screamed, stumbling backwards. Her path now clear, Roxy limped towards the door as fast as she could. She dropped her cane at some point, so she was just relying on the adrenaline to keep her bad leg going. Adrenaline didn’t stop Kimberly from fighting back, though, which Roxy quickly found out as a kick collided with her right thigh, stopping her escape in its tracks as her leg buckled and she fell sideways. Her head cracked against the edge of a sink and everything went black.

When her vision finally returned, she was on her hands and knees, staring at the tiled floor as blood dripped from a throbbing cut next to her eye. Her ears were ringing from the impact and everything was doubled, the world spinning around drunkenly as she tried to look up and determine her surroundings. Nausea swam around her stomach, threatening to burst up through her throat at any second. Wasn’t there something she was meant to be doing?

All of a sudden she was being pulled up by the back of her shirt and thrown into the stalls, crashing against a door before collapsing back to the floor. She rolled onto her back, suppressing the urge to vomit and desperately trying to figure out what the hell was going on. A figure or three stalked towards her - it was hard to tell with the way everything was spinning - reminding her of the situation just in time for her to see the knife in her attacker’s hand as she crouched down on top of her.

Instincts kicked in and she grabbed Kimberly’s wrist just before she could bring the blade down into her chest, desperately trying to hold it back. Her face was contorted with pure rage, apparently done with the pretence of just hurting her and now actively trying to kill her. Kimberly grunted as she tugged the knife back and forth, trying to shake off Roxy’s grip, but her efforts were futile. Roxy was determined to survive. She didn’t come this far just to get killed in a bathroom by a psychopathic schoolgirl. 

Kimberly roared and threw more weight behind the knife, and Roxy just couldn’t match it. The blade sunk closer and closer and she whined desperately, pushing back as hard as she could. She saw Kimberly rearing back for a final blow and, at the very last second, heaved the knife to the side with as much strength as she could muster. It saved her from the worst of it, but the knife still cut across the top of her shoulder as Kimberly forced it down. She cried out at the familiar pain, images of Emmerich and a scalpel flashing across her mind along with a surge of fire spreading out from her chest. The room flashed brighter, the world coming alive with colour and scent and sound. Her whole body fizzled with electricity and power. She managed to get a foot against Kimberly’s chest and her good leg extended out like a piston, sending the brunette flying across the room.

She collided with the opposite wall and shattered a mirror before crumpling to the ground lifelessly. Shocked at her own strength, Roxy stared at her shaking hands, checking for any signs of werewolf features. Sure enough, her nails had grown into small claws. A cursory check of her teeth revealed fangs that were even longer than usual. It wasn’t even anywhere near the full moon, but she’d somehow forced her dormant wolf out anyway. It was just like when she was fighting the stalker during her escape from the outpost. She watched in fascination as the claws began to slowly recede back into her fingers. She couldn’t even feel it. Was this what it was like for Sam?

Kimberly groaned, reminding Roxy of where she was. She needed to get out of there before the other girl recovered and started trying to murder her again. She tried to pick herself up off the ground, but between the dizziness and the pain that was still rocketing through her thigh from the kick earlier, standing was pretty much impossible. She settled for crawling and shuffled her way towards the door as fast as she could, trying not to get thrown too far off-course by the way the room was spinning around her. 

She was almost at the door when something slammed right between her legs, stopping her in her tracks as the shock rippled through her body and locked up her muscles. She collapsed back to the floor in a groaning, whining heap, rolling back and forth in a futile attempt to make the pain go away. The urge to puke was back with a vengeance, and this time she wasn’t sure if she could hold back. The decision was made for her as Kimberly kicked her in the stomach, forcing everything out in a spray of bile across the tiled floor.

Too stunned by the twin genital-and-stomach kicks, she was helpless to react as Kimberly flipped her onto her front and straddled her waist, grabbing her left arm and wrenching it painfully behind her back. She let out a cry as the limb was forced upwards, her shoulder joint straining sharply.

“How about I break your arm? See how you like it?” Kimberly grunted, huffing as though she was out of breath. Roxy thrashed around as hard as she could, trying to break the hold, but it was no good. Kimberly was too heavy. She was completely pinned. Her attacker wrenched harder and she started screaming, her shoulder about to give.

All of a sudden, the door slammed open and Kimberly’s weight was gone. Roxy’s whole body untensed as the relief of no longer being sat on set in, her shoulder still thankfully in its socket. There were voices all around her, but she couldn’t make them out, still too dazed from the pain. Familiar hands gently turned her over and she came face-to-face with a very worried Leif. She could hear Kimberly’s enraged screaming from the other side of the room, as well as a certain werewolf’s southern drawl, no doubt keeping her restrained. There were teachers milling around as well, some looking down at Roxy and some keeping an eye on whatever was going on with Kimberly.

Leif brushed the hair out of her eyes. “Hey Roxy, you with me? Can you stand?”

Roxy tried to reply, but another aftershock of pain from her groin made it impossible to do anything but weakly groan. Leif winced.

“Let’s get you out of here, okay?”

—

“Alright, all done. Rest up for a few days and you should be good as new,” the school nurse explained. Roxy was trying her best to listen, but the pounding in her head from what was apparently a concussion was making it difficult. She still didn’t really know what was going on, Leif just dragged her here from the bathroom before being shooed off by the nurse. She had no idea how Leif knew what was happening or where to find her, or why she had so many teachers with her. She wasn’t complaining, of course. If not for her and Drew’s perfectly timed entrance, Kimberly might still be beating the snot out of her. It was a miracle that her glasses had survived the ordeal, having fallen off when she hit her head on the sink. 

The nurse handed her a juicebox. “There you go, keep your blood sugar high. You can wait here until your dad comes to pick you up, okay?”

Roxy croaked out an acknowledgement and the nurse thankfully left her alone. She sighed, sinking back into her chair and opening her juicebox with still-shaking hands. The sweetness of the apple juice was grounding, but it did little to relieve the achy pain all around her body, nor the thought that despite her best efforts, she’d still be taking home two new scars today. As if she didn’t have enough already. 

There was a knock on the door. The nurse shuffled over and opened it, talking with whoever was outside. Roxy didn’t have the energy or the care to pay attention, so she just stared out the window at the trees outside, picturing herself walking among them, her wolf in tow. It was a nice image, a memory of happier days not sullied by blood and trauma. It felt like so long ago now, even just a few short months later.

“Hey Rox, how’re you feeling?”

Roxy turned to the voice and saw Leif, Drew standing at her side. She hadn’t even noticed their approach. She shrugged, wincing as the action pulled at the stitches in her shoulder. “Sore. How’d you guys even find me? And what was with all of the teachers showing up?”

“Sam spammed me with messages, freaking out about you being in danger,” Leif explained. “I’d already noticed that you didn’t show up for class, so I assumed you went to get some alone time at the usual spot. I ran out of class and tried to grab Drew on the way, but his teacher demanded an explanation, so I had to tell him we were looking for you and he decided to come along. We ran into another group of teachers on the way who also joined us, and… yeah. You know the rest.”

Roxy mentally slapped herself for not realising sooner. “Oh, shit! You just reminded me, I’ve gotta call Sam! she’s probably freaking out!”

Leif shook her head. “It’s cool, I already explained everything to her. She said she’s on her way. Wait, can’t you tell if she’s freaking out through your soul bond thing?” She smirked teasingly.

Roxy stared at her for a few seconds, slowly blinking. Somehow, that had completely slipped her mind. Leif was right though, Sam was still worried, but she wasn’t nearly as freaked as she’d been during the fight itself. “Give me a break, I have a brain injury. Wait, did you say she’s coming?! She’s sick, she should be in bed!”

“Did you seriously think that would stop her?”

Roxy let out a weak laugh. “No, you’re right.” She paused, taking a sip from her juicebox. “So, what’s happening with Kimberly?”

“I heard that they called the police,” Drew said. “Pretty sure they’re gonna arrest her.”

“Woah, really?” Roxy asked.

“Yeah, definitely. I mean, she attacked you with a knife and gave you a frickin’ concussion! The law doesn’t mess around when it comes to brain injuries, not to mention assault with a deadly weapon. Last I heard, she was refusing to speak and demanding a lawyer, so I think she knows how much shit she’s in.”

“She didn’t get arrested last time she attacked Roxy with a knife, though, and there was video evidence of that,” Leif said.

“I don’t think it matters this time, now that the school is involved, and correct me if I’m wrong, but she didn’t manage to injure Roxy with the knife that time, right? In that case, I’m pretty sure it would’ve been up to Roxy to press charges. Because she was actually injured this time, I don’t think it matters if Roxy pressed charges or not, especially with all the witnesses. Even if Roxy wasn’t injured, she’s still in the shit for bringing a weapon onto school grounds regardless.”

“You’re damn right I’m pressing charges, that bitch kicked me in the nuts,” Roxy muttered.

“You really know your law stuff, huh?” Leif asked.

Drew shrugged nonchalantly. “I dabble in crime fighting,” he said, without a hint of humour, as if that wasn’t a completely deranged thing to admit to.

There was another knock on the door and in came Sam and Roxy’s dad. Sam immediately rushed to her side, a panicked look on her flushed, clammy face. “Oh my god, Roxy! Are you okay?!”

Roxy held her hands up in a placating gesture. “I’m fine, Sam. How’d you even get here so fast?”

“I saw her stumbling along on the side of the road and figured giving her a ride would be quicker and easier than convincing her to go home,” her dad answered. He looked tired, and his eyes were bloodshot. Come to think of it, Roxy wasn’t sure if he’d gone to work today. She wouldn’t blame him after last night. …Great, now she was thinking about it again. “Speaking of which, are you ready to go?”

“Actually, Mr. Thura, before you go, I’d like to discuss her treatment plan with you, if that’s alright?” The nurse interjected from the corner. 

“Sure,” Damien agreed, walking over to join her.

“Yeesh,” Leif whispered. “What’s up with him? He looks exhausted.”

Roxy let out a long sigh. “L-last night, there was… there was a big fight. And my parents are…” She swallowed, trying to sum up the nerve to say it out loud, to speak it into reality. “M-my parents are splitting up.”

The words hung heavily in the air, echoing in her ears over and over again. Just thinking about it was like a punch to the gut, no matter how many times the thought occurred to her. The last bastion of normalcy in her life was now gone. Apparently her cry break earlier wasn’t good enough, because all of a sudden she burst out into uncontrollable sobbing, the weight of everything truly setting in. She felt herself be pulled into an embrace, but not even the warmth of her partner could stop the torrential downpour after the god-awful day she’d had.

All she wanted was a damn break.
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“Are you sure this is okay, Roxy?”

“Dad. They literally invited us. Yes, it’s okay. Besides, I’d much rather this than just celebrate Christmas with only the two of us. No offence.”

Roxy watched as her dad took a deep breath and gripped the steering wheel tighter. “Okay, okay, you’re right. I just hope they like the pork roast I made. I wanted to make some shwe kyi for dessert as well but I didn’t realise we were doing this and ran out of time!” He waved one hand around dramatically as he spoke, emphasising his stress.

Roxy laughed and shook her head at his anxiety. “It’s fine, dad. They’ll love it. If you really still want to make shwe kyi, I’m sure Carol wouldn’t mind you using her kitchen for it.”

He shook his head. “No, no, it would take too long, and what are the odds that she would have the semolina I would need? If I wanted to make it, we would have to turn around and get it from home, and then we’d be even later.”

Roxy sighed. “I guess.” That was a shame. Now that he’d brought it up, she really wanted some shwe kyi.

They pulled into the Walkers’ driveway and Roxy stepped out of the car, appreciating the fact that it was entirely under her own strength, no walking aid required. It had been a long, painful journey, but her leg had finally healed to the point where she could pretty much walk normally most of the time. Running was still a little bit difficult, and it still ached every now and then (she didn’t think that would ever go away completely) but for the most part she was fully recovered. One thing was for sure; she would never take walking on her own two legs for granted ever again.

She secured her scarf tightly around her neck and pulled her beanie low to cover her ears as an icy wind threatened to sneak into the gaps in her clothing and freeze her solid. A light snow had been falling all morning, covering every surface in soft white powder. Roxy had never really cared for snow one way or another, but Sam loved it. For the past few weeks of winter, Sam would immediately run outside at the first hint of snowfall, trying to catch flakes on her tongue, rolling around in it, making snowmen and just giggling like a madwoman the entire time. It had derailed more than a few dates at this point, but Roxy wasn’t going to complain. It was endearing, and she enjoyed seeing her so happy. Part of the reason she liked her was for her boundless energy and excitable nature, after all.

Roxy walked through the front door, her dad following behind with the pork roast. Immediately she was assailed by warmth, spices, and Christmas music that gave her terrible flashbacks to working the till at 7-11 around the holidays. She decided at that moment to hand in her two-week notice, even though she hadn’t worked since the night of her kidnapping anyway. A christmas tree was set up in the corner of the room with a pile of wrapped gifts sitting underneath it, and a space heater turned to max was keeping the space comfortably toasty.

“Hey! Merry Christmas!” Carol greeted as they entered, ushering them into the kitchen. “You can just put that down over there,” she directed, pointing at the island bench. Damien set down the roast and returned the pleasantry.

Roxy looked around, taking note of a particular person’s absence. “Where’s Sam? I would’ve thought she’d be down here with all of the food around,” Roxy asked.

“Oh, you know how she is with snow. She’s been napping outside all morning.”

“Outside?!” Damien exclaimed. “Isn’t that dangerous?”

“She’s a wolf, dad. Fur coat.”

“Oh. I… I’m not sure how I forgot about that.”

“If you’re going out there, give her this as an incentive to come back inside,” Carol said, cutting a piece of pork off the roast and holding it out to her. “Also bring some clothes out for her so she doesn’t have to run all the way up to her room naked. Pedro’s coming soon and I don’t want him - or any of us - to have to see that.”

Roxy laughed as she took the piece of meat. “Sure.” She was about to turn and go carry out her task, but she stopped herself at the last second, leaning back around the corner. “Oh, by the way, you wouldn’t happen to have any semolina flour, would you Carol?”

Carol peered at her curiously. “I think we do. Why?”

Roxy turned to her dad with a grin. “The ball is in your court, dad. Shwe kyi, shwe kyi, shwe kyi,” she whisper-chanted, backing out of the kitchen. She turned around with a smile and quickly made her way up to Sam’s room, grabbing a simple set of Christmas-themed PJs for her. She carried them back down the stairs and out the back door, listening to her dad explain what shwe kyi was as she passed by the kitchen.

Outside was the picturesque image of winter: a snow-covered yard sitting on the edge of a pine tree forest. There was a conspicuously canine-shaped pile of snow in the centre of the yard, the top rising and falling in a steady rhythm. Roxy smirked and hid the pork behind her back. She knew that Sam would be able to smell it once she woke up, but for now she wanted to keep it a surprise.

“Oh, Sammiiiieee!” she sang playfully. Part of the snow shifted and a golden-furred tail popped out, wagging up and down and thumping against the ground in its fervour. Roxy laughed. “Wakey wakey, puppy dog. You gotta come inside now.”

Sam lifted her head out of the snow and let out a growly whine. Roxy revealed the slice of pork and the wolf paused, indignation disappearing as her eyes locked onto the meat. Roxy could see her salivating from here, licking her chops eagerly. She chucked the meat over to the wolf and she caught it straight out of the air, scarfing the entire thing down in less than a second. Once it was all gone, she locked eyes with Roxy, staring at her expectantly, like she thought she was hiding another piece of meat somewhere in the pile of clothes under her arm.

“You want more, you gotta come in,” Roxy explained. The wolf whined and grumbled a bit, but she did as she was told and stood up, shaking the snow out of her fur. She trotted over to Roxy and gave her a quick kiss (lick) on the cheek. Roxy chuckled and scratched her under her chin. “Yes, hello Sam. Merry Christmas.”

After a cursory check around to make sure no one was watching, Sam shifted back into her human form and gave Roxy a proper kiss. “Merry Christmas, beautiful,” she murmured against her lips.

Roxy smiled, trailing a hand down Sam’s bare arm and admiring her form in all its glory. “Aren’t you cold?”

Sam nodded, her pale cheeks and nose already flushing from the nipping air. “Fucking freezing, actually.”

Roxy laughed and threw the clothes into Sam’s arm. “Put these on already, you big dolt.”

She donned the clothes as quickly as she could and they both stepped back inside, happy to be enveloped by the warmth the space heater was providing. Sam immediately ran over and stood directly in front of it, sighing in satisfaction. “Ooh, that’s good.”

“Hey, Sam. Merry Christmas!” Damien greeted from the kitchen. The smell of coconut and semolina was emanating out and spreading around the living room from her dad’s cooking, bringing to mind pleasant memories of eating shwe kyi as a child.

“Merry Christmas, Damien,” Sam replied. She sniffed the air and her eyes widened, pupils blowing out. “Ooh, what’re you cooking?” She eagerly wandered into the kitchen, following the scent.

“Shwe kyi,” he responded. “Coconut cakes, pretty much. I thought they’d make for a nice dessert.”

“Works for me,” Carol said from elsewhere in the kitchen, working on a salad. “All I had planned for dessert was a frozen apple pie with ice-cream and custard.”

The front door opened and Pedro entered, quickly followed by a very under-dressed Leif, who was hugging herself and shivering profusely. She immediately rushed over to the space heater as soon as she got inside, planting herself in front of it and letting out a sigh of relief. She was only dressed in a thin long-sleeve top and jeans, so it was no wonder that she was freezing.

“Leif!” Roxy greeted, running over and giving her a hug. “I didn’t think you were coming till later?”

Leif shrugged, her teeth still chattering. “I w-wasn’t meant to be, b-b-but my brother was being an asshole, so I didn’t wanna s-stick around. It was pure luck that Pedro saw me stumbling through the snow as he drove here, or I might have genuinely frozen to death.” She laughed humorously, in spite of how much real danger she would’ve been in if not for Pedro.

Roxy raised an eyebrow. “You didn’t even think to throw on a jacket before you left?”

The other girl sighed. “You know how my brother can be. You remember how I told my family about Drew last week?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, mom asked if he was coming over at any point, and Todd decided that Christmas morning was the perfect time to make me feel shit about myself. Calling Drew gay and asking about our sex life, misgendering me, excetera excetera. He wouldn’t stop bringing up the fact that I have a… y’know. Mom tried to shut him up, but as usual it didn’t work, and there was no way dad would bother getting involved. I had to get out of there before I lost it and broke his stupid nose.”

Roxy’s throat rumbled with a weak growl as anger flushed through her body. It was a completely involuntary response that had started to become irritating with how frequently it had been occurring lately, but she ignored it. She gave Leif another hug. “What a loser. Just ignore him, you’ve got a better family right here.”

Leif smiled. “Yeah.”

The rest of the day went on smoothly. Lunch and dessert were had, presents were swapped, girlfriends were kissed under hanging mistletoe; it was a perfect Christmas. The mood wasn’t even sullied when Leif let out an absolute bombshell while the three of them were watching a movie in the basement later in the night.

“Hey Rox, I don’t wanna alarm you, but I think your dad might be a little gay.”

Roxy nearly spat out her drink. “Fucking what?!”

“Yeah, he kept staring at Pedro while we were all eating lunch.”

Oh. Was that all? Roxy let out an amused sigh. “Oh my god, Leif. You would ship two rocks together if they were in the same patch of dirt. That doesn’t mean anything.”

“No, now that she mentions it, he was definitely staring at him,” Sam butted in. “his heart rate kept spiking and everything.”

“Yeah, and remember when Pedro complimented his coconut cake thingies? He went bright red and started stuttering all over the place. It was just like you back when Sam first came around, Rox.”

Sam laughed. “Like father, like daughter.”

“My dad was nervous about his cooking all morning, of course he reacted like that! It doesn’t mean he has a crush on Pedro, jesus!”

“Pedro has started to come around to yours more often, hasn’t he?” Sam asked, a teasing glint in her eye.

“Oh my god, Sam. They’re friends, they can hang out! All they do is drink beer and chat, anyway, I would know if something was going on. No one said anything about anything when Pedro started coming around here to see Carol more often, did they?”

“Yeah, but Carol’s in a relationship,” Leif said. “Your dad, however, is single and ready to mingle, just in time to spread his gay little wings and have a mid-life bisexual awakening!”

Roxy let out a long-suffering groan. “All of this conjecture is pointless. Pedro is definitely straight. We’d know by now if he wasn’t.”

“Pedro doesn’t have to like men for your dad to be crushing on him.” Leif smirked at her mischievously. “Just think about it! Your dad just got out of, what, a two decade long relationship with a woman who only got horny thinking about housing markets and child abuse? This is probably the first time in a long time that he’s been able to freely think about his sexuality without guilt. Who knows what he’s uncovering?”

Roxy sighed. “I guess I see your point. Still, can we not just jump to conclusions here? My dad is a nervous guy in general, why do you think he let Martha push him around for so long? He got flustered by a compliment, it doesn’t mean he’s into Pedro. Even if you’re right, and he does have some repressed gayness in him, it doesn’t mean you have to start shipping him with every guy he makes eye contact with. Just let him figure it out on his own.”

Leif huffed playfully. “Fiiine. But keep an eye out for signs, would you? I wanna know if he gets a cute boyfriend.”

“If my dad gets a ‘cute boyfriend,’ it will be none of your business.”

“Lame.”

—

JANUARY

Roxy sighed happily, staring up at the twinkling stars above her and getting lost in the radiance of the night sky, unmarred by light pollution as it usually was. They had finally made good on their plans that were originally meant to be for Roxy’s birthday, driving far out into the countryside to camp and stargaze for Sam’s birthday instead. While Ross was invited, he ended up chickening out because of the cold, so Drew had taken his place. Roxy chuckled at his reluctance. It wasn’t even snowing, and the fire they had going was keeping them plenty warm. Its constant crackling was filling Roxy’s head with white noise and making it a little hard to think, but whatever.

“R–y?”

Speaking of Drew, he was pretty much an official part of the pack by this point, which was good. Roxy wasn’t super sure how things would work if he’d ended up trying to make his own pack with Leif while she was still in Sam’s, but she knew it probably wouldn’t end well. Thankfully though, according to Pedro, pack hierarchies weren’t really a thing anymore; most packs regarded all their members equally, like a family. There was no set ‘leader’ from a purely biological standpoint unless the pack decided on one, unlike with regular wolf packs. The scent of whichever werewolf started the pack was usually the strongest on pack members, but, given enough time, a new werewolf’s scent would generally distribute itself throughout the existing pack as well. It had happened with Pedro a while ago, which pretty much made it Pedro’s pack just as much as Sam’s. This meant that Drew joining Sam’s pack was effectively the same as all of Sam’s pack joining Drew, which meant no issues over who was in charge or who belonged to whose pack. Roxy was just glad that there wouldn’t be any turf wars between the two direwolves over Leif. She was still going to think of it as Sam’s pack in her head, regardless.

“-oxy.”

She had been noticing a change in Leif’s scent recently, now that she thought about it. Obviously, this whole ‘being able to differentiate people’s scents from a distance’ thing was pretty new to her, but she’d known Leif for most of her life, she was pretty sure she knew what she smelled like. Drew’s scent was pretty mixed up in hers, though she couldn’t tell if they’d done that mating bite thing yet, so it was likely just pack scenting. What she could unfortunately tell was when the two of them had been all over each other recently, which was proving to be quite the annoying development in her ever-increasing werewolf skill set. She didn’t wanna know about it every time her friend got laid, as much as she could cheer her on from the sidelines. On the other hand, it was pretty funny when Leif had joined their pre-MMA run with an uneven gait the day after spending the night at Drew’s. Roxy could make a pretty good guess what went on with that whole affair.

“Roxy!”

Finally being allowed to start MMA again had been amazing. While she’d been working out as best as she could from home, mostly doing pull-ups and lifting weights while her leg was healing, it never scratched that itch that MMA did for her. She didn’t know what it was, but there was just something inside of her that had a desperate need to hit things, be it punching bags, sparring partners, or assholes that needed a beating, Roxy just couldn’t get enough of it after being deprived of her outlet for so long. Clarissa was still being very careful with their activities and who she set her up against, but it was still leagues better than anything else she’d been able to do during her recovery. Roxy didn’t even have it in her to be mad at the woman for the treatment. As much as she hated being babied or coddled by anyone (except for Sam, and occasionally her dad), she knew that, while she was pretty much completely healed physically, the mental side of things was still far from stable, and one small slip-up could potentially lead to a big mental breakdown and a whole lot of backsliding, as her therapist called it.

“ROXY!”

Roxy snapped back into the present, though you wouldn’t be able to tell from the way that her head slowly pivoted back down from looking up at the stars. Her eyes eventually found Leif, who was staring at her with an incredulous smile on her face. She’d honestly forgotten about her presence entirely, as well as that of Sam and Drew, even with the former’s head resting in her lap. Her brain was really foggy right now. She was hungry. “Huh?”

“Your marshmallow, dude! It’s fucking charcoal!”

Roxy slowly blinked at her and turned to the fire, which she was apparently holding a stick into, as she’d just found out. At the end of the stick was a little flaming black ball that she just remembered used to be a marshmallow. Evidently, she’d been trying to roast one over the fire and spaced out, too distracted by the twinkling stars. Her head slowly tilted backwards, once again enamoured by the majesty of the universe now that she’d remembered about it.

Leif cackled in that way she only ever did when she was slightly inebriated. The joint between her fingers teetered dangerously, but Drew picked it out of her grasp before she could drop it entirely. “Oh my god, dude! You only had like, two puffs! How are you so baked already?!”

Roxy frowned, knowing that information to be false but not yet having the evidence to back that claim up. She paused for a while, digging through the moist folds of her brain in search of the memory she needed. “I had three, actually,” she retorted. It was a weak excuse to justify her current level of high-ness (was that a word? Roxy didn’t really care right now) and she knew it, so she mustered up something else from the deep recesses of her mind. “I think this werewolf stuff is messing with my tolerance. Didn’t Pedro say they had a lower tolerance than humans?”

“Sam’s had just as much as you, and she’s still fine,” Leif replied, still struggling to hold back her laughter.

As if on cue, Sam yawned in her lap. “For the most part. I’m just sleepy. And hungry, for that matter. Are there any chips left?”

Sam leaned up to catch the bag being thrown her way before lying back down again. Roxy huffed in mock outrage. “That’s not a fair comparison! Sam is a 220 pound mountain of meat, muscle, and pure sex appeal!” She obscenely caressed down her girlfriend’s abs for emphasis, prompting a satisfied growl. “I, on the other hand, am just a little guy! I still barely weigh any more than I did when I got out of hospital, and that’s including the extra weight for the metal in my leg! Going by the weed-to-body-weight comparison, plus the werewolf factor, it’s completely reasonable for me to be just a little more stoned than the rest of you!”

“Methinks the lady doth protest too much,” Drew said, taking a drag from the joint, only his second for the night. He slowly exhaled out the cloud of smoke, which quickly dissipated into the cold night air. “You sure you aren’t just a lightweight?”

Roxy blew a raspberry in his direction, prompting laughter from Sam, which continued on for what would be a frankly ridiculous amount of time if she didn’t have the weed as an excuse. The sound was enough to have Roxy’s not-so-mock-anymore outrage dissipating into affection for the wonderful girl lying in her lap. She stroked a hand through her thick blonde hair, revelling in its soft texture. She leaned down and gave her a quick peck on the lips. “Happy birthday, darling.”

Sam’s laughter quickly turned into sobbing, which had Roxy filling with dread at the thought that she’d done something terribly wrong. Sam sensed her distress and quickly shook her head, clarifying that these were happy tears. “I… I-I just… I’ve never had any friends to celebrate my birthday with before… Th-this is… this is a dream come true for me. I love you all so much.”

The admission soon had Roxy in tears as well, which in turn had Leif laughing at their combined emotionalness. It lasted for a while until they were both cried out, at which point Sam decided it was time to turn in for the night. Roxy agreed. A cold wind had started blowing and she was eager to snuggle up in a sleeping bag next to her lover. Sam got to her feet and pulled Roxy up with her, the top of her head bumping against the taller girl’s chin.

Wait, what? That can’t be right.

Roxy frowned, looking up at her girlfriend. Sam looked back down at her, equally as confused. Leif stood up and walked over to them, seemingly picking up on the same thing that Roxy had just noticed.

“Am I crazy, or have you gotten taller?”

—

FEBRUARY

Roxy stepped back from the measuring tape and turned around, her heart lurching as she noticed where the mark she’d made sat. It was late evening at the Walkers’ house, and most of them were out, so she was taking the time to do a few experiments in regards to her recent changes.

“Wow, a whole two inches in just a few months!” Leif exclaimed, looking at the tape. “You’d better not catch up with me, it would be weird to not have you as the shortest one in the group.”

Roxy just let out an uneasy whine. Just when she was starting to get used to the changes being a hybrid was bringing, life just had to throw another curveball at her, this time in the form of a sudden growth spurt. After being a respectable 5’5” for the past four years of her life and thinking that was it in terms of height for her, all of a sudden she had shot up to 5’7” in just the span of what could only have been a few months. It wasn’t the only physical change she’d noticed lately, but it was definitely the most jarring, and she certainly didn’t appreciate having to buy new pants after her old ones became too small. “I just want my body to make up its mind about what it’s trying to do with me.”

Pedro was here too, taking notes on her developments. “I wish I could give you more of a heads-up on what to expect, Roxy, but this is a completely unprecedented situation. As far as the Council is aware, you’re literally the only one like you in the entire world. Congrats, I guess.” He shrugged, yawning. He’d just gotten off of a long shift, and was no doubt pretty tired. “Take it with a grain of salt, though. They didn’t know about Drew, either, so clearly the span of their knowledge is far from all-encompassing.”

“I don’t mind it,” Sam said, embracing Roxy from behind and picking her up to spin her around. “It just means there’s more of you to love!”

Roxy laughed as she was set down. “Sam, I could literally turn into a puddle of mud and you would still like me.”

“Your point? Rolling around in mud is the best!”

Roxy shook her head with a grin, knowing there was no point in trying to turn down the vote of affection. She stretched, ignoring the tightness around her scars as her skin was pulled taut over her re-developing muscles. The work she’d been putting in at MMA was paying off, and she was finally beginning to bulk up again. It was a lot faster than she’d expected it to be, but apparently that was also due to the werewolf factor, which did something to her metabolism to make her build muscle quicker, according to Pedro. To be honest, she hadn’t been paying full attention when he was giving his explanation, but she got the general gist.

The other passive change she’d been noticing was a general increase in how quickly her body hair would grow back after shaving. At this point she’d pretty much given up on shaving altogether, accepting that being part-werewolf meant being used to having a little extra hair in places. She’d never had particularly thick body hair anyway, so it wasn’t really a massive issue. She still made sure to trim in places where the hair was prone to grow longer - she didn’t want things to get too wild, after all - but shaving all the way down to the skin was something she just couldn’t be bothered with anymore.

“Alright, you wanna try and give us a shift, Roxy?” Pedro asked. Roxy took a deep breath and nodded, focusing herself. It was something that she and him had been working on together, trying to train her into being able to summon her wolf out without the aid of the full moon or a life-or-death situation. She reached deep down, searching for that familiar fire that resided somewhere inside of her. Once she found it, she singled it out, imagining that it was spreading throughout her body and bursting forth from within her. A heat flared just under her skin and the change happened before she could even register it.

Claws sprouted from her nail beds, fur erupted from her hands and arms, her fangs lengthened and grew, and her eyes sparked up a burning amber. Pedro took some notes as she inspected her changed form. It was the same as it had been the last three times they tried it, despite her attempts to push the shift further along. That was probably for the best, as she didn’t want the change to fuck with her bones enough to affect the metal in her leg and send her back to the ER for another six months of physical therapy, but it was still a little disappointing, regardless. How could she not want to know what being a fully-fledged wolf was like?

“I think this is as far as I can go with this,” she said, looking up at Pedro.

He hummed in agreement. “Your shifting seems to have plateaued. Hopefully this means the rest of the changes will follow suit and you won’t have to worry about anything else, but we’ll just have to wait and see.”

“Can I touch your fur?” Leif asked. It was a completely innocent question but it left Roxy feeling a little flustered, like she’d asked her to take off her pants instead. She guessed she just wasn’t used to people talking about her fur yet.

“Yeah, okay.”

Leif walked up and grabbed her arm, gently stroking through the black fur there. It was slightly disconcerting, but she just summed that up to the unfamiliarity. “Ooh, it’s soft.”

Roxy was about to reply when a sharp, coppery scent hit her nostrils, causing her fur to rise up on end. Pedro and Sam clearly noticed it too, from the alarmed expressions on their faces. “Blood,” she muttered.

At that moment, the front door slammed open and Drew came stumbling in, clutching his side. There was blood all over his shirt and dripping from between his fingers. For a moment, Roxy could do nothing but stand there and stare as a peculiar sense of déjà vu washed over her. “Drew!” Leif screamed, rushing over to help him before he could collapse to the ground. “What happened?!”

“I… f-fucked up,” he grunted, leaning against his girlfriend. Pedro brushed everything off of the coffee table and pulled it out into the centre of the room.

“Lay him down on this!” he yelled. “Sam, go get the first aid kit and some clean towels! Roxy, put your claws away and come give me a hand!”

Everyone sped into action, following Pedro’s instructions. Roxy struggled a little bit to revert back to normal with the way her heart was racing, but she got it eventually, rushing to Pedro’s side as he lifted Drew’s shirt. Sam returned with the towels and he immediately took one, applying pressure to the wound. “Shit, I can’t treat this. Sam, when does Carol get home?”

“Uuh, a couple hours, I think?”

Pedro cursed under his breath and let out a long exhale. “Okay… Drew? How are you feeling? Is your wolf alright?”

Drew winced. “Y-yeah, it’s okay. I… I think I can heal this on my own. I j-just… panicked.”

“It was just a regular knife? Not a silver one?”

“I don’t know, j-just… just a pocket knife.”

“It wasn’t hunters that did this?” Roxy asked.

“Hunters? N-nah, just some assholes trying to beat on a kid. They weren’t too happy when I stepped in, but the kid got away, so it’s fine.”

“It’s not fine, Drew! You’ve been stabbed!” Leif cried.

“Alright, if you keep your wolf out it should be okay,” Pedro said. “The wound should close up on its own within the next few hours. Just keep pressure on it for now.” He stepped back as Drew took over, holding the towel to his side. Pedro sighed. “I understand that you were trying to help someone, but you’ve got to be careful with things like this. You don’t have proper training like Sam, Roxy, and Leif do, and even with training, throwing yourself into fights unnecessarily like that is just stupid.”

“Nah, f-fuck that,” Drew replied. “That kid could’ve died.”

“So could you!” Pedro yelled. “Just because you’re stronger than most people and can heal quicker, doesn’t mean a knife to the heart isn’t going to kill you!”

“But it didn’t.”

Pedro groaned, rubbing his eyes. “We need to do a lunar ritual for this kid before he does something really stupid and gets himself killed. At least that’ll give him a little extra defence.”

“Agreed,” said Leif. She flicked Drew in the forehead. “Stop throwing yourself into danger!”

Drew grinned weakly. “Says the one who stormed an underground bunker full of psychos to save her friend. I can’t just be a bystander if someone needs help. I’ve got the power to save people. What’s the point if I don’t use it?”

“...he’s got a point,” Sam said. “The hunters hate us because they’re scared of us. If it comes down to a contest of physical strength, werewolves beat humans a hundred percent of the time. If we aren’t using that strength for good, aren’t we just giving them even more of a reason to want to kill us?”

Pedro sighed. “I guess.” He shot Drew a pointed look. “But no more of this heroism shit until you learn how to actually hold yourself in a fight. Strength only takes you so far, and the last thing you want to do is give yourself away to the hunters by overly relying on your wolf, especially since you’re a direwolf. You’ll fuck us all over if you’re not careful.”

“Lay off him a little, Pedro,” Roxy interjected. “The guy literally just got stabbed.”

Pedro muttered some exasperated Spanish under his breath before sighing. “I’m too tired for this. I love you all, but I’m going home. I’ll ask Clarissa about giving Wonderboy over there some lessons. Adiós.”

Drew let out a weak laugh as the door shut. “Ah, that man never changes. Anyway, could someone help me over to the couch? If I need to lie somewhere for the rest of the night, I’d rather it not be a table.”

“Alright, come on, big guy. Up you get,” Leif said, straining as she tried to lift him. Sam gave her a hand and together they were able to get him onto the couch, settled down on top of another towel so he didn’t bleed on the upholstery. 

Roxy sighed and carded her hands through her hair. “If the people in my life could go just a few months without one of us being attacked with a knife, that would be just great.”

“Hey, the last time was with Kimberly in October, so we had a pretty good streak going for a while there.”

“Sorry for breaking it,” Drew said with a smile.

—

MARCH

“Alright, that should be good,” Leif said, backing away from Roxy and putting her eyeliner pen away.

Roxy released a nervous breath and blinked a few times, glad that the application process was finally over. Leif was a professional when it came to makeup, but having anything that close to her eyes was uncomfortable no matter which hand was in control. “How does it look?” she asked.

Leif grinned. “See for yourself.” She stepped aside and allowed Roxy a full view of herself in the mirror. She couldn’t help but beam at her reflection. The eyeliner was the perfect feminine flair to her mostly androgynous prom tuxedo. The top of her white dress shirt was unbuttoned and her bowtie was undone, giving her otherwise put-together appearance a certain ruggedness, while her hair was slicked back with gel. She wanted to try out high-heels to complete the look, but decided against it in the end, given that she had zero practice with them and didn’t need to give her wonky leg any more reason to act up. 

“Woah, I look hot.” 

“I told you the tux was a good fit for you,” Leif replied with a smirk. “Just add an eyepatch and you’d make the perfect queer-coded Bond villain.”

“Shut up,” Roxy snorted, punching her in the arm. Leif was wearing a flowy pale green dress and had a full face of makeup done already. In fact, Roxy was the last one to finish getting ready. She could hear everyone else milling about in the living room already, waiting for her to finish up so they could take photos and get going. It was both her friend group and Ava’s, so the Walkers’ house was a lot more packed than usual. She and Sam hadn’t told each other what they were going to wear, and the suspense of finally seeing her girlfriend’s prom outfit was almost too much to handle, not to mention seeing her reaction to the fine figure she was cutting in this suit. “Is that everything? Are we ready for my grand reveal?”

“Should be. Unless you wanna add some lipstick? I’ve got black if you wanna lean into the goth aesthetic a little more.”

“Nah, I’m good. Let’s get this show on the road!”

They exited the bathroom and made their way into the living room, which was currently filled with mostly Ava’s friends. If it hadn’t been for the fact that she was in a committed relationship, Roxy’s gay little heart probably would’ve been pounding right out of her chest with the amount of pretty, dressed up girls around, but as it was, she only had eyes for one pretty, dressed up girl, and when she finally saw her, the breath was knocked straight out of her lungs.

She was wearing a dark blue full length dress that hugged her body nicely, open at the back to show off her impressive musculature. Roxy remembered hearing about the difficulty she was having finding a dress that would fit her, but clearly her hard work paid off. Her makeup was simple yet effective, highlighting her features without caking her face and triggering her sensory issues. Red lipstick, some eyeliner and mascara, a little bit of blush and a touch of eyeshadow, and Sam was looking almost angelic. She ran over to Roxy with a huge smile and Roxy could do nothing but stare in amazement, wondering how she scored such a total hottie.

“Roxy!” she yelled, pulling her into a hug. When she pulled back, her eyes were sparkling. “You’re so handsome!”

“You’re so gorgeous,” Roxy said in reply, grabbing her chin to pull her into a quick kiss.

“Alright, the lesbians are ready! Let’s take some pictures so we can go!” Ava called out to the room. Roxy fondly rolled her eyes, and the two of them went to go find Leif and Drew so they could get a group photo taken.

After photos, they all piled into a rented limo and headed to the venue, pretending like it was somewhere fancy, and not just the school gym dressed up to host a prom. The night went well, with lots of dancing, good food, and making out in the toilets to be had. By the end, though, Roxy’s leg was aching severely and she was ready to get home. Leif and Drew were heading back to his place, so they split up for the night, Sam giving Roxy a piggy-back as they made their way home.

“Are we going to mine or yours?” Roxy asked, squeezing her girlfriend tightly as she was carried along.

“Can we go to yours? I promised Ava she and her friends could use the house tonight, because we’re always using it for our pack meetings and stuff.”

Roxy nodded, pulling out her phone. “Yeah, that’s fine. Just gotta let my dad know we’re coming. I think you still have some leftover PJs there to change into as well.”

The walk wasn’t very long, and in a few short minutes they’d made it to Roxy’s front porch. Her dad hadn’t replied to the message yet, but that was fine. It was only really sent so he could leave the door unlocked for them. He probably just fell asleep on the couch watching a movie again. Sam set her down and she opened the front door - unlocking it with the spare key - before stepping into the kitchen, not realising what she’d just walked in on until it was already too late.

There was a blur of movement as her dad threw himself away from an unfamiliar man, landing heavily against the countertop and clearly trying to act casual as he leaned against it. The other man, who seemed to be around her dad’s age, was looking between the two of them frantically, clearly a little thrown-off at being interrupted with whatever they had been doing. It didn’t take a heightened sense of smell to put two-and-two together. “Ro-Roxy! I…” He laughed nervously, his eyes flicking away briefly. “I didn’t think you were coming home tonight!”

Roxy stared blankly as her brain connected the dots, a memory of what Leif said at Christmas playing at full volume in her head. Her dad really was a little gay. One thing was for sure, she was not looking forward to when Leif inevitably found out about this. She cleared her throat. “I, uh… Sam’s place was taken. We’re gonna…” She gestured vaguely towards the stairs.

Her dad nodded and the two girls went without saying another word, desperate to get out of the awkward situation. Right before they were about to pass onto the landing and out of view of the kitchen, her dad spoke up one last time. “Did you have a good night?”

Roxy paused and turned to him. She smiled, the good vibes of the night still flowing through her in spite of what she just walked in on. “Yeah, it was good.” She pointed down at the kitchen, aiming back and forth between the two men. “We’re, uh… we’re gonna talk about this at some point, just so you know. But for now, I’ll leave you to it. Goodnight!” With that, she dashed the rest of the way up the stairs and out of sight. Once she and Sam had made it to the safety of her room, she buried her head in her hands and groaned. “Oh my god, I can’t believe Leif was right.”

Sam chuckled. “What did I say? Like father, like daughter.”

—

JULY

Roxy woke up with a yell, summoning claws and frantically slashing at the empty air above her bed before realising where she was. She sighed, slumping back down. Another nightmare. They’d been much more frequent lately, no doubt due to the recently passed one-year anniversary of her kidnapping. She couldn’t believe it had been a whole year already. Between the flashbacks and the nightmares, it felt like she was back there far too often for her liking. It had been getting better though. Things got easier with time, and though her progress wasn’t always linear, she really felt like she was finally recovering. And she wasn’t gonna let a nightmare get her down today, even if this day last year only held bad memories for her. It was her birthday, and she was determined to make it a good one.

She threw herself out of bed, turning on her computer to play some music. As the opening beats of Paramore’s ‘Still Into You’ started blaring from her speakers, she spun around to face her mirror, getting herself ready for the day. Her outfit of choice, picked out in advance, was a black crop top, short jean shorts, ripped leggings, her trusty kicks, and even a little bit of eyeliner and mascara for flair. She was trying to be more confident in what she was wearing lately, and not let her scars hamper her fashion sense. She’d spent so much time putting together outfits only to chicken out at the last second and just throw on a long-sleeve and some jeans. She missed expressing herself, it was just a difficult hurdle to overcome.

With one last check in the mirror to make sure she was looking good, Roxy exited her room, sliding down the railing of the stairs into the kitchen. Her dad was already down there, frying up some bacon and eggs. “Hey, dad!” she greeted cheerfully, walking up and hugging him tightly.

“Roxy! Happy birthday!” he responded, dropping the spatula to return the embrace.

“Did Chris not stay the night?” Roxy asked as she backed up, taking a seat at the table. 

“He did, he’s just sleeping in. He’s had a rough week at work, so I thought I’d make him some breakfast in bed.”

Roxy smirked. “Who knew you were such a romantic all this time? Who’s birthday is it again?”

They were talking about the guy her dad had been seeing for the past few months, the same one she and Sam had walked in on after prom. They had a long conversation about it the next day, where she found out that he’d already been seeing Chris for a few weeks at that point. They apparently met on a dating app and hit it off. Leif was right, it turned out that he really had been repressing himself during his relationship with Martha, always having had these feelings towards other men, just never able to act upon it. Apparently, it was actually her relationship with Sam that gave him the confidence to break out of the compulsive heterosexuality that he had felt bound to since his teenage years. While he’d never really had any negative feelings towards gay people, he’d also never spent much time around them, either. Seeing her and Sam so happy together made him realise that it was no different than if they were a straight couple instead. It made him realise that there was no reason to limit himself only to women, so, in a bid of curiosity and self-acceptance, he allowed himself to acknowledge the feelings inside of himself and changed the settings on his dating app to allow men to see him as well. The newness of it all had been daunting, but he fumbled his way though, and Roxy couldn’t be happier for him. She couldn’t remember the last time he’d been this happy, and it was wonderful to see.

Her dad scoffed and turned back to the eggs with a smile on his face. A tiny chirp caught Roxy’s attention and she turned to find Mr. Slinky, sitting on the floor by her seat and looking up at her expectantly. She laughed and reached down, petting him on the head. “Don’t worry, goober. I didn’t forget about you.” She turned to her dad. “Has he been fed yet?”

“Yep. I even treated him with a bit of bacon. Don’t listen to his lies, he’s just trying to squeeze more food out of you.”

Roxy tsked and picked him up, setting him on her lap so she could stroke his fur. After a moment, she began to get a strange feeling, like she was being watched. She whirled her head around and saw a familiar face peering at her through the window, before zipping out of sight after realising they’d been caught. There was a burst of amusement from her mark and Roxy grinned. She got up and walked to the front door, opening it to find Sam, Leif, and Drew standing there and trying to act casual, as though they hadn’t been peeking through her windows a few seconds ago.

She raised an eyebrow. “What are you idiots doing?”

Leif sighed. “We were trying to surprise you, but someone told us that you were still asleep!” She very obviously glared at Sam.

The blonde grinned. “I thought it would be funny to see you get caught.”

Roxy pulled out her phone and checked the time. “We still have a few hours before our booking at the bowling alley. I haven’t had breakfast yet, do you wanna go walk around town and find a spot?”

“Sounds good to me,” Sam replied.

With a parting goodbye to her dad, they headed off into town, chatting about whatever as they walked. It was so strange to think about the fact that they’d all graduated now. Roxy had no idea what she wanted to do for college, or if she even wanted to go at all. Her MMA had been going really well, and Clarissa said that she could probably make a career out of it if she wanted to. The idea was tempting, but also a little daunting. It had always seemed like something that was ‘in the future,’ something that she wouldn’t have to worry about for a long time. But, time waited for no man, and before she knew it, she was completely finished with highschool and ready to take on the world as a fully grown adult. She didn’t even know what to have for dinner tonight, let alone what she wanted to spend the rest of her life doing! At least she could take comfort in the fact that her pack was with her. Wherever life would take them, they would figure it out together.

They walked into Danny’s Diner and took a seat at the booth, taking a look over the menu. Roxy sighed, realising that pretty much everything was out of her price range. She still hadn’t found a new job after quitting 7-11, and her funds were pretty much running dry. She probably should’ve just eaten at home, but the allure of ‘hang out with friends and loiter around town’ was too strong to resist. “Shit, I’m still broke as hell. I hate to ask, but could someone cover me?”

“I got you, babe,” Sam responded. “I was going to, anyway. It’s your birthday!”

Roxy smiled, trying to ignore the slight guilt that ate at her insides for being such a burden. She laid her head on Sam’s shoulder. “What would I do without you?”

“Starve, probably,” Drew said.

The rest of the morning went well. They all ate their food, and then argued over who would get to finish Leif’s leftover pancake that she was too full to eat herself. Roxy won, partially because she was the birthday girl, and partially because the pancake had chocolate chips in it, and while she had developed a werewolf’s appetite, it thankfully hadn’t come with any of the dietary restrictions. She didn’t know what sort of werewolf deity was looking out for her, but she made sure to thank them for their mercy. She wasn’t sure that she could survive without spicy food.

They made their way out of the diner after paying and spent the next hour or so walking around town, window-shopping and making jokes. It wasn’t anything special, but Roxy was happy. They stopped and got some ice-cream across the street from a park, where a news crew were reporting on the tearing-down of a statue. It had been there since Roxy and her family moved here, but she never really knew who the statue actually depicted. Some old racist from the civil war era, apparently. They stayed on their side of the street, watching the protesting crowd from afar.

“I’ve gotta say, this birthday has been a lot better than last year’s so far,” Roxy said.

“I should hope so,” Leif replied with a laugh. “Hopefully we keep it that way.”

“Eh, the bar’s pretty low. So long as you don’t burn me with hot metal, you should be good.”

Drew snapped his fingers. “Damn. There go my plans.”

Roxy chuckled and focused back on her ice-cream before it could melt too much in the Summer heat. A few months ago, a joke like that might have freaked her out. Logically, she knew Drew had no plans to burn her, but her unstable mind might have taken him seriously anyway, just in case he actually was a threat. Today, though, nothing was going to put a damper on her good mood. She smiled at an old man as he walked past, heading for the crossing. He smiled back as he crossed the road, slowly hobbling along with his walker. She knew him. Well, she didn’t know his name, but he lived a few houses down from her. There was a bus coming down the road, a little too fast for her liking. He couldn’t see it, his head was turned in her direction. It was okay, though. It would stop for him. 

…Right?

… 

It wasn’t stopping.

There was a blur of movement to her right as Drew suddenly sped forward, leaping at the old man with power and speed far beyond that of any human. He made it just in time, grabbing the man and pulling him out of the way of the bus just before it would have hit him. They flew to the other side of the street, landing together in a tumble. It all happened in less than a second. Drew saved his life while Roxy could do nothing but stare in horror.

“Drew!” Leif screamed, rushing over. Roxy remembered how to use her legs and quickly followed her, Sam in tow. They made it to the other side of the street just as Drew was standing up, helping the old man to his feet as well. The news crew from the park was running over, their cameras trained on Drew, and it didn’t take long for Roxy to realise why. In his fervour to save the old man, he’d half-shifted. His arms and face were covered in fur and his eyes were bright red, long fangs on full display. They’d finally performed the ritual on him a few weeks ago, after getting through the rest of the werewolves, so his lupine features were even more pronounced than they would be normally.

Oh no.

“Hey, are you alright?” Drew asked. “You didn’t hurt anything?”

The old man could only stare back at him in shock, the colour draining from his face. Finally, he screamed, falling straight back down to the ground. Drew frowned, looking up from the man and coming face to face with the camera, which Roxy knew was a live broadcast. Her stomach dropped.

“Drew! Your face!” Sam yelled.

Drew finally realised what all the commotion was about when he reached up and touched his furry cheek. His eyes went wide, staring into the camera lens. Slowly, his wolfish features reverted back into those of a human, giving whoever was watching at home a perfect view of the fact that this clearly wasn’t just a costume. Roxy would have face-palmed if she wasn’t currently on TV.

Finally, Leif ended all of their suffering by grabbing him at the back of his shirt collar and pulling him along as she ran down the street, away from the crowds of prying eyes. Roxy and Sam followed along as Drew regained enough composure to run by himself. The fear that Roxy could feel through her mark right now was second to none. Sam knew exactly what this meant for them, and Roxy knew it too.

They needed to call Pedro. Drew might have just fucked them all.

            

    
        31: Pulling Back The Veil 

    
    
    
    
                Pedro rubbed his temples as he sat on the couch, trying to work the migraine out of his head. The room was filled with so much raw emotion that it was almost hard to breathe. Roxy was in the corner on the verge of a panic attack, terrified about the hunters coming back; Sam was doing her best to comfort her while also tackling similar feelings; Leif was worried about Drew now that his status as a direwolf might have been leaked; and Drew was stewing in guilt for what he’d done. It was a complete mess.

“I-I-I was just trying to save him! I didn’t mean to shift! A-and the camera crew, it was just bad luck! Th-they… this’ll still be fine, right? Surely people will think it was just a hoax?” He was pacing back and forth, rattling off any sort of justification he could think of. 

Pedro sighed. “Maybe. The fact that it was a live feed lends it a little more credibility, but it’s certainly not impossible to stage something like that. The real kicker is that it was the news channel. They were covering something completely unrelated, there’s no reason for them to stage some costume prank. On the other hand, I saw the footage. They didn’t capture the moment you saved the old man, so on that point it’s your word against his.”

“And the people on the sidewalk who saw,” Leif interjected, anxiously chewing on a fingernail. “And all the people on the bus. And the people at the protest. And anyone on the news crew who might have been looking. And-” He cut her off with a glare. “S-sorry.”

Pedro stood up and turned back to Drew. “Look, the Council will find some way to cover this up. I’m sure something like this has happened before, and Dewsbury is pretty small, as far as towns go. Not that many people would’ve seen the footage, especially considering it was mid-day news. Hell, maybe even the human government will step in. If werewolf society is revealed, it’ll cause mass panic, and that doesn’t help anyone. Someone will put a stop to this, so don’t stress. You were trying to do a good thing, kid.” He put a hand on the younger man’s shoulder. Drew took a deep breath and nodded his head.

“It- It’ll- It’ll help th-the hunters…” Roxy muttered, holding her head in her hands. “Everyone will freak out ab-bout werewolves a-a-and they’ll be looking for someone to f-fix the problem. Th-they’ll come for us and- and n-no one will stop them. They’ll g-g-get me again and-” She sucked in a sharp breath, her eyes snapping wide. “No… no, no, no, no, no!”

“Roxy, that won’t happen!” Sam said, firmly squeezing her mate’s shoulders. “No one’s gonna get you, okay? You’re safe with us, I promise.”

Roxy growled and aggressively shrugged Sam off. “I don’t need you to protect me! I-I can… I can protect myself!” Her voice wavered, as though she wasn’t convinced of her own words. “I-I-I just…! Fuck! Why can’t things be normal?! This is all supposed to be over and done with!”

“I’m sorry, Rox,” Drew said, looking like a kicked puppy.

Roxy shot up to her feet and stormed over to him, shoving Leif out of the way when she tried to step in. Her eyes flashed amber and she lashed out, slugging him right across the jaw. He didn’t even try to block or dodge it, he just let it happen. A loud crack rang out and he stumbled backwards, landing against the table with a thud. For the next few seconds, the room was silent save for the sound of Roxy’s heavy breathing. She didn’t go in for another hit, but her eyes didn’t go back to their usual brown, either.

“...Did that make you feel better?” Drew eventually asked, rubbing his jaw.

Roxy stared back at him silently. Her fists clenched open and shut, over and over again. Pedro was worried that she wasn’t done, and prepared to step in before she could really hurt anyone, but she finally deflated with a sob. “No.” She dropped to her knees and ran her hands through her hair as tears started to fall. “Fuck, I’m so sorry.”

“It’s fine,” he grunted. “You’ve got a hell of a right hook.”

Roxy just let out a guilty whine in response. Leif stood there, looking back and forth between the two like she couldn’t decide which of her packmates to comfort, while Sam crawled over to give Roxy a hug. Pedro sighed through his nose. At least the worst of it seemed to have passed. Still, it wouldn’t hurt to try and cool some bad moods, and this seemed like a good time to show them something he’d been meaning to share.

“I’ll be right back,” he said, leaving the room and walking out to his car. He unlocked the door and opened the glovebox, grabbing the box that rested inside before returning. 

“I’ve got something for you all,” he said, getting their attention. He flipped open the lid and reached in, taking out four of the small balls that rested inside before handing one to each of his packmates.

Leif peered at the metallic object curiously. “What is it?”

“Something that will hopefully make it a little easier to find each other should the hunters try anything again,” he explained. “They’re basically GPS trackers.”

Roxy sniffled and wiped her eyes. “What, so you’ll be able to see our location at all times? Isn’t that a little creepy?” She cracked a weak smirk.

He chuckled and shook his head. “No, the battery only lasts for twenty four hours.” He pulled one out of the box and placed the rest of them down on the coffee table. “What you do is, when you feel like you might be in danger, you twist the two hemispheres in opposite directions, like this.” He demonstrated, and a green light started blinking on the top of the ball. His phone loudly chimed in his pocket “It sends an alert to any phones connected through the app, sending them your location and letting them know something’s wrong. Then, you swallow it, so no one can take it from you should something happen. It’s been designed to pass harmlessly through the digestive tract. I’ve been working on this with one of my Council contacts ever since the kidnapping. Well, I only really came up with the idea, she did all the designing and programming.”

“Pedro, this is genius!” Roxy exclaimed. “Only, what if we don’t get the chance to turn it on before we’re attacked?”

“Well, the idea is that you would use it when you feel even a little bit like you’re in danger, to reduce the odds of getting caught off guard and not being able to activate it in time. There’ll obviously be quite a few false alarms, but there are a lot of spares, so it’s okay. I’d rather deal with a hundred false alarms than not be notified when something actually happens. I… I don’t want a repeat of what happened to you, Roxy.”

Roxy nodded, staring at the device in her hand. “If we’d had something like this that night, I… They might still have gotten me, but…”

“We could’ve found you and gotten you out before you even woke up,” he finished for her.

She was silent for a moment before shaking her head. “It’s too late to think about the past now. But, if this can stop even one person from going through what I went through, then it would be worth it.” She shot Leif a meaningful look. “Especially now that you’re in the firing line, too. I don’t think they’d try the luring play twice, but now that Drew’s status as a direwolf may have been leaked, we can never be too safe.”

“I’ll be okay, Rox. We’ve all been training hard this past year, and with these little things, we’ll never be more than one notification away from each other. They aren’t getting any of us without a fight.”

“Damn right. Whatever happens next, we’ll be ready for it,” Sam said. “No one’s hurting my pack like that again.”

“The hunters have been quiet these last few months, ever since we broke Roxy out. There have been less kidnappings, less of my colleagues disappearing or turning up dead from hunts. They’re biding their time, waiting for an opportunity to strike, and this might be just the thing they’ve been waiting for.” He looked around at each of them. “We need to prepare ourselves. I have a feeling things are only going to go downhill from here.”

—

It started off slow. For a few days there, Roxy had actually allowed herself to think that everything would turn out okay. 

She couldn’t have been more wrong.

First it was clips from the news report, of Drew’s wolfish face reverting back to human on live TV. People made jokes about it, called it a hoax, or generally didn’t pay it too much mind. It seemed like that was where things were going to end, until a bunch of people started tweeting about the clip out of nowhere, saying that they’ve seen similar things to what was depicted in real life, but either thought it was just their mind playing tricks on them or were to scared to say anything out of fear of sounding crazy. The weird thing was that the sudden influx of tweets was coming from all around the world. How a clip could go from barely having any traction outside of Dewsbury to suddenly having a worldwide audience overnight, Roxy would never know. She could only assume the hunters had something to do with it.

From there things only got worse. More and more reports were coming in from people who claimed to have seen shapeshifters. The reports ranged from simply changing eye colours to full blown shifting, and everything in between. There were news articles and conspiracy boards arguing back and forth as to if it was all real or just an elaborate prank as, aside from Drew’s little accident, there still hadn’t been any other reputable footage of a werewolf. Some people were excited about the possibility of werewolves being real, but most people were scared. Scared of the hypothetical threat they presented, being objectively more physically powerful than humans. This fear was jumped on and magnified by popular right-wing grifters, who used the hysteria and confusion to spread their own false narratives about werewolves, and further their own means in the process. It was the type of thing that the hunters could only benefit from, and it spread like a disease across the country, and then the world.

The mass-fearmongering even reached the relatively left-leaning Dewsbury. Drew had to stop going outside out of fear of being harassed, even by people he’d known for the past year of living here. There were a lot of new people in town who’d come hoping to catch a glimpse of the man who started it all, which only succeeded in furthering his isolation. And it wasn’t just Drew anymore, either. Accusations had started to fly, people suspecting their neighbours of secretly being werewolves based on arbitrary things like their height or amount of body hair. Their pack was even in the firing line, when a picture that someone had taken of the four of them together made its rounds on social media. People were pointing out that Drew was the one from the clip and thus accusing the rest of them as being werewolves as well. Sam in particular was hounded on quite a bit when people from highschool started sharing testimonials about her, talking about all of the ‘weird’ and ‘unusual’ things about her that might have been signs of her true nature in hindsight. Now, a lot of them were actually because she was a werewolf, but some of them just ended up being poorly disguised insults, and Roxy could barely resist the urge to go off at them. That wouldn’t help anybody, especially when they were trying to lay low.

Pedro was keeping them all up to date on what the Council was doing to try and counteract the spread of misinformation, but it seemed hopeless. They’d already accepted that werewolf existence was all-but revealed at this point, so instead they were just focusing on damage control. The fear and disgust that hunters had already instilled in the population made it difficult, though. People were afraid of change, of what they couldn’t understand, and it didn’t get much harder to understand than literal shapeshifters. Actual werewolves began speaking out, sharing their experiences with the hunter’s hatred in an attempt to appeal to people’s hearts and show them that they aren’t monsters, they just want to live like everyone else. It resulted in some small pockets of support, but it was mostly swept up in the wave of self-righteous hatred that the hunters were puppeteering through the hands of god-fearing preachers or right-wing politicians.

Eventually, the Council had no choice but to speak out directly, confirming the existence of werewolves in a formal and public setting, instead of the informal testimonials that other werewolves had been giving. It meant breaking the secrecy once and for all, but if it could somehow mitigate the damage already being caused to their reputation by the hunters, it would be worth it. Roxy sat on her couch with bated breath, holding Mr. Slinky as tightly as he would allow without getting annoyed to try and quell her anxieties somewhat. Her dad was there too, along with his boyfriend, who only knew as much as the general public at this point. They’d been trying to sway him towards the side of werewolf-positive, but without knowing for certain what his stance was, they didn’t want to risk letting him know that his boyfriend’s daughter was a hybrid, and that most of her close friends were werewolves too. That could end badly, especially with all the fearmongering going on. People were literally getting attacked in broad daylight just for being suspected of being werewolves, and the last thing they wanted was for that to happen to one of their own.

“A few hours ago, someone claiming to be a representative of the ‘Werewolf Council’ released a statement to the public. This Council is apparently a global body of leadership for the werewolves, with representatives from each of the six major continents. The video was sent to all major news channels across the world, with the request that it be played live to the public, so we will be sharing it with you all now.”

The screen changed to a still image of an old, smartly dressed white man, sitting in front of a plain background. He was exactly how you’d expect a werewolf to look, with broad shoulders and a massive white beard. Honestly, Roxy thought he looked a little bit like a buff Santa Claus. Without any sort of fanfare, the video began.

“Hello, America. My name is Nicholas Carter. I’m speaking to you as the North American representative of the Werewolf Council. As I’m sure you all know, in the past few weeks, the existence of werewolves has become more and more apparent to the general public, with people debating back and forth as to the legitimacy of the video that started this whole uproar, as well as the accounts of people claiming to have seen werewolves themselves. Ordinarily, we would have attempted to cover up such a simple mistake by one of our own in order to preserve the secrecy we have maintained from humanity for all these years, and while we did attempt to, the virality of the video made a cover-up all but impossible.

“Werewolves are real. There is no point in hiding this fact anymore. There are people out there who are able to take on the shape of a beast at will. We have lived alongside humankind for millenia, growing and developing together, and for much of that time our two species coexisted in peace. Many of our ancient customs involve humans, and humans have always been part of werewolf packs, even back then, when our population was large enough to accommodate an all-werewolf community. Today, we are barely one million strong, spread thin across the entire world. We’ve been hunted and ostracised by those that believe our strength makes us dangerous. 

“Any werewolf that reveals a hint of their true nature is at risk of being hunted down and slaughtered like an animal, the culprit never receiving justice for their evil deeds. Even just by filming this video, I’m putting the lives of myself and my family at risk. There are thousands of unsolved murder cases just in the US alone, that are the result of innocent werewolves being killed for the crime of existing. The direwolves, the last direct descendants of our ancient ancestors, have been culled down to near extinction, with only two known individuals remaining. These aren’t animals, they’re people, just like any of you. We’re people. We have friends, families, hopes and dreams. We want nothing more than to live out our lives in relative peace. Of course, like all things, there will always be bad werewolves, those who want to use their abilities to cause harm to those weaker than them. They do not speak for us, and we do not condone them or their actions, as much as those who hunt us would like you to believe we do.

“They spread lies about us, claiming us to be nothing more than vicious monsters in order to justify their gruesome and inhumane treatment of our people. I have lost many friends and colleagues to their blades and their bullets, as have so many others. You’ll rarely meet a werewolf who hasn’t lost someone to the hunter’s genocide. Husbands, wives, sons, daughters, sisters, brothers, mothers, fathers, uncles, aunties, nephews, nieces. They kill without remorse, not hesitating to execute even the youngest of our children. They are the Sons of the Black Sun, the infamous organisation behind the kidnapping of Roxanne Kindley last year. Roxanne is not a werewolf. She is human, just like most of you out there watching this. She was taken off the street and abused, treated to the most inhumane conditions possible, in an attempt to wear her down and break her, make her pliable and receptive to their evil ideas. They wanted to turn her into a soldier for their hunt. She is not the only victim of this dark and sordid manipulation, hundreds of people are taken by them every year, wiped of their original selves until they are nothing more than faceless weapons. We werewolves do our best to fight back against this horror, but we can only save so many of their prisoners before it’s too late. Roxanne was one of the lucky ones.

“I implore you, do not believe the lies you hear about my people. We are not inherently dangerous, just as any human is not inherently dangerous. We will defend ourselves if need be, just as you will, but no right-minded werewolf seeks the violence they claim we do. The young man who was filmed in his half-shifted form, the one that started all of this, he was only in such a state because he was trying to save an elderly man from being hit by traffic, or so we’ve been informed. We can coexist and live alongside each other peacefully again, if you would give us the chance, and together we can fight back against the injustice that has been wrought upon both human and werewolf by the Sons of the Black Sun.

“Thank you for listening. I hope what I’ve said today has made some difference.”

The video ended. Roxy let out a slow breath. “I… can’t say I was expecting the name-drop there.”

Chris laughed, like the heavy nature of the account hadn’t affected him at all. “I guess that makes you a celebrity, huh?”

Roxy didn’t reply. She hated being seen like that, like her experiences at the hands of the hunters made her some sort of poster child for an anti-hunter revolution. So many people had suffered much worse than her. She knew why Mr. Carter mentioned her, though. She was a living example of the horrors that the hunters commit on a daily basis, and at this point, most of the country had at the very least heard of her kidnapping, so it was an effective way to get the point across. It just wasn’t what she wanted to be remembered for. She wanted to be remembered for what she did, not what she survived. The news report continued.

“What an emotional message there from Mr. Carter. We will discuss the implications of what he said in a moment, but first, we must address the elephant in the room. Can what he said be believed at all, or is this just more fuel for the hoax fire? Are werewolves actually real? Well, attached to the email was also a video of an apparent werewolf, shifting from his human form to his wolf form, seemingly submitted as definitive proof of werewolf existence. Here it is now.”

The screen changed again to a video of a half-naked man, only a pair of boxers protecting his dignity from the world. He was given the go-ahead by someone behind the camera, and began to shift. His blue eyes shone. His bones cracked and groaned as they moved. Hair sprouted all over his body. He grew a snout and a tail, teeth lengthening into deadly fangs. The whole transformation only took a few seconds, ripping his boxers to shreds in the process. Where once stood a man now stood a majestic grey wolf, shaking out his newly grown coat. The video ended there and the newscast continued.

“After such a clear video of a transformation, combined with Mr. Carter’s words, it seems hard to deny the existence of werewolves now. So, where does that leave us? Well, we here at the Dewsbury News are erring on the side of werewolf-positive. Our little town is the epicentre of where this all began, after all, and with Mr. Carter’s account mentioning a certain resident by name, it’s hard to find fault in his words. After what happened to Roxanne Kindley, I find it hard to imagine that anyone’s trust in these so-called ‘hunters’ is very high. Mr. Carter’s account brings to mind the 2007 Dewsbury Forest Killings, where young parents Deborah and Marcus Reed were found murdered deep in the woods outside of town, leaving behind their three year old daughter, Samantha. Could these poor, innocent parents have been werewolves? Deborah and Marcus were reported to be kind, neighbourly individuals by those who knew them, certainly not the dangerous beasts the hunters wanted to paint them out as. Interestingly, Samantha, now eighteen, has been frequently sighted around Drew Basterfield, the confirmed werewolf who started it all. Could she be one as well?”

The screen shifted to a still image from the video of Drew’s mistake, clearly showing that Sam was present at the time.

“Speaking of Mr. Basterfield, it is now confirmed that he was indeed trying to save an elderly man that day, just as Mr. Carter said. Multiple people who were there at the time have reported as much, as well as the elderly man in question, George Montgomery, who has lived in Dewsbury his entire life. He had this to say:”

The screen changed to an interview with Mr. Montgomery.

“Now, of course I was startled at first. I had just been shoved off my feet! I was just about ready to go off at that boy for being so reckless, until I realised what he’d done. He saved my life! Whoever was driving that bus should be fired! That boy helped me back onto my feet and asked if I was okay, and that’s when I saw that freaky face of his. Looked like a man and a dog had some sort of affair, it did. I was shocked at the time, but now that more about these so-called ‘werewolves’ is coming out, I understand why he looked the way he did. The bottom line is, he saved me. He’s not a monster just because he looks like one, and I’d wager the same goes for the rest of his kind, too!”

The screen changed back to the newsroom.

“With everything we now know, it’s hard to see these people as bloodthirsty monsters just because of their unique abilities. Still, we cannot predict how the rest of the world will react without our unique perspective. We can only hope that these marginalised and persecuted people are treated with respect and can finally live peacefully, as they so desire. In other news, –”

Her dad shut off the TV. “Well, that was stressful.”

Roxy couldn’t agree more. She wasn’t expecting Sam to get called out like that, but at least the news was trying to paint werewolves in a good light. She side-eyed Chris, expecting him to bring up that Sam was mentioned, but he seemed completely unphased, giving Damien a comforting smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes.

“Let’s get some takeout, yeah? Get our mind off of things. I’m sure this will all blow over soon.”

—

It did not all blow over soon.

Despite the local news’s relatively positive perception of werewolves, that energy had a hard time instilling itself in the rest of the population. While Mr. Carter’s words did have an effect, it was negligible in the wake of the tidal wave of misinformation. People were just too scared of the threat that werewolves posed to the status quo, and so far, the government had done nothing to quell their fears. Some people called for werewolves to all be hunted down and slaughtered, others called for them to be rounded up and put into camps, separate from all of the ‘normal’ people. In the middle of that were people like Roxy and her friends, who were fighting tooth and nail, fang and claw to make sure their voices were heard over the deafening call to genocide. Eventually, the government would have no choice but to listen to one side or the other, and if the person in charge wanted to stand any chance of being re-elected, they would go with the most popular option. 

Individual states were already making up their minds, introducing legislation that would require mandatory blood tests before anyone could cross their borders, work certain jobs, or even just leave the house. They wanted a list of every werewolf they could find in case the order came down. Naturally, most people didn’t stand for such a breach of freedom, even those who wanted werewolves gone. In those places, werewolves and werewolf haters found themselves marching together in protest against their state government. In other states, Mr. Carter’s words had more of an effect. Legislation was in the works to hopefully protect vulnerable werewolves from further persecution. They hadn’t said exactly how they were going to do that just yet, but the support was appreciated, regardless.

Washington, thankfully, was one of the states that seemed in relative support of the werewolves, no doubt due, at least in part, to Roxy’s presence there. Her kidnapping had been front page news there before it spread to the rest of the country, and Mr. Carter dropping her name in his declaration might have managed to inspire some sort of state loyalty among the senators. Still, the state was no safe-haven, and Dewsbury was no exception, despite the leanings of the local news. While there was a higher ratio of supporters to detractors compared to the rest of the country, the detractors were still a big problem, petitioning to have Drew exiled from town - if not outright killed - along with every other werewolf they could get their hateful hands on. Their entire pack was on their hit list. They didn’t care if someone they suspected was actually a werewolf or not. Better safe than sorry, in their eyes.  

That was how Roxy found herself screaming chants into a megaphone as she and her friends marched down the main street along with dozens of other werewolf supporters, counter-protesting the anti-werewolf protest that was currently blocking the entrance to the town hall. She hadn’t organised the protest, but as one of the reluctant faces of the anti-hunter (and therefore, pro-werewolf) movement, she was still pretty much leading the crowd, which was equal parts terrifying and empowering. Her bad leg was aching like a bitch, she had a pounding headache from not wearing her glasses, and her ears were ringing so loud she was sure they were receiving permanent damage, but when she heard those supportive voices behind her, felt Sam and Leif guarding her at either side, she knew she could keep going for as long as it took. Drew was somewhere in the crowd too, hanging back in case his faux-celebrity status got him recognised and targeted by one of the anti-wolf protesters.

Not all the werewolves in the crowd shared his fear. Sam in particular was done hiding her nature, marching proudly next to Roxy with her fur and fangs bared for the world to see. If they were all gonna get targeted regardless, there was no more reason to stifle herself for the sake of secrecy. She was a werewolf, and she was proud of it. Her attitude was shared by others following along in the protest, including Pedro, Clarissa, and Dr. Parker, which was pretty much the entire werewolf population of Dewsbury, as far as Roxy knew. They all wore their fur proudly as they marched. Pedro in particular had a lot of stake in this protest. He’d lost his job once they found out he was a werewolf, and with no laws protecting them from unlawful discriminatory termination, he was stuck for the time being.

They finally reached the town hall, where a crowd at least three times as big as theirs was protesting, waving picket signs and hurling slogans, screaming their hatred to the heavens in an attempt to get the mayor to listen and force the werewolves out of town. A heavily armed police line was keeping the crowd in check, holding their increasingly aggressive outcry back from actually setting foot on town hall property. The sight of the riot police made Roxy nervous. They were equipped with armour, shields, batons, and who knew what else. It was obvious that the police were no fans of werewolves from the way they’d treated Pedro, and it occurred to her just how little provocation it would take for those weapons to be turned on them. She suddenly found herself wishing she wasn’t the one holding the megaphone, but unfortunately, the woman who’d organised the protest was nowhere to be found, so it looked like she was on her own for this one. All she had to do was shout some slogans at the town hall and rally those behind her without getting overwhelmed by the other crowd. Easy, right? It was just meant to be a show of support for the werewolves, a demonstration to the mayor that not everyone wanted them gone. There was no way it could go wrong.

Right?

Things were okay for a little while. Once the larger crowd noticed them and started throwing aggression their way, the police quickly mobilised to set up a barrier between the two groups. Roxy would’ve appreciated this, were it not for the fact that most of the police were keeping a closer eye on them than the anti protesters, despite the fact that the antis were the ones hurling most of the verbal abuse. She tried to ignore them, encouraging her fellow protesters to do the same and just focus on their signs and slogans, but there was only so much she could do to control the hundred-odd person crowd when insults like “dog-fucker” and “furry freak” started being thrown around. People on both sides were getting caught up in the mob mentality of it all, being riled up by those around them and in turn riling up others as well. Roxy was trying to stay calm, but it was difficult when people were screaming in her face, accusing her of bestiality and other horrible things because of who she was dating. 

It all came to a head when some asshole from the other side threw a rock over the police line, straight at Roxy’s head. She was on edge, expecting something to happen, so she didn’t have any problem catching it out of the air, but that didn’t stop her side of the protest from lighting up with righteous fury in response. Sam was snarling, clearly only just managing to hold herself back from fully shifting. Roxy held her wrist tightly, partially to stop her from doing anything she might regret, and partially because she simply needed her close, a comforting and familiar presence for her to lean on as the situation rapidly deteriorated around them. People were screaming and shouting, throwing things over the line and pushing against it, so caught up in their anger that they couldn’t see the police preparing their weapons. By now all of them were turned towards the pro-werewolf protesters, shields bared and ready to strike.

Something tapped her shoulder and she flinched, dropping her megaphone. It was Pedro. 

“This is getting out of hand!” he yelled, struggling to be heard over the din of the crowd. “We need to find our pack and get out of here!”

Roxy couldn’t agree more. She pulled on Sam’s wrist till she was crouched enough for her to speak into her ear. “We’re gonna split! Do you know where Leif is?”

She’d lost track of her once the havoc started, but hopefully Sam’s extra height would help in finding her. The blonde looked around a bit before locking onto something. “There she-!” Her eyes went wide. “Oh no.”

Roxy’s stomach dropped and she followed Sam’s gaze to find Leif, struggling against one of the riot police as he held a tight grip on her arm. “Get the fuck off me, pig!” she yelled, driving her knee up into his groin. It wasn’t nearly as effective as Roxy had hoped, and only succeeded in pissing the man off even more. He pulled a small can off of his belt and sprayed something directly into Leif’s eyes. Even at her distance, the capsaicin was burning Roxy’s nostrils, so it was no surprise when Leif stumbled to the ground, thrashing and screaming.

Roxy charged forward without thinking, power surging through her muscles as she jumped at the cop and drop-kicked him right in the chest. He flew backwards into the other crowd and the other riot police descended on her like dogs to a bone. She didn’t give them time to get to her, grabbing Leif and pulling her to her feet before running back to her mate, Leif clutching her hand like a life-line. They needed to leave, and fast.

Sam got the message, not even bothering to strip before fully shifting. Her clothes were ripped to shreds as her body grew and changed shape, revealing her true form to the world in all its fur-clad glory. People on all sides were forced backwards to make space for the massive wolf that had suddenly appeared, her golden coat shimmering in the sunlight. She let out an awesome roar at the police and anti-wolf protesters, sending them stumbling back in rightful fear. They should be scared, Roxy thought. They just hurt her pack. They should consider themselves lucky for just getting away with soiled pants.

The entire protest was frozen in stunned silence at the display. Roxy took advantage of their surprise, bringing her wolf to the surface and using the strength it gave her to haul both herself and Leif onto Sam’s back in one swift movement. Leif was facing backwards, her face buried in Roxy’s shoulder as she desperately clutched the back of Roxy’s shirt, effectively hugging her. “Fuuuck, it burns!” she moaned.

Roxy held onto her with one hand while the other took hold of Sam’s mane. “Just hold on a little longer. Sam, c’mon girl!”

With her passengers safely secured (as much as one can possibly be while riding a wolf with no saddle), Sam took off, deftly dodging protesters as she sped away from town hall and down the street. The police finally shook off their shock and pulled out their riot guns, peppering the three girls with a hail of rubber bullets. Roxy kept her head down and prayed as the projectiles whizzed by, a few finding their mark and hitting Sam, if her yelps and the pain Roxy felt through the mark was anything to go by. Anger burned in her chest but she ignored it, determined to get somewhere safe so that she could help Leif.

The wind rushed out of her lungs as a bullet suddenly struck her in the back, hard enough to shatter ribs had it not been for the durability granted to her by her wolf. She sucked in wheezing lungfuls of air as Sam finally turned a corner and got them out of the line of fire. The way she was limping had Roxy worried, but she kept pushing forward in spite of whatever was wrong, and eventually they made it back to the Walkers’ house.

Sam jumped the fence to the backyard before finally collapsing in a panting heap on the grass, sending Roxy and Leif tumbling down with her. Roxy quickly pulled herself up and ran over to the hose, turning it on and carrying it back to Leif, who was still whimpering and doing her very best not to touch her eyes.

“Here,” she said as she handed the nozzle over. “Rinse your eyes out with this and try to keep blinking. I’ll go get some other supplies.”

Leif nodded, holding the hose over her eyes and deflating with relief. “Oh my fuck, that’s so much better.” 

Roxy made her way over to the panting beast that was her girlfriend, placing a gentle hand in her mane. “Are you okay, Sam? Do you need anything?”

She let out a weak whine, which roughly translated in Roxy’s head as ‘No, but ouch.’ Satisfied she didn’t need any immediate attention, Roxy went inside and pilfered around until she found a small towel, some soap, a pair of scissors and an ice pack. She made her way outside and back to Leif’s side. “Alright, sit-rep. How’re you doing?”

“My entire face feels like it’s on fire and it hurts to breathe,” she stated matter-of-factly, her voice rasping and weak.

“Alright, you’re doing good. It’s still gonna hurt for a while, but just focus on your breathing. I’m gonna wash your face with some soap to try and get the oil off, okay?” Roxy explained. She was so glad that she took the time to research what to do to treat pepper spray before the protest. She already knew the basics of ‘rinse your eyes with water,’ but if not for her research, she’d probably be trying to douse Leif in milk right now.

Leif pulled the hose away and Roxy got to work, rubbing soap all over the other girl’s face and being careful not to get any into her painfully red eyes. After a few minutes of gentle scrubbing, she rinsed off her face with water and checked in again. “Any better?”

“A-a little. Still fucking burns though.”

Roxy winced. “Yeah, sorry. It’s just gonna suck for a while. Here, lay down with this ice-pack, it should help with the heat.”

Leif did as she was told and Roxy finally took the time to inspect the rest of her. She sighed, noticing the orange substance staining her shirt. “Some of it got on your clothes. I’m gonna have to cut your shirt off, is that okay?”

Leif blindly gave her a thumbs-up. “You just do what you gotta do, doc.”

She worked in silence, cutting the fabric up with her scissors until she was able to remove it without getting it near Leif’s face. She was grateful she wasn’t the one in her friend’s position right now, for more than just the obvious reasons. The last time someone cut a piece of clothing off of her, it didn’t exactly end well, and the less she was reminded of that day, the better.

Leif spoke up as she worked. “Hey, Rox?”

“Yeah?” she responded.

“I just rode your girlfriend,” she snickered.

Roxy snorted. “Good to see your sense of humour survived.”

“Are you okay, though? I thought I heard you get hit with something on the ride.”

The injury started throbbing with a vengeance now that she had been reminded of it. “I’ll live. Sam got hit way more than me. Speaking of which, I should go check on her. Are you good for now?”

“I’m good.”

Roxy nodded and got up, moving over to her girlfriend. “Hey, Sam. How’re you feeling?”

The wolf didn’t respond, but the frantic panting she’d been doing when they arrived had slowed down somewhat. She slowly shifted back into her human form, revealing several nasty purple bruises on her skin that had been previously hidden under her fur, including one on her face, which was swelling up something awful. She rolled onto her back, cracking a weak smile. “Not great, I won’t lie.”

Roxy sucked a sharp breath through her teeth. “You should probably ice those.”

“Eeh, I’ll be fine.”

It was a little bit later that Pedro and Drew made it back to the house. The three of them were still catching their breath outside, though Sam had begrudgingly put some clothes on after Roxy brought some out for her. Leif’s condition was steadily improving. She could actually see now, but her eyes were still swollen and red, which scared Drew to no end. He’d apparently been too deep in the crowd to see what had happened, only realising something was wrong after Sam transformed and made a scene. Pedro spent the next thirty minutes fretting over their injuries and apologising for his former coworkers as if it had been his fault. He assured Roxy that there wouldn’t be any repercussions for her drop-kicking that cop. Despite his unlawful dismissal, he still had a couple of friends on the force that were taking his side, and by extension, his pack’s. They would make sure nothing would come of it, apparently. Roxy questioned the legitimacy of that claim, but was grateful for the reassurance, regardless.

Sam’s nasty welts thankfully didn’t take long to fade, and by dinner time her face was pretty much back to its normal proportions. Roxy wasn’t so lucky. Her healing factor wasn’t nearly as good as Sam’s, and by this point she was barely even able to move without a spark of pain from her back lighting up her nerves. The bullet must have messed with her whip scars or something, because the sensation was far too familiar. She was doing her best to stay calm and comfortable though, enjoying a slice of pizza on the couch with her legs in Sam’s lap.

“Hell of a day you guys had, huh?” Carol asked.

“I’ll say. I still can’t believe the lady who organised everything just handed me the megaphone and bailed! What the hell was her problem?” Roxy complained.

“Pretty sure she wasn’t expecting actual werewolves to show up to the protest and got psyched out. I saw her leave at pretty much the same time Clarissa and I showed up with our wolf side showing,” Pedro said. “You did a great job though, Roxy. I’ve seen a few protests in my time, and for a first-timer doing her best to lead, you made a good impression. Drop-kicking that asshole was very Stonewall of you.”

“As if I’d let him get away with what he did.”

“I wish I’d seen it,” Leif complained. “That dude was a jerk.”

Pedro chuckled. “Honestly, even if you hadn’t, someone would’ve. Just be grateful you didn’t do any actual damage, or you’d be in a lot more trouble. If it had been me I might have broken his jaw, and don’t even get me started on the Dire-Duo.” He gestured lazily at Sam and Drew.

“No comment,” the blonde replied through a mouthful of pizza.

“Pepper spray him, see how he likes it,” Drew muttered bitterly.

Leif nudged him playfully. “I’m fine, you don’t have to be so grumpy.”

“I’m not grumpy! I just…! I wish I’d kept a better eye on things instead of hiding away in the crowd.”

“Hey, don’t beat yourself up too much. I did call him a fascist pig, so it was kinda my own fault. And I tried to kick him in the nuts. Twice. He only sprayed me the second time.” 

Drew chuckled and shook his head, looking at her with adoration in his eyes. “You are incredible, you know that?”

She scratched him behind the ear and his leg started twitching with barely stifled kicks. “Of course I do, have you met me?”

Pedro’s phone started ringing and he fished it out of his pocket, eyes widening when he saw the caller. “Sorry, I’ve gotta take this.”

He walked out of the room and Roxy took the chance to settle further into the couch. She was probably going to end up sleeping there, if her back kept giving her trouble. It was just too much of a pain to move, and with the amount of walking she’d already done today, her leg wasn’t in tip-top shape either. She regretted leaving her cane at home. Sam, the absolute angel, sensed her discomfort and wordlessly started massaging her thigh, working the pain out of it. What she’d do without her, Roxy didn’t know.

She spent a little time texting her dad about her day, updating him on whatever he hadn’t already learnt from the news. He was a little worried for her back, but otherwise seemed in decent spirits. Chris was apparently still indifferent on the werewolf issue, as far as he could tell, so that was… a plus, Roxy supposed. Indifference was better than hatred, after all. Still, a little support would’ve been nice, considering the day’s events. He made her dad happy, she reminded herself. That was the important thing.

Pedro finally came back in, looking rather taken aback. He clapped his hands and everyone looked over.

“So, I have some news.”

—

Roxy finished shoving her assorted belongings into the suitcase and somehow managed to get the zip to close afterwards. Excitement burned in every inch of her body as she stood up, grabbing her cane along the way. She had a hunch that she would need it in the days to come. She’d never even been outside of Washington before, but now, she was going all the way to the other side of the world. The Council had requested the pack’s presence at their current hideout in Australia, for reasons none of them knew yet. Whatever the reason was, Roxy was ecstatic at the opportunity. Not only was it effectively an all-expense-paid holiday to a country she’d never been to, she also got to go with her pack! The only downside was that she wasn’t allowed to tell anyone where she was going, just that she was going. Despite the fact that werewolf society was no longer a secret, it would still be bad news if the Council’s location got leaked to the hunters.

With one last look around her room, she took a breath and shut the door, realising that she probably wasn’t going to see it again for a long time. That was okay, though. Whatever this next chapter of her life was going to bring, she would take it in stride, because she was Roxy goddamn Thura, and nothing was going to keep her down.

She carried her suitcase and cane down to the kitchen, where Chris and her dad were waiting to see her off, as well as a certain furry gremlin who started circling her feet the second she touched down on the first floor. It was almost as if he could tell she was going away. She laughed, setting her things down and picking him up. “Aw, are you gonna miss me?”

He let out a mournful mew in response. Roxy sighed. “I’m sorry, little guy. I’ll be back!” She gave his little nose a kiss and set him back down. He stayed by her side, dutifully scent-marking her leg as she walked over to her dad, wrapping him in a big hug. “I’m gonna miss you so much!”

He took a deep, shaky breath as they held the embrace tightly, not knowing how long it would be before they would see each other again. “You make sure you text me every day, okay?” he asked, pulling back and looking at her with tears in his eyes, hands resting on her strong shoulders.

“I will, dad. Take good care of Mr. Slinky for me, and send a picture of him every day as well!”

He chuckled wetly. “Of course, sweetie. You’ve grown up so fast.”

That finally got the waterworks to start. They hugged again, swaying back and forth and soaking up every last morsel of affection they could get before Roxy’s ride arrived. “I love you, dad.”

“I love you too, Roxy. ငါ၏လှပသောမိန်းကလေး.” He kissed her on the side of the head before they finally separated. Her Burmese was still too sketchy for her to understand his words, but honestly, she didn’t have to. The meaning got across all the same.

“You’re going to Sea-Tac airport, right?” Chris asked once the emotional moment had ended.

“Seattle-Tacoma, Yeah,” Roxy replied, sniffling and wiping her eyes. “Our flight’s tomorrow morning, but it’s a long drive and we wanted to get a head start. There are a lot of protests going on in Seattle right now that might slow us down. Why?”

He shrugged. “Just curious. Thought you might go to a closer airport.”

Roxy just hummed in response. In truth, she didn’t actually know why they were going all the way to Seattle for the flight. The Council was the one that organised everything, including the tickets, so that was just the way it was.

There was a knock on the door and Roxy knew the time had come. It was time to leave home, to set out on her own and see the world with her own eyes. With one last parting hug to her dad, Roxy opened the door to the smiling faces of her pack. It was time to go. She took a deep breath.

This was it. Nothing would be the same after this point. The only way to go now was forward.

Roxy stepped out the door.

—

The man with the scarred face put down the receiver and ended the call. He smiled. “The birds have finally left the nest, it seems,” he muttered to no one in particular.

It was close now. So close he could taste the victory on his tongue. Not long now, and Samantha Reed would finally be within his grasp. The revenge he’d waited 50 long years for would finally be at hand.

“The night of the Bloodmoon approaches, my children. Finally, the beasts of the night will receive their penance, and it will be glorious.”

He laughed, staring out at the late night skyline of New York. It would be glorious indeed.
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                Roxy stared out the window of the van at the passing scenery, trying to block out the noise of three werewolves and one human loudly belting their hearts out to what seemed to be a playlist of ‘songs that make white people go crazy.’ She was in the front seat and Pedro was driving, while Sam, Leif, Drew, and Clarissa - who was asked to come to Australia as well - were spread out across the seats in the back, currently having a blast with their karaoke. Roxy had tried to join in at first, but she’d never really had a voice for singing, and that was before her vocal chords were all torn up from screaming for a week straight, so she quickly backed out. It was nice to see everybody in good spirits after the stress of the past few weeks, though.

It took a while - over an hour at least - but eventually they tired themselves out and settled in for a nap. Roxy was grateful for the peace and quiet, but it left her feeling a little lonely, seeing her packmates all curled up together in the back seat without her squished in between them. Pedro must have sensed her forlorn energy, because all of a sudden he reached out and ruffled her hair, dislodging her glasses in the process.

“Hey!” she laughed.

He chuckled, putting both hands back on the steering wheel. “Sorry, you looked a little in your own head. What’s on your mind?”

She shrugged. “Oh, nothing. Just… wondering what the future holds, I guess.”

He hummed an agreement. “I’ll admit, it is a little unusual. I can’t remember the last time I was actually called to meet the Council in person. What do you think it’s about?”

“You’d know better than me.”

“Not this time. I’m just in the dark as you. Still, any guesses?”

She could tell he was just trying to keep her mind occupied, but she appreciated it, so she humoured him. He was probably pretty bored himself, after two and a half hours of driving. “Well…” she wondered out loud. “It’s almost definitely got something to do with the big secret getting out. Otherwise I’ve got no idea.”

“You’re probably right. I’m thinking that they might have found some sort of vaccine for the hunter’s super-serum, and want to give it to Sam and Drew to stop the hunter’s plan in its tracks. Only, I don’t know why they wouldn’t have told me about it beforehand, or why we have to go to them, instead of them sending someone to us like they did with Valerie.”

“Do you think she’ll be there?”

“Who?”

“Your lady-love.” Roxy smirked.

Pedro smiled softly. “That would be nice. I do miss her.”

“You should bite her next time.”

He laughed incredulously. “What?”

“The mating bite thing. Like me and Sam.”

He shook his head. “Nah. I’m not so irresponsible as to mark someone when our relationship has barely even started. Unlike someone I know.” He shot her a cheeky side-eye.

“Hey, Sam didn’t know what she was doing!”

He laughed. “Just messing with you, chica. Seriously though, it was some real good luck that you two were so compatible, otherwise that little slip-up would’ve been… quite the inconvenience.”

“What do you mean? The mark isn’t permanent, is it?” Roxy asked. She had no intention of getting rid of it if it wasn’t, but she’d only just now realised that she didn’t know the answer to that question yet.

“Not exactly. It’s just a bitch to get rid of. Once you’re marked, it doesn’t go away unless you and the person who marked you don’t come into close contact for a long period of time. Usually around a year or so. Obviously, quite the annoyance for both parties when it comes to dating after the relationship has ended, and it makes an amicable breakup quite difficult.”

“But that would only be a problem if you were exclusively dating werewolves, wouldn’t it? Humans wouldn’t be able to smell the mark.”

“Hm, true. Though, in your case, the emotional bond would still persist as long as the mark did, so there’s that to consider. And since more and more werewolves are being juiced up on Lunin by the lunar ritual now that it’s been rediscovered, all future mating bites would induce the emotional bond as well as the scent mark. Being responsible about who you bite is important now more than ever.”

Roxy snickered as a thought occurred to her. “What if you bit someone in a fight? Would that induce a mating bond?”

Pedro laughed. “No, there’s a certain degree of choice involved, even if it isn’t entirely conscious all the time. You’ve got to actually like the person you’re marking, it won’t work if you’re trying to chew off their ear or something.”

“Have you ever marked anyone before?”

He was silent for a moment. “Yes. My… my fiancée, Catherine. We were together for seven years before… before everything happened.”

Roxy’s chest tightened. “I’m sorry.”

He grunted. “It was a long time ago. Before that it was my highschool sweetheart. Marked her after just two months together. We were only fifteen, had no idea what we were doing.” He chuckled fondly at the memory. “You might have heard of her. A certain direwolf by the name of Deborah Reed?” His mouth curled into a cheeky smirk.

Roxy’s eyes widened. “Oh! I remember hearing about that!”

“Yeah. Only made it a few months before ol’ Marcus the Magnificent came along and swept her off her feet. It was practically love at first sight for those two, even with my scent still all over her. We ended up forming a pack for most of highschool, so it wasn’t really an issue since we all smelled like each other anyway, and seeing how happy those two made each other, I couldn’t even be mad at him for stealing my girl.”

He sighed and his grip slowly tightened and untightened on the steering wheel. “I lost my first two loves within two months of one-another. Sure, I lost contact with the pack after highschool, but… the love was still there. Debbie and Mark would always be my family. And then… they were just gone, only six weeks after the hunters took Catherine.”

A heavy silence followed his words, undercut only by the sound of the engine, purring along the highway, and quiet snoring from the back seat. Pedro sniffed, wiping a stray tear from his face. “Wow, this…” He chuckled wetly. “This got a lot more emotional than I was expecting. You wanna put on some more music?”

The rest of the four hour drive was spent listening to various pop-punk albums from Roxy’s collection and playing eye-spy once the others had woken up. Night had just begun to fall as they finally entered the Seattle city limits. Roxy took a deep breath. “Ah, home sweet home.”

“Our flight’s at 4am. It’s only 7, so we have some time to kill before we have to check in,” Clarissa said. “Do you guys wanna grab something to eat?”

“Sounds good to me,” Leif replied. “What do you guys want?”

“Any recommendations, Roxy? You’re the local,” Sam joked.

Roxy snorted. “I haven’t lived here since I was five, Sam, and haven’t even visited since I was fourteen. Unless you wanna buy fresh South-East Asian ingredients and imports from my grandparent’s minimart, I’m out of ideas.”

“Why not kebabs?” Drew asked. “There’s a kebab store on every corner of every city block in the western world. It’s like, the law or something. I’m sure we can find something.”

“Sounds good to me,” Pedro said.

They started looking around and eventually found a place that looked good. They went inside and ordered before finding a table. It was when they were all halfway through their meal that Roxy’s phone started vibrating in her pocket. She fished it out and frowned at the call ID. “Why is Carol calling me?”

“Answer it and find out,” Sam said through a mouthful of doner meat.

Roxy shrugged and answered, putting the phone up to her ear. “Hello?”

Whatever she’d been expecting, it certainly wasn’t to hear her dad’s voice, sounding frantic and terrified.

“Roxy! Don’t go to the airport! It’s a trap!”

—

4 hours earlier…

Damien sat on the couch, flipping through channel after channel on the TV in search of something that would distract him long enough for him to forget about his anxieties over his daughter’s departure. She was in good hands, and she was a perfectly capable young woman on her own, so there was absolutely nothing for him to be worrying about. And yet, he just couldn’t let the thought go. Something felt off, and it didn’t help that he didn’t know where she was going. The last time she went away for an extended period of time, she was tortured. The thought of something like that happening to her again was almost too much to bear.

He sighed and switched off the TV. It just wasn’t helping. He could always play the part of the overbearing parent and text Roxy to see how she was, but he didn’t want to annoy her. She was probably having a good time with her friends, and it hadn’t even been half an hour since she left yet. He just needed to get over his fears by himself. He knew they were irrational.

…There was one thing he could think of to get his mind off of things. Chris was upstairs having a shower, and he probably wouldn’t mind it if Damien happened to join him. The thought was exciting, if a little nerve-wracking. It had been a few months, but he was still getting used to the idea of being intimate with other men. Chris knew what he was doing, though, and he was guiding Damien along. He’d come a long way from nervously stuttering any time they took their pants off.

His mind made up and his body thrumming with excitement at the thought, he quickly headed upstairs towards his room. He couldn’t hear the shower running, but that was fine. There was no reason they couldn’t get into bed instead. They would probably both need another shower afterwards, but again, not really an issue. He was just about at his room when he heard Chris’s voice coming from inside, sounding weirdly serious. It seemed like he was talking to someone. Damien would’ve just brushed it aside, but that nagging feeling from earlier was back with a vengeance, so instead he crept up to the slightly-ajar door and listened in, catching the back end of a sentence.

“-the Seattle-Tacoma airport,” Chris said, sounding far more authoritative than Damien had ever heard before, even in the bedroom. He must have been on the phone or something. “The drive is about four hours, so they should get there around seven or eight. Be ready by then, and wait them out if you have to.”

Dread settled in the pit of Damien’s stomach. Chris was talking about Roxy’s group. Who would he be sharing that with?

“I don’t know where their flight is going, no. No, Kindley just said that it was in the morning. She didn’t mention a specific time. She’s travelling with both direwolves, two other potential werewolves, and one confirmed human, so be ready for a fight. Yes, you can make a scene, just don’t let local law enforcement get in the way. If you mess this up, it’s my head that Father Superior will want. No, just the direwolves. Kill the werewolves, and do whatever you see fit with the humans. I would personally prefer it if you left Kindley alive, but if she poses a problem, don’t hesitate.”

Damien’s blood turned to ice in his veins. His heart was pounding, his mind racing with thought after thought, much too fast for him to latch on to any single one. This… this couldn’t be right, could it? The way Chris was talking, it sounded like he was setting up a trap for Roxy and her friends, like he was working for the hunters. But, he couldn’t be. It wouldn’t make any sense. It had to be some sort of misunderstanding. It had to be. The alternative hurt too much to think about.

…And yet, he couldn’t stop thinking about it. The more he thought, the more the heavy truth settled into his heart like the nails being hammered into his coffin. Father Superior was the leader of the hunters, or so he’d heard from Pedro. That wasn’t common knowledge. The only way Chris would know that was if he was a werewolf or a hunter, and considering that he told whoever was on the other end of the phone to ‘kill the werewolves,’ there was only one conclusion Damien’s mind could settle on.

…Oh god. He had to get out of here. He had to warn Roxy before she walked right into that trap and got taken from him again. He couldn’t lose his daughter a second time. He took a step backwards, making for the exit, but ended up stumbling right onto the one creaky floorboard in the entire house. The sound it made as it depressed mimicked the sound of his soul tearing itself in two as he realised he was caught.

“Damien? That you?” His voice was back to its usual emotiveness, but with the context of what he’d heard, it only made his perceived easiness that much more chilling.

Okay. He could do this. He could play dumb for a little bit. Taking a deep breath, he summed up his courage and stepped into the doorway of the bedroom. Chris was smiling at him, but there was something unsettling in his emerald green eyes. 

Damien swallowed, his throat dry and rough, and tried to speak. “Y-yeah, hey. I was just… Just came to see if you were out of the shower.” His eyes flitted away as the lie slipped out. Chris’s reddish-blond hair wasn’t even wet.

Chris hummed. “Yeah, I’m all done. Did you need me for something?” Contrary to Damien, his lie slipped out as easily as he breathed. Something twinged painfully deep inside him. Just how much of their relationship was built on lies like that?

Damien just barely remembered that he needed to respond. “N-no,” was all he could manage.

Chris sighed, his expression dropping away into something terrifyingly blank. His eyes became knives, piercing right through Damien’s body and into his soul. “You heard that phone call, didn’t you?”

A pause, a single beat of silence between the two men, and Damien was running.

He could hear the hard pounding of feet on the floorboards behind him as he raced down the stairs, almost tripping over himself. He didn’t need to look behind to know that Chris was gaining. It was okay, though. He just needed to get out the front door, and he would be safe. Chris wouldn’t do anything in public.

He reached the door and grabbed the handle, twisting it. It didn’t budge.

It was locked.

Something hard cracked him on the back of the head and everything went black.

.

.

.

Damien woke to a painful throbbing in his skull, like his brain was trying to break free from his cranium. He cracked an eye open and found himself staring at his own lap. He was sitting on something, seemingly in his kitchen somewhere, if the familiar pattern on the tile floor below his feet was anything to go by. His shoulders ached painfully and something was cutting into his wrists, keeping his arms firmly restrained behind his back. He couldn’t open his mouth. It didn’t take long for him to remember what had happened. A groan slipped from his throat when he lifted his head to see Chris, looting a beer from the fridge and cracking it open before sitting down on the dining table. He turned and paused as they made eye contact, the bottle just millimetres away from his lips. A grin spread across his face and he took a sip, staring Damien down the whole time.

“Oh, good. For a while there I was worried you were dead. You were out for ages.”

Damien swore at him through his gag, glaring daggers into those green eyes he’d trusted so much. This was all happening too fast. Even looking back, there were barely any warning signs. How could a man act so kind and loving one day only to turn around and do this the next?

Chris’s expression turned sad and he sighed. “Why’d it have to come to this, Damien? We had a good thing going! Why’d you have to come upstairs right at that moment? We could’ve been happy! If the trap went well, your daughter would be rid of that freakish beast and we all could’ve been happy together!”

Damien wanted to scream, but all he could do was sit there and grunt, thrashing about in an attempt to break the zip-tie binding his wrists. Chris walked over and grabbed the edge of the duct tape covering his mouth, tearing it off in a mercifully swift motion. Damien took a second to catch his breath before laying into the man he’d allowed into his home and his bed.

“How can you say that with a straight face, you son of a bitch?! You told whoever was on the other end of that phone to kill Roxy!”

Chris shrugged. “Eh, that’s just if worse comes to worst. You’d get over her.”

An anger the likes of which he’d never felt before burned inside him. He wanted to kill Chris. He wanted to beat him bloody and senseless until he was begging him to stop, and then he’d beat him some more. At least with Emmerich, he never actually had to look the man in the eye. But now there was nowhere else for him to look. He could do nothing but stare up at the man who’d wormed his way into his heart, played with it until it was nice and pliable, and then smashed it to pieces. Get over her?? She was all he had left.

And if he didn’t find a way out of this, he’d lose her too.

The anger crumbled and dampened into a pit of sorrow so deep he couldn’t see the bottom. All of the happy moments he’d shared with Chris; their first kiss, introducing him to Roxy, those exciting nights together that made Damien feel more alive than he’d felt in years, it was all just a stupid farce, a ploy so that Chris could get close to Roxy and her friends and spy on them for the hunters. None of it was real. Chris never liked him. He was just a means to an end. The tears started falling, and there was nothing he could do to hold them back.

“It was all just a lie…” he whispered, his voice quivering. “This whole time, you were just stringing me along!”

He broke down sobbing, hanging his head so he wouldn’t have to look at that bastard anymore. He couldn’t stand staring at him any longer. It just hurt too much.

“Oh no, Damien, no… Don’t cry! It’s not like that!” He came over and cradled Damien’s face, wiping the tears from his cheeks. “Yes, it started out as just work, but I really do care for you! Honestly, I’m not even supposed to be romantically involved with you, I was just meant to befriend you! You know how my employers feel about same-sex relationships. Do you really think I would’ve risked that if I didn’t truly care? These past few months have been some of the happiest of my life! We can still be happy together if you want to! We can just forget about all this and move on! I can even call my men and make sure they don’t hurt Roxy when they take the wolves, if that’s what it takes.”

Damien shook his head. “If you care about me at all, call it off! Leave my daughter and her friends alone!”

Chris sighed, backing off and heading back to the table. “You know I can’t do that. Those wolves are too dangerous. I know Sam may seem like a harmless airhead, but did you know that she’s killed people before? Tore their throats out and left them to bleed in the dirt. Eight of them, all buried out there in the forest. We only found their bodies earlier this year. I’ve seen the bodycam footage. It is horrific.”

Damien grit his teeth. He hadn’t known that. He did have a hunch, hanging on his mind ever since she saved Roxy from the outpost, but it wasn’t something they ever talked about with him. Still, he knew Sam a lot better than this piece of shit. Roxy had to kill those people to survive, and he had no doubt it was the same with Sam as well. “It was self-defence!”

Chris clicked his tongue. “Don’t sound so sure. You should see the footage. She wasn’t fighting for survival, she was playing with her food, kiting them around and pouncing from behind. The sheer glee on her face every time she killed one of them was chilling. People don’t understand how dangerous they really are, and don’t get me started on the trash you people call ‘news’ in this town. The blatant werewolf cock-riding going on is obvious. There’s definitely one running things behind the scenes.” He cracked a smile. “But it doesn’t matter. Everyone will understand soon. They’ll see just how dangerous werewolves can be, and then they’ll be begging us to save them.”

“You’ll just be solving a problem that you created! You people are such hypocrites! Think about it! You know that werewolves aren’t actually dangerous, that’s why you’re going to use that super-drug to change them into monsters so you can feel justified in killing them! Can’t you see how wrong you are?! Millions of innocent people are going to die if you don’t call this trap off, Chris! Please!”

The man looked at him curiously. “You know about DX-47? Wow, aren’t you well informed?”

“How could I not know?! Your people experimented on Roxy with it when she was kidnapped!”

Chris paused for a second before his eyes widened in realisation. “Oh yeah! I remember watching the tapes of that.” He laughed, shaking his head. “Man, that Emmerich guy was a psycho. Like, the police report doesn’t even scratch the surface of the stuff he did to her. Truly went way further than necessary. Like, yeah, the whipping is kind of brutal, but it’s something those new street-hires have all gotta go through. It’s like a rite of passage. Everything else, though? I was honestly shocked she didn’t die from some of those punishments. The guy even strapped her into an electric chair at one point! She’s a real trooper, walking out of that as well-adjusted as she did, and honestly, I don’t blame her for smashing his head like a pumpkin. I probably would’ve done the same. Shame about the company she keeps, though.”

Damien did his best to ignore the obvious taunting. He couldn’t believe it took him this long to realise how unhinged Chris truly was. How could he claim to care in one breath and so jovially talk about Roxy’s torture in the next? There was only one more ace up his sleeve, one last hail mary to appeal to Chris’s fucked up emotions. If it didn’t work, Damien didn’t know what else he could do.

“Chris, you don’t understand what you’re doing. If you don’t call your men off, it’s not just the werewolves you’ll be killing. You’ll kill me and Roxy too, regardless of if your men hurt her or not. If you truly care about me, call your men right now and tell them to back down. Please.”

Chris stared at him incredulously. “Wow, Damien. Begging I can understand, but flat-out lying? I thought you were better than that.”

Damien ignored the hypocrisy of that statement and continued. “I’m not lying. Roxy and I are part werewolf. My great-grandfather was one, and we still have the gene inside us. If your people activate the eclipse ritual and use the drug on Sam or Drew, I will die.”

Chris rolled his eyes. “Okay, this is getting ridiculous. You’re not a werewolf, Damien. You don’t even have any fangs.”

“Roxy does! Your experimentation drew the dormant gene out of her!”

Chris’s face morphed into a scowl and he grunted, slamming his beer bottle down as he stood up and walked over. He roughly shoved two fingers into Damien’s mouth and felt around. “Look! No fangs! Now stop with the bullshit!”

It probably wasn’t a good idea to provoke someone who was currently holding you captive, but Damien was too fed up to care. He bit down on Chris’s fingers as hard as he could, definitely breaking skin if the taste of blood was anything to go by. Chris howled, yanking his fingers out and punching Damien hard across the face.

“Aargh! Why’d you do that?!” Chris screamed. “What does that achieve?! Do you want to piss me off?!”

Even dazed by the punch as he was, Damien couldn’t help but chuckle. “What were you expecting? You basically handed me the opportunity on a silver platter.”

Chris growled and came at him again, punching him over and over. Damien could do nothing but sit there and take it, doing his best to stay conscious. Provoking him might have been a bad idea, in hindsight. By the time Chris had tired himself out, Damien was a mess. Blood, spit, and tears dripped from his face onto his shirt. His left eye was swollen shut, and his right wasn’t far behind. He had to breathe through his mouth on account of the blood that had filled his nose and sinuses. Agonising pain throbbed through his entire face with every beat of his heart, but he endured it. He’d never considered himself a strong man, but his daughter’s life was in danger, and he wasn’t going to give up after one measly beating. Roxy never gave up through all her torment, and neither would he.

Chris was pacing back and forth, still fuming but thankfully not seeming like he wanted to go for another round. He wasn’t really paying attention to Damien anymore, instead directing his fury on various kitchen appliances. Damien watched with detached sorrow as he picked up the coffee maker and threw it onto the ground, smashing it to pieces. Taking advantage of his distraction, Damien wiggled a bit, checking if he was feasibly able to get himself off of the chair without being untied. 

It seemed like Chris hadn’t bothered actually restraining him to the chair, clearly hoping that having his arms painfully twisted around the back of it would be enough to keep him there. He tried to stand up a little and was pleased to find nothing stopping him. If he wanted to, he could stand up completely and try to make a run for it. It wasn’t an option just yet, though. Chris was still right there, and the front door was still locked. He could probably unlock it with a bit of difficulty if Chris wasn’t around, but it was hopeless as long as he remained. On the other hand, if the door was unlocked, he was confident he’d be able to open it from behind himself and slip out quickly enough to get away, even with Chris still in the room. He just needed one of those two things to happen, and he’d be able to save Roxy. All he needed was a little bit of luck…

Chris let out a heavy sigh and turned back to him. “You know what? Fine. We’re done. If you really hate me that much, I’ll just get out of your life forever. As soon as I hear that the trap’s gone off, I’ll untie you and we can both go on our merry ways. It should be…” He looked at his watch. “Hm. Shouldn’t be more than a few minutes, actually. Unless they got caught in some bad traffic, they should be getting to Seattle at any moment, and from there the airport isn’t far.”

Damien’s stomach dropped. Had it really been that long already? How long was he out for?! He needed to get out of here. Where was that stroke of luck when he needed it?

A mew sounded from the top of the stairs behind him, along with the arrhythmic thumping of Mr. Slinky limping his way down to the kitchen. He spotted Chris and hissed, jumping up to settle on Damien’s lap. Chris glared at the cat.

“Freaky little fuck, aren’t you?” he said, walking over. Damien unconsciously tensed up a little, some part of him expecting another beating, but Chris just grabbed the cat by its scruff in one swift motion, carrying it over to the front door. He unlocked it and threw the poor animal out before slamming the door shut again, turning back around.

He didn’t lock it again. How ironic that a black cat would prove to be the luck he was waiting for.

“Asshole,” he muttered under his breath.

Chris turned to him, eyes locking on like a hawk finding its prey. “What did you just say?”

Alright. Damien had an idea. It was potentially a bad one, but he was running out of options. Mustering what was left of his courage, he spoke. 

“Why don’t you come a little closer and I’ll tell you?”

It was quite possibly the oldest trick in the book, but Chris was far from in his right mind. Damien was banking on that unhinged anger to get him through. Sure enough, Chris cracked a lopsided grin and stepped forward. He leaned down and gripped Damien’s chin. “I’ll ask again. What did you just say?”

“Just a little closer, please.” He was pushing his luck and he knew it. 

Thankfully, Chris played along. He laughed. “Are you trying to get me to kiss you, Damien?”

Alright, close enough. Time to embrace his heritage.

Damien leapt forward, biting down on whatever he could find purchase on. His sudden weight sent Chris stumbling backwards into the table, screaming as Damien’s teeth ripped a chunk out of his cheek. He pulled back, and then surged forward again with a headbutt, crushing Chris’s nose and hopefully dazing him long enough to give him a chance. Damien jumped to his feet, backing up to the door so he could keep an eye on his attacker. He gripped the handle just as Chris had gotten back up, twisting it open just in time. As soon as he felt fresh air at his back, he turned and ran as fast as he could down the street, laughing as the sensation of freedom rushed over him. He probably made quite an image: bloody-faced with his hands tied behind his back, cackling like a mad person. The streets were quiet anyway, so it’s not like it really mattered.

A quick glance behind him proved that he was right; Chris hadn’t followed him outside. He was safe. Now he just had to stay that way. Thankfully, his destination wasn’t very far.

Even as unfit as he was, it didn’t take long for him to jog his way over to the Walkers’ house. He reached the door and was about to knock when a familiar chirping made him look down. His eyes widened in relief. “Mr. Slinky! You’re okay!”

The cat responded by rubbing up against his legs and peering up at him expectantly. He smiled back. “Sorry buddy. I’d pet you if I could. Gotta get my hands untied first.”

WIth his hands restrained behind his back as they were, his only option for knocking was to kick the door over and over, which, if not for the situation, would’ve made him feel quite rude. It definitely made quite a bit more of a racket than normal knocking would, but thankfully that just brought him help that much quicker.

“Alright, alright! Jesus!” Carol yelled from the other side of the door. Her annoyed expression quickly morphed into one of shock when she opened the door and saw the state he was in. “Oh my god! What happened?”

“Long story,” he said, stepping inside along with Mr. Slinky. “I need to use your phone. Also, do you think you could cut me loose?”

Carol, still in a state of some shock, could do nothing but oblige, finding some scissors and finally cutting the zip-tie around his wrists. He sighed in relief and rubbed feeling back into the indented skin, circulation returning to his hands. “Oh, that’s so much better.”

“Here,” Carol said, handing him her phone. “But you owe me an explanation once you’re done.”

He nodded gratefully. “Thank you. I’ll tell you everything soon. I just have to call Roxy first.”

He navigated to the phone app and quickly found her contact, pressing the call button. He held the phone to his ear as ring after ring sounded out, praying to whatever god would listen that he’d made it in time. “Please pick up, please pick up, please pick up…”

Finally, there was a click.

“Hello?”

“Roxy! Don’t go to the airport! It’s a trap!”

—

Roxy’s stomach dropped. Every werewolf at the table paused and looked at her, the surprise in their faces matching the feeling that was swirling around inside of her. Only Leif seemed unfazed, still digging into her kebab and not noticing the tension of everyone else around her.

“Wh-what? Dad? What’s wrong?”

“You’re not already there, are you?!”

“No, we stopped to eat when we got to the city. Seriously, what’s going on?”

“It was Chris. He’s… H-he’s a hunter. I caught him telling someone where you were going over the phone, setting up a trap for you. This whole time, he’s been spying on us.”

“Oh my god,” she muttered. She glanced over at the still-oblivious Leif, memories of Brooke flooding her mind. She couldn’t believe they’d fallen for it again. Suddenly, realisation hit her like a bucket of cold water to the face. “Wait, are you okay?! He didn’t catch you, did he?”

“I’m… I’m fine, darling. Don’t worry.” Roxy really didn’t like the hesitation in his voice as he said that, nor the way that he dodged the question. “Mr. Slinky’s okay too, if you were worried about him. He’s here with me at Carol’s.”

Well, that was one less thing to worry about, but still. “What… what are we supposed to do now?” The question was directed both at her father and the people around her. Chris had invaded their home, and Roxy had a hunch her dad wasn’t as fine as he claimed to be. If Chris really was a hunter, it wasn’t safe for him to stay at home, and with a trap waiting for them at the airport, they were going to miss their flight as well. Where were they supposed to go?

“I… I think you should go to your phwa’s. Chris doesn’t know where she lives, and it should be safe enough for you to figure out what your next move is. I’ll meet you there as soon as I can. Does that sound alright?”

She took a second to respond, swallowing down her nerves at the whole situation. “Y-yeah, okay.”

“I’m gonna hang up now. I’ve got to figure out how I’m getting to you, and maybe see about getting a few things from home once it’s safe. I love you, Roxy. I’ll see you soon.”

“I… I love you too, dad.”

With a click, he hung up. Roxy glumly set her phone down on the table, staring through it as everything washed over her. Leif finally noticed something was off. “Hey, what’s going on?”

Pedro swore under his breath. “We’re going to have to make some new travel arrangements. And it sounds like we’ll have an extra party member.”

“He… he’s not okay. Something happened that he’s not telling me,” Roxy said, her voice sounding distant to her own ears.

“It’ll be okay, Roxy. He’s your father, he’s not gonna go down so easily,” Sam reassured, grabbing her hand. Roxy hoped to god she was right.

 “What was that he said about where to go? Your ‘fwar’s?’” Pedro asked.

“Phwa,” Roxy corrected. “I-it’s Burmese. He means my grandma’s place. She lives in Seattle, and her place is pretty big. Big enough for us to stay at for a few days, anyway. I’m not sure how I’ll explain you two, though.” She gestured at Pedro and Clarissa.

The woman shrugged. “I’m sure we can find a motel to stay at for a couple days while we figure out how we’re getting down under. Helps that we won’t have to pay for rooms for you kids. We’ll just drop you off, I guess.”

“Sounds good to me,” Pedro grunted.

“Easy for you to say. I haven’t talked to my grandma in years, and all of a sudden I have to ask her if she can look after four danger-prone teenagers for an unknown amount of time, three of whom are werewolves who eat three times the average amount on a daily basis?”

“All the more reason to do it. I’m sure she’d love to catch up with you.” Clarissa smiled sweetly at her.

Roxy rolled her eyes, grabbing her phone. “Fine.” 

She searched through her contacts until she found the one for her phwa, having gone unused for years until this moment. She felt a little guilty for it, but it’s not like her dad was any better. She knew how bad he was at keeping up with his family. With a deep breath, she pressed call and put the phone up to her ear. It clicked after a few rings and an old, heavily-accented voice answered.

“Hello? Who is this?”

Well, that was just an extra guilt-punch to the gut. She didn’t even have her contact saved. She ignored it and pressed on. “Hi, phwa! This is Roxy, your granddaughter? I know it’s been a long time.” She laughed awkwardly.

“Ooh! Roxy! It’s been so long! How are you? Your voice is so deep now!”

Roxy chose not to address the last comment. “I’ve been good! How about you?”

“Oh, good! Your cousins and aunt are here at the moment, so we’ve just been catching up.”

Roxy’s eye twitched. While she loved her cousins and always had a good time with them on the rare occasion that they saw each other, she wasn’t sure if she could handle that many people bombarding her with questions at once. She was already expecting a few hard-hitters just about her appearance now. She didn’t actually know how much her extended family knew about her kidnapping, so she’d been mentally preparing herself to try and explain that ever since her dad told her where to go.

“What a coincidence! I’m actually in town right now, with a couple of friends. We were headed to the airport, but, uh… something fell through with our flight, so we’ve been looking for a place to stay for a few days while we sort out a replacement or something. I hate to ask, but is it possible you could put us up for a few days? I promise we can earn our keep!”

“Oh Roxy, of course it’s fine! I’d love that! We have so much to catch up on, after all! Your father never calls me anymore, so I have no idea what you’ve been up to lately.”

Oh joy, Roxy thought. “That’s, uh… that’s the funny thing, actually. Dad’s coming up to Seattle as well, so you’ll have some time to catch up with him, too! He’s a few hours behind us, but hopefully he’ll arrive at some point tonight.”

“Oh, wonderful! When are you coming? Have you eaten?”

“Yes, we’ve eaten. We’ll probably come soon, is that alright?”

“Of course!”

“Cool. Uh, we’ll… we’ll see you in a bit, then?”

“Alright, see you soon!”

The call ended and Roxy put her phone away, groaning and rubbing her face. “Oh boy, this is gonna be interesting.”

—

“I don’t wanna do this.”

Roxy stared up at the imposing wooden double doors of her grandma’s house, dreading what was coming. She could already hear the frantic questions now.

“Dude, just knock. It’s not that hard,” Leif said. “Here, I’ll do it.”

Roxy’s hand shot out to grab her arm before she could raise it up to the door. “No! No, it’s fine, I can do it!”

Leif raised an eyebrow. “Then do it.”

“Cut the sass, alright? I’m just… building up to it.”

“Roxy, it’s just your grandma. There’s nothing to be afraid of,” Sam said.

“I’m not afraid of her. It’s just that I’m like, ninety-nine percent sure she doesn't know about everything that happened to me last year, so the second she sees my face, I’m gonna be bombarded with questions that I don’t know how to answer.”

“Can’t you just tell her you don’t want to talk about it?” Drew asked.

“I guess? It just… It doesn’t change how awkward it’s gonna be.”

“Hey.” Sam put a hand on her shoulder. “We’ll be right there beside you, don’t worry.”

Roxy took a deep breath. “Okay, I can do this.” She put her hand up to the door and was about to knock when it swung open unexpectedly and she came face to face with an older Asian woman, around her dad’s age. Her aunt Maiah. They both blinked at each other for a few seconds before realisation flashed in the older woman’s face and she came forward for a hug that Roxy was not ready for. 

“Oh, Roxy! I heard you were coming! It’s so good to see you!”

Roxy laughed awkwardly and did her best to return the hug with the woman that she hadn’t seen for four years. “H-hey, auntie. It’s good to see you, too.”

She pulled back with her hands on Roxy’s shoulders and a big smile on her face. “Wow, look how much you’ve grown! You’re taller than me now! And all these muscles, you’ve got to tell me your workout plan!”

Roxy appreciated that she was only pointing out positive things about her appearance, completely ignoring the very obvious scars littering most of her visible skin. She was pretty sure Maiah at least knew about her kidnapping already, but it was reassuring, regardless. Maiah had always been pretty affable and easy-going, and quite good at reading social cues, so it would be good to have her around as a buffer when the heavier questions inevitably started flying with her grandma and younger cousins. She wasn’t as worried about the ones around her age - Eddie and Stella, fraternal twins who were just a year younger than her - but she wouldn’t be surprised if twelve year old Finn hadn’t quite learned social tact yet, and that wasn’t even mentioning eight year old Kaylee, who probably didn’t even remember who Roxy was. Regardless, this night was sure to be interesting.

 Maiah glanced over Roxy’s shoulder at everyone else. “Who’re your friends?”

“Oh, this is Sam, my girlfriend,” she said, not realising that she didn’t actually know Maiah’s stance on gay people until it had already slipped out. Thankfully, she didn’t seem to bat an eye, so Roxy continued. “And these are Leif and Drew.”

“Nice to meet you,” Leif said.

“Y-yeah,” Drew added on. Roxy realised that Maiah seemed to be staring at him, and a twinge of worry shot through her gut.

“I’ve seen you somewhere before,” she said, squinting at him. Clearly the patchy stubble he was trying to grow out wasn’t a very effective disguise after all, though Leif had already tried to tell him that. Maiah’s eyes widened. “Yeah, you’re that guy from the video! The werewolf!”

Drew swallowed. “Uh, yep. That’s me.”

Maiah looked him up and down. “Huh. Thought you’d be taller.” She shrugged, seemingly completely unfazed. Roxy didn’t know what she expected, honestly. “You guys wanna come inside?”

They all started to head in, but Roxy hung back, getting her aunt’s attention. “Hey, quick question, but does phwa know about…” She gestured at her face. “All of this?”

“They don’t really watch the news, so they wouldn’t unless your dad told them, which he said he would when we last spoke. But also, I know your dad, so the answer is probably no.”

“Dad never mentioned it, and phwa didn’t say anything about it when I called her earlier, either,” Roxy said, sighing. “Oh boy, this is gonna suck.”

Maiah clapped her on the shoulder. “Hey, I’ll back you up. The twins will, too. If you want, I can go in and tell her while you wait out here?”

She shook her head. “No, it’s fine. I can do this.”

Maiah nodded and led her and her friends into the house, through the entrance hallway and into the combined kitchen and dining room, which seemed to be where her phwa was waiting. Her cousins didn’t seem to be present, but she could hear the sound of a TV deeper in the house, so she could hedge a guess as to where they were. They would probably show themselves once they realised she was there.

“Mom?” Maiah said, getting her attention. “Roxy and her friends are here.”

The elderly woman turned to them, a big smile on her face. She came forward and gave Roxy a hug, seemingly without noticing anything awry yet. “Oh, Roxy! I missed you! You’ve gotten so big now!”

Roxy returned the embrace, enjoying the last few remaining seconds of normalcy before she was inevitably reminded that ‘normal’ just wasn’t a thing she could be a part of anymore. “Hi, phwa. I missed you too. Sorry I haven’t really kept in touch.”

“Oh, it’s alright,” she said, pulling back. “You get it from your father-” Her eyes widened. She reached up and touched Roxy’s scarred cheek. “Your face! What happened?”

Roxy let out a sigh, gently removing her phwa’s hand. “It’s a really long story. I take it dad never told you about what happened last year?”

She shook her head. “No, I haven’t spoken to him since the Christmas before last.”

Roxy nodded. “I thought as much. I’ll tell you, just… Do you mind if we get settled in, first? Oh, uh… these are my friends, Sam, Leif, and Drew.”

The attempt to change the subject was clunky and obvious, but thankfully her phwa didn’t push the subject of her scars any further. She greeted all of her friends and they set about picking their rooms. Since her cousins were also staying there, it was a pretty tight fit, but they made it work by shuffling a few mattresses around. Leif and Drew managed to score a room to themselves, while Roxy and Sam ended up sharing a room with the twins. Roxy didn’t really mind. It reminded her of having sleepovers with them when they were little, so it was hardly anything to complain about. They brought another mattress into the room for Sam, but Roxy knew they were just going to share the bed like always.

Once they’d put their luggage away, the four of them returned to the main room. Roxy couldn’t put it off any longer, she had to tell her phwa what had happened. They were joined by Eddie and Stella, but the younger two of her cousins had been smartly whisked away to bed by Maiah. They were a bit too young to be hearing the story Roxy was about to tell. The older two knew the broad strokes that most of the public did, but were clearly still curious, even if they knew to hold their tongues.

They all congregated around the dining table and Roxy began. “Well, for starters, how much do you know about all the werewolf stuff going on?” she asked.

The older woman blinked at her. “Werewolf?”

Maiah sighed. “This is why you need to watch the news, mom. What did you think all those protests in the city were about?”

Evidently, this was going to take a while.

—

The conversation went well, for the most part. Once her phwa was caught up on the fact that werewolves were real and all that jazz, and had calmed down from her subsequent ‘oh my god werewolves are real’ freakout, Roxy was able to explain what happened to her. She explained why she was kidnapped and gave a rough outline of what happened while she was in the outpost. Obviously, she didn’t go into much detail, just saying that she was treated poorly and punished when she didn’t follow their instructions to the letter. Even with her abridged description, she still ended up getting a little overwhelmed at one point. Thankfully, she’d brought some THC gummies along for the trip to help with her anxiety, so she was able to pop one of those and stay relatively calm.

It was pretty late by the time they were finished, so her phwa went to bed, along with the rest of the pack, tired-out from the journey. Roxy, on the other hand, chose to stay up despite how exhausted she was. She wanted to wait until her dad arrived to make sure he was okay. Maiah and the twins stayed up with her, playing cards and making idle conversation to pass the time. 

“So, Roxy,” Stella started, drawing a card from the deck. “Your hair, is that dye? The white part, I mean.”

She shook her head, placing a card from her hand onto the pile. “No, it’s just like that now. One morning I woke up, and it was white. We think it’s from stress.”

“Looks cool. Mom won’t let me bleach mine,” Stella said with a pout.

“I’ve been there, you’ll regret it,” Maiah replied. She placed down a plus two card and Eddie groaned. “Speaking of which, how’s your mom, Roxy? I forgot to ask.”

Roxy blinked in surprise. “Oh, dad hasn’t told you?”

Maiah shot her an unimpressed look. “Your dad literally never speaks to us. So no, he hasn’t told me. What is it?”

“Him and Martha split up back in October. I haven’t seen her since January when everything was finalised.”

To Roxy’s surprise, the older woman barked out a laugh. “Ha, good riddance. No offence, Roxy, but your mom was a bitch.”

Roxy laughed as well. “None taken. She was horrible, and we’ve both been happier since she left.”

“Is he seeing anyone else?”

Roxy hesitated, remembering everything she’d learnt that day. Also, she wasn’t about to out her dad without his permission. “It’s… complicated.”

Maiah shrugged and the game went on. Eventually, Sam came stumbling bleary-eyed out of the hallway, making her way over to Roxy and slumping against her.

“What’s up? Can’t sleep?” Roxy asked.

Sam nodded, yawning. “Not used to sleeping in a bed without something to hug. What’re you up to?”

“Just playing Uno. You wanna join in next round?”

She shook her head. “Nah, too tired.”

“I can make you a cup of tea, if you’d like?” Maiah offered. She’d already won that round, so she was free to leave the table while Roxy duked it out with the twins.

“I’d love that, actually. Thanks.”

Maiah nodded and got up, walking over to the kitchen to put the kettle on. Sam sat down on a free chair next to Roxy, supporting her head with her hands in what looked like a desperate bid to stay awake. A part of Roxy felt a little guilty keeping her up like this, but she knew she wouldn’t be able to get to sleep herself if she didn’t make sure her dad was safe first.

“Hey, uh… Sam, was it?” Eddie asked.

“That’s what they call me.”

“If you don’t mind me asking, how’d you get that?” He pointed at his cheek, clearly referencing Sam’s scars.

She shrugged. “Mean werewolf.”

“Woah, really? A werewolf actually attacked you? I thought their whole campaign was that they weren’t dangerous?”

Sam immediately straightened up, no doubt realising that her words could paint her whole species in a bad light if she wasn’t careful. “No, uh… he was… He wasn’t himself, at the time.”

“The hunters have this drug that makes werewolves shift and go crazy,” Roxy explained. “He was one of their test subjects. They just let him run rampant on the streets until Sam and I ran into him. Granted, he was always an asshole, and he did try to kill us both on multiple occasions before that, but he was one guy. Not at all representative of the species as a whole. Most werewolves I’ve met have been perfectly normal people.”

“Damn,” Eddie eloquently replied. “So, you’ve known about all this werewolf stuff for a while then, huh?”

“Yeah,” Roxy said. She nervously looked up at him and his sister. “What do you guys think of all of it?”

Stella shrugged. “I think it’s neat. The world’s a lot bigger than you think, y’know? Also, it’s hard to see them as the bad guys considering what these hunter people are like. We know that they’re bad ‘cuz of what they did to you, so it makes sense that they would also paint the werewolves out in a bad light to make people hate them more. They just seem like people to me.”

“What she said, pretty much.” Eddie said.

“Also, that werewolf from the news clip was pretty hunky, if ya know what I mean.” She waggled her eyebrows at Roxy, clearly unaware that she was a lesbian, and did not, in fact, know what she meant.

“Except for that part,” Eddie added.

“Sorry, Stel, but he’s taken,” Roxy said with a wry smile.

She frowned. “Huh? How do you know? Do you know him?”

“Did you not recognise him?” Maiah asked, bringing the cup of tea back to the table.

“Who?”

“The werewolf from the news clip. He’s asleep in the other room right now.”

“Wait, that was him?! Roxy, you’re friends with the guy?!”

She just shrugged. “I don’t know what to tell you. He’s not even the first werewolf I’ve made friends with. There are like, three others.”

“I was the first!” Sam exclaimed proudly.

“Oh, you’re one too?” Maiah asked.

The blonde grinned and showed off her fangs, her eyes flashing red for a brief second. “Yup! It’s nice not to have to hide it anymore.”

“You want me to let you in on a secret?” Roxy asked the table. “All of us are actually part werewolf as well!”

“Bullshit,” Eddie said.

“Language!”

“Sorry.”

Roxy flashed her eyes at them and they all jumped in surprise. She grinned. “It’s the truth. Aunt Maiah, don’t you remember your Pho telling stories about his dad? About how he could turn into an animal and stuff? Dad said he remembered.”

Her eyes widened. “Oh! I do remember that! Oh my god!”

“Wait, so does that mean we can all transform and stuff?” Stella asked excitedly.

Roxy shook her head. “Sorry, no. For all intents and purposes, you’re basically human, even if you have werewolf heritage. I can only shift a little bit because of some really specific stuff that happened to me. Long story short, a mix of moon magic and the hunter’s super-werewolf drug drew out my werewolf genes. That’s the running theory, at least.”

“Aw man. Lucky.”

A knock on the door caught Roxy’s attention and her heart leapt into her throat. It was almost midnight, no one would be knocking unless it was her dad.

“I’ll get it!” She jumped up from the table and ran out of the kitchen and through the entrance hall. She didn’t even bother checking the peep-hole before frantically unlocking the door and throwing it open. Thankfully, it was indeed just her dad, carrying Mr. Slinky in his arms. On a much less cheerful note, he looked like someone had used his face as a speedbag. She gasped.

“Dad!” she cried. “What happened?!”

She threw herself at him, wrapping him in as tight of a hug as she could manage without crushing her cat between them. He returned the embrace with his one free arm. “Sorry. I might have lied when I said I was fine.”

She pulled out of the hug. “Quick, come inside. Were you followed?”

He stepped in and she shut the door behind him. He shook his head. “I don’t think so. Chris was gone when Carol and I went back to the house.”

“He did this to you?”

He glanced at her before quickly looking away with tears in his eyes. He nodded.

“I’ll kill him.”

“Roxy, that’s-”

She grabbed his shoulders, tears building up. Her wolf was flaring, the light from her glowing amber eyes reflecting off of her dad’s own brown ones. “Dad. I can’t let him get away with this. He hurt you. He hurt you!”

He finally set Mr. Slinky down so he could cradle Roxy’s face. “Roxy, please don’t put yourself in danger for my sake. He’ll get what’s coming to him in due time. For now, you need to focus on getting to the Council, alright?”

The tears started overflowing, spilling down her face. “Dad. Dad!”

He pulled her close, letting her cry into his shoulder. “I know, sweetie. I know.” His voice cracked, and soon he was crying too.

“I know.”

            

    
        33: You Can Run, But You Can't Hide

    
    
    
    
                Damien took a small sip from his coffee, relishing its warmth as it travelled down his throat. His sister was sitting across the table, watching him with a worried glint in her eyes.

“Could you please tell me what happened now?” she asked.

He let out a sigh, placing his mug down. He felt bad for making her wait until the next morning, but he’d practically collapsed in Roxy’s arms barely a minute after making it to his mother’s house. There was no way he could’ve explained it last night, even if he’d wanted to, and he did not want to. It was bad enough having the memories of yesterday’s experience in his head, let alone speaking them out loud into the world.

“Could we just… talk about something else for a little bit? I only just woke up.”

It was currently mid-morning, a lot later than he’d usually sleep in, but things were far from usual for him right now. Roxy and her pack were out on the town, doing… something. They’d left before he woke up, so he wasn’t actually sure. His mother was at work with the twins, and his other niece and nephew were watching TV in the back room. They had privacy, it wasn’t an issue of anyone overhearing. He just… didn’t want to talk about it.

Maiah nodded. “Sure, that’s fine. Roxy, uh… Roxy told me that you and Martha split up?”

He grunted. “It was a long time coming. Everything that happened last year really put things into perspective for me. Roxy… wasn’t okay for a long time. She still isn’t, in a lot of ways, but it used to be a lot worse. She would wake up screaming every night, suffering from flashbacks and hallucinations. She’d get so scared that she’d run and hide somewhere, and it would take hours for us to find her. Sometimes, I would hear her talking to someone who wasn’t there. I think it was the man who… who hurt her.” He shook his head. “The point is, Roxy was struggling, and she needed her parents more than ever. But Martha, she only ever treated it as an annoyance. A lot of the time she would make Roxy’s flashbacks worse by complaining about it within earshot of her, intentionally, I presume. Thinking that she was disappointing people was a big trigger for her. Between that and our almost constant arguing, Martha being around was having a very negative effect on Roxy’s mental health.

“And then, at some point, Martha had just had enough. She turned her anger back onto Roxy and they got into a big fight, which ended with Martha slapping her. I kicked her out right then and there. The only reason I didn’t do it sooner is because I thought Roxy needed both of her parents. I was wrong. She was depressed for a few weeks afterwards, but after she got over the initial shock of the divorce, her mental health really started improving in a big way. She’s really… She’s come a long way. I’m proud of her.”

Maiah smiled. “I’m sure. Have you been seeing anyone else? When I asked Roxy she just said it was complicated.”

Damien couldn’t have hidden his flinch if he’d tried. Maiah winced. “Oh no, you didn’t stick your dick in crazy twice in a row, did you?”

“Other way around, actually,” he muttered quietly.

“What was that? I didn’t catch that.”

He shook his head. “Nothing. Just a bad joke.”

She gave him a weird look but otherwise didn’t comment. “So? What happened?”

He sighed. “I was seeing someone for a few months there, but… Well, turns out they had some ulterior motives.” He gestured at his bruised face.

Maiah gasped. “Your girlfriend did that to you?!”

He coughed awkwardly, nerves swimming around in his stomach. “Uh… Boyfriend, actually.”

She blinked at him. “Oh. When did that happen?”

“I realised a little before Christmas. Roxy has a, uh… a friend around my age. Took me a little bit, but I eventually realised what those funny feelings that I was getting every time he was around were. He, uh… wasn’t interested, but he was supportive regardless. Helped me come to terms with it.”

She grinned, leaning over the table to pat him on the shoulder. “Good for you, Damien. Seriously, I’m happy for you.”

He looked away. “Doubling my dating pool doesn’t stop me from bringing in the psychos, clearly.”

She frowned sadly. “What happened, Damien? Please, you can tell me.”

He hesitated for a few moments before looking up at her. “How much do you know about the werewolf hunters? And the werewolf stuff in general, I guess.”

“Roxy told us a bit. I know that the hunters kidnapped her to turn her into a soldier, and that they’re planning on killing all of the werewolves somehow. She didn’t really elaborate on that bit. I do know that a couple of her friends are werewolves, and so are we, apparently, which blew my mind a little bit. Who would’ve guessed?” She smiled at him.

He smiled back. “Yeah. We figured that one out about a week after we got Roxy back. Anyway, it turned out the guy I’d been seeing for the past few months was spying on us for the hunters. They’ve been trying to kidnap Roxy’s girlfriend because she’s ‘magically connected to the rest of their species’ or something. It all went over my head a little bit. The point is, they want her so they can use that connection to basically turn every werewolf across the globe into raging monsters, pretty much just so they can justify wholesale slaughter. Unfortunately, that also includes us.”

“Oh god,” she muttered.

“Yeah. Anyway, when Chris - that’s his name - heard that Roxy and her friends were headed to the airport, he called his men to set up a trap for them. I overheard the conversation, but Chris caught me. It… It was bad, Maiah. He tied me to a chair and beat me senseless. I was so scared I wasn’t going to get away in time to warn Roxy. I only barely managed it in the end, because he unlocked the door to throw Roxy’s cat out. I had to run down the street with my hands tied behind my back.”

As if on cue, Mr. Slinky came over and jumped up onto his lap. Unfortunately, there weren’t any supplies for him here, but Roxy would no doubt pick up some while she was out. He idly scratched him behind an ear, enjoying the little noises he would make.

“Jesus, Damien. I’m so sorry.”

He grunted. “The worst part is how sudden it all was. We were together for months. Things were… things were good. I was happy. Not even Roxy had any idea, and if anyone’s experienced with the hunters, it’s her. Then all of a sudden, it’s gone. He’s violent, unhinged, quick to anger. He taunted me about Roxy’s torture, said that I would get over her if she died. I just… don't understand how someone could hide that side of themself for so long.”

“Some people are just born evil. It’s a waste of time trying to understand them.”

He sighed. “I guess.”

She opened her arms up wide. “Would you like a hug?”

The thought made him feel warm, and a slight smile quirked the corners of his mouth. “Yes, please.”

—

Roxy stared out the window of the cafe, already sitting at the table with her coffee and waiting for her friends to finish ordering their food. They were here to meet up with Pedro and Clarissa and catch up on what the plan was, now that her dad was joining them. There was just no way he could go back to Dewsbury with Chris around; it was too dangerous. She’d considered leaving him here with her phwa, but ended up deciding that that would just put her in danger as well. The only real option was to take him with them to Australia. At least that way they were all together and could keep an eye on each other should Chris come after them.

“Hey, stranger. Is this seat taken?”

Roxy turned to the familiar voice, surprised. “Stella, hey!” She gestured for her to sit down. “What are you doing here? I thought you were working.”

Stella shrugged. “I was, but it’s a pretty slow morning, and phwa doesn’t wanna pay two workers if she only needs one, so Eddie’s taking care of things while I enjoy my break. This is my usual go-to place when I have some time off. What about you? What are you up to?”

“Just exploring the city. We’re meeting up with some of our other friends to plan what we’re doing next.”

“I’ve been meaning to ask, what exactly is it that you guys are even doing here? I heard something about a missed flight?”

“It’s, uh, werewolf stuff. I’m not really allowed to talk about it.”

Stella sighed, leaning back in her chair. “Always so mysterious, aren’t you?” She looked back over her shoulder, seemingly at Sam, who was still at the counter struggling to decide on a meal. She turned back around and leaned in close. “By the way, can I ask a… personal question?”

Roxy had a feeling where this was going. “Shoot.”

“Are you and Sam, uh…?” She pressed the tips of her two index fingers together with a meaningful look. “I-it’s just that I noticed you two were… um… sleeping in the same bed. All cuddled up. And stuff. Touchy-feely ‘n shit.”

Roxy snorted at her awkwardness. “Yes, we’re together.”

Stella nodded her head a few too many times. “Cool. That’s, uh… That’s cool. So are you…?”

“Gay? Yep.”

“Huh.” She nodded again. “Neat. There’s always one in the family, isn’t there?”

“One what?”

“A token gay cousin.”

Roxy laughed. “I guess so.”

At that point everyone finally joined them at the table, greeting Stella as they sat down. The girl seemed… weirdly excited about the concept of werewolves, if the way she was looking at Sam and Drew was anything to go by. That, or she just thought Drew was hot, and was still reconciling what she’d just learnt about Sam in her head.

“So, you guys can, like, all turn into wolves ‘n shit?” she asked. So clearly it was mostly the werewolf thing.

“I can’t,” Leif said with a melodramatic sigh. “The lone human in a pack of lumbering beasts. Woe is me.” She pretended to faint, slouching back against her chair.

Stella turned back to Roxy. “I thought you said you couldn’t turn into one?”

“I can’t. The most I can do is form claws. It’s probably for the best, anyway. Fully shifting would most likely break my leg all over again.”

Stella frowned. “Why’s that?”

“She has a metal rod in her femur, from when she got shot last year,” Sam supplied.

“Ooh, right. During the escape.” Despite the realisation, she still didn’t seem quite satisfied. “One sec, I gotta check something.” She pulled out her phone and began to search.

Roxy shrugged and left her to it, turning to the rest of them. “So, when are the old farts showing up?”

Drew pulled out his phone and checked. “Pedro said they were on their way a few minutes ago, so who knows.” He shrugged.

Sam nudged her. “Hey, I ordered you a plate of bacon and eggs. I know you said you weren’t hungry, but… Well, I also know you.”

Roxy laughed. “Thanks. You’re the best.” She leaned up and kissed her on the cheek.

“Aha!” Stella yelled. 

“What is it?” Roxy asked.

“It says here that humans and canines have very similarly structured femurs! So as long as your wolf form doesn’t change your size too much, I think you should be fine! Well, maybe it’ll ache a little, but what can you do?”

Roxy hummed. “Well, that’s good to know. I still can’t actually turn into a wolf, but it’s nice to know that my leg won’t explode if it somehow happens someday.”

“Wait, did you seriously not think to look this up before now?” Leif asked. “It’s been a year!”

Roxy shrugged. “I don’t know, it just never seemed relevant. My shifting plateaued in February, it’s not gonna start up again now.”

The other girl sighed and shook her head. “And after all that freaking out you did when your fangs started coming in.”

“Would you believe that it really never crossed my mind?”

“Being inattentive and forgetful is Sam’s gimmick, get your own.”

Roxy blew a raspberry at her. Stella’s phone chimed and she stood up. “Well, it’s been fun, but I should probably get back to the shop. See you guys later!”

Everyone waved her off as she left, walking out the door right as their food was brought to their table. They all began eating and a few minutes later, Pedro and Clarissa finally arrived, making their way over and sitting down.

“Did you find a place to stay okay?” Roxy asked once they were settled.

“Yeah, we found a cheap motel out on the edge of town. Lotta funky smells, but what can you do?” Pedro replied. “What about you guys? Did you get to your grandma’s place alright?”

“Yeah.”

“What about your dad? Is he okay?”

Roxy hesitated, memories of opening the front door and seeing her dad’s beat-up face flooding through her mind. “He’s… he made it okay, but…” Her mind shifted to Chris, to what he did, and what she wanted to do should she ever get her hands on him. A growl rumbled up from her throat involuntarily.

Sam placed a comforting hand on her back. “Chris beat him. Nothing serious, but he’s still pretty roughed up.”

“He has to come with us,” Roxy said. “He can’t go home and he can’t stay here. It’s too dangerous with Chris after us.”

Pedro nodded. “That’s fine. I’ve been trying to get into contact with the Council to see about sourcing us a replacement flight, hopefully one that’s a little more secure than a public airport this time. We can still use one in a pinch if we’re more careful about who we tell the plan to, but I wouldn’t be surprised if the hunters are surveilling every major airport in the state at this point.”

“So what can we do?” Leif asked. “Just pick an airport and hope for the best? Or drive somewhere out of state for it?”

“They’ll probably be monitoring for ticket purchases under our names, even outside of Washington, so it would still be risky,” Clarissa responded. “I have an old friend who’s a pilot. We’re seeing if we can’t set something up with him, but it might take a few days. A trans-pacific flight isn’t something we can just pull out of nowhere.”

“We have to go across the whole world though,” Drew said. “Can we really make that trip with seven people in a dinky biplane?” 

Pedro raised an eyebrow. “Who said anything about a dinky biplane? The Council has a lot of resources, and they’re adamant about getting you guys to Australia. They’ll spare no expense.”

“We still don’t even know why they want us there,” Sam pointed out.

“Here’s hoping they have some sort of grand idea that’ll stop the hunter’s plan for good. I’m tired of worrying about this,” Roxy said, folding her arms.

Leif patted her on the arm. “Hey, look on the bright side! At least we still get to go on vacation! Plus, we’re the legal drinking age in Australia, so it’s not like we won’t be able to cut loose and have a little fun, too.” She shot Roxy a wink.

Roxy laughed and shook her head. “Of course that’s what you’re thinking about.”

“Oh, I’ve been there before! I can show you all the good bars and clubs!” Clarissa eagerly exclaimed.

Pedro sighed. “I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that.”

—

Roxy leaned against the counter, trying to keep herself awake and aware. She might have overdone it with the THC gummies earlier, but in all fairness, she had been really anxious. She hadn’t worked any job for over a year, but her phwa asked her to help out at the minimart and she’d been dragged over to the shop before she could figure out whether she actually wanted to or not. On the bright side, it would mean a little more spending money once they finally set off to Australia, but retail wasn’t fun at the best of times, and she was still a long way from being as stable and personable as she used to be. Most of the shop’s customers were regulars who knew her phwa and cousins, and she was getting a little tired of sayings things like ‘I’m one of Myitzu’s other granddaughters from out of town,’ and ‘I’m here for a few days, so I’m helping out,’ and ‘don’t ask about the scars, please,’ to over-inquisitive old women. It wasn’t all bad with Eddie hanging around to keep her entertained, but she’d much rather be at home curled up in Sam’s arms or listening to Leif trying to explain the plot of her current fixation.

A hand suddenly waved in front of her face and she startled, letting out a yell and falling onto her ass, which was quite painful considering the cane that was hanging from her hip in case she needed it. It was Eddie, staring down at her with an unimpressed look on his face.

“Jesus, don’t scare me like that!”

“I called out to you like three times, dude.” He frowned, studying her face a little closer. “Wait, are you… high? Your eyes are red.”

“No!” she squawked. Eddie raised an eyebrow. “…Okay, maybe a little, but it’s prescription!”

“It’s cool, I don’t care. Just giving you a hard time.” He held out a hand and she took it, pulling herself to her feet. “Honestly, if phwa knew the amount of times I’ve come to work high, she would kick my ass to the curb.”

“I just use it to help with my anxiety most of the time, unless it’s a social situation where getting baked is the goal. I just overdid it a little this time, I think.”

He nodded understandingly. “Been there. Here, I’ll take over the register for a bit, so you don’t end up staring through a customer. Would you mind stocking up the snack food shelf? It’s just basic pattern recognition, not hard, even with your head in the clouds.”

Roxy nodded and headed into the back room, grabbing a crate of various pre-packaged snack foods and walking it back out into the shop, headed for the snack aisle. Most of the packets had pretty distinctive designs and colours on them, so it was pretty easy to match each item with its correct place on the shelf, despite the fact that most of the labels weren’t even written with the latin alphabet, let alone in English. She could vaguely recognise the interlocked circles and loops of the Burmese script on some of them, but many of the others were written with scripts and alphabets she didn’t know. No doubt they were all some kind of South-East Asian, but that was about as far as her knowledge stretched on the matter. 

The minimart had started out only selling imported Burmese goods, back when her grandparents had first immigrated to America, but it quickly expanded to the whole of South-East Asia when just selling goods from one country wasn’t bringing enough money in. Now, it’s a one-stop shop for imports from Thailand, Vietnam, the Philippines, Singapore, and half a dozen other countries in and around South-East Asia. Roxy had always been partial to the Filipino snacks whenever she came here, in part because most of the packaging was usually in English, but mostly because they had some really great spicy snack options.

She was just about considering secretly pocketing a packet of hot and spicy cracker nuts when the chiming of the door bell brought her back to her senses. She couldn’t see the entrance from where she was, but the sound of multiple pairs of boots marching heavily across the linoleum floor made her pause, along with a strangely familiar scent that she couldn’t quite place yet. Cautiously, she stole a glance around the shelf once the mysterious group had reached the counter, and what she saw almost made her gasp.

She could only see the back of his head from her angle, but she’d recognise Chris’s reddish blond hair anywhere. Her fingers closed around the GPS tracker ball thingy in her pocket and she was about to switch it on when she hesitated. Chris hadn’t noticed her yet. He didn’t seem to have any interest in searching the store, either. If she turned on the tracker, the entire pack would come running and that would give away that they were still in Seattle, if Chris wasn’t already aware. That wasn’t even mentioning the fight that would break out. It would put Sam in danger, and Roxy wasn’t about to do that. Instead, she pulled out her phone and quickly typed a text to the travel group chat.

Pack + Clarissa

Roxy: Chris at minimart. Hasn’t seen me. Don’t come yet, but be ready. Will update or use GPS if trouble. (1:24pm)

With that, she turned notifications off and shoved her phone back into her pocket, focusing on what was going on at the register.

“Can I help you?” Eddie asked, with no small hint of suspicion in his voice. Clearly, the seven men dressed in all black marching straight to the counter rang a few warning bells in his head as well.

Chris pulled something from his pocket and dropped it on the counter, turning his head slightly as he did so. He’d shaven his originally quite unkempt facial hair into an ugly goatee, and there was a large bandage on his cheek. She wondered if that was something that her dad had done. He gestured at whatever it was he’d placed down.

“Do you recognise any of the people in the photographs? They’re dangerous fugitives on the run from the law. Any information that leads to their arrest will be rewarded.”

Roxy could hedge a guess as to who the people in the photos were. Eddie glanced down at them for barely a second before looking back up at Chris, unphased. “Haven’t seen ‘em. Who are you meant to be, exactly?”

Chris pulled out a police badge and flashed it to Eddie. “Detective Jacob Anderson with the Seattle Police Department. These men are my subordinates.” He indicated to the MIBs behind him.

Eddie looked between Chris and the badge a few times before a smile cracked across his face. “Look, man, I’ve had my fair share of run-ins with the law before, so I know what a police badge is meant to look like. Heads up, but the one you’ve got there has got to be at least thirty years out of date. So how about you get out of here before I call the actual police to bust your asses for impersonating a police officer?”

The shop was dead silent. Roxy stared on in amazement at the exchange. That was probably one of the coolest things she’d ever seen. Awesome as it was, however, Chris didn’t seem to be impressed. He stared Eddie down with a threatening glare that sent shivers down Roxy’s spine, a terrifying imitation of the looks she’d constantly get from Emmerich and Harrison at the outpost. Her hand closed around the hilt of her cane sword, preparing for a fight. Eddie, to his credit, just stared back at the older man, pulling out his phone and tilting his head. “Well?”

Chris scoffed, turned on his heel, and walked out the door, his men following along behind him. Roxy let out a sigh of relief, her whole body deflating as her muscles untensed. Holy shit, that was close. She went over to the counter and surprised Eddie by wrapping him in a hug.

“Thank you so much, Eddie. You might have just saved our lives.”

He returned the embrace after a short period of surprise. “Hey, don’t mention it. That dude was a hunter, right?”

Roxy pulled back. “Yeah. The same one that beat up my dad. I knew he knew that we were in Seattle, but clearly he’s closing in on us. How’d you know that was a fake badge, anyway?”

Eddie smirked. “My teenage years have been… eventful, to put it one way. Fell into some bad crowds and did some stupid shit that got me into trouble when I was younger. Did two months in juvie for some petty thievery and vandalism when I was 15, which was not fun, and then I was still grounded for like a year when I got out. Definitely learned my lesson. Still, I know what police badges are meant to look like, so I knew that guy’s was fake. I’ll admit though, I just made up the bit about it being thirty years out of date to sound cool.”

Roxy laughed. “Well, it worked! You’re just lucky he didn’t call your bluff.”

“Yeah, well… Hopefully, that’s the last we’ll see of him.”

“If only we could be so lucky for once. If he knew enough to ask here, it’s probably only a matter of time before he closes in.”

“He can try,” Eddie replied. “As long as you guys are in Seattle, we’ll have your backs.”

Roxy gave him a weak smile. “I appreciate the sentiment, but don’t put yourself in danger for our sakes. We all know how to fight, so god forbid, if anything does happen, let us handle it, okay? Besides, with any luck, we’ll be out of the city long before he finds where we’re staying. It should only be a few more days before we’re ready to leave, hopefully. We just need to keep our heads down until then.”

“Man, your life sounds so exciting. I’m jealous.”

She raised an eyebrow at him. “Jealous of what? I have PTSD and an anxiety disorder, and there’s a global organisation of people who are actively trying to kill me and my friends. I’d do anything to be able to just settle down and live normally like you guys.”

He shrugged. “People want what they don’t have, I guess.”

She sighed. “I guess so.”

—

After the scare yesterday at the minimart, everyone was on edge. The pressure was on, and they all knew it wouldn’t be long until Chris tracked down where they were staying. Thankfully, Clarissa had finally managed to source a flight for them, at a small airfield somewhere in California. They were leaving tonight, so while everyone else was packing their things and getting ready to go, Roxy and Sam were enjoying some quiet time in their room together, knowing this might be the last time they get any privacy for a long while.

Roxy laid in Sam’s lap while she read a book, with Sam reading along over her shoulder, her arms wrapped around Roxy’s middle. She wasn’t really making much progress, though. She’d read the same paragraph at least three times over at this point and still hadn’t absorbed any of it. Her mind was too preoccupied on everything going on to be bothered with her favourite book.

“You gonna turn the page?” Sam quietly asked, her breath tickling Roxy’s ear and making her shiver.

She sighed, closing the book and putting it down. “I can’t focus on it. I just… can’t stop worrying about Chris finding us.”

Sam gently squeezed her. “Hey, we’ll be gone by tonight, and by the time he realises we’ve left, we’ll already be half way across the world. It’ll be okay.”

“I know. I just don’t want phwa or any of my cousins to get hurt.”

“Well, If you want a distraction…” Her hand slowly slid down to the hem of Roxy’s leggings. “I can think of a few things that might help?”

A little spark went off in Roxy’s belly, but she hesitated. She wanted to be ready in case something happened. That being said, there was really nothing she could do to speed things up on their end or slow them down on Chris’s. All she could do right now was wait until they were ready to go and hope for the best. Besides, there were two direwolves in the house, and two other werewolves on call should anything happen, so really, how ready did she need to be? Did she really want to spend her last bit of privacy with Sam being constantly stressed out? Sam gently kissed her neck and what remained of her resolve shattered like glass.

“Yeah, okay,” she whispered. Sam grinned and slipped her hand under the hem of Roxy’s pants, sliding it down between her legs. Roxy let out a sigh, deflating against her mate as she got to work, gently unravelling her with practised efficiency. She turned her head and Sam captured her mouth in a soft kiss, swallowing the quiet noises that were escaping from her throat against her will. Sam’s other hand travelled under her shirt, lovingly caressing her bare skin. It was all Roxy could ask for and more, completely surrounded by a haze of pleasure. It wasn’t possible for her to completely turn her mind off and stop worrying, but when she was with Sam like this, it was easier to put those things in the background, and just focus on the sensation of Sam making her feel good. And Sam was making her feel very good right now.

Sam shifted and gently laid her down, sadly removing her hand from Roxy’s pants but, on the bright side, taking off both of their shirts and bras in the process. She showered Roxy’s neck and chest with kisses and love-bites, slowly travelling down her body, guided by the twitching hand in her hair as Roxy led her to where she needed her the most. Sam licked a strip up her abs and laughed at the way Roxy’s breath hitched.

“Feel good?” she asked with a cheeky smirk, crawling back up and kissing her girlfriend.

Roxy kissed back forcefully before pulling away. “Would’ve felt a lot better if it was between my legs.”

Sam hummed, lying down on top of her. “Always so impatient.”

Roxy grinned, scratching Sam behind an ear and watching with satisfaction as she leaned into it. “I just like it when my good girl does what she’s told.”

Sam flushed red at the pet name, but remained steadfast in her teasing. “You never told me to do anything.”

Roxy leaned up and bit her neck hard enough to earn a hiss. “Keep being a smartass and see what happens.” She licked the wound in a gentle apology.

Sam let out a quiet laugh. “Don’t tempt me with a good time.”

Roxy placed a hand on her waist and was about to flip her over and give her what she wanted when both of their phones loudly chimed twice from the bedside table, freezing them in place. That chime only meant one thing. 

Two GPS signals were just activated. 

They both shared a worried look before quickly untangling themselves from each other, scrambling for their phones. Roxy grabbed hers and turned it on, greeted by two notifications she hoped never to see. Leif and Drew had both turned on their GPS trackers. She frowned. They hadn’t said anything about going out, so where were they? She tapped on the notification and it opened a map, showing that both signals were coming from inside the house.

She became aware of the sound of pounding footsteps heading towards their room and only just managed to cover up her bare chest in time for Leif to slam the door open.

“Guys! It’s- woah, sorry!” She hastily covered her eyes. “Get dressed, quickly! Chris is here!”

—

“I don’t care who you say you are! This is private property! Leave before I call the police!” Maiah yelled. This stupid redhead with his ugly villain goatee just wasn’t getting the memo.

He stared back at her unnervingly, without a hint of emotion on his face. “Like I explained before, ma’am, I am the police. We have reason to believe there are wanted fugitives hiding at this property. Now, please step aside.”

“‘We’ who? You’re completely alone. Besides, don’t you need a warrant for that?”

His eyebrow twitched, ever-so-slightly, and all of a sudden Maiah felt a burst of adrenaline flood her body, preparing for danger. “Step aside, or I’ll have you arrested for aiding and abetting.”

“Mom!” Eddie ran to her side. “This guy isn’t a real cop! He’s the one that showed up to the minimart yesterday!”

Maiah looked from her son to the man at the door, remembering what Roxy had said when they came home yesterday. The man who came to the store was a hunter, the same one that hurt her little brother. The man in front of her hurt her little brother. He tied him to a chair, beat him senseless, mocked him about his daughter’s torture, and broke his heart. Her fight or flight instincts settled on an option, and she wasn’t about to run, that was for sure.

She surged out and punched the man - Chris, if she remembered right - square across the jaw. It was by no means a good punch. She had no experience, and from the pain that shot up her arm when she made contact, she definitely did something wrong, but it was sudden enough to send Chris reeling backwards.

He grunted, turning back to her with a terrible fire in his green eyes. “Yep, you’re Damien’s sister, alright.” He reached into his coat and Maiah had all of half a second to fear for her life before an auburn wolf suddenly came out of nowhere and pounced on him, bringing him to the ground with an arm stuck firmly between its powerful, thrashing jaws. An unfamiliar man with tan skin and dark, curly hair came running up after the beast with a gun in hand, yelling to her. 

“Run! Get your family out of here, we’ll handle this!”

She was too shocked to even process his words, let alone do what he said, just standing there helplessly as the fight progressed in front of her. Chris managed to kick the wolf off and pulled a gun out of his coat, firing at it wildly as he climbed back to his feet. It managed to get away, running around the side of the house, so Chris turned his attention to the unfamiliar man. He dove to the ground to avoid the incoming fire, but the gun clicked empty. Chris threw it away, charging at the man while he was down and trying to wrench the other weapon out of his grip.

A hand closed around her wrist and she snapped out of her trance, turning to see Roxy, holding a sword. She could hear glass breaking elsewhere in the house. “We need to go! Come on!”

—

Roxy sped through the house, dragging her aunt along by the wrist as all hell broke loose around her. Windows were being smashed in left and right, hunters pouring through them in waves. She passed Sam who was fighting off three at once, slashed the leg of one who was about to take a swing at Leif, giving her an opening for the kill, and watched as Drew kicked one out the back door and sent him flying, clearing a path for her relatives to escape. Thankfully, phwa and Stella were at the store today, so that was two less people to worry about. Her dad was already in the back room, standing in front of his younger niece and nephew protectively, and Eddie was following along at her side.

She shoved Maiah towards her kids, pointing out the back door. “Take them and go! We’ll call you when it’s safe!”

“But what about you?!”

“We’ll be fine, we’re trained for this!”

They shared a long look and Maiah nodded, grabbing her kids and running out the back. A series of gunshots cracked off from somewhere behind her, but Roxy did her best to ignore it, praying it wasn’t aimed at anyone she cared about. She turned to her dad, who was still just standing there. “What are you doing? Go!”

He shook his head. “I’m not leaving you, Roxy! From now on, we stay toge- Watch out!”

She turned just in time to glimpse the hunter swinging at her. Her instincts kicked in and she ducked under his blade, spinning around and bringing her sword up to slice straight through his side. It wasn’t deep enough to kill him outright, but he would be done for without medical attention, and he certainly wasn’t going to be fighting anymore. He crumpled to the ground with a cry and Roxy took his sword, handing it to her dad. “Take this and find somewhere to hide. Stay safe.”

“You too, Roxy. I love you.”

With one last meaningful look, she turned away from him and leapt into the fray, assessing the situation. Sam seemed to be holding her own pretty well, but that was to be expected. The hunters weren’t being quite as aggressive with her as they were with the rest of them, no doubt because they needed her alive. Leif was doing okay as well, Clarissa lithely pouncing back and forth and supporting her. Drew was in the back room with her, or at least he had been a second ago, having just launched himself across half of the house to take down someone who just aimed a gun in Leif’s direction. Thankfully, aside from the handful of shots she’d heard earlier, they seemed to be mainly using swords, no doubt at least partially due to the close-quarters environment they were fighting in.

She jumped in to give Sam a hand, driving her sword through the back of a hunter that was trying to get the drop on her from behind with a syringe in his hand. There were two other hunters in front of her, keeping her at bay with their swords. Every swipe of her claws was met with a parry that came dangerously close to taking fingers off. Roxy circled around Sam’s massive form, ducking in for a low strike aiming to take out one of the hunter’s legs. She didn’t want to kill them if she didn’t have to, but they’d left her crippled after her last run in with them, and she had no problem with returning the favour.

He noticed at the last second and brought his sword down to block her swing. They clashed with a clang of metal and the hunter turned his attention onto her, swiping upwards. She stepped back out of the arc and he stepped forward, continuing the assault with a jab. She side-stepped the blade and moved in to counter-attack with a horizontal slice aimed at his midsection. He threw himself backwards to dodge it, unwittingly slamming into his friend and giving Sam an opening to take them both out with a single powerful punch. There was no time to rest, however, as more hunters were still pouring in through the windows near them. A massive guy came through, tackling Sam to the ground, followed by two more hunters who closed in on Roxy.

She summoned her claws as she frantically backed up, batting away sword strikes left and right. Her back hit a table and she flipped up onto it without missing a beat, mounting a counterattack from the high ground. One of the hunters swept at her ankles and she punished his over-reach by stomping on his wrist, breaking it with a satisfying snap. Keeping up her momentum, she drove that foot into the other hunter's face with a kick that almost sent his nose through the other end of his skull. She was about to finish them off when a third hunter flew into them from behind like a cannonball, slamming them into the table with enough force to snap its legs. She lost her balance as the floor tilted out from underneath her, sending her careening back to the ground in a painful heap.

“Sorry!” Drew called from across the room. Roxy picked herself up and noticed that his plan of attack seemed to be ‘throw the hunters around like ragdolls,’ concluding that he’d probably been the source of the projectile asshole that broke her phwa’s table. To be fair, it seemed to be working quite well. The hunters were giving him a wide berth, afraid that any failed attack would result in them being flung into a wall at deadly speeds. Confident that he didn’t need any help, Roxy turned back around, searching for where she was needed most.

Sam was still rolling around on the floor with that huge guy, digging furrows into his skin with her claws as he tried and failed to get her into a headlock. Leif and Clarissa were still tearing shit up together, covering each other’s backs with well-practised teamwork. This past year of training had clearly paid off. She looked around some more, but was confused when she couldn’t find Pedro anywhere. Surely he wasn’t still fighting Chris outside, right? If it was taking that long, something was wrong.

Her decision made, she sped towards the front door, cutting down any hunter that dared get in her way with sword and claws. She had just about made it into the entrance hall when someone came out of nowhere and sunk a fist right into her solar plexus. The wind rushed out of her and she stumbled backwards, searching for her attacker as she struggled to suck in a breath. Something hit her from behind, right in the kidney, and she spun around, forcing herself not to double over in pain. She caught a flash of reddish-blond hair right before her sword disappeared out of her hand and something cracked her in the nose. She didn’t even have time to react to the pain as the world suddenly flipped around her and she found herself lying on her back, staring up at Chris’s snarling face. His bloody hands tightened around her neck, and she didn’t need a heightened sense of smell to know that the blood was Pedro’s.

“Wh-what did you do to Pedro, you son of a bitch?” She wheezed out of her rapidly closing windpipe, uselessly trying to pry his fingers away.

He grinned, wide and terrible. “Oh, I wouldn’t worry about him. He had a stomach ache, so he’s taking a time out. I would worry more about yourself, mangy half-breed.”

She tried to reach up to his face, but it was futile. He simply kept his full weight leaning on her throat with one hand while slapping her hands away with the other. She tried digging her claws into his arm, but he was wearing some kind of padding underneath his coat that made it useless. When she tried the same thing on his hands, he pulled a gun out of his coat and pressed the barrel right to her forehead, shutting that idea down irrefutably. Darkness began pooling at the edges of her vision as her meagre air supplies ran low, and her heart started pounding as it desperately tried to keep her brain oxygenated.

She heard Sam call her name, but from the sound of struggling, it didn’t seem likely that she would be able to come to the rescue this time. She wondered briefly why Chris didn’t just shoot her, but the pure seething hatred in his eyes answered that question well enough. He wanted her to suffer. For what reason, she didn’t know, but she would gladly return the favour if given the chance, so she supposed it was fair. Either way, he was certainly getting his money’s worth. Her lungs were burning like they were about to explode. Was this where she was going to die?

“Chris! Let her go or I’ll shoot!”

She didn’t know whether to be happy or terrified that her dad called out to him. On one hand, Chris looked away from her and lifted his weight enough for her to suck in a lungful of beautiful, beautiful air, warding off the encroaching darkness that threatened to swallow her whole. On the other, her dad just called attention to himself in a room full of hunters. …Or, actually, maybe not? It had gotten awfully quiet all of a sudden.

Chris grinned that awful grin of his. “You’re not gonna shoot me, darling. You like me too much!”

“It’s over! All of your men are either dead or incapacitated! Let her go or join them, shitbag!” This time it was Drew. There was the sound of movement and Chris pressed the gun tighter against her head.

“Ah-ah! Anyone takes another step, and her brains paint the floor. You don’t want your little pet to die, do you, direwolf?”

“Whatever you do to her, I’ll do to you tenfold, you fucking coward!” Sam yelled.

“Last warning, Chris. Please don’t make me do this.”

“Do you really think you can shoot me? Do you really think you have it in you? Because I don’t. I know you, Damien. You’re weak. You’re scared. You’re a pathetic little man with a small dick who doesn’t have the gut-”

A shot rang out and Chris screamed, recoiling back and dropping his gun to clutch his shoulder. Roxy made her move, swiping at his face with her claws. They sliced straight through his skin like razors, sinking into his left eye socket and turning the fragile eye within into little more than a puddle of jelly as they passed through, leaving four perfect little lines permanently carved across his face. 

The pitch of his screams reached new heights as he practically threw himself off of her, turning to run. She wasn’t about to let him get away though, grabbing his discarded gun and surging to her feet, taking aim before pulling the trigger.

It clicked empty. The whole time, it was empty.

In a fit of rage, Roxy screamed and hurled the gun at him with all her might. It cracked him right on the head as he fled, but did little to impede his progress as he sped away and darted out of sight. She dropped to her knees and punched the ground. “Fuck! Come back here you fucking coward!”

She felt herself be wrapped in a hug as her emotions took over and tears started to fall, recognising Sam and her father’s scents. A soft hand cupped her face and she found herself staring into Sam’s concerned eyes. “Are you alright? Your neck’s already bruising.”

Roxy ignored her. They couldn’t stop yet. Pedro might still be alive. They might be able to help him. “W-we need… to help Pedro…”

“Don’t worry, chica. I’m okay.”

She looked up and there he was, standing in the doorway, clutching his bloody side in a worryingly familiar position. She shot to her feet and sped over. “Pedro! You’re bleeding!”

He waved her off, limping over to a chair and collapsing onto it. “Ah, don’t worry about me. He got me good, but thanks to the ritual, silver doesn’t work like it used to. It was nothing I couldn’t heal up.”

Clarissa trotted over to him, her snout absolutely caked in blood. He laughed at the sight of her. “Wow, haven’t you been busy?”

She growled happily and headbutted his hand, earning a scratch.

“I’m glad you’re okay,” Leif said as she walked up. “I was starting to get worried when you didn’t come inside.”

“As if that asshole could kill me. You all seemed to do well for yourselves too, by the looks of things in here.”

“Oh my god.”

They all turned to the doorway to find Stella and her phwa, staring at the state of the house in shock.

“Uh, we can explain?” Roxy tried. Her hands and face were still covered in blood.

Phwa took one look at her and fainted.

—

Pedro laid in the bed of his motel room, flipping through TV channels mindlessly. He was far too tired and sore to actually tune into anything. Between trying to patch up things back at the house and trying to find a place to stay for the night, he was completely spent. The police had arrived not long after Roxy’s grandma and cousin, followed closely by a group of feds calling themselves the ‘Washington Werewolf Affairs Unit,’ or the WaWAU for short. Apparently, they’d existed since before the secret got out, but were only really used to cover up werewolf-related crimes that the police had stumbled upon. Now that everyone knew, they’d repurposed to protect werewolves from police prosecution in the event of hunter attacks, apparently part of the werewolf protection initiative by the Washington government. Pedro wasn’t complaining. He’d come this close to ending up in handcuffs after the boys in blue saw the bloodbath that was the house, but once the WaWAU agents stepped in, they were pretty much kicked from the scene.

The few surviving hunters were arrested and a cleanup crew was called in to dispose of the bodies. The whole process was a lot smoother than he’d been expecting and by the time they’d all been interviewed and everything was finished, the sun had barely even set yet. The cleanup team was still hard at work scrubbing blood from the floor and walls, but that was about it. Once everyone was packed up and ready to go, Pedro made sure to talk with Roxy’s grandma, Myitzu. He apologised profusely for all the trouble their pack put her and her family through, and put her in contact with a member of the Council who would cover the costs of any and all repairs, as well as give her an extra bonus to make up for the emotional damages. Surprisingly, though, she wasn’t all that upset. She still took the money, of course, but she was just happy that Roxy and her friends were okay. She knew the hunters were dangerous, and didn’t blame any of them for inadvertently bringing them there.

Once everything had been sorted out, they finally piled back in the van and set off for California. They wanted to get to Portland before calling it a night, but everyone was so exhausted that they ended up just pulling into a roadside motel after about an hour of driving, which is how they found themselves where they were now. Pedro and Damien were sharing a room while Clarissa got one to herself, and the kids had two between them. Roxy’s cat was tagging along for the ride as well, currently hiding somewhere beneath Damien’s bed.

“What’s the matter? Can’t pick a channel?” Damien asked.

Pedro sighed. “Nah.” He chucked the remote over onto Damien’s bed. “You can have it. I’m too exhausted to pay attention to anything.”

He raised the book he was reading slightly, presenting it. “I’m good, I’ve got this.”

Pedro hummed, laying back on the bed and staring up at the ceiling. After a while, he spoke up. “Are you okay, Damien? Today was… Today was pretty heavy, especially for a first-timer.”

Damien was silent for a moment before responding. “It was… shocking, to say the least, seeing those kids fight like that. Seeing them… kill. I… I knew the three girls had all done it before for one reason or another, but… it’s another thing entirely actually seeing it happen. Seeing my Roxy take someone’s life. I know it’s self-defence, but it’s still hard to wrap my head around, y’know? When I think about what she was like when she was younger, it’s hard to imagine the person she’s grown into today. But, at the same time, I’m proud of her. She’s become so strong. Even after everything she’s been through, she never stopped fighting for what she wanted. As much as I hate to admit it, she gets that from her mother, not me.”

“Don’t sell yourself short, hermano. You’re a lot stronger than you think. The way you stood up to Chris today? That took guts. Yeah, Roxy’s mom might have been headstrong, and she definitely got that from her, but that’s not the same as having what it takes in the face of danger. You, Damien? You have what it takes.”

Damien smiled. It was a small thing, but it was there. “Thanks. You didn’t see the way I was shaking, though. It’s a miracle I actually managed to hit him with how much my hands were quivering. I… I wasn’t even going to come out, at first. But when I saw Roxy on the floor, something just… changed in me. Like a switch had been flipped. It was the same when Chris had me tied up. Roxy was in danger and I wasn’t going to stop until she was safe again.”

Pedro grinned. “Maybe it’s the werewolf spirit,” he joked.

Damien chuckled. “Maybe.”

Pedro’s stomach rumbled. He grunted and painstakingly lifted himself from the bed. “I’m gonna check on the kids and get something from the vending machine. Do you want anything?”

“I’m okay. Thank you, though. For, um… for the conversation, as well.”

Pedro waved him off. “Don’t mention it. I’m here anytime you need to talk. You’re family.”

Damien smiled. “Thank you. That means a lot.”

Pedro stepped out into the hallway, stretching and cracking his back. The skin on his stomach felt tight around the freshly healing scar from Chris’s knife. Just another one for the collection, he supposed. He made his way up to the door of Leif and Drew’s room, but found that it was completely silent inside. Slightly worried, he crept up to the next door, but was quickly filled with relief at the sound of laughter.

He rapped his knuckles on the door and cracked it open, peeking inside. 

“-ah! Drew! Get your prickly-ass face off of me!” Sam said with a laugh.

“It’s just a hug, Sam! Don’t you loooove me?”

“There are limits to the extent of my love and your stupid scratchy face is one of them!” She attempted to push him off, but her efforts were futile.

Pedro cleared his throat, getting their attention. They were all curled up on the bed in a big cuddle pile, limbs tangled together to the point where it was hard to see where one person ended and the next began. It was nice seeing them all together like that, actually embracing their bond with each other, Sam and Drew squabbling like siblings while Leif and Roxy watched on in amusement. It reminded him of Debbie, Mark, and Carol. It was how a pack should be.

Roxy yawned, sprawled half on top Sam and half underneath Leif. “Hey, Pedro. What’s up?”

He smiled, leaning against the doorframe. “Nothing. What are you guys up to?”

“We were just watching a movie, but then Drew decided he wanted to sand my face off with his cheek,” Sam whined. “Leif! Get your boyfriend under control!”

“Believe me, I’ve tried,” Leif replied. “I’ve found workarounds, but I’m not sure they’d work for you. He’s, uh… A bit of a brat, if you catch my drift.”

Roxy burst out laughing and Drew turned bright red, finally leaving Sam alone. “Hey! Don’t tell them that!”

“Must be a werewolf thing, cuz Sam’s the same,” Roxy muttered with a grin. Now it was Sam’s turn to catch alight.

“Roxyyyy!” She covered her face with her hands.

Pedro, on the other hand, did not catch Leif’s drift, and had no idea what the big deal was. He cleared his throat again. “Uh, anyway… I was headed to the vending machine, do you guys want anything?”

“Nah, we’re good,” Roxy said.

He shrugged and nodded. “Alright, I’ll leave you to it.”

He shut the door and immediately heard some sort of shriek behind it as the antics started up again. With a slight chuckle, he walked off, headed for the lobby vending machine. He was glad that they were still able to laugh and have fun after such a hard day. More than that, he was glad that no one had gotten seriously hurt, aside from himself. The hunters were nothing to scoff at, especially at the scale of today’s ambush. The fact that they came away relatively unscathed was nothing short of a miracle. It filled him with pride, both at how far his students had come, and at how well he and Clarissa had done training them.

When he finally returned to his bed and was lulled to sleep, it was to the sounds of his pack’s muffled laughter, filtering through the thin walls of the motel and filling his mind with thoughts of family.

At least until someone screamed for them to shut up. But it was nice while it lasted.

—

Chris stared at his mangled face in the dingy gas station bathroom mirror before wrapping a fresh bandage around his head, gritting his teeth against the pain. His left arm was useless, the bullet that Damien shot him with still lodged in his shoulder. He would need surgery to get it out. Surgery wasn’t going to help his eye, though. That little bitch’s claws had ruined it beyond repair. He would forever be marked for his failure today, reminded every single time he looked in the mirror.

He wouldn’t let her get away with it. Her or her mutt father. He couldn’t believe that Damien was telling the truth, that they actually had werewolf blood. He’d screwed a fucking werewolf. Just the mere thought made him want to castrate himself in shame, so that he’d never make such a mistake again. It would be stupid to injure himself more, though. He comforted himself with thoughts of beating that little girl within an inch of her life and making her father watch. No amount of suffering would be enough to make up for what they’d done to him, but it would make him feel better, at the very least.

His bandages replaced, he fished his phone out of his pocket and called the leader of his backup group. The man answered in less than two rings.

“Yes, sir?”

“The hunt failed. Group A was entirely wiped out, and the wolves got away. I managed to get the plates of the vehicle they were travelling in, though. I’ll send them through. Track them down, and find out where they’re going. Do not fail me like Group A did.”

“Yes, sir. Laudate lucem solis.”

“Laudate lucem solis.”

Chris hung up the phone and put it away, satisfied that he’d get his revenge soon enough.

            

    
        34: Road Trip Blues

    
    
    
    
                Sam sighed, watching her girlfriend’s sleeping form as she rested in the back of the van, the countryside speeding past outside the window. She was nestled up against Leif’s side, her head lying against the other girl’s shoulder, with her cat sleeping in her lap. Sam’s eyes gravitated to the nasty, hand-shaped bruise around her neck, now barely more than a faded yellow mark after almost a day of healing. Just looking at it made her feel sick, images of Roxy’s purple face flashing through her head, bloody and tear-soaked while that maniac strangled her. She’d been completely useless then, unable to do anything to stop him. If it hadn’t been for Damien…

“Hey, you feeling alright?” Drew asked from beside her.

She hesitated before answering. “Just… thinking about yesterday.”

Drew hummed. “Yeah. Me too.”

They both sat in silence for a moment before Drew spoke up again. “Last night was fun though, huh?” He nudged against her shoulder.

A small smile cracked her lips. “Yeah. Though, I could’ve done without the whole ‘sanding my face off’ thing.”

He smirked. “You’re a big girl, you can take it.” He went in for a hug to try and do it again, but she warded him off with a growl.

“You do that again, and I’ll bite your fingers off.”

They both stared at each other for a tense moment before bursting into giggles. She leaned against him, resting her head on his shoulder. “A brat,” she whispered. “Who would’ve thought?”

He hissed and elbowed her off of him. “Not another word. What Leif and I get up to in the bedroom is none of your business.”

She laughed and bumped against him again. “I’m just teasing.” She looped an arm around his and squeezed it like it was a pillow, craving physical touch but not wanting to disturb Roxy’s rest to get it.

Drew grumbled but otherwise didn’t protest. They’d been driving for a couple of hours at that point and were roughly halfway through Oregon. Their destination was a small airfield about an hour south of Fresno, so they still had a decent bit of travel in front of them. There was a bit of debate on whether or not they should just rotate drivers and do the whole trip in one go, or if they should stop at night for food and rest. Roxy was the only one who didn’t have her licence, so it wasn’t like there was a shortage of drivers, but food was an issue. They only had what they could pick up from gas stations along the way, which amounted to little more than insubstantial snack foods and questionable pre-packaged sandwiches, not nearly enough to feed a group of five five werewolves and two humans. Still, time was of the essence, and if they had to go hungry for a couple hours to make it before Chris found out where they were going, they could deal with it. They knew better than to underestimate him after he tracked them down in Seattle.

That still posed the question of what they were going to eat on the flight, though. Sam didn’t know where exactly in Australia they were going, but she knew the flight was going to be long, no doubt with a few stops for refuelling along the way. She was not looking forward to it. The idea of flying freaked her out to the point where she would’ve been tempted to not even go on this little trip had her presence not been specifically requested. Being sealed into a metal tube thousands of feet in the air, where even the slightest mishap could result in fiery death that she had absolutely no control over? No thank you! She’d prefer to be killed by something she at least had a chance of punching her way out of.

“Do you think Chris will find us?” Drew asked quietly, barely louder than a whisper. Sam noticed a distinct hint of anxiety permeating his scent. “I mean, there shouldn’t be any way for him to find out where we’re going once we get in the air, right? Do the hunters even have a presence in Australia?”

Sam remembered the story Clarissa had told them when the two of them first met, about how she’d gotten the scar across her stomach. “I think they do. Clarissa was attacked by them while she was there in the past.”

Drew hummed worriedly. “Still though, they have no way of knowing that’s our destination. We didn’t tell any of Roxy’s family members. The only ones that know are us and the Council. They’d… they’d have to be on high alert at every single airport in the world, and there’s no way they have that much reach. We’ll… He won’t be able to find us. We’ll be okay.”

It sounded more like he was trying to convince himself than anyone else. “Hopefully, Roxy ripping half of his face off was enough to discourage him from trying again,” Sam said. She knew it wouldn’t be, but hopefully the white lie would help Drew calm down a little. Chris seemed far too set on capturing them to be turned off by a little injury. If anything, it would make him try harder. He already hated Roxy enough to single her out during the fight even before she gouged his eye out. The permanent disability would only spur him on.

Her encouragement seemed to have the desired effect and Drew’s heart rate slowed. “Hm, yeah. Hopefully.”

Roxy whimpered a little in her sleep, her face scrunching up. Sam’s heart twinged.

“Hey Leif, could you…?” She gestured to Roxy, hopefully getting her point across.

Leif looked at her and then glanced down at Roxy, seeing her distressed expression. “Oh, yeah. Sure.” She looped an arm over Roxy’s shoulders and squeezed her close. Roxy’s expression relaxed a little, but her shoulders were still tense. If she was having a nightmare, there wasn’t really much they could do, but hopefully the physical touch would help her through the worst of it.

They sat in silence for a little while, listening to the sounds of the engine and Pedro’s songs playing from the radio up the front. It was relaxing, and Sam would’ve fallen asleep right there were it not for the fact that the bumpy ride was making her mildly nauseous. It turned out she didn’t exactly do super well on long car rides when she wasn’t the one behind the wheel. Maybe she should offer herself up as the next driver.

It was about half an hour later when Roxy finally woke up, startling herself awake and looking around to get her bearings. Sam gave her an encouraging smile, still feeling the residual fear through her mark from whatever nightmare she’d been having, and Roxy returned it with a shaky one of her own. It seemed a little like Roxy was trying not to cry, from the way she was biting down on her bottom lip and balling her hands into fists. Sam’s chest tightened in worry, but she didn’t bring it up just yet, knowing that Roxy wouldn’t appreciate it if she called her out in front of everyone. They pulled into a gas station and everyone got up to stretch their legs and buy something to eat. Sam and Roxy stayed back for a little bit, catching up on some much needed alone time.

“You feeling okay?” Sam asked, slipping an arm around her shoulders.

Roxy sighed, but smiled up at her. “Just the usual, y’know? Nothing I’m not used to.”

Sam hummed, reaching out to stroke along her jaw. Roxy leaned into it, gratefully soaking up the affection. “I’m here if you need me.”

Roxy reached up and placed a hand on her cheek. “I know.”

They both leaned in and shared a soft, warm kiss, filling Sam’s stomach with butterflies. Roxy smiled against her lips before pulling back, trailing a finger down her face and around to gently hold her chin. “You know… The others will probably be in there for at least another couple minutes. We never really got to take advantage of our alone time yesterday…” She glanced up with a hopeful look.

Sam grinned, leaning back down for another, deeper kiss. Mr. Slinky, sensing the horny in the air, quickly departed from Roxy’s lap, curling up under the passenger seat instead. Sam ignored him, slipping her tongue between Roxy’s lips for a fleeting moment before pulling back, relishing in the way Roxy unconsciously chased her mouth. The shorter girl pouted, and Sam booped her on the nose with a finger. “Sorry, but I’d rather not get worked up only to be interrupted again.” 

Roxy scoffed in semi-mock outrage. “Then why did you tease me like that?!”

Sam smirked. “Because it’s fun! Also, I just wanted to kiss you again.”

Roxy grumbled and got up, begrudgingly grabbing Sam’s hand and pulling her out of the van, towards the gas station. Despite her apparent grumpiness (that Sam could tell was just for show) she kept hold of Sam’s hand the whole time they perused the shelves, leaning against her needily whenever they stopped to check something out. They grabbed a bag of off-brand corn chips and a four-pack of Monster Energy for the road before retreating back to the van, where Leif and Drew were waiting, having already finished their shopping.

Leif grimaced as Roxy cracked open a can of the strange-smelling drink. “Eugh, how do you stomach that stuff? The original flavour tastes like jet fuel.”

Roxy shrugged. “Eh, the other flavours are too sweet for me. Besides, I’ve had enough sleep for today. Time to caffeinate up!”

“Oh goodie, now that you’re awake you can enjoy the lovely scenery of bum-fuck nowhere, Oregon,” Leif deadpanned.

“I think it’s nice,” Drew said. “It’s not that different from Washington, just lots of trees and forests.”

Leif sighed. “I dunno, I was just hoping for something new by now. I’ve never been out of state before, it’s exciting, but so far, I’ve gotta say, not that impressed.”

“Well duh, we haven’t even left the pacific northwest yet. California has a lot more desert-y regions once you go a little more south.”

She reached up and ruffled his hair. “Quit it with the sass, tough guy.”

He scoffed. “That’s rich coming from you.” Despite his words, there was a fond smile on his face as he looked at her.

She smiled back. “I guess you must’ve gotten it from somewhere.” She leaned up and they shared a quick kiss.

“Aww,” Sam cooed. “You guys are so cute.”

Leif flipped her off. “I’m not cute, I’m cool. Drew is cute, though, I’ll admit it.”

“No comment,” he muttered.

The others returned to the van, having grabbed all the supplies they needed, and they set off again. This time, Roxy was firmly attached to Sam’s side, hugging her arm possessively. Her nightmare must have shaken her more than she originally let on. It certainly wouldn’t be the first time, to be fair. Sam worried a little for the length of their journey, if Roxy would have to go that long without getting any privacy to let her emotions out. It wouldn’t be too bad for her around the pack, Sam knew, but Roxy generally preferred to have her little cries with as little company as possible. Hopefully the physical touch would help her through.

Another few hours passed slowly, and eventually they crossed the border into California. It was about mid-afternoon, and they still had a good seven hours of driving in front of them before they reached their destination. Having decided resolutely that stopping for the night would be a waste of time, they settled in for the long haul. Six hours of almost non-stop driving had done a number on Sam’s ass, and she wasn’t looking forward to the rest of it. She had earned herself a spot in the driver's seat in a few hours, but that would only be a marginal improvement, and she’d still have to wait for it anyway. She was just grateful that Pedro’s driving hours had been cut short on account of him getting almost gutted yesterday. Healing an injury like that took a lot of energy, even if most of the healing was already done, and she was more than happy to pick up his slack behind the wheel to alleviate her nausea, however briefly. She’d already ended up forcing them to pull over so she could hurl her guts out on the side of the road once, and she really didn’t want it to come to that again.

It was worth it, though, at the very least for the peace of mind that they well and truly had a head start on Chris. She knew it would only be a matter of time with the hunters’ resources before he figured out where they were going, but they were making good time, and there was no way he could follow them efficiently without taking some time to heal from his injuries first as well. She took a calming breath. He wouldn’t be a danger to them for very much longer.

They were gonna be okay.

—

Chris groaned, shifting slightly and wincing as his shoulder moved and sent pain shooting through his arm. The over-the-counter painkillers he’d been able to get his hands on really weren’t effective enough for how well-and-truly beat-up his body was right now. What was left of his eye was throbbing relentlessly, and every time he tried to stand up he was struck with a wave of nausea and dizziness that sent him right back to the lumpy motel bed he was lying in. He knew he just needed to stop and rest for a while, but he didn’t want to lose the direwolves’ trail. While his team was working on tracking them down, he wasn’t the type to just sit idly by while the people who trusted him put their lives on the line to help achieve his goals. It was killing him that he wasn’t able to contribute more to the search.

He sighed, blindly grabbing the remote and switching on the TV, eager for any semblance of a distraction. What he wasn’t expecting to see was an image of his own face in a news report; a still frame from security footage from that Asian minimart he visited while tracking the direwolves. The newscaster said that police were searching for him, seeking him out for ‘questioning’ in regards to an ongoing investigation. Yeah right. This state was filled with werewolf sympathisers; the fact that there was no news about the slaughter of his men made that clear enough. None of the werewolves had even been killed, yet he was the one they were looking for? It was bullshit. He was the one trying to defend humanity from those things, but he supposed the good guys always were the underdogs. He would handle this persecution with grace, and carry on with his mission.

Thoroughly disillusioned with the news, he switched the channel, searching for something to watch, ideally fictional. He didn’t want to think about the sad state of affairs in the real world right now. He flipped through channel after channel, waiting for something to grab his eye, until something finally did. It only ended up making him feel ten times worse.

It was a rerun of a crime show that he and Damien had binged together, early on in their relationship. He used to love it, but now it only left a bad taste in his mouth as images of his ex’s face flashed through his head, a painful reminder of what he’d given up for the sake of his mission. Maybe if he hadn’t made that call, he would be cuddled up with Damien on the couch right now, eating pizza and drinking beer while they watched some other asinine show. Instead, he was in a motel room, alone, nursing injuries that Damien and his daughter had given him.

He grit his teeth and forced those memories to the back of his mind, where they’d hopefully stay. None of it mattered now. The deed was done, and there was no going back. Damien was a werewolf, anyway, so what was there to even mourn? He was an evil, hateful creature. He was a violent killer. A wild beast, who needed to be put down before he hurt someone. A horrible… 

Nope. Try as he might, he just couldn’t do it. He just couldn’t reconcile the image of Damien he had in his head; the timid, caring, nervous wreck of a man, with what he knew a werewolf to be. Damien… just wasn’t like that. Yeah, he’d shot him, which came as quite a shock to Chris, even after the whole ‘biting half of his cheek off’ thing, but… he didn’t just do it for no reason. In both situations, he was protecting his daughter. Chris would admit he could understand.

Speaking of the little devil-spawn, on the other hand. Clearly, Roxanne got most of her personality from her mother, because it was very easy to reconcile his mental image of her with that of a werewolf, even without her glowing amber eyes or the claws that slashed his face to ribbons. She was violent and headstrong and wild, through and through; pretty much the textbook definition of a werewolf. He knew all about her escapades, from the fights she’d been in at school to the men she’d cut down during her escape from the outpost. She was a born killer, without a shred of remorse for her actions. Sure, maybe her torture was a valid excuse - anyone who’d been subjected to the things he saw in that footage was bound to be a little fucked up - but still. She’d been just as violent and erratic before her kidnapping as after, she just had the mental fortitude to not kill or mutilate anyone who upset her yet. It was a close thing, though. The way she ruthlessly beat on one of her classmates before breaking her arm in that streetfight made that very clear.

Chris let out a sigh. If not for that girl, they could’ve been happy. He just wished Damien could see that. He just wished… for a second chance, honestly. A chance to prove himself. To show Damien how corrupted his daughter had become by the company she kept. It would be a difficult pill for him to swallow, he knew, but… It was the only way they could be happy again. Damien’s blood didn’t make him a bad person, he realised that now, but if he stayed on this path with those wolves, he was afraid that he might fall into the darkness anyway, just like his daughter. Chris only hoped he could reach him in time to stop it.

…fists colliding with a sobbing face, over and over, blood pouring from a broken nose and split lips.

…“Do you really think you can shoot me? Do you really think you have it in you? Because I don’t. I know you, Damien. You’re weak. You’re scared. You’re a pathetic little man with a small dick who doesn’t have the gut-”

Chris yelled and threw the TV remote at the screen, smashing it. He knew he’d already fucked up, he didn’t need his stupid brain reminding him of exactly how. He could only hope that Damien would forgive him for his outbursts someday, should they manage to reconcile. 

There was a knock on the door; two taps, a pause, and three taps. One of his soldiers, in that case. He dragged himself out of the bed with a groan, leaning against the wall until the room stopped spinning and his head stopped pounding. He gingerly made his way to the door and pulled it open, greeted by the sight of his second-in-command, a young woman who he’d been working with since early on in his career. She saluted. “Sir!”

He leaned against the doorframe, far too exhausted to care about appearances, especially with someone he was so familiar with. “Give me some good news, Watson?”

“The van that the wolves are travelling in was just sighted crossing the border from Oregon to California. Based on their route, we believe they’re heading further south, though we haven’t pinpointed an exact destination yet.”

Chris hummed, trying to wrack his brains through the thick fog of pain. “Alright. We should get moving if we want a chance of catching up. Have the guys check out any non-commercial and non-military airfields in California. They know better than to take a commercial airliner with us looking for them, but their goal is still overseas, so I think it’s likely that they’ve sourced an alternative.”

Watson saluted. “Yes, sir! Would you like help packing your bags?”

He waved her off with his good arm. “I barely unpacked in the first place. I would appreciate it if you carried them for me though, if it’s not too much trouble.”

“Of course, sir,” she replied without hesitation. He sighed as she passed him, entering the room. Watson was originally a street-hire, like Roxanne. They never ended up being high-ranking members of the Sons, on account of all the ‘obedience training.’ Chris suspected it was difficult for them to even think for themselves, after so much conditioning to get them to listen to commands without question. Usually he would feel bad about taking advantage of Watson’s obedience for such a menial task, but as it was, he was pretty much unable to carry his things himself, so he sucked it up. Besides, he and Watson had a rapport, anyway. It wasn’t like ordering around a random servant. He’d known her since she was in training. They were friends.

His mind travelled to that security footage from the Dewsbury outpost. He remembered the way that Emmerich had come onto Roxanne, convinced that she would reciprocate, only for her to smash his head in. He fooled himself into thinking that her fear-driven obedience was actually trust, and fondness. But… that was different. Emmerich was a sadistic maniac who had no idea how to actually condition a trainee. He was just torturing her to get his rocks off, not putting any effort into actually building a bond and making the trainee want to listen to their superiors. It was different with Watson. Chris hadn’t been the one to condition her, but he was the one to train her squad, teach her how to fight and how to hold herself. Her conditioner actually knew what he was doing. Watson wanted to fight for the Sons.

“Sir? Are you okay?”

He snapped out of his thoughts and turned to her, where she was carrying all of his bags like they weighed nothing. His eyes zoned in on the ugly scar on her cheek, where her conditioner had fumbled with the whip while purifying her, taking a chunk out of her face. It must have been painful. It… must have scared her.

“Sir?”

He shook his head. “I’m fine, Watson. Thank you for your concern, but I’m okay. Let’s get moving.”

They made their way through the hall and down the stairs, stopping at the front desk to check out.

“That was… room five?” The clerk asked, barely paying attention, eyes glued to a TV screen hanging above the counter.

“Yes,” Chris replied, placing his payment on the counter.

The man grunted, looking down to count the money. Once he was done he looked up, and was seemingly about to say something, but he paused when he saw Chris’s face. His eyes narrowed. Chris clenched his fist.

“Hey… Ain’t you that guy from that news report?”

Chris let out a long-suffering sigh. “Watson, would you mind?”

“Yes, sir.”

She pulled a silenced pistol out of her coat and aimed it at the man, pulling the trigger without a second thought. A red spray burst out the back of his head, splattering the wall behind him with viscera. Not wanting to linger any longer, the two of them left the building, heading for their car. They had some wolves to hunt.

—

It was past midnight by the time they finally arrived. The airfield sat quiet on the outskirts of a small desert town, barely even a hamlet, really. Pedro said that the flight needed time to be set up, so they would be leaving in the morning, staying overnight at a nearby motel. As was the American tradition, they grabbed a bleary-eyed dinner at the sole McDonalds in town before settling into their rooms and going to sleep.

Only, Roxy couldn’t sleep. Try as she might, with Sam half flopped over her torso and drooling on her shoulder, she was wide awake, staring up at the dark ceiling with her heart thrumming away in her chest and an awful anxiety creeping up the back of her neck. Whether it was her earlier over-indulgence in energy drinks or the fear of facing her dreams again, she didn’t know. The night was peaceful, the sound of insects chirping outside combined with the hum of the motel’s neon sign to create a calming white noise that ordinarily would have lulled Roxy straight to sleep, had it not been for the extenuating circumstances.

She let out a sigh, giving up on sleep altogether. It didn’t really matter in the end anyway, there’d be more than enough time for it on the flight. She wiggled her way out from underneath Sam’s arm and stood up with a stretch before walking over to the door, stepping out onto the balcony walk-way.

It was pleasant outside, warm, with a slight breeze that carried a familiar scent on it. She looked to her right and saw Drew, leaning on the railing with his head hanging, one hand covering his face. His shoulders were hitching up and down silently. Her heart clenched in her chest and she walked up to him, nudging him with a shoulder before settling on the railing next to him to look out over the desert.

“Hey,” she whispered. “Can’t sleep?”

He took a while to reply, collecting himself and wiping his eyes. “No,” he sniffled. 

“Me neither. You okay?”

He gripped the railing tightly and shook his head, not meeting her eyes.

She sighed. “Me neither.”

“You’re not wearing pants,” he muttered, gazing straight ahead.

She looked down at herself, only dressed in her underwear and a tank top. “Huh, oops.” She looked back up and shrugged. “It’s fine. The breeze is nice.”

That actually managed to draw a chuckle out of him, as small as it was. She smiled at the sound, nudging against him again.

“You wanna talk about it?”

He paused, letting out a long sigh. “I…” he tried, the words catching in his throat. “How… How do you do it?”

“Do what?”

“Act… so fine, after… after what happened at your grandma’s house.”

“I’m not fine. I’m just… used to it, I guess. Being scared. It’s kinda my natural state at this point.” She cracked a smile, hoping the joke would lighten things up a little. It did not.

“But… How can you be so fine with… with k-” The word cut off, like he couldn’t bring himself to say it. He took a breath and tried again. “With killing people? How do you… do it so easily?”

She took some time to consider his question. In truth, it was never something she tried to spend too much time thinking about. While she was recovering from her kidnapping, any memory of Emmerich was to be avoided at all cost, even the one where he lay dead on the ground beneath her. She didn’t like thinking about the guards she cut down in her escape, so she just didn’t. Eventually, it just sank to the back of her mind, never pulled to the surface again. She killed them because she needed to. Because if she didn’t, she’d be the one who was dead. It was survival of the fittest, the basest instincts in her brain shutting off any thoughts of ethics or morality, because they had no place in the conversation. It was kill or be killed, nothing more. The hunters at her phwa’s house wanted to take away what she held dear, and she wasn’t going to let that happen. Their lives didn’t come into consideration, because they just didn’t matter to her. 

“I just… don’t think about it. I kill them, or they kill me. If I stop and hesitate in the middle of a fight to worry about the ethics of it, I’m just gonna get myself hurt. It’s how it’s always been for me. Just one of those… necessary evils, I guess.”

Drew took a while to reply, clearly digesting her words. “I… Before it happened, I always thought, ‘I can do it if it comes down to it. The hunters are a threat and I’ll… I’ll k-kill them if it means protecting my friends.’ But… Now that it’s actually happened, now that I actually have blood on my hands, I just… Can’t stop thinking about it. Those… those men had lives, families, probably. And I… I took that from them. Who says I get to be the judge, jury, and executioner just because it’s in self-defence?”

She hummed. “They don’t have families.”

He looked at her. “Wh-what? How could you know?”

“Because I almost became one of them. Either they’re like me, kidnapped and brainwashed, and they lost their family a long time ago, or they willingly chose to participate in the genocide of an innocent people, and at that point, what they want doesn’t matter.”

He didn’t reply, just giving her this… look. She clenched her fists and sighed.

“There’s probably something wrong with me,” she admitted. “It’s just never really bothered me. My first kill was… the man who tortured me. I killed three other guards during my escape, and since then, I don’t think I’ve felt a single shred of guilt over it. Scared of the repercussions? Yeah. A little shaken up by what I did? Sure, but not once did I ever think I’d done something wrong. The world is a better place without those men in it.”

He was still just looking at her, this… expression of pity on his face. He was looking at her like she was broken. She turned away, humiliation burning behind her eyes and causing her voice to shake. “Sorry. Maybe I’m not the best person to talk about this with. Forget I said anything.”

“Roxy, I…”

She tensed, shoulders rising, waiting for the lecture she knew was coming, for him to tell her that she was a heartless freak, or a psychopath, or any number of things that she’d already thought about herself for this in the past. There was a reason she’d never told anyone before.

“No, I… I think you’re right, actually.”

She turned back to him, surprise etching across her features, a foolish hope growing in her chest.  He was frowning and staring at the ground, deep in thought.

“I… I could never even begin to understand what you went through when you were kidnapped, so of course you would have a unique perspective about it, but… but that doesn’t mean you’re wrong. It’s… just a shitty situation, with no good outcomes. The hunters will never see us as people. They won’t hesitate to kill us if they have the chance. And the only way to beat them head on… Is to be like them. If we see them as people, we hesitate. We can’t hesitate, especially not us, when the fate of our entire species rests on our backs. It’s… it’s awful, it doesn’t feel good. But, like you said. It’s… a necessary evil if we want to fight back. There’s no negotiating with them. This… is the only way. 

“It just… hurts. I want to see the good in people, in everybody. I don’t like believing that they’re beyond help. And.. the sucky thing is that they’re probably not. If we had the time, and the space, we could probably work with them to sort out their prejudices. But, we just don’t have the time. We can’t… strike up a fucking conversation with a sword swinging at our head. I don’t think it’s wrong that you feel the way you do, that the world is a better place without them. After what you’ve been through, I can’t take that away from you. I wish I could think like that, this would be so much easier if I could, but… that’s just not how I’m built, I guess.” He sighed, brushing his hand through his hair. “I’m not even sure what I’m saying anymore. This shit just sucks.”

He looked at her, and this time his expression held nothing but warmth. “I know what you were thinking earlier. You were worried I would think you were crazy, but I don’t. I think you’re just someone who’s been dealt a shit hand and is processing it as best she can. You’re not wrong for feeling how you feel about it. There’s just… no right answer here. All I can say for certain is… You’re my friend, Roxy. You’re my friend, and I love you to bits.”

Roxy wasn’t sure how long she’d been standing there for, watching him with silent tears running down her face as relief steadily filled her heart, but at that moment it all just came crashing to the surface, spilling out of her in heaving sobs as his words registered. She fell into his arms and he held her, stroking her back as she hiccuped into his shoulder. She wanted to say it back, tell him that she loved him too, but trying to do anything but cry incoherently was pointless. She was sure he got the message, all the same. Being in a pack was nice like that.

—

“What’s up with you two? Didn’t get enough sleep?”

Roxy and Drew shared a tired glance in response to Clarissa’s question. His eyes were red-rimmed and puffy, probably not much better than her own after their late-night buddy cry sesh. She shrugged, picking up her breakfast muffin and taking a bite. “Something like that.”

“We can just sleep on the plane anyway,” Drew said. “Speaking of which, what’s the plan, bossman?”

Pedro glanced out the window of the McDonalds, across the road at the airfield. “Well, they should have the plane all set up and fuelled by now, if nothing’s gone wrong. I guess we just grab our stuff and go over there?”

“Sounds good to me,” Leif said, mildly distracted by the weirdly intense game of footsie she was playing with Sam under the table.

“What about the cat?” Damien asked. “Are we just bringing him in the cabin with us?”

“I’ll give Jim a call, ask him what’s up,” Clarissa replied. “He probably won’t mind. I don’t even think it’s his plane, we’re just renting it with the Council’s money.”

“What kind of plane is it?” Roxy asked.

Clarissa just shrugged. “Dunno. Guess we’ll find out soon though.”

Leif suddenly howled in pain and doubled over, slamming her head on the table in the process. “Fuck, Sam!”

“Sorry! Sorry! I’m sorry! It was an accident! I’m sorry!”

“What? What happened?” Drew asked.

“She just kicked me in the nuts!”

“It was an accident!”

“Oh my god,” Roxy muttered, covering her grin with a hand. Sam turned to her, looking on the verge of tears.

“I didn’t mean to!”

Leif forced herself to sit up straight, clearly still in a lot of pain. “It’s- it’s fine. I’m fine. I’m okay. Didn’t need those balls anyway. Free bottom surgery.”

Sam let out a guilty whine. Clarissa just shook her head in amusement. “I sure hope there’s some ice on the plane, otherwise that’s gonna hurt something nasty.”

“It already does hurt something nasty!” Leif yelled.

“It’s a twenty hour flight, I’m sure there will be,” Pedro said.

“Twenty hours?!” Sam cried in dismay.

“A little over twenty four, actually, not counting stopovers.”

Roxy was pretty sure she witnessed Sam’s actual soul leaving her body in response to that.

—

“It’s okay, Sam. It’s gonna be fine,” Roxy said, gently stroking her thumb across Sam’s hand, even as she was squeezing it so hard it felt like her bones were being crushed.

The engines started up and Sam yelped, squeezing her eyes shut and praying under her breath.

“If it would make you feel better, Sam, I’m sure Jim wouldn’t mind if you shifted once we get up in the air,” Clarissa said from her seat across from them. 

Sam nodded, but still kept her eyes screwed tightly shut. “Okay. okay, I’ll do that.”

They’d all finally piled onto the plane after finishing breakfast - an actual private jet, to the shock of everyone present - and were getting ready for takeoff. Once they’d finished their ascent they would be allowed to move around the cabin at their leisure to indulge in any of the amenities that the plane offered, since there were no staff other than the pilot and co-pilot to take care of them, so there shouldn’t be any issue with Sam shifting and staying in the aisle to ease her anxiety.

“I never would have guessed you were such a nervous flyer,” Roxy observed. She would’ve found it funny were it not for the fact that Sam’s anxiety was leaking over to her through the mark, and thus making this whole takeoff experience very unpleasant.

There was a jolt, and they started moving. Sam all but sobbed in response. Roxy did her best to comfort her as the plane took off and before long, they were cruising along through the air. The very second that the seatbelt light turned off, Sam practically threw herself out of her seat and stripped down right then and there, shifting into her wolf form and settling into the ignorant bliss of her animal brain. Her wolf brain had no reason to be scared of the plane crashing, it would likely barely even comprehend that they were flying in the first place. She was still unsettled by the loud droning of the engines and the slight turbulence as they flew, though, so she crawled back over to Roxy and sat with her head in her lap for comfort, whining a little every time the plane would jostle.

A few hours went by slowly and eventually Sam was lulled to sleep, her head dropping from Roxy’s lap onto the floor with a heavy thunk. She was dead to the world though, so worn out by all her freaking out that not even slamming her head onto the carpet was enough to wake her up. It was more than a little funny. After a little while, Mr. Slinky came slinking up from where he’d been hiding at the back of the cabin, climbing on top of Sam’s sleeping form and settling down into her fur, his one front paw kneading as he purred up a storm.

“Hey Roxy,” Clarissa said, grabbing Roxy's attention away from her two furry idiots. “I've been meaning to ask, what's your cat's name?”

“Mr. Slinky,” she responded.

Clarissa gave her a curious look. “Why'd you name him that?”

Roxy shrugged. “I'm pretty sure I was off my head on painkillers at the time. It just came to me.”

“If his last name is Slinky, what's his first name?”

“No, his first name is Mr. Slinky”

“What's his last name then?”

“Thura, obviously.”

“Hmm.” Clarissa frowned. “I think we should give him a proper first name. Like, something Slinky Thura. Something like Greg.”

Roxy scoffed. “He is not a Greg.”

“Alright, Mrs. Smarty-pants, you give him a name.”

Roxy hesitated, observing the little ball of black fur. “Stinky. Stinky Slinky Thura.” She nodded to herself. The name was perfect.

Clarissa sighed. “God, I hope you never have kids.”

—

They touched down on the tarmac for the final time in the pouring rain, and honestly, Roxy had to give Sam credit. The first time they’d touched down in Sydney for a refuelling, Sam - who had shifted back by that point - was a blubbering mess; the jolt from when their wheels had touched down practically sent her into a panic attack. The attack was worsened when she realised that no, this wasn’t their destination, and they still had another five odd hours of flying ahead of them once the refuelling was done. The second time, when they finally landed for good in Perth, Sam handled it much better, having known what to expect ahead of time. She barely even yelped!

They’d landed in another private airfield a while away from the city itself, where a car would apparently arrive to pick them up and take them to… wherever it was they were going, presumably either a hotel or straight to the Council. Roxy could only assume it would be another van, as she wasn’t sure how they’d fit all seven of them in otherwise.

It was the middle of the night by the time they finally got off the plane, stepping out from the warm, heated interior into the surprisingly frigid and rainy weather. Not eager to get soaked, the group ran across the tarmac and into the cover of a nearby alcove at the control building, Sam carrying Mr. Slinky in her arms as she did so. Roxy shivered as a cold wind blew through, hugging herself and seriously regretting not packing some warmer clothes. “It’s not exactly the ‘warm and sunny’ Australia that I was expecting, I’ve gotta say.”

Pedro raised an eyebrow at her, clearly having expected this from the parka he was wearing. “Well, it is the middle of Winter here. Did none of you pack for the cold?”

Pedro shook his head in exasperation at the chorus of “no”s from the four teens, while Clarissa laughed at them. Roxy could take solace in the fact that her dad was in the same boat as them at the very least, not having really had a chance to pack at all aside from buying a few sets of clothing and a suitcase while they were in Seattle.

Thankfully, it didn’t take long for their ride to arrive - another van, like Roxy had predicted - and they all quickly piled in while some unfortunate workers transferred their luggage from the plane to the trunk. The man in the driver’s seat turned around and greeted them.

“Hey there,” he said, holding out his hand for them to shake. “My name’s Matthew, and I’ll be your driver for today. Or, well, tonight.” He chuckled, easy-going and good natured. Unsurprisingly, he had a noticeable Australian accent. “The Council is looking forward to meeting all of you in person, but there’s no real rush at the moment, so if you’d all prefer to head to a hotel and rest up, I can take you there. I should point out that the Council has organised living quarters for you all within their property, so there is that to consider as well.”

After introductions were done, they had a quick discussion and settled on just heading to the Council hideout straight away. They’d done more than enough sleeping on the plane, and were more than ready to find out what this whole thing was about. Once again they settled in for another two hours of driving, heading from the airfield out in the sticks, through a surprising amount of suburbia, and into the heart of the city. Roxy thought they were driving on the wrong side of the road at first and was about to raise a complaint until she remembered hearing that they drove on the left side in Australia. Everything was so different already.

The drive was pretty uneventful, mostly spent staring out the window at passing houses through the rain. Roxy was tempted to ask what the Council wanted with them, but ended up not bothering, considering they would find out soon anyway. Eventually, they pulled into a parking garage, and Matthew told them they were here. They stepped out of the van - leaving their luggage for someone else to collect, at Matthew’s insistence - and followed him to the building next door, seemingly a regular apartment complex. Matthew explained that the Council owned the entire building, and that it was populated entirely by their employees. There was already an apartment set aside for them to stay in for as long as the Council needed them, apparently. That wasn’t their destination tonight, though. Instead, they all got into an elevator that took them down below the surface, where the ‘serious business’ took place, according to Matthew’s slightly colourful explanation.

Matthew spent the ride explaining that only the Oceanian Council Representative was present at the moment - due to the dangers of having all of the Council members in the same place at once -  but Roxy was far too distracted to pay attention. There was something about being underground that just felt… different than being on the surface. Something about the way that sound reverberated through the walls around them, something about the pressure in the air, just made it feel wrong. It wasn’t something that most of her group would really pick up on, Roxy guessed, but to her, the difference was night and day, and it made her skin crawl. It was too similar to a certain other underground hideout she spent a lot of time at, and those were not good memories, as hazy as they had become over the past year. By the time the elevator dinged and the doors opened, she was well and truly on edge, eyes scanning the hallway they stepped into, searching for a threat. 

If she hadn’t been so hypervigilant at the time, she might not have even noticed the girl in the lab coat that passed by them, a little too eager to get out of their way. She might not have noticed the way the girl’s eyes flitted up from the floor and met her own, before quickly looking away again. Had she been a little less high-strung at the time, she might have seen the girl for who she was; a victim of the hunters’ brainwashing who had tried her best to make up for a horrible mistake, instead of just seeing the face of her father; the man who organised her kidnapping, cut off her finger, and watched on as she screamed from the torture he ordered.

“Hey, Brooke! Come meet our guests!” Matthew called as she tried to slip past, so painfully unaware that they were already more than acquainted.

The girl froze with her back facing them, and Roxy felt as each of her packmates went into high alert one by one as they no doubt finally placed where they recognised that scent from. Even Drew, who had never met Brooke, could sense the tension in the air and was preparing for a fight. The ex-hunter slowly turned to face them, her hands balled into fists at her sides.

“Hey, guys,” she muttered, not meeting any of their eyes. “Been a little while, huh?”

Had she been a little less high-strung, had things been even a little bit different, had the very air of this underground hallway not been putting her on edge, maybe Roxy would have reacted a bit better than she did. But that wasn’t what happened.

Roxy walked up and punched Brooke across the face.

—

Chris smothered his wince at the awful snap of the werewolf’s finger breaking, and ignored the way his shrill screams were piercing directly into his brain, bouncing around his skull like a dvd screensaver. Watson looked up at him, waiting for his go-ahead to break another.

“It doesn’t have to be this way, you know,” he said, giving the sobbing man strapped to the chair before him a pitying look. “If you just tell us where they went, all this pain will stop. If you don’t… Well, I think for your sake we shouldn’t let it come to that, should we?”

They’d tracked the wolves down to an airfield, a little ways south of Fresno, but the trail went cold from there. His men were searching the building for the flight records while he and Watson were taking a more… direct approach with the air traffic controller. Files could be deleted or destroyed. Memories, on the other hand, could not.

He had a silver collar around his neck, preventing him from shifting or doing anything to alleviate the incredible pain he was going through. Internally, Chris couldn’t help but feel a little bad for the man. He’d just been doing his job, and he was rewarded for that by being collared like an animal and tortured for information. Chris had a job to do, too, though, so he wouldn’t spare him that much sympathy.

“Y-you…” The man muttered, trying to form words through the pain. “You’re j-j-just going to k-kill me anyway. You would n-never let a werewolf live. Y-y-you can’t make me t-talk.”

Chris sighed. “That’s the sad truth of the matter here, isn’t it? Either way, whether you tell us what we want to know or not, you’re not leaving here alive. But you can avoid a whole lot of pain if you make this easy for us. Do you know how many bones our bodies have? Let me tell you, it is a lot. And every one of those bones will hurt like hell when it’s broken. If it hurts this much after just two measly fingers, imagine how bad it’ll be once we get onto the real big ones.”

The man looked at him, eyes wide and fearful. It stirred a feeling in Chris, though he couldn’t place what. It didn’t feel good.

“Y-you’re… you’re a f-f-fucking psycho…”

He shook his head. “Wrong. I’m just a man with a job to do.”

He shot Watson a look and she grabbed another of the man’s fingers, wrenching it backwards until it broke with a terrible snap and a horrible shriek.

He let the man sob his pain out, gave him time to calm down in case he decided to actually give them what they needed. The man shook his head back and forth endlessly like a pendulum. “I… I won’t…” He was panting, barely even able to catch his breath enough to speak. “I won't… give them up. They’re… They’re our last hope.”

Chris raised his eyebrow at that. ‘Last hope?’ What was this, Star Wars?

The man’s head suddenly shot up, tears streaming down his cheeks, his eyes piercing through Chris like they could see every inch of him down to his soul. “I will not betray the Council! They’ll win! They’ll win and you’ll lose! You will go down in history as nothing more than murderers and monsters! Werewolves will live on and you’ll be forgotten!”

The sudden bout of vitriolic screaming was interrupted when the door opened and one of his men entered, a self-satisfied smile on his face. “We’ve got it, sir.”

Chris let out a breath and felt the tension drop from his shoulders. He nodded to Watson and she slit the man’s throat without hesitation, leaving him to bleed out in that chair as the two of them approached the soldier. “What have you got for me?”

“We found records of a flight that took off from here roughly two days ago. Security footage confirms it’s our targets. They landed in Sydney, though it seems that might have just been a stopover.”

Chris scratched at his jaw, thinking on the information he was just given. The fact that they flew West ruled out pretty much all of Europe, Africa, and South America as their destination, even if they were using the stopover as some crazy play to throw him off the scent. Most of Asia would probably be accessible to them, but Chris had a hunch that wasn’t it. He seriously doubted most of them spoke anything other than English, not counting Damien and Pedro, not that Spanish would help much in Asia. No, it would make the most sense if they were still in Australia. But… where exactly? Australia was not a small country.

From what he knew of the Werewolf Council, they likely had hideouts set up in most major cities across the western world, and no doubt a fair few outside of it as well. It was highly likely that they had a hideout in Sydney, and it was possible that the ‘stopover’ thing was just a ruse to make him look elsewhere. That being said, he also had to consider if it wasn’t. If the stop in Sydney really was just to refuel and restock, where would they have gone from there? Most of the major Australian cities were on the east coast or thereabouts, so there wouldn’t be much of a point in having a stopover in Sydney when they could have just gone to their destination outright, if that’s where their destination was. That left Adelaide in South Australia, Darwin in the Northern Territory, and Perth, in Western Australia.

He sighed. Four cities to search through, if he included Sydney, and they had to do it before the next lunar eclipse, which could be literally any time, considering how wide their search area was. They really had their work cut out for them.

            

    
        35: Reunion

    
    
    
    
                Fearful brown eyes, staring at her from behind a pair of dislodged glasses. Bright red blood dripping down a tan chin from a split lip. The acidic scent of distress. Voices all around, muffled by an ever-present ringing that seemed to be coming from everywhere at once. The face in front of her, it wasn’t what she thought it was. It couldn’t have been what she thought it was, because that man was dead. Harrison had been dead for almost a year. Brooke didn’t even resemble him that much. She didn’t have his high cheekbones or apathetic glare or angular features. Pretty much the only resemblance Roxy could see from this close up was her nose. They had similar noses. Why did she think it was him?

She stepped back in a daze, releasing Brooke’s arms from where they were pressed against the wall and cutting off the growl she didn’t realise she’d been letting out. “I… I don’t-”

Someone suddenly stepped in between the two of them, a hand on her chest pushing Roxy away. It was Matthew, their driver, his stern look masked by a diplomatic smile. “How about you take a step back, okay?”

“What is she doing here?” Leif asked, a hard edge to her voice.

“She works here. I’m not sure what your sudden problem is, but maybe you should think about-”

“It’s fine, Matthew,” Brooke interrupted, rubbing her bruised cheek. A sliver of guilt shot through Roxy at seeing how much damage she’d caused with just one punch. She didn’t know what came over her. “I deserved it.”

Matthew turned to her, a shocked look on his face. “What-”

He was interrupted once again when a loud whistle echoed down the corridor. They all turned to see an older man with dark skin and greying hair walking towards them. He was dressed casually, but it was clear he held some authority here, from the way Matthew suddenly stood up straighter upon seeing him. The man held up a hand in what Roxy guessed was a calming gesture.

“It’s alright, Matthew. I should have foreseen this. Had I known that this reunion would happen so soon, I would’ve warned you about this pack’s history with Brooke.” He turned to them and smiled, the lines on his face wrinkling. “Pedro, Clarissa, it’s good to see you.”

“Likewise,” Pedro replied, shaking the man’s hand. He turned to the rest of them. “This is Vincent Namatjira, the Oceanian Council representative and the person we’re here to meet.”

The man nodded to them all. “It’s wonderful to finally meet you all.” His gaze found Roxy, and she withered under his stare. “While I can understand and empathise with your reasons, I don’t appreciate you assaulting my employees, Ms. Kindley.”

Heat rose in her cheeks at getting called out. His voice was deep and authoritative, and it triggered something inside her that made her hands start to shake and her heart start to race. She instinctively tilted her head up and bore her neck. “I-I’m sorry, sir. I don’t know what came over me. It won’t happen again.”

Mr. Namatjira nodded. “See that it does not.” He turned to Brooke. “Are you alright?”

“I’m fine, thank you.”

Roxy tuned out of the conversation around her as panic started clawing at the inside of her chest. Everything about this place was too much. The corridor was too small, and everyone was far too close to her. She could hear all of their heartbeats, every breath they took and word they said piercing through her head like a pneumatic drill, all along with that fucking ringing. Everything was too bright and too loud and it was getting hard to breathe and she felt sick. She was pretty sure someone was saying her name, but it got lost in the jumble of overstimulation. Something touched her shoulder and she finally snapped, shoving her way out of the crowd and sprinting off, heading for the bathroom sign she’d spied earlier and doing her very best not to throw up.

—

“Oh, dear,” Mr. Namatjira said. He turned to Pedro, a guilty look on his face. “Was I too harsh?”

Pedro sighed, looking down the hall where Roxy had run off. “No, she’s just… Has anyone ever told you it feels a lot like an outpost down here?”

He shook his head. “No, we try to make things as homely and comfortable as possible.”

Between the carpeted floor, the warm lighting, and the tasteful wallpaper, he did have a point, but that wasn’t what Pedro had been implying. “I think it’s more the atmosphere than anything else. Being underground just feels different. I think that was already putting Roxy on edge, and that combined with seeing someone from the outpost she was imprisoned at and being reprimanded by an authority figure as the cherry on top, it probably hit some old traumas right on the head. She’ll… She’ll be okay, she just needs a minute.”

“Can I…?” Sam asked,  gesturing in the direction Roxy went. Pedro nodded and she ran off.

“I see,” the Councilman said. “If I had known being underground would be so distressing, I would have organised this meeting somewhere else. Please let me know if there’s anything I can do that would make her more comfortable.”

“It would probably help if I left,” Brooke said meekly.

“If you think that’s best. Personally, I would like you to stay. I may need your help with explaining things, and I believe it’s a good idea for Ms. Kindley to get used to your presence.”

“Why are you here, anyway?” Leif asked, no small hint of accusal in her tone. Brooke flinched.

“Now now, Mr. Townsend, I-”

Pedro immediately cut him off with a stern hand on the shoulder. It was potentially a massive overstep to so casually touch his superior, but he wasn’t going to let that little mistake slide. “It’s Miss Townsend. She’s a woman.”

Mr. Namatjira looked back and forth between the two of them, before realisation flashed across his face, quickly followed by mortification. “My sincerest apologies, Ms. Townsend. We got your information from your legal IDs, all I had to go on was a name and a face. Please forgive me.”

She waved him off, though clearly still a little upset by the slip up. Pedro couldn’t blame her. He thought she passed perfectly well, so she probably wasn’t used to being misgendered out of nowhere like that. “It’s fine.”

“Now, as I was saying, I can understand the animosity, but I would appreciate it if you kept it to yourselves. Brooke has been invaluable to us over the past few months, and is making great efforts to make up for the mistakes she’s made in the past. Here, let’s move somewhere a little more comfortable so we can discuss properly. Matthew, if you could kindly start a pot of tea? Jasmine, if you please. Also, send a message to Ms. Dubois and tell her to meet us. I believe her expertise may come in handy, and either way I'm sure she'd like to see our guests again.”

Pedro's heart skipped a beat at the mention of Valerie's name, and Mr. Namatjira gave him a sly grin. Matthew nodded. “Right away.”

The Councilman started down the hall and beckoned them to follow. “This way.”

—

Roxy’s abs burned from the strain as she dry-heaved into the toilet, her stomach already having been completely emptied of her dinner and yet still not satisfied. That awful feeling was still all around her, clawing at her skin and no doubt heavily contributing to the never-ending nausea. Sam’s presence at her side with a warm hand on her back was comforting, at the very least.

She shouldn't have punched Brooke. She barely even knew why she did it. It was like her body had a mind of its own, detecting a threat and lashing out wildly before her brain could catch up. Now, because of her stupidity, that old Council guy probably hated her. Reasonably, she knew he wasn’t going to hurt her, but her stupid wolf brain wouldn’t stop screaming THREAT THREAT THREAT every time she thought about his booming voice and authoritative aura. Her wolf brain knew what happened when she upset people with power over her, and despite her best efforts, her survival instincts won out every time she tried to reason with herself. God, she just wanted to go home. She didn’t want to spend the next however long in this strange country, stuck in this stifling and nerve-wracking building, constantly looking over her shoulder out of fear of the Councilman who’s name she couldn’t even remember. She wanted to go home and curl up in bed with her cat in her arms and Sam at her back, with the sounds of the forest gently floating in through her window. There were no forests here, just bushland and deserts. At the very least, there weren’t any she could get to.

Her stomach finally settled and she leaned back against Sam, sweating and panting and sobbing. She hadn’t even realised she’d started to cry. This whole situation was just too overwhelming. Sam pulled her into her lap and held her, rocking gently and whispering sweet nothings against her hair until she calmed. Despite getting more than enough sleep on the flight, she found herself growing drowsy, the warmth of her mate and the gentle swaying leaving her ready to drift off. She decided she didn’t care if everyone was waiting for her, and let her eyelids fall shut. Sam would wake her if anything important happened.

A knock on the door snapped her out of her reverie, and a stab of annoyance shot through her until a familiar voice called from outside.

“You guys in there?” Leif asked.

“Yeah,” Sam replied.

The girl entered, walking over and sitting on the bathroom floor without a care. She gave Roxy a warm smile. “How’re you feeling?”

Roxy took a breath. “Better.”

Leif nodded, her eyes wandering in the way that they always did when she was upset. “Mr. Namatjira said he was sorry for scaring you. He… He didn’t realise that being underground would freak you out so much. He wants you to let him know about anything he can do to make you more comfortable.”

Roxy took a second to absorb that information, nodding along numbly. So he didn’t hate her, he just thought she was weak. It wasn’t much better, honestly.

“What about you-know-who? Did he explain why she was here?” Sam asked.

Leif frowned, clearly conflicted. “Uh, he said she was helping them. I… I don’t know if I really believe that, but apparently she’s trying to make up for her mistakes, so…” She paused, picking at a loose thread on her pants. “We don’t really know the details yet, but I think he’s about to explain them to us. I was sent to come get you guys so they can start.”

“Right,” Roxy muttered. Leif still looked bothered by something, and Roxy got the feeling it wasn’t entirely Brooke related. “What’s wrong?”

Leif sucked in a breath. “I-it’s nothing, just… Mr. Namatjira misgendered me. It caught me off guard a little.”

Roxy growled. “What a prick.”

Leif shook her head. “No, he didn’t mean to. Apparently he got all of our names from our IDs, and mine still says male on it, so I guess it was to be expected. He corrected himself after Pedro called him out.” She sighed. “I really need to get that changed one of these days.”

“Who cares what a stupid piece of plastic says? You’re still a girl.”

Leif hummed, a small smile forming on her face. “Yeah. Thanks, Rox.” She lifted herself to her feet. “Anyway, are you ready to go? They have jasmine tea.”

Roxy nodded. “Yeah, just let me wash the puke out of my mouth.” Sam helped her to her feet and she stumbled over to the sinks, rinsing her mouth out.

“Mm, what a pleasant image you’ve given me.”

Once she was done, they left the bathroom and followed Leif as she led them through the halls. The whole time, Roxy was clenching her fists and repeating this isn’t the outpost over and over in her head. Despite the obvious differences, the few similarities were too much for her to ignore. Eventually, they reached a room and Roxy caught a whiff of everyone’s scent, along with the extremely appetising smell of jasmine tea, which calmed her nerves somewhat. Leif opened the door and they all stepped in, Roxy ignoring the pitying looks everyone was giving her. She knew it was obvious she’d been crying, and she didn’t doubt that she smelled at least a little bit like vomit, but she would rather not think about it.

Her gaze found Mr. What's-his-face and she lowered her head. “I-I’m sorry for my outburst, sir.” The title slipped out involuntarily and her whole body tensed in embarrassment. This stupid place was really messing with her head.

He raised a hand and waved her off. “All is forgiven, Ms. Kindley. Also, just Mr. Namatjira is fine. Vincent, if you prefer.”

She nodded, clenching her fists and walking over to the very comfortable looking couch, taking a seat next to her dad. “It’s Thura, by the way… Not Kindley.”

Vincent - as she would henceforth be calling him in her head, because despite the fact that he’d just said it, she still hadn’t absorbed his last name whatsoever - nodded. “Understood. Would you like some tea?”

She looked around and realised the others all had little ornate tea cups in their hands, like this was some sort of kid’s tea party. The thought brought a slight smile to her face and she nodded. “Yes, please.”

Matthew, who had been standing at Vincent’s side, poured her a cup from the teapot sitting on the table in the centre of the room. Speaking of which, the room seemed more like some sort of living room than anything at the outpost, with the couches and seats all arranged in a circle around the coffee table, and a bookshelf lining one wall. It eased her anxieties somewhat.

The door opened behind her and a woman entered the room. “You called for me, Mr. Namatjira?” 

Her French accent was unmistakable and Pedro whirled around. “Valerie!”

Her eyes went wide with recognition and a huge smile spread across her face. “Pedro!”

The man barely bothered to put his tea down before leaping up from the couch and embracing the woman in a hug that she happily returned. “It’s so good to see you again!” He pulled back, keeping a hand on her shoulder that she did not seem to mind. “How’ve you been?”

“Oh, you know, reading lots of books and keeping busy. How about you? Your little family seems to have grown.” She looked out at all of them and Roxy gave her a little wave, which Valerie responded to with a wink.

“Yeah, it’s been an eventful year, I’ll say that much.”

Vincent cleared his throat, reminding Pedro that there was still a room full of people waiting to have a conversation here, because he seemed to have forgotten. A red blush formed on his cheeks and he stepped back from Valerie, coughing awkwardly. “We’ll catch up later.”

The two of them took a seat - very notably next to each other - and rejoined the rest of them in waiting for Vincent to start… whatever was about to start.

The man nodded, seemingly to himself. “Alright, now that everyone’s here, we can begin. First off, I feel it is important to… explain a few things. I am aware that some of you have been wronged by Brooke in the past, but I encourage you to look past her previous mistakes, as difficult as it may seem. She very much regrets the decisions she made in the past, and is working to make up for them. Without her help, we would not have nearly as much knowledge about the hunter’s plans as we do, and thanks to her, we are closer than ever to putting a stop to their machinations, permanently.”

The room was silent as everyone absorbed his words. Permanently? Did that mean they had a solution to the drug problem?

After a sufficiently dramatic moment had passed, Vincent continued. “With Brooke’s help, we have acquired a sample of the hunter’s ‘super-werewolf drug,’ which they call DX-47. After some study, we believe that an antidote, or perhaps, even a vaccine can be created, that will nullify and prevent the drug from taking effect. Our plan is to administer this vaccine to one of the direwolves during the next eclipse ritual, thus preventing the hunters from using it on any of our species ever again. This was why we called you here. We need to keep you safe until we’re ready to finish this.”

A rush of excitement shot through Roxy. If they managed to get their hands on this supposed vaccine, everything could finally be over. She and Sam could finally live without looking over their shoulders. But, there was one question hanging on her mind. She stuck out a hand.

Vincent looked amused at the action. “Yes, Ms. Thura?”

“Don’t the hunters already have an antidote for it? They used one on me while… While I was in captivity. Couldn’t we just steal one instead of making our own?”

Vincent nodded. “A good question. Brooke?”

Brooke seemed to startle a little at being called upon, but she quickly composed herself. “After your escape and subsequent uncovering of the Son- Th-the hunter’s operation, they had to downsize quite heavily to avoid law enforcement. There were never many antidotes made in the first place, as they were only needed for troubleshooting DX-47, so when budgets were cut, they stopped bothering to make any more, and the remaining doses were likely destroyed. Why would they need an antidote if their plan was to use the drug and let the wolves run wild?”

Roxy hummed. That made a lot of sense. They probably didn’t even have that many doses of DX-47 sitting around, considering they only really needed to use it once if their plans went well anyway.

“You actually bring up a good point, though,” Brooke continued. “They did use the antidote on you. It doesn’t matter that they destroyed all the remaining doses, because we have one sitting right here.”

It seemed like she was expecting more of a reaction than a roomful of blank, mildly confused faces, because after a few seconds of silence, she blushed and cleared her throat. “Maybe I should explain. DX-47 basically works by sending certain proteins into the bloodstream. These proteins interact with something in the werewolf’s body, forcing the werewolf into a mostly shifted state. Meanwhile, a special blend of hormones effectively destroys the werewolf’s impulse control and most of their cognitive functions, while inducing a state of mindless aggression. This mixture has been specially designed to stay in the body for as long as possible, keeping the werewolf in this animalistic state unless they receive the antidote. I’m not sure exactly how long it stays in the body, but it’s a long time. Years, at least.

“I feel I should also mention that DX-47 not only removes a werewolf’s ability to feel pain, but increases their natural resistances to a frankly ridiculous degree. The only way to bypass these resistances is with silver. While a high-calibre bullet will likely pierce the skin, I’ve heard of tests where a wolf was shot point blank in the head with a standard handgun and lived with barely more than a dent. Silver is the only thing that works, as it naturally cancels out the Lunin keeping the werewolf shifted.”

“Why?!” Drew all-but shouted. “Don’t they want to kill us? What the hell’s the point of turning us into bulletproof killing machines?”

Brooke huffed. “It’s not that they want the werewolves dead, it’s that they want to be the ones to do it. They want the rest of the world to try and fail, and swoop in to save the day, making themselves out to be the heroes. If the only way to kill a werewolf is with their weaponry, well… They’ll be the saviours by default.”

Drew frowned, sufficiently chided. “Jesus. And I thought they couldn’t get any worse.”

“Yes, well…” Brooke shook her head. “I’ve gotten off track. As I was saying, DX-47 is designed to stay in the body pretty much forever. The only way to stop it is with the antidote, which was specifically designed to counteract each and every one of DX-47’s effects on the body. The thing is, the antidote also stays in the body forever. Once it’s in there, it’ll keep cancelling out DX-47, no matter how many times it’s reintroduced to the bloodstream. Reapplication obviously didn’t matter, since they were only planning on using the drug once. What I’m saying is, since Roxy’s had the antidote, it’s still in her body, ripe for the taking.” She looked directly at Roxy, her eyes sparkling with excitement and clearly too caught up in her explanation to remember their history at the moment. “With just a little bit of your blood, we’ll be able to extract the antidote ingredients and use it as a framework to start synthesising the vaccine enmasse!”

Vincent loudly cleared his throat. “I know you’re excited Brooke, but I should remind you that we only need one dose. So long as the direwolves remain safe within our care until the next lunar eclipse, that is. Also, I’m not sure Ms. Thura appreciates you looking at her like a test subject.”

Well, he wasn’t wrong there; the way Brooke was eyeing her up like a slice of meat was a bit uncomfortable, but she would rather he let her speak for herself. Brooke looked between the two of them and finally caught on to what he was saying, if the way all the blood rushed out of her face was any indication. She turned back to Roxy, not meeting her eyes. “S-sorry! I’m sorry, I, uh… I didn’t mean-”

“It’s fine,” Roxy said, cutting her off before she got so worked up she pissed herself or something. She looked back at Vincent. “If all you need is a bit of my blood, I’d be happy to provide. Lord knows I’ve lost enough throughout my life to not be stingy about it.”

Brooke all-but flinched at that, and Roxy stifled the half-guilty, half-satisfied feeling it gave her. Vincent nodded. “Very well. Tomorrow, we’ll take some blood. Tonight, I think you all should get some rest. You’ve had quite a journey, by the sounds of it.”

Pedro scoffed. “You don’t know the half of it.”

—

Roxy and Sam settled into bed, Mr. Slinky jumping up with them, no doubt eager for affection after being left alone in their new apartment while the meeting was going on. The apartment was surprisingly spacious, though she supposed it had to be to fit seven people, even with the couples sharing their beds. That being said, the walls were apparently pretty thin, which was proving to be quite the nuisance, as the sound of Pedro and Valerie catching up in the next room was beginning to get distracting. There was certainly a lot of bed-creaking and loud, multi-lingual expletives for what she was sure was just a friendly conversation, but she wasn’t going to bring it up. Sam, on the other hand, had no such hangups.

“Wow, they are loud,” she muttered. “Are… Are we that loud?”

Roxy snorted. “No. At least, I hope not, because otherwise things are gonna get real awkward after living here for a few weeks.”

“Implying that it’s not gonna be awkward tomorrow morning after hearing about Pedro and his magic dick all night?”

Roxy swatted her arm. “Sam! Don’t say that! I don’t wanna think about him like that!”

“It’s kinda hard not to, at the moment.”

Her point was thoroughly made when a loud, very french-accented cry of ecstasy rang through the walls and probably woke up the entire building. Roxy hummed. “Okay, I see your point. Maybe he does have a magic penis.”

Sam laughed, nuzzling against her head. “This conversation is so stupid.”

Roxy leaned down and rifled through her bag until she found her pack of gummies and her laptop. She pulled herself back up onto the bed and shook the packet to grab Sam’s attention. “Wanna get high and watch anime? I don’t think we’re gonna be able to sleep for a while.”

Sam shrugged. “Yeah, alright.”

The next morning, they woke up late, having been thoroughly knocked out by the marijuana induced drowsiness, and as such they had the pleasure of walking out into the kitchen to see Leif already digging into a very red-faced Pedro, hiding behind his hands.

“‘Oh, Pedro! Oh, you’re so good!’” Leif mimicked in a high-pitched voice.

“Shuuuuut uuuuuuup!” He looked up at her, teeth bared and growling, eyes flashing amber. He looked ready to go in for the kill, so this had probably been going on for a while.

Leif put her hands up in surrender. “Hey now, let’s not get all bitey over a joke.”

“She’s still here!” he whisper-shouted through his teeth. “I don’t want your bullshit to embarrass her. Make fun of me all you like, but do it after she’s gone. Please.”

Leif rolled her eyes, but it was clear that it was just for show. “Fine. But I’ll hold you to that!”

“You could do to watch the volume in the future though,” Roxy said as she walked past them, straight for the coffee maker. “Sam and I were lucky we got to sleep at all, the racket you two were making. Happy for you, though.”

Pedro grunted. “Like you two are any better. Pendeja.” Apparently, his embarrassment had reduced his age by about twenty odd years, based on that immature attempt at a comeback.

“Hey, I would bet good money that we aren’t nearly that bad! Right, dad?”

Her dad, who had been sitting at the table with a coffee and a newspaper the entire time, diligently trying to ignore the conversation, raised his cup in lieu of an acknowledgement. “You’re my daughter, sweetie, I’m not answering that. That being said, the walls are thin here, Pedro. I think it would be smart to go to her place next time, unless you want us all to hear about your conquests as they happen.”

Pedro groaned and let his head drop against the kitchen counter with a heavy thud as everyone laughed. His bedroom door opened and Valerie entered the room with a yawn, clearly still too drowsy to recognise what was going on and wearing what Roxy recognised as one of Pedro’s shirts. The little romantic in her heart squealed in delight at the sight, but she kept her expression level, tucking it away as more ammo to make fun of Pedro with later.

“Morning, Valerie,” she greeted. “You want a coffee?”

She hummed an affirmative and ruffled Pedro’s hair as she passed him, opening the completely empty fridge and standing there for a second as her still-asleep mind processed what she was seeing. 

“This is not my apartment. That makes sense.”

“We’re going to have to figure out how to get some money soon, so we can buy some groceries,” Damien said.

“Mr. Namatjira will most likely give you all an allowance. He did for me, anyway.”

As if summoning him by uttering his name, there was a knock on the door, and Roxy recognised Vincent’s scent. She was a little surprised that she’d immediately known it was his, and could even smell it at all through all the muck of her pack, but considering how much she had seen him as a threat for those first few interactions, it made sense that her wolf brain catalogued him so efficiently. The last thing she wanted was for him to get the drop on her.

Clearly very eager to remove himself from the situation, Pedro immediately got up and answered the door, welcoming the man into their apartment. It was a little disconcerting having someone who was essentially the werewolf president of Australia in their living space while they were all in pyjamas, but it was a little too late to be helped. Some warning would've been nice, though.

“Mr. Namatjira,” Pedro greeted. “To what do we owe the pleasure?”

The man was flanked by a woman who was carrying a crate of what seemed to be medical equipment. “Apologies for the early intrusion. I would have called in advance, but the science team has been eager to get started on the vaccine ever since they learned of Ms. Thura’s arrival, and after the unfortunate events last night, I felt it best to conduct the extraction in a place where she feels the most comfortable.”

“Oh,” Roxy said, heat rising in her cheeks at the mention of last night’s… incident. She swallowed down the embarrassment and nodded. “Uh… yeah, sure, we can do it now. Um, how much will you need, exactly?”

The doctor/scientist/whatever lady started setting things up at the dining table as Vincent crossed the room. “Most likely around a pint. We want a lot to work with so we can experiment if we need to, but obviously we don’t want to drain you dry. Hopefully, that should be more than enough.”

Roxy shrugged, walking over and sitting down near where the equipment was set up. “Alright. Let’s get this over with, I guess.”

She pulled her sleeve up and bared the inside of her elbow, and the lady wasted no time, finding the vein, wiping down her skin, and slipping the needle in without even a word of warning. Roxy was used to it, she’d had more than a few blood tests and IV drips during her time at the hospital, so this was no bother.

“It may take a while for our scientists to synthesise a vaccine,” Vincent said, addressing the room as Roxy’s blood drained. “Even then, it is several months until the next eclipse in this area, so your presence will be required for some time. You will all be provided with a daily allowance of a hundred australian dollars, for use however you please. This building also offers a few recreational areas that are free to use for any inhabitants, including a library, gym, playground for the kids, and a werewolf enrichment area. It’s obviously not as good as running around in the actual wilderness, but in a city such as this, it’s preferable to driving all the way out into the bush just to indulge in your wolf side for a few hours.”

Roxy liked the sound of that, the gym specifically. She’d been a little worried about not getting to keep up with her fitness in the midst of all this travelling, so it was nice to know that was taken care of.

“So, other than this stuff, we’re basically just here on vacation then?” Leif asked.

Vincent smiled. “Essentially, yes. You’re welcome to go out and enjoy the city. Though I would still advise caution, as it seems the hunters are closer on your trail than we thought.”

Pedro frowned. “What do you mean?”

“I received word this morning that the airfield you flew out from was raided by hunters. We don’t know if they found out your exact destination, but it is likely they know that you have come to Australia at the very least. Still, this is a big country. As long as you avoid anything that will enable them to trace you, we should be able to administer the vaccine before they track you down. Just don’t post anything on social media, and I doubt there will be anything to worry about.”

“Shit,” Pedro muttered. “Any casualties at the airfield?”

“A few, I’m afraid.”

Pedro cursed again, looking down at the floor somberly.

“The hunters are getting bolder because they know we are close to winning. Without DX-47, they have nothing left. The public knows about them now, they know about their unsavoury practices. They need DX-47 to show the world that us werewolves are the bad guys, because otherwise, it’s clear which way the gavel will fall when the government chooses a side. They’re desperate. We will need to be careful in the coming months before the eclipse, to ensure we don’t fall into one of their traps.”

The lady finished her extraction and pulled the needle out of Roxy’s arm, taping a bandaid over the wound. “We’ll keep an eye out,” she said, flexing her fist to try and get the weird feeling in her arm to go away. “The guy who’s been tracking us is pretty good, but like you said, this is a very big country. I think we’ll be okay.”

She tried to stand up so she could finally have her coffee, but a sudden wave of light-headedness almost sent her crashing into the table, the catastrophe only prevented when Sam ducked in and caught her.

“Oops,” she muttered, her head still spinning. “I guess I’m a little woozy.”

Vincent chuckled. “Thank you for your donation, Ms. Thura. We will be in contact once the vaccine is ready. Have a pleasant stay, and please reach out to me if there is anything you need.”

With that, Vincent and his lackey finally left them in peace, and Roxy finally settled onto the couch, coffee in hand, feeling - very unsurprisingly - drained. She took a sip of the warm liquid and savoured the bitter taste as it travelled down her throat. Leif plopped down beside her and sighed.

“So, what do we do now?”

Roxy shrugged. “Enjoy our vacation, I guess.”

—

If there was one thing Brooke liked about her new life, it was having a set schedule. She would wake up every morning, knowing exactly what to expect of the coming day. It wasn’t anything glamorous, but it felt good to be doing something that directly countered the mistakes she’d made in the past. It felt good to be helping the werewolves instead of contributing to their slaughter, amongst other things.

Every morning she would wake up, scrape together breakfast from whatever was in her fridge, take her pills and shower before getting dressed and heading out for the day. She would head down to the labs to help out with whatever she could, usually just assisting the more experienced scientists and fetching their lunch, but every little bit counted. She was learning a lot by spending time there, so she didn’t entirely mind being their errand-runner. After she was finished with work, she would either spend her time in the library, perusing through the Council’s vast collection of books, or wandering through the city, taking in the sights and buying her groceries or whatever little knick-knack caught her fancy. Recently she’d started attending a once-a-week tabletop game at a nearby game store, which was nice enough. It was something to do that spiced things up a bit, and she got to interact with other people in a casual environment for a change. It was almost enough to make her forget about the smell of burning flesh and ear-piercing screams, still echoing through her head over a year later.

Almost.

Lately, though, her little routine had become much more… complicated. Ever since the arrival of the direwolf pack, everything about her life had been thrown into disarray. Gone were the leisurely walks down to the lab, or the peaceful afternoons spent in the library. Now, she had to spend every moment outside her apartment looking over her shoulder in case she ran into one of them, which was not something she was keen on doing. Roxy seemed ready to rip her to shreds with her new werewolf powers at even the slightest hint of danger, and Brooke really didn’t want to test the limits on that. She doubted Sam would be much safer, and the less time she spent around Leif, the better. The guilt about what she’d done to her almost made her want to throw up every time she saw the other girl.

That being said, it just felt… wrong to not try and address the issues in some way. She knew they all hated her, and for good reason, but trying to hide from them felt cowardly. It was probably a good idea to talk to one of them, to try and air everything out so there were no hard feelings going forward, but the question was, who? Leif seemed like the one she most needed to talk things through with, but she wasn’t sure she’d be able to get an audience with her right away. They’d ended up in the elevator together at one point, along with that other direwolf, and Brooke had tried to say something, but the second she opened her mouth Leif immediately shut her down. She did her best to pretend that didn’t sting as much as it did.

Weirdly enough, despite the fact that she punched her in the face when they first reunited, Roxy seemed like her best bet to try and get through to someone. The look in Roxy’s eyes didn’t have the same burning hatred as the rest of them. She was wary of her, that was certain, but it seemed to be more of a lingering fear of her father than any express dislike for Brooke herself. She could be wrong, of course, but she seemed like her best and only option in this. With any luck, she could put in a good word to Leif, and maybe they’d finally be able to get some closure. 

She knew that last bit was projection. She was the one that needed closure, Leif didn’t seem to care either way, but maybe… maybe there was a chance. She knew better than to hope for anything, but maybe there would be a chance of rekindling something once they’d talked everything through. It was a nice thought, but ultimately nothing more than that. Just a thought.

So, all she needed to do was find Roxy and strike up a conversation. Simple, right? Well, not really. She really wanted to catch Roxy alone, mainly because she was still trying to avoid those that would treat her with open disdain, but that was easier said than done. Roxy spent pretty much all of her time with her friends, as far as Brooke could tell. She was trying not to be a creep about it, but it was hard to separate it in her mind from what she’d done to get the hunters to kidnap her. The guilt was almost bad enough to make her give up, but she pushed through it. She needed closure, and though it was hard, she’d been trying to learn that it was okay to want things. That’s what her therapist told her, anyway.

 

It took a couple of weeks and more than a few accidental run-ins with the pack, but eventually, Brooke managed to find Roxy when she was alone. She decided to check the gym one afternoon on a whim, and ended up walking in on Roxy as she was lifting weights, and… 

Oh, boy. She was too gay for this.

She was dressed in tight gym shorts and a sports bra, leaving very little to Brooke’s imagination, giving her a clear view of the impressive muscles rippling under her skin with every curl of her bicep. It also gave her a clear view of the scars littering her skin; the thick, dark brown, raised lines on her back, and the thin white ones all over the rest of her. It hit her like a punch in the gut, but the guilt was lessened somewhat seeing how much better she was doing than when they parted ways last year.

The last time she’d seen her, when she visited her house to try to apologise and say goodbye, the other girl was practically skin and bones, stuck in a wheelchair and barely even able to look Brooke in the eye without flinching like a shelter dog. Now, she was even more built than she’d been before the kidnapping, her muscles lightly covered with a layer of feminine fat that indicated a strong appetite, and Brooke would be lying if she said it wasn’t making her feel some things in her lower abdomen.

She realised that she was staring at Roxy’s abs, and that the girl had turned to her. Her eyes immediately shot up to Roxy’s face, her cheeks and ears burning with embarrassment. Roxy was just looking at her with one raised eyebrow and one hand on her hip, the perfect image of unimpressed.

The other girl let out a sigh. “You just gonna stand there gawking, or do you have something to say?”

Brooke swallowed down her nerves and tried to speak. “I, uh… I was just wondering… Well, I’ve been meaning to… If you have some free time, and you were, um, okay with it, could we… talk?”

Roxy regarded her for a moment. “What about?”

“...Everything that happened last year. I guess I just wanna… catch up. Clear the air. I-I know I already apologised to you but that didn’t feel like enough and- and I feel like you’re the only one I can talk to because everyone else in your pack hates me but for some reason I feel like you maybe might not even though you punched me so I didn’t know what else to do other than-”

Roxy cut off her rambling by holding up a hand. “You don’t have to freak out so much. I get it. I… I think that’s probably a good idea. Talking, that is. Just let me shower real quick and we can go find somewhere quiet.”

Brooke nodded shakily. “I, um, I know a place.”

Roxy nodded back before walking off towards the changing rooms. Just before she left, however, she stopped and looked back at Brooke. “For the record, sorry for punching you. I… Being underground was messing with my head.”

“I understand,” she replied. “It messes with my head sometimes too.”

—

After Roxy was finished with her shower, Brooke led her back to the elevator, and from there pressed the button for the roof. Thankfully, the other girl had thrown on a jacket after her workout, so Brooke wouldn’t have to worry about accidentally eyeing her up while they were trying to have a serious conversation. Not that she couldn’t keep her eyes to herself! It was just… harder to do when she was wearing so little… And it was distracting! She wasn’t a creep, she just didn’t want to be distracted, that’s all!

Roxy pulled a packet of something out of her pocket and reached into it, putting whatever she took out into her mouth. She then held the packet out to Brooke in what was clearly an offering. 

Brooke eyed it warily. “What… is it?”

“Weed gummies. They help with my anxiety, and your heart’s been pounding this whole time, so I thought they might be helpful for you, too.”

The gesture filled Brooke with hope for how this conversation would go, but she was hesitant to accept it. “You know that’s illegal here, right?”

She grinned, showing off her new fangs. Brooke did her best not to be disconcerted by it, but it wasn’t easy. She’d been raised to hate and fear werewolves, and though she was trying to get past those prejudices, there was a reason she still avoided the werewolf enrichment area as much as she could. “Not if I don’t get caught.”

Brooke thought about it, but decided against it. “No thanks, I’d rather keep a level head.”

Roxy didn’t press it, just shrugging and tucking the packet back into her jacket pocket. Eventually, the elevator dinged and they stepped out onto the roof. It was a fenced area with some seating that was open to the public, but in Brooke’s experience, no one really used it aside from the very occasional party, so it was a good spot to get away from everything for a little while. It was a little cold this time of year, but it had a good view of the city, and of the river that bisected it. 

Roxy sat down at one of the wooden tables and Brooke joined her, fidgeting with her hands and not meeting her eye. The silence stretched on for long enough that eventually she swallowed her nerves and looked up, finding Roxy staring out over the city with something akin to a sparkle in her eyes. She turned back to Brooke, her expression surprisingly serene. 

“This is a good spot,” she said.

Brooke nodded. “I come here when I need to think. People don’t really come up here very often, so usually it’s pretty private.”

Roxy hummed. “So, what did you want to talk about?”

“Well, uh, I guess to start with… how have you been this past year?”

Roxy thought about it for a little bit. “It’s been… difficult, but I’ve been working my way through it. I couldn’t walk on my own till December, which sucked, and my leg still gives me grief sometimes, but it’s manageable. I’ve been working on not being so self-conscious about my scars, too. Overall, I guess I can’t complain. Things were pretty uneventful, so I’ve had a lot of time to focus on recovering, at least until the whole werewolf secrecy leak happened. Oh yeah, and Kimberly tried to kill me one time, but she was arrested, so it’s not really a big deal.”

Brooke paused for a second. “Wait, Kimberly tried to kill you?”

“Yeah, she was being a bitch one time so I poured chocolate milk, juice, and coke all over her head in front of the whole cafeteria. Obviously, she wasn’t too happy about that. Cornered me in a bathroom about a week later with a knife.” She pointed at a small scar next to her right eye. “This was from hitting my head against a sink when she tripped me, and this…” She shrugged her jacket off her shoulder and pointed at a scar that seemed indistinguishable to Brooke from the others around it. “Is from when her knife grazed me. Leif and Drew ended up saving me and, after a quick trial, she was put away. That was in October, I think. Maybe November, I’m not sure. My parents were in the process of splitting up at the time so it all sort of blurred together.”

“Wow. I can’t say I’d put it past her, but it’s still shocking that she’d go that far.”

Roxy nodded. “Yep. Anyway, what about you? What have you been up to?”

Brooke sighed. “Well, as you know, after everything happened, I didn’t really have much choice but to move over here to live with my grandparents. I… wasn’t doing very well for a while. It was hard to get out of bed most days, and when I did it was only because I was starving. Eventually though, my grandparents convinced me to get off my ass and start doing something with my life again. They, um, obviously didn’t know the full details about everything, but they said I ‘shouldn’t let guilt over my dad’s actions weigh me down.’ They didn’t realise how much of a role I played in everything. But… their words still inspired me to stop moping, and I started working on finishing my last year of school through TAFE, which is, uh, kinda like a vocational college, I guess. They had options for people who didn’t finish school, so that’s what I was doing.

“Then, to my great surprise, the Council reached out to me. I guess Mr. Luna told them how I helped him sneak into the Dewsbury outpost so you could escape, and they figured my expertise on the hunter’s structure could be useful. They figured out that I wasn’t blacklisted from the hunter’s systems yet, because my involvement in your escape was never publicised, so they had me sneak into an outpost under the guise that I was looking for more work from them, and I managed to steal that dose of DX-47 that we’ve been using for our research. After that, they gave me a job in their labs helping with the work on the vaccine, but it’s mostly just assisting the real scientists. I am learning a lot, and they say I might have a future in chemistry if I wanted to pursue it, but right now my only goal after everything is finished is to actually get my highschool diploma. I had to stop working towards it after The Council hired me. The free accommodation is nice, though.”

“Busy year, then?”

Brooke let out a polite laugh, though it could’ve easily been mistaken for a cough. “Yeah.”

Roxy was silent for a while before speaking again. “Do you miss it?”

Brooke frowned. “Miss what?”

“Your old life. Living in Dewsbury. Your old friends.” She paused. “...your dad?”

Brooke hesitated before answering. “Yeah. I miss going to a normal school. I miss being surrounded by the wilderness. I miss the… the certainty I used to have, that what I was doing was right. Obviously, I know it wasn’t now, and that my current work is actually the right thing to do, but… when you spend so much of your life being told the way things are, it’s hard to get rid of that little voice in your head that keeps reiterating that when you try to do things differently. And…” Her chest constricted, and she bit her lip to try and stop the tears she could feel behind her eyes. “I… I miss being friends with you guys. With Leif. I-I know we weren’t super close for very long but… You guys were still my friends, even when I was reporting your movements to the hunters. I… I thought I was helping.”

A sob slipped out and she covered her mouth to stifle any more, trying to breathe through the emotion that threatened to overwhelm her. Roxy remained silent as she recomposed herself. “A-as for my dad, well… It’s hard not to miss the good bits. The times when we were happy. But… I know now how bad things really were under the surface, how wrong the way he treated me was. I… I know it’s not much, compared to yours, but…” She lifted the back of her shirt and shifted to show Roxy the faint lines scattered across her lower back. There was a quiet intake of air from behind her. “These were from his belt.”

She pulled her shirt back down and turned around. Roxy was frowning, but it seemed to be more in sympathy than anger towards Brooke herself. “Leif never said anything.”

“She probably never noticed. We were only really intimate once, and they’re pretty hard to see if you’re not looking for them. To answer your question, no. I don’t miss my dad. He was a horrible person, and… I’m sorry it took what happened to you for me to see it.”

“I’ve always wondered. How was your dad ever okay with you dating Leif if the hunters were so queerphobic? How were you okay with it?”

Brooke grimaced. “He never knew. He just thought we were friends so I could get close to you. And, as for me… While I was still subjected to some of those views, obviously I was sheltered from a lot of the stuff the hunters were doing, otherwise I never would have…” She grit her teeth against the surge of sudden guilt and moved past it. “I knew I wasn’t really interested in guys, and part of that kinda freaked me out a little, because of how I was raised. It… It’s going to sound bad, because it is bad, and I was horrible for thinking like this, but… I guess I sort of saw Leif as some sort of middle ground, where I could see what dating a girl was like… without dating a girl.” She could almost feel Roxy’s anger rising across the table, so she quickly rushed to douse the flames. “Obviously I don’t think like that anymore! I know she’s a girl through-and-through, regardless of her body. It was just… some fucked up mental gymnastics my mind did to justify it so I could date her… Because I did want to date her. My feelings for her were real, even if I… didn’t always have the right mindset.”

Roxy sighed. “I guess I can’t get too mad at you for that. You’ve seen the error in your ways, and made changes to be a better person. Same with a lot of things, I guess.”

Brooke wilted a little. There were some things she could never atone for, no matter how much good she did. “I…” She swallowed thickly. “Sometimes, when I close my eyes at night, I can still see it. Still hear it.”

Roxy looked at her weirdly. “Hear what?” she prompted.

“Wh-what happened to you. What I walked in on. The screams, the look on your face as you thrashed around. Th-the smell. I can’t even eat meat anymore because the smell reminds me too much of that day.”

Roxy hummed. “Can’t say I remember it all too clearly. Everything from the outpost has become a little hazy. But, if it makes you feel any better, I can say that I was probably putting on a bit of a show.”

Brooke frowned. “Huh?”

“You know, playing up my screams, freaking out more than I really was. Emmerich would keep hurting me if he didn’t think I was learning my lesson, so I tried to put on a show for him so he would stop sooner. By that point I was getting a little used to the pain, so I had to play it up so he was satisfied. Don’t get me wrong, it still hurt like nothing else, but most of the scream volume was probably just me faking it.”

“Oh…” Brooke muttered. “I don’t know if that really does make me feel any better. You shouldn’t have been in that situation to begin with. You shouldn’t have needed to fake it so that… that cunt was satisfied.”

Roxy grunted. “Tell me about it.”

“What… What actually happened to him? I never heard, and there weren’t any reports on him being arrested or tried for anything. I… I assume he must have died during your escape but…”

Roxy took a deep breath, looking out over the city once more. “You know that big crucifix he kept on his wall?”

Brooke frowned. “Yeah?”

“The day that I escaped, we were going through training, and… I guess I finally passed. He wasn’t too happy about it, though. Wanted to… keep me for himself. By that point I couldn’t really say no to him anymore, so he thought I was agreeing with him. He thought he could trust me. Well, he brought me up to his desk and turned around to look for something, and while his back was turned, I grabbed the cross and hit him over the head with it. Didn’t stop until I was sure he was dead.”

“Oh,” Brooke replied. She took a moment to reconcile that bit of information in her head. Obviously, she knew that the chances of Emmerich still being alive at this point were slim to none, but now that she knew for sure, knew how it happened, it helped solidify it a bit. He would never hurt anyone again. That felt good. “Do you… regret it? Not specifically… killing him, but killing someone at all?”

Roxy shrugged. “The only thing I regret about what I did to him is that he’ll never know I beat him in the end. His back was turned, he didn’t see it coming. One second he was fine and the next, poof, lights out. I had to kill more hunters to escape, and I don’t regret that either. It was self defence. Same as when they attacked us at my grandma’s house. My… my family could have gotten hurt. I didn’t hesitate. I would never willingly kill someone who didn’t deserve it, but the hunters? They deserve it, and I have no qualms about it, either.”

Brooke’s chest tightened a bit, hearing the way she was talking, seeing how impassive her face was while she did so. Was she always like this, deep down, or did what happened at the outpost turn her into this? Into… a killer? No, she really shouldn’t judge. She knew firsthand the horrors that the hunters were capable of. Dozens of her coworkers had killed hunters before as well. As Roxy said, it was self defence. It was probably for the best that she was able to be so impassive about it. Maybe it just took her off guard because she knew Roxy before everything. It was harder to reconcile the image in her head of the old Roxy - the friendly, sorta awkward, protective human - with the new one; the scarred, muscly, take-no-shit werewolf.

Speaking of which, maybe she should change the subject. After a period of contemplative, slightly awkward silence, she decided to ask the question that had been burning at the back of her mind ever since Roxy pinned her against the wall and growled at her. “So, uh, this werewolf stuff… Were you… always a werewolf and we just didn’t know it?”

Roxy waved a hand. “Nah, my family had werewolf ancestors, but I was human. But, from a combination of Lunin from a mating bite and that dose of DX-47 I got, it pulled me closer to my werewolf side. I still can’t fully shift, but the claws make for good weapons, and the fur is nice in the cold.”

She half-shifted to emphasise her point, her eyes turning a brilliant amber as black fur sprouted and spread up her hands and arms. She grinned, her teeth sharp and unsettling. “Much better.”

Brooke blinked in surprise. “Oh, wow.” Honestly, Roxy had the right idea. It was getting a little cold up here now. They should probably wrap this up soon. “Um, one last thing I wanted to ask, but how did you meet that other direwolf? I was under the impression that Sam was the only one until he showed up.”

Roxy chuckled. “Yeah, funny story, that. He never met his parents, so he didn’t even know he was a werewolf till he met us, let alone a direwolf. He moved to Dewsbury and started at St Matthew’s a little bit after the start of the school year. Literally the first thing he did when he walked in was come up to me to ask if I needed help with my locker, cuz I was still on crutches at the time. I’m starting to think I’m some sort of werewolf magnet. Anyway, Leif took a liking to him and they got together after a little bit. From there, he quickly became part of the pack.”

“Oh…” Brooke struggled to hide her disappointment. She knew it was stupid to think there was still a chance for her to rekindle things with Leif, but now that she was dating someone else, well… It was hard not to be a little hurt at the crushed hopes, as futile as she knew they were.

Roxy stood up all of a sudden, stretching with the loud crack of her spine. “This has been fun ‘n all, but this cold’s starting to do a number on my back and my leg. Plus, the weed’s starting to kick in, and I’d rather be back home when it does. Dinner’s probably going to be soon, anyway.” She started back towards the elevator, but turned and gave Brooke a sincere smile. “It’s been nice catching up. And, for the record, I don’t hate you for what happened. I understand you thought you were doing the right thing. What happened to me isn’t your fault. You didn’t whip me, after all. Anyway, good talk. See ya.”

Brooke watched as she walked away. She realised her chance was slipping away. “Wait!”

Roxy paused and turned back, a curious look on her face. Brooke stood up and walked over to her. “Uh, do you… do you think you could maybe put in a good word for me to your pack? I, um… I don’t wanna keep getting frowned at. And… It would be cool if we could maybe hang out again some time.”

Roxy smiled softly. “I can try, but I can’t promise anything. Sam can hold a grudge, and Leif, well… I don’t think I need to explain why that might be difficult for her.”

Brooke nodded. “I understand. Thanks for talking with me.”

“No problem.” Roxy gave her a two-finger salute and headed off, leaving Brooke alone on the rooftop. It was cold, but she just shrugged her jacket tighter around herself. She needed a little time to process everything that had happened, everything that she’d learned. The sky was beginning to darken and the city brightened in response, logos on skyscrapers lighting up to accentuate the skyline. Most of them were for unethical mining conglomerates, but oh well. 

She stayed up there for quite a long time. It wasn’t until her phone beeped with the reminder to take her nightly meds that she remembered herself and realised how freezing the night had become. She hastily retreated back to the elevator, heading back to her empty apartment. It would have been preferable if it were filled with warmth and laughter and family, like she could only assume Roxy’s was, but she would take what she could get. 

It was still more than she felt she deserved.
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                Apart from all the drama with Brooke, living in Perth was going pretty well. Roxy was enjoying living with her pack full time, and the services that the Council building offered were great. The gym meant that they could all continue their training, and that Roxy could still work out in her own time as well. They also spent a lot of time in the werewolf enrichment area, though Roxy was mostly just watching the other werewolves play around. Personally, she didn’t see the appeal in viciously ripping apart a chew toy by using it to play tug-of-war with your friends, but clearly Sam and Drew were enjoying it a lot. Pedro and Clarissa also spent a lot of time down there, but it was less explicit playing and more just running around and napping together, which Sam and Drew also did a lot of. Roxy would have felt a little jealous, but there were also plenty of wolf naptimes to be had in the apartment, so she wasn’t missing out on anything.

Her dad was really making the most of his holiday, when he wasn’t essentially acting as the group’s house-husband, cooking most of the meals and all that. He would spend time in the library, going on tours of the city, and generally just living his best life. Obviously he wasn’t alone in doing the house-work, they had a rotating chore schedule and Roxy or Pedro would cook dinner instead some nights when they weren’t just eating takeout. He just really seemed to enjoy cooking for the group most of the time.

When they weren’t making use of the various facilities in the Council building, Roxy and her friends took to exploring the city. If she was being honest, there wasn’t really all that much to see. Perth wasn’t exactly a tourist hotspot. That being said, it was still fun to look for little underground shops and use their practically infinite income to support small businesses on shopping trips. Roxy had already impulsively gotten herself a bunch of new ear piercings and a small tattoo of a pair of wolves running around her forearm as the start of what would hopefully become a sleeve someday. She wanted something to draw attention away from all the scars and, well, Emmerich did call her body a canvas.

As the weeks rolled on and Winter turned to Spring, Roxy, Sam, and Leif started attending a weekly queer youth group, just for something to do as the encroaching boredom became worse and worse. Roxy was sceptical at first, but Leif was excited to get to meet some more queer people that were around their age, so she and Sam followed along. It was surprisingly enjoyable, and although it took a bit for her to let her walls down, by the end of the first night she found herself happily conversing with the strangers around her. No one asked intrusive questions, and they generally had a good time. There was a little bit of discussion about werewolves, mostly in a positive light, but Sam and Roxy didn’t out themselves just yet. They wanted to get a better feel for the general consensus on werewolves first before they potentially burned any bridges by coming out. Things seemed hopeful, though. It was unsurprising that queer people would be supportive of them, considering the similarities in the systemic oppression they faced. 

Eventually, as with all things, Leif accidentally let it slip that they were werewolves. There was a little bit of an uproar as people got excited about it, but thankfully no hate was thrown their way. They even convinced Sam to shift for them, on the grounds that no photos or anything were taken, considering they were still technically in hiding. Sam was more than happy to do so, and had a good time playing with everyone. It was nice to live in a world where they could be open about who they were like that.

The whole time, there had been no word of hunter sightings in the city, or anywhere else for that matter. It put Roxy on edge. She knew they were still looking for them. Did they already know where they were and were just biding their time, or were they still searching the country? There was no way to know, and it was frustrating. Chris was still out there, still tracking them, and they wouldn’t be truly safe until all of this was finished.

Right now, though, there was nothing she could do, so Roxy just sucked it up and tried to make the most of every day. Key word being tried. It became a little difficult to do when she suddenly came down with the worst flu she’d ever had in her life, but at least her pack was there to support her. Mostly.

—

“How’s she doing?” Leif asked as she and Sam walked down the street, bags of groceries in hand. Damien was usually the one to take care of the shopping, but since he was busy wrangling Roxy and trying to keep her in bed, the two of them were more than happy to help out. Sam used the opportunity to throw about twenty packs of spicy ramen in the cart as a get-well present. Nothing made sickness easier to deal with like comfort food and lots of physical affection, and if there were two things Sam could do well, it was cook instant ramen and give hugs. And provide the occasional touch of gentle loving coitus, not that Roxy’s dad needed to be aware of that. It was good for morale, and good morale made for a good recovery!

Sam frowned, focusing on the feelings from her mark. There was a lot less explicit discomfort than there had been when they’d left, but that wasn’t too surprising. She watched Roxy down half a bottle of cough syrup on the way out the door, so that had to have had some effect. Given that Sam was beginning to feel a little dizzy just from the floatiness coming through the bond, she could only hope to guess at what condition Roxy was going to be in.

“Let’s just say, I’ll be surprised if she can form coherent sentences by the time we get back.”

Leif laughed. “Y’know, I don’t think I’ve ever seen her this sick before. To be honest, I don’t think I’ve ever seen her sick, period.” She paused, and then snorted. “Well, aside from her period. She was not happy when hers first came around, let me tell you. And when she learned it would be every month for the next forty odd years? Poor girl was inconsolable.”

Sam winced. “Yeah, I’ve been there. Mine came pretty late, so I at least had a bit of warning of what to expect from sex-ed, but that did not make the experience any more pleasant. What about you? Late bloomer too?”

Leif blinked at her. “Sam, I don’t have a uterus.”

Sam stared back for a few seconds. “I don’t know how I keep forgetting that.”

They shared a laugh at the awkwardness of the exchange before Sam gave a little thought to the original point Leif had been trying to bring up before she’d been sidetracked. “I think the only time I’ve really seen her sick, aside from a little cough here and there, was when she was recovering from the kidnapping. I’m not really sure you’d call that sick, though. It was more injury than illness.”

“Yeah, none of her wounds even got infected. It was a little surprising, honestly, after seeing the state of that cell she stayed in.”

“Mm,” Sam replied, remembering the tiny locked room they’d come across during their rescue, covered in Roxy’s scent. It hurt her heart to know that her girlfriend had been stuck in such a dark and dingy place for so long.

“I guess she’s just got a good immune system. Probably just not used to the diseases in Australia,” Leif said, thankfully putting an end to the dark turn the conversation had taken.

“So,” Sam started after a reasonable period of silence. “I heard you talked with Brooke. How’d that go?”

Leif sighed. “It was… awkward. I was hesitant to even go, to be honest. If Roxy hadn’t vouched for her I wouldn’t have even considered it. It ended up just being a whole bunch of well-deserved apologies from her end while I just sorta sat there and listened. I expected to not really care what she had to say. If it had been last year I probably wouldn’t have even given her the chance to open her mouth, but now, after I’ve had all this time to think and to process, I… I don’t think I have it in me to hate her anymore. Obviously, what she did can never be forgiven, or undone, but… She’s not that person anymore. I don’t think I would hate hanging out with her again. It might even be nice. I-if I’m being honest, I did miss her a bit, deep down.”

Sam hummed. “You and Roxy were the ones she wronged, so if you both are cool with her now, I guess I am too. It just… I can never forget what she did to Roxy. I know she didn’t mean to, but it was ultimately the sum of her actions that left Roxy so… so broken. I can’t just forgive that. I won’t antagonise her if you guys wanna hang out with her, but… I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to like her again.”

Leif patted her arm. “No one would blame you for that.”

They made it back to the building and took the elevator up to their apartment. Sam could already hear Roxy babbling incoherently before they even opened the door, and the situation inside didn’t betray her expectations. Her mate was bundled up on the couch in layers of blankets, very seriously attempting to communicate with her father, who seemed to be doing his best not to laugh at her delirium. 

“Her single brain cell is hard at work, I see,” Leif said as she set her bag of groceries on the bench.

Damien chuckled. “I think she thinks she’s speaking Burmese. She’s getting a word or two right every now and then, but the rest is just… gibberish. She’s never really been able to speak it, so I don’t really know where this attempt is coming from, but it’s… certainly charming.”

Roxy made an affronted noise, switching back to English with a wobble in her rough voice and tears in her eyes. “Dad, how could you say that? I thought we were having a… having a… talking!”

The sheer betrayal and sadness in her voice tugged heavily on Sam’s heartstrings, despite the fact that she knew it was entirely a product of her drugged-up state. She walked over and sat on the couch next to her, running a hand through her mostly-black hair, trying to see if she could spot any more grey strands that might have popped up over the last few weeks. She’d been neglecting her usual haircut routine, so it had grown a little longer than she usually kept it, but Sam wasn’t complaining. Roxy was beautiful to her no matter what, and she relished the rare opportunity to bury her hands in the black bird’s nest on her mate’s head. The feverish heat radiating from her skin was worrying, but Sam knew that with enough rest, she would be alright. It was just a little disconcerting to see her so out-of-sorts.

“How’re you feeling, hun?”

The question distracted Roxy enough for her to forget her outrage at her dad. “Mm-bad. Eyes feel too big for m’head. Throat hurts. S-scars throbbing.”

Sam trailed her hand down to cup Roxy’s cheek, running her thumb along the lines carved into her face. The other girl seemed to appreciate the action, leaning heavily into Sam’s hand with a needy groan. Then, with a sudden strength that belied her small frame or sickly state, she grabbed Sam’s wrist and pulled her down on top of her, before squirming around until her face was firmly tucked into the crook of Sam’s neck, the rest of her body wrapped around Sam like a koala hugging a tree. Before she could even register what was going on, Sam was completely trapped under her girlfriend, already beginning to sweat from the heat rolling off of Roxy in waves.

“Welp,” Leif said. “Looks like Sam’s out of commission for the rest of the day.”

“That’s a shame,” Damien replied. “I was hoping she could help me with dinner.”

“I’m still here, y’know. You don’t have to talk around me,” Sam complained. “I still wanna help!”

Sam had been attempting - with limited success - to learn how to cook. Roxy and Damien were providing tutelage, but so far she was still relegated to the role of ‘assistant.’ She wasn’t complaining, though. The idea of having to manage more than one thing on the stove at the same time without any help was frankly terrifying.

“If she gets off of you by her own accord by the time I start dinner, you can help. Otherwise, you’re on your own,” Damien said with a wry grin.

Roxy nuzzled against her cheek. “Go fluffy, please,” she mumbled.

Sam acquiesced with a sigh, half-shifting to the point where fur grew from her cheeks. Roxy made a noise of satisfaction, burying her face in it.

“You know you can make your own fur now, right?” Sam grumbled, while secretly loving all of the affection.

“Don’t care, yours is nicer. Smells like you.”

Sam’s heart did a little flip at that, and she couldn’t keep the grin off of her face. God, she loved this girl so much. She was definitely going to be stuck here for the rest of the day, trapped under her furnace of a girlfriend, and she couldn’t even find it inside herself to care. “I guess I can’t argue with that.”

—

Chris opened his one eye to a featureless grey ceiling. The other eye did not follow suit, forever sealed shut by the healing scars from a young werewolf’s claws. He sat up with a grunt, rubbing the ache out of his bad shoulder, permanently weakened from when his ex shot him in defence of his daughter. He was grateful that, despite his debilitating injuries, despite his inability to ever meaningfully participate in a hunt again, his employers had still deemed him useful enough to not strip away his rank of captain, where he had been sitting comfortably for the last fifteen years of his service. It meant he still had a room all to himself, instead of bunking in the barracks with all of the rank-and-file soldiers. 

Watson, as the first lieutenant of his team, also had a room to herself, though she likely would have had one even as a low-ranking soldier, given that she was a woman. There weren’t enough women in the Son’s ranks to justify splitting the barracks by gender, and Chris had heard stories of what went on when the women weren’t given their own space to sleep. Thankfully, the perpetrators of such crimes were harshly reprimanded in most outposts - if the women they wronged didn’t get to them first - and these days, most outposts provided their few female soldiers with their own sleeping quarters to prevent such happenings anyway. The knowledge of how things should be run just made the memory of Emmerich and Harrison’s conduct that much more sickening. Yes, given that she was still being conditioned, albeit far more gruesomely than was warranted, Roxy wouldn’t have earned the right to her own sleeping quarters yet. That didn’t change the nature of the threats Emmerich often teased her with. Distasteful and disgusting, Chris thought. 

He hated himself for how he mocked Damien with Roxy’s treatment at the hands of that worm while they were having their disagreement. Emotions were running high, and Chris was filled with self-righteous anger at the time from having been caught and subsequently dumped. He had been so mad at Damien for stumbling across his phone call, as if it was his fault. He was just saying whatever came into his head, and if it hit Damien where it hurt? All the better. Now, after having had months to think about what he’d done and all he’d thrown away, he could only look back on the memory with shame. That wasn’t how a captain of the Son’s forces should act under stress. That wasn’t how an innocent man should’ve been treated for the crime of loving his daughter.

He sighed and shook off the thought. It was one that plagued him often, but what was done was done, and there was nothing he could do now except move on. With silent weariness, he lifted himself from his cot and stumbled over to his bathroom, relieving himself before stepping into the shower and turning on the water. He wasn’t high-ranking enough to earn hot water, but he appreciated having access to a private shower all the same. He cleaned himself with finely-honed efficiency, built from his early years as a newly recruited rank-and-file, eager to get in and out of the showers before he could attract too much attention to himself. Having been recruited into the organisation through a family connection, he thankfully wasn’t subjected to conditioning and thus rose through the ranks quickly as he proved himself on hunts and scouting missions.

Once he was finished with his shower, he quickly brushed his teeth and shaved away his morning stubble in front of the mirror, before throwing on a fresh eyepatch to cover the ugly remains of his left eye. He had always considered himself to be fairly attractive, but after the mess he’d made of hunting the direwolf pack, he couldn’t look at his reflection with anything more than mild disgust. He wore his failure on his face for all to see, but none of them would understand how deep the failure truly went. None of them knew how much he’d thrown away only to fuck up the one job he’d been given. He couldn’t decide which was worse; failing the organisation that he’d devoted his life to, or giving up the man he was pretty sure he’d been falling in love with for the sake of said organisation. It sounded like one of those impossible choices you’d get on a personality quiz, but Chris, with his incredible incompetence, had managed to do both at the same time. What utter horseshit.

He sighed and made to exit the bathroom, only to open the door and almost walk right into Watson, who was standing there with her fist raised ready to knock. Her eyes widened and quickly took in his undressed form before her whole face went bright red. She spun on a dime, resolutely facing the opposite wall. “A-apologies, sir! I didn’t mean to, um… i-intrude.”

He raised his one working eyebrow, stepping past her and into his room proper so he could get dressed. She rotated to compensate for his movements, keeping him firmly at her back. 

“Do you need something?”

“I have news about the search for the direwolves.”

“And that required you to enter my private quarters because…?”

“I’m very sorry, sir! I knocked on your door, and when you didn’t respond, I got worried and decided to check on you.”

He hummed in appreciation as he pulled on a pair of pants. The Sons could be cut-throat at times, but at least Watson was looking out for him. It wasn’t like she meant to catch an eyeful like that. “Thank you for your concern, Watson. Don’t worry about the intrusion, all is forgiven.”

She muttered a quick ‘thank you’ as Chris finished getting dressed, throwing on a random button-up. He addressed her again as he sat on his cot to put his shoes and socks on. “So, what’s this news? Something good, I hope.”

There hadn’t been so much as a peep in the search for the direwolves for the last two months, as his team tirelessly searched Australia in the potentially false belief that they were even still there. They had people watching their homes back in America and there hadn’t been any news there, so at the very least they hadn’t gone home yet. Still, that didn’t mean they remained in Australia after their flight changed over in Sydney. The only positive of this whole wild goose chase was that it had given Chris a chance to rest and recover from his injuries. He had to take the good where he could find it.

Watson cleared her throat. “As you know, we’ve been tracking the direwolf pack’s social media accounts. Recently, we made note that Leif Townsend started following someone from Perth on Instagram, and this person followed Townsend back. A few days later, this person posted a photograph of themself at a park in Perth, and Reed, Kindley, and Townsend are all visible in the background. We now know for a fact that the direwolves are in Perth, and we believe we can use this person as a link to track them down further. I’ve done a little bit of research, and it seems this person attends a weekly youth group for young people that align themselves with identities in the LGBT community. It’s my belief that, at the very least, Kindley, Reed, and Townsend are also attending this group.”

“A weekly youth group,” Chris muttered to himself, before speaking up so Watson could hear. “Yes, it should be easy to track down where they’re staying from there. If they attend consistently, it will be a cinch to follow them and locate their hideout.” He stood up and gave his subordinate a firm look. “Watson, I’m placing this mission in your hands. The wolves will recognise me, whether it be via sight or scent, so I can’t risk getting anywhere near them. Figure out where they’re staying and get as much info on them as you can. In the meantime, I will start planning. We’ll come up with a way to draw them out into the open.”

The woman saluted, a slight smile curling her lips. She was always so intense. “Yes, sir, Captain Langley!”

Watson left the room and Chris immediately began thinking. Step one, he needed to get to Perth and into the outpost, as he was currently still in Sydney. Step two, he needed a plan that wouldn’t fail as spectacularly as his first one did. Charging in guns blazing definitely wasn’t the solution. This would require a far more… delicate touch.

—

Roxy woke up, much as she did every day, surrounded by the warmth of her girlfriend. Sam was gently trailing a hand through her hair and over her bare back, stroking up and down through the coarse bristles of her freshly shaven head and over the bumps and lines marring her skin. After a particularly rowdy full moon celebration recently, Roxy had woken up to find her hair had grown at least half an inch overnight, no doubt from all the half-shifting she’d been doing while playing around with her packmates. The new hair didn’t stand up long to her razor, though, and she made quick work of the back and sides until they were cropped down close to her scalp. She left the top a little longer this time, enjoying the way Sam would constantly brush her hands through it in casual gestures of intimacy. 

Roxy shifted a little in Sam’s hold, nuzzling her nose against her mate’s neck and gently kissing it. Sam let out a quiet chuckle.

“Good morning, beautiful,” she murmured, her voice heavy with sleep.

Roxy sighed happily, deflating against Sam’s body. “I don’t think this’ll ever get old.”

“What?”

Roxy lifted her head to see her girlfriend’s face, brushing away the bits of her fringe that fell in front of her eyes. “Waking up with you. Getting to spend every day with you. Going to sleep with you only to wake up with you the next morning. I’m never gonna get sick of it.”

Sam grinned, wide and mirthful. Her blue eyes lit up like the midday sky. She ran her hands up and down Roxy’s sides lovingly. “Someone’s feeling romantic this morning,” she observed. “I feel the same way.”

Roxy leaned down and kissed her, softly and slowly. Sam let out a very pleased sounding hum in response, wrapping Roxy in her arms and holding her tightly against her body. Roxy smiled against her lips before pulling back, tucking her head under Sam’s chin and pressing her ear up to the other girl’s chest to hear her steady heartbeat. They laid there for a while in silence, listening to the sounds of their packmates waking up in the rooms adjacent and going about their morning routines. Roxy and Sam had nowhere to be, so they were in no rush to remove themselves from each other.

“I wanna marry you,” Sam said all of a sudden.

The thought made Roxy’s heart do somersaults in her chest. “What, like right now?”

“Well, whenever works. After all this stuff is finished, maybe.”

“Aren’t we a little young?”

“Are we? We’re adults now. I know people who have gotten married straight out of highschool. I might be wrong, but I’m pretty sure my parents did. I-if you don’t want to that’s fine-”

“No, I do!” Roxy interrupted before Sam could get the wrong idea. She smiled comfortingly. “I really do. I guess it’s always just seemed like… something that’s gonna happen in the future, y’know? If it even happened at all. But… Yeah. I wanna marry you, Sam.”

“I love you,” Sam whispered, with an assuredness that offered no room for doubt, and kissed her again. It was deep and filled with such intensity that Roxy felt her head start to spin, and a sparkling warmth travelled up her body from the tips of her toes to the crown of her head.

Sam pulled back only to shower her face in more kisses, on her cheeks and forehead and brows and chin. A bubbly giggle forced its way up from Roxy’s chest as she tried hopelessly to fend off the affectionate onslaught. By the time Sam stopped, they were both rolling with laughter, clinging to each other with desperate neediness.

“I love you too, Sammie,” Roxy finally managed to say once she’d caught her breath.

The werewolf let out a happy sigh, her blue eyes soaking up every detail of Roxy’s face. “So, does this mean we’re engaged now? Am I your fiancée?” She said the word with a mocking posh accent.

Roxy grinned. “I guess so. Unless you want to buy some matching fancy rings to make it official?”

Sam scoffed. “Screw rings, that’s a human tradition. We’re werewolves! Let’s do this the werewolf way!”

Roxy raised an eyebrow. “And that is?”

Sam’s smile turned mischievous. “I’ll show you.”

Her eyes turned red and she darted forward before Roxy could react, sinking her fangs into her collarbone. A sharp pain shot through her that was quickly muted by a flow of ecstasy, coursing throughout Roxy’s body from the wound. It was Sam’s love and affection made physical, the entirety of her soul laid bare for Roxy to see and experience and feel. It was all of her hardships and all of her happiness, every inch of her being pouring into Roxy as their souls combined into one. It was a brand new mark, a brand new symbol of their bond not just as girlfriends or mates, but as soulmates. In truth, it didn’t harbour any more significance than their original mark, but that didn’t change how it felt to Roxy. It felt like a promise, like a contract signed in blood that they would always be there for each other, always connected through the magical bonds of their species. Yeah, it did feel a lot like a marriage, now that she thought about it. Sam definitely had the right idea.

Sam released the bite and Roxy gasped as she came back to herself, panting from the sheer transcendence of the experience. She felt a gentle tongue lapping at the wound, cleaning off the blood that had leaked out. A tiny part of Roxy felt like she should be mad at getting another new scar, but with the knowledge of what it represented, she could feel nothing but elation.

“I forgot how amazing that feels,” she muttered once Sam crawled back up into her line of sight.

Sam hummed. “I know it isn’t really anything more than the mark we already had, but… I felt like it meant more than some piece of metal ever would, y’know?”

Roxy smiled. “Yeah.” She focused, bringing her own wolf to the surface until her eyes glowed and her fangs grew. “You ready for yours?”

Sam grinned. “Hell yeah.”

Roxy flew at her without a second of hesitation, biting down on her mate’s collarbone in much the same way Sam had just done to her. She had to admit, the experience was much less magical on the other side of it, but hearing Sam’s gasps and sighs of ecstasy made it more than worth it, as much as those noises put her in the mood for something else at the same time. Roxy pulled her teeth out and returned Sam’s favour of cleaning the wound, surprising herself at how little the act of licking up her partner’s blood bothered her. It just felt like a natural extension of their intimacy, and, well, they were technically wolves, weren’t they? It’s not like it would be weird in that context, either.

Roxy pulled back, leaning on her haunches as she straddled Sam’s hips. The girl was in a similar state to what Roxy’d been in earlier, panting and staring up at the ceiling with wide blue eyes. She swallowed, and Roxy watched the movement of her throat with hunger burning just below her skin. She wanted to sink her teeth in more.

“Wow, yeah…” Sam said breathlessly. “That was incredible.”

“Do you wanna fuck?” Roxy asked bluntly, tired of waiting. Her whole body was burning with primal restlessness, eager to just move and do something. Whether it be to work out or play around with her pack or screw her mate into the mattress, she didn’t care. 

Sam’s eyes found hers and she watched as her pupils dilated in real time. She didn’t even respond, just reaching up with scrabbling hands to pull Roxy down into her. It was a good thing they didn’t have any plans for the day, she decided. She just got engaged, where better to celebrate than between her lover’s legs?

She wasn’t sure how much later it was that they were disturbed. Roxy had vaguely heard the sounds of something happening out in the apartment in the back of her awareness, but she’d been far too preoccupied to pay it any mind. That luck could only last so long, however, when a sharp knock on the door interrupted the two of them, limbs tangled together in a sweaty pile of mutual pleasure as they competed to stay on top and bring the other to release first. Well, first wasn’t really an accurate descriptor by that point. They had been going for a while. Roxy was winning, though. Not that anyone was keeping score or anything.

“Guys, quit your banging and hurry up and get dressed!” Leif yelled through the door. If it hadn’t already been thoroughly reddened from exertion, Roxy’s face would’ve warmed at the realisation that, if Leif, with her weak human senses, knew what they were doing, everyone else probably did as well. Maybe she’d been too harsh on Pedro after that first night. The walls here were too damn thin. Leif continued. “The vaccine’s ready, we’ve been called down to watch the test!”

That got Roxy’s attention. She and Sam quickly untangled from each other and started rifling through their drawers, throwing on clothes as quickly as they could. They were dressed in less than two minutes flat, bursting out of their bedroom door and into the living room, where everyone was waiting for them.

Roxy awkwardly coughed into her fist. “Morning, everybody.”

Thankfully, nobody seemed keen on teasing them for what may or may not have been overheard, most likely due to the anticipation of finding out that the vaccine was ready after all this time. 

“Ready to go?” Pedro asked.

Roxy nodded. They all made to exit, but the man suddenly paused, sniffing at the air. The action made Roxy’s stomach churn with embarrassment. Even if he hadn’t heard what she and Sam had been doing, there was no doubt that the scent of their activities was still covering both of them. The only question was as to whether or not Pedro would tease them for it.

Instead of any teasing, however, Pedro frowned in confusion and looked at her carefully, his eyes trailing down to where she knew her new mark was peeking out from the collar of her tank top. He glanced at Sam and his gaze honed in on the same spot.

“You two gave each other new marks,” he stated plainly, the maybe-too-personal question of ‘why?’ remaining unasked. Surprisingly, Damien remained silent, even as the confusion of not knowing what a mark was displayed on his face.

Roxy swallowed thickly and shared a quick glance with Sam, silently questioning how much they wanted to share so soon. It wasn’t difficult to come to a decision. After all, if they couldn’t share it with their pack, who could they share it with?

“Well…” Sam began, with more than a little redness on her cheeks. “This morning, Roxy and I… We, um…”

“We decided to get engaged,” Roxy finished for her. “Since we obviously don’t have any rings, the marks are our substitute.”

The living room was completely silent, each of their packmates staring at the two of them with wide eyes and dropped jaws. It was Leif, of course, who finally broke the silence.

“What, like ‘we’re getting married’ engaged?!”

“Yep.”

“Holy shit, congrats!”

Shock quickly turned to elation as everyone congratulated them in turn, slapping them on the back or wrapping them in warm hugs. Roxy realised her dad was crying as she hugged him and then she started crying too. “You’ve grown up so fast,” he said to her once they separated. “I’m so proud of the woman you’ve become, Roxy.”

“Couldn’t have done it without you, dad,” she responded, her heart about ready to burst from all the giddy, happy emotion flowing through it.

Damien turned to Sam and pulled her into a hug as well. “You too, Sam. I can’t think of anyone better suited to my daughter. You have my blessing as a father. I would welcome you to the family, but… Well, I think the lines of friend and family have already been blurred for a long time around here.”

Great, now Sam was crying too. Not that Roxy wasn’t appreciative of all the support from her loved ones, but they had somewhere to be! And now they were all gonna look like they’d been crying in front of the big politician man and all of his science guys! Yeah, no, try as she might, Roxy couldn’t find it in herself to care what he thought anymore. They already stunk of sex anyway, how much worse could cry-face be?

Eventually, everyone calmed down from the shock of the announcement and they finally set off to the underground labs, though not before Clarissa spritzed perfume all over Roxy and Sam to make them just a little bit more presentable. The trip down was short and uneventful, and they met up with Matthew after stepping out of the elevator in the basement. He led them through the halls to the lab testing room, where Vincent and Brooke were waiting, along with several other people in lab coats. Roxy hung off of Sam’s arm the whole way, partially to help fend off the heebie-jeebies that being underground gave her, but mostly because she was just feeling very territorial about her new fiancée with the endorphins from the marking bite still flowing through her system.

The testing room wasn’t what Roxy had been expecting. It reminded her a little bit of an interrogation room you would see on police shows, the ones with the two-way glass that people would watch the interrogation take place through. On this side of the glass, the room was fairly nondescript, a few tables with computers set up no doubt so that the scientists could record the results of the test right away. On the other side of the glass, the room was just blank concrete, a thick metal door in the dividing wall providing access. It reminded Roxy far too much of her old cell. In the centre of the concrete room, there was an assortment of chains and shackles, bolted to the floor. Roxy had seen chains in that arrangement before. Hell, she was locked up in them when Emmerich tested DX-47 on her.

“Ah, good morning, everyone,” Vincent greeted them, shaking Pedro’s hand. Pedro himself was frowning, looking at the chains in the other room, clearly having come to a similar conclusion as Roxy.

“Exactly what kind of test will this be, Councilman?” His voice was tinged with worry.

Vincent’s smile dropped, leaving a much more serious expression in its wake. “Straight to business, I see. Very well then. We need to test if the vaccine works, and the only way to do that is to inject someone with DX-47 beforehand, to make sure it cancels out all of the drug’s effects. Obviously, given the drug’s nature, we can’t do that safely without taking certain… precautions.”

“This is the same setup that the hunters used,” Roxy said matter-of-factly, staring through the glass.

Vincent nodded. “Yes. They may be genocidal maniacs, but when it comes to restraining dangerous, superpowered individuals, they know what they’re doing.”

“Who’s going to be the test subject, then?” Pedro asked.

“That’s where you all come in. Given the effect that DX-47 has on werewolves, we believe it would be much safer to do the test on a human. Aside from the few in your pack, there are no other humans living here. It’s up to you to decide.”

Brooke’s eyes widened. “Wait, what about me? I thought it was always the plan for you to test it on me?”

Vincent shook his head. “No, it can’t be you. If something were to go wrong with the test, we would need your help to troubleshoot and try to fix the problem in the vaccine.”

“I’m not as useful as you think I am!”

“My decision is final, Brooke. It will be one of the humans in the direwolf pack.”

“I’ll do it.”

Everyone turned to Leif in shock as her words sunk in. Drew placed a hand on her shoulder. 

“Are you sure?” he asked.

Leif nodded resolutely. “It has to be me, there isn’t any other choice. Roxy’s dad and I are the only two viable humans here, and Damien’s old. We don’t know what kind of problems it could cause for him. No offence, Damien.”

“None taken,” the man responded

“I’m young and fit, and really, there isn’t any other option, is there? Personally, I think it’s a little stupid that there wasn’t already a test subject lined up and ready to go, but here we are. I’ll do it.”

Vincent nodded sagely, as if he hadn’t just been unsubtly criticised. “Very well.” He turned to his scientists. “Get her set up.”

The scientists moved to lead Leif away, but she quickly turned to Roxy, a little bit of fear hidden behind her eyes. “Anything I should know to expect?”

Roxy pulled her into a hug. “Sorry, I don’t really remember. Just… Hold on, okay? It won’t last forever.”

Leif chuckled in her ear. “How reassuring.” She pulled away and shot her a confident smirk, even as Roxy could hear her heart pounding and see the subtle shaking in her hands. “Guess I’ll see you on the other side!”

Her anxiety was infectious, and soon Roxy found herself biting her lip and tightly clutching Sam’s hand as she watched Leif be shackled up through the glass. The girl was being remarkably brave about the whole thing, even when the metal collar was locked shut around her neck and the chains around her wrists were pulled taut, forcing her to kneel. The whole time, Roxy’s mind was racing with things that could go wrong. What if the vaccine didn’t work and she was stuck as a raging monster? What if the chains broke and she hurt someone? Roxy almost couldn’t bear to watch.

“I’ve gotta say, this whole setup is pretty kinky,” Leif said, in a misguided attempt to kill the unbearable tension. It seemed to work a little, with Brooke snorting and Drew letting out a long-suffering sigh, but the brief reprieve the joke offered quickly dried up when the scientist who was locking her up pulled a syringe out of her pocket, filled with a dark liquid.

“Are you ready?” the woman asked.

Leif visibly swallowed and, with a shaking voice, replied. “As I’ll ever be.”

“There’s going to be a slight sting.”

With that, the drug was injected into Leif’s neck, and the woman quickly retreated to safety. For the first few seconds, nothing seemed to be happening, but then Leif’s body jerked, and she gasped in pain, and it began.

It was awful.

The room watched in horrified silence as Leif’s body spasmed, pink bubbles of spit frothing from her mouth as her gums bled. More blood poured from her nose and from under her fingernails as her muscles twitched and bulged freakishly. The whites of her eyes turned pure red as her capillaries burst from the strain her body was under, both trying to break free of her bindings and trying to fight the horrible transformation as it progressed. She let out an inhuman scream of rage and pain that ripped Roxy’s heart to shreds, and her wild eyes locked on to the scientist that was still in the room. She started thrashing in her direction, snarling and flinging bloody spit across the room as she pulled against the chains restraining her, straining so hard Roxy was worried she was going to break her wrists.

The transformation seemed to be finished. Leif, her best friend for twelve years, the sister she never had, was reduced to nothing more than a mindless zombie, drooling and growling and doing her very best to kill everyone in the room with her terrifyingly empty stare. There wasn’t anyone behind her eyes anymore. It wouldn’t even be accurate to call her an animal at that point. What a perfectly horrible creation the hunters had come up with. A hiccupy sob rocked up from her chest out of nowhere, and Roxy didn’t bother to stop the tears as they came. Her best friend was gone, and in her place there stood only a monster.

“Stop it,” Drew whispered, the horror and pain clear in his voice. “That’s enough, make it stop! For god’s sake, give her the cure already, you heartless fucking asshole! She’s suffering!”

“You heard the man,” Vincent said coldly. “Give her the vaccine.”

The scientist carefully stepped towards Leif, taking care not to get too close to her gnashing jaws. She went around behind her, where the chained collar prevented her from turning, and injected another syringe into her neck. The effect was mercifully quick. One second Leif was violently thrashing, trying to turn around to attack the scientist, and the next, her eyes were rolling back into her head and her body flopped to the ground like a sack of bricks.

Roxy couldn’t even remember moving. At one moment she was standing at the window, staring through at the limp and lifeless body of her sister, and the next she was kneeling beside her, surrounded by her pack, desperately gripping her hand like that might make her come back quicker. Leif’s head was resting on Drew’s lap, his hands cradling the sides of her bloody face. Her chains had been removed, and her chest was rising and falling steadily, which was a relief. Realistically, Roxy knew that Leif wouldn’t die. She’d gone through the transformation herself, and came back relatively unharmed, minus some bad muscle pain. It was just the shock of seeing her like that, seeing her thrash around mindlessly before dropping limp. It scared her down to her core.

“Is she alright?” asked Vincent, who was peering over their shoulders.

“I think so,” Drew responded. “No thanks to you.”

“Ms. Townsend volunteered to be the test subject, Mr. Basterfield. I understand that you are in distress, but please do not direct your pain towards me unjustly.”

“She only volunteered because there was no other choice!” Pedro suddenly yelled. “You should have had a test subject lined up! The only reason Leif agreed to do this was because you didn’t prepare properly! You should be ashamed of yourself!”

Vincent looked well and truly taken aback. Pedro was growling at him, claws bared, ready to defend his pack. Roxy would have been right there with him were it not for her obligation to stay by Leif’s side. What an asshole, leaving them with such an impossible choice and then acting like it wasn’t his fault that they were in that position in the first place.

Vincent grunted. “Perhaps you are right. I apologise. I simply assumed it wouldn’t be an issue, given your pack’s human members. I had not expected the process to be so… disturbing.”

“Then you’re naive and an idiot,” Pedro said tersely. 

“Pedro, please. Today has been a success! The vaccine works, and now all that’s left to do is wait until the eclipse to give the vaccine to one of the direwolves. In the meantime, we will have more doses synthesised for the rest of you as a contingency. Should the hunters somehow succeed in their plan despite our efforts, the last thing we want is for all of us to be turned into beasts as we try to reverse it.”

“Succeed? How could they succeed now?” Roxy asked.

“As Mr. Basterfield’s sudden appearance proved, there may be more direwolves we aren’t aware of. If the hunters have gotten their hands on them, or god forbid, they manage to get the two of you here, there will be nothing we can do to stop them from activating the ritual themselves. Having our crew vaccinated means that we will be able to fight back to the bitter end. Whether that means wrangling a monstrous direwolf into the ritual to apply the antidote, or fighting through an outpost to find them after having been captured, the vaccine will give us our last fighting chance, instead of reducing us to animals the second the ritual starts.”

“Why don’t you just vaccinate us now? Save the trouble and the worry?” Sam asked.

“As we know so little about the eclipse ritual, we have no way of knowing that the vaccine will be transferred to the rest of the population if it has already been administered. Waiting until the eclipse to administer it is the most surefire way to ensure that it transfers. If we vaccinated you now, it would remove the threat of you being used by the hunters in the future, but it will not remove the threat of other direwolves being used. We want to completely cut off this avenue for the hunters, and waiting till the eclipse is the best way to do that.”

“Um,” Roxy’s dad muttered. “If you’re making more vaccines for the rest of us as a contingency in case things go wrong, do you think you could send some to my family back in the US? I-if worse comes to worst and the hunters do succeed, I don’t want my family to turn and accidentally hurt each other while we try to fix it.”

“It will be done, Mr. Thura. You have my word.”

Damien nodded and returned his eyes to Leif’s unconscious form. Roxy was just trying to hold on to whatever was left of her psyche after this absolute rollercoaster of a morning. First she was ecstatic, getting engaged to Sam, so filled with love and happiness that it felt like she could take on the world, and then came the horror of having to watch Leif suffer like that, and now the subtle burning dread and fear that, despite everything they’d done to prevent it, the hunters still might activate the ritual without their knowledge. It wasn’t a high probability, but it wasn’t a 0% chance, either, and that tiny sliver of possibility was no doubt going to keep Roxy up every night from now until they finally shot Sam and Drew up with the vaccine during the eclipse.

Leif’s breathing shifted subtly, and her eyelids started twitching, fluttering open until she was staring up at all of them, gaze heavy with exhaustion. Back on the rollercoaster, Roxy’s heart soared at seeing that her friend was okay.

“Did it work?” Leif asked from between bloody lips, her voice thin and reedy.

Drew laughed his relief in bittersweet chuckles. “Of course it worked, you dolt. You wouldn’t be talking to us if it didn’t.”

“Fuck yes,” Leif said, and then tried, with great effort, to sit up. She grunted and groaned in agony, but with Drew supporting her, she was eventually able to meet everyone at eye level. “Jesus Christ, it feels like I just did fifty workouts at once. You all owe me a drink.”

“Cheers to that,” Roxy replied. “You did amazing, Leif.”

“I think she has the right idea. We gotta celebrate tonight!” Clarissa said. “I know the perfect place, it’s just down the street. If you feel like you’re up for it, Leif?”

“Hell yeah, I am. The vaccine works, and Roxy and Sam are getting engaged? There’s no way we aren’t having a party tonight. Just…” She ran out of breath, and had to take a second to catch it before continuing. “Give me a few hours to recuperate. And to wash the blood out of my… everything. I feel really sticky. And sick. Oh, I’m salivating. I think I’m gonna throw up now.”

And then she threw up. Everywhere. It was thoroughly unpleasant for everyone involved.

—

Tracking down where the direwolves were staying was a cinch with the information they’d gathered. Watson simply waited around outside that youth group when she knew they were meeting, and once she spotted her targets, it was all too easy to follow them back to their hideout, blending in with the crowds of civilians around her. They seemed to be staying in an apartment building, but when Watson tried to look up the records surrounding the building, she found nothing. It was likely that the building was owned by the werewolf Council, in that case. Regardless, now that she knew their location, all she had to do was gather more information to hand over to Captain Langley so he could formulate a plan of attack. Should be easy enough, for a trained soldier like her.

She watched the building day in and day out, taking note of who entered and who left. Members of the direwolf pack would periodically leave to buy groceries from a nearby store, usually in twos or threes. The two direwolves themselves were commonly sighted leaving with Townsend and Kindley, going on runs and shopping trips. It was all good intel, but nothing solid that was going to give them an opening. They never left the building alone. They may have been lulled into feeling safe after these past few months of hiding, but they were still cautious enough to never leave themselves completely vulnerable. Watson needed something else. 

Then, an opportunity arose. One unremarkable day, late enough in the afternoon to argue that it was the evening instead, the entire pack left the building together. Watson followed on from a distance as they all piled into a bar, and an idea came to her. She retreated back to her stakeout van, undid her hair from it’s usual bun, made a very cursory attempt at makeup, quickly regretted it and wiped it off, threw on a jacket that Captain Langley had given her because he didn’t want it and she thought it was nice (it had sequins on the elbows that she found quite pretty, and it was far too girly for Captain Langley anyway. She didn’t even know why he had it in the first place. Perhaps he had an affinity for fashion before he joined the Sons?) and followed them inside.

The pack had taken up residence in one of the booths, and were sharing a round of drinks over some cheerful chatter that she couldn’t quite make out through the din of the populated venue. Watson sat at the bar, ordered something light, and waited for her targets to get well and truly wasted. She watched with fascinated revulsion as the group of werewolves tore apart a party-sized plate of nachos in frankly ridiculous time, made idle conversation with the bartender as they ordered round after round of drinks, and finally listened in to the conversation as their inebriation rose their speaking volume to discernable levels.

Townsend was laughing so hard it seemed like she was struggling to breathe, while Kindley was pouting at her. Or was that a scowl? It was hard to tell the difference with those scars distorting her face. Watson could relate to that, at least. Her messed up cheek twinged in sympathy for the wolf, until she remembered what her claws had done to Captain Langley’s face, and then all that sympathy dried up. 

“You should have seen your face!” Townsend yelled in elation. “You were all ‘eeEEIIUuugh!’” She pulled a face that Watson could only assume was a mimicry of Kindley’s at the moment they were talking about. “Like, I’m sorry! I know it was gross, but that face!” The young woman broke into another wave of cackling laughter.

“You had just puked on me! Of course I was grossed out! Jesus, Leif, you puked on everyone! It was disgusting!”

Okay, gross. What on earth did these wolves get up to in their spare time?

“It was gross, babe,” said the male direwolf, with an arm around Townsend’s shoulders. Curious. She would have to make sure to remember that.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to! You try taking that fuckin’ drug without spilling your guts! It’s not my fault you were all crowding around me!”

“Can we please talk about anything else?” asked a middle-aged Asian man, who shared a striking resemblance to Kindley. Watson assumed he was Damien Thura, the one Captain Langley had spied on to gather information before everything went tits-up. She never really did hear much about how that operation went. Her Captain was quite sparse on the details, no doubt ashamed of his unfortunate failure. Watson never thought it was his fault; those wolves were resourceful, after all.

Their conversation continued on mostly the same; pointless banter interspersed with the occasional tiny nugget of barely-useful information. She learned about the hispanic wolf’s love life in teasing jabs, heard colourful stories about the other wolf’s previous competitive MMA career - told in a drunken drawl by the woman herself - and zoned out through the male direwolf’s recounting of his school days before he met the rest of them. She thought it was all dreadfully boring, but apparently they were all drunk and jolly enough to find humour in even the most asinine jokes being thrown around the table.

It was a strange experience, actually getting to know her targets in this small way. In most cases, the extent of interaction she would have with a werewolf would be when she was impaling it on the end of her sword or shooting it full of holes with silvered bullets. She had never had to stop and listen to them casually chat before, completely unaware of the threat that sat barely fifteen feet away from them. She’d never had to think about how these werewolves had lives beyond being murderous monsters. They didn’t just spend all of their time prowling around the woods looking for the next innocent lost fool to slaughter. Thinking about that sort of thing meant another trip to the training room, and those were never pleasant, so she did her best to shut her mind to it. She had her orders, and she wouldn’t betray Captain Langley’s trust in her just because she listened to one drunken conversation.

Eventually, nature called, and she got up off the bar to head to the bathroom, grateful to be away from the confusing situation for any length of time. As she did her business, she contemplated what she could possibly have gained from all she learned tonight. There was no useful intel, no convenient schedules or drunkenly leaked loopholes for them to take advantage of. What was she going to give back to Captain Langley? She knew he wouldn’t be mad at her (the failure was no fault of her own, and Captain Langley would understand that. He was good like that.) but he might still be disappointed. It was him who the blame would fall on if they failed to capture the direwolves again, and Watson suspected he wouldn’t be let off with a warning like last time. The only reason Father Superior hadn’t ripped him a new one was because he was already sufficiently punished by his injuries, and he was the only one with a lead as to where the direwolves had run off to. There wouldn’t be such leniency if they failed again, and she refused to be the cause of it. 

Watson walked out of the stall and began washing her hands, staring at her reflection determinedly. She decided she would bury her mixed feelings and dive in again, perhaps even attempt to ingratiate herself, gain their trust to make luring them into a trap that much easier. It would be dangerous, surrounding herself with those beasts in an attempt to befriend them, but she could do it. It might even hurt, learning more about them while knowing the end result would be their deaths. But she wouldn’t be swayed in her mission. The Sons of the Black Sun saved her from a life of sin and granted her a beautiful purpose; to cleanse the world of the unholy beasts that infested it. She was the first lieutenant to Captain Langley, who had already spent five months surrounded by wolves on his undercover mission in Dewsbury, and she would not fail him. She-

The door opened. A werewolf and a direwolf walked into the bathroom. It almost sounded like the start of a bad joke.

Watson quickly calmed herself and examined them through the mirror, pretending to not be paying attention. It wasn’t too hard to hide her observation, considering they were both drunk. It was the female direwolf - Reed - and the werewolf with the old MMA career. Apparently they even went to the bathroom in protective pairs. Reed went into a stall while the other one waited near the sinks, leaning heavily on the counter and observing herself in the mirror, baring her fangs at her reflection so she could pick something out from between her teeth. Watson tried not to shudder at the casual brandishing of her deadly weapons.

This was it. She needed to say something, needed to spark up a conversation somehow. It shouldn’t be hard, drunk people were more conversational, and this werewolf already seemed like a bit of a social butterfly from her observations. But, despite the ease with which the act should’ve been carried out, Watson couldn’t think of anything to say. She was paralyzed by fear, knowing that if the wrong thing slipped out, she would be a pile of messy guts on the floor before she could even say ‘oh fuck.’ Thankfully, the situation was resolved for her.

“Hey, can I just say, I absolutely love your jacket. I’ve been glancing at it all night, the sequins are just adorable.”

Watson turned to the werewolf in surprise. She was smiling at her confidently, eyes sparkling with drunken glee. A slight blush formed on her cheeks at the compliment.

“O-oh, uh, thank you. It was a gift from-” Not Captain Langley. That would give the game away. “A-a friend.”

The wolf nodded, her shortly cropped coppery hair bouncing slightly with the over-eager movement of her head. “They have good taste.”

At that point, Reed exited the stall and came to wash her hands. She gave the other wolf a curious look. “Clarissa, are you trying to make a friend?” She smirked.

The wolf - Clarissa - turned to her companion with a sway that came dangerously close to toppling her. “No,” she said, before turning back to Watson. “Unless you wanna hang out with us? You’ve looked pretty lonely, sitting up there at the bar all night. Did you get stood up or something?” She leaned in close enough that Watson could smell the booze on her breath. “Just between you and me, I think romance is for chumps anyway.”

Watson blinked. “You… you want me to join you?” she asked, avoiding the rest of what Clarissa said entirely. She was doing her best to avoid outright lying. She really didn’t think she was any good at it, so it was better to just not risk it.

“Yeah!” Clarissa yelled. She threw her arm around Reed’s shoulders, dragging her down to her considerably shorter level. “Little Sammie here just got engaged! We’re celebrating!”

Watson didn’t think ‘little’ was a descriptor that could ever be applied to the hulking titan of muscle that was the direwolf, even as a small, soft part of her heart stung with the announcement of the good news. Should their plans succeed, ‘Little Sammie’ was never going to live to see her wedding day. All of their excitement tonight would be for naught, one last hurrah before the end. It was all horribly tragic, and that tiny bit of Watson’s heart that had somehow avoided being hardened by her years of training and hunting suddenly wished she had taken up any other profession. She closed that part of her heart off. It was far too late to back out now, and Reed was still a murderous beast that needed to be purged, regardless of any recent marriage proposals.

“Okay, sure, I’ll share some drinks with you guys,” she said.

“Great!” Clarissa cheered. “Wait, what’s your name?”

Watson almost faltered, but she said, “Anne.” It wasn’t a name that anyone had referred to her by for many years, but it was still hers, in some lingering, sentimental way. Maybe it would be nice to return to her old life for a few hours, to return to the innocent and naive woman she was, before her back was scarred with purifying lashes and her hands were stained with werewolf blood.

Clarissa clapped her hands. “Ooh, we have an Anne in our group, too!”

“What? No we don’t,” Reed said.

“Yes we do, silly. Rox-Anne? I think she still counts as an Anne!”

Reed laughed. “Okay, but if she punches you in the nose for calling her that, don’t come crying to me.”

“No promises.”

—

Surprisingly, Watson was able to have a great time, and by the end of the night, when the pack dragged themselves out of the bar, one half of the group practically carrying the other, she was able to bid them farewell with a genuine smile on her face, excitement still thrumming through her body. Clarissa was great at keeping her involved in the conversation, despite her not knowing anyone in any real sense, and even managed to get her up and dancing along to the music from the jukebox, once she’d had a few more drinks to loosen up her inhibitions.

She retreated to the bed of her stakeout van happier than she’d been in months, after having the best night she’d had in years, and remembered that in the not-too-distant future, she was going to have to kill most of the people she just laughed the night away with.

And just like that, the excitement of the night turned to ash in her mouth. She couldn’t afford to be emotional, though, so she steeled herself, throwing the memories she’d made into a fire. She locked Anne back away in a little box and buried her deep inside her heart, hardening that soft sliver of her soul that panged with grief at what she knew she had to do, becoming First Lieutenant Watson once more. The board had been set, the dice had been rigged, and now all that was left to do was to pay the price of victory.

At least Captain Langley would be happy with her, right?

It was a cold comfort, but a comfort nonetheless.

            

    
        37:  A Lazy Day

    
    
    
    
                It was a lazy day, a little over a week since their celebration party, roughly six days until the lunar eclipse, and Roxy and Sam were spending it doing what they did best: being obnoxiously affectionate in front of all of their friends. Not that any of their friends minded, anyway. So long as they weren’t literally screwing in the living room, no one really cared. They could cuddle all they liked.

The two of them were curled up on the couch together having a nap, Roxy fondly running her fingers through the coarse blonde fuzz below Sam’s navel where her shirt had ridden up, Sam nuzzling the top of Roxy’s head with her nose buried in the other girl’s hair. Everyone else was caught up in similar states of lazy-day fever. Drew was sprawled on the floor in his wolf form, snoring away. Roxy’s dad was sitting in an armchair, wrapped up in a book while mindlessly stroking Mr. Slinky in his lap with his free hand. Clarissa rested on the other end of the long couch, flipping through channel after channel on the TV with a bored expression on her face. Leif was currently having a shower and Pedro was absent, off spending time with Valerie. It was peaceful, but that peace never lasted long in their pack, so Roxy was making sure to soak up as much of it as she could before something inevitably crashed in and broke it.

Eventually, Leif finished her shower and came out into the living room, her hair wrapped up in a towel. She reached down and gave Drew some scratches as she passed, before heading into the kitchen and opening the fridge.

“Shit, we’re out of milk,” she said.

Clarissa perked up at this. “Wanna go for a grocery run? It’s boring as hell around here.”

Leif shrugged. “Yeah, alright.”

“There’s a list of everything we need on the bench,” Damien said, not looking up from his book.

Clarissa sprang up and trotted over to the kitchen, very clearly eager to get up and move. Roxy could understand the urge. She’d suffered it for almost six months, desperately wanting to work out but unable thanks to her broken leg. 

“Just let me get dressed properly and we can go,” Leif said, walking off into her room. Clarissa remained in the kitchen, reading the list and bouncing off the balls of her feet. Roxy watched through one cracked eyelid, eager to see how long it would take before she realised what was missing from her outfit.

A few minutes later, Leif came out of her room, all ready to go, and the two of them started to make their way out the door. Roxy decided to have some pity. “Aren’t you forgetting something, Clar?”

Clarissa turned back around and peered at her curiously. She crept closer, clearly unsure, with confusion muddling her features, until she reached the couch, leaned down, and kissed Roxy on the forehead with as much love as she could muster. Sam started laughing.

“No, you idiot! You’re not wearing shoes!” 

The woman looked down at her bare feet, then slowly back up at Roxy. “Oh. Yeah, that makes a lot more sense.”

Roxy laughed. “Why did you think I meant a forehead kiss? When has that ever been a thing?”

Clarissa sputtered. “I-I don’t know! I just thought you wanted a goodbye hug or something but since you’re already tangled up with Sam I thought that would be the next best thing!”

“Oh, I am so telling Pedro about this when he gets back,” Leif teased from the background.

“Shut up! Whatever! Let’s just go!”

Roxy still couldn’t stop giggling at the exchange. “No, Clarissa, it was nice. Thank you, it made me feel very loved.”

Clarissa gave her a warm smile. “You are very loved, Roxy. Unlike some people.” Her smile dropped and she shot Leif a side eye. 

“If you didn’t love me, why are you going grocery shopping with me?” Leif asked with a smirk.

“My love for you is the same type of love someone would have for a shitty little family pet that kept pissing on the carpet and biting you but needed to be walked every day. Begrudging.”

“That might be the nicest thing you’ve ever said about me.”

Clarissa sighed. “Yeah, haha, very funny. Let’s get going.”

“Could you grab me an iced coffee while you’re out? Just one of the Dare ones from the IGA, please,” Roxy asked.

“Yeah, no problem.”

“Oh, by the way, you’re still not wearing shoes.”

Clarissa’s head made a very loud thump as she headbutted the doorframe.

—

Leif mindlessly swung the bag of groceries back and forth as she walked down the street with Clarissa. The sky was overcast, and a cold wind was blowing through, causing goosebumps to ripple up and down her arms. She wouldn’t be surprised if it started to rain soon, and she desperately wanted to get home already. It seemed like most people had the same idea. The street was practically empty. It was a little unnerving, to be honest. Foreboding, maybe. Clarissa, meanwhile, didn’t seem to share any of her discomfort, happily whistling to herself with a spring in her step. Stupid werewolves and their higher body temps. Not for the first time, Leif found herself feeling envious of her furred companions and their ability to grow insulation at will. Oh well, that was what her personal heater of a boyfriend was for.

She noticed another figure on the sidewalk ahead of them, coming their way. From the way that they were dressed all in black - heavy black coat, black jeans, black boots - and the fact that they were the sole person out on the street aside from them, Leif was a little on edge at their appearance. Once again, Clarissa shared none of her hangups, even waving at the figure and jogging over to them. It was only once Leif got closer that she recognised the woman from the bar, the one with the scar on her face who’d drank with them. She was honestly a little surprised she remembered her. Most of that night was barely more than a blur now.

“Anne, hey! Fancy seeing you here!” Clarissa greeted amicably. 

Anne smiled, though Leif thought there was something off about it. It seemed a little strained, maybe. “Oh, hi! Uh… Clarissa, right? And… I wanna say Leif?”

“Double bingo!” Clarissa cheered. “What are you up to? Pretty shit day to be out, huh?”

Leif desperately hoped this wouldn’t descend into a long conversation. She really wanted to get home, and this empty street was giving her the heebie-jeebies. It was too quiet.

“Ah, yeah, not the best day, no. Just… Work stuff. Gotta do what’s gotta be done, y’know,” Anne replied, with a bit of stiffness in her familiarly-accented voice. Leif found it interesting that they’d just so happened to befriend another American while they were in Australia. Yeah, the odds weren’t that low, but it was still a weird coincidence.

“Work stuff, huh? What kind of work?” Clarissa asked. Her tone had changed, just the tiniest bit. Probably not enough to notice if you didn’t spend a lot of time around her. It only fueled the unease in the pit of Leif’s stomach. Clarissa had picked up on the tense atmosphere, too. Why did this all feel so… off?

There was a van coming down the road towards them, inconspicuous had it not been for how on edge Leif felt. Anne’s granite-coloured eyes looked incredibly sad when she said, “The unpleasant kind.”

The hair at the back of Leif’s neck rose. She could see Clarissa tense a little out of the corner of her eye as she kept a close watch on that van’s approach. “Anne… Are you alright?” Clarissa asked carefully.

The woman sighed as the van rolled to a stop on the road beside them. “I’m sorry for this.”

Leif didn’t even see her hands move. At one moment they were by her side, and the next she was touching Leif’s neck, her other arm outstretched similarly towards Clarissa. Leif felt a sharp prick a little below where Anne was touching, and her stomach dropped.

“Leif, run!”

She could already feel her senses dulling as the door of the van slid open and three men dressed in all black came out. Clarissa threw her backwards and her ass hit the concrete, groceries smashing all over the floor, but when she tried to lift herself back up to either follow her mentor’s command or try to help her, she found that none of her limbs were doing what they were told, weakly scrabbling at the ground instead of pushing her to her feet. She suddenly felt so, so tired, despite the flood of adrenaline in her system.

She watched as Clarissa struggled, attempting to shift but failing miserably against the spread of the sedative. The woman tried to push the hunters away, but it was about as effective as a puppy trying to bite a rhino, her hands slipping off of their chests uselessly as she lost motor control. With no more effort than it would take to fold a piece of paper, the hunters bundled her into the van and she was lost from view.

No longer having the strength in her neck to support it, Leif let her head fall back to the pavement with a dull thud. She couldn’t even feel it, too numbed by fear and whatever was currently paralysing her and doing its best to put her to sleep. She stared up at a grey sky as her body slowly lost the war with the sedative, trying to call for help through unresponsive vocal cords and a limp tongue. All she could manage was a pathetic, terrified whine as Anne came into her steadily darkening line of sight.

The last thing she saw before everything went black were those eyes. Those sad, remorseful eyes, the only shred of humanity left on the impassive face of a hunter.

—

The rain was coming down hard, hammering against the window in a relaxing rhythm that had nearly lulled Roxy to sleep, curled up against the warmth of her mate as she was. Sam had already fallen asleep, her arms wrapped around Roxy tightly and possessively. They’d barely spent a moment apart since their engagement, always in contact in some way or another, be it a gentle hand on the thigh under the table or intertwined pinky fingers as they walked through the apartment. Roxy just couldn’t get enough of her fiancée, and her fiancée just couldn’t get enough of her.

There was the sound of movement, and Roxy cracked open one eye to see what was going on. Drew had woken up, and was currently doing that big doggie stretch that Roxy had always thought looked really satisfying to do. He settled out of the stretch and shifted, his bones creaking and hair receding until he was back in his human form. Roxy quickly closed her eye again. A naked Drew was not something she wanted to see any more than was necessary, and that split second she’d just caught of his ass was more than enough for one lifetime.

She heard the rustling of clothing as he presumably got dressed, and eventually felt him gently nudge her arm. “Hey, Roxy, are you awake?”

She opened her eyes and looked up at him sleepily. “Yeah, what’s up?”

“What did Leif and Clarissa go out for earlier?”

“A…” She was cut off by a yawn. “A grocery run.”

“Oh.” Drew frowned. Now that she was looking a little closer, he seemed… worried? “Don’t you think they’ve been gone for a bit too long?”

Roxy hesitated. “Now that you mention it, yeah.” She pulled out her phone to check the time, disheartened to find it had been over an hour since they left. “Uh, maybe they’re just waiting somewhere for the rain to stop?”

Drew chewed on his bottom lip nervously. “I hope so.”

The door handle started turning, and they both looked over to it hopefully, but it was just Pedro, returning from his date. “Hey, guys,” he greeted, taking off his coat and setting his umbrella by the door.

“Hey, Pedro. Have a good time?” Roxy asked.

“Yeah, at least until it started raining. We were going to tour Kings Park, but nah, we’ll wait until the weather’s nicer.”

He started going over the finer details of his date as he dug through the kitchen looking for something to eat, which was funny considering they went to a restaurant. Most of it was pretty normal, and a nice distraction from the slight unease of how long Leif and Clarissa had been gone for, but then he said something that gave Roxy pause.

“On the way back, just a little ways down the street there, there were two bags of groceries, just lying on the ground in the rain. It was weird, didn’t look like they’d been there long. …What’s wrong?”

Roxy and Drew shared a look of deep concern, before she turned back to Pedro. “Were there any scents around the bags?”

“Not any that I noticed, but the rain might have been covering it. Why?”

“Leif and Clarissa went on a shopping run a while ago. They… they should’ve been back by now, but they aren’t,” Drew explained.

All good humour dropped from Pedro’s face. “Have you tried calling them?”

“I’ll try now,” Roxy said, pulling up Leif’s contact. Quite horrifically, the call went straight to voicemail.

“Shit.”

All of a sudden, Roxy was struck with an incredible feeling, so strong it had her clutching at her chest and doubling over with a gasp. Everyone in the room felt it at the same time, reacting similarly. It woke up Sam and her dad - who had fallen asleep at some point in the last hour - caused Pedro to have to lean against the table to keep himself upright, and had Drew retching, nearly on his knees. Roxy didn’t know how to describe it. It wasn’t quite painful, but it did hurt. It felt like a punch in the gut, like one of her organs had been ripped out without warning. Something that was meant to be there was gone. It felt like something was terribly, terribly wrong. It felt like a loss.

“What the fuck was that?!” Sam all-but yelled.

“Nothing good,” Pedro replied, looking pale. “All of you, get dressed and grab your weapons. We need to go look for them.”

Roxy needed no more encouragement. She sprang up and ran to her room, putting on a proper pair of pants, tying on her boots, and securing her cane sword to her hip, her heart pounding all the while. She decided against bringing her glasses. If there was going to be a fight, she didn't want them to get damaged, and she could handle the headache of not wearing them. Sam was right behind her, throwing on whatever she could find that was acceptable to wear in public.

Once they were done, they barged back out into the living room. Pedro was already good to go, a pistol holstered under his shoulder and a knife sheathed at his hip, both hidden under his coat. They were hoping to not have to use the Colt 1911 Pedro smuggled into the country, given its illegality here and the dangers that could bring, but this was an emergency, and the hunters would definitely have firearms as well, if that was what had happened to Clarissa and Leif. Roxy knew it wasn’t good to expect the worst, but she couldn’t think of any other reason that would have held them up and kept Leif from her phone, not to mention whatever the fuck that weird feeling was earlier. It had lessened somewhat, but it sort of still felt like Roxy was missing a limb or something. 

“Where do we start looking?” she asked.

“We’ll go to those bags, check their contents with the grocery list to verify they were theirs. After that, we’ll figure it out. Their scent is probably still lingering on the handles, so we’ll go from there.”

“Alright.”

Suddenly, all of their phones pinged with a very familiar and very worrying chime. A GPS tracker had just been turned on. A quick check showed that it was Leif’s, coming from somewhere in the suburbs, way further out than she would’ve been able to walk.

“Or, we can just follow that,” Pedro said.

“I don’t like this. It feels like a trap,” Roxy muttered. “I hate to say it, but… maybe we should leave Sam and Drew here?”

“It’s almost definitely a trap, but it would be risky to go with just the two of us. I’m confident in our abilities, but if they’re planning to trap a pair of direwolves, they’ll be more than prepared for two regular wolves without any backup. I don’t think there are any fighters here apart from us, but we can ask the Councilman if he knows anyone who might be able to help. It would cost precious time trying to find him, though, and the longer that we wait, the worse it could get for Leif and Clarissa. In the end, it’s up to you two. Do you two think it’s a good idea to come, even knowing it’s likely a trap?”

“There’s no way you could keep me here if you wanted to,” Drew said. “Leif’s in danger, I’m not just going to sit around and let you guys throw yourselves into the fire alone. Then Sam and I might need to rescue all four of you, instead of just the two.”

“Ditto,” Sam added. “I know it could be dangerous for us to go, but they would both do the same for me if the situation was reversed. We need to go, who knows what condition they could already be in? We’re wasting time.”

Pedro nodded resolutely. “Alright. We watch each other’s backs, don’t let them get the drop on us. Let’s move.”

“I’ll, um, I’ll stay here, in case they come back,” Damien said, his voice shaky.

Roxy looked at her dad, saw the fear in his eyes. They all knew he was going to be staying here anyway. He wasn’t a fighter. But, she knew he still wanted to feel useful, and this was the best he could do for that. She ran up and quickly hugged him before pulling back. “Keep us updated, dad.”

She could hear his heart pounding as he looked down at her, saw her own reflection in his wet eyes. “You too. Stay safe, Roxy. I love you.”

“I love you too.” With a last lingering glance, she turned back to the rest of them. “Alright, let's go save our friends.”

—

The rain was coming down in sheets as they drove down the deserted suburban street in their borrowed Council car. Roxy was leaning her head against the window, cracking her knuckles one by one and praying to herself that her friends were okay. That feeling of crippling loss was still there, but it was slowly fading as the minutes ticked onward. Roxy could only wonder at what it could mean, and none of the ideas her mind supplied were pleasant. She’d never felt anything like it before, but it was clearly connected to their pack bonds in some way, judging from how they’d all reacted at the same time. It didn’t paint a good picture of what they were going to find when they arrived. Roxy tore a strip of skin from her bottom lip with her teeth and tried to use the pain as a distraction, but the adrenaline coursing through her system made it all-but useless.

“Alright, we’re almost there. Just around this corner,” Pedro said. “Be ready for anything. It’s too quiet.”

“It says here that this area was evacuated because of a gas leak. Do you think the hunters orchestrated it, or are just taking advantage of the coincidence to get a quiet place for their ambush?” Drew asked from the back seat.

“I don’t know what their reach is like in Australia, but I wouldn’t put it past them to orchestrate it. They’ve likely been planning this for a while. It’s not like them to do things spontaneously. I have a feeling we might be about to run into some old friends…”

They pulled up at their destination. It seemed like a house that was either under construction, or long abandoned, sitting lonely on a large plot of empty land. Barely anything more than a concrete shell with no windows or doors, it seemed like the perfect place to commit a crime. It didn’t look like anyone was around, and there wasn’t really anywhere to hide nearby except for inside the building, but Roxy knew better than to believe that. The rain was obscuring scents and muffling sounds, so the only thing she could rely on was her eyesight, and it was definitely possible that the hunters could be hiding further away, watching them and waiting until they went in to spring the trap. From her perspective, it seemed like the perfect ambush. She guessed they’d just have to wait and see.

They all stepped out of the car and into the rain. Pedro unsheathed his knife and brought his wolf to the surface. The rest of them did the same. Roxy tried to ignore the way her sword hand was shaking. 

“Alright, let’s move in. Eyes and ears open. Be ready.”

Pedro took the lead and they entered the building, moving as one cohesive unit, Drew watching their rear and keeping none of their backs exposed. As soon as they stepped out of the smothering rain and into the confines of the deserted construction site, the smell hit them all at once. It was the scent of fear, and human waste, and all too much blood, mingling together in that disgustingly familiar concoction that could only signal one thing. 

Death.

Roxy swallowed thickly, seeing the stifled terror on the faces of her companions as they recognised the scent as well. She could only hope it was a dead hunter, not one of her friends. Leif and Clarissa’s scents were both definitely in the air, along with multiple unfamiliar ones, so the hope wasn’t entirely baseless. God, she prayed it wasn’t entirely baseless. 

Silently, they moved further into the house, following that sickening scent. It seemed to be coming from one of the rooms at the back. The building was completely silent. Unnervingly so, in contrast with the pouring rain outside, the only audible noise inside being their pounding hearts and careful, almost reluctant footsteps. Roxy almost didn’t want to step into that back room and see whose body it was. Leif and Clarissa could still be alive, and it could be the abandoned corpse of a hunter they’d fought off, or they could be dead. So long as she didn’t enter that room to see for herself, both possibilities still existed.

Looking through the empty doorway, they could see a large container on the other side of the room, against the opposite wall. It almost looked like a freezer, but it wasn’t plugged into anything and it wasn’t making any noise, so Roxy couldn’t be sure. It was the only piece of furniture in the whole building, so of course it was in the room with the body in it, the one place Roxy desperately didn’t want to step foot in. 

Warily, knife and claws at the ready, Pedro stepped through into the room, and Roxy’s heart plummeted.

She watched as his eyes widened in shock, looking at something outside of Roxy’s field of view, before his entire face crumpled with sorrow. He let out a strangled whimper that cracked Roxy’s heart and ducked out of sight, towards where she knew the body to be. She didn’t need to see the body to confirm it, anymore. 

It was one of their own.

The three young werewolves rushed into the room behind Pedro, and what they found changed everything.

There was so much blood. It painted the woman’s pale skin, no longer seeping from the horrific slash wound that split half of her neck open. It flecked her lips, clearly coughed up from some last attempt to breathe despite the injury. It was seeped into her clothes, spreading out in a grim puddle over the grey floor. There was none on her hands, aside from where they rested in the pool of sanguine liquid, but her wrists were red and chafed from bindings that were no longer present. Her hazel eyes were still open, cloudy and unseeing, staring out at nothing. Her face was frozen in an expression of shock and pain. She would never again spar with them, never get to go on another run through Dewsbury, delighting in the early morning wind blowing through her hair. They would never see her wolf running around the woods again, playing with Pedro. She would never get to teach another group of dorky kids MMA.

The hunters had killed Clarissa.

The hunters had killed Clarissa, and Roxy couldn’t even find it in herself to feel it yet, because Leif was still missing, and if the hunters had killed her too…

“Shit. Shit!” Pedro shot to his feet, turning back to them. His eyes were glowing brighter than Roxy had ever seen them before, a dazzling, sparkling gold. Fur was sprouting on his cheeks, and his growl made Roxy want to bare her neck. “Find Leif! Watch each other’s backs, I’m going to check the perimeter.”

With that, he stormed out and was gone. The three of them were still frozen, too shocked by the discovery of Clarissa to move yet. Roxy was the first one to snap out of it. She’d seen dead bodies before. Hell, she’d made dead bodies before. She couldn’t afford to get distracted just because it was one of their own this time. Leif was still missing, she needed them. Roxy grabbed Sam and Drew and spun them around, facing them towards the opposite wall. She tried to focus on anything else in the room, anything to get her mind off of what was behind her. There was a puddle of water on the floor a little ways away from the body that caught her attention. No, not water, she realised after noticing the smell coming off of it. It was piss. Roxy blankly realised that the hunters probably made Leif watch what happened to Clarissa, and the errant puddle made a lot more sense. They needed to find that poor girl, and quickly. 

“Don’t look at her. We need to find Leif.”

Spinning them around to break line of sight seemed to do the trick. The two direwolves blinked, as if waking up out of a trance. “R-right…” Drew muttered. “Let’s… let’s try this freezer thing. It’s the only thing here, if she’s not in there, then…” He didn’t need to finish the sentence for them all to understand. If she wasn’t there, it meant she was already in the hunter’s grasp. It meant a repeat of what happened last year, just with a brand new coat of paint.

They crowded around the container as Drew fiddled with the latch, unlocking it with shaking fingers. He flipped open the lid and…

Thank fucking god, there she was, curled in a ball with her hands cuffed behind her back, legs tied together with rope. She let out a whimper of fear through her duct tape gag, unable to see who was there due to the blindfold wrapped around her head. She even had headphones on, blocking out all of her senses entirely. The box must’ve been soundproofed, because now that it was open, Roxy could hear her heart beating rapidly, and smell the sharp stench of ammonia that was emanating out and spreading around the room. It didn’t seem like she was injured, but there was still blood on her face. Clarissa’s blood. She must’ve been so terrified… Roxy probably would have pissed herself as well, had she been in Leif’s shoes. She was just so fucking relieved that she was alive.

“Quick, get her out!”

Drew needed no encouragement. She squeaked as he gently lifted her into a seated position, taking the headphones and blindfold away as he did so. She squinted at the light before recognising who was in front of her. Her face crumpled in relief and she started sobbing behind her gag.

“It’s okay now, we’ve got you.”

He picked her up and carried her out of the box, before setting her down and leaning her against it. All of a sudden, her eyes widened, as if in realisation of something, and she started thrashing, trying to speak through the tape.

“Hey, hey, it’s okay,” Roxy said in a placating voice. “Here, let me get that gag off.”

There was a weird pair of thwip noises behind her, and both Sam and Drew suddenly yelped. 

“Ow!” Sam exclaimed. She was holding a hand against her neck when Roxy turned to look.

“You guys okay?”

“Yeah, I think a bug just bit me, though,” was Drew’s response.

Leif let out a muffled, panicked cry and started thrashing even harder, so Roxy turned back to her. She grabbed the edge of the tape and was about to rip it off when she heard Sam mutter something behind her. Her voice sounded woozy.

“Oh, shit… That’s not a bug.”

Roxy tore the tape off of Leif’s mouth, and she screamed.

“It’s a trap!”

Something metal hit the concrete floor with a heavy tink-tink-tink and Roxy turned around just in time to see Sam and Drew stumble and then collapse. There was something small and red in Sam’s limp palm as she hit the ground, but Roxy didn’t have the time to take a closer look and see what it was, as she’d just recognised the two smoke grenades that had been thrown in through the windows.

“Fuck!”

Gas started spewing from the grenades as Roxy grabbed Leif by the collar and dragged her over to Sam and Drew’s limp forms, drawing her sword and standing over all three of them protectively as smoke started filling the room. Based on the lack of feelings through the mark, Sam was already unconscious. She and Drew must have been shot with sleeping darts or something like that. With no idea where Pedro was and Leif still tied up, she was completely on her own. The gas was stinging her eyes and making it hard to breathe, so thick and obscuring that she couldn’t even see the end of her sword if she held it out. She covered her mouth with the collar of her shirt and kept her eyes and ears peeled, slowly rotating, ready to take on a threat from any angle. It was all up to her now.

A shadow moved in the fog and she struck out at it. There was a clang of metal on metal, and her sword was deflected. She struck again, and again, each time with the same result, as though they could see her and her movements perfectly, while she didn’t even know which hand they were holding their sword in. It was useless, she was practically blind. There was no way she could fight in these conditions. She could hear movement all around her now, surrounding her from every angle. Panic was bubbling up in her chest, along with a rumbly growl as her instincts took over, trying to scare away the predator.

“Stay back! I’m warning you, I’ll fucking cut you up!”

“Stand down, Kindley. You’re completely surrounded,” said a voice from the fog in front of her, clearly female, though tinny and muffled. She hated not being able to tell who was who by scent with all this smoke in the air, because she had the distinct feeling that she recognised that voice.

“I’ve been surrounded before, and I’m sure you assholes remember how that went last time.”

“You’re alone. The other wolf is incapacitated. No one is coming to help you. If you surrender peacefully, you won’t be harmed.”

“Is that what you told Clarissa?!” she spat.

There was a surprising silence through the smoke. Roxy glanced around, trying to figure out how many there were and come up with an escape route. It wasn’t much use. Eventually, the voice spoke up, but this time, the tone was harder, almost strained.

“Clarissa was a threat we had no choice but to put down.”

“Lair!” Leif screamed from the floor. “She was tied up and helpless, she didn’t even have the chance to fight back!”

A flash of flame shot through Roxy’s body. The disembodied voice in front of her was the one who took Clarissa from them. The confirmation made her skin feel hot and itchy, made her gums and jaw ache. She roared and charged forward, her wolf sending lightning through her muscles to spur her on. The fog parted for her and she saw her target, a blonde woman wearing a gas mask and hi-tech looking goggles, with a scar on her cheek. She knew she recognised her, but right now, there was no time to think about that. Her wolf was in charge, and it wanted blood.

Roxy brought her sword down in an overhead arc that the woman barely managed to block. She let out a curse and stumbled backwards, her arms quaking, and Roxy didn’t give her time to recover. She kept swinging and striking, her speed and strength fueled by the fire of her wolf, and the woman couldn’t keep up, blocking and parrying each swing by such a small margin that Roxy’s blade almost nicked her skin every time. But Roxy was still pushing forward, and the woman was still being forced back. Someone was screaming in rage, and Roxy faintly realised it was herself. 

The woman’s back hit the wall, and Roxy prepared to cut her fucking head off. There was nowhere left for her to go, and even with the smoke obscuring her senses, she could still smell her sweat and hear her heavy breathing. The woman was exhausted, and Roxy was just getting started. First her, and then the rest of them. She would leave them here to rot, just as they had done to Clarissa. She rose her sword, ready for the final blow, and-

“AAAAGGGGGHHH-”

It took Roxy a second to realise that sound had come from her own mouth. She’d been a bit too distracted by the impossible pain coursing through her entire body, locking up her muscles with the uncomfortably familiar burn of electricity. Something was jabbing into her back, the source of the agony. Probably a taser, she realised. She heard Leif scream her name, and the pain suddenly stopped. No longer forced to contract by the arcing current, her muscles went limp, and she flopped to the ground.

She tried looking around, tried regaining control of her spasming, twitching body, but she wasn’t given the chance. The last thing she saw was a boot careening towards her face before everything went black.

~~~

You did good, Roxy. I’m proud. Your form could’ve used a little work there, but I get it. You were angry. I would be, too, if it had been one of you guys, instead.

Man, I’m really gonna miss working you little shits to the bone, I’ve gotta say. You’ll do alright without me, though, and I’m sure we’ll see each other again someday. Look after each other, alright? Especially Leif. Poor girl’s pretty shaken up. And tell Pedro he’s an old bastard for me, too. 

I think my time’s just about up, and it looks like you’re about to wake up, too. Things are probably gonna be tough, but don’t give up. Give ‘em hell for me, Roxy. Kick their asses. I love you.

~~~

When Roxy came to, it was not all at once. The first thing to wake up was her trusty sense of smell, but that didn’t really give her much. She could smell blood and concrete and not a whole lot of anything else. Maybe there were some people around, but her brain was still too foggy to parse if she recognised any of their scents yet. Next came touch, which gave her a much better view of the situation she was in, however she’d gotten there. She couldn’t really remember much.

She was laying on her side, her hip bone poking painfully against the hard ground. Her hands were behind her back, bound. Something hot and sticky was on her face, slowly oozing out of a throbbing wound on the bridge of her nose. There was something around her neck, tingling the skin with a slight burning sensation where it touched. It was thoroughly uncomfortable. She tried reaching out to her wolf, but nothing responded. No strength flooded her limbs, no clarity cleared her senses. She was alone.

And then her hearing kicked in, the ever-present ringing finally clearing enough for her to tell what was going on around her. There were three heartbeats nearby; two calm, one panicked and racing. It sounded like it was raining outside, a light drizzle tapping a rhythmic pattern against the tile roof. A chime sounded, and there was a voice, tinny and crackly, with an edge of static.

“The direwolves are secure.”

Roxy felt that this should have alarmed her, but she couldn’t figure out why. Someone in the room replied to the voice.

“Alright. We’ve still got Townsend and Kindley here. What should we do with them? We bringing them along or…?”

It took a moment for the voice to reply back. Meanwhile, Roxy’s vision was slowly, finally waking up. She could just about make out two figures in black, standing near an empty doorway, as well as a figure on the floor, curled up in a position much like herself. It was Leif, wiggling around and grunting against a duct tape gag.

“Tell the lookout team to terminate their wolf, the older hispanic male. We’ll take the other wolf and the human back as insurance. Might help keep the direwolves in line if they have any ideas of escape.”

“Yes, sir.”

One of the figures fiddled with something on their collar, a walkie-talkie or the like. It made a little beep, and he spoke into it again. “Lookout, you catch that? Terminate your wolf and pack up. We’re pulling out.”

There was silence. He tried again. “Lookout, do you copy?”

More silence. “Shit.” He turned to his companion. “Alright, I’m gonna go check on them. You keep an eye on these ones.” He stuck his thumb in their direction.

“Alright, keep us updated,” the other man said. The first one turned and vaulted through one of the empty window frames, stepping into the rain and out of sight. The other one turned to them and frowned. He walked over and kicked Leif in the stomach, causing a surprising amount of liquid to shoot out of her nose as her lungs contracted with nowhere else for the air to go. “Quit struggling, you’ll only make it worse for yourself.”

Anger flared in the pit of Roxy’s abdomen, but there was nothing she could do. Her muscles felt completely dead and worn out, and even if they weren’t she was still tied up. How the heck had this even happened? Everything was still so foggy… 

Leif coughed and gasped for air as the man walked away to lean on a wall, pulling a packet of cigarettes out of his pocket and lighting one between his lips. Roxy couldn’t see how they were gonna get out of this one. Where did Sam go? Wasn’t she with them a minute ago? Something bad had definitely happened. Roxy tasted blood in the back of her throat.

The man busied himself by scrolling through his phone. He was distracted. It was a chance, but how the fuck were they meant to take it like this?

A shadow passed by one of the windows in Roxy’s vision. She couldn’t quite make out what it was, but she caught a whiff of something familiar. Something safe, and homely. The man hadn’t reacted; he hadn’t seen it. This turned out to be quite unfortunate for him, as the shadow suddenly leapt in through one of the windows and plunged a knife into his throat in one fluid movement. It was Pedro. Bloody, panting, and bruised, but alive. A surge of hope came alight in Roxy’s chest.

He looked over to the two of them as the man’s body collapsed to the floor, gurgling and twitching. It looked like something was wrong with his left arm. He was holding it funny, and the skin of his wrist was misshapen and bruised. He didn’t seem to care too much though, running over to Roxy and cutting away at the ties on her wrists.

“Jesus, guys, I’m so sorry. They caught me off guard. Where are Sam and Drew?”

Roxy didn’t reply. Truthfully, she didn’t know the answer. That was okay, though. Leif seemed to be filling him in through the pack bonds well enough. “Shit,” he muttered. “Okay, we can salvage this. Drew turned his tracker on in the car, we can still follow them.”

The radio on the dead guy crackled to life. “Shit, Lookout’s down! Pull out! Pull out!”

Pedro cursed again, moving to fiddle with whatever was around Roxy’s neck. Her hands were free now, and she took pleasure in flexing them. Her arms still weren’t responding much, though, painfully protesting any attempt to move them.

There was a click, and the collar came off, hitting the ground with a metallic clang. All at once, her wolf came back, violently surging through her body like fire. Her back arched and she gasped as fur and claws and fangs sprouted suddenly, electricity tingling her muscles and bringing them back to life. Her body woke up and she shot up into a seated position, looking around, getting her bearings. She remembered.

She remembered the hunters, and finding Clarissa and Leif. She remembered Sam and Drew suddenly collapsing. She remembered fighting that woman in the smoke, before being tased and knocked out. Her head was still pounding like nothing else, but she remembered.

Sam.

The realisation hit her like a truck and she shot to her feet, sprinting out the front door and screaming her mate’s name.

“Sam! SAM!”

Someone called after her, but she ignored them, running out onto the street and looking around. She saw a van, its back doors hanging open. Inside were Sam and Drew, tied up and still unconscious. And standing over them, one eye covered by an eyepatch, was Chris, looking back at her. The doors slammed shut and the van sped off.

Roxy followed.

She ran as fast as she could, her legs and lungs burning with exertion. At first it seemed like she wasn’t gonna make it, but she pushed herself a little harder and started gaining on it, getting closer and closer to the van with every pounding footstep and heartbeat. The van accelerated in response, and she pushed herself even harder. She wasn’t letting them get away. She wasn’t going to let them take Sam from her.

Something in her body flared, lightning shooting out from her core to her edges, rejuvenating and strengthening her muscles even further. The whole world became brighter, sharper, and Roxy followed her instincts, letting out a guttural roar and dropping to all fours to continue her mad dash for her mate. She really started making ground now, and the van’s acceleration just couldn’t keep up. The road was whipping by faster and faster, disappearing under her hands and feet at dangerous speeds. No, not hands. That wasn’t quite accurate anymore.

Once she was close enough, Roxy leapt, pouncing forward with enough power to make up the last bit of distance. The van’s rear doors flew towards her, and she prepared to… Well, she didn’t really know what her plan was. She was just gonna improvise and hope for the best. Probably kill a few hunters, if all went well.

Right as she was about to make contact, something unexpected happened. The van doors flew open, and with them came another fucking boot. It hit her square in the chest and knocked the air out of her lungs, killing her momentum along with any chance of making it to the van on this jump. The last thing she saw before she hit the ground was that woman, with the scar on her cheek. It was Anne from the fucking bar.

She tried to land on her feet, but the second she made contact, something crunched awfully in her leg and she went sprawling, tumbling ass over tit as she lost about half of her fucking skin to the asphalt. By the time she finally rolled to a stop, her entire body was a stinging, bleeding, throbbing mess. She was still winded, sucking in gasping lungfuls of air as she tried to get back up. She could still see the van, speeding off into the distance. She could still follow it. She had to. But the second she put any weight on her right leg, it buckled out from under her and she collapsed back to the road.

All she could do was stare as the van disappeared from view, hidden by the sheets of rain that by now had drenched Roxy from head to toe. All she could do was sit there uselessly as her love was taken away from her. Was this how Sam felt, when Roxy was kidnapped? Unable to do anything but sit there and watch as rain poured over her? Knowing that the love of her life was going to be tortured? 

Roxy thought she would’ve been pretty justified in throwing a tantrum right at that point, but she didn’t have the energy anymore. All she could do was stare.

She wasn’t sure how long she was sitting there before something broke her line of sight with the road, but eventually, Pedro’s face came into her vision. He was kneeling in front of her. He had a black eye, a gash in his cheek, and his mouth and front were covered in blood that didn’t smell like his. The change in scenery made her remember herself, and everything started hurting again.

“Roxy? Roxy, are you okay? You don’t… You don’t look so good.”

Her brain went into autopilot, listing what was wrong. “I was chasing them, but I fell and hit the road. I… I’m pretty scraped up, and I- I think my leg might be broken.”

He frowned. “Leif, come over here!” he yelled, before turning his attention back to her. “Are you aware that you’re shifted right now? Way more than you ever have before.”

Roxy looked down at herself. Her hands were misshapen, covered in fur with black pads on the insides of her palms. There was something… new, going on behind her, so she reached around and touched the base of her tailbone. Yep, that was a tail. Neat. She was a little too numb to really think about it right now.

Leif came into view, wincing as she took in Roxy’s… everything. “What do you need?”

“She thinks her leg’s broken. I need you to roll up her pants for me. My wrist is broken, so I won’t be much use.”

Leif nodded and did as she was told, rolling up the leg of Roxy’s pants to reveal a very misshapen knee. Pedro took one look at it and cursed.

“Well, I’ve got good news and bad news. Your leg’s not broken, but your knee looks dislocated to me. The Council building should have the resources to fix it up, so don’t worry.”

“But… B-but we need to follow them. Th-they have Sam and Drew. W-we need to follow them.”

“What good are we gonna do in our state, Roxy? You can’t walk, I can barely fight, and Leif-”

“I’m fine,” Leif interrupted. “I- I’m not hurt. I can still fight.”

Pedro looked at her sadly. “I’m not talking about physically, kid.”

Leif grit her teeth and looked away, a small sound escaping her throat.

Roxy wasn’t swayed. “But… But we can’t leave them.”

“It’s okay, chica. Drew’s tracker is still working. We can head back to regroup, and follow it from there.”

Oh… that made sense. Roxy nodded.

“What are we doing about C-” Leif cut herself off with a full-body shiver. “A-about Clar?”

Pedro let out a small whimper, but cut it off. “We… There’s nothing we can do. We just have to let the authorities find her, and deal with it from there.”

“What?! We can’t just leave her!” 

“We have no choice!” Pedro yelled. “You think I want to? You think I want to leave my best friend behind in a pool of her own blood? No! But we already stand out, and if we get pulled over with a fucking body in our trunk, we’ll never get to save Sam and Drew. We… There’s just no other option… I’m sorry.”

Leif started crying. Roxy kept staring ahead.

—

When Sam woke up, she immediately knew something was wrong. Well, that much was blatantly obvious from the smell of Chris nearby, but there were a lot of other factors contributing to her knowledge of how fucked she truly was. For one, her hands were bound behind her back, which was never good outside of the bedroom. Also, there was something around her neck, burning her skin and making it itch. Definitely silver of some sort, as she had no access to her wolf whatsoever. God, she hated that feeling. The last thing she remembered was finding Leif, and getting… shot with a dart? After that, everything went black, and she woke up here. It didn’t take long to put two and two together and figure out that she’d been captured by the hunters, even without the absolute devastation Roxy was feeling right now through the mark. 

It was gonna be fine. She was smart, she could figure out a way to get out of this. And if not… Well, she trusted that Roxy would find her before it was too late. 

She cracked open an eye ever-so-slightly, trying to take in her surroundings without letting the hunters know she was awake. It looked like she was in the back of a van, curled up in the corner. Drew was across from her, in a similar state; arms tied behind his back with a silver collar around his neck. His eyes were open, though. Open, but unseeing, staring into space. His mouth hung slightly ajar, and a line of drool was dribbling down his chin. Every now and then he would twitch, and let out a little whimper. Whatever was wrong with him, Sam wanted no part of.

There were a couple of hunters in the rear seats, including Chris and… Oh god, it was that woman from the bar. Angie or Anne or something. Well, that was probably how they got their hands on Clarissa and Leif in the first place, luring them into a false sense of security with a friendly face. She wasn’t looking too good, with sunken eyes and a downcast expression. She almost looked sick. Good, after what they’d done to Clarissa. Sam hoped she spewed and choked on it.

One of the hunters up the front spoke. “Does anyone have their phone’s location turned on? Says here someone’s putting out a signal. It’s just the one.”

Chris’s eyes widened, and he swore under his breath. “No it’s not a phone. One of the wolves must have activated their tracker. Have you checked their pockets?” he asked one of the other hunters.

“Yeah, we made sure they had nothing on them. Should we… do a cavity check?”

Chris frowned. “When on earth would they have had time to shove something up themselves?”

“I dunno, but the tracker thing we found on Townsend was pretty small. Wouldn’t be that hard in a pinch, and they might’ve done it before they got there, anyway.”

“Not a bad point, but I think it’s more likely that they swallowed it. It’s much easier and it would achieve the same thing, without the need to take your pants off to do it.”

The hunter who’d spoken up blushed. “Y-yeah, you’re right. So, what do we do?”

Chris hesitated. “Bring me that bucket and a glove. I’ll try Basterfield first. Don’t want Reed to wake up and bite my fingers off.”

Sam watched with growing concern as the hunters supplied Chris with what he asked for. He snapped the glove over his hand and grabbed Drew by the hair, forcefully pulling him around until he was sitting upright, hunched over the bucket. He barely even reacted with more than a quiet whimper. Chris then shoved two gloved fingers deep inside Drew’s mouth, prompting him to gag, then retch, then spill his guts into the bucket. Once the deed was done, Chris calmly searched through the mess until he found what he was looking for.

“Aha, here it is.” He gingerly took off the glove and deposited it in the bucket, handing the thing to one of his subordinates. “Dispose of that.”

Sam felt the van come to a stop, and the hunter with the bucket opened the back doors and dumped it on the side of the road. A jolt shot through her as she recognised the opportunity. Yeah, she didn’t have access to her wolf, but she was fit, and the hunters were distracted. It would mean leaving Drew behind, though, and she was hesitant to do that. Her being with the rest of the pack might give them more of a chance to be able to rescue him, though. She couldn’t afford to let this chance pass her by.

Sorry, Drew. I’ll come back for you.

She shot up and sprinted for the exit, and was immediately tackled into the side of the van by Anne. She pinned her to the floor, forearm digging into Sam’s neck and making it hard to breathe. It was ridiculous, Anne was like half her size, how come she couldn’t shake her off? Was this really how weak she would be without her wolf?

“Ah, I was wondering when you’d wake up,” Chris said. “Biding your time, were you?”

Sam growled and thrashed about, trying to shake off the murderous bitch on top of her. “Let me go! I’ll… I’ll fucking kill you!” Her threat came off a little flat due to the way her voice cracked in fear on the second-to-last word. The reality of the situation was really starting to set in now. She’d seen all of Roxy’s scars, heard her recounting how she’d gotten at least some of them. The hunters were going to torture her and Drew, and then, as soon as their usefulness for the ritual was dried up, they were going to die. Oh god, Sam didn’t want to die.

A boot slammed into her face and she felt the cartilage in her nose crunch horribly. She yelped in pain, whimpering and trying to cower away, but Anne was still firmly holding her in place. 

“You ain’t gonna do shit, little bitch!” One of the hunters yelled, presumably the one who’d just assaulted her.

“That was unnecessary, Goodman. She’s immobilised,” Chris reprimanded lightly.

“Oh… Sorry, sir.”

The angle and the tears in her eyes made it hard to see, but she felt Chris’s presence as he kneeled near her head. He touched her neck, and she felt something sharp prick her. She hated needles.

“Ah! No, no, no, what is that?!”

“Just something to make you a little more pliable while we transport you back to the outpost,” Chris explained gently. “It’s nice, trust me. Your friend over there is having the time of his life.”

Everything started to spin, and Sam suddenly felt very unwell. “Nnnooo, I- I don’ like th-th-thissss…”

“There, there, Samantha. It’ll all be over soon.”

And so, for the second time that day, Sam’s vision faded to black, and she became dead to the world.

—

They drove in silence. Roxy stared out at the passing scenery, trying to ignore how sore her entire body was. In her legendary tumble, she’d managed to skin both elbows, part of her forearms, and her cheek. Thankfully, apart from her fucked knee, her legs were alright. Her pants had taken the brunt of the damage there. Didn’t mean they didn’t still fucking hurt, though. She’d really pushed them to their limits when she chased after the van. Other than that, her head was still pounding hard from what Pedro deduced was likely a mild concussion, and there was still a cut on the bridge of her nose where Anne had kicked her. Well, what was new there? With the amount of concussions she’d received over the past two years, Roxy was surprised she didn’t have some serious brain damage.

Leif was in the driver’s seat, taking them back to the Council building. Honestly, none of them were in any state to drive right now, but Leif was the only one who physically could, so it was up to her. Pedro was in the passenger seat, staring out the windshield with a blank expression. Meanwhile, Roxy was stretched out over the back seat, keeping her leg straight and elevated. She didn’t know how to feel. She was mostly angry. At herself, for not being strong enough to protect her loved ones; at the hunters, for perpetrating the acts themselves; at the universe, for anything and everything. They just weren’t allowed to be happy, were they? There was always something. 

But, she was also sad. Empty. They’d lost a part of their pack today, and Sam and Drew had been stolen from them. Roxy was going to have to go to sleep tonight in an empty bed. Just the thought made her want to curl into a ball and wail. But at least she had a bed to go back to. Clarissa would never be going home, and, if their experiences were going to be anything like Roxy’s, Sam and Drew would be sleeping on hard concrete after being whipped within an inch of their lives. God, it was all just so fucking unfair. 

It was going to be okay, though. Drew’s tracker was on. They were gonna fix themselves up, get some help, and go kill some fucking hunters. They weren’t gonna get away that easily.

“Hold on…” Leif muttered under her breath. The car started slowing down. “...what?”

“What’s wrong?” Pedro asked.

“It… My phone is saying that Drew’s tracker is right here.” 

“...Shit. Stay here, I’m gonna check this.”

Roxy’s whole body went cold as Pedro got out of the car, walking out of sight. Without the tracker, it… what were they going to do? 

It didn’t take long for Pedro to come back, sitting down and buckling himself in while breathing heavily. “Drive, Leif.”

“What? What did you find?”

“They must have figured out the tracker somehow. There’s a puddle of vomit on the road, with Drew’s tracker sitting right in the middle.”

“Wha-? But-”

“Drive. We need to get back and start searching for the outpost as soon as possible.”

Leif didn’t argue any further. They set back off on the road.

“Brooke,” Roxy muttered. “We need to ask Brooke. She… she went to the outpost to get the drug, she must know where it is.”

Pedro nodded. “Okay, let’s stay positive. All hope’s not lost just yet.”

Roxy hoped to god he was right.

They got back to the building and Roxy let herself be carried along as they made their way down into the basement. It didn’t take long to follow the trail of Brooke’s scent to the lab she was in, even slowed down as they were by people trying to stop them and give them medical attention. As soon as they burst in through the doors of the lab, Roxy shrugged the other two off and grit her teeth against the pain, limping over to the bespectacled girl and grabbing her by the lapels of her lab coat.

“Oh my god, what happened?!” she cried, stumbling back against the wall.

“Where’s the outpost you went to?!” Roxy shouted. “We- we need the address!”

Brooke blinked. “I-I can write it down for you, but first, you need help! You’re bleeding everywhere! What the fuck happened?!”

Roxy let out an involuntary whimper as the memory shot to the forefront of her mind. “The- the hunters, th-they killed Clarissa, and got Sam and Drew! They’ve taken them, we need to know where the outpost is!”

Brooke’s face dropped. “Oh… Oh god. I- I… Fuck, Roxy, I’m so sorry. B-but… the outpost I went to, it… it was just a small research station, they wouldn’t have taken them there… I’m so, so sorry, but I don’t know…”

Something inside Roxy broke at that. Their last chance of finding them, the last possible lead they had, was gone. She stumbled backwards, her leg buckling out from under her once again, sending her sprawling to the ground. She’d been holding it in ever since the van chase, but now. Now, Roxy was going to have a tantrum.

She held her head in her hands and screamed.

—

Watson sat on the edge of her cot, staring at her hands.

Today had been a resounding success. They killed a werewolf, and captured both of the direwolves in one fell swoop, all thanks to her own careful preparation. In six days, the eclipse ritual was going to turn all of the Earth’s werewolves into monsters, and the Sons of the Black Son were going to come to the rescue and save the day. They were going to be globally recognised as heroes. They were going to purify the world of demons.

They were going to kill the monsters that they themselves had created. All thanks to her. There was even talk of a promotion, apparently. She would get a unit to herself, standing alongside Captain Langley, instead of just being his subordinate. The extinction of an entire species of living, breathing people was going to be her fault, and she was going to get a promotion for it.

It didn’t feel good. It didn’t feel good at all.

Part of her thought it was because she didn’t see the point. Why would she need a promotion if all of the world’s werewolves were going to be dead by the end of the week anyway? Wouldn’t the Sons disband as they were no longer needed? Wouldn’t she be allowed to go and live a normal life?

The rest of her knew the real reason why it didn’t feel good. She was just trying to ignore it.

It didn’t feel good because the woman whose death she’d ordered today wasn’t a monster. She… was just a person, caught up in the wrong place at the wrong time. If they’d taken Townsend and Thura instead, there would’ve been no cause to kill either of them. But because Clarissa was a wolf, she had to die. She had to repent for the sin of being born the way she was. Watson had done Clarissa a favour. She had released her from the curse of her life as a beast. Now her soul could rest in peace in Heaven, freed from the bonds of the devil’s form, or so Father Superior claimed.

She’d killed so many other wolves in her career, so why did this one hurt so much? Why was she still seeing Clarissa’s wide-eyed, panicked expression as the blade made contact every time she closed her eyes? Why was she still hearing Townsend’s anguished, muffled scream echoing through her head? Why was she still feeling the second-hand shame of that poor girl wetting herself in fear when the blade was held up to her own throat as she sobbed? She remembered the anger that had shot through her when her subordinate had done that. She remembered the way she’d shouted at him. Why did she care so much this time? 

No, she knew why, she just didn’t want to admit it. She cared because she knew Clarissa’s name. She cared because Clarissa had broken her nose fifteen times over her MMA career, and now it had changed shape so much that her own elderly mother had barely recognised her the last time she’d gone to visit. She cared because every time Clarissa laughed, she laughed like she’d just heard the funniest thing in the world. She cared because Clarissa always put her loved ones before herself, even to her last moments, pushing Townsend- no, Leif away from them all when Watson had first taken them in, and shuffling in front of her when they’d been lined up on their knees in the half-built house, presenting herself up so that Leif would be spared. She cared because Clarissa obviously wasn’t a fucking monster. 

How many of the other wolves that she’d killed were like that? How many were just… regular fucking people with day jobs and hobbies and bad habits that happened to be able to turn into animals? Watson got the feeling it was more than she wanted to think about. What was she doing with her life? Was this really how she’d wanted to turn out? Did she even remember who she wanted to be before the Sons took her in off the street, saving her from a life of poverty and homelessness? For the first time since she’d taken her pledge, she wondered whether or not she’d really been saved. What kind of saviour left the person they were ‘saving’ with permanent scars as a fucking welcome gift?

There was a knock on the door. Slowly, she lifted herself up and answered it.

“Good evening, Watson,” Captain Langley greeted. “May I come in?”

She looked at him. Really looked at him. How did he fit into all of this? He was her captain. He practically raised her, as much as you could raise an adult woman. He looked after her as she recovered from conditioning, trained her in the art of combat, taught her everything she knew. She trusted him with her life, and she knew the feeling was mutual. It wouldn’t be a stretch to say she loved him. He was a killer, just like her, only he hadn’t been forced into this life. He’d chosen to join it, following in the footsteps of family. He, just like so many others, joined the Sons wanting to do some good for the world, to help rid it of evil.

She looked at him, saw the sadness behind his eye that had been there ever since the Dewsbury mission. She saw the way he held himself in front of her, open and honest, shoulders drooping, back slightly stooped, not caring about appearances in front of his oldest subordinate. And she made her choice.

She stepped aside. “Of course, Captain.”

He nodded and entered her quarters, taking a breath. She closed the door behind him.

“What can I do for you, sir?”

“Hm?” He turned to her, as if surprised she’d asked the question. “Oh, nothing much. I was just… checking in, I suppose. The purification is going to start soon, and my presence has been requested. I don’t suppose you’d want to keep me company?”

She shivered imperceptibly at the thought. Oh, those poor kids. “If I have the option, I’d rather not, sir. You know that the sound of the whip can still… be difficult for me.”

He nodded. “That’s fine. Do you have any other… plans? Anything to celebrate our win today?”

She shook her head. “No, sir. I was just going to get some rest.”

He glanced at her, and nodded again. “That sounds nice.” He sounded almost longing.

A moment of silence passed, and Watson decided to ask a question that had been sitting in the back of her mind since the van. “Sir, permission to speak frankly?”

He raised an eyebrow at her. “Granted.”

“Today, during the ride back to headquarters, I noticed you were quite… gentle, with the wolves. Obviously barring the situation with the tracker, the way you spoke to Reed as you sedated her was unexpectedly soft. It just struck me as unusual.”

He watched her out of the corner of his eye, taking measured breaths. “Well, the way I see it, those kids are probably going to be dead by the end of the week, anyway. I don’t see any reason to be unnecessarily cruel to them when life’s already given them such a shit hand. Honestly… I don’t understand why Father Superior is bothering to purify them. Why not just lock them up until it’s time? It just seems… needless, to me.”

It shocked her a little, how easily he spoke his disdain for Father Superior’s methods. That could be grounds for an accusation of treason, if the wrong person heard him say it. It just went to show how much he trusted her.

“...I agree,” she replied.

He let out a sigh, finally turning to face her properly. “Well, I guess I’d better get going. Can’t keep His Lordship waiting when it’s time to ‘purify the sinners’ or what have you.” He walked up and put a hand on her shoulder. “You take care of yourself, alright? You look like you could use a good sleep.”

She nodded. “I will, sir. Thank you.”

With that, he left her in peace, off to observe the torture of two teenagers. Watson sat back down on her cot, hung her head in her hands, and thought about everything. And later that night, once she’d undressed and tucked herself under the covers, for the first time in recent memory, Watson cried. She cried, and she didn’t stop. 

            

    
        38: Indecision 

    
    
    
    
                Sam groaned as she slowly came back to herself. Whatever Chris had injected her with on the van was finally wearing off, colours returning to their normal hues and feeling flowing back into her limbs. It had been a truly terrifying experience, trapped in her own body, unable to move or speak as the world melted into nonsense, blurring together into an incomprehensible mess of lights and colours to the point that she couldn’t make out what was going on around her. The worst part had been how good it felt, even as subconsciously she knew how much danger she was in. It made her want to just give up and sink into the blissful sensation instead of trying to focus and come up with an escape plan. Thankfully, she was finally back to her senses.

Honestly, part of her wished she was still drugged.

She was hanging by her wrists from a pair of handcuffs in a pitch-black room, completely naked. The cuffs were cutting into her skin, causing blood to drip down her arms, and her shoulders were aching horribly from supporting most of her weight. Her nose was still throbbing tenderly from the kick she’d received in the van, having just about doubled in size from the swelling. At the very least, it felt like someone had set it back into place for her, which was a small mercy. That collar was still around her neck, as irritating as ever, and making it impossible for her to do anything to alleviate the pain she was in, or attempt an escape, though that was probably the point. Weirdly, her head felt… strangely light, and her scalp and ears were unexpectedly cold. She realised she couldn’t feel her hair tickling her back, and the realisation felt like a kick in the gut. One rub of her prickly scalp against her arm confirmed it.

Those bastards had shaved her head. It almost hurt more than the knowledge of where she was. 

She tried not to dwell on it. There were much worse things than losing all of your hair, and Sam had a feeling she was about to experience a lot of them. Besides, she was a werewolf, it would grow back quickly.

If she lived that long. But it was best not to think about that little caveat.

With her nose being as damaged and blocked by blood as it was, she couldn’t get a good read on what was around her in the darkness. She could hear another person nearby, from their heartbeat and breathing, but she had no way of confirming who it was. It would only make sense if it was Drew, though. Why else would someone just be sitting in the dark with her? Actually, she didn’t want to think about that. Just the thought of it being anyone else gave her the creeps.

“Drew?” she whispered into the darkness. There was no response, so she tried again, a little louder. “Drew! Are you there?”

There was a little hitch in the other person’s breathing, then a groan. “Aw fuck, my head.”

“Drew!”

“Sam? ‘s that you?” It sounded like he had a bit of a lisp going on.

“Yeah, it’s me. Are you okay?”

He hesitated. “Eh, mostly. Got a split lip, but otherwise I’m okay. I, uh, woke up a little while ago, while they were shaving my head. I got a little bitey, and, uh… I don’t think they liked that too much. What about you?”

“My arms are fucking sore from hanging here, and my nose hurts like hell, but I’m still alive, so that’s got to count for something. Oh, and they shaved my head as well.”

“Wait, ‘hanging?’”

“Yeah. What, are you not?”

“Nope, I’m just strapped to this chair.”

“No fair, my shoulders are killing me.”

He laughed a little, but it was more subdued than normal, for pretty obvious reasons. Being able to talk to him was nice, but it was a cold comfort with the knowledge of where they were sitting at the back of their minds. 

“Hey, Sam?” he asked after a short period of silence.

“Yeah?”

“Any… ideas for how we’re getting out of this one?”

She sighed. “Not unless I can get this collar off somehow. With my wolf I might be able to break these cuffs, but without it, not a chance. I think… I think we might just have to do our best to hold out until Roxy and the rest find us.”

“...shit. Any idea of what to expect?”

Sam swallowed thickly. “Well, you’ve seen Roxy’s scars.” Her voice came out shaky and weak.

Drew didn’t get the chance to respond to that. All of a sudden, there was a loud ‘ker-CHUNK’ and the lights turned on, briefly blinding the both of them. Once Sam’s eyes had adjusted enough for her to see, she finally got a good look around the room and at Drew. Honestly, there really wasn’t much to talk about. It was a completely bland concrete box, herself and Drew being the only notable features. Drew was in a similar state to herself, totally naked aside from the collar around his neck, with a swollen lip and a shaved head. The nudity didn’t really bother her - they were werewolves, it wasn’t uncommon for them to accidentally catch an eyeful of each other when they were shifting back from their wolf forms - but now that the lights were on, it made her feel that much more exposed, unable to even bring her arms down to guard her vitals.

“I’ve gotta say,” Drew muttered, voice still a little frail from the shock of the lights turning on. “You can pull off a buzz-cut surprisingly well.”

The weak attempt at humour managed to draw a light chuckle out of Sam. “Can’t say it’s my first choice of haircut.”

What little good humour they’d managed to scrape together in their dreary situation was suddenly swept away by a fresh wave of fear when the door opened and three men entered. The first was an elderly man, bald, wearing priestly attire that reminded Sam too much of the man who killed her parents. He had a massive gnarled scar on his head, three long lines that stretched from above his ear down through his left eye, leaving it milky and blind. It was clearly left there many years ago by a werewolf. The second man followed at the priest’s heels like a well-trained dog, carrying a coiled whip in his hand that made Sam’s heart lurch with horrible knowledge of what she was likely about to be subjected to. He was a mountain of stringy muscle and sinew, with a buzzed head and a hard, albeit blank expression. Sam would hedge a guess that he was the brawn to the priest’s brains, and probably did all of the heavy lifting that the first man was too old and frail to carry out himself. The third to enter was Chris, in all of his underwhelming glory. The prick.

The priest looked her over appraisingly and she resisted the urge to shiver in mixed fear and disgust, electing instead to bear her fangs and growl at him as he walked up. 

“So we finally meet, Samantha Reed,” he said. His voice was light and airy, almost soft. It made Sam viscerally uncomfortable.

“Should I know you?” she responded with a bite in her voice.

He seemed to ponder on the idea. “No, I’d expect not. I am Father Superior, the head of the Sons of the Black Sun. I’ve been waiting a long time for this… reunion, shall we say. Over fifty years, in fact. I must say, you are the spitting image of another direwolf I met, long ago. His name was Rodney.”

He said the name like it was supposed to mean something to her, but she’d never met a Rodney in her life, so she just stared back blankly. He analysed her, and seemed to recognise her confusion.

“Hmm, I take it you never met him, then? I admit, I lost track of him after he clawed half of my face off. I suppose it’s not unbelievable that he passed before you were born.” The priest sighed. “He was the one who got away. I had to console myself with the knowledge that I was able to put his brother down, at the very least. One less vile beast to roam the earth.” Quite unnervingly, he reached up and gently gripped Sam’s chin. The only thing that stopped her from biting his fingers off was the knowledge of the punishment she’d likely face in response. Even then, it was a close thing. “But even with this cold comfort, I was never able to forget about Rodney. I had successfully hunted a direwolf, and as such was granted promotions beyond my wildest imagination, but I still couldn’t get his face out of my dreams every night. Every time I look in the mirror I am forced to remember that creature and what he did to me, and the fact that I will never have my revenge and finish my hunt. But then, I heard of your existence, and all of a sudden, everything fell into place. I must say, you have your grandfather’s features, Reed.”

…That’s what this was about? This asshole’s obsession with capturing her and all of this eclipse ritual shit was entirely fueled by petty revenge for a blood relative she’d never even met? And for a measly facial scar? As far as Sam was concerned, he could fucking get in line. If Roxy wanted to commit genocide over her facial scars, the human race wouldn’t stand a chance. Before she could say anything, Drew’s drawling voice cut through the tension like a butter knife through a brick. That is to say, not at all.

“Wait, so you’re saying that you couldn’t get this guy's face out of your dreams after he left his mark on you?” He scoffed. “I dunno, dude, that sounds a little gay to me.”

Sam barely even saw him move. One moment he was standing up close to her, her chin in his grip, and the next, he was turned to Drew, holding a knife that was buried hilt deep into Drew’s thigh. His scream made Sam’s ears ring and she let out a cry of alarm. Why would he say something like that?! At the very least, the shock made her realise she could feel Roxy now, trying to comfort her through the mark. She’d been absent before, and part of Sam had been worried, not knowing what had happened to her after they found Leif in the freezer.

Father Superior twisted the knife, and Drew screamed again, thrashing against the tape restraining him to the chair. “I’ve encountered your type before, Mr. Basterfield. Those who think that their feeble attempts at humour will somehow save them from the blade or the bullet. I feel I should remind you that the only reason you are still breathing is because you are more useful to us alive than dead, at least for now. I need you alive, but I do not need you intact. Speak out again, and I will have no qualms about stitching your mouth shut or cutting out your tongue.” He let go of the knife, leaving it in Drew’s leg and turning to Sam. “Consider this your warning as well, Reed. I will not tolerate impudence from animals, especially when we only really need one of you. You are more expendable than you think.”

Sam knew better than to respond to that, especially with the sound of Drew’s whimpery breathing still making her heart ache. Weirdly enough, she could see Chris flexing and unflexing his hand in the corner, as though he was agitated by something. Father Superior seemed to notice as well.

“Do you have something to say, Captain Langley?”

The man immediately straightened himself out. “No, sir. Just tired, is all. It’s been a long day, and I’m looking forward to turning in.”

The priest looked at him for a few seconds before huffing. “As you say. Your victory today cannot be overstated, but I understand it must have been taxing. Very well, we shall begin.”

He walked up to the muscly guy and took the whip out of his hands, inspecting it. “Thank you, Torran. Now, please make sure Mr. Basterfield stays in his seat. I expect things may be about to get… emotional, and I would rather he didn’t interrupt proceedings.”

Torran did as he was told, walking over and placing his hands on Drew’s shoulders from behind. Meanwhile, Father Superior went behind Sam, and she quietly braced herself for what was about to happen. Her mind went to that first day after Roxy had been kidnapped; the sharp, jolting bursts of pain she’d felt through the mark. The countless lines criss-crossing her back flashed through her head with alarming clarity. Well, at least they’d be matching now. She bit her lip and did her best not to cry at the thought.

“Repent for your sins, Samantha Reed, and be purified under the light of the Black Sun.”

Sam watched as Chris closed his eye and clenched his fists. She did the same.

SNAP

The pain hit. The world flickered. Sam cried.

—

Leif was not doing okay. She’d been sitting on the floor of the shower for so long that the water had gone cold and her fingers had wrinkled up. Even when the spray had been hot, she’d been unable to get her hands to stop shaking, and despite all of her scrubbing, she could still feel the memory of Clarissa’s blood on her cheek, spurting onto her as the woman’s neck was cut nearly all the way through. God, she just wanted to go home. She was sick of this place. The novelty had long since worn off, and now she longed for the comfort of a small town surrounded by trees, where she knew every street and pathway by heart, instead of an unfamiliar city where people could come out of nowhere and kidnap her and her friends, and tie them up, and force her to watch as- 

Leif gasped as another flashback hit her, a wave of nausea rolling through her stomach. She wanted to hug her mom.

Eventually, she forced herself to her feet and turned the water off. No one was going to berate her for spending so much time locked in the bathroom by herself, especially not now, but she’d had enough. If she couldn’t hug her mom, she could at least find someone else to hug. Pedro was usually good at them, and Damien’s always had a paternal quality that made her feel very cared for, no doubt in part due to how long she’d known him for. Hopefully Roxy would be up for one, too, but Leif wasn’t holding out too much hope. After her freak-out once they learned that no one knew where the outpost was, she’d completely shut down. She barely even reacted when her knee was set back into place, and she’d been holed up in her room ever since they got back to the apartment, as far as Leif knew. To be fair, she herself had been holed up in the bathroom for a while, as well. But man, she would really like a Roxy hug right now.

She tried not to look at herself in the mirror as she dried off and got dressed. She was actually quite happy with how her body was progressing lately, so it wasn’t a case of the ol’ dysphoria. She just really didn’t want to know how awful she probably looked at the moment, eyes no-doubt sunken and bloodshot, skin blotchy and bruised, hair probably all tangled up because she just didn’t have the energy to brush it before she stumbled into the shower. That was the one benefit about keeping the side of her head shaven; it was less hair to worry about taking care of when things went to shit. Maybe she should follow in Roxy’s footsteps and hack it all off in response to the trauma. …Nah, she’d spent too much of her life with short hair already, and it was nice being able to run her fingers through the long strands over her shoulder when she was nervous. She had a feeling she was going to get a lot of use out of that, in the coming days.

Once she was dressed in one of Drew’s baggy t-shirts and a pair of sweatpants, she finally summed up the courage to leave the safety of the bathroom. As she’d suspected, Roxy’s door was still shut tight, and it seemed completely silent from within. Leif could only hope she’d fallen asleep. She should certainly be tired enough after everything that happened. She gave up on her hope for a Roxy hug and instead ambled out into the living room, where she was greeted by a depressing sight.

Pedro was crying. She didn’t think she’d ever seen him cry before, not aside from a few errant tears here and there. This time, he was full-on sobbing, his shoulders hitching up and down as he hid his face in Damien’s shoulder. Damien was holding him, his hand stroking up and down Pedro’s back. The sight made Leif want to start crying as well, but she’d used up all of her tears in the shower. The pain was still there; a cold and empty hole in the bottom of her gut, but it had receded to the back of her mind for now, no doubt biding its time for an opportune moment to hit her again. 

“Leif?” Damien spoke gently, as if she was a wild animal he was trying not to spook off. He looked about as unwell as he did after Roxy was taken, with red-rimmed eyes and a sad expression. A friend- no, family member was dead, and two others were missing, one of whom was his daughter’s fiancée. It was no surprise that he would be taking this just as hard as the rest of them, after living in such close proximity these past few months. Leif just hadn’t considered it. 

“Yeah?” she croaked in response, her voice rough from… the activities of the day.

“I… I hate to ask this of you, right now, but… Do you think you could check on Roxy for me, please? I tried earlier, but she… she was catatonic. I don’t think she wanted me there, either. She started growling when I got close. I-it’s just… I’m worried, and I felt like you might be able to get through to her a little better.”

…Oh, she must really not be doing okay, to turn down company from her dad. Roxy loved her dad, almost as much as she loved Sam, Leif suspected. If she didn’t want him around, what hope did Leif have? Maybe a little selfishly, Leif hoped that Roxy’s distress was from her own feelings, and not something being transmitted through the mark. If Sam was in pain, it meant Drew likely was, as well. She would much rather Roxy be upset than either of them be hurt, but she didn’t think her feelings would affect the outcome, considering who they were dealing with. Ideally, she would want none of them to be upset, or hurt, but that just wasn’t the reality of the situation. She would take what she could get.

She looked down, fidgeting with her fingers. “Yeah, I can do that.”

He nodded tiredly, focusing back on Pedro. Leif was glad he didn’t ask her how she was. The answer was obvious, and she didn’t want to think about herself right now. She wasn’t sure how much good she’d be able to do for Roxy, but dammit if she wasn’t gonna try. Besides, if she was being honest with herself, it might be nice to use her to get a sit-rep on how Sam and Drew are doing.

She walked up to her door and knocked gently. There wasn’t any reaction from within, but the door was unlocked, so Leif let herself inside. Sure enough, Roxy was there, sitting on the edge of her bed and staring at the wall with a blank expression. She was still wearing her ruined clothes from the fight, damp from the rain and ripped up from her stack on the road. She hadn’t reacted at all to Leif’s presence, so she moved a little closer, stepping into her line of sight and kneeling down in front of her, taking one of her hands. Once again, there was no reaction. Her skin was slightly sweaty, Leif noted, and her eyes were still glowing that golden-amber colour of her wolf. They’d been like that since she and Pedro had found her on the road, staring listlessly into the distance, much as she was now. She’d mostly unshifted from the almost more-wolf-than-human form she’d been in when they found her, but her claws and fangs were still there as well.

“Roxy? You okay?” Leif asked while gently squeezing her hand.

That finally got a reaction out of her. She blinked and sucked in a breath, seeming to come back to herself as her eyes darted around and ascertained where she was. They found Leif and her eyelids fluttered in apparent confusion. “L-Leif, what… When did you come in?”

Leif frowned worriedly and moved to sit next to her on the bed, keeping hold of her hand. “Maybe a minute ago. Are you doing okay? You’ve been in here for a while.”

Roxy looked at her blankly. “A- A while? We just… we just got back, didn’t we?” 

Leif sighed, her concern growing exponentially. “Rox, we’ve been back for over an hour and a half. Have you… just been sitting here, all this time?”

Roxy seemed to shudder. “A-an hour? I- I feel like I just sat down.” She put a hand to her head. “S-something’s happening through the mark, I-I think. It… started on the car ride back, but… it only really hit me once I sat down. I feel really out of it. S-starting to wear off now, I think, but… Has it really been that long?”

Leif reluctantly nodded. “Do you… think they might have drugged Sam or something? Could that be it?”

Roxy bit her lip nervously. “Probably. When we… when we get drunk or high or whatever, I can usually feel it a little through the mark, as well, so that would explain why I was so…” She trailed off, before shaking her head and continuing. “No doubt it was something strong.”

“How are… how is she?”

Roxy’s throat bobbed up and down as she swallowed. “Um, scared. Still… figuring out her situation, I think.” She paused for a moment. “Relieved. A little bit of amusement.” A smile touched her lips. “Drew must be there. At least they’re together.”

It felt like a weight had been lifted off of Leif’s shoulders. It was an easy conclusion to come to. What other reason could Sam possibly have right now for feeling relieved and amused? Drew had to be with her, which meant that he was okay, at least for now.

Roxy got up and limped around the room, finally getting changed out of her ruined clothes as she monitored Sam’s situation, providing Leif with live updates. Much like Leif, she’d elected for the comfort of her girlfriend’s clothing, burying herself in a hoodie that was at least 3 sizes too big for her and smelled of pine. 

Leif retook her hand once she sat back down on the bed. “Your dad was worried about you. Do you wanna go out and sit with him, or stay in here?”

Roxy’s face had dropped, and there was something behind her golden eyes that filled Leif with worry. Something was happening on the other end of the mark that Roxy wasn’t sharing. She grabbed her cane and stood up, silently choosing option one, and Leif followed along as she hobbled out of the room, favouring her left leg. 

Pedro wasn’t crying anymore, which was a small relief to Leif’s thoroughly pummelled heart. He looked up to them as they made their way over, his eyes filled with a deep sadness. His left arm was in a cast up to the elbow, but the doctors said he should only need it for a few days, thanks to his Lunin-enhanced healing. He’d broken it getting out of his restraints after the hunters got the drop on him, apparently. Leif hoped it would be off in time for them to go rescue Sam and Drew.

“Hey, guys,” he said, his voice rough.

Roxy grunted in response, moving to sit in between Pedro and Damien. Before she could make it, however, she paused, her eyes going wide and her breathing speeding up.

“No…”

All of a sudden, she let out a yelp and collapsed. Pedro shot up to catch her, gently leading her to the couch as she continued to intermittently twitch and cry out. Leif knew exactly what was happening. She’d seen it from the other end of the mark after Roxy disappeared, although she hadn’t known what it was at the time. 

Sam was being whipped.

Roxy started to sob, pleading with nobody under her breath. Pedro and Damien embraced her from both sides and she sank into it, burying her face against her dad’s chest. Leif sat on Pedro’s other side, and he shifted to put his arm around her. It was a little awkward with the cast, but she didn’t mind, savouring any physical affection she could get in the wake of the worst day of her life. She nestled into the crook of his shoulder and sighed, breathing in his familiar scent.

Things were gonna suck for a while, she knew, but they were gonna make it through this. They’d been through shit before, and this was no different. They were gonna lick their wounds, find the outpost, and save Sam and Drew before the day of the eclipse. The alternative… The alternative didn’t even warrant consideration, because it wasn’t going to happen. Everything was going to be fine.

It had to be.

—

Drew’s ears were ringing, his heart racing in his chest. That huge guy’s fingers were digging into his shoulders, and probably for good reason, too. Even with the knife in his leg, hearing Sam’s agonised screaming and whimpering every time the whip struck was too much for him to bear, and every inch of his soul reared to jump up and help her. Thankfully, it seemed like it was finally over, that priest asshole re-coiling the now-bloodied whip and stepping out from behind Sam, looking her over.

Her whole body was quivering like a leaf in the wind as she sobbed and gasped for air, blood still dripping down the backs of her legs and vomit staining her chin. It had been terrifying to watch, each crack of the whip and subsequent cry of pain solidifying the horrible knowledge in Drew’s head that he was next. He couldn’t even feel the knife in his leg anymore, he was so scared.

“Alright, take her down,” Father Superior ordered. His man obeyed, finally letting go of Drew’s shoulders to unlock the handcuffs that had been keeping Sam suspended. She let out a yelp as she crumpled to the floor, too dazed to even attempt to hold herself up. Drew felt her hand weakly close around his ankle and his heart ached for her, blindly searching out for any kind of comfort in her battered, delirious state. The mess of blood and bruising that was her back made him sick to his stomach. “Captain Langley, take her to be hosed down and show her to her new accommodations, if you would. After that, you are relieved for the night. Torran and I will deal with this one on our own.”

Chris let out a tiny sigh, imperceptible to the humans in the room, and did as he was told, walking over and grabbing Sam under her arms, lifting her back up to her feet. She let out a pained noise but otherwise didn’t protest, allowing herself to be manhandled and effectively dragged out of the room, barely keeping her shaking legs underneath herself. Just before she was swept out of sight, she turned back and made eye contact with Drew, her expression saying more than a thousand words ever could.

I’m so sorry for what’s about to happen.

He shot her a shaky smile in response and then she was gone, and he was alone with her torturers, no doubt soon to be his as well. Or, well, considering the fact that he still had a knife in his thigh, he guessed they already were his torturers. Semantics were very important when you were trying to distract yourself from the reality of a situation, he’d found.

Father Superior looked at him with mild disgust. “Now, for the backup. Let’s get started.”

The knife was removed from his thigh in one quick motion, and the pain almost made him throw up. He didn’t doubt that the contents of his stomach would be joining Sam’s on the floor underneath that suspension rack very soon. A piece of cloth was wrapped around his leg, applying an agonising amount of pressure and stemming the flow of blood that had started pouring after the knife was pulled out. He supposed he should be grateful that he wasn’t going to bleed out from the stab wound, but it was hard to be appreciative when he knew what was coming up.

He debated struggling for freedom as Torran ripped the duct tape from his wrists and ankles, forcefully pulling him to his feet, but after the reminder that the hunters only actually needed one of them, he wasn’t willing to test the limits of his value to them. Besides, Sam had already suffered through this horror show they called a penance; he didn’t want to undermine her sacrifice by escaping without her. He wouldn’t just leave her here, to face their tormentors alone. They were in it now, and they were in it together. To the end.

Things began blurring a little as he was strung up on that rack like a piece of butcher meat, his mind travelling to someplace far away, ignoring the fear as Father Superior slipped out of his line of sight, that whip back in his hand. He thought of his pack, of Leif. He hoped she was doing alright, after everything. He knew Pedro and Roxy would be taking care of her, if they were okay. When the whip first struck across his back, he closed his eyes and thought of home.

—

Sam resisted the urge to shiver on the cold concrete floor, knowing that the slightest movement would send another wave of agonising fire shooting across her ruined back. It was a hard-fought battle, her skin still dotted with water from what Father Superior had called a ‘hosing’ but thankfully in practise was a gentle, luke-warm shower. Sam suspected that might have just been due to Chris’s interference, though. He was being bizarrely gentle with her as he half-guided, half-carried her through the halls to a shower room, and Sam couldn’t for the life of her figure out why. She was under the impression that he hated her, and the rest of her species. He’d hunted her quite literally half-way across the world. Why would he let up now? Well, she wasn’t complaining, that was for sure. She’d take a gentle touch from an enemy over the alternative any day, even if she couldn’t really understand why.

He’d gently laid her down on a cool tile floor and brought the spout down closer to her so that the spray wasn’t too rough. It still stung her back like hell, but she imagined it would’ve been much worse had someone else been doing it. He didn’t physically wash her, which she appreciated, just letting the water rinse away the blood and vomit on her skin until he deemed her clean enough to be moved to her cell. Her back had bled a little more on the way back, unsurprisingly, but there wasn’t much they could do about that. Even with Chris being so gentle with her - against his superior’s wishes, Sam suspected - she doubted she would be getting any real medical treatment. It didn’t matter to them if her wounds got infected. They only needed her alive for less than a week, and it would take much longer than that for her to succumb to one. She could only pray it didn’t come to that.

Chris had left her in her cell with a pair of pills, one for her and one for Drew, once he arrived. She could already hear his screams echoing through the halls at that point, and every concurrent whip-crack that reached her ears was enough to make her flinch horribly. It just made her feel that much worse for the treatment Roxy had undergone during her own kidnapping, now that she had a much clearer understanding of what she’d experienced.

Sam had been hesitant to take the pill that had been left for her, worried it was going to be similar to whatever she’d been injected with in the van, but once the adrenaline started wearing off and her back started screaming at her with every beat of her heart, she decided that she didn’t really care anymore, and downed the thing with a mouthful of water from the tap on the wall. It took a few minutes to kick in, but eventually the pain in her back died down a little, and she was able to actually settle down against the floor, still lying on her front, of course. She was sure she wouldn’t be getting to sleep at all, but at the very least she could relax a little, too exhausted to even question why Chris had given her a painkiller and instead focusing in on her mark, communicating with Roxy as best she could to pass the time.

Finally, after what felt like far too long, the noises from down the hall stopped. The pain from her back was slowly dimming, but the dried, crusty blood coating her skin still kept her from wanting to move too much, lest she accidentally restart the bleeding. She didn’t really have much incentive to move around anyway, what with how her head was still spinning every time she raised it off the ground. She settled for gently running her hand over her almost-bald scalp, taking slight pleasure in the sensation. Roxy had also fully shaved her head once, around April. She’d ended up regretting it, but it had grown back pretty quick on account of her steadily growing wolf side, and Sam had enjoyed the feeling of running her hands over it back then, as well. 

Eventually, the sound of the door opening tore her out of her boredom. She spun around as gingerly as she could so as to not upset her back, squinting at the sudden influx of light in her dark little box. All she could make out was the silhouette of a man carrying something over his shoulder. Her nose was still clogged with blood, so unfortunately she couldn’t make anything out by scent, but that didn’t end up mattering for long. The man dumped his cargo into the room with very little care, and Sam only recognised the limp form as Drew at the last second, throwing herself forward to cushion his landing so that his head didn’t smash against the concrete. The action sent fire surging through her frayed nerves, but she ignored it. She would much rather have a sore back than let her friend get a brain injury.

“Poor baby couldn’t take it. Passed out halfway through,” the man in the doorway explained, punctuating it with a menacing chuckle. “Enjoy your stay, pups.”

With that, the door swung closed and Sam was left in darkness yet again. Drew was lying on his back, his head cradled in the crook of Sam’s elbow. She quickly flipped him over, so as to avoid his torn skin getting even more damaged. The sight of it made her feel sick, and the realisation that her own back no doubt looked just as bad made the feeling even worse. She tried to ignore it, focusing on him. She didn’t know whether to be grateful or worried that he was passed out. At least he was spared most of the pain, but what if this was something more serious? Maybe the whip had hit in a bad way and caused a problem? Well, not that it could hit in a good way, but still. Roxy had suffered for months from the muscle damage it had caused; Sam wouldn’t be surprised if an unsteady hand could cause even deeper damage were they not careful.

There was nothing she could do about it right now, though, so she just waited for him to wake up, holding him close and stroking a hand over his scalp in what she hoped would prove to be a comforting gesture. His body was damp and cold, much colder than she had been after her shower. She suspected that he hadn’t been as lucky as her, and was probably subjected to the ‘hosing’ that Father Superior had ordered after all. At least she still had that painkiller for him to take. That was a small mercy, but a mercy nonetheless.

It took a while, but eventually, Drew stirred with a pained groan. He curled in on himself with a whimper, but quickly seemed to regret it, as he slowly and carefully laid himself flat again. Sam just kept stroking his head, hoping to provide him some of the comfort that she was craving herself.

“Sam?” he whispered hoarsely.

“I’m here, Drew. I’ve got you.”

He let out a small sob that was quickly cut off. “Fuck. A-are you okay?”

“Back hurts.”

“...Right. Sorry.”

“You’re good.” She gently handed the pill to him. “Here, take this. It’s a painkiller. Doesn’t fix everything, but it’ll make the pain go from ‘excruciating’ to ‘almost bearable,’ at the very least.”

He didn’t hesitate, downing the thing completely dry. “Where’d you get it?”

“Chris, weirdly enough.”

Drew seemed to think on it, and then decided he was far too battered and tired to care, which was a pretty relatable stance, from Sam’s perspective. “...huh. Neat.”

He lifted his head a little and seemed to take in their little abode. It seemed to Sam exactly like Roxy’s from the Dewsbury outpost, only perhaps a little smaller. “I take it the bucket is where we do our business?”

“Presumably,” Sam said with a light sigh. “Don’t think they’d risk letting us out of the cell just to go to the bathroom.”

“Well… not looking forward to that. How’s Roxy doing? Everyone okay?”

The change of subject was appreciated. The longer Sam could go without thinking about their inevitable need to expel their waste, the better. “Hard to say. Roxy’s… mostly worried about me, so I guess everyone else must have made it out okay. She seems a little sore, though.”

“...Not everyone,” Drew replied.

Sam’s heart sank. “...Right.”

In all the chaos of everything that had happened, she’d somehow completely forgotten about Clarissa. Her friend, her mentor, and most recently, her packmate. The memory of finding her stung almost worse than her back did, throbbing violently in her chest and threatening her eyes with tears. What had become of the poor woman now? Was she still lying there, cold and lifeless? Or had someone found her, and taken her away to be autopsied? She deserved better than to be cut open on a slab, everything she ever was and did reduced to a dead pile of organs and meat. Had her family back in Canada even been notified yet? There were so many questions piling up in Sam’s head, each more painful than the last, but there would be no answers, not while she was stuck in this cell.

“Sam?” Drew eventually spoke up, breaking the mournful silence that had overtaken the cell.

“Yeah?”

“Do you think they’re gonna find us in time?”

Sam took a deep breath. “I hope so. They have almost a week, and a lot of Council resources at their disposal. They’ll find us.”

“How long did it take you to find Roxy, when she was taken?”

Something cold settled in Sam’s gut. “...Eleven days.”

Drew didn’t reply, but he didn’t need to. The point had been made. They couldn’t risk waiting for the pack to find them, too much was at stake. They needed to find some way to escape, or, failing that, make sure that the hunters wouldn’t be able to use them for their plan. There was one surefire way to do that, but… Sam wasn’t sure if she’d be able to go through with it, or how they’d even do it in the first place. Just the idea of doing that, of leaving Roxy and her pack, and accepting that she would never see them again, hurt too much to bear. She couldn’t keep holding back the tears that had been hiding behind her eyes any longer.

Drew held her close as she broke down into quiet sobbing, gently scratching her scalp. “It won’t come to that. We won’t let it come to that,” he whispered, as if he’d read her mind. He was probably thinking similar thoughts.

“I- I- I w-wanna go home!” she cried.

Drew let out a shuddering breath, and when he spoke, his voice was thick with tears. “Me too, Sam. Me too.”

—

Roxy didn’t get much sleep that night. Or any at all, really. She could make the argument that she at least tried to get to sleep, but that would be a lie. Instead, she spent the whole night with Leif wrapped around her from behind, communicating with Sam through the mark. She wasn’t sure she’d have been able to get to sleep even if she’d given it a proper shot. Sure, cuddling with Leif was nice, and were things normal, she would’ve been able to fall right to sleep with her, no problem, as they had done millions of times before. As it was, though, with such tension filling every fibre of her being, nothing would be able to compare to having Sam there. Even with her back turned to Leif, the difference was obvious. Leif was thinner, shorter, not as warm. It was the comfort of an old and dear friend, but not the one she truly needed. Well, judging from how much she shifted around throughout the night, she suspected Leif might be feeling a similar way, anyhow. Roxy knew she was no substitute for Drew, just as Leif was no substitute for Sam. At least they could still provide each other with some comfort, as imperfect as it was.

By the time the sun breached the horizon, Roxy was well and truly exhausted. She still refused to sleep, though, keeping a constant vigilance on Sam’s condition, even as it stayed roughly the same throughout the night. There was a little bit of activity at one point; where Sam’s fear and defiance spiked a little, but after about twenty minutes it calmed back down, thankfully without any new pain to go along with it.

That day, Roxy entirely subsisted on coffee and energy drinks, occasionally downing a glass of water or a slice of bread when her dad insisted. The search efforts had officially begun, though their pack wasn’t really allowed to participate, much to their chagrin. Vincent said they needed to focus on recovering, so that they were ready to go once the outpost was found, but the idleness was infuriating. Just because they were a little beat up didn’t mean they couldn’t help search!

Their process for searching was pretty simple. They knew that the hunters would need a Lunin Site in order to activate the ritual, so their outpost would likely be either close to or on top of one of the nearby sites. This counted out the ones that were deep in the wilderness, and the ones in and around suburbia could generally be checked off with a cursory inspection to ensure there weren’t any underground structures connected to the houses nearby. Basements were rarer in Australia than they were back in the US, so it wasn’t difficult to check. There were even a few in the city proper, but it was a lot harder to figure out whether or not the outpost was nearby in those cases. There was no guarantee that the outpost itself would be underground, potentially taking up residence in a building instead, fronting under false pretences like the Council building. Since the Council had no actual government authority, checking that each building within a certain radius of the Lunin Site was actually what it claimed to be was going to be difficult. Either way, the process of elimination would take a while, so there was nothing Roxy could do but wait, and try to ignore Vincent’s unsubtle jabs at them for ‘allowing’ this to happen. Like it was their fucking fault. 

(Roxy knew that, in a way, it was, but she also knew that it would’ve been impossible to keep Sam and Drew home yesterday when they went to save Leif and Clarissa, and that if they had, she and Pedro would likely have suffered a similar fate to her mentor. Despite that knowledge, the guilt of letting them come along still ate at her, regardless.) 

So, instead of spending her quickly fleeting wakefulness doing anything useful or productive to the search, she spent it sat in front of the TV, combing through channels out of a morbid sense of paranoia, looking to see if the news had reported on what happened yesterday at all, and if they were in any potential danger from the law.

Her fears turned out to be founded, at least in the sense that people had discovered the bodies they’d left behind. The matter of the law was still up in the air, though. She listened closely to the news report, as did the rest of the pack.

“Late last night, the bodies of three men and one woman were found in and around an empty construction site in an area of Carlisle that had been evacuated due to an alleged gas leak. The identities of the three men are unknown, but the woman has been identified as 39 year old Clarissa Newark, an American citizen, apparently visiting on holiday. She was found with a laceration in her neck, and abrasions on her wrists that indicate she may have been bound before her death. The other bodies were found with various wounds indicating both animal attack and attack with a bladed weapon. It is the police’s belief that Newark may have been a werewolf, though the results of the blood test are still pending. They go on to theorise that the men may be members of the Sons of the Black Sun, the infamous werewolf hunting group that has been the target of many controversies and accusations over the past few months. It is currently unclear if Newark killed the men before her death, or if she had companions that may have escaped the altercation. There are signs of struggle that indicate she may not have been the only werewolf present, but the identities of any other involved individuals are as of yet unknown.”

Pedro let out a long sigh from his spot next to Roxy, putting his shoes on and standing up.

“Where are you going?” she asked.

He turned back to her and shrugged. “The morgue, I guess. Where… wherever they’ve taken her. I want to make sure she gets back to her family okay.”

Roxy’s gut churned with grief. It still didn’t feel real. It still felt like she was just waiting for Clarissa to come back from the shops or the gym, or that she was just hiding away in her room. Leif had pretty much cried herself to sleep over it, yet Roxy still couldn’t bring herself to shed a single tear. It was just biding her time, she knew that. She knew that eventually it would all hit her and she would be inconsolable, but right now the only thing she could feel about it was numb. Sam was taking up too many of her thoughts to spare any on someone who wasn’t in danger anymore, who would never want for anything ever again, as heartless as that made her feel. She couldn’t afford to lose focus now, not when so much was at stake.

“Don’t you think that might be a little dangerous? You just saw that report. They’re searching for us.”

He shrugged again. “Maybe, but… I already left her once, the least I can do is make up for it.” He gave her a confident, if slightly sad grin. “Don’t worry, chica. I know my way around cops. I’ll be okay.”

“I hate to say it, but maybe she has a point, Pedro,” Leif said. “They clearly know who she is. They’ll send her home in due time. It might be better not to risk it.”

He looked like he was about to protest, but the words seemed to die on his tongue, and his face crumpled. He sighed. “Maybe… Maybe I just wanted the chance to see her one last time.”

That hit Roxy right in the chest, and from the way Leif shrunk in on herself, it had a similar effect on her, as well. It threatened to break the dam that was keeping her feelings on the matter at bay, but Roxy couldn’t let that happen, so she grit her teeth and steeled herself, forcing the tears that had formed in her eyes not to fall. The action had fur bristling up her arms and poking from her cheeks, but she couldn’t calm down enough to revert, so she just ignored it. She knew that her wolf had been at the surface all night, as much as no one had deigned to tell her. She could see the glow from her eyes reflecting on the TV screen. She suspected the fur would stick around for a bit, as well, unless she found some way to untense herself without spilling out everything she was trying to hold back in the process.

No one had any chance to reply to that. Their attention was all stolen away by the TV again when it suddenly crackled with static, the image flickering unsteadily. When it finally came back, the face of the reporter had been replaced by that of a bald elderly man, with a trio of large slash scars that stretched around his cranium, one intersecting his blind left eye. He was only visible from the neck up, but Roxy could see he was wearing a priest’s collar. Pedro swore under his breath. The man spoke.

“Greetings, citizens of the world. I apologise for interrupting your broadcasts, but I come bearing an important message for all of you. I am Father Superior, head of the organisation known as the Sons of the Black Sun. Recently, we have come into the public awareness under heavy scrutiny, due to many misunderstandings spread by our detractors. In this broadcast, I intend to clear up these misunderstandings, provide you with crucial evidence that our enemies have conveniently chosen not to share, and deliver a warning of the danger that is to come in the following days.

“First, the misunderstandings. For many of you, especially those of you residing in the United States, your first exposure to our organisation was likely due to an incident that occurred at one of our outposts. Namely, the kidnapping of Roxanne Kindley. At the tender age of 16, Kindley was taken off the streets by members of our organisation, under orders from their superior, Ken Harrison. She was subsequently beaten, mutilated, and tortured under the pretence of ‘preparing her’ to serve in our ranks. Believe me, viewer, when I tell you that this is not how our organisation operates. All of our recruits join up voluntarily, and we certainly do not accept anyone under the age of 18 in our dangerous line of work. This was a crime committed solely by the members of the Dewsbury outpost, and all perpetrators have since been reprimanded accordingly. We send our sincerest apologies to Roxanne and her family for the pain they have endured due to this fault in our management.”

Roxy clenched her fists so hard that her nails drew blood from her palms. “That lying sack of shit! Who could possibly believe this crap?!”

Despite her criticisms, the broadcast continued.

“Now, onto more important matters. As I am sure you all are aware, a few months ago, the existence of werewolves was revealed to the world. Men who are able to change their shape at will, turning into beasts, with inhuman strength, speed, and senses. Truly, they are the next step in human evolution, and are no danger to society whatsoever, or so they would have you believe. In reality, werewolves are vicious, unpredictable animals, perhaps appearing as harmless at first, but liable to fly off the handle at the slightest provocation, taking advantage of their physical superiority to maim and murder with impunity! I did not receive this accursed mark on my face by falling down the stairs, viewer. But of course, why should you believe my words? I am the head of an organisation that was formed to put a stop to their rampages, after all. For all you know, my accounts are clouded in bias. Worry not, for this is where the evidence I spoke of comes into play. Viewer discretion is advised, as the following video is quite… damning.” 

The image changed to a grainy, shaky video of a forest at night, one that Roxy suspected she was intimately familiar with. The sound of heavy breathing could be heard, presumably from the person who was recording. It seemed to be from a body cam of some sort. They were holding a pistol in front of themselves, not aiming yet but ready in case something appeared out of the darkness. There was sporadic flashing visible through the trees, each one lining up with the crack of a gunshot. As the video went on, the gunfire became less and less frequent, until the recorder of the video was seemingly all alone. Even knowing that the men were hunters, the video was effective in its simple horror. Roxy dreaded to think what effect this was going to have on public opinion.

No, he wasn’t alone just yet. An armoured figure stumbled out of the trees in front of the camera, firing at something out of sight. Said something was flickering through the trees, too fast to make out, and much too fast for the person to keep track of with his gun. Eventually, whatever was in the trees decided to stop toying with the man and finally leapt into view, sinking its teeth into his throat in one fell swoop. Roxy’s stomach tightened with recognition of her girlfriend, more wolf than human, in a bloody, torn-up flannel and jeans. This was footage from the night she was stabbed, after she lost control from fighting against the silver in her system, and the absolute perfect thing to show to someone if you wanted to convince them that werewolves were as evil as the hunters said they were. 

The cameraman started firing at her, but she darted away into the trees before he could line up the shot properly. He tried to track her, but she was moving too quickly, too erratically, for him to keep up with. Eventually, his gun clicked empty, and Sam took her chance. The video paused at the last possible second before she made contact; her wild, bloodied face on full display, eyes glowing red and mouth spread in an impossibly gleeful grin, lips peeled back to bare large, dangerous fangs. It remained on that frozen image for a few seconds before flickering back to the priest. Roxy’s whole body felt cold with dread. She knew exactly how people were going to react to what was just shown. Things were about to get a whole lot harder for werewolves, and that was only if they survived past the next week.

“This is what the werewolf government doesn’t want you to see. The true, vile nature of their species, in all its unholy glory. This footage was taken in June of last year, but it was only recovered early this year, as the werewolf went to great efforts to hide the bodies of her victims. Just one look at the last frame displays just how much joy the werewolf was in, committing these heinous acts. I understand it can be frightening, knowing that these creatures are walking among you, hiding their true selves from the world, but I can at the very least assure you that this specific werewolf, Samantha Reed, is no longer wreaking havoc on the streets. She is currently in our custody, where she will remain for the foreseeable future.”

A picture appeared in the corner of the screen, and Roxy’s heart very nearly stopped. It was some sort of mugshot of Sam; her scowling face in front of a white background. Probably the most shocking thing about it was that all of her hair was gone, nothing left but blonde fuzz, but Roxy was more worried about the massive purple bruise that spread out from the bridge of her nose, and the little hints of raised skin curling over the back of her shoulders that alluded to a much more devastating injury, the kind of which she was intimately familiar with. She felt a comforting hand on her shoulder, though she wasn’t sure whose. She was too focused on the screen to spare a second to consider anything else.

“Now, under normal circumstances, I would not have shared that information publicly. However, in this case, I feel it is pertinent to warn you of what is to come from this act of defiance against the werewolves’ reign of terror. You see, Samantha Reed is not any ordinary werewolf. She is a direwolf, a direct descendant of the progenitors of their species, and one of only two remaining, the other of which is also in our custody. Direwolves are revered among their people as royalty, and are even more dangerous than the average werewolf. The werewolves will not just sit idly by as their beloved prince and princess rot in jail for their crimes. They will strike back, and I fear it will be with more ferocity than we have ever seen from them before. The next full moon is in roughly five days, depending on your timezone. When it comes, I advise you all to lock your doors and stay inside. We cannot predict the extent of their attack, but the soldiers of the Black Sun will be waiting at the ready, the first line of defence against these beasts. Worry not, citizens of the world, for we will protect you from the darkness that is to come. I hope what I have said today has made some difference to you. Thank you for your time.”

The screen fizzled into static once again, the priest disappearing only for the newscaster to finally return. It didn’t matter though, as Pedro turned the TV off as soon as Father Superior was gone. He growled. 

“Those evil bastards, bending the truth like that.” He rubbed his face exasperatedly. “They’re already covering their asses for the eclipse. Oh, this isn’t going to end well.”

“Th-that footage of Sam… She… was that real?” Damien asked.

Roxy sighed. “Yeah, but… Sam obviously wasn’t herself at the time. The hunters cornered her, stabbed her with a silver knife. Her wolf tried to fight back against the silver and she lost control, and… well, you saw what happened. She wasn’t even aware of what was happening. It wasn’t her fault, but now… now, she’s gonna be labelled as a monster by the entire world.”

“Even if we save them… things are gonna get a whole lot worse before they get better, aren’t they?” Leif asked.

Pedro grunted. “Welcome to werewolf existence. I can’t remember the last time something actually went well for us.”

—

Chris washed his hands, feeling a little bit sick, as he always did after feeding the direwolves. It had been three days since he’d brought them to the outpost, three days of sleepless nights and inexplicable guilt pooling in his gut every time he walked past their cell. He supposed he just felt bad for them; what right-minded person wouldn’t? Kidnapped and taken from their families, whipped for practically no reason, then thrown in a cell to rot for the better part of a week until their worth ran out. It just seemed inhumane to him. He understood why they needed to capture them, but couldn’t they be provided with mattresses, at the very least? If they were going to die in a few days, why not let their last days be spent in comfort? 

Maybe he was just getting soft in his old age. He’d seen the way other soldiers around the outpost had reacted to their presence. Gearing themselves up and opening their cell door just to taunt and torment them, refusing to feed them anything other than dog kibble. Many of them knew people who had been killed by werewolves, and Chris was no exception to that, so maybe he could understand the urge a little, being presented with such a rare opportunity to take some sort of faux-revenge on a helpless werewolf. But, just the thought of it left such a bad taste in his mouth that he couldn’t stand to be around while it was happening. Yes, they were werewolves. They were killers, and if they got out, they’d probably kill again. He understood that. They were doing the world a favour. But, at the same time, they were just teenagers, too. Maybe it was a little hypocritical of him, considering the things he’d done in his life, the people he’d killed and tortured for information, but he just didn’t like the idea of abusing them for no reason. 

Maybe that was why he was risking his position in the Sons by smuggling them actual food at any chance he got, whether by hiding it under their kibble or subtly slipping it into their cell through the slot in the door when he passed. Today he’d managed to hide a pair of sausages in their food bowl. He knew it wasn’t much, but it had to at least count for something, bring some small joy to a pair of otherwise hopeless faces. He knew if he was in their position, he would appreciate it.

But he wasn’t in their position, was he? He was out here, free, while they rotted away in that cell waiting to die, delirious from pain and ravenous from hunger, barely even past their adolescence.

He sighed, drying off his hands and exiting the bathroom. Out in the hall, people were rushing back and forth, scrambling to prepare for the night of the Bloodmoon. The air was thick with tension, heavy with the knowledge that many of them may not live to see the dawn after all was said and done. It was a dangerous game they were playing, and one wrong move, one minor miscalculation could spell carnage for the human race. Even letting one transformed werewolf run free would mean countless innocent deaths. Father Superior had meant it when he said the Sons were the first line of defence in that broadcast. They would lay down their lives to protect the innocent people of the world, to save them from a monster that they themselves had created.

Part of Chris was looking forward to it, if he was being honest with himself. Maybe, if he was lucky, he’d be struck down and killed, remembered forever as a hero who gave his life for humanity, and he would no longer have to weather the constant doubt that had been gnawing at the back of his mind for months and months. Finally, peace.

The werewolf Council had responded to their accusations, of course, rushing to patch up their reputation after Father Superior had shown the world exactly the type of violence a werewolf could commit. They threw out excuses of ‘Samantha Reed was defending herself’ and ‘she was injured and not in control,’ and Chris didn’t really know what to make of it all, because he knew that it was at least partially true. She really had been defending herself, as far as he knew, just as Damien had claimed all those months ago. That didn’t account for her obvious enjoyment of the murders, but if her animal side had really taken over, he supposed he could understand it somewhat. It still begged the question of if werewolves were really safe if they could lose control like that, which was what a lot of the public were running with. Things were still up in the air, so soon after everything came out, but public opinion was now a lot more divided on the matter of the Sons than it had been before Father Superior went public. The Council still hadn’t responded to the accusation of their upcoming ‘attack,’ but Chris was interested to see how that would play out, considering that the Sons themselves were going to be the cause of it in the first place.

He mindlessly wandered through hallways as he thought, pondering on all of his nagging doubts. This outpost wasn’t the biggest, originally just a training ground for new recruits and a barracks for existing ones, it was only a few floors tall, hidden in an unremarkable building labelling itself as a nondescript office. The only reason they were all set up here is because it just so happened that the outpost fell right on top of something Father Superior had called a Lunin Site, which was apparently needed for the eclipse ritual to work. Everything for the ritual was set up on the top floor, as far away from any entrance as possible to prevent the possibility of someone breaking in at the last second to put a stop to things. The cells were on the second floor with the officer’s quarters, and the barracks were on the bottom, where soldiers could be deployed quickly from all exits once the chaos began. Hell, there was even an entrance to the sewer in the locker room so that they could get across the city without running into any raging wolves along the way. The perfect spot to incite the end of the world, Chris thought.

His wandering, as it so often did, led him back to that hallway of mostly empty cells. He liked to check up frequently, to ensure no one was doing anything profoundly stupid in their torment of the direwolves. The last thing he wanted was for a soldier to get caught up in his anger and accidentally kill them, or give them an opportunity to escape. He’d already seen a few take things a step too far and had been forced to intervene. Ideally, he would prefer that people just left the poor wolves alone, but he knew that was unrealistic, so he just settled for not letting them leave anything worse than a nasty bruise.

Unexpectedly, the corridor was not empty. Lieutenant Watson was standing at the door of the cell, with an unparsable expression on her face. Her hand hung frozen between herself and the handle, as if paralyzed by indecisiveness. A part of him cringed in disappointment. He had thought his lieutenant to be better than that. He had not expected her to be one to take out her anger on the wolves like so many of their coworkers, especially after their talk the other night. Evidently, he was wrong.

“What are you doing, Watson?”

She flinched with her entire body, her face an open book of shock when she turned to him. “S-sir! I… I just…”

It was unlike her to be so shaken up. He raised an eyebrow. “What’s the matter? I assume you were going to knock them around a bit, work some energy off?”

Something flashed across her expression for a split second, and if Chris wasn’t mistaken, he thought it might have been fury. It was quickly covered by a practised mask of indifference as she straightened herself out. “Of course not, sir. I have no need for such things, and I would not seek them in such a cruel way if I did. I thought you knew that.”

He relaxed, his stern expression dropping into a slight smile as pride filled his chest. “Good. I had hoped that wasn’t the case. I just wasn’t sure what else to think, seeing you here.”

There it was again, that slight falter. “I was just… thinking about changing their waste bucket,” she explained, although to Chris it seemed a little bit like an excuse. “I don’t think anyone else has in the past few days, and it seemed a bit inhumane to just… leave it in there with them. I was trying to figure out the logistics of ensuring they don’t try anything while I do.”

An imperceptible shudder shot through him. He hadn’t even considered that, and now that the thought was in his head, he felt horrible for not realising it up until this moment. As if their living conditions could have gotten any worse. “That’s a good idea. I’ll help you out.”

She nodded and he drew his gun as she opened the door. A foul smell washed over them and Chris resisted the urge to gag. This really should have been done days ago. Watson stepped into the cell and Chris walked in behind her, taking in its pitiful inhabitants. Instead of the defiance he’d been expecting, they were cowering in the corner, holding each other and hiding away from the light. Reed was still glaring at them, growling weakly while holding her companion closely, hiding his face against her chest. Chris thought he could hear the sound of sobbing and a small part of his heart cracked and weakened.

“Why can’t you people just leave us alone?!” Reed screamed at them, her voice rough with either disuse or something Chris didn’t want to think about. He looked over the two of them, huddled together as they were, and felt slightly sick to his stomach. They looked worse than he would have thought, bruised and scraped all over, distinct boot-prints of dirt visible on their skin. Reed’s ring and pinky fingers on her left hand were purple and swollen, bent in a slightly awkward way, and from the little he could see of his head, it looked like Basterfield’s ear was torn and bleeding. Evidently, his attempts to keep people from being too rough with them hadn’t amounted to much. He couldn’t account for people going after them when he wasn’t around, and clearly, they’d had a visitor pretty recently.

Seeing as Watson hadn’t deigned to reply to Reed’s question, and was currently busy picking up the foul-smelling bucket, Chris decided to give the wolf some peace of mind.

“Relax, we’re just changing your bucket. I’m just here to ensure you don’t get any ideas.” He leaned against the wall furthest from them and made sure they could see the pistol in his hand.

The wolf didn’t reply, watching him warily as Watson left the room to go dispose of the contents of the bucket. He didn’t mind being watched. He could understand it, and he preferred it to trying to make conversation with his prisoner. He wasn’t sure his doubt-addled mind would be able to handle it, the way things were going.

Eventually, she seemed to decide that he wasn’t going to beat either of them up, and turned back to her companion, whispering things that Chris couldn’t make out and didn’t want to, anyway. Part of him thought it was strange how entangled they were, considering their nudity and what he knew of their proclivities, but he supposed it made sense that they would seek out any comfort they could get in such a harsh environment, naked or not. Werewolf packs also seemed to be a lot closer with each other than in an ordinary friendship. From what he’d observed while spying in Dewsbury, physical affection seemed to be the norm for them, regardless of relationship status. He’d seen Townsend and Kindley wrapped around each other just as much as Reed and Kindley in his time there.

It didn’t take long for Watson to return with a fresh bucket and an extra roll of toilet paper, setting them down in the opposite corner to the one the wolves were huddling in. What little Chris managed to catch of her expression as she ducked in and out of the room left him with a cold feeling in his gut. She was angry, furious in a way he’d never seen her before. He didn’t have long to think on it as she settled outside the room, her face once again schooled and neutral, a mask so perfect he wondered if the anger had ever existed in the first place. He didn’t keep her waiting, and followed her out. Just as he was closing the door, he could have sworn that he heard Reed mutter a quiet thanks, and he ignored the horrible feeling that washed over him in response.

He walked silently with Watson back to his quarters, pondering the many questions he had been presented with. It didn’t take long for him to come up with an answer. Just as they had reached his door and Watson turned to leave, he reached out to her.

“Watson, can I ask a favour of you?”

She turned back to him, still silent, but clearly open to hearing what he had to say.

“Could you keep an eye on those two for me? At least, when I am unable to myself. Don’t put yourself in harm’s way to stop someone from roughing them up, lest you make an enemy out of the infantry, but… make sure things don’t go too far, or visitors come too frequently. Let the soldiers know that an officer is watching. Just… those kids need a break.”

Something softened behind her eyes, and she gave him her first smile of the day. 

“Can do, sir.”

She left him and he breathed a sigh of relief. That was one less thing to worry about. Now all he needed to do was figure out why he still felt so horribly guilty.

            

    
        39: Eye For An Eye

    
    
    
    
                The clang of steel on steel rang through Roxy’s ears as she sparred with Leif, sweat pouring down their faces as their swords clashed together. Leif’s skill with the blade had really improved over the past couple of months, to the point where Roxy could no longer easily disarm her within a few seconds as she had been able to previously. It filled Roxy with equal parts pride and excitement, finally having access to a sparring partner who could stand up to her. What was doubly impressive was that Leif was standing up to Roxy even when she had her wolf out, still being unable to get it to rest completely over the past few days of stress and frequent pain through the mark. 

Regardless of any physical disadvantage Leif was at, she moved like the wind, biting and furious as she sent blow after blow in Roxy’s direction, each one parried or dodged by a hair’s-breadth. Roxy met her in turn, responding to each subsequent opening in Leif’s guard with deadly precision, knowing she had enough control to stop herself should her friend not answer her attack in time. It was exhilarating, and her whole body was alight with endorphins. She could tell Sam was getting a kick out of it, too, which made the whole situation that much better, giving her mate some much needed relief from the horrors of the past few days.

Eventually, the match came to an end when Roxy parried a jab, sending Leif’s blade away from her body and leaving her open. She slipped through her guard and rammed a shoulder into her chest, sending the girl sprawling to the ground, and finished the spar with the point of her cane sword pressed up against Leif’s neck. Leif, realising her position, groaned and let her head fall back against the floor. “How do you keep doing it?”

“You leave your left side open too often. It’s easy to slip under your guard,” Roxy replied, sheathing her sword and holding out a hand that Leif gratefully grabbed onto, pulling herself up. A small round of applause from the edge of the room startled them both, and they whirled around to find that they apparently had an audience. Roxy certainly hadn’t noticed anyone come in, and judging from her shock, neither had Leif.

It wasn’t a big audience or anything, just Pedro, her dad, and Brooke, but getting snuck up on, even by her own family, was always disconcerting. Roxy realised that her eyes were still searching for someone, though. Someone was missing from the group that should’ve been there. It took her a second to realise she was searching for Clarissa, and the realisation left her feeling like Leif was the one who’d shouldered her onto the floor, instead.

She shook off the feeling. There was no time for grief, and she knew that if she allowed it to get its hooks into her, she wasn’t going to be able to get them out again. “When did you all get here?”

Pedro held up his left arm, now free from its short-lived cast. “Just a few minutes ago. Finished getting my cast taken off and just followed the sound of sword-fighting.”

“How’s your wrist?” Leif asked.

He gave it a few experimental rolls. “A little stiff, but it should be fine for tonight.” 

“Wait, tonight?” Brooke asked. “Does that mean you’ve found the outpost?”

He grunted. “We’ve rounded it down to a few buildings around one of the Lunin Sites in the city. Either we wait for them to narrow it down further, or we go and check out the buildings ourselves, one by one. Either way, the eclipse is tonight, so we don’t really have much choice other than to make our move, whether we have the location or not.”

The reminder killed any joy Roxy had derived from the intense sparring match. The eclipse was tonight. The clock was ticking down to its final hours, and the fate of the world rested on their shoulders. It was almost suffocating, knowing that if she failed tonight, that even if they survived the ensuing chaos, she would never see Sam again. But hey, no pressure, right?

“We should conserve our energy,” Roxy said. “The Council’s already narrowed it down this far in just a few days, they should be able to get us the location before it’s too late.”

Pedro nodded. “I agree. We have no idea what we’ll be facing once we’re inside, we’ve got to be ready for anything. They’ll be preparing for the fight of their lives, so we might be better off taking a more stealthy route, like we did when we broke Roxy out. Either way, we’ll figure something out.”

Leif frowned. “What about after the ritual’s gone off? That way, most of the hunters would have moved out for the fight by then, right? Then we can just sneak in and reverse it with the vaccine.”

He shook his head. “The hunters would just kill both of them the second the ritual is complete to prevent that from happening. The window of time we’d need for that to work would be too small.”

Roxy sighed, her stomach swirling with horrible anxiety. “Talking about it isn’t going to do anything but stress us out. We’re gonna save them tonight, and that’s final.” The sternness of her voice left no room for debate, and the room fell into silence. She turned to her sparring partner. “I’m gonna hit the showers. Leif, you coming?”

The other girl nodded and followed her out of the room, heading down the halls in uneasy silence. Roxy just tried to clear her mind of everything. She was already going grey at eighteen, she didn’t need even more stress to keep that ball rolling. At this point, she was pretty sure that most of her hair would lose its pigment by the time she hit her twenties. Just another thing to look forward to, if she ended up surviving the night.

They didn’t speak again until they hit the locker rooms, washing off the sweat of their duel in adjacent partitioned showers. Roxy let out a groan of relief as she stretched her tired muscles under the flow of warm water, and Leif laughed in response.

“Yeah, I feel that.”

Roxy grinned over the divider at her friend, leaning back against the cool tile wall. “You did good today. Have you been practising or something?”

Leif shrugged. “Here and there. Cla-” she paused, swallowing the name. “Well, she’d been giving me pointers. I don’t think I’ll ever be as good as you, though.” She shot Roxy a smile.

Roxy scoffed. “No one can hold a candle to your accuracy with a gun, so I think we’re even.”

“Well, you know what they say…” 

Roxy raised an eyebrow, glancing over the partition to see Leif’s pre-joke smirk. “What do they say?”

“...You can’t shoot straight.” 

Roxy stared back at her in silence.

“...That was bad, even for you.”

Leif winced. “Yeah, not my best, I’ll admit. Just tryna lighten the mood, y’know?”

“A futile mission if ever there was one,” Roxy muttered. “I just want all this shit to be over so we can go back to living normal lives. I wanna see my bedroom again. I miss my computer.”

Leif hummed. “I miss the woods. There’s nothing like being able to just get up and disappear into the wilderness when your family’s pissing you off.”

Roxy laughed. “Yeah, that was pretty useful when Martha was being a bitch.”

“Good riddance.”

“Yep. The Thura household is officially free of straight people.”

“What, even Mr. Slinky?”

Roxy grinned. “Oh, totally. That cat is the biggest fag you’ll ever meet.”

Leif snorted hard, apparently choking on some water in the process, if the coughing and sputtering was anything to go by. “I’m not so sure about that. I’ve met you, after all.”

Roxy blew a raspberry and reached over the divider to whack Leif over the head. Leif retaliated and it devolved into a playful slap fight, slinging water from their showers all over the room in their fervour to smack each other up-side the head. 

“Okay, okay,” Roxy eventually acquiesced, holding her hands up in surrender. “That’s enough. We need to-”

Leif interrupted her by reaching over and scoring a solid ‘thwap!’ to the side of her head. Roxy glared. 

“I’m going to come over there and choke you.”

“Don’t threaten me with a good time, Thura. Sam and Drew would be so disappointed.”

Roxy sighed. “You’re impossible, you know that?”

Leif hummed in agreement. “But you love me anyway.”

“Yeah, don’t push your luck.”

—

Sam smiled to herself as she dug through the bowl of kibble in a futile search for more steak strips, basking in the feeling of Roxy’s amusement coming through the mark. It was a small relief that Roxy was able to feel okay even through all of this, especially with how difficult the last few days had been. Sam wasn’t an idiot; she knew that the odds of them getting out of this were pretty low, especially with the full moon ready to rear its head for the eclipse tonight, but if Roxy had the capacity to feel amused at a time like this, that meant that there was no way that things could be completely hopeless on their end. Sam would bet that they were closing in by now, and it was only a matter of time before their rescue team came smashing through the doors. That, or she was completely wrong, and they were doomed to a last minute double-suicide. But Sam didn’t like to think about that. Thinking about that led her mind to a dark place, and she’d spent more than enough time there already, things being what they were.

Accepting that they weren’t going to find any more strips of meat hidden in their food bowl, Sam resigned herself and tossed a piece of kibble into her mouth, biting down on it with a satisfying crunch. Honestly, it wasn’t as bad as she thought it’d be at first. Just sort of salty, with a slight hint of a meaty flavour and a weird aftertaste. She knew it was meant to be demeaning, but honestly, she didn’t give shit. Food was food, she wasn’t going to turn it down just because it was made for dogs. Half of the time she was a dog, so really, who cared? At least they were being fed at all, and the mysterious benefactor who kept hiding actual human food in their bowl was certainly helping keep their spirits up, as well.

Speaking of their mysterious benefactor, Sam had her theories, as unlikely as they’d seemed at first. Ever since they arrived at this god-forsaken place, they hadn’t been given a moment’s rest. Every few hours, the big metal door to their cell would open and a group of hunters would enter, taking turns to insult, beat, and spit on them. It was relentless, and it only got worse as the days ticked on, leaving Sam with two suspected broken fingers and several bruised or cracked ribs. Drew was in a similar state. They could barely even get any sleep, the beatings were that frequent. It all changed after Chris and Anne - if that was even her real name - came in and swapped their bucket out a few days in (and thank christ for that, because the smell had become almost intolerable). After that, the beatings lessened dramatically in both frequency and intensity. Sam suspected it was due to Chris’s influence. She’d seen the way he looked at them while waiting for Anne to come back, with none of the rage and hatred of the other hunters. Instead, his expression was that of pity, of regret. That, plus the care he’d treated her with after her whipping, plus the food being smuggled into their cell, painted a pretty solid picture of Chris being their little helper. As for why, Sam couldn’t even begin to guess. The man was as inconsistent as they came. 

Her thoughts were interrupted when a shudder rocked her system, travelling outward from the base of her spine as her wolf raged against the silver collar keeping it locked away. Fur rippled across her skin before falling back out again and turning to dust on the floor, her senses spiking. Her mouth flooded with saliva as her fangs struggled to grow, a sudden patchy growl rumbling from her throat. She was pretty sure she could actually feel her hair growing a few millimetres as the shockwave passed through her. The feeling lasted less than a second before receding, leaving her panting and drooling her excess spit onto the floor. 

“Fuck,” she grunted, swallowing down the drool before she could make too much of a mess. “I wish that would stop happening.”

“At least it’s helping us heal,” Drew placated through a mouthful of kibble.

It was true. Every time one of those spasms hit, her numerous cuts and bruises always felt a little better afterwards, and that was to say nothing on the state of her back, which, while still horribly painful and far from healed, was already doing much better than Roxy’s was by the time they’d rescued her.

She shrugged. “I guess. Not that it’s gonna matter for much longer…”

“Hey, none of that. We’re gonna get out of this. Have some faith.”

Sam frowned. “I have faith. I think things are going well on Roxy’s end. It’s just… I don’t know, it’s the last day. I… I’m scared.” Her voice broke at the admission.

Drew’s gaze softened and he shuffled over, cradling her face and pressing their foreheads together. “Me too, but it’s gonna be okay. I… I think I might have a plan, if you’re up for it? It’s pretty last-ditch, but… Well, we don’t know if the others will find us in time, so it might be all we’ve got.”

She pulled back, sniffling. “What is it?”

“Well, you know how the hunters usually come in twos when they beat us? To keep us both occupied?” Sam nodded, so he continued. “Well, if we can somehow incapacitate both of them next time they come, we can take their weapons and try to make a run for it. With any luck, they’ll have keys to these collars as well.”

“And how exactly do you propose we ‘incapacitate’ them? They have guns.”

Drew grinned. “We take them by surprise, of course. With that.”

He pointed at the bucket in the corner of the room, and a picture of the plan started to form in Sam’s head. It hadn’t been changed since that time with Anne and Chris a few days ago, so it was already decently filled, and they could probably make up the difference with water from the tap on the wall. Regardless, the thought made Sam grin as well. What a perfect way to take revenge.

“I don’t care how well trained you are,” Drew said. “If someone throws a bucket of piss at you, you’re gonna need a second to recover. All we gotta do is pull them inside while they’re stunned, disarm them, and choke them out. We’ve trained for this, Sam. It can’t go wrong.”

“Well, it can,” she replied. “But you’re right. We don’t have many other options. We just… we have to be careful about this, Drew. If this goes wrong, they might kill one of us.”

“Better to die standing than live on my knees.”

She sighed. “I don’t think there’ll be much living, regardless.”

“All the more reason we have to do this.”

She took a breath and nodded. “Alright, fine. But if anything goes wrong, it’s on you.”

He gave her a cocky grin. “Have some faith, Sammie. We’re gonna out of here.”

—

It was Chris’s turn to watch the direwolves’ cell, and he was not having a good time. There were a few reasons for this, number one being that tonight was the night that everything was going to go down. Tonight was the night that two teenagers would be sacrificed to allow the Sons to commit genocide for this hypocritical plan. He knew that he was pretty hypocritical himself for even thinking that, considering how much he’d contributed to it, but hey, the Sons of the Black Sun was built on hypocriticism. It was nothing if not in character. Regardless, the thought of it all coming to a head was putting him on edge. He was beginning to realise that he wasn’t all too keen on the world that Father Superior intended to create; where the Sons ruled over the rest of the populace by right of being the saviours that cleansed the earth of evil werewolves. It probably wouldn’t be a very pleasant world for people like him, who preferred members of the same sex to warm their beds, as secretive as he was about it. The Sons’ doctrine was not conducive to ‘forward-thinking’ ideas, and it was very likely that, should things go to Father Superior’s plan, many people who weren’t even werewolves would suffer for it. And it would all be Chris’s fault. As such, it was to be expected that his thoughts weren’t very happy today. 

That wasn’t all that was worrying him right now, though. In fact, it wasn’t even half of what he was worried about. What he was really worried about was the fact that he was pretty sure private Perkins, the hateful little weasel, had seen him slip steak into the direwolves’ food bowl. He hadn’t said anything at the time, but Chris knew better than to assume it would all be okay where the wolves were involved. Perkins, along with many other soldiers around the outpost, were starting to get a little upset with Chris, due to his meddling in their wolf-beating affairs, so right now he was just counting down the clock until all of his under-handed and slightly traitorous care for the enemy finally caught up with him. Maybe it was what he deserved, after all the people he’d hurt and betrayed over his life. But until that time came, he would continue doing what he thought was right, and watch over the direwolves’ cell so that no one could hurt them more than they already had. 

Part of him wondered why he cared so much, anyway. They were wolves. They were the enemy he had been fighting for fifteen years. He had never so much as lost a night of sleep over the werewolves he’d killed and tortured, and he was certainly still full of that same bull-headed enthusiasm for it while they’d been hunting the direwolves down (even if he was regretting how his relationship with Damien had ended at the time). It was completely normal for him to slaughter wolves by the dozen and not even bat an eye. And yet, here he was, doing rounds outside the cell of two captured wolves, to protect them from his fellow soldiers. By all accounts, it made absolutely zero sense. 

Well, not zero sense. This was a pretty novel situation, as far as his relationships with werewolves went. Most of his interactions with their kind ended pretty quickly, usually with the werewolf skewered on the end of his blade, but that was certainly not the case here. No, instead, he’d been forced to interact with them, treat them like people, talk to them, laugh at their stupid little teenager jokes that really weren’t funny, pretend like he didn’t know what they really were, for months. Seeing Damien almost every day was both required for his mission and something he very much liked to do, but that involved being in the presence of the multiple werewolves who treated Damien’s house like their own, coming and going as they pleased and amicably interacting with Chris as they went. He supposed that, in that time, he may have begun to see them more as the people they were rather than the boogeymen he’d been trained for. That didn’t stop him from hunting them down, but now that they were in his grasp and the consequences of his actions were becoming apparent, his ideals were beginning to blur a little around the edges. They weren’t just faceless beasts anymore. They were a young man and a young woman who probably didn’t deserve to be imprisoned and tortured and killed, despite the lives he knew they’d taken. The least he could do was ease their suffering somewhat, before the necessary evil that would wipe their species from the world.

After all, it was too late to back down now; too much blood had been spilled by his hand in the name of this horrible plan. He was a hypocrite, he knew that, but he wasn’t that much of a hypocrite. He’d dug this hole, now he would see it through to the end, whatever laid in store for him at the bottom. For the good of humanity as a whole.

(It occurred to him, somewhere deep in the back of his mind, that his findings over the two direwolves - in that they really weren’t the monsters they’d been made out to be - could probably apply to the rest of their people as well. But, again, it was far too late to back out now, and trying to unravel that particular knot of thought from the frayed mess of his psyche sent such a strong wave of guilt through him that he immediately threw it down and ran for cover. Figuring that one out might just well and truly break him.)

Well, it didn’t seem like any of that was going to matter to him for much longer. He’d just turned a corner and made direct eye contact with Torran, Father Superior’s muscle-bound idiot, who was heading right for him. It seemed Perkins went and reported him after all. A spike of adrenaline shot through his body at the thought, but he smothered it. He would face this like a man, with all the grace and dignity he could muster. This betrayal was his choice, and he would live with it.

The hulking beast of a man walked up to him, far closer than was strictly necessary, Chris thought. “Father Superior has requested your presence,” he explained. And so Chris’s fate was sealed.

Chris kept his expression neutral and nodded, quickly removing himself from Torran’s space and heading in the direction of Father Superior’s office. The second-in-command followed him closely, and Chris had no misconceptions as to why. The man would sooner snap Chris’s spine with his bare hands and drag him there than fail an order from the boss. Despite the fact that he had no intentions to, the realisation that there was no getting out of this sent a sliver of fear through his stomach. He swallowed and grit his teeth, fighting back against the feeling. He could only hope that Watson would be spared.

The trip was mercifully quick, and before long he found himself standing in front of the door to Father Superior’s office. A strong, thick hand descended onto his shoulder, and he forced himself to knock before his arm was ripped from its socket.

“Come in,” answered an old, reedy voice. Chris obeyed.

Inside, the room was not too dissimilar to his own quarters. Blank concrete walls, a bare lightbulb on the ceiling, another door that led to either a bathroom or Father Superior’s actual sleeping quarters, as opposed to this office. The man himself was sitting at a simple desk near the back of the room, reading over something. Chris stepped inside and heard the door close behind him. He did not need to turn to know that Torran had entered as well; the man’s presence was overwhelming.

“Captain Langley,” Father Superior greeted, not looking up from whatever he was reading. “I was hoping to speak with you.”

Chris made sure he was standing up straight as he replied. “Is something the matter, Father?” Maybe playing dumb wasn’t the best choice here, but, so long as the chance existed that this wasn’t what he thought it was, he certainly wasn’t going to implicate himself for no reason.

“Over the past few days, I have received a number of troubling…” He finally looked up from his paper, his one good eye searching Chris like he’d find his answers on his face. “Accusations, from members of the infantry. At first, I was inclined to ignore them. You had done exceedingly well in capturing the direwolves; it wasn’t unbelievable that perhaps some jealousy had been sowed among the ranks. But then, I received another. And another. All of a similar nature, all from sources that would have nothing to gain from the accusation.” He stood from his desk, walking around until he was standing in front of Chris. “They accuse you of colluding with the direwolves, providing them with extra food and protecting them from the righteous retribution that the soldiers seek. I have yet to see what you would have to gain from such cooperation, but with each new accusation, I also have much less reason to doubt these claims. Do you have anything to say in your defence?”

Chris kept his face perfectly neutral as Father Superior spoke. It seemed this was it. The moment where it all came out. He wasn’t going to try to lie himself out of this, even if he thought it would work, which he did not. These were his decisions, and he stood by them. He would face whatever punishment Father Superior deemed necessary. 

“They’re right,” he said. “Ever since the direwolves have arrived, I have been providing them extra food and watching over them to ensure the infantry doesn’t go too far in their… ‘retributions,’ as you put it.”

Father Superior watched him for a second, as if expecting him to continue. His face was passive, but there was something behind his eyes that terrified Chris to his core. “May I ask why, Christopher?”

Oof, the first name was out. That was never a good sign. He took a deep breath before answering. “I believed their treatment to be unnecessarily cruel. They may be werewolves and killers, but they are also teenagers, who’ll be dead by the end of tonight, anyways. It seemed… unfair, to me. Were I in their position, I would have liked to spend my last days in comfort.”

Whatever was behind Father Superior’s eyes was slowly spreading to the rest of his expression. “Death is too quick a punishment for the likes of them. You would rather them not suffer and repent for their sins before the end? Deny them their one chance at salvation? That is what I would deem to be cruel, Christopher.”

Something in his gut twisted angrily. “If they have to suffer like that anyways, what was the point of the whipping? It’s for purification of their souls and repentance of their sins, is it not? Feeding them nothing but dog food and habitually beating them after that seems like nothing more than torture for torture’s sake.”

The priest scowled. “You would claim to know better than I? You would claim that these beasts deserve our mercy after everything they’ve done?”

Chris clenched his fists, years of reading the bible over and over again during his training rushing to the forefront of his mind. It was the only entertainment the rank-and-file soldiers were allowed, and he had memorised it cover-to-cover. “If your enemy is hungry, give him bread to eat, and if he is thirsty, give him water to drink. Proverbs, 25:21. You know, Father, for a man of the cloth, you certainly don’t seem to understand the first thing about Christianity.”

The room fell into silence as his words echoed across the walls and into the man in front of him. Chris realised just how easily he could kill him, had Torran not been there. It would have been a cinch to wrap his hands around that wrinkly little throat and squeeze until life left the horrible old lich for good. And how many people would be better off for it, too? Alas, speculation was pointless. There was no getting out of what was coming for his insubordination, not with the Incredible Bulk standing menacingly behind him like a muscular grim reaper.

“Kneel, Christopher Langley,” Father Superior hissed, his eyes just about bugging out of his red-flushed face. Chris did as he was told, glaring up at the man he’d pledged his life to. 

“Remove your shirt.”

Chris obeyed. He knew what was coming now. He supposed it was fitting, after everything he’d done; the amount of people he’d condemned to the same fate.

“You are lucky, Christopher. Ordinarily, for such insubordination, such traitorous words, I would have you publicly executed. Alas, today is a special day, and I do not have the time nor the resources to spare for such an event. Besides, I see now what has become of you. A loyal soldier at your core, yes, but after those months you spent among the wolves, their corruption has begun to infect you. I will save you, child. I will purify their darkness from your heart, so that you may live again as a holy soldier of the Sons’ cause come the dawn. Be grateful for this mercy; be grateful that I am choosing to cut out solely the infection, not amputate the limb as a whole. Be grateful that your use to me outweighs the gravity of your sins.”

The priest stepped around him, outside of his field of view, and Chris kept facing forward. Everything was becoming clear to him now. The carefully knotted threads in his mind were finally becoming undone, after so many years of repression. The guilt wasn’t as stifling anymore, when he realised what it all meant. After all, he was about to be purified, wasn’t he? His sins were about to be wiped clean. He could start anew with a fresh slate. And the first thing on New Christopher’s agenda? 

Kill Father Superior, probably. Torran, too, if he found the time. Make sure the direwolves get out okay, then maybe take a long, bullet-induced nap. It sounded nice.

“Repent for your sins, Christopher Langley, and be purified under the light of the Black Sun.”

For the first time in a long time, Chris was at peace.

—

“You hear that?” Sam asked, her ear pressed against the metal door to their cell. She was listening out for when their next tormentors were coming - and thus the keys to their escape plan - but that wasn’t what had caught their attention.

“Yeah,” Drew replied, working through all the stretches that he could manage without tearing his back open again. There really weren't many, but he wanted to be prepared when the time finally came to kick some hunter ass. He paused, focusing on the sound that was echoing into their cell. “Sounds like… the whip?” 

“No screaming, though,” Sam observed. “Either someone’s just getting practice in, or whoever’s being whipped is a lot better at holding it in than we were.”

Drew shuddered at the thought. “Who do you think it is?”

“With any luck, it’s one of the assholes who keep beating us. More likely, it’s probably whoever kept slipping us food.”

“Damn,” he muttered. “I liked that guy.”

Sam chuckled. “Yeah, well, with any luck, we won’t need his help for much longer.”

They settled back into their assigned positions; Sam listening out for the hunters’ approach, Drew at the ready next to the dreaded bucket. He couldn’t wait to see the look on their faces when they opened the door to a wave of piss. It might even make up for all of the shit they’d put him and Sam through over the past week.

Eventually, the sounds of whipping stopped, and a few minutes later, Sam tensed up. She glanced over to Drew and nodded, before moving around and tucking herself against the wall, hidden from view should the door be opened. Drew grabbed the bucket and prepared himself, trying not to spill any of its contents. He could hear them now, too. A pair of stomping footsteps approaching the door. Sam met his eyes and they shared a small nod; it was time.

The door unlocked with a click and swung open outwards to reveal the sneering faces of two of their frequent tormentors. They weren’t sneering for much longer, as Drew charged forward and emptied the contents of the bucket all over them. He threw it down and grabbed the closest one by the shirt, pulling him inside, not giving either of them a chance to react as Sam did the same. They cried out in equal parts alarm and disgust, trying to reach for their weapons, but Drew was already there, pulling his soldier’s pistol out of its holster and tossing it into the corner. The guy was still stunned, so it was all too easy to drop him to the floor and get him into a chokehold. He thrashed and flailed against Drew’s grip, but it was useless. His oxygen was completely cut off, and it didn’t take long for his resistance to become weak, hands scrabbling uselessly against Drew’s forearm. Finally, he fell limp against Drew’s chest. Alright, one down. How was Sam doing?

He heard an awful crack and alarm lit up in his chest, but when he turned his head he saw that Sam was perfectly okay, panting and pulling herself out from underneath her victim. He did the same as Sam rushed over to cover their tracks, pulling the door until it was almost closed, leaving it less likely to attract attention from anyone in the halls. 

“You killed him,” Drew observed, looking at the oddly-bent neck of the man Sam had brought down.

“You didn’t?” she asked as she knelt down next to him, rifling through his pockets. “I didn’t want to risk having him wake up while we do this.”

“Good point,” he replied, turning to look at his own prey. Shit, she was probably right. He didn’t want to do this, but they had no way of restraining them to ensure they stayed put if they woke up, and there was far too much at stake here. With a sigh, he grabbed the man’s head and twisted sharply. The crack of his neck snapping made Drew feel sick to the stomach, but he stamped it down, searching through his pockets. 

“No dice on the collar key here. You?” Sam asked.

He shook his head. “Nah, nothing. Dunno what I expected, to be honest. Think we can still do this without our wolves?”

“It’s a bit too late to turn back now, isn’t it?” She chuckled to herself, though it seemed more an attempt to relieve stress than a reaction to anything funny. “We’ve got their guns, and… I think I might have an idea that could help us. It’ll probably be a bit uncomfortable, though.”

He turned around to face her. “What is it?”

“Well, if we try to escape as we are now, people are gonna know what’s up the second they see us. But, if we had some disguises, we could take this plan from ‘probably-won’t-work’ to ‘actually-has-a-chance.’” She gestured at the bodies. “I know we just threw piss all over them, but I reckon these clothes could fit us.”

Drew’s eyes widened. Why didn’t he think of that? “Shit, Sam, you’re a genius! C’mon, let’s do this before someone comes looking!”

They quickly stripped the bodies down to their skivvies and donned the hunters’ uniforms. Usually, it was a simple black long-sleeve with slacks and combat boots, but these hunters had come in with jackets, and one had a cap, as well. Drew let Sam have the cap, as she would no doubt need a bit more cover to be passed off as a soldier at a cursory glance, considering the gender skew here. Thankfully, the collars of the jackets were high enough to cover the silver around their necks, so that was another dead-giveaway they wouldn’t have to worry about.

“God, this is horrible,” Sam whined.

Drew grinned. “This was your idea.”

“Yeah, but-! Ugh, I just hate the feeling of wet clothes against my skin. Especially other people’s clothes.” She visibly shuddered.

He shrugged. “At least they already kinda smell like us. That helps a little.”

“Yeah, but I can’t exactly say this is my preferred method of spreading my scent around. Leave piss-marking to the actual wolves, thank you very much.”

Drew laughed, then took a deep breath. “Alright, you ready?”

Sam bounced on the balls of her feet. “As I’ll ever be.”

He nodded. “First… I think we need to agree on this, but if I go down, don’t turn back for me. One of us needs to get out of here. They won’t kill us if they only have one direwolf, and that way whoever gets out can lead the pack back here for the rescue.”

Sam hesitated, but nodded after a few seconds. “Alright, but you have to promise to do the same, okay?”

He grabbed her hand and squeezed it. “Okay. I promise.”

She nodded again. “Let’s do this.”

Drew took a steadying breath, opening the door and looking around. “Coast is clear. Go time.”

They moved, slipping out of the cell and into the bright hallway. It was almost blinding, after so long in the dark, but there was no time to stand around catching their bearings. They picked a direction on a whim and followed the winding corridors, taking turns based on if they could hear anyone nearby. While their disguises would protect them from a cursory glance, any closer inspection would definitely lead to them getting caught, so avoiding people at all cost was their best bet.

…Fuck, this was a lot harder than Drew thought it would be. They had no idea where they were going, no idea where the exit was, no idea if they were even above or below ground. It wasn’t like there were maps on the walls. They hadn’t even found a fucking staircase yet, too busy going in circles to avoid any hint of another person.

“The Dewsbury outpost had fire exit signs,” Sam whispered. “If we can find one of those, we can follow them to the exit.”

“Step one, actually find one,” he hissed back. Sam grunted in response, clearly also upset at their lack of progress. This was far too dangerous a situation to be dawdling around in. His heart was beating so hard from the adrenaline that he was sure it would give them away if anyone came too close. Unfortunately for him, that was exactly what happened next.

By the time he heard them coming, it was too late to turn back; a soldier’s stomping footsteps, heading towards them fast and purposefully from around the next corner. He and Sam shared a quick, terrified glance, trying to somehow communicate a plan between their eyes before the person rounded the corner, but it was no use. They came around practically sprinting, and ended up barrelling right into Drew’s chest. She - because it was definitely a she - froze, and looked up at him. Her eyes widened in recognition.

Anne.

The world seemed to stop as the three of them stared at each other; Sam and Drew carefully watching Anne for any sign of attack, Anne’s eyes flickering between the two of them as something went on in her head. Drew’s hand slowly gravitated towards the gun on his hip. If she was going to try anything, he was going to be ready. Much to his surprise however, she relaxed, closing her eyes.

“The stairwell is back the way I came. Go down, take your first left and then go right. The front entrance should be there. Avoid getting too close to anyone. Your disguises aren’t as good as you think.” 

The two of them blinked at her, shocked. “Wha-”

“Good luck,” she said, barging past them and continuing her jog down the corridor. They watched her go until she disappeared from view around another corner.

“Well,” Drew said, turning to Sam. “I’ve never been one to look a gift horse in the mouth. Shall we?”

Sam grinned, her blue eyes hopeful for the first time since they arrived here. “Lead the way.”

—

Chris hissed in pain at the medic’s rough treatment of his back. Not that he didn’t appreciate the help - the cream and bandaging had already made a world of difference for the burning agony that had engulfed him during and after the whipping - but the man could certainly use a gentler touch, that was for sure.

“Suck it up,” the doctor said. “You’re lucky you’re even getting this much, wolf lover.”

Chris didn’t deign to reply to that. Apparently, news of his disloyalty had spread fast. Not really surprising, considering how far the sound of the whip could travel, and he didn’t doubt that Perkins would be running his mouth at every opportunity. He was honestly shocked he didn’t get demoted through it all, though he supposed it didn’t really matter. He wasn’t in any state to join the battle tonight, regardless of if he wanted to or not, and he certainly wasn’t planning on sticking around after all was said and done. He’d spent enough of his life serving that hypocritical, genocidal maniac. ‘For the good of the world,’ his left testicle. No, he was getting out of here. The only question was if it would be before or after the bloodmoon. There was no way he’d be able to help the direwolves get out with his injuries, but maybe he could still find some way to halt Father Superior’s plans. He just didn’t want them to die for his mistakes. Either way, that was for later consideration. Right now, he just wanted to get back to his room to have a lie down and a drink.

There was a quick knock on the door before it opened to reveal Watson, in all of her straight-backed, disciplined splendour. Had she heard? Probably, or she wouldn’t be here. Was it to yell at him, spit at him, denounce him for his traitorous acts? He doubted it. She wasn’t complicit, but it was clear that she shared some of his views, at the very least. That face she’d made when he accused her of wanting to beat the direwolves still sat in the back of his mind. She hated their treatment just as much as he did, possibly even moreso. They made eye contact, and he saw the moment her brain pieced everything together. 

“Sir…”

It was barely more than a whisper, but it said everything she needed to say. It was pity and sorrow and anger, and Chris wanted none of it. He just wanted to go the fuck to sleep for a few hours.

“I’m done here, lieutenant,” the doctor said. “Get this trash out of my office.” He gave Chris a rough pat over the bandages on his back and he had to bite his tongue to keep from crying out.

Watson’s eyes flashed with rage, but she forced it back, settling into that well practised neutral expression she only ever dropped when she and Chris were alone. She didn’t respond to the doctor, instead moving over and offering Chris support as he gingerly put his shirt back on and got off the table. Any movement at all was like being flogged all over again, but he grit his teeth and ignored it, slowly making his way to the door, leaning heavily on his lieutenant.

Their walk through the halls was mercifully brief, and they did not encounter anyone on the way to his quarters. That was good, partially because he didn’t want to deal with anyone right now, and partially because he was worried Watson might cut them down if they so much as glanced at him the wrong way. She led him inside and helped him down to his cot, laying him on his side. He did his best not to grunt on the way down.

“Can I get you anything, captain?” 

He sighed, long and slow. “Call me Chris, Watson. I’m tired of all of this pomp. We’re friends, you don’t need to give me a title.”

She blinked in surprise. “R-right. Can I get you anything, Chris?” The name came out awkwardly. Clearly, this was going to take some time for her to get used to. 

He hesitated on her question. There was a lot that he wanted right now. Revenge. Justice. Three glasses of bourbon and coke brought to him by an attractive slightly older man who would treat him right. But, in terms of what she could give him? He supposed the presence of a friend wouldn’t be too much to ask.

“Could you… stay with me a while? I’ve got a lot on my mind that I’m not sure I’d like to be alone with right now.”

Watson’s lips quirked into a small smile. “Sure.” She pulled the chair from his desk over to the cot, taking a seat. “You can, um…” Her cheeks turned pink as she hid her gaze in her lap. “You can call me Anne, if you want.”

He smiled. “Anne. That’s your first name, isn’t it?”

She nodded. “It’s been a long time since anyone’s used it for me. I… I miss it.”

“It’s a nice name.”

Anne hummed, her smile widening slightly. She was silent for a little bit, but then her expression fell again, her brows creasing with concern as she finally looked back up at him. “Chris, what happened? Why did Father Superior… Do that to you?” 

He raised an eyebrow. “You haven’t heard?”

“I’ve heard rumours from disreputable sources, but I want to hear your side of the story.”

He shifted a little on the cot, wincing when the action pulled at his wounds. “Well, in short, Father Superior didn’t like it very much that I was stopping people from torturing those kids. That, and I was slipping them food. …And I called out his hypocrisy to his face. I’m honestly shocked I’m still alive.”

Anne’s eyes went wide. “What did you say to him?”

Chris grinned. “I told him that for a priest, he wasn’t acting very Christian. He just about had an aneurysm.”  

Anne laughed. “Oh my god, Chris! Do you have a death wish or something?”

“Maybe. Or maybe I’m just sick of all of this bullshit. I never should have brought those kids here,” he muttered bitterly. 

Anne looked at him, her eyes seemingly searching for something. “You wanna know a secret?” she asked.

“What?”

She grinned. “I’d been slipping them food as well.”

Chris chuckled. “I should’ve guessed.”

They shared in the laughter for a little bit before Anne dimmed again. She looked back down at her lap, picking at her fingernails nervously. “They… They aren’t monsters, are they?”

He sighed. Even now, she was looking to him to make her decisions for her, or at the very least confirm them. Hopefully someday she’ll get her independence back. “No, I don’t think they are.”

Her face contorted into a frown and she stood up. “They lied to us. This whole time, they’ve been lying to us. Why? I just don’t get it! Why is that bastard so hell-bent on killing them? And- And why’d people like me- like us, have to get pulled into the middle of it?”

“Power corrupts, I guess,” Chris replied. “Power and hatred. It already isn’t hard to demonise someone who isn’t human to begin with, but when one of their kind ripped half of your face off? Finding a justification to kill them all seems pretty easy after that. Not that justification has ever mattered to him. He just wants glory.”

Anne clenched her fists before taking a deep breath that seemed to sap all the aggression from her body. She sat back down. “They’re escaping, you know. The direwolves. I ran into them on my way to find you. They’ve got disguises and everything. I think they’ve got a chance.”

Hope sparked in his chest at the news. Things might just turn out alright after all. “Good. That’s good. I was already considering asking you to go help them, but it looks like they’ve helped themselves.”

They sat in silence for a little while after that. They no doubt both needed the time to just stew in everything for a minute. The simultaneous collapse of both of their lives probably required more than just a few moments of consideration, but they were running short on time as it was. People were going to realise that the wolves had escaped any minute now, and they were going to be looking for a culprit. It might be in their best interest to get the hell out of dodge sooner rather than later. But first, well… There were no more secrets between them after this anyway, so why not reveal one more? Why not let her know the big one, the one he’d kept to himself for all these years out of fear of his employers? It would be nice to get off his chest after all this time.

“Anne… Can I tell you something?”

She glanced at him. “Of course.”

He took a breath, preparing himself to finally let this well-kept secret out into the world. “Back in Dewsbury, you know how I was supposed to befriend Damien Thura so we could keep an eye on the direwolves?”

“Yeah?”

“Well, I may have messed a certain part of that up. I didn’t befriend Damien.”

She frowned. “You didn’t? But you were at his house all the time.”

He managed an exasperated smile. “Yes, I was. Much to my surprise, I found myself quite taken by the man, actually. I didn’t befriend him, I… seduced him. We were dating. In hindsight, a very bad idea, but… the heart wants what it wants, and my heart wanted him.”

It took a second for Anne to process that information, judging by the expression on her face that could only really be described as ‘loading…’ But eventually she caught up. It was honestly quite entertaining, watching the way her face shifted as she clearly tried to find a place in her brain to file away what she’d just learned. “So, you’re… a homosexual?”

He would’ve chuckled if his back wasn’t still so sore. “Your terminology is a little formal, but… Yes, I suppose I am.”

Anne nodded slowly. “Huh. Well, good for you, Chris.”

“I guess with all the other world-shattering revelations of the day, finding out that I like dick doesn’t really seem all that big anymore, does it?”

Hilariously, her face went bright red at that. “Sir!”

This time he did chuckle, though he immediately regretted it. Anne’s face had turned contemplative, though there was the teasing edge of a smirk playing at her lips.

“Well, I suppose that’s something we have in common, then, isn’t it?”

He grinned. “That’s the spirit.”

As if perfectly timed to ruin the moment, a series of gunshots echoed through the building, sounding like they were coming from somewhere on the first floor. Anne shot up out of her chair. 

“Shit, they must’ve found trouble.”

She turned to him, her eyes pleading. Even now, she was still looking for permission.

“Go,” he said. “Help them.”

She didn’t linger, sprinting out the door with a fire he wasn’t sure he’d ever seen in her before. The gunfire had stopped, but in its wake it left a horrible gnawing worry in Chris’s gut. That worry was answered when a shriek of pure agony reverberated up through the walls. He swore under his breath and closed his eyes.

Those wolves really couldn’t go two feet without running into trouble, could they?

—

A few minutes earlier…

If this went on for much longer, Sam was pretty sure she’d be liable to have a heart attack. She and Drew had been waiting around the corner to the front entrance of the outpost for at least twenty minutes now. A group of hunters had been milling around directly in their path the whole time, and neither of them wanted to risk trying to sneak past, so they decided to just wait them out. This wouldn’t be a problem, if it weren’t for the fact that they were right in an activity hotspot, and the chances of a hunter seeing through their disguises increased the longer they just stood here doing nothing. The hallway was a straight shot with practically no cover, so their odds weren’t good if they ended up having to make a run for it. They could just hide in some service closet for a while, but then they wouldn’t be able to see if the hunters had moved or not, and time was of the essence. Sam could feel the moon already in the beginning stages of an eclipse. She’d always been particularly bad at suppressing her wolf when it wanted out, and it really wanted out right now, silver collar or not. Between the eclipse hyping it up and the silver forcing it down, Sam felt just about ready to tear her skin off for some relief. Not long now, though. Just one more straight shot, and they’d be free.

“I’m not sure how much longer we can wait around,” Drew said. “Night’s already fallen, and we don’t even know what part of the city we’re in yet. We could be miles away from home.”

“You don’t need to tell me, I’m just as eager to get out as you are.” 

Drew hesitated. “Should we just try and sprint through before anyone can react?”

“Maybe, but we’re not nearly as quick without our wolves as we think we are. I tried doing that in the van when they thought I was still knocked out and got my nose broken for the pleasure.”

“Yeah, but we’ve got guns now. We fire a few warning shots, they duck for cover, we make a run for it!”

Sam worried at her bottom lip. “It’s risky…”

“So is waiting around.”

Fuck, he was right. If someone came too close, they were gonna get caught anyway. At least this way, they’d already be moving in the direction of the exit by the time the soldiers caught on. She groaned, more out of suppressed fear than any real frustration. “Fine. But remember our promise. If one of us goes down, the other doesn’t stop, no matter what.”

He nodded resolutely, taking a deep breath. “You got it. Ready?”

She pulled her pistol out of its holster and flipped the safety off. “Ready.”

They moved. Instead of breaking straight out into a sprint, they calmly walked down the hallway towards the entrance, trying to make as much distance as they could before the fireworks started. It was inevitable, though. Two suspicious, beat-up looking soldiers walking towards the entrance with their guns drawn? They were never gonna make it far like that.

“Hey, hold up a sec-”

Sam didn’t hesitate, firing blindly at the hunter as she and Drew broke into a sprint. He went down and the rest of the soldiers scrambled to action as Drew started shooting. It was a complete mess, gunfire cracking off around her ears as Sam just ducked her head and prayed to the moon. The entrance was so close. Just a few more steps and they would be home-free. Bullets were whizzing past her ears and throwing up dust clouds from colliding with the floor and Sam just couldn’t comprehend how neither of them had been hit yet. Probably jinxed it, in hindsight.

Red-hot agony tore through her calf and her leg buckled out from underneath her, sending her sprawling to the ground. She watched in slow motion as Drew started to turn around and forced herself to morph the coming scream of pain into one last command.

“RUN!”

They made eye contact for a split second as he turned back towards the entrance, and Sam felt a message come through their pack bonds. 

I’m so sorry.

He kept running. A sob forced its way out of her throat as she watched him shoulder the door open and disappear out of sight. He made it. He was free.

“Don’t leave me,” she couldn’t help but whisper. She was all alone now.

There was shouting all around her, soldiers trying to reassemble the chain of command in the midst of all the chaos. She considered trying to get up, but her leg quite literally felt like it was on fire, and she couldn’t feel her foot whatsoever, so that was probably a no-go. Her eyes found the pistol still tightly gripped in her hand. She hadn’t been keeping track of her shots, so she couldn’t be sure, but there was a chance it was still loaded. Fuck, there was still one last chance to put a stop to this. If she let them take her again, they were going to inject her with that fucking drug. Seeing what it had done to Leif was horrifying enough, but experiencing it herself? She didn’t even want to consider it, didn’t want to think about the deaths that would be on her head if that happened. Even with Drew’s escape, there was no guarantee that he would make it back in time to gather the pack and save her. On the other hand, she could guarantee that the hunter’s plan would never come to fruition. It would just mean never seeing Roxy again. 

People were going to die tonight, that was a fact. Either Sam was going to die, or her entire species was. It all depended on if this gun was loaded or not. It all depended on if Sam had the guts. 

Fuck it-

click

Sam sobbed as her entire body flooded with equal parts relief and terror. She was still alive. It was all up to Drew now. Someone kicked the gun out of her hand and pinned her down, holding her head to the floor. She didn’t bother resisting. There was nothing she could do anymore. 

“Father! One of the direwolves escaped!” Someone yelled. Oh great, the big boss must be here.

“Which one?” she heard him ask in that awful voice of his.

“Basterfield. We’ve got Reed right here. Should we go after him?”

“Don’t bother. We only need one. Basterfield will die with the rest of his species at midnight.”

The bottom hem of some priestly robes flowed into her field of vision, and Father Superior knelt down until his ghastly face was within her line of sight. She was shocked his knees even had the capacity to facilitate such a movement. “My my, Samantha. You’ve been naughty, haven’t you?”

“D-Don’t talk to me like that, freak. Y-you sound like a f-fucking pedo,” she growled shakily.

His lips curled with disgust. “Really? That’s all you have to say for yourself? You do know there are punishments for this sort of thing, don’t you? I hear your mate attempted something similar during her confinement, and lost a finger for it. Your escape attempt has been far more costly. One soldier dead in this shootout, and who knows how many on your way here? That uniform isn’t yours, after all. So, what say you, Samantha? Do you understand why I have to punish you now?” 

Oh fuck this, he was toying with her. “Suck my dick, asshole. I have nothing left to lose.”

The priest huffed. “Charming. I assure you, Samantha. There is always something more to lose if you just look hard enough, and I have just the thing in mind. It will not be a perfect revenge for what your grandfather put me through all those years ago, but it will suffice.”

She watched with trepidation as he pulled a knife out of somewhere in his robes; the same one he’d stabbed Drew with. She wanted so badly to be strong for whatever was about to happen, but holy christ she was so scared. Roxy was doing her best through the mark, tiny whispers of calming love floating through her subconscious, but nothing could quell the all consuming fear of watching that glinting blade inch ever closer to her right eye. She instinctively squeezed her eyes shut.

The world around her stopped existing when the knife went in. The agony was indescribable. Someone was screaming, probably herself. She was thrashing, writhing, doing anything that might get the pain to stop, but it only ever got worse. Through it all, her mark was pulsing with that one desperate repeated message, over and over. It was the only real thing in an empty universe of anguish, and Sam clung to it with all her strength.

I love you, I love you, I love you. 

—

Drew left her behind. After everything they’d suffered through together in that place, he left her behind. Yes, it was what they’d agreed on, but fuck. That didn’t make it feel any better. He felt so sick, running away like a coward. He’d lost track of how long he sprinted for, but eventually, his battered body couldn’t take it anymore. He collapsed to his knees in a park, panting and sobbing, the red moon shining down upon him from high in the night sky like a judgemental god. Fuck, it was already getting so late. He didn’t have time to have a breakdown about this, he needed to get back as soon as possible. But where the hell even was he? And how was he meant to find his way? The streets were bizarrely empty for some reason, so it’s not like there was anyone he could ask for help.

The sound of footsteps startled him out of his borderline-panicking. He whipped around and drew his gun, too anxious about being followed to care that they were super illegal here. Sure enough, he could just about make out someone in a hunter’s uniform, slinking around in the darkness. He recognised their scent, but that really didn’t narrow it down very much. Categorising which scent belonged to which hunter wasn’t exactly high on his list of priorities while they were kicking his teeth in.

“Stay the fuck back! I’m warning you!” He aimed his pistol at them, finger resting on the trigger guard. 

They put their hands up in surrender. “Relax, Drew. It’s me.” Their voice was feminine, familiar.

He paused. “Anne?”

She stepped forward out of the shadows. “Put the gun away before someone sees you. I’m here to help.”

“Why should I believe that?”

She raised an eyebrow. “I let you go before, didn’t I? I even told you the way out.”

Drew hesitated for a second, but ultimately had to concede. “Fine,” he grumbled, holstering his pistol. “What do you want?”

Anne put her arms down, crossing them over her chest. “Like I said, I want to help you. What Father Superior is doing is wrong, and I refuse to be a part of it any longer.”

“Cutting it a bit fucking close, don’t you think?” he spat. “When did you come to that decision? Was it before or after you murdered Clarissa?”

Anne wilted, curling in on herself as guilt racked her features. “I…” She shook her head. “There aren’t any excuses for what I’ve done, but please know if I could take it back I would. When the time comes, you can subject me to whatever punishment you wish, but right now, we need to focus on getting Sam out of there before midnight, which means you need to get back to your pack.”

He sighed. “I don’t suppose you know the way back to our apartment from here?”

“I do, but it’s a bit of a walk.”

“I guessed as much. Well, come on then. Let’s not waste any more time.” 

“I’m not going with you.”

He paused. “What? Why not?”

Anne hesitated. “I… I have a plan, but I need to go back to the outpost to pull it off. It’ll be risky, and it’ll put a lot of people in danger, but after your little stunt, security is going to be on high alert, so it might be the only option.”

“Alright, what is it?”

“Once everything sets off at midnight, the outpost is going to be mostly emptied out, aside from a couple of guards here and there and whoever’s necessary for the ritual. There’s a way in through the sewers that comes out at a changing room. I’ll make sure it’s unlocked and unguarded. There should be uniforms there for you to change into as disguises, hopefully ones that don’t smell like piss.”

“Rude,” Drew interjected.

“From there, you just have to sneak up to the third floor, where the ritual will be taking place, and cancel it. All the ritual stuff goes over my head a bit, but we know you wolves have figured out an antidote to DX-47, so you should be able to handle it.”

Drew frowned. “Okay, just one problem. Why specifically after midnight? Won’t they just kill Sam as soon as the ritual is complete?”

“That’s where I come in. You know that under the effects of DX-47, werewolves become pretty much bullet-proof unless there’s silver involved?”

“Yeah?”

“Well, the person who’s meant to execute Sam has already been assigned. All I have to do is replace the silver bullet magazine in his gun with a regular one. We don’t carry silver bullets unless we’re on a hunt, and most of it will be out with the soldiers going to fight, so if I take his silver magazine, there won’t be any to replace it with. They’ll just have to find some other way to kill her, and figuring that out should buy you more than enough time to slip in and get her.”

“What about silvered swords?”

“They’ll all be taken by the soldiers going out to fight. I’m not kidding when I say the outpost will be working with a skeleton crew. Father Superior, Torran, the executioner, and a handful of guards. That’s it. They aren’t expecting for the executioner’s gun not to work, so they won’t be prepared with an alternative.”

Drew thought about it. Fuck, it was a good plan, though. “It’ll be a tight squeeze, trying to minimise the damage caused by the ritual.”

“It’s either that, or you throw everything you have at the literal army waiting for you before the eclipse starts. Unless you wolves have an army of your own hidden somewhere, that’s not a fight you’ll win. I can at least guarantee there’s a chance with my plan.”

Drew clenched his fists. “I hate the thought of leaving Sam to suffer through that on her own, but… You’re right. I’m not sure what other option we have.”

Anne nodded. “Alright, I need to move. Your apartment is about a thirty minute walk.” She pointed at a nearby road. “Just follow that road until you hit Beaufort street, and take a right. Things should start looking familiar from there.”

“Alright. Thank you, Anne. Seriously.”

She looked away. “Don’t thank me. I’m just… paying off a debt.”

“Still… You’ve done a good thing here.”

She frowned, waving him off. “Go home and have a shower already. You seriously stink.”

He chuckled. “That’s the plan. Oh, and while you’re here, I don’t suppose you have the key to this collar, do you?”

She shook her head. “If I did, I’d have given it to you in the halls. We generally don’t carry them around.”

He shrugged. “Worth a shot. I guess I’ll get going, then. I’ll see you later?”

“Unless something goes seriously wrong, then probably.”

With that, they parted ways; Drew jogging down the street as Anne returned to the outpost to prepare for their incursion. He quickly had to slow down to a walk, though, the frequent beatings he’d received over the past week clearly having an impact on his stamina. His whole body ached to shift into his wolf and just run. Hopefully someone back at the apartment would be able to get the collar off, because if not, he didn’t know what he was going to do. Maybe take a buzzsaw to it. 

Just as Anne said, the walk took about half an hour, but Drew wasn’t worried. He could feel that there were still a few hours until midnight, and in the meantime he was going to enjoy every little bit of fresh night air that he got. The streets were empty aside from the occasional homeless person tucked up in a sleeping bag under an awning. He hoped that they would be safe tonight, when all hell broke loose. That was one thing that bothered him about Anne’s plan; the eclipse ritual would still activate. Werewolves all around the world would still turn into feral killing machines until they got in and reversed it. If the hunters wanted to paint them out as monsters, they would succeed. Their only hope was that, by reversing it, they might somehow be able to pull damage control. Well, that was for the Council to worry about, not him. Right now, their pack’s only job was survival, and making sure that there would still be a species to do damage control for come morning.

Before too long, Drew finally made it back to their building. From what he could see through the doors, the front lobby was empty, which wasn’t too surprising. Every non-fighter was probably barricading themselves in their homes right about now. He input the code on the keypad, unlocking the doors and allowing him entrance, before quickly making his way into the elevator. The ride up to his floor was mercifully brief, and once the doors opened he practically sprinted down the hallway towards their apartment, excitement at seeing everyone again overtaking everything else.

Finally, he reached their door, and with a deep breath to calm himself, he knocked. 

—

Something had gone horribly wrong, that was all Roxy could tell. Sam had been fine, determined, hopeful even, but with a burst of pain and a wave of sorrow and terror, it all came crashing down. Then the pain got even worse, bordering on the same level as the whipping, and Roxy had to grip fistfuls of her hair to keep from crying out. It was torture not knowing what had happened, forced to just sit here and wait for those Council jerk-offs to get their heads out of their asses long enough to track down the outpost. It was already 10:30, time was running out! She wasn’t the only one feeling antsy, either. Pedro had just about paced a hole through the floor and Leif had chewed her nails down so far she was liable to bite her fingers off.

A knock at the door snapped them out of it, accompanied by an acrid yet familiar scent. Roxy shot to her feet and Pedro glanced at her, eyes wide, before rushing over and opening the door. Behind it stood a very bruised and battered Drew, a weak smile adorning his face.

“Drew!” Leif all-but flung herself at him as he stepped into the apartment, wrapping him in a tight hug that he quickly reciprocated. 

“Ah! Gentle, Leif! I’m pretty tender right now.”

“Sorry!” she said, stepping back. “How’d you get out?! And…” Her face scrunched up. “Why do you smell like piss?”

Drew chuckled lightly, scratching the back of his shaved head. “It’s a long story, but don’t worry. Most of it is mine.”

“Why would that not worry me? And what do you mean ‘most of it?!’”

He waved her off. “The rest is Sam’s. Like I said, it’s a long story, and I’ll tell you everything soon, but first, I would really like a shower.”

The sound of her mate’s name kicked Roxy into action, despite the inherent confusion of what Drew had just said. She’d been watching the open doorway behind Drew, hoping and praying - perhaps foolishly, after all that she felt through the mark - that Sam would be coming through any second now, but no such luck. She stepped up to Drew.

“Sam… She… She’s not with you, is she?”

Drew didn’t need to say anything; his answer was obvious from the way his face fell and his shoulders dropped. “She… We made an agreement. One of us needed to get out, no matter what. If either of us went down, the other needed to keep going. We… we were so close to the entrance, th-they were shooting at us, and… She got hit. I tried to turn back for her, but she yelled at me to run, so…” He clenched his fists. “I ran.”

Roxy’s whole body flushed with anger, a raging flame lighting her up from the tips of her toes to the crown of her head. How dare he just leave her behind?! She was no-doubt about to do something extremely stupid when Pedro placed a heavy hand on her shoulder, squeezing it and reining her in. He was right, this was no time to let her emotions get the better of her. She took a second to breath and to think. It could just as easily have been Drew that got left behind instead. They were lucky that he’d escaped at all; now they knew where the outpost was.

She nodded. “Okay. Okay. Let’s go get her, then.”

Drew shook his head. “It won’t work. The hunters have an army in that outpost, a frontal assault is just going to get us killed.”

The anger spiked up again, but Pedro’s steadying hand stilled her tongue from the vitriol she was about to spit.

“What do you suggest, then?” he asked calmly. “From the way you said that, I assume you have a plan?”

Drew took a deep breath. “I do, but I don’t think you’re gonna like it much.”

He explained it to them; his plan to sneak in through the sewers at midnight after the outpost had nearly emptied out, relying on Anne to ensure that Sam survived long enough for them to reverse the ritual. “I know it sounds risky, and I’m sure none of you are eager to trust Anne after what she did, but I really think she’s on our side. The hunters have nothing to gain by getting her to pretend to help us, and I wouldn’t have been able to escape without her help. But, in the end, it’s up to you guys. We can try to attack before midnight, or wait so that we can sneak in.”

Pedro grunted. “I don’t like it. Letting the eclipse ritual happen is gonna get a lot of people hurt. But… If we’re quick about it, it might be the safer option, as you said. It’s better to be able to reverse the ritual after a few minutes than trying to stop it altogether and failing. We can’t have our cake and eat it too.”

Roxy clenched her fists, trying to calm herself. “I… I don’t want Sam to have to go through that.”

“We might not have a choice, Roxy,” Leif softly said, walking up and taking her hands. “At the very least, Sam won’t remember any of it, right? I can’t remember anything from when I was injected with the drug. It might just be a sacrifice we have to make.”

Roxy sighed. “I hate it when you’re right.” She looked back to Drew. “And you’re sure we can trust Anne to swap out the silver magazine?”

He put his hand over his heart. “She’s on our side. You have my full permission to kill me if it turns out I’m wrong.”

“If it turns out you’re wrong, I probably won’t need to kill you. But fine, we’ll do it your way.”

Drew let out a breath, tension dropping from his shoulders. He nodded, mostly to himself. “Alright. With that out of the way, I don’t suppose any of you have a way to get this collar off, do you? I am dying to let my wolf out for a bit.” He pulled his jacket down to reveal the gleaming circle of silver around his neck.

“Here,” Pedro said, grabbing the key he’d gotten from the hunters at the construction site off of the kitchen table and stepping over to Drew. He made quick work of the collar and it fell to the floor with a clang. Drew’s body immediately jerked, his imprisoned wolf finally breaking free and taking over. His eyes turned red as dark brown fur spread over his skin, bones creaking as they changed shape and grew, leaving his clothes in torn up tatters as they failed to contain his shifting form.

He shook out his coat once the transformation was complete, his satisfaction obvious. Leif started doting on him and Roxy sighed, retreating back to the couch and taking her cat in her arms instead. He was no substitute for Sam, but he would do for now. Despite the riskiness of it, finally having a concrete plan felt good. By the end of the night, Sam would be back beside her, safe and sound. 

You don’t have to be scared much longer, Sam. We’re coming for you.

—

Despite the night’s… earlier setback, everything seemed to be going according to plan. Father Superior smiled to himself, remembering the sound of Reed’s scream as he took out her eye, so much like her grandfather’s when he stumbled across his brother’s corpse. One direwolf may have gotten away, but that mattered little in the grand scheme of things. He would be hunted down in time, while tonight would still go on as scheduled. Their little escape attempt had achieved nothing. It was satisfying to think about how powerless they were to stop what was about to happen.

It was almost time; only a few minutes remained until midnight and the beginning of the end for werewolves. During his research, he had discovered that there was actually a fairly large margin of error for the timing required to set the ritual off. It didn’t have to be exactly at midnight, so long as the moon remained roughly at its peak in the sky. There was about a thirty minute window on either side where the ritual could still be performed. It just felt right to do it at midnight.

Preparations for the coming battle were well underway. Soldiers were already pouring out of their outposts all around the world, spreading themselves throughout their cities and setting up their fortifications to protect against the werewolf menace. The only ones that currently remained at this outpost were Sergeant Johnson (the assigned executioner), Torran, himself, and a handful of guards; newer recruits who hadn’t made it out of training yet. Oh, yes, and that borderline traitor Captain Langley, no doubt cowering in his quarters after his purification. Who could forget about him?

Father Superior stepped into the room where the ritual would be taking place. It was quite a simple set-up; a small barracks that had been repurposed. The bunks had been removed to make way for the altar, and a skylight had been installed in the ceiling, allowing the moon’s light to shine down upon whatever poor unfortunate wolf was being experimented on this month. The only semblance of the old room that remained were some lockers, shoved up against one of the walls. Torran and Sergeant Johnson were already there, along with two guards and the woman of the hour herself, stripped back down and restrained to the altar with silver cuffs around her wrists and ankles. 

Stepping closer, she seemed to be in a great deal of discomfort, though that much would’ve been clear from the blood covering half of her face, anyway. Her pale skin was covered in a thin sheen of sweat, her chest rising and falling rapidly as she panted. Her remaining eye was flickering between its natural blue and devilish red, and if he wasn’t mistaken, he could have sworn he saw thin patches of fur, sprouting out of her skin before sinking back in again, over and over in an arrhythmic pattern. Simply being at the Lunin Site during the peak of a lunar eclipse would have been enough to force her body into a shift, had it not been for the silver keeping her wolf in check. He’d seen it before in other test subjects, but it never ceased to fascinate him.

“How are you feeling, Samantha?” he asked. 

Her eye slowly searched the room until it found him. She was remarkably out of sorts. It was wonderful. 

“F- fu- f-f-fuck you.”

He smiled. Her fear was palpable; this bluster was all just for show. “Pleasant, as always.”

Someone’s watch beeped. “It’s midnight, Father,” Johnson said.

Father Superior took a deep breath. “Then it is time. I don't suppose you have any last words, do you, wolf?”

“I’ll- I- I’ll p-piss on your c-corpse!” 

“I thought not.”

He reached into his robes and brought the container of ritual paint that he’d prepared. Through his research, he’d found that the symbols depicted in the texts regarding the ritual were not actually important; only the application of a certain amount of the paint to the skin. He opened the contained and dipped two fingers in, drawing a large crucifix cross on Reed’s chest. She whimpered at his touch, and the sound sent joy floating through his system.

Next came the prayer. So long as the prayer was offered in full reverence and belief of intention, its contents were not important. Usually, he would be rather unsettled praying to any deity other than God Himself, but he felt the extenuating circumstances allowed him a pass to break the first commandment, in this case. He was doing the Lord’s work, after all.

“I pray that tonight, the light of the Black Sun will bring an end to werewolf tyranny all around the world. I pray that my actions here will be looked down upon as an act of kindness, to allow their accursed souls eternal rest. I pray that they are purified of their unknowing sins, and allowed entrance into His Kingdom in Heaven, as they are poor, wretched creatures, who are unable to comprehend the depths of their corruption, and thus are not deserving of wicked judgement for it. I pray, Lord…”

It was starting. The black paint on Reed’s chest began to glow a menacing red, the same shade as her eye. She cried out as her body attempted to float upwards, only to be held down by the shackles on her extremities. Not long now, and things would begin to become rather unpleasant for the girl.

She let out a gasp as a wave of fur travelled across her body, the incredible surge of Lunin forcing her to shift even as the silver continued to prevent it. As with all of the previous experiments, the silver won out, and Reed started screaming in beautiful agony. The few surviving test subjects had described the sensation as ‘feeling like their body was being ripped apart from the inside.’ A truly divine image to think about as he watched his greatest foe’s granddaughter thrashing and writhing in absolute anguish.

Then something unexpected happened. Through all the screaming and crying, he almost hadn’t noticed it. Her once-mutilated right eyelid had opened, and behind the lid was what seemed like a perfectly intact eyeball, its iris a startling red. Fascinating. He’d only ever experimented with regular lunar rituals before, so perhaps this highly advanced healing was a side-effect of how much more intense the Lunin surge was with an eclipse. Lucky her, he supposed. She got to have her eye back right before the end.

Alright, now for the main event. Father Superior pulled a syringe out of his robes, squeezing the plunger until some of the opaque liquid inside squirted out of the end. Without wasting any more time, he injected DX-47 into Reed’s neck, just above her silver collar, and stood back. Time for the fireworks to start.

No matter how many times he watched the change, he always forgot just how glorious it was. The shift overpowered the silver, forcing Reed’s body through an impossible transformation and unleashing her true form to the world; dragging her to the perfect mid-point between Man and Beast. Golden fur spread across her entire body, but her skeleton did not change shape into a wolfish form. No, instead it grew, thickening and expanding along with her muscles to the point of almost bulging straight through her skin. Her fingers ripped themselves open to make way for razor-sharp claws. Her face distorted into a half-snout, skin stretching and teeth lengthening into fangs too large to fit in her mouth, her jaw cracking and thinning itself to make space. A tail burst out from the bottom of her spine with a wet squelch, the new appendage already covered in fur. She was complete. A nine-foot tall monstrous beauty. And along with her, so changed was every werewolf in the world.

She let out a roar that shook his ribcage and vibrated his eyes inside his head, thrashing against her bindings with a renewed vigour. It was a futile endeavour; even with her newfound strength, the silver should still be muting it too much for anything to break. With a sigh, Father Superior nodded to his sergeant, who pulled out his pistol and held the barrel to Reed’s skull. 

“Rest easy now, Samantha, for your work in this world is finished.”

Sergeant Johnson pulled the trigger and Reed’s head jerked, snapping to the side. It was done…

The roar she let out was loud enough to break glass. Somehow, Reed was still alive, even angrier than ever, glaring at Johnson as she pulled at her bindings in an increasingly effective attempt to bite his throat out. Johnson stumbled back in alarm, emptying his mag almost point-blank into Reed’s face. It only succeeded in making her angrier.

Father Superior turned to his second-in-command. “Torran, go get something high-calibre. Quick, before she breaks free!”

Torran wasted no time, sprinting out of the room at full tilt as the guards also emptied their weapons into the beast. It was no use, and those shackles weren’t looking nearly as strong as they were a few minutes ago…

SNAP

The silver shackle that once held Reed’s left arm down flew across the room, smashing into one of the fluorescent lights on the ceiling and sending sparks raining down upon them. She reached over to her other wrist, grabbing the shackle there and pulling, using every single muscle in that massive arm of hers.

SNAP

With both of her hands now free, Reed reached up to the collar around her neck, tugging at it with all her might.

SNAP

Father Superior began to back away as Reed reached down to her ankles.

SNAP

SNAP

The she-beast wasted no time with her freedom, flinging herself bodily at Johnson, who was cowering in a corner. The sound of his screams filled the air as he was ripped limb from limb, blood and body parts spraying across the room in a gruesome display of the true strength of a werewolf. Father Superior silently backed up until he hit the lockers in the corner of the room, opening one and stuffing himself inside, praying on his rosary that he would not be found as he watched the carnage unfold through the slits in the door. Those guards were next on the menu, having stayed in the room through some mixture of heroic valiance and stupidity. They barely lasted ten seconds between them.

Once she was finished with her victims, Reed sat back on her haunches and let out an ear-splitting howl that seemed to shake the very foundations of the building as it reverberated off of the concrete around them. Father Superior could feel his hands shaking and he prayed that it would not give him away.

Reed’s head snapped towards his locker. If he hadn’t known any better, he would have sworn that those red eyes of hers locked straight onto his, even through the door. She stalked towards him, a throaty growl shaking the very air around them, filling him with dread. This must be it, then. This would be how his long life would come to an end; at the hands of his greatest foe’s kin. It would be fitting, he supposed, and it also would not matter. The ritual was a success, and thus, so was his plan. The werewolves of the world would die no matter his fate.

A gasp caught Reed’s attention right as she was about to reach his locker. There, in the doorway, stood a terrified, pale-faced guard, clearly coming to investigate the disturbance. He turned and ran, and Reed gave chase.

Father Superior let out a sigh of relief, clutching his rosary tightly. 

The night of the Bloodmoon had begun. Laudate Lucem Solis. 

            

    
        40: Bloodmoon

    
    
    
    
                The woman stared at her phone, scrolling mindlessly as she waited for the train to get to her station. She wasn’t really sure if it was a good idea to work today, given that today was apparently the day that werewolves were gonna go absolutely bonkers, according to that hunter guy on TV a couple days ago, but bills didn’t pay themselves, so really, her hands were tied. Besides, couldn’t she just… decide not to go bonkers? Maybe she was missing something - she never really made a point of keeping up with what was going on in the larger werewolf community - but in her experience, she’d never really had a problem keeping control of herself, even during a full moon. Shame about that direwolf girl getting caught by them, though. She could understand if a couple of people were going to fight back about that, at least. The hunters were bad business, even she knew that. The video of that direwolf going beast-mode on those soldier guys definitely painted werewolves in a bad light, but if you asked her, why were the soldier guys there in the first place? The girl was defending herself, that’s what she thought.

A sudden shock ran through her system, so startling it caused her to drop her phone, her whole body breaking out in a cold sweat despite the cool morning air. What was that? She felt… scared? In pain? But… There was nothing to be scared of right now, certainly not to that degree, at least, and nothing was hurting her. The feeling felt almost foreign, with that distant quality of words spoken over a phone call instead of face-to-face. 

She could feel a shift coming on, itching at the base of her spine, tingling along her skin and aching her gums, but she resisted it, as always. Something to do with tonight’s full moon, perhaps? But, it had never been this intense before, and certainly not during the day. Or maybe… maybe what that hunter had said was true after all. Maybe she was about to go absolutely crazy.

Another feeling shot through her, though this time it was entirely her own. Pure, unadulterated fear. Something had happened, something was going on, and if she didn’t get out of this crowded train station right now, she had a feeling she was about to hurt a lot of people. She turned away from the tracks and made a bee-line for the exit, fighting against the incredible urge to shift that kept assaulting her senses. Most of her brain power was being used up on keeping fur from sprouting from her skin, but she still noticed the man a little ways away, seemingly in a similar state of struggle. They’d met before, just briefly, at a werewolf support group after everything went public. His eyes usually turned bright blue when he shifted. Right now, they were glowing a deep, bloody red.

Anger flared from her stomach, fiery and hot. Another werewolf, in her territory? How dare he? The aching need to shift had started burning, and she finally acquiesced and gave in, letting power flood through her body. She would need it to get this threat out of her hunting grounds. She became big and strong, her teeth and claws sharp like knives, protective fur covering every inch of skin. Prey started screaming all around her, enticing her, making her mouth water with anticipation, but she could not be distracted. There was a threat in her territory that had to be dealt with first. 

She stalked towards him, growling a warning, but he did not back down, embracing his shift as well, becoming big and dangerous. They clashed, claws rending flesh and jaws breaking bone. His attacks were puny, weak against her new powerful form, but he was not backing down, undeterred by how many times she’d slashed his eyes out of his face. She grew enraged.

Blood. Blood under her claws. In her mouth. Coating her fur. Prey screaming, pleading, fleeing. Pain, hurt, healed. Threat distracted. Chasing prey. Her prey. Giving chase. Pouncing, biting, consuming. Blood, in her mouth. Meat. Food. More prey. Angry prey. Loud banging. Danger. Threat falling, not getting up. Blood in his fur. More loud banging. Pain. Pain pain pain hurting pain pain it hurts pai-

—

“You feel that?”

Roxy was sure that Pedro’s question had been rhetorical. Of course she could feel it, she’d been feeling it for the past hour, as Sam was no doubt endlessly tormented until the ritual began in earnest. The fear and pain through the mark had been her constant companions ever since Drew arrived back at the apartment. He’d left Sam behind during their escape, and now Roxy was complicit in leaving her there to suffer while knowing full well where she was. If they made it out of this alive, Roxy was fully prepared to throw herself on her own sword if it meant getting Sam’s forgiveness for what she’d done.

Pedro had a point, though. It was different now. Where before it had been simple feelings drifting through her body like ink in water, now it was an energy, crackling through the air around them, making Roxy’s hair rise on end and urging her to let her wolf out. She did her best to resist the feeling, not wanting her senses to get any stronger right now. This sewer smelled bad enough as it was. A quick glance behind her revealed what she’d already suspected; Pedro and Drew were struggling with the same thing, and, quite curiously, their eyes were glowing red. A quick check in the reflection of her phone screen showed her that her’s were too. A side effect of the ritual, no doubt.

“It’s begun, then,” Drew muttered in reply. “God, I… I can actually feel her fear… Is this what it’s like with the mark, Roxy?”

“This is worse,” she answered curtly.

They continued on in grim silence, walking single-file along the thin path between the wall and the flow of sewage. Roxy focused on the mark, paying attention to how far along Sam was in the ritual. The pain was steadily rising, along with the phantom urge to shift, to the point where she needed to hold her hand against the grimy wall to keep herself from stumbling with dizziness. She was pretty sure she could pinpoint the exact moment Sam was drugged; the sharp prick of pain from the needle followed by terrible anticipation. Then came the anger, like an inferno in Roxy’s gut. All-consuming, endless in its intensity, burning her from the inside out. She grunted and doubled over, only prevented from collapsing by Pedro’s steadying arm around her middle.

“You okay?” he asked.

“It’s starting,” she grunted. “The drug. She’s… She’s so angry. Can’t you feel it?”

“A little,” he replied, pulling her back to her feet. “Probably not as bad as you, by the looks of it.”

A sharp pain in her head had her stumbling again, followed by more that had her crying out. Sam’s anger was growing exponentially, and the incredible urge to shift was making it hard to breathe. Pedro grabbed her again, a grounding presence holding her close to his chest. His arms were bristling with fur as well.

“Take a deep breath,” he said. “Steady yourself. We can’t afford to stop now.”

She nodded, closing her eyes and focusing on staying calm. Thank god for the vaccine, or they would all be in the same boat as Sam right about now, filled with this horrible mindless rage, instead of just a phantom facsimile of it burning her up from the inside. Finally, the urge to shift dissipated, right as Sam’s anger was replaced with satisfaction. She must have gotten out of the ritual somehow. With any luck she killed the bastard that put her there. Roxy nodded again. “Alright, I’m good. Time to go.”

Now that the ritual was over, there was no time to waste. They rushed down the walkway as quickly as they dared, not wanting to slip and fall into the water. It didn’t take much longer to reach their destination; a long ladder, heading up out of the sewer and into the outpost, if Anne was to be believed.

“What a thrill…” Leif muttered quietly. 

“This should be it,” Drew said. “If Anne was right, there should be a changing room up there where we can slip into some disguises.”

“Alright,” Pedro replied. “Are you sure you’re up for this, Drew? You only just got out, it can’t be easy going back in.”

Most of the nasty bruises he’d been bearing when he arrived back at the apartment had faded away by now, but Roxy couldn’t miss that familiar look of terror in his eyes at the thought; she’d seen it in the mirror more times than she could count. She hadn’t yet gotten a good look at his back, but from the furless patches she could see when he was in his wolf form, it wasn’t good.

Drew clenched his fists. “I already left her behind once, I won’t do it again.”

Pedro nodded. “Good man.” He took a deep breath. “Alright then. Let’s go save the world, shall we?”

All of a sudden, an incredible howl echoed down through the manhole, still somehow loud enough for Roxy to feel it reverberating in her bones. She let out a laugh, only just resisting the urge to howl back in reply. 

“It’s Sam…”

Leif grinned. “Let’s go get her.”

—

The trip up the ladder thankfully only took about a minute, despite how long it had looked from the ground, and just as Drew had said, they emerged in what looked and smelled like a changing room. During their trip up, a series of discordant howls had echoed through the sewers, seemingly in response to Sam’s call. Hopefully it wouldn’t attract any unwanted visitors, but Roxy wouldn’t bet on it, knowing their luck.

“Alright,” Drew said. “Should be plenty of spare uniforms to change into here, just need to break open the lockers.” 

They got to work, smashing open each locker one by one until they each found a uniform that fit. It wasn’t hard for the two men to find theirs, but Leif and Roxy had to look a little harder, most of the uniforms being too big to convincingly fit them. This searching paid off in a big way, though.

“Oh, score!” Leif said, rooting through one of the lockers.

“What’d you find?” Roxy asked, halfway through changing into her uniform. Mercifully, it smelled like it had been cleaned recently. The thought of putting on a hunter’s sweaty second-hand clothing was just too gross to comprehend, and that was coming from someone who just walked through a sewer.

Leif held out her discovery proudly. “Bulletproof vest! Who wants it?”

“You should keep it, Leif,” Pedro said. “You’re the only human, so you’ll be in more danger than us if you get shot.”

“Won’t argue with that,” the girl replied, pulling the vest on over her undershirt. She inspected the nametag on the locker. “Belongs to a… Lieutenant Watson, I believe. Hope they won’t mind!” She grinned.

It didn’t take long from there to finish their disguises, complete with caps to cover their eyes should they need the help of their wolves. Pedro had even managed to score a jacket with a captain’s rank insignia, which should certainly come in handy. They moved, stepping out into an empty hallway.

“Where is everyone?” Leif wondered out loud.

“Well, Anne did say there would only be a handful of guards left in the building,” Drew replied.

“Do you know where we’re going?” Pedro asked.

Drew looked around. “Uhh… This way, I think.” He pointed down a corridor, and they set off. It didn’t take long for them to run into a group of people, all huddled around the entrance to the stairway in what looked to be an attempt at a barricade. Not a very effective one, by Roxy’s estimation. One of the guards noticed them, eyes zeroing in on Pedro’s jacket. He immediately stiffened up, throwing a salute. 

“Sir! We need orders!”

Pedro immediately fell into character while the rest of them hung back, Drew pulling his cap down to cover his face.

“What’s the situation?”

“W-we don’t know exactly what happened, but what we do know is that the direwolf is loose, and she is angry. She’s sticking to the second floor for now, but it’s only a matter of time before she comes looking for a meal down here, too. We sent Perkins up a while ago to scout, and he hasn’t come back yet. We have no silver bullets, anything we throw at her just bounces right off!”

At that moment, a man came stumbling around the corner of the stairwell, and Roxy knew it was already too late for him just from the smell of blood alone. He was covered in it head to toe, his right arm torn off a little ways below the shoulder. The wound was the furthest from clean a wound could get; the snapped end of his humerus extending out a little further than the dangling strands of grisly, ruined flesh around it. The moment he laid eyes on his allies, all of the fight left him and his body crumpled, rolling down the stairs to rest at the feet of the remaining hunters. Someone screamed as his heart gave its last few pathetic beats and went silent. He couldn’t have been any older than twenty.

“You should get out of here,” Pedro said, his voice low. “All of you. Run, and don’t look back. This is her hunting ground now, don’t throw your lives away for nothing.”

The guard looked distraught. “But what about Father Superior?! He’s still up there!”

“If he’s up there, then he’s already dead.”

The guard’s whole body seemed to deflate. “Fuck…”

“Get out of here. This cause isn’t worth your lives, or anyone’s. Go!”

They didn’t need any more motivation than that, turning tail and sprinting away. Pedro took his cap off and wiped the sweat from his brow. “I’ve gotta say, I really didn’t expect that to work so well.”

“What are we gonna do about this?” Drew asked, gesturing down at the mutilated body. “If Sam’s this dangerous, how the hell are we supposed to get her to stay in the ritual long enough to get it done?”

“We’ve got to try,” Roxy said. “Believe in the power of friendship or something. Maybe something inside her will still recognise us?”

“That is a very big maybe. But, you’re right. It’s this or nothing.”

“Come on,” Pedro said. “The longer we wait, the more people get hurt. Let’s go.”

They ascended the stairs one step at a time, following the trail of blood that the unwilling amputee had left behind. There were… noises, echoing down from the floor above, that Roxy wasn’t sure she wanted to identify. It brought to mind that night so long ago, walking down the street under the light of the full moon, hand in hand with Sam, and stumbling upon their first hint of DX-47’s existence. 

The sight that greeted them when they reached the next floor did not betray their expectations one bit. It was a veritable sea of red; splattered all over the walls in gruesome streaks of arterial blood; seeping across the floor from the eviscerated corpses littering the ground; covering the huge figure that sat in the middle of it all, an errant arm trapped between her giant hand-paws as she ripped strips of flesh from it with her teeth and swallowed them down. Her once golden fur was messily caked with blood and viscera, dripping from her face and hands-or-paws-or-whatever. Her tail was lazily wagging back and forth. All in all, it looked like she was very much enjoying her meal, which would’ve been endearing if her meal wasn’t people.

Her back was turned when they first arrived - displaying an assortment of pink lines through her fur that made Roxy’s heart ache terribly - but it didn’t take long for her to notice their presence. A flick of her ear was all the warning they had before she whipped around with a snarl, her growl reverberating through Roxy’s ribcage. Roxy held her hand out as she felt her friends stiffen behind her, preparing for a fight.

“Sam, it’s us! It’s Roxy!” 

Sam barked in response, nipping at the air in a threatening display of her fangs. She stood up on her hind legs, attempting to rise to her full terrifying height but hindered by the low ceiling. Her head bumped against it and she snarled, lashing out and raking giant gashes through the concrete with her claws, smashing a light in the process and raining sparks down upon them.

“I don’t think that’s gonna work, Rox! We need a new plan!” Drew shouted.

“Give her time! I know she’s still in there somewhere!”

Sam prowled forward, hunched over and huffing with each step. When she was a few feet away she dropped back to all fours and roared, a powerful sound that filled Roxy with the animalistic urge to flee. This isn’t your mate, her brain was screaming. This is a predator. The only thing that gave her pause on this notion was her eyes. There was so much rage in them, burning just beneath the surface and through her mark alike, but there was something else there, too. Guessing accurately what it could be was hopeless, but all Roxy’s mind could supply was sadness. 

“It’ll be okay, Sammie. We’ll figure this out.” She slowly took a step forward, keeping her hand extended with her palm clearly visible. Sam shied away from it, snarling and nipping, clearly still wary of attack. Despite showing no outward sign of injury, Roxy knew from the mark that she’d been hurt recently, and the fear from her imprisonment was no doubt still fresh in her mind as well. The fact that she hadn’t already mauled her was a good sign, though. Sam was still in there, buried somewhere deep beneath the animalistic instinct and rage.

“I’m here, Sammie. I’ve got you. I’ve got you, honey.” She took another step forward, bringing her hand closer to Sam’s head. Cautiously, the werewolf sniffed it. Apparently encouraged by whatever she found, Sam’s tongue flicked out and licked Roxy’s hand curiously.

Roxy giggled. “I always knew you were just a big softie.”

Sam was far too busy inspecting her to respond. She stepped into Roxy’s space, her huge frame filling up Roxy’s entire vision, and started snuffling at her neck with that big wet nose. Roxy carefully laid her hands down on Sam’s shoulders as she continued her search, gently stroking through her fur and hopefully providing her some comfort. She could feel her distress, her desperation pouring through the mark, raw and unfiltered, bubbling to the surface the more she frantically sniffed around. She was scared, Roxy realised. She was just a scared, lonely animal who didn’t know what was going on or where her pack was, lashing out at anything that moved out of desperate survival instinct. Honestly, it was still up in the air if she even recognised them in her current state, given how long it was taking her to figure out Roxy’s scent.

Sam’s nose found the original mark on Roxy’s neck and her whole body stilled for a second, letting out a mournful whine that very nearly snapped Roxy’s heart in two. She leapt back into the sniffing with a vengeance, excitedly nosing back and forth between the mark on Roxy’s neck and the one on her collarbone, emotions a whirlwind of elation and relief and regretful despair. She nuzzled her so aggressively that Roxy was knocked over and quickly pinned by the giant beast’s massive body dropping on top of her, assaulting her face with an excited tongue.

Roxy sputtered, unsure whether she was laughing or sobbing, too overwhelmed by sheer emotion to figure out which. She decided on ‘both’ and wrapped her arms around Sam’s huge neck, burying her face in bloody fur. “It’s okay, Sammie. It’s okay. I’m here, girl. I won’t leave you alone again.”

Sam whined again, and Roxy had to resist the urge to just spend the rest of the night coddling and comforting her. She would certainly still do that, of course, but preferably after they’ve prevented their entire species from being wiped from the face of the earth. Before she could do any of that, though, she needed to get this giant dog off of her so that she could move.

Someone cleared their throat behind her and Sam immediately went on high alert, jumping back to her feet with her fangs bared and an angry growl rumbling out. Roxy scrambled up as well, placing herself between her mate and her pack. “Woah girl, it’s okay. They’re friends.”

“It’s us, Sam,” Drew said. “You recognise us?”

Sam responded by snarling and barking at him. Not a great sign. “I don’t even think she recognises me, to be honest,” Roxy said. “I think she can just tell I’m her mate.”

“Well, what are we gonna do? We can’t move her if she keeps treating us like a threat.”

Roxy frowned. “Maybe just let her get used to your scent? Here, give me your hand.”

“You saw what she did to that asshole’s arm! I’m not putting my hands anywhere near her when she’s growling at me like that.”

Roxy huffed and turned back to her monstrous counterpart. “Sam, sit!”

The wolf complied, slamming her furry behind to the floor with eager obedience, tail swishing back and forth. Leif guffawed.

“I don’t even wanna know why that worked.”

Roxy turned and spared Leif a glare before looking back to Drew. “See? She listens to me. She won’t attack you if I tell her not to.”

Drew frowned. “I’m not so sure about that.”

Despite his protests, he did still offer up his hand for inspection, and Sam thankfully didn’t immediately turn it into a chew toy. She gave it a cautious sniff, eyes still trained on him warily. After a few seconds of cursory snuffling against his palm, she deemed his scent acceptable, and sat back on her haunches.

“Told ya,” Roxy grinned.

After that, it didn’t take long to get Sam used to Pedro and Leif either, though she still regarded them with wary caution. It would do for now, and they’d wasted enough time as it was. So long as she wasn’t actively mauling them, the details didn’t matter.

“Alright, which way to the Lunin Site?” Roxy asked.

“Anne said that the ritual would be taking place on the third floor, so I assume somewhere there,” Drew explained.

“Uh, before we go,” Leif interrupted. “Roxy, I feel like you should know that your face is absolutely covered in blood now.”

Roxy swiped a finger across her cheek and sure enough, it came back red. She grimaced. “Ooh, gross.” Pedro offered her a hanky and she wiped as much of it off as she could.

“Much better,” Leif said when she was done.

“Alright then, let’s go.” She turned to call Sam to follow, only to find that she’d wandered back to her pile of bodies while Roxy’s back was turned. “Sam, oh my god! Come! Heel!”

The werewolf turned back to her with Perkins’ arm clutched between her jaws, trotting over happily. Roxy frowned. 

“Drop it.”

Sam whined.

Roxy rolled her eyes. “Fine, you big dolt. Come on.” She turned to head up the stairs, and was grateful to hear Sam’s pounding footsteps following behind.

“Don’t feel too bad,” Drew said. “That guy was a total prick, he had it coming.”

“I’ll take your word for it.”

A huge crash and a chorus of screaming from downstairs made them all freeze in their tracks. Sam started growling and snarling, facing the way back down to the first floor.

“Shit, another wolf must’ve gotten in,” Pedro said. “Sounds like there were still some stragglers. Hopefully they’ll keep it occupied. Quickly, let’s go before it comes up here.”

They needed no more encouragement, sprinting up the stairs as fast as they could. Sam bounded up behind them, sticking close to Roxy. She could feel it now, the pull of the Lunin Site crackling in the air. It made the hair at the back of her neck stand on end and caused Sam to bristle. She whimpered and Roxy felt her fear flowing through the mark. This was where the harrowing transformation had happened, after all. It wasn’t a shock that she would be afraid.

“Feels like it’s this way,” Pedro said, leading them onwards.

“Despite the few minor hiccups, this has been a lot easier than I was expecting,” Leif said. “Certainly a lot easier than breaking Roxy out was.”

“It helps that most of the outpost has been emptied, I think.” Drew replied.

Roxy shook her head exasperatedly. “Both of you, please. We’re so close, don’t jinx this.”

Of course, it was right then that their luck would turn in the worst possible way. A man stepped out of a doorway in front of them; at least six foot five, an absolute wall of muscle with buzzed blond hair atop his head. In his hands he held a loaded LMG, though Roxy couldn’t make out the model. Probably didn’t matter much, considering he’d just seen them and was raising it up to fire.

“GET DOWN!” Pedro shouted right before all hell broke loose, drawing his own weapon a second too late.

Roxy dove to the ground as the world split with rapid gunfire. Her left arm lit up in agony as she fell and she cried out, ducking her head. Sam obviously didn’t listen to Pedro, attempting to pounce at the huge man, but the hail of bullets was just too much. Roxy felt the concussive pain through the mark before it all went black, the onslaught knocking Sam out and sending her crashing to the floor like a 400 pound sack of bricks. At least her body was providing some cover, but that was hardly comforting.

The gunfire stopped and the hallway fell silent, save for the sound of wheezy gasping and thundering heartbeats. Roxy took the opportunity to glance over at her pack, seeing the devastation that had befallen them. Leif was on her back, fingers scrabbling uselessly at the floor as she gasped and wheezed for breath. She didn’t seem to be bleeding, thank god. The vest must have saved her from the worst of it. Pedro, on the other hand, laid on his front, unmoving, with blood pooling slowly from under his abdomen. Roxy swallowed down the fear of that sight and turned to Drew. He was curled on his side, clutching at a bloody thigh.

A boot landed in front of her, obscuring her vision. Reluctantly, she lifted her head and came face to face with the barrel of the gun that just mowed down her friends.

“Oh, fuck!” she blurted, scrambling backwards, ignoring the fire that burned in her shot arm. The man stalked after her, easily catching up and stomping down on her ankle, trapping her in place. He pressed the barrel of the gun against her forehead and Roxy involuntarily whimpered at the burn of the hot metal.

Someone yelled from somewhere to her left and the gun was kicked away right as the man squeezed the trigger. It went off next to her ear, muting the world as horrible pain reverberated through her skull. She looked up and saw Leif, sword out and grimacing in pain but fighting valiantly, taking a swipe at the man. He blocked the blade with his gun and stepped forward into her space with a lashing kick. Leif sidestepped it, spinning with the momentum and using it to slash at his head.

It was almost laughable how easily he batted it away with the butt of his gun, sending the sword flying out of Leif’s hand. She barely had time to look surprised before he followed it up by swinging the stock into her temple. Her legs crumpled from underneath her and she staggered to the ground. He went down with her, smashing her in the face with the gun over and over until blood splattered across the floor.

Roxy’s hearing kicked back in on one side and the sound of Leif’s sputtering gurgles of pain hit her like a truck. She forced herself to her feet, unsheathing her sword, and promptly tumbled back over as the world spun out from under her, her balance completely out of wack in the wake of her most-likely ruptured eardrum. 

“Get off of her!” Drew screamed, flinging himself at the man off of his uninjured leg. He latched onto his back, claws carving deep furrows into the man’s chest as he scrambled for purchase. His mouth was open, fangs bared and ready to plunge deep into the man’s neck the second he got a good angle, but he never got the chance. The man reached behind himself with one hand and grabbed the back of Drew’s shirt collar before hunching over and pulling, throwing him to the ground like a sack of potatoes. Drew tried to scramble up, but the man stomped on his bad leg, aimed, and fired a single shot. Roxy wasn’t sure whether she was grateful or not to hear the sound of Drew screaming in pain. It meant the bullet hadn’t killed him, at least. How long would that last, though?

The sound of vicious growling thankfully distracted the man from finishing any of them off. There, at the far end of the hall near the stairs they’d come up from, was another hulking werewolf. Their greyish fur bristled as they snarled at him, ears pinned back threateningly. They must be the one that broke in earlier. The man raised his gun away from Drew’s face as the werewolf charged forward, squeezing the trigger and bracing against the recoil, sending a hail of bullets down the hallway.

The other wolf didn’t fare much better than Sam against the onslaught. They yelped and collapsed to the ground, rolling forward as their momentum carried them onwards towards the group until they finally skidded to a stop, seemingly unconscious. The man wasted no time, marching forward and planting a boot on the wolf’s shoulder, pressing the barrel of the machine gun against the wolf’s temple and firing a concentrated volley directly into their skull. Bullet-resistant or no, nothing could possibly stand up to such firepower, and this wolf was no exception. When the man pulled his gun away, there was a bloody, smoking hole in their head, and their once-thundering heartbeat had gone silent.

Roxy forced herself to her feet while he was distracted, using her cane for its intended purpose for once, leaning on it to keep her balance. She crept forward, keeping low to the ground, and once she was close enough, she unsheathed her sword once more, going for the kill. If only this superhuman freak of a man wasn’t so damn perceptive.

He spun around and clocked her right in the cheekbone with the now-bloodied butt of the LMG, letting go with one hand to close it around her throat. In a frankly ridiculous display of strength, he lifted her off the ground and jabbed the barrel of the gun into her belly. She watched in slow motion as his finger settled on the trigger. The sound of the gunshot rang through her ears and she squeezed her eyes shut, waiting for death to come claim its due.

The pain never came. Instead of a burning hole through her abdomen, Roxy was left with nothing but questions as the man’s hand went slack and she fell to the floor. Her eyes flew open as two more shots cracked through the air, just in time for hot, sticky blood to splatter across her face. The man crumpled lifelessly to the floor, his face an unrecognisable mess of exit-wound gore with a huge hole right in the middle, two matching holes in the centre of his back. She scrambled backwards, looking up at the pair of figures that had appeared in the hallway.

It was Anne, medkit hanging from her shoulder and holstering a pistol as a seemingly-injured Chris hobbled along behind her. 

“Fucking took you long enough!” Drew yelled, his voice cracking from pain.

The pair rushed forward and Anne zeroed in on Pedro as clearly the most grievously injured of the party, setting down her medkit and kneeling next to him. “What’s the sit-rep?” she asked evenly.

“We got shot up,” Drew hissed. “My leg and shoulder are fucked. Leif, are you conscious?”

Leif groaned. “Barely.” She turned her head to the side and spat out a wad of blood and loose teeth. “Ugh. ‘m fine. Vest saved me from the worst of it. Few broken ribs, maybe. Breathing stings.”

“I think I just got grazed,” Roxy said. “Focus on Pedro, please. He hasn’t moved since the shooting started.”

Anne hummed, carefully rolling Pedro onto his back. The front of his shirt was a mess of blood, and he hadn’t reacted at all to Anne’s poking and prodding as she lifted the shirt away from the injury. Roxy would’ve been scared he was already dead if she couldn’t hear his heartbeat, slowly plodding away. “Single abdominal wound, lower-middle of the umbilical region. Intestinal damage likely, spinal damage plausible. Bleeding is slow, arterial damage unlikely. He needs surgery, ASAP. Not even a wolf’s healing will fix this on its own.” She pulled a cloth out of her kit and started applying pressure.

“I’ll radio the Council,” Leif said, dragging herself over to the wall and leaning on it. “They’ll send help. Roxy, you need to keep going. End this thing so they can get here without trouble.”

“Here,” came a voice from beside her. She turned and saw Chris, gingerly kneeling next to her with a bandage. “Let me patch you up before you go.”

The thought made her want to curl up and die, but she huffed and nodded. That fight had taken it out of all of them, and who knew what else was waiting up ahead? She would need all the help she could get. “Chris.”

“Roxy.” A small smile appeared on his lips as he began wrapping up her arm. It hurt like a bitch but she wasn’t about to make that known. “It’s been a while.”

“I should kill you for what you’ve done,” she grunted.

Chris hummed. “If you must, at least wait until after this is all over. I can’t put up much of a fight in my state, but I can’t promise that Anne won’t defend me.”

“What are you even doing here? Why aren’t you out fighting with the rest?” The question of ‘why are you helping us?’ went unsaid, but Chris seemed to pick up on it regardless.

He sighed. “I’ve decided that I don’t really agree with Father Superior’s plan. Perhaps a little too late, but what can I do? He whipped me for it and Anne and I barricaded ourselves in my quarters to wait it out, ‘till we heard the gunfire and thought that you all could use a little help.”

“He whipped you?” Roxy asked. “How does a taste of your own medicine feel?”

Chris grunted. “Deserved. I dragged those two direwolves here to suffer the very same fate, it’s the bare minimum of what I deserve for putting them through all that.”

“Yeah, and it fucking sucked, by the way,” Drew said from the opposite side of the corridor. Leif had gotten her hands on some bandages and was now patching him up as well. “Try sitting naked in a cell and shitting in a bucket for a week next. It’s a real blast.”

Any response Chris might have had to that was interrupted by a low growl, rumbling through the corridor. Sam was waking up, shakily lifting herself to her feet, emotions a whirlwind of trepidation and fear-masking anger. She spotted the two ex-hunters and dropped into a crouch, growling and snapping her jaws at Chris. A very appropriate reaction, Roxy thought, but alas, mauling them was probably not a good idea.

“Sam, sit!”

Despite her wariness, the wolf obeyed with a whine before laying down on her front and shuffling over until her head was in Roxy’s lap. Even with drug-induced rage still flowing through her system, Sam couldn’t help but be a total softie. It didn’t stop her from growling at Chris, though.

“I’ve never seen a wolf on DX-47 be so placid before,” Chris remarked.

“Her wolf knows me. Even with the drug blocking her higher brain function, it can still recognise its mate,” Roxy replied, scratching Sam behind the ears.

“That implies that Sam ever had higher brain function to begin with,” Leif joked, voice nasally and lisping from her steadily swelling bruises.

“Give her some credit,” Drew cut in. “She was the one that thought of using disguises for our escape. I was fully prepared to go streaking if not for her. It’s the only reason I made it out.”

“Alright, I’m done,” Chris said, tying off the bandage. “You should get going. The ritual will only work for so long.”

Roxy nodded, pulling herself to her feet along with Sam, leaning on her to maintain her balance. “Alright. See you all on the flipside, then.”

“Good luck,” Leif said with a shaky smile. Roxy gave her a two-finger salute and turned away, following the pull towards the Lunin Site. They were so close now. She had a small container of ritual paint already prepared in her pocket, along with a syringe of the vaccine. She had everything she needed, all that was left was to complete the ritual and finish this, once and for all. 

She could feel Sam’s fear growing as they got closer and closer to the Site, feel her body shaking under her hands. Roxy almost didn’t want to make her go back in there, but this was bigger than just the two of them, now. Sam was a big girl, she would just have to suck it up and deal for a few minutes. Then it would all be over.

They were there. Roxy could feel it, just beyond the door she’d come to. Without waiting any longer, she stepped inside, Sam close on her heels. The room would’ve been nondescript if it wasn’t for the blood splattering the walls and the corpses splayed out across the floor in several pieces. Sam’s handiwork, and likely deserved. She spied the altar in the middle and wasted no more time, reaching into her pocket to pull out the paint flask.

“Sam, up!” she called, indicating the altar. Sam whimpered, but ultimately did as she was asked, hopping up and laying on her front. “Sorry, girl. It’ll be over soon, don’t worry.”

Roxy opened the flask and dumped a glob of thick, black paint over Sam’s back, quickly and messily spreading it around through her fur. She knew how this worked; she’d seen the ritual performed over and over on every werewolf in Dewsbury, testing and pushing the limits to see what they could get away with not doing. Despite the reverent, quasi-religious nature of their first ritual, it really was deceptively simple. 

“Okay, okay,” she muttered to herself, pulling out the syringe to have it at the ready. They’d talked about it a little, and the general consensus was that the best time to inject would be after the floating started. She would have to be careful with her timing, but she could do this. She had to do this.

“Uh… prayer… prayer…” She faltered, her mind blanking on anything to say to get the ritual to kick off. In the end, she settled on just making wishes to whoever was listening. “Please let this nightmare be over. Please just give me my girlfriend back. Let us live in peace and forget about all of this. Let all the werewolves around the world go back to normal, and please please please let the government be merciful after everything that happened tonight. It wasn’t their fault.”

It worked. A deep red glow spread across the paint on her back and she let out a low whine, a shiver running down her body. Roxy took off the needle sleeve and squeezed the plunger to get rid of any leftover air. Sam eyed it with trepidation, but bravely stayed where she was. This was it, any second now the main Lunin surge would start. They were so close…

Sam yelped in shock as her body lifted off of the altar, limbs flailing wildly. This was their one chance. Roxy moved, jumping up and carefully injecting the syringe into her neck, pushing down the plunger. She’d just managed to empty the thing before one of Sam’s thrashing arms caught her in the chest, knocking her back across the room and winding her. It was okay, though. It was all okay now, because the transformation was already reversing. Sam’s body was shrinking, muscles deflating and bones shifting around until her form was that of a normal - if rather large - wolf. The ritual finished with a dim flash and Sam was slowly lowered back down to the altar, limp and unconscious. Roxy forced herself to her feet and stumbled over.

“We did it,” she said, almost in disbelief. “Holy shit, we actually did it!” Laugher burst out from her chest as she reached the altar, leaning over and wrapping her arms around Sam, burying her face in her fur. The smell of pine wafted into her nose and she almost started crying from sheer joy. “You’re back. You’re back… I’m sorry I took so long.”

Nose full of pine as it was, one ear still ringing and the other completely deaf, eyes shut in blissful relief, it was no wonder she was snuck up on so easily. She didn’t even realise there was anyone else in the room until her sword was being pulled out of its sheath. Alarms rang in her head and she ducked just in time to avoid the swing she knew was coming. She turned and backed away, coming face to face with the old priestly man from the broadcast, holding her sword in a perfect grip and absolutely brimming with rage.

“Vile creature! You ruined everything!” He rushed at her with a jab and she dodged to the side, stumbling over her own feet. “Fifty years of waiting, of planning!” He swiped the sword at her head and she barely ducked under it, charging forward into his opening with her claws aiming at the soft flesh of his belly. In one fluid movement, he swept around her out of sight and Roxy felt a line of fire open up across her back - a shallow cut, made with her own blade. She spun back around, reassessing her attacker. He was more skilled than he seemed.

“My revenge was finally in my grasp, and you took it from me! Abomination!” 

“Cry about it, you old fuck!” She leapt at him, her wolf giving her strength and launching her high above his head, boot lashing out for a kick. It glanced off the side of his bald cranium and she landed in a roll, allowing her momentum to carry her to the wall and springing off of it for a faster turn. The priest was stunned by the hit and she took the opportunity, this time aiming low for his legs. He recovered quicker than she expected, however, and was able to just barely dodge her claws, leaving four shredded rips in the thigh of his pants.

“This is your end, beast! I’ll purge every last one of you!” He screamed, coming at her with a sudden unexpected ferocity, swiping and slashing this way and that. Roxy ducked and weaved, stumbling backwards away from the onslaught, the blade nicking her skin every few swings. With her balance still shot, her coordination was seriously lacking, and sooner or later, it was going to get her killed unless she got her act together.

She ignored his goading, staying on the defensive and studying his movements. He was a master at his craft, clearly, no doubt a force of nature in his prime, but everyone had a weakness, and his was staring right at her, milky and blind. He was overcompensating for his blindspot, kiting her around and keeping her well within his field of vision. If she could just get to his left side somehow, she was confident that she could end this in one fell swoop. Just one quick movement was all it would take…

He took a swing to the right - the perfect opening. Roxy lithely ducked under it, following through with the movement until she was soundly on his left, and darted out. She was too close and moving too quick; there was no way he could dodge. Something flashed across the edge of her vision, glinting in the light, and her claws sank into his throat right as a dull, winding thud shot through her body from her chest. Blood spurted from his severed carotid and jugular across her face - he was done.

The priest stumbled backwards from the force of her attack, his hands empty and now clutching at the gash in his ruined throat, uselessly trying to stem the endless flow of blood. His legs hit the altar and collapsed from underneath him, leaving him slumped against it, a bizarre, misplaced smile on his face as he looked back up at her. His voice croaked out one final time before he went limp, his last breath rattling from his chest and leaving him silent.

“Lex… talionis…”

Something caught at the bottom of her vision and she glanced down. She almost didn’t believe her eyes at first.

Her own sword, buried nearly hilt deep in her chest, entering just right of her sternum and presumably exiting a little farther down and further right, judging by the angle of the handle. Straight through her lung, probably. That was… not ideal, but it would be okay. It was always okay. She didn’t come this far to be killed by a geriatric with her own sword.

She tried to say something; maybe ‘well, shit.’ Perhaps; ‘that’s not good.’ Something obvious and corny, that would probably make Leif laugh if she saw it in a movie, but her breath caught, and instead of words, all that came up into her mouth was coppery blood. Trying to breathe in met a similar result. It caught, she coughed, and blood sprayed out.

Shaking hands closed around the bit of blade between the hilt and her chest, her subconscious taking over and trying to fix the problem with instinct; there was something inside of her that should not be, and thus it must be removed. Thankfully, despite her detached, shocked state, she still had the mental faculty to halt that command. Everyone knew that when you got impaled, you had to keep the object in the wound to prevent blood loss. That was basic first aid.

Not being able to breath was becoming an issue. Darkness was pooling around her vision and her head was spinning even more than usual. She decided this wasn’t something she’d be able to fix on her own. She needed help. If she could get out into the hallway, someone would see her and come help, be it Leif or Pedro or whoever was out there. The specifics were slipping her mind, but they weren’t important. The important thing was…

Getting outside. Right. Fuck, her chest was starting to hurt really bad. She could feel her heartbeat rattling through her skull like the ticking of a clock, spreading more blackness across her vision with every passing second. Just… Get outside. One foot in front of the other. Walking. Easy. Walking was very easy, she did it all the time. She was an expert at it. One foot… One step…

The world looked… wrong. She was leaning up against a wall now. She tried taking another step, but her leg flopped around uselessly against nothing but air. Where did the floor go? Where did this wall come from? The floor… Oh. She must have fallen. ‘I’ve fallen, and I can’t get up,’ she thought. She would have laughed at herself if laughing was something she was capable of right now.

Maybe… Maybe it was fine. She did what she needed to do. Probably. It felt like she had. She felt… satisfied. Maybe what was happening was okay. Her eyelids fluttered closed and she welcomed the comforting darkness. The pain was fading. Floating away. Her part was finished, and she could rest. It would all be okay now. 

It would all… be… okay…

Roxy fell asleep.

—

Sam woke up.

Her eyes snapped open, alertness and remnant fear waking her system along with the scent of so much blood. It was everywhere, all over herself as well, caked and matted into her fur, and judging from the smell, from many different sources, including her mate.

The almost-total silence from her mark sent a wave of panic through her system once she noticed it. It was deeper than sleep, quieter than unconsciousness, a pit of emptiness in her heart that should not be there, and it was getting worse with every passing second. Her muscles ached and groaned with a fatigue the likes of which she’d never felt before, but she forced herself up to her feet, hopping off the table and following her mate’s coppery scent, shifting back to her human form as she did so.

She found Roxy. It took a second for her mind to catch up with what she was seeing. It didn’t seem real, like some sort of bad dream. Like she would wake up and find Roxy in bed next to her, not lying on her side with a sword through her chest, not breathing, heart weakly thumping and fading fast.

“Oh fuck, no no no no no!” She dropped to her knees next to Roxy’s broken form, hands hovering and shaking badly. She was scared to touch her in case she somehow made it worse, but how could it get much worse than this? How could this have even happened? Sam shook her head. That wasn’t important right now. What mattered was that right now, Roxy was dying, and Sam had no fucking idea what to do. 

“Roxy?” she whispered out of sheer desperation. “Roxy, I- I don’t know what to do. Wh-what do I do? H-how can I fix this?”

Despite her pleas, Roxy remained still and silent save for her steadily weakening heartbeat, and Sam couldn’t hold back the tears. She broke down sobbing, cradling Roxy’s body against her chest. This wasn’t real. It couldn’t be happening. Roxy was far too good to get beaten by anyone in a swordfight. It didn’t make any sense. When Sam had first gone into the ritual, Roxy was alive, awake; hope and determination flowing through the mark in droves. The time between first getting injected and then waking up on the altar a minute ago had passed in the blink of an eye for her, and now everything was suddenly different, the world wrong and broken in a way she didn’t know how to fix. She felt like there was a hole inside of her, a vital part of her soul ripped out and missing. It hurt worse than anything had ever hurt before. It hurt worse than the whipping. It hurt worse than getting her eye gouged out. Roxy was dying, and there was nothing she could do.

Wait, her eye! Her hand shot up to her face, fingers inspecting what should be nothing more than a bloody stab wound. It was still bloody, certainly, dried and crusted uncomfortably in the grooves of her face, but where there should be an empty socket was a perfectly functioning right eye. It had healed somehow, and by the looks of things, it seemed to be working perfectly! That was it, that was the key. She just had to figure out how her eye had come back. Roxy wasn’t going to die, not if she had anything to say about it.

The most logical course of action would be to try the ritual. Given the Lunin surge, it was the most likely cause of her healing factor spiking to such a degree, and frankly, she didn’t have many other options. If it was due to DX-47 somehow, she was shit out of luck since Roxy was already immune to it, and if it was due to something that happened while she was… doing whatever she did between the first ritual and now, she couldn’t remember it anyway. Based on the taste of blood at the back of her throat and the feeling of it coating most of her skin, it wasn’t hard to guess what she’d spent most of her time doing. She’d have to get the whole story out of someone later. Speaking of which, where was everyone else?

Okay, nope, not the time to be wondering about that. Roxy was right there, and she was the only one that Sam knew for certain was in danger and needed help. No use worrying about the others right now. She carefully scooped Roxy up - taking care not to jostle the sword lest she caused more damage - and laid her down on the altar under the red glow of the moon. She knew she would need to remove the sword before the ritual began in earnest, but the longer she could put that off, the better. Safer to keep the wound plugged up.

Roxy had - presumably - done the ritual on Sam in order to change her back and fix everything, so she probably still had some paint on her. Sam searched through her pockets until she found what she needed, slicing Roxy’s shirt off with her claws and spreading paint across her skin. There were so many little cuts and bruises across her torso that Sam hadn’t noticed at first, no doubt a result of whatever went on before she woke up on the altar. Seeing her again after all this time should’ve been a beautiful moment, filled with happiness and love, but all Sam could feel was sick to her stomach with raw fear. She needed to act fast.

She took a step back and - failing to think of anything else she could possibly say to get this to work - just started begging.

“Please please please please please please please please please work I don’t know what to do if this doesn’t work please work!”

Surprisingly, that absolute word vomit did actually work, turning the black paint on Roxy’s skin a menacing red. As to if the ritual as a whole would heal her, that was still up in the air. Roxy’s body was slowly lifted up by an unseen force, and Sam decided now was the best time to get rid of the sword, grabbing the hilt and carefully pulling it out of Roxy’s chest before she got too high to reach. She didn’t react, but a worrying amount of blood spilled from the wound, splattering onto the altar. It was already slowing, but Sam didn’t know if she should get hopeful. Roxy’s heart was still beating far too weakly, and she had yet to start breathing again.

The Lunin surge hit with a flash of light, briefly blinding Sam as the horrible sound of cracking bone filled the room. For a moment, she was terrified. What could have gone so awfully wrong as to elicit a sound like that? But then, blinking away the brightness, she saw it. A small, black-furred wolf with a patch of white over its right eye, gently floating back down to the altar, not a drop of blood dripping from her chest. Thanks to the sheer quantity of Lunin from the eclipse ritual, Roxy had finally managed to fully shift. It should’ve been an incredible moment.

But she still wasn’t breathing.

Sam panicked, burying her hands in Roxy’s fur, searching through it for any sign of the wound. Aside from a little hairless bump beside her sternum, it seemed to have healed over completely. The hard part should be over, they should be out of the woods and Roxy should be recovering, but her heartbeat had only marginally improved after the ritual, and now it was sounding more erratic than anything. She needed oxygen. Sam vaguely knew how to do CPR, as they’d trained a little for it and she did a first aid unit at school one time, but that was on human bodies. Surely it couldn’t be that hard to do it on a wolf though, right? Their biology wasn’t that different. Either way, she had to try.

Threading her fingers together, she placed her palms on the side of Roxy’s chest and began compressions. It was torture to her torn and aching muscles, but she pressed on. She would keep going as long as it took for Roxy to start breathing again.

Crack!

One of Roxy’s ribs went, but Sam didn’t stop. She could apologise for it later, once Roxy was okay.

“Come on… Don’t do this to me, Rox,” she huffed. “After everything we’ve been through, all the battles we’ve fought to get here, you aren’t leaving me now.” A sob tore from her throat, but it didn’t slow her down. “We’ll be okay, Roxy. Please be okay. I can’t lose you.”

A cough. A splatter of blood across the altar from an open mouth. A gasping, wheezing breath as a still chest began rising and falling on its own power once more. She was breathing. It worked, she was actually breathing! 

Sam broke down for what would hopefully be the last time of the night, burying her face in familiar-scented fur as she sobbed. It was all, finally over. The day was saved, Roxy was alive, and Sam could finally let out everything she’d been bottling up over the past week of suffering. They were gonna be okay! 

No one would hurt them anymore. They were finally safe.

—

Leif was not having a very good night. Each tiny breath she took was like fire burning through her chest, sharp and prickly, and the longer she waited for Roxy to get back or the Council medics to arrive, the worse the throbbing in her face got. Compared to Drew and Pedro, though, she got off lucky, in her opinion. Both of the bullets Drew had been hit with had gone all the way through, so at least he wouldn’t need them to be surgically removed, but that didn’t mean the damage was any less serious. Anne thought that he would be lucky to have full use of his shoulder once it healed, and he’d probably still need surgery to fix it up properly beyond the stitches she’d given him. Pedro’s condition was still up in the air, though thankfully he didn’t seem to be actively getting worse, which was a small comfort.

“How much longer are they gonna take?” she wheezed. “I swear, it’s been like twenty minutes.”

“Maybe there was a complication?” Drew replied. “I’m pretty sure I felt the ritual go off twice. Maybe Roxy fucked something up the first time. She looked pretty out of it when she left, to be fair.”

“I can go check on them, if you like,” Anne offered. “Pedro seems stable.”

“You’ve done enough,” Leif growled, crossing her arms and trying not to wince. “We don’t need or want any more of your help.”

Anne breathed out slowly through her nose. “I understand. If… If it’s any consolation, I’m sorry for… for what happened.”

Leif rolled her eyes. “Oh great, you’re sorry. I’m sure that means a lot to Clarissa after you murdered her.”

“She was following my orders,” Chris cut in. “If you want to blame anyone, blame me.”

“Don’t worry, I do.”

Drew let out a sigh. “Can we not do this right now? If something went wrong and we’re all about to die a horrible death, I’d rather my last moments not be spent arguing.” He turned to her, eyes earnest but still clearly conflicted, deep down. “They saved us, Leif. That’s got to count for something.”

Leif shook her head. “You weren’t there. You didn’t have to… to see it happen. I can’t just forgive them because they’ve decided to do the right thing now.”

He gently took her hand and squeezed it. “I know, and I’m not asking you to. I feel the same. But they do want to help, and we should let them.”

She held his red-tinted gaze for a moment before sighing as much as her ribs would allow, letting her forehead fall against his good shoulder. “I’m just glad you’re okay.”

He grinned. “Dunno if ‘okay’ is the word I would use. ‘Alive,’ maybe. ‘Very very sore,’ definitely.”

She smiled back and planted a soft kiss on his lips. “I’m with you there. Feels like I got hit by a truck.”

“Tell me about it,” he chuckled. His eyes flickered over her shoulder and she watched about five different emotions cross his face in the span of a second. “Sam…”

Leif whirled around - sincerely regretting the action - and saw the girl in question walking slowly down the hall towards them, nude as the day she was born aside from the blood drenching her skin, and cradling a black form in her arms. Roxy was nowhere to be found and something in Leif’s gut twinged with panic. Sam didn’t seem to have noticed them, too busy gazing softly at whatever she was holding so reverently.

“Sam!”

Her head shot up and a tired smile overtook her features when she saw them. There were tear tracks running down through the blood on her face, giving her a dishevelled appearance that her shaggy, close-cropped hair didn’t help. Sam’s smile dropped when she registered the state they were in, and who they were with. She picked up the pace, stumbling over and hiking up the form in her arms to keep it close to her chest.

“What happened?” she asked, her voice rough. “Is everyone okay?”

“We’ll live,” Drew responded. “Medics are already on their way. What about you?”

Sam let out a sigh of relief that seemed to sap the strength from her body. She collapsed to her knees, slumping against the wall and burying her face in the fur of what Leif could now see was an unconscious wolf - with some very familiar scars. “So tired.”

“Where’s… Where’s Roxy?” Leif asked, even though she was pretty sure she already knew.

Sam nodded her head to the wolf in her arms. “Right here. She… She actually shifted.”

“How?” Drew asked.

Sam’s face crumpled. “It’s… a long story. I’ll tell you later.” She indicated to the two ex-hunters that were trying to mind their own business a few feet away. “Why are they here?”

Drew chuckled. “Also a long story. They saved our lives, though. Killed that big muscly asshole from the whipping.”

“Good riddance. Father Superior’s dead, too. Roxy must’ve killed him before I woke up. Found his body with the throat ripped out. Or maybe I did, when I was… y’know. Rampaging or whatever. Figured he’d probably be more ripped up if that were the case, though, like the rest of the bodies in the room.”

“Yeah, you really made a mess of those hunters,” Leif said with a grin that stung her split lips. “Don’t worry, you didn’t give us any trouble. You were perfectly obedient once you recognised Roxy. Like a big, angry puppy.”

“Oh,” Sam said, chuckling slightly. She looked down at Roxy. “Can’t say that’s too surprising.”

At that moment, Roxy made a small noise, and then a whole lot of big, disturbing noises as her bones creaked and groaned, her body shifting back into her regular old human form, still just as unconscious and just as nude as her partner.

“Oh my god,” Sam exclaimed, clutching at Roxy in some feeble attempt to cover her dignity. Leif had mercy on her and painstakingly pulled her shirt off, offering it as a blanket. It wasn’t much, but it was better than nothing, and Leif didn’t mind. She was still wearing a bra, and if she really had a problem she could just put her bulletproof vest back on.

“You can have mine too, if you don’t mind a few bloodstains and bullet holes,” Drew offered. 

Sam shook her head, laying the garment over Roxy’s torso. “That’s fine. I don’t care about me, but I know she would probably mind a bit more.” She looked up to Leif. “Keep an eye on her for me? I’m pretty sure her pants are still intact, but they fell off when she shifted. I’m gonna go get them.”

Leif nodded and Sam got up with a pained groan, jogging back down the hallway. How she could even stand to move after experiencing the drug, Leif had no idea.

She looked down at her best friend, her eyes sunken and heavily bagged. Despite their setbacks, despite all the people working to the contrary, they’d actually done it. They’d saved the whole goddamn world. There were so many losses and sacrifices on their journey, but they’d recover. They would heal. They’d done it before, and they’d do it again, ready to face whatever life threw at them next.

Leif smiled. God, she couldn’t wait to finally have a nap.

—

Roxy was warm. That was the first thing she came to be aware of as her mind slowly lifted out of the fog of sleep. She was warm and comfortable in a way that was hard to understand, like it shouldn’t have been possible, though she didn’t know why. Not keen on looking a gift horse in the mouth, she didn’t question it, instead just shuffling further underneath the heavy source of warmth that was spread across most of her body. The movement sent a spike of pain through her chest, but she just grumbled and ignored it. Her cheek brushed against something soft, and pine filled her nose. She let out a noise of satisfaction and buried her face in it. It smelled so comforting, so familiar, like the pine woods from back home mixed with her favourite shampoo.

The warmth shifted a little, and Roxy realised blankly that it was another person, one of her packmates. Something soft pressed against her lips, and for a second she was alarmed, until she recognised the pine as her mate’s scent. Of course. Who else would it be? She couldn’t quite remember what had happened or how they got here, but Sam was with her, so the specifics didn’t really matter to her right now.

Roxy’s eyelids fluttered open and she finally saw her partner after so long apart, smiling at her with all the warmth and softness in the world. They were in their room at the Council building, curled together in bed. Sam looked absolutely ragged, with heavy eyebags and bloodshot sclera, like she hadn’t slept at all. She was absolutely beautiful.

“Morning, sleepyhead,” Sam greeted, leaning over to kiss her again.

“S- Sam…” Roxy sighed. Somehow, Sam was in front of her, completely okay aside from the loss of a majority of her hair, and Roxy couldn’t for the life of her remember how they got there. She remembered… going to the outpost. Blood. Pain. She thought she could remember Sam in her giant beast form, and considering she was here now in regular human form, they must have succeeded in reversing the ritual, but all the details were blank and fuzzy. So, instead of saying something even remotely intelligent, all she could manage was, “You’re here.”

“Yep,” Sam said, popping the ‘p.’ It looked like she was about to say something else, but Roxy surged forward, cutting her off with an eager kiss. She was here. She was actually here, safe and sound in her arms after so long of being unsure they would ever see her again. Roxy wanted to make the most of it.

Sam sank into the kiss, parting her lips with something that sounded like a mix between a laugh and a sob. She grasped at Roxy desperately, trying to pull her closer as if Roxy hadn’t already closed any and all space between them in her own attempts to drag Sam directly into her soul.

“I’m so sorry,” Roxy muttered between frantic kissing. She realised faintly that she was crying, the taste of salt spreading over her tongue. “I’m so sorry I took so long to find you.”

“Don’t apologise Roxy, please,” Sam replied, pulling back. Her face was covered in tears too. “The others already explained everything to me. I’m just… so glad you’re okay. You slept for so long I was starting to get worried again.”

Roxy frowned in confusion, sniffling a little. “What do you mean? What happened?”

“You were hurt, Roxy. Really bad. Bad enough that I don’t think you would’ve survived in any other situation. Do you… feel okay?”

That was certainly a lot to take in. If she was hurt that badly, it would explain why she was struggling to remember things. “Mostly. I can’t really remember what happened, though, and my chest hurts a bit.”

Sam winced. “Sorry, that’s probably my fault. I… I had to do CPR.”

Roxy’s eyes widened. “CPR?! What happened to me?!”

“I… don’t actually know how it happened, but when I woke up after you reversed the ritual, you were… already on the floor, impaled through the chest with your own sword.”

“Oh my god…” Roxy muttered. She pulled her shirt off, looking down and searching for any sign of a new scar or wound. It wasn’t hard to find. Compared to the thin white lines and obvious discoloured marks from her previous injuries, this one was a clear slight indentation, a little to the right of her sternum, cutting through the meat on the left-hand side of her breast. She gingerly searched around on her back with a hand until she found a similar scar. “Aw man, right through my boob.”

This managed to get a chuckle out of Sam. She leaned down and softly kissed the new mark. “It adds character to it.”

Roxy hummed, tracing a finger along the line. It wasn’t as numb as she expected it to be. Now that she’d been made aware of it, her mind was starting to flash with memories. Reaching the ritual room and curing Sam, fighting that priest guy, and then… nothing. “How… How did I survive that? It would’ve gone straight through my lung.”

“I did the ritual on you,” Sam replied. “It… With regular werewolf healing, you would’ve died, but something about the eclipse ritual heightens our healing beyond what should normally be possible. I… I still had to do CPR to clear the blood from your airway, but it closed the wound completely.” A small smile spread across her face. “You… You even managed to fully shift, for a few minutes there. You make a cute wolf.”

Roxy smiled at the thought. The idea of being able to fully shift at will was an exciting one, and she couldn’t wait to try and replicate it. “I wish I could remember it. But… What about you? Everything you went through, are you okay?”

Sam hesitated, looking away. “Physically, I’m perfectly healthy. Two rituals healed me right up. It even… Grew my eye back, somehow.” She reached up and touched just under the eye in question. Now that Roxy’s attention had been brought to it, she could just about make out a thin pale line crossing vertically through her eyelid. Her gut clenched.

“Your… eye?”

Sam nodded. “Father Superior c… c-cut it out when I tried to escape. Joke’s on him, I guess.”

Roxy didn’t ask about how Sam was feeling emotionally. She could already feel it, and even then, she didn’t need a mark to understand exactly what she was going through. That residual fear, the feeling of always being watched and waiting for your tormentor to jump out at you from around every corner. She knew it all too well.

“Your hair looks nice,” she said instead, trying to change the subject to something more pleasant. She ran her hand through the short, messy waves, scratching at Sam’s scalp. “Short hair suits you. We’ll make a butch out of you yet,” she joked.

Sam grinned. “Not sure I’d choose it if I had a choice in the matter, but… yeah. I think the big shift last night definitely helped grow it out a bit. Hopefully it won’t take too long to grow back.”

“In the meantime, I’d be happy to clean it up for you,” Roxy offered.

“Sure,” Sam replied, letting out a big yawn and leaned into Roxy, nuzzling against her chest. “I’m exhausted.”

“Didn’t you sleep?”

Sam shook her head lethargically. “Was waiting for you to wake up.”

Roxy smiled, rubbing the back of Sam’s head. She leaned down and planted a kiss against her parting. “You can rest now.”

The blonde shook her head again. “Gotta go see the others first. They’re waiting for you.”

The thought hadn’t even crossed her mind until now, memories of their fight with that huge guy flashing through her head. “Is everyone okay?”

“They’ll live. No one’s dead.”

Roxy let out a nervous laugh. “That’s not exactly comforting.”

Sam grumbled. “We’ll go in a few minutes. Jus’ gonna nap… first…”

The girl almost immediately nodded off to sleep. Roxy sighed contentedly, soaking up the warmth of her mate. From this angle she could see down the back of Sam’s shirt, to all the thick pink lines criss-crossing her skin. It hurt her heart to know Sam had suffered so much, but it was all over now. The hunter’s plan had been stopped, their leadership had been killed, and with a little bit of luck, the governments of the world would see that what happened was all just a big misunderstanding. They’d fought so hard for so long, but now, they could finally rest.

Sam suddenly shot up, determination sparking through the mark like lightning. 

“Nope! Not falling asleep without seeing our friends first!”

—

Roxy opened the door to the medbay and was practically slapped in the face by a wall of applause. People were whistling and cheering, clapping for her. They even had party poppers going off, spraying her with confetti. It was almost overwhelming, after such a calm morning.

“What… What is all this?” she asked, looking around the room and taking everyone in. She’d been wondering where her dad was when she and Sam left their room, but apparently, he’d been down here, setting whatever this was up.

“We’re celebrating!” Leif said. Out of everyone that went to the outpost, she was definitely in the best shape. Sure, her face was a patchwork of dark bruises and every movement made her visibly grimace, but compared to the others, it was no competition. Drew was in a wheelchair, one arm in a sling, and poor Pedro was lying in one of the beds, looking pale and haggard, but happy, especially with Valerie sitting at his bedside. “You saved the world, Roxy! You deserve a bit of acknowledgement.”

Roxy sputtered. “I-It wasn’t just me! I couldn’t have done it without all of you!”

“That’s true,” Leif acquiesced. “But you were asleep for soooo long. We’ve already celebrated us, now it’s your turn!”

“Well sorry for needing a little bit of rest after being impaled, I’ll try to wake up quicker next time,” she joked.

The whole room froze, smiles dropping from faces.

“You were what?!” Her dad exclaimed.

She turned to Sam. “You didn’t tell them?!”

Sam threw her hands up. “It just slipped my mind!”

“How does me getting stabbed through the chest just slip your mind?!” 

“How are you even alive, Roxy?!” Drew asked.

“Apparently, the eclipse ritual has some crazy healing abilities,” she answered. “Fixed me right up, or so Sam says.”

Her dad rushed forward, pulling her into a hug. “Don’t scare me like that, Roxy!”

“Well, that’s some good news, at least,” Pedro said, his voice rough and gravelly. “Maybe with the eclipse ritual, this won’t be so permanent.” He gestured down at himself.

Roxy frowned. “What do you mean?”

“The bullet that hit me got lodged in my spine. Haven’t been able to feel my legs since I woke up.”

“Shit, I’m so sorry.”

He waved her off. “Don’t be. Better me than any of you. And besides, if the ritual’s as good as you say, maybe it can help.”

“I mean, it did grow my entire eye back, so I wouldn’t discount the idea,” Sam said.

“Your EYE?!” Damien yelled. “I… I need to sit down.”

“It’s been an eventful few days, that’s for sure,” Leif said. “Still, I wanna hear this eye story later.”

“I lost my eye, and then it grew back. It’s not that deep.”

“What happened with Chris and Anne?” Roxy asked, eager to change the subject.

“They went their own way after the medics arrived,” Drew said. “I doubt we’ll see them again.”

Roxy hummed. “That’s probably for the best.”

“I’m just looking forward to finally going home,” Leif said. “Don’t get me wrong, this place is great and all, but it’s no Dewsbury.”

“I’m with you there,” Sam replied. “I can’t wait to see Carol and Ava again.”

Roxy grinned. “We have so much to catch Ross up on. I wonder if he and Lukas are still together?”

“I think so,” Drew said. “He posted a selfie with him last night captioned ‘who else hanging out on werewolf rampage day?’ So, he’s probably fine.”

“Sounds about right,” Leif replied.

“Our house is going to be so dusty,” Damien whined. “And all of the kitchen appliances need to be replaced after Chris smashed them. And I need to see if I even still have a job. Oh, I really have my work cut out for me.”

“There’s one more thing we’ll need to prepare for once we get back,” Roxy said, taking Sam’s hand with a smile.

“What’s that?” she asked, cocking her head.

“Our wedding! We said we were gonna do it once this was all over, and it’s finally, finally fucking over!” 

Sam’s face lit up and she started bouncing up and down. “Oh! We’ve gotta start planning!”

Pedro grinned. “So long as the venue is wheelchair accessible. I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

—

3 MONTHS LATER

Roxy’s hands were shaking. She was so nervous, standing there in front of everyone in her hired tuxedo, waiting for Sam to show up. They were set up out in the woods surrounding Dewsbury, in a nice, wide clearing with flat, even ground. It was a pretty low-key affair just for the ceremony, with a simple walkway in between two sets of chairs leading up to a small stage where Roxy and the officiant were standing, but it was all they needed. The reception was just going to be at Carol’s house, anyway, so it’s not like this was going to be a fancy affair.

Everyone was there. Their whole pack, both of their families, including Maiah and her kids, and a couple of assorted friends from high school. Leif was playing the dual roles of bridesmaid and flower girl, and Drew was the best man for both of them. In truth, it was a little difficult to fill every role with their small attending party, but they were hardly worried about keeping things traditional, so it didn’t really matter too much to them. The only person who wasn’t there yet was Pedro, who would be walking Sam down the aisle. 

Roxy caught a hint of white flashing through the trees and her heart skipped a beat. There she was, as radiant as Roxy had ever seen her, in a beautiful flowing white dress that brushed the ground, a veil covering her face. Pedro was rolling his wheelchair along beside her, holding her hand. Roxy could feel her nerves, too. This was it; their big day.

Sam reached the stage and stepped up as Pedro moved to the audience. Roxy reached up and pulled her veil away, revealing her gorgeous face, makeup subtle and perfect. Her hair was finally long enough to reach her shoulders again, and it was flowing freely down her neck.

“God, you’re beautiful,” she whispered.

Sam’s smile was like the sun. “Says you. You look perfect, Rox.”

In truth, Roxy spaced out a little bit as the vows were said, too busy losing herself in the blue of Sam’s eyes. She’d practised them so many times that they just flew out of her mouth with little to no thought, and she was more than a little proud that they managed to get Sam to shed a couple tears. When Sam was saying hers, however, she made sure to pay attention. They’d been keeping them secret from each other, and she’d be lying if she said that Sam’s didn’t make her cry a little, too. It was mostly just stating the obvious, declaring their love for each other, recounting their time together and everything they’d been through, but something about the sheer passion that Sam poured through her words had Roxy choking up.

Next, Leif came up and presented them with their rings. Simple stainless steel bands that they each slipped onto each other’s ring fingers. They meant little in the face of the devotion behind their marks, but Roxy liked that everyone would be able to actually see these and know that they were each other’s, not just the werewolves who could smell the marks. 

“I now pronounce you wife and wife,” the officiant finally declared, gesturing to both of them. “You may now kiss the bride.”

Now, for the part she’d been waiting for. Roxy pulled Sam down into a deep kiss, the audience cheered, and all was right with the world.

            

    
        41: An Ending

    
    
    
    
                10 YEARS LATER

Roxy wandered through the woods near her home, walking along the familiar ground with ease, her footsteps silent among the crunchy leaves and twigs. A breeze wafted through the trees and she relished the feeling as it tousled her salt-and-pepper fur, keeping her warm against the night chill. The full moon hung high in the sky, shining down on her through the canopy and blessing her with this rare chance to embrace her base self. She always made sure to savour the few hours a month she could fully shift, flying through the wilderness with wild abandon, free from the restraints and responsibilities of her human form. Adulthood certainly had its perks, but her lack of free time was not one of them. Who would’ve thought that running an MMA class and working part time as a line cook while trying to raise a child would be a lot of work? Not her, apparently! Thankfully, she wasn’t alone. As always, she had her pack to fall back on when things got rough.

A flash of gold and a whiff of pine had her tail wagging and her gait speeding up. She rushed forward into the clearing and was greeted by her mate, who trotted over and lovingly nosed at her mane, gently nipping her and grooming her coat. Her attention was caught by the sound of yipping and the feeling of tiny teeth playfully biting her forelimb, prompting her to look down. It was a tiny wolf pup, with black fur and red eyes, a little too excited at the fact that her ah-may had turned up. Rose was always a little terror in her wolf form, so thank god she could only shift during a full moon right now, same as Roxy. That wouldn’t last forever, and she wasn’t looking forward to the havoc her daughter would wreak around the house once she figured out how to shift at will.

Right now, though, Roxy was more than happy to indulge in her daughter’s excitement, running around the clearing with her and Sam, letting her win in their play-fights, then letting her cuddle up to them when she inevitably wore herself out. She definitely took after Sam in her hyperactive nature, which made sense considering Sam was the one who carried her to term. Roxy was just happy that Rose looked even somewhat like her as well, due to her cousin being the donor. She had Roxy’s black hair and tan skin, and that was all she could really ask for.

They stayed there for a while, enjoying the rare moment of peace before Rose inevitably got excited again. There was a howl in the distance at one point, one of their packmates elsewhere in the forest echoing their call through the trees, and the three of them returned it with a call of their own. Rose’s was high-pitched and shaky and absolutely adorable, and Roxy would have cooed at it if she hadn’t been busy howling herself at the time.

A discordant chorus picked up all around the woods, werewolves howling back and forth, celebrating the full moon with all the enthusiasm they could muster. Some of them were Roxy’s pack, but many were not; new werewolves having moved to Dewsbury or come out of hiding in the intervening decade since everything went down. It was invigorating hearing them all out there with her, more free and proud than they had ever been for the many long years under the hunter’s threatening scrutiny.

The rest of the night was spent in much the same way, until Rose became too tired to go on. Sam picked her up by the scruff and they carried her back home, Roxy shifting back so that she could unlock the house and let them in. They put her to bed and she soon shifted back as well, the moon travelling too low in the sky to sustain her wolf form. Sam stayed and watched over her while Roxy went to have a shower, washing off any dirt she might have accumulated through the night, and once she was done she and her wife curled up in bed together, ready for a nice long sleep-in.

Then Rose started crying, and she had to get right back up again. Who ever said that parenthood was easy?

—

“Is everything ready?” Sam called from the bedroom.

“Just about!” Roxy replied, cling-wrapping the crunchy noodle salad she’d made for transport and covering the air-fried spring rolls with tin-foil to keep them warm. “How’s Rose?”

“As cute as ever.” Sam came out of the room holding Rose on her hip. She was dressed pretty casually, in her classic flannel and jeans combo from when they were teenagers with her long hair tied back in a ponytail, while Rose was wearing an adorable little tie-dye dress she’d picked out herself. Roxy hadn’t bothered to dress up much either, just throwing on a tank top that showed off both of her tattoo sleeves and some skinny jeans.

Rose’s green eyes found Roxy and her face lit up, arms reaching for her. “Ah-may!”

Roxy grinned. “Hello my gorgeous girl.” She took Rose out of Sam’s arms and into her own, her wife picking up where she’d left off and packing up the food. “Are you excited to see your pack?”

Rose made a vaguely agreeable sound and started babbling in that toddler facsimile of English all babies spoke in, and Roxy nodded along, agreeing with every incomprehensible word out of her daughter’s mouth. “Yes, indeed. Oh, is that so? Quite marvellous, Lady Rosemary!”

Sam smiled at her, running a hand through her short hair and leaning down to press a kiss to her temple, knocking her glasses askew. “You’re so good with her. If only I could bring you along to class to help me deal with the kids.”

“There’s a difference between handling a single toddler and a bunch of rowdy seven year-olds, I would think.”

“Maybe I just want an excuse to show off my darling wife, hm?”

“Please. My scarface would probably scare the children,” she joked.

“Oh, hush. They see me every day, don’t they? Besides, our story is pretty widespread, they’ve probably seen your face around on the news somewhere anyway.”

Roxy grinned. “Who would’ve thought that stopping a global genocide would make you a bit of a celebrity?”

“Well, maybe once you’re done writing that book about it, that celebrity status will actually mean something? Maybe bring in a little extra cash?”

Roxy sighed. “Here’s hoping. My old championship money won’t keep us afloat forever. I… I guess I could always go back to fighting, if we need it?”

Sam shook her head resolutely. “Absolutely not. That last concussion nearly killed you, and after everything that happened with your last manager, I’m more than a little wary of getting involved with all that again. The risk just isn’t worth it. If things get tough again, we’ll figure it out. We’ve got the pack to support us, now.”

Roxy shuddered at the memory of the slime-bag who used to manage her during her competitive MMA days. He would constantly ask her to throw fights for extra money or invite her out to seedy bars, often acting incredibly inappropriately around her and Sam, even threatening them once because they tried to talk to him about finding a new manager. She was stuck with him for a few years due to that and contract BS, but after a particularly nasty hit put her in a coma for two weeks - a hit that she definitely could have dodged if she wasn’t instructed to throw the match - they started looking for a way out. They would’ve tried to get out earlier, but in all truth they needed the money. They were living in Seattle at the time, which already wasn’t cheap, and Sam was going to college full-time for her teaching degree so couldn’t bring in as much money herself. The staged fights were Roxy’s way of providing for her family, even if they made her feel worse than dirt. 

The injury really put things into perspective, though. With Sam nearing the end of her degree and already thinking about having kids, Roxy realised that putting herself in danger like that just wasn’t worth it anymore. She wanted to be around for her child when they came, and she couldn’t do that if she turned her brain to mush by taking fall after fall. She was already lucky to get away without permanent damage after the last one; she wasn’t gonna push it again.

Thankfully, fate decided to give them a break, and one of the other fighters that asshole was managing snapped and ended up murdering him, saving them the trouble of trying to find a loophole out of the last year of their five-year contract. There was a quiet court case where they had to go and testify, and once it was all done a few new, hopefully legit managers reached out to them, looking to take them in thanks to Roxy’s small slice of fame. After the scare with the concussion, though, she decided her fighting days were over for now, so she threw in the towel and retired, moving back to Dewsbury to be with their pack again once Sam graduated. 

Still, the memory of winning her first championship, when things were still legit and the fighting was still pure, made sure that fire inside of her never truly stopped burning. She decided to follow in her mentor’s footsteps instead, renting out some space and opening up her own gym, training the next generation how to defend themselves and maybe kick a little ass in the process. It was rewarding, if not the best paying job in the world, which is why she took the extra gig as a line cook to make ends meet. Her fame from her previous fights did give her enough of a reputation to pull in customers right away, which was a small silver lining for all the shit she went through. She reckoned it wouldn’t be long until the gym was paying for itself in full.

Despite it all, things were generally better now. They were working on saving up some money to actually buy their own house, and their pack was always willing to lend a helping hand when they needed some extra support, looking after Rose when they couldn’t and buying things like groceries and baby supplies so they didn’t have to worry about it. It would’ve been nice if the Council helped out a little too, considering, y’know, they literally saved all of werewolf-kind, but expecting anything from a government was a one-way ticket to disappointment, in Roxy’s opinion. The one big gratitude payment they’d been given after it was all finished had dried up quick, after all. 

“Yeah, you’re right,” Roxy said. “Now, let’s get going. Don’t wanna keep everyone waiting.”

Sam grabbed the food and they made their way out of the house, passing by Mr. Slinky on the way and leaning down to give him a little scratch. He was getting on in years, but the old boy was still just as spry as ever, if a little greyer than he used to be. Roxy could relate. 

They strapped Rose into her booster seat and got in the car, pulling out onto the road and heading to Carol’s house. Today was a big day for them, and for werewolves everywhere. It was the ten year anniversary of the night they put a stop to the hunters’ plans once and for all, since named, quite plainly, Werewolf Liberation Day. Not a totally accurate name, given that many governments around the world were still discriminating quite heavily against werewolves, citing the events of that night as proof that they were evil, but still, it was nice to have their actions celebrated, even just a little bit.

The trip was a bit longer than it used to be when they were teens. Their new house was on the opposite side of town from Roxy’s childhood home, so Carol’s house was no longer one street away as it once was. That being said, it still didn’t take them long before they were pulling into the driveway of the familiar house. Despite some recent expansions, Dewsbury still wasn’t all that big.

They got themselves and their daughter out of the car and walked up to the door, knocking politely. From the sounds of things inside and the other cars in the driveway, Leif, Drew, and her dad were already here, most likely along with her dad’s new girlfriend and her kid, which was… exciting. Roxy was still sizing her up, to be honest. Damien didn’t have the best track record when it came to partners, and she didn’t want him to get hurt again, but so far, Vanessa seemed nice enough, and her teenage son was surprisingly easy to get along with, despite the age gap. Apparently he’d been a fan of hers back when she was fighting, which was pretty surreal, but Roxy would admit that she wouldn’t absolutely hate it if he became her step-brother.

Carol opened the door and invited them in. Rose immediately caught sight of Leif sitting on the couch with Drew and started wiggling out of Roxy’s grip. Roxy set her down and she toddled over excitedly. “‘Eef! Ann’ie ‘Eef!”

Leif smiled widely and set down her glass of champagne, picking Rose up and setting her in her lap. “Hello, Rosemary! How are you?”

Rose started babbling away as Roxy and Sam walked up. “Hello to you too, Leif. We’re good, thanks for asking,” Roxy teased.

“Well, I know that. I saw you yesterday.”

“You also saw Rose yesterday,” Sam deadpanned.

“Has it really been that long? We have so much to catch up on!” the woman said with a grin.

Roxy returned the smile and was about to say something else when she caught a whiff of something strange. Curiosity and excitement shot through her gut, equal parts her own and Sam’s, and she leaned in closer to Leif and Drew to get a better sniff.

“Oh my god, you’ve finally done it,” Roxy exclaimed with a laugh. “After ten long years of listening to you two idiots hemming and hawing about it, you’ve finally done it!”

“Yes, rather than binding our souls together after only being together for a month, we actually decided to think about such an important decision before making it! What a shocker!” Leif said, voice dripping with friendly sarcasm.

“It was an accident!” Sam cried. “I didn’t know what I was doing! Not that I regret it, mind you.”

“Well, so far, I’ve gotta say, it’s pretty nice,” Drew said, putting his arm around Leif’s shoulder’s lovingly.

“Yeah, how come you never told us how good this makes sex? Feeling twice the pleasure?! I woulda done this years ago if I knew!” Leif replied.

“Leif! Not in front of Rose!” Roxy whisper-shouted, covering her daughter’s ears, though admittedly grinning at her friend’s antics.

“Yeah, it is pretty great,” Sam agreed with a wistful grin.

“Roxy!”

She spun around at the sound of her name. “Dad! Hey!”

“Hi, sweetie,” he said, pulling her into a warm hug. It hadn’t been that long since they’d seen each other, but truth be told, Roxy was still making up for the time they lost while she was in Seattle. She’d missed him more than she’d dare admit, after failing to meet up for holidays and birthdays due to her fighting obligations. She hadn’t seen him for over a year before her coma, only to wake up to him sitting at her hospital bedside, just like how she’d woken up after escaping the outpost all those years ago. He was always there when she needed him most, no matter their distance. “How are you? How’s Rose?”

“Good,” Roxy replied. “Though I think Leif’s trying to teach her swear words right now.”

“I resent that assumption!” Leif called from behind her.

Roxy ignored her. “How about you? How are things?”

He waved a hand. “Oh, you know. Can’t complain. Things are good with Vanessa, and Tyler seems to hate me a little less every time I come over, so… yeah, it’s good.”

“It probably helps that he’s a total fanboy of your daughter,” Sam said, sidling up next to Roxy.

Damien grinned. “Yeah. I still remember the look on his face when he first met you. I thought he was gonna dislocate his jaw with how far it dropped.”

“Give him time, he’ll warm up to you,” Roxy said. “He’s probably still just sour about the divorce and upset that you’re moving on his dad’s old spot. Can’t say I can relate with the mindset, but I can sympathise, at least. Lord knows how inconsolable I’d have been if Martha had gotten custody of me and I wasn’t able to see you as much.”

“Yeah, though I think that’s more to do with how horrible Martha was than anything else. Vanessa isn’t like her at all.”

Roxy nodded, conceding. “I know, I know. She seems great. Is she here?”

Damien smiled. “Yep! Come say hi!”

—

Honestly, the day was going pretty great. As usual, everyone loved Roxy’s crunchy noodle salad, and spirits were generally pretty high. Rose was happy gnawing away on a werewolf chew toy, so she wasn’t chucking a fuss, either. But there was still one thing that was bothering Roxy.

“Carol?” 

The woman looked across the table at her. “Yes, sweetheart?”

“Pedro said he was coming, right?”

She nodded. “Yeah, though he said he had a surprise that might make him and Valerie a little late.”

Roxy’s eyebrows rose, her curiosity piqued. “Did he say anything about what it was?”

“Only that we should ‘leave an extra spot open at the table.’ So, I assume he’s bringing someone new along.”

“Interesting. I guess we’d better save some food for him, then.”

As if summoned by her words, there was a knock on the door right at that moment, and Roxy perked up, excited to see her packmate after the past few weeks of separation. Carol got up and answered the door, letting them in.

Pedro was doing pretty well for himself, in Roxy’s opinion. After his injury on the night of their final battle, he’d been left paralyzed from the waist down, with little hope of recovery. Thankfully for him, just as Sam and Roxy had discovered, the eclipse ritual’s healing powers were unmatched. It took a few months before the next one came along in Dewsbury, but when it did, Pedro didn’t hesitate. And, despite the universe’s best efforts to the contrary, it worked! Well, mostly. Just like how both Sam and Roxy were still left with scars from the injuries healed by the ritual, Pedro wasn’t fully healed, but he could walk on his own two legs again with the assistance of a cane, and he’d gotten all of his feeling back, so he was happy.

After everything was done, Valerie ended up moving to Dewsbury to be with Pedro, and they’d been together ever since, finally tying the knot and getting married about a year before Rose was born. Roxy was happy for them. And, judging by the six or seven year-old kid trying to hide behind Pedro’s leg in the doorway right now, they’d apparently taken their relationship a step further.

“Hey everyone, sorry we’re late,” Pedro greeted as the party of three made their way inside. He gave Carol a quick hug before stepping back and gently encouraging the shy little boy clutching his leg to step forward. “It’s okay, they’re our family,” he whispered. 

Instead of being encouraged, the boy just tried to hide further behind Pedro.

“Hey, Pedro, Valerie,” Roxy greeted as she walked up, carrying Rose on her hip with Sam following along behind her. “Who’s this?”

“Well, you know how we’ve been looking into adoption? This is Javier. We finalised everything and brought him home last week. We would’ve told you sooner, but this seemed like a good opportunity to introduce him to everyone,” Pedro explained. He turned to Javier. “This is Roxy, her wife Sam, and their daughter, Rose. they’re werewolves too, and very good friends of mine.”

Sam knelt down to meet Javier at eye level, her experience working with children clearly coming in handy. “Hi, Javier. It’s nice to meet you.”

The boy blinked at her owlishly, big dark eyes searching. “You’re… like me?”

“He was the only werewolf at the orphanage,” Valerie explained. “He hadn’t met any others before we came along.”

Sam nodded, her eyes flashing red and fur sprouting from her cheeks. “Yep. So are lots of the people here. When I was growing up, I was also the only werewolf I knew, so I know what it’s like. But don’t worry, you’re not alone anymore.”

Javier’s eyes brightened, and he looked up to Pedro. “Mr. Pedro, am I allowed to shift?”

Pedro smiled. “Of course. Here, let me show you where the bathroom is so you can take your clothes off and not damage them.”

They went to go find a bathroom and Sam stood back up. “‘Mr. Pedro?’ That’s adorable,” she said with a grin.

“I know,” Valerie replied with one of her own. “He’s very shy, but I think being around more of his own kind will be good for getting him out of his shell. We’re trying to get him enrolled in your school, actually. With any luck, he should be in your class by next year.”

“Most likely. Admin tends to funnel the werewolf kids my way, for obvious reasons, so if he gets in, I’ll probably have him.”

“Isn’t it detrimental, to have all the werewolf kids in one place?” Roxy asked. “Wouldn’t that give them and the human kids less interaction? I thought that would be a bad thing.”

Sam hesitated. “Eeh, yes and no. It helps give the wolf kids a sense of community, especially if they don’t know any other wolves outside of school, and they tend to get more mixed with the rest of the kids in other years anyway, since I’m the only werewolf teacher there right now. I know I would’ve killed to get to experience what they have when I was their age. Maybe I wouldn’t have gotten detention for chewing through pencils so much.”

Roxy laughed. “No, you would’ve just gotten detention for constantly forgetting to do your homework instead.”

“In my defence! Homework sucks and is bad. If I ever assign homework I need you to kill me, because I have been replaced by an imposter.”

Roxy grinned. “I’ll hold you to that.”

—

Day turned to night, and the festivities became a bit less child-friendly as alcohol became their primary beverage. Pedro and Valerie sadly didn’t stay too long, so as to not overwhelm their new charge, but left with a promise to return for catch-up drinks some time soon. Roxy tried to put Rose to bed in Sam’s old room, but she seemed bizarrely lively tonight, which was strange. It wasn’t even a full moon. It wasn’t so bad, though, as Leif always loved an opportunity to play her role as aunt, and was always happy to take her out of Roxy or Sam’s hands to give them a break for a while.

There was an over-dramatic gasp and Roxy turned to make sure Leif hadn’t gotten too drunk to safely care for her daughter, but was pleasantly surprised to just find her sitting on the couch making an assortment of goofy faces at her while Rose babbled on.

“Rosemary Clarissa Reed, how could you say such a thing?!” Leif cried in mock indignation. Rose just blew a raspberry in her face in response.

“You two ladies having fun?” Roxy asked, sitting down on the couch and taking a sip from her rum and coke.

“I would be, if your wonderful daughter stopped slandering my mother.”

Roxy scoffed. “Oh yes, Rose certainly has a mouth on her, and some very big opinions.”

“Oooh, yes you do,” Leif cooed, pulling an overexaggerated face that made Rose giggle. “You’re very politically incorrect, aren’t you, bubs? Who’s a little homophobe? It’s you! Yes it is!” 

Roxy laughed. “I think you’ve had too much to drink.”

“Nonsense, I’m practically sober. Once this little goober gets to bed, I’ll drink you under the table.”

“I’ll take your word for it. I have work tomorrow and I’d rather not be hungover for it.”

Leif ignored her and focused back on Rose. “Isn’t your ah-may so boring? You should come stay with me, I’m loads more fun.”

“I think her other mom would have something to say about that.”

“Sam can take it up with my lawyer.”

In response to that, Rose scrunched her chubby little face up in concentration and started grunting. Roxy, after multiple years of parenting an infant, knew exactly what that sound meant. Leif, however, did not. Maybe it was the drink talking, but Roxy sorta just wanted to let this play out, just to see the look on Leif’s face when she figured it out.

Leif raised an eyebrow. “What’s got you all grumbly all of a sudden, missy?”

Rose redoubled her efforts, clenching her little baby fists and grunting harder. To the untrained ear, it did sound a bit like anger noises; she would give Leif that much.

Leif turned to look at Roxy, confusion and a light helping of concern in her eyes. “What’s happening?”

Roxy grinned. “You wanna keep her, you can wait and find out.” She raised her can and took a sip, eagerly waiting for the chaos to start.

Then something happened that neither of them had expected, not even Roxy. Rose’s eyes turned from pale green to bright red and she shifted, right then and there in Leif’s arms, changing from adorable toddler into adorable wolf puppy and leaving the both of them very confused. She wasn’t supposed to be able to do that.

Roxy gently picked up her lupine daughter, looking down into her inquisitive red eyes, absolutely shell-shocked. “...Saaam?!” she called, trying not to freak out as Rose playfully nipped at her fingers.

Sam responded quickly to the cry of distress, stumbling into the room with mildly-drunk clumsiness. It didn’t take long for her to piece together what was going on. “Oh, nuts.”

“I thought you said wolves couldn’t shift at will until they were at least four?!”

Sam winced. “Yeah, generally, but Rose is a direwolf. I’ve been able to shift for as long as I can remember. She must’ve gotten the early bloomer gene from me.”

“Great…” Roxy admittedly whined, not really able to sum up much enthusiasm for this development. 

“Hey,” Sam said softly, sitting down next to her wife. “We’ll figure it out. If Carol could raise me, I think we’ll manage with this little one.”

Rose stumbled over onto Sam’s lap, attacking her fingers instead, and Roxy let out a sigh. “I hope you’re right.”

—

It was a true battle of attrition, but they finally managed to get Rose to bed at around two in the morning once they returned home. Mercifully, she shifted back once she passed out, so they were able to slip a diaper onto her to alleviate the worry of any night-time accidents. With that whole ordeal dealt with, Sam and Roxy wasted no time falling into bed and curling up under the covers.

“Well,” Sam whispered, gently hauling Roxy until she was half-splayed across her chest, face buried in the crook of her neck. “Today was fun.”

“It was certainly eventful,” Roxy mumbled, silently enjoying the smell of Sam’s skin, pressed up against her face as it was.

Sam hummed. “Yeah. Javier was cute. Maybe he and Rose will be friends once she gets a little older? They’re not that far in age.”

“At that age, a four year difference is like a lifetime. They probably won’t be able to properly relate to each other until Rose is in her mid teens, at least.”

Sam made a mildly concerned noise. “Sounds pretty lonely.”

Roxy shrugged. “It’s not so bad. I was an only child, look how I turned out. She’ll make friends at school.”

Sam was silent for a bit, but Roxy knew it was because she was too busy thinking. While waiting, she occupied herself by gently gnawing on Sam’s earlobe, because it was funny to distract her. And because the noises she made in response were quite enjoyable, and Roxy wanted to hear more of them.

“Y’know,” Sam finally responded. “We could always have another one.”

Roxy paused, getting up on her elbows to look down at her wife in the darkness. “Yeah?”

Sam smiled. “Yeah. I… I’ve been thinking about it for a while, to be honest. Just imagine it. Another little Rose running around. She’d have a friend closer to her age. She could be a big sister. I always wanted a big sister.”

Roxy rested her head against Sam’s shoulder, giving it some thought. “It’ll be a lot of work, and mean another uncomfortable phone call with my cousin, but it does sound nice.” She paused, running her hand over the soft flesh of Sam’s belly. “I’ll admit, I do kinda miss the baby bump a bit.”

Sam snorted. “Yeah?”

“Shut up, it was cute.”

“The morning sickness wasn’t. Why don’t you carry it this time?” she teased.

Roxy got back up, looking down at her wife, unimpressed. “I want you to think about why that won’t work with our current donor.”

The blonde’s face scrunched up. “Oh yeah. To be honest, I kinda forgot we didn’t just conceive Rose with lesbian baby magic.”

Roxy laughed, though it dimmed quickly. “If you really want me to carry this time, we can always find another donor,” she said, struggling to keep the reluctance from her voice. Pregnancy was not something she was eager to experience.

“No, it’s okay,” Sam reassured. “I was just teasing, I don’t mind carrying. It’s… rewarding, growing a life. Besides, it would be cool if Rose and this next one were full blood siblings.”

“Sounds like a plan, then,” Roxy decided. “If you’re sure.”

“We can talk about it more in the morning. For now, there are some more… pressing matters that deserve my attention.” She punctuated her words by running a hand down Roxy’s side, passing over her hip and squeezing the meat of her thigh.

Roxy grinned. “I think I can help with that.”

She leaned down and Sam leaned up and they collided in the middle, lips parting and tongues exploring. No matter how many times they kissed, it never got old to Roxy, her body lighting up with excitement just like the first time Sam cradled her face and brought their lips together under the moonlight. She kissed a trail down Sam’s neck, nipping and sucking on her skin and drawing out those lovely sounds again.

Sam clutched at the back of Roxy’s shirt, insistently tugging until Roxy conceded and slipped it off. She leaned back, straddling Sam’s thighs and allowing her wife to admire her.

“Have I mentioned how much I love your tattoos?” Sam said wistfully, running a hand along Roxy’s inked abdomen.

“Once or twice.”

Sam grinned and leaned up, kissing the tattoo of a phoenix on Roxy’s chest, right over the scar of the wound that nearly killed her. Then she moved a little to the right, and Roxy let her head fall back as pleasure overtook her senses. Sam knew exactly what to do to make her feel good.

It was late and they were tired, so they didn’t draw it out, finishing quickly with well-practised efficiency. For once, Rose didn’t interrupt or wake up at all, and when they were done, they were able to cuddle up together, sweaty and satisfied, and go to sleep.

It had been hard work getting to this point. They’d lost so much. Their childhoods, their innocence, many of their friends and family. They’d been bullied, attacked, beaten, kidnapped and tortured, shot, stabbed, electrocuted, mutilated, but they’d pushed through it all, and they’d finally made it to the end. A peaceful life was all they ever wanted, and they had finally achieved it. They were home, they had their pack, a beautiful daughter, and perhaps another child to come. They had lives, lives beyond the endless danger and fear and killing of the hunters’ reign. Sure, it wasn’t perfect. They both still suffered from nightmares of those darker times, still felt the pain of old wounds flaring up now and again, still mourned the loss of those they had left behind, and the world government was still undecided on many issues when it came to werewolf freedoms. But, it was life, and they were together. They always had each other, no matter what the world threw at them.

They were together, and nothing would tear them apart ever again.

THE END

            

    
        Afterword

    
    
    
    
                So! We’re finally here at the end! I’ve gotta say, it’s pretty crazy to actually be finished with Direwolf after so long. This story has quite literally been in my head pretty much 24/7 from the moment I started it back in 2022. It took over my life, and now it’s finished, so I guess I gotta find something else to do now! But first, let’s take a look back at how this all started.

Direwolf first came to life back in September/October 2022 as an idea for a very simple jock x nerd highschool romance between two characters that had been floating around my head for years. Roxy was the nerd, and Sam was the jock, and they were gonna meet and fall in love and yada yada yada. I wrote maybe 3k words of that before I had the incredible thought of “what if it had werewolves?” in the middle of a very boring Music Business class, and immediately opened a word document and slammed out 500 words of the very first scene, right then and there, instead of doing my work. Honestly, I half blame Direwolf for the fact that I failed that course, but I’d say it was worth it for the writing experience alone. Anyway, things just spiralled out of control from there.

For those of you who’ve been around since the very beginning, you may remember that Direwolf wasn’t always called Direwolf. For the first 3 chapters of its life, Direwolf was known as ‘The Social Benefits Of Befriending Woodland Creatures.’ Yeah, I know, I sucked at naming things, and at that point, the concept of a direwolf as we know them in the story today wasn’t even around yet. All that lore at the start of chapter 4 was actually the first time I thought about having multiple types of werewolves. I was really just writing by the seat of my pants at the start, honestly. But, it was around then that a larger plan began to form. I thought about the things I wanted to have happen in the story: Blaine’s downfall and transformation, Sam’s first kills and fucky shifting, the kidnapping arc, and the night of the bloodmoon. Those were the beats I wanted to hit, so the next step was to slowly bridge the way between them with character moments and little trickles of plot. Yes, it was slow paced, but it has heart god dammit!

Looking back on it all with the experience I’ve gained in this past year and a half, there are many things I would do differently, but isn’t that always the case? I had saddled myself with the requirement to get at least one chapter out every two weeks, and as such I didn’t have time to meticulously plan ahead or to ensure I was doing what I really wanted to with certain things, nor did I have the luxury of going back and changing things if I decided something was wrong. It was just pure luck that Sam’s situation as a lone werewolf allowed me to play a little fast and loose with the lore and retcon it believably, since she really wouldn’t have had a way of knowing. I will admit that there are a few small things I went back and changed from time to time, though I doubt anyone picked up on it.

If I had to choose a few things to change, I would definitely go back to act one and fix stuff up. I’d like to make Blaine less of a one-dimensional villain (a problem a lot of them have, honestly), and maybe introduce Pedro a little earlier, after Roxy and Leif’s run in with the stalker. Also make Kimberly less of a little sociopath, or at the very least do something with it instead of her just being a generic bully. In act two, I’d probably make the kidnapping arc a little less torture-porney, at least to the point to where what Emmerich’s doing isn’t just solely because he’s a sadistic psychopath. As many of you probably know, especially if you follow my tumblr, I am a whump enjoyer, I find it interesting to both write and read (although it’s a lot more harrowing when you’re not the one writing it lol), and I definitely let that part take over during that arc. There was no reason for the hunters not to try to begin training Roxy immediately, even while she was still defiant. Sure, she’d definitely still be hit with a few nasty punishments, but I feel I may have gone a little overboard with her treatment there, and I do lowkey call myself out for it in act 3 with Chris lol. Emmerich was just a nasty bastard. I’m still generally happy with how everything turned out though!

Alright, let’s talk about characters. First, Roxy and Sam, because they truly can never be separated. These two guys have been floating around my mind in some form or another for at least 8 or 9 years now, possibly longer. They weren’t always the exact characters that you see in Direwolf, but their designs were generally the same, aka girl with short dark hair and girl with long light hair. I’ve been putting them into situations for years, and honestly I don’t think I would be who I am if I didn’t have them in my head to help me process stuff. To me I suppose they represented both halves of my personality; the carefree, goofy, friendly side in Sam, and the more introverted, insecure, serious side with Roxy. Obviously their personalities in Direwolf are much more complex than that, but when they were just simple character concepts, that was generally how they played out. They are my children and I love them with my whole heart, even if I do put them into situations that they may not enjoy.

Leif was the first new character I made for Direwolf, and whoo boy there is a whole lot I could say about her. She’s probably as close as any character gets to a ‘self-insert,’ though I wouldn’t really call her that either. Direwolf, at its core, is a story about love (obviously), and I think Leif represents that quite well. Whereas Sam is the romantic love interest for Roxy, Leif is an example of a platonic love interest. Roxy and Leif aren’t partners, but one could probably be easily convinced that they are. They frequently cuddle with each other, they kissed each other because they wanted to know what it was like. They’re always there when the other needs them, totally ride or die. They’re best friends, and often refer to each other as siblings. There is a serious lack of strong friendships in most media I feel. So many of them either become romantic or are overshadowed by the romantic relationships in the media, but I really wanted to capture the beauty of true friendship with Leif. She’s been there for pretty much Roxy’s whole life, and they’ve stuck it out through everything. In a deleted scene, Roxy and Leif shared that they had a pact to marry each other for tax benefits if they were both still single by the time they turned 30. There is just SO MUCH LOVE between these two and I love them so much too.

Pedro! Everyone’s favourite DILF! As a lot of you may already know due to my ramblings in chapter notes, I did not come up with him myself! I had been idly discussing the kidnapping arc with a friend some time during act 1, and a few hours later she sent me a small snippet of writing about this detective character named Pedro Luna who had been assigned to Roxy’s case while she was missing. I loved it so much that I immediately decided to make him a character then and there. His character did change a bit through his development from that initial snippet, but that’s always the case with these things. My little shipper heart desperately wanted him and Damien to get together but the friend who designed him demanded that he remain the Token Straight™ which was really lame but we did get Valerie out of it so that’s a small plus. Anyway he’s great and I want him to be my dad. Also shoutout to Sam letting him walk her down the aisle on her wedding like she doesn’t already have an adoptive dad lmfao.

Drew is an interesting one. There were a lot of interesting ideas that went into his creation that really just weren’t utilised to their full potential due to the limits of where he was introduced in the story. While Roxy’s recovery arc was important to the development of her character going into act 3, I also didn’t want it to overstay its welcome as a much slower and less action-heavy arc of the story. Drew being introduced here was just a rough necessity as I wanted his character to be solidified as part of the group moving into act 3 as a whole but it meant that his whole “i don’t know that I’m a werewolf, let alone a direwolf” arc kinda didn’t go anywhere. Also, when coming up with his character, I failed to realise that him being a direwolf wouldn’t really change anything if the hunters didn’t know about him, so that kinda fell flat too, but that’s more on me lol. I do still really like where his character ended up in the end though, even if he wasn’t what I planned for at the start.

Clarissa, all I can say is RIP. You deserved better, but there was just no way I could rationalise the hunters keeping you alive when they were trying to lure in Sam and Drew. The only reason they didn’t kill Leif too is because she was human and they could take her in as a trainee. It was just a rough situation all around and I wish I’d done more with her character before act 3. Hell she even got written out of the kidnapping arc cuz I realised I hadn’t planned for anything for her to do in it so I sent her away on holiday. She really did deserve better. Oh, and also, in case it wasn’t super obvious, Clarissa was aroace. I also feel bad for killing off the only aroace rep but fuck dude what can you do

Now Chris is interesting. His character went through so many changes in my head in terms of my plans for him throughout act 3. At first he was just introduced as a faceless boyfriend for Damien with no plans beyond that, but then I had the thought of “what if he was actually a spy?” and then chapter 32 happened and you find out Chris is actually a little bit crazy and that was what he was going to be going forward. But then, a little bit after that, he mellows out a lot and does some self reflection, and you realise that the way he acted when Damien caught him was mostly him freaking out because he’d been caught and his relationship (that he was genuinely invested in) was ruined. It was him probably at his lowest emotional point and he lashed out because of it. From there he was just moving forward with his plan because that was his job, but he didn’t have much real motivation for it anymore aside from the sunk cost he already had. He’d already lost so much for the plan, so to not keep going would mean he sacrificed his relationship for nothing. It was around here that I decided he was gonna turncoat in the end. I don’t think Chris is a bad guy deep down. Morally grey, sure, but mostly I think he was just indoctrinated by the hunters propaganda and followed it without really introspecting on it until he actually met werewolves in a non-combat scenario. I think at his core he’s just a selfish guy. He followed the hunters because it worked for him, until he met Damien and was forced to realise that it didn’t. Yes, he eventually learned to care about how Sam and Drew were being treated, but the catalyst for those thoughts was realising that being with the hunters means he can’t have the happiness that Damien gave him, which made him reflect on the hunters as a whole and his experiences in Dewsbury. A very fun character to write, if difficult to balance his emotional and moral state lol.

Anne is pretty much the same as Chris, only instead of being indoctrinated she was tortured and conditioned to follow orders, so it was easier for her to realise that the hunters were bad as she’d never fully subscribed to their views in the first place, only followed blindly out of fear and a misplaced sense of gratitude for them taking her off the streets and out of poverty. Her character came out of nowhere tbh, I just kinda threw her in there and suddenly she was having thoughts and POV scenes and I had no say in it. Love her tho. In a better kinder world she and Clarissa would’ve been besties. 

So…. Now what? What’s next on the agenda for little old me? Well, I’ve got a few things planned, including one larger project that I am so so so excited to get started on! It’s kinda hard to describe the genre as the genre of the plot and the genre of the setting are different lol. The plan for the plot is murder mystery urban fantasy romance, but since it’s still very early on we’ll see if that changes at all. The best way I can describe the setting is sort of cyber-noir urban fantasy, if that makes sense? But the cyberpunk is pre-cyberpunk. It’s not quite there yet, hence the noir aspect, although that could also play into the plot as it’s sort of a detective thriller too. See what I mean when I say it’s hard to describe? ANYWAY if you’re like me and you want a story with a trans protagonist that isn’t just about their experience transitioning, then you might wanna check it out. I post about my thoughts and planning around it on my tumblr so give me a follow if you wanna stay up to date, but if not that’s fine, since I’ll likely post the first few chapters here whenever it’s finished. The plan is to self-publish on amazon or wherever, but if I get the chance to publish traditionally it would be cool to take that path too, so we’ll see. If you liked Direwolf at all, watch this space for the next couple years lol.

Other than that, I have a couple smaller things floating around my head, like a superhero story about cloning that’s probably gonna be quite tragic, and an idea for a roswell-esq small town alien abduction mystery that I’m going to at least attempt not to make a romance as well. In most cases just assume that there will be lesbians in my stories unless stated otherwise. In terms of the future of Direwolf, I may yet return to this beloved world of mine! I’ve teased with the idea of writing some short stories about the period during the epilogue timeskip, mainly when Roxy and Sam were embroiled in all that betting fraud, cuz that shit sounds interesting as hell. I doubt there will be a full on sequel though, Roxy and Sam’s stories are finished and they deserve their rest. If by chance there is one, it’ll likely be with a new cast of characters, but don’t hold your breath for it either.

I have also dabbled with the idea of rewriting direwolf in the future, once I’ve gained more experience. This story is my baby, and by writing it right out the gate with no experience, I feel it's been done a bit of a disservice. This world and these characters and this plot means so much to me, and if I could have the chance to rewrite it all with more experience and knowledge of the craft so it can meet its full potential, I would take it. It would likely be quite different, many details will probably change, but the core plot would remain the same, as the message and allegory it holds is quite important to me. 

Speaking of allegory, let's talk about that. Direwolf definitely takes the idea of ‘werewolves as a metaphor for queer people’ to its extreme, and it doesn’t take a genius to draw some very clear parallels between the hunters and the current state of the American Far Right. My siblings all around the world are murdered every day for who they are, and they’re often demonised by people who don’t understand them in order to foster the hatred that promotes those killings. It’s so painful to hear that news all the time and not be able to do anything about it. I think writing Direwolf was my way of getting those feelings out of me, in a way. In Direwolf, the werewolves were eventually able to fight back against their oppressors and overcome them. I guess it was just a projection of what I’d like to see happen in the real world, though ideally with less violence. I’d just like things to get better so I don’t have to be scared to walk down the street as a trans woman, especially with the way those primarily American ideas are starting to slowly trickle into the Australian far right as well.

Wow, got a little personal there, huh? But hey, these are my feelings, and they were important in the creation of Direwolf, so I feel they’re also important to record here. Direwolf is obviously a very personal story to me, so it makes sense that my feelings around it would get pretty personal too.

I think that’s about it! I’ve said all I really wanna say. If you’ve read all the way to the end of my ramblings, hey! Thanks for sticking around! You’re a real one. 

Thank you all for taking the time out of your days to read my silly story about werewolves and lesbians, it means so much to me that people are interested and like my work! I’d love to hear from you all again some day when I’m finished with this next project, but if not, I suppose this is adieu. Much love, everyone! Until we meet again!

❤️🐺 THANK YOU FOR READING DIREWOLF 🐺❤️

            
