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  Chapter 1 - New Team

  
  




Percy (Age 15)

August 20th, 2295

Time: 06:15




As I cracked a blurry eye open, the gray-brown fur of my mate reminded me that I was safely at home. I was cuddled against his side, using his chest as a pillow. The soft, methodical beat of his heart beckoned me to return to the land of sleep, but as much as I wished to let the siren lure me in, I knew I had to get up. I had been given a new assignment, and despite my wish to retire and live out the rest of my life in peace, I could not. I had to continue to fight because my mate’s and family’s lives depended on it. A flash of memory from just a few days ago played in my head and I tensed up, eliciting a small whimper from Anthony as I pressed on his abdomen.

“What’s wrong?” he mumbled before unleashing an enormous yawn.

“Just memories,” I sighed and sat up. The blanket dropped from my bare chest and pooled at my waist.

“About?” He nuzzled, then nipped playfully at the crook of my neck.

“The bomb.” While I enjoyed his playfulness, it wasn’t what I needed right now.

His left paw pulled me around, even though it caused it him to flinch in pain, so that I was straddling his lap and nose-to-nose with him. “Don’t. There’s nothing you could have done then or now to change what happened.”

Tilting my head up slightly, I kissed the tip of his snout. “Not like that, I promise. I was just thinking about why I have to keep fighting.”

“Oh…” He lowered his head slightly as his ears tucked back.

With my right paw, I lifted his chin up and connected my lips to his for a moment. “Hey. It’s not your fault. No matter what, I would have to keep fighting, but it won’t be for much longer.”

“I’m sorry, Percy.” Alpha Richard said. While I normally could see at least some emotion on his face, he was a blank stone to me this time. I’d never seen him be so cold and indifferent to me. “While I greatly respect the work that Doctor Rosenthal has done—especially everything he’s done for my best sniper—I have to agree with General Todbringer on this. You need to get clearance from Doctor Locke before I can allow you to retire for mental health reasons.”

My heart sunk as I hung my head. “I understand.”

“However, I will allow you to retire as soon as we’ve finished securing the last bit of territory we’ve gained. I even have your paperwork filled out.” I looked up to see the completed paperwork, with the exception of the effective date and Alpha Richard’s signature. “Since the Canadian army has taken over North Dakota and built up a large defensive force to keep the border secure, this will be our last push north. We will not be invading Canada as was originally planned. The Canadian wolfpacks have sided with the humans and I won’t slaughter my own kind, even if they are misguided. As soon as we’ve captured Doumson, the last human-controlled city in the state, our goal will be complete and I will allow wolves to either retire or join the other packs as they finish securing the last bit of what was the United States.”

“So I can retire as soon as we are done?” While I didn’t want to continue fighting, that at least brought a small light of hope.

“Yes.” He smiled softly. “You have done a great service to your pack, and I will ensure you are properly rewarded when the time comes.”

“Thank you, sir.” I stood up and saluted.

“Hopefully it won’t be much longer.” Anthony returned my kiss, dragging me out of my memories, then began to playfully nibble on my lip.

“Anthony…” I whined playfully. “Stop.”

He opened his muzzle to retort when a knock on our door interrupted. “Boys…I’m opening the door, whether you want me to or not, so make yourselves presentable.” I quickly slid off his lap and pulled the blanket up a bit higher as Mom’s voice came through the door.

A deep blush coursed through my body as she opened the door and I subconsciously pulled the blanket tighter against myself. The lights instantly brightened, and the entire room was fully illuminated as she stepped in and closed the door behind her. Her smile had me feeling like she had caught me with my paw in the cookie jar. “While your father and I are very grateful that the two of you have been fairly quiet about things, we feel we need to intervene. We don’t want to intrude in your personal lives, however, your brother and sister have started to ask questions about the smells coming from your room, so your father and I felt it was necessary to give you a bit of advice.”

I was absolutely ready to die. Here I was, naked as the day I was born, with my naked mate next to me, and my mother had decided now was the perfect time for a chat. Why is it always me? Every single time!

“While you two might not notice the smell, the rest of the family can. And if you step outside of the house, every wolf near you will as well. So, to keep the awkward questions away and allow you some privacy, you need to start using this.” She held up a spray bottle. Both Anthony and I cocked our heads slightly, causing them to touch slightly. “This is for your room. It’ll mask the scent of your sessions, keeping it from escaping the room. Also, we bought you a new shampoo that will help as well. It won’t mask your mark on each other, but it’ll make it so we don’t know that the both of you just mated a few hours ago.”

“MOM!” I shouted in embarrassment. How does she know it’s only been two hours?

“Sweetie, we’ve all been through this. There’s nothing to be embarrassed about.” Her smile was filled with love and it helped me relax ever so slightly, although it didn’t seem to placate Anthony as he subtly shifted away from me and his tailed slipped off my lap. “It’s better that we tell you this now and give you a chance, instead of letting you walk out of the house and reporting for duty, reeking of—” She motioned her paw towards us.

“Thanks, Mom.” My tone was anything but thankful. “Can we have some privacy now?”

“Of course.” She winked and set the spray bottle down, with a bright red and yellow label saying ‘Mate-A-Way Extra Strength’, on the dresser to her left. “I’ll just leave this here. Your brother and sister will be up in a few minutes, and unless you want to risk having to explain the birds and bees to them, I recommend you both get a shower.” With that, she turned and left us to our embarrassment.

As soon as the door slid shut, I let out a whine and buried my face in my paws. “Why does this always happen to me?”

“Us,” Anthony corrected. “Why does this always happen to us?”

It had been the morning after the attack on Anthony that we had decided to take the ultimate step to becoming mates. It had started off as a bit of an act of desperation to finish the mating process, but then quickly turned into several hours of love and passion fueled by hormones. Despite Uncle Dominick’s warning that Anthony needed to take it easy and heal, we had done exactly what he’d said not to do. Anthony and I had stayed holed up in our room for the last several days, only leaving to go to the restroom or so I could get food for both of us. I thought I had been clever by saying that I was concerned for my mate and didn’t want to leave his side unless I had to, but apparently that wasn’t good enough and we had been caught red-pawed.

I dragged my paws down my face with another defeated sigh. “At least they aren’t freaking out. I guess we should be thankful for that, at least.”

“Do we really stink that bad?” Anthony sniffed himself and then me. “I don’t smell it.”

“Well, your nose is better than mine.” I pointed at my defective nose. “But if Mom is saying they can smell it, they can definitely smell it.” With that, I slid out of bed and walked up to our dresser. I grabbed the bottle and gave it a test spray into the air. As soon as the scent hit my nose, my eyes widened as I recognized the scent. My heart pounded so hard I could hear it.

I know this smell. Oh my god! This can’t be!

“Do you recognize this smell?” I walked up and gave another squeeze of the bottle in front of Anthony.

Anthony’s ears shot up and his fur puffed up a bit. “No! This can’t be!”

I was right! I had picked up this scent so many times coming from my parents’ bedroom, the living room, even the kitchen. Practically everywhere in the house had smelled like this at some point. I never really paid any attention to it, just dismissing it as either my imagination or one of my parents using an air freshener to make the house smell nice, but now I knew. “I’m surprised I don’t have more siblings.” I blurted out.

“Me too.” Anthony whined as he pulled on his ears. “Just spray the room and let’s go take a shower.”




*




“Please be safe.” Anthony hugged me for the millionth time. “I’ll be with Mom and our siblings the entire time. Todbringer won’t ever have the opportunity to try anything again, so just focus on what you have to do to keep yourself and your team alive.”

“I will.” I returned his hug and kissed him for a heartbeat before pulling away. “I love you.”

I turned and walked towards the line of APCs. I pulled my rifle off my back as I reached my assigned vehicle and slid into the back. The usual mix of indifference and a bit of malice greeted me, but it didn’t matter to me anymore. These wolves were necessary for my mission and nothing more. I would do everything in my power to protect them if only so that I could see the day when my family and I could leave the pack and live our own lives. As I scanned the faces of my newly assigned team, I caught the eye of one familiar muzzle.

“Alright, team,” Captain Matthews said. The vehicle rocked slightly as we took off. He did his best to stand up at the very front where we could all see him. “Our mission for the next month is simple. We are to push into and secure as much of Doumson as we can. And by secure, I mean we are going to level as many buildings as possible. Barnes and Rogers, I expect perfection on this. I don’t want any half-assed explosions and buildings left partially standing. When I say I want them leveled, I mean there better be nothing left! Sanders and Young, you will be on escort detail. You are going to be carrying all the explosives and protecting Barnes and Rogers. And finally, the wolf of the hour. Rosser! You’ll be our eyes and our main line of defense.”

“Wait!” Sanders shot up from her seat, slamming her helmet on the roof. “You can’t seriously be expecting us to put our lives in this fleshbag’s hands!”

“I’m not a fleshbag, you idiot,” I growled, although the anger behind that objection wasn’t what it once was.

“Yes. Your lives are in Rosser’s paws,” Captain Matthews retorted. “And to be honest, if I could clone him, I would gladly replace all of you. I don’t have to worry about him doing his job to the fullest.”

“Like he did with Captain Rosser?” Rogers spat. I pulled into myself and lowered my head.

“Shut your muzzle, Rogers, or I’ll shut it for you,” Captain Matthews snapped. “I am well-aware of the accident and the entire situation that led up to Captain Rosser being injured. If anyone is to blame for that, it is myself for keeping Private Rosser in combat far longer than he should have been. In fact, any other wolf would have collapsed from exhaustion had I kept them out as long as I had Private Rosser!”

He’s still defending me? I looked up at Captain Matthews in shock. I had expected to be coming back to a less than warm welcome from him, yet here he was, acting his usual self when introducing a new unit to me.

“Well, I don’t trust him.” Sanders said as she sat down.

“And I didn’t want you on my team, yet here we are,” he spat back. “I expect you to do your job without any further complaints. I also expect you to treat Rosser as one of your teammates and a fellow member of the pack. If you have a problem with that, I suggest you leave right now.” He pointed to the back of our still moving APC.

To my surprise, no one even glanced towards the door. There was some quiet grumbling, but it sounded like they were all going to stay put. I don’t really care what they think about me, but it will be nice to be treated like a teammate. It’ll make things easier.

It wasn’t long before the sounds of gunfire echoed in the distance and Sanders chanced poking her head through the Hell Hole. As she opened the porthole, the sounds became amplified, and it was obvious that we were far closer to the combat than I thought and would be joining it at any moment. As if the driver had read my mind, the car came to a stop as the back door and ramp opened up, giving us a straight shot into cover behind a large building. Being at the back, I was the first one out. I ducked low as I ran the short distance into the small alleyway that we were backed towards. Once safe, I crept back to the entrance and peaked around the corner. It was chaos. Barricades ran the entire length of the road and there was gunfire coming from nearly every one of them. I pulled back into the safety of the alley as a bullet bit into the side of the wall a meter above my head. The rest of my team exited at a much slower pace, which I was certain wasn’t winning them any points with Captain Matthews. Once they were in the alley, they all began double-checking their gear and waiting for orders. Knowing Captain Matthews, I took the initiative as I spied a fire ladder at the back of the alleyway.

“There’s no way we are going to survive a direct frontal assault.” Confidence coursed through me. “I need cover fire just long enough to get on the roof. Once I can find a better solution, I’ll radio in and cover you as best as I can.”

There was more murmuring and a complete lack of action from any of them as bullets continued to whiz past the entrance of our hiding spot. Captain Matthews spoke up. “What are you all waiting for? Rosser needs cover fire. We can’t stand here all day and debate about it. Either you start shooting, or I’m pushing you out there to draw the enemy’s fire. The choice is yours.”

It took only a second before Barnes and Rodgers moved forward and began to take turns firing shots around the corner. I took that as my cue and quickly scaled the two-story building. As I reached the top, I slowed down and peaked over the edge. There was a large air conditioning unit right in front of me, which gave me the perfect cover to finish climbing. Once I was on the roof, I slunk along on my belly, peaking up just enough to see where I might use cover from nearby buildings. There was a spot in the far-left corner that looked to be perfect and I slithered my way there. Once in my chosen cover, I cautiously sat up and took in my surroundings. The building next to me had perfectly hidden me from the main road and offered me the opportunity to stand up fully. Taking the chance, I stood up and peeked around the corner for a split second. From my new position, I couldn’t see any way to get to the barricades other than going directly through them. With a frustrated sigh, I turned to move back to the ladder when something caught my eye in the alley between my building and the building I was using for cover. There was a maintenance hole almost directly below me. If that goes where I think it does…

“Captain Matthews,” I called as I keyed up my radio. “There’s a maintenance hole right below me. If that leads to the sewer, we might be able to use it to bypass the barricade all together and possibly even blow it up. I can’t tell where it leads to from here or if there’s anyone down there. However, I don’t see any other option of getting around these fleshbags.”

“Alright. We’ll give it a shot,” he replied. “Can you give us cover?”

“No need, sir. There’s an A/C unit at the top of the ladder and I’m completely shrouded by the next building. Just crawl along the roof and you’re perfectly safe.”

His response came in the form of the clanking of claws on the metal fire escape as my team began to scale the ladder one by one. It took a few minutes for everyone to gather near me and we had to huddle close to stay hidden. Unfortunately, there wasn’t a ladder on this side, so we would all have to scale down the building. I was the only one with a roof anchor, so we would have to go one by one again. With the anchor in place and a few test tugs given to the rope, Captain Matthews sent everyone down. However, when it was my turn, he placed a paw on my shoulder and pulled me back. “You’re staying up here. You’re useless down there, and if they are waiting for us, I can’t afford to lose you. Stay up here and take out as many of those fleshbags as you can, but don’t draw attention to yourself. Once we’ve secured a new area, I will personally come back for you.”

“Yes, sir.” I had faith that he would, but at the same time, I suddenly felt terrified being alone up here. Never before had I felt the need to be right with my team for safety. As Captain Matthews slid over the edge, I clutched my rifle tighter and my whole body shook.

I can’t do this. I can’t be here by myself against an entire army!

“Of course we can. We’re a wolf, not some pitiful fleshbag who pisses themselves when faced with danger,” the wolf in my head said. I had hoped he had disappeared, but here he was, as clear as ever. “We’ve been ordered to take out all of those fleshbags down there.”

“No,” I whispered. “I’m not going to slaughter them. My job is to protect my team. That’s it. I’m done killing needlessly. I’m not a monster.”

“We’re a wolf! Those fleshbags are a threat to our pack—to our mate!” I felt a fire building within me at that, but it quickly puttered out as I shook my head.

“They aren’t a threat. They are just trying to defend themselves from us.” I shook my head again, slid down onto my ass, and hugged my rifle to my chest. “I don’t want to kill anymore.”

“Pathetic! If Claws and Tools were here, they would think we had lied to them. That we are a fleshbag. Remember what Claws said. Do you want him to come back?”

My rifle began to shake noisily in my paws. “N-no…I’m not a-a fleshbag…please—”

“It’s them or us. Whose lives are more important? Our family’s, or some random humans’ who, given the chance, would kill us all? Choose!” He snapped.

“Please be safe, big brother.” Jeffery hugged me.

“Remember, don’t do anything rash. Keep your head low and don’t draw attention to yourself,” Dad said. “Do your job. Nothing more and nothing less.”

“I—“ I moved my rifle to use the ledge as support. I took aim at the farthest human from me, hoping that I wouldn’t draw much attention to myself. Tears filled my eyes as I squeezed the trigger. “I’m sorry.”
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  Chapter 2 - Conflicting Orders

  
  




Percy (Age 16)

October 15th, 2295

Time: 04:01




Even wrapped in extra layers, I was still freezing cold. My birthday was off to a great start! I had been holed up in this tower, keeping watch since shift change at 20:00 yesterday. The snow had started around midnight and, despite my pleas for it to stop, it continued to fall, blanketing everything in white. Not only had I grabbed every spare uniform I could find, I had even scavenged the jackets off of the few corpses left near our current stronghold. And while they were definitely not the right size for me, I had taken a few pairs of socks and a fleshbag’s shoes because my foot paws hurt so badly I was afraid I would lose them to frostbite. As movement in the distance caught my eye, I raised my rifle and began to take aim. Darting around vehicles and other debris was a human female carrying a small child in her arms and a young boy trailing behind her. They were clearly not a threat, as they were unarmed and poorly clothed. They weren’t even running towards us, but away, most likely trying to find a warmer and safer space to hide in until we eventually found them. I took aim and began to lead the woman. I really didn’t want to kill them, especially not the innocent children, but I had to. There were more lives at stake than theirs and I didn’t even know them.

“Happy fucking birthday to me,” I sighed as I steadied my breathing to take my first shot.

“Rosser!” Captain Matthews called from behind me, breaking my concentration. I quickly lost sight of my targets.

Thank you! I lowered my rifle and turned around, saluting him. “Yes, sir?”

“At ease,” he said. I instantly relaxed, returning to hugging myself for warmth. “Rosser…Percy, how are you doing?”

“Cold, sir,” I immediately answered.

“That’s not what I mean, and you know it.” He huffed, creating a small cloud from his nostrils. “I want you to be honest with me and speak freely. Nothing you say leaves us.”

“Not good, sir.” I lowered my head in shame. “I almost just killed an innocent woman and her two small children. On top of it all, it’s my birthday. If I’m being completely honest, I would rather be home or in a jail cell than out here, sir. I can’t keep fighting for much longer.”

“So you’ve reached your limit.” There wasn’t any accusation or malice in his voice; he was merely stating a fact.

“Far beyond it.” I raised my head to look him dead in the eyes. “If I didn’t have a family to return to, I would have ended it all months ago. And to be honest, sir, even that is coming to the point where it isn’t worth it anymore.”

“If you were in my position, what would you do?” he asked. He was actively trying to hide his emotions from me, but judging from the small twitches of his tail and ears, along with the constant shifting of his eyes, he was clearly having an internal struggle of his own.

“Nothing, sir,” I said. My voice lost the last of its emotion. “You and I both know that Todbringer won’t allow me to retire or even have a non-combat position back home.”

“As bright as ever.” He chuckled, but it was anything but happy. “I knew you were done the day you hopped into the APC. I fought and argued with Todbringer for hours that evening. I’m honestly surprised he’s let me keep my position and still be in charge of you. It’s clear you aren’t my sharp-eyed hawk anymore. Your talons have been clipped and I don’t want you on my battlefield anymore.”

“Sir?” My heart thundered in my chest. “I assure you I’ve—”

“I know you’ve been doing your duty and I trust you will continue to follow any order given to you. And I respect that. Out of all the wolves I have ever served with, you are one of the few that I would truly trust my life with.” His emotions rolled off him like waves along the shore. “I’m going to give you an order that I rightfully can’t give. If it is found out I gave you this order, both of our lives are forfeit.”

“Sir?” I took a step back, cocking my head to the side.

“I am ordering you to miss any shot that would not immediately result in the death or injury or another wolf. This also applies when there is another wolf around that would be able to tell that you intentionally missed. I won’t have you risking your life more than you already are.”

“But, sir—”

“That’s an order, Private!” He snarled out that last part as a few tears fell from his muzzle. “I expect you to carry out all of my orders, even if that means going against General Todbringer’s standing orders to kill every last fleshbag. And I will do everything in my very limited power to get you off of the frontlines.”

“Sir, I can’t! I have a family to protect!” I protested and took a step towards him, which was a big mistake.

He drew his pistol and aimed at my head. “If I have to kill or—” He adjusted his aim to the center of my chest. “—permanent cripple you to protect you and your family, I’ll do it. But I would rather see you happily retired and living out the rest of your life. You’re a damn good wolf and the only human I’ve ever respected.”

A growl slipped from my chest at that insinuation.

“You can stop with that. Everyone knows what you truly are. We were all ordered to call you a wolf, even though you aren’t. I’m trying to save you because I can’t continue fighting, knowing that you are killing your own kind out of some misguided thought that you are a wolf. Although I must say that I’m glad you’ve been on our side because I wasn’t lying when I said I would replace anyone in our team with a copy of you. You’re a fierce fighter and honestly scary at times. When you were first assigned to me, I thought I was being punished by having the worthless fleshbag pushed onto my team. Then I saw you in action…and there’s something different about you. You’ve taken your human and wolf instincts and turned them into something I’ve never seen before. You don’t have our senses, but you’ve seen and heard things that even I missed. You’re more than the human and wolf inside you. And I don’t want you to lose that.” I had never seen him display so much emotion before. “So please, as your captain and friend, I’m asking you to hold on to yourself. I don’t enjoy seeing the broken soldier standing in front of me. Follow me in this last fight and let me protect what’s left of your humanity.”

“Okay, sir.” I took another step forward as he lowered his pistol and closed the gap between us. He pulled me into an embrace, and I returned it with as much passion. “I’ll follow your orders one last time.

“Thank you, pup. You’ve got too much to live for to let Todbringer and this war kill you now,” he whispered.




~ October 21st, 2295 13:23 ~




“Hawk, we are moving in,” Young said quietly over the radio.

“10-4, I’ll cover your rear and advise if I see any movement,” I replied as I scanned the building my team was entering.

This was the third building today we had been ordered to level. To me, it seemed like a waste of materials, especially if the plan was to occupy this city and turn it into our final home, but Todbringer had insisted. My team had been doing this for the past several days. We finally had a strong foothold in the city and were advancing several blocks a day. My team was now relegated to demolishing every building we were assigned to. I was glad for the change because it made my job and following Captain Matthews’s order much easier. I had been pulled from sentry duty to working full time with my team, so not only did I get to sleep every night, I had yet to fire a single shot. The other teams had done their jobs well with clearing out the humans. Nevertheless, our demolitions experts required assistance and sniper support to keep them safe while they did their work. I stayed in my position, scanning the building and surrounding area for a few hours before the next radio report came in.

“All charges are set. We are heading out. Are we clear to extract from the main entryway?” Barnes asked.

“Standby.” I lowered my rifle, switched to my thermal binoculars, and scanned the area. My first sweep was clear, but as I was finishing up my last pass and returning my sights to the building my team was in, a thermal signature showed up.

Please be a stray animal. Please be a stray animal! I prayed to whatever deity might be out there as I switched to my rifle and homed in on the signature. “Shit!” I hissed before keying up my radio. “Hold position. I have a tango near your extraction point.” As I locked in on my target, I could only get a partial view of them as they were crouched behind the husk of a blown-up car. They were wearing large, bulky clothes, which wasn’t surprising with these freezing temperatures. One of the men held something in his hand that triggered unsettling flashbacks through my head. “FUCK! Bomber! Get away from the main entrance! Suicide bomber at the main entrance. Get the fuck out of there!” I shouted into my headset as I took aim.

“Roger that. Using extraction point three to evacuate. Will be clear in twenty seconds.”

I immediately began to count down in my head as the seconds ticked by. Why did you have to do this? I didn’t want to kill you!

“We’re clear.” Their transmission had barely registered in my ears before I sent my shot downrange. It was a surreal moment as I watched the body drop almost in slow motion, followed by a large explosion from the same position. The explosion echoed through the streets and the shock wave blew over me, blinding me for a split second.

Once the dust settled and my vision returned, I keyed up my radio. “Tango neutralized. You are clear to continue the demolition.”

It was only a few minutes later that a series of blasts boomed through the area and yet another building fell in to a smoldering pile of rubble. We still had three more buildings to demolish today, and at the rate that we’d been working, we were going to be here well into the night. With a grumble, I switched back to my binoculars and scanned the area for any more heat signatures. After several sweeps, I gave my team the all clear and they moved on. As they entered the next building, I took a chance to stretch a bit and pull out some jerky I had managed to smuggle out of the galley. “It’s going to be a long day,” I mumbled to myself.




*




As I had predicted, it was past 22:30 before the final building fell and we returned to camp. Thankfully, it was only a few blocks away, and it only took a few minutes for me to meet up with my team. Their voices echoed through the deserted streets as they neared my position. I stopped in the shadows of a side street and watched silently as they passed me, completely oblivious to my presence or their surroundings. Kneeling down, I picked up a small bit of rubble and stepped out of the shadows. I threw a piece of cement at my team and watched it sail over their heads to land just in front of them. “You’re all dead,” I said. Never had I felt so annoyed to be teamed up with anyone before. “You’re so loud I’d be surprised if anyone in the city didn’t know exactly where you are.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Sanders snarled. She had quickly become the ringleader of the rest of my team, and they all followed her like obedient little pups.

“That if I had been an enemy, all of you would be dead right now.” I crossed my arms. “Not a single one of you knows what your surroundings are. I could have easily thrown a grenade instead of a rock, or I could have had a bomb strapped to my chest and none of you would have known until it was too late.”

“Psh. Like you could take out any of us,” she said haughtily.

My voice dripped with disdain as I pointed at the bit of rubble. “I just did, Private. All of you are so wet behind the ears, I’m surprised you know how to put on your uniforms. Do all of us a favor and lose that immortal attitude you have. You aren’t safe until you are inside the walls of camp, and even then, an ambush can happen at any time. Your attitudes are going to get more than just yourselves killed.”

“We’re not wet behind the ears!” she growled. “We’ve got tons of experience under our belts. We aren’t some young little fleshbag, like you.”

“I’ve been on the battlefield since I was twelve. I killed my first human when I was ten.” I stated the facts bluntly, although I wasn’t proud of that anymore. “I’ve seen more rookies die from arrogance than you can imagine. You might be older than me, but you are still green, and it shows. Like I said, do us all a favor and lose that attitude.” I pushed past her and walked towards the camp entrance in the distance, where a figure was walking our direction.

“Why you little flesh—” With my back turned, I could only guess, but I knew she was swinging her paw back to attack me.

“Rosser!” Captain Matthews shouted. “What took your unit so long?”

“I don’t know, sir,” I said. I stopped in my tracks and turned around to see Sanders trying to hide what she had been about to do. “From my position, I couldn’t see anything that would have caused such a slowdown. Any other team would have had this finished before the chefs began to prepare dinner.”

“We’re moving as fast as we can,” Sanders snarled as she stepped forward, putting herself closer to Captain Matthews than I was. “My team is doing our job properly, and there’s no way it can be done faster with all the resistance we’re up against.”

“Rosser?” Captain Matthews tilted his head.

“There was only a single shot fired the entire day, sir.” I stepped forward to be side by side with her. “I fired that shot, killing a suicide bomber that was targeting the team.”

“Any of us could have handled one little fleshbag. There wasn’t anything special that you did!”

“Shut your muzzle, Private. I’m talking to your team leader,” Captain Matthews snarled as he doubled in size.

“He’s not the—”

“Rosser is your superior in every way imaginable, Private.” Fire blossomed in his eyes as he cut her off. “If he says that the job should have been done hours ago, the job should have been done hours ago. Unlike you, Rosser has been out here for many years and has worked directly with all of my demolition teams. He knows the job better than the rest of you combined. I expect you to be done before sunset tomorrow or I’m shipping all four of you to the frontlines, where you can see what it’s truly like to be in danger. I can easily get a more competent team to work with Rosser to complete the job. Do I make myself perfectly clear?”

“Yes, sir.” She was visibly shaking as he towered over her.

“And if I catch you even thinking about assaulting Percy again, I’ll personally cuff you and drag you by your tail to Todbringer for treason. Return to your barracks immediately.” He dismissed her by spitting on the ground in front of her foot paws. “Rosser, please join me. We need to discuss your team’s mission for tomorrow.”

Once the rest of my team walked past and through the camp entrance, Captain Matthews turned and we made our way towards the command tent. He fumed silently the entire walk, and we were barely inside the tent before he let it all out. “Those worthless mutts!”

“Why did you do that?” I took a step away from him and let my anxiety show. “They didn’t like me before. Now they are going to hate me.”

“That might be so, but they had to hear it.” He growled as he tugged at his ears. The other wolves in the tent were awkwardly trying to ignore us. “This is Todbringer punishing me for defending you. That team should never have made it past Basic. He specifically promoted them and assigned them to me when he announced that you were returning. Neither of us should have to deal with them. They aren’t even worth the gear they’re carrying.”

“So, what do you expect me to do about it?” I sighed at our predicament. “It’s clear you want me to lead them, but I’m still just a private first class.”

“You shouldn’t be. You have the experience and knowledge to lead a team. You should be at least a lieutenant by now, but I think we both know why you aren’t.” He sighed and made his way over to a desk. There were several maps displayed on it with red circles on certain buildings. “I’m supposed to have these five buildings down tomorrow, but that clearly won’t happen with the way this team moves.”

“So…” I had a bad feeling about where this was going.

“You will not like this, but I’m taking you out of your nest. I want you down on the ground with them. Keep your radio line open and I’ll talk to you on a separate channel. I want them to know that I’m listening to everything they say, and I expect you to get the job done, even if you have to do it yourself, which probably would be faster anyway.” He sighed as he slumped into his chair. “If they give you any issues, I’ll send the MPs to take them all in for dereliction of duty.”

“Do I get a say in this?” I hung my head, already knowing the answer.

“No. I need to get this job done to keep the general off both of our tails. This is the only way it’s going to happen.” He rubbed his temple.

“I understand, sir. I’ll do my best.”




*




“We have three more buildings to go, and it’s almost noon. Move your tails before I move them for you,” I growled. I was already halfway towards our next target; my team trailed several meters behind me.

“Slow down!” Sanders huffed, clearly winded.

For the first building of the day, I stood back and watched my team fumble around like a bunch of newborn pups trying to crawl for the first time. Their teamwork was beyond pathetic, and I now understood why it had taken so long for them to plant a simple series of explosives. They had to sit and debate every little thing, from where to plant the explosives to how much wire they needed for a detonator. I had never been fully trained on demolitions, but I had picked up a lot from the teams I had worked with over the years, and it was infuriating watching them. At the second building, I snapped and ripped the wires out of Barnes’s paws and showed them how to quickly measure a decent length. It took us a fifth of the time to take down the second building, but we were still behind because of the delay on the first.

“Speed up!” I growled. “We aren’t going out for an afternoon stroll. We have a job to complete, and the pack is expecting us to get it done. If you can’t handle that, I’ll have Captain Matthews send a team to escort you back to base where you can explain to Alpha Richard and General Todbringer why you couldn’t complete a simple mission.”

The rest of the day continued exactly the same. Constant moaning and bitching about how heavy the gear was, that I was going too fast, that it wasn’t how they had learned in boot camp. Any excuse Sanders could think of, she bellowed out, and her little drones just nodded and agreed with her. I was willing to bet my right arm that if I removed Sanders from the team, I could get the other three working at least somewhat efficiently. It’d take a lot longer than this raid would last for them to get to the same level of efficiency as my other teams, but they had the capabilities if only they’d stop blindly following their leader.

Even with Sanders’s not-so-subtle attempts to sabotage me and thus the mission, we were able to meet our sundown deadline. I had to rig up an entire building myself at the end, but we had successfully completed our mission on time. As I entered our base through the main gates, with my team trudging behind me, a somber Captain Matthews greeted us.

“Rosser, come with me. The rest of you are dismissed,” he said.

“Finally. We can get away from the crazy fleshbag!” Sanders groaned as we went our separate ways.

Captain Matthews stayed quiet as we walked through the camp. He wasn’t leading me to the command tent, though. It looked like he was taking us back towards the supply tents. “What’s wrong, sir?” I asked.

“Privacy first” was his only response as we continued to walk past the tents and towards the southernmost wall. Once we were at that barrier, and well away from any prying ears, he finally turned to face me. His ears, whiskers, and tail drooped. “Rosser…Percy…”

I gulped. He never calls me that unless it’s something very personal. What did I do? What’s wrong? Did Todbringer find out about his orders?

“I…we were expecting a new medical team to arrive today. However, the convoy was ambushed, with the medical trucks being the primary target.” My heart dropped to my stomach as he spoke.

“Don’t you dare say what you’re about to say!” Tears blurred my vision. “Please, don’t.”

“I’m sorry. Your uncle was in one of the trucks.”

“NO!” I shook my head. This wasn’t happening. I was going to wake up and this entire day would all be just one bad dream.

“We had thought the route was fully secured, so the convoy was only lightly guarded. Most of the convoy didn’t survive.” He placed a paw on my shoulder in comfort, though it did nothing for me. “I’ve arranged it so that you are escorting the return convoy that will be transporting your uncle’s body. You’ll leave tomorrow morning and be back here in three days. I wanted to give you more time to grieve, but that’s the best I could do. I’m sorry.”

I’m being punished again. Everyone I care for is being taken from me one life at a time. What did I do to deserve this?

“You became a monster,” the little boy’s hollow voice echoed in my head. “It’s all your fault.”
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  Chapter 3 - Celebration Of Life

  
  




Percy (Age 16)

October 25th, 2295

Time: 10:28




The entire family had all gathered at my parents’ place. This was the first time since moving to Rapid City that we were all together. Unfortunately, it wasn’t to celebrate anyone’s return home alive. It was to honor and remember my uncle. While no one was exactly happy, they weren’t sad and depressed as I was. While I hadn’t liked Uncle Dominick at first and he’d clearly hated me initially, we had grown so close; now, in an instant, it was all gone. 

A paw gently ran through my fur, drawing me from my latest round of memories. I looked up to see a sad smile crossing my mother’s muzzle.

“I understand it’s hard, especially for you,” she said. “And I’m sure seeing all of us talking so lightly and laughing about the past isn’t helping you, but that’s what this is about. Remembering the better days. Remembering the Dominick we all loved and hated at the same time.”

“I—I can’t. It hurts too much.” I clenched my eyes shut as I turned my head in shame. “He…he was…”

“A right old pain in the tail, but an amazing doctor who cared for you with all his heart,” Dad added in.

“Not with all his heart.” I shook my head and a sad smile started to form. “There was a wolf he cared more for.”

“Dominick cared for someone else?” Aunt Amanda said in shock. “Who was he seeing? He never smelled like another wolf. There’s no way we wouldn’t have known.”

“Not like that. More like…he cared for someone as if they were his pup,” I said.

“Who?” Dad asked.

“Who’s been your doctor since you joined the pack?” I asked Dad.

“Dominick.” He cocked his head.

“He’s a pediatrician. So, wouldn’t you get a new doctor once you turned sixteen?” I continued.

“I never really thought about it.” Dad’s head tilted even further as his ears perked up.

“Why would a pediatrician insist on keeping an adult as his patient? Why would he insist on being the doctor assigned to take care of your team when they were injured? Why would he treat you so differently from every other wolf in the pack?” 

His eyes widened in shock. “But I’m not…”

“He never told you, but he told me shortly after Anthony and I got together.”

“I’m glad you and Anthony fixed things. A lonely wolf is a danger to themselves,” Uncle Dominick said. He continued to poke and prod at me, writing his findings as he went along. “Even your father needed someone when he was rescued, although he all but refused it.”

“What do you mean?” I asked before opening my muzzle wide for him.

“As you know, your father was only twelve when he was rescued. He was a stubborn, rage-filled preteen with only vengeance on his mind.” He examined my throat, then moved on to my ears. “I was fairly new to the pack back then as well and had only recently started working as a pediatrician. Three other doctors saw him, but he refused to say a word to them. No matter what they tried, he wouldn’t talk. And any time they would try to get near him to examine him, he would growl and snap. It was then that I met him for the first time. They decided to let the ‘young blood try to tame the feral wolf,’ as they put it.”

“They called him that?” I chuckled at the thought of my dad acting like a feral animal.

“Yep.” He laughed. “So, me being young and cocky, I went in there with a mild sedative in my paw. It took about half an hour of wrestling and trading blows before I managed to get your father in a headlock long enough to dose him. Of course, even that didn’t work out. He only got about half the dose before he jerked enough to get out of my hold, and I ended up injecting a small amount into myself as well. A few seconds later, we were both acting like we were stoned, but I was finally able to get him to talk.

“We sat on the floor of the exam room for several hours as we just talked about life. Eventually, it got around to the medical questions and he clammed up a bit, but he didn’t resist or fight as I examined him and continued to question him.” He had stopped his prodding and was gazing off into the void. “In the end, he had a few broken ribs, and I had to rebreak his right arm because it hadn’t healed right, but he never fought me. It seemed as though we had connected. An appointment that should have lasted an hour at most had taken the entire day, but your father was the better for it—and so was I.”

As I retold the story to everyone, my father went completely silent. His ears folded back flat against his head, and his eyes were as large as dinner plates. His quivering tail completely curled around his waist. Mom moved to his side and rubbed his back, trying to be his support as I continued my story.

Uncle Dominick sat on the exam table next to me and pulled up a photo album on his computer. It was filled with pictures of my dad. “After that ordeal, I was officially assigned as his pediatrician. I had scheduled appointments with him every three days for that first month because I wanted to keep an eye on him. Making sure he was healing physically as well as mentally. Naturally, he physically healed up by our fifth visit, but I never saw any improvement in his mental health. He refused to see a therapist or psychiatrist. I had tried to reason with him, but as you know, when your father puts his mind to something, he won’t ever change it. I rescheduled his appointments so he had to see me every other day. At first, he tried to get out of them by not showing up, so I talked with Alpha Richard and we arranged to make sure your father made it to every appointment on time. Eventually, he started to talk because it was better than both of us sitting in silence for an hour every other day. He was coming up to the end of his first month with us when I learned no one had adopted him yet and he was still living in the barracks with the soldiers. Had he been a human, he would have been in an orphanage, being properly taken care of until he was of age or adopted, but us being wolves, we didn’t have that. There were never orphaned pups. Even when we rescued one from the humans, someone would immediately take them in. Xander had refused, though. He told me he wouldn’t let anyone adopt him because no one could replace his father.”

“He didn’t want to be adopted?” I cocked my head as faded memories flashed in my mind of me saying something similar.

“Yeah, which was a big problem for the pack.” Uncle Dominick continued flipping through the pictures of my dad. “He needed a guardian, even if he didn’t want one. I had tried to convince him that just because he was adopted, it didn’t mean he would have to forget his father, or even call his adoptive family ‘mom’ and ‘dad.’ But as always, he refused. After being with the pack for two months and still not being adopted, I knew I had to do something, so I went to Alpha Richard again. I probably spent most of the day talking with him and working things out.” As he flipped past the next picture, it changed to a document. “I adopted your father without him knowing, and he still doesn’t know to this day. I arranged it with Alpha Richard that I would be your father’s legal guardian, but he would never know. We kept his last name as Rosser so he wouldn’t accidentally find out. I signed him up for military school and made sure he would have a permanent bunk in the barracks, instead of constantly being moved around as wolves came and went from missions. The wolves assigned to maintaining the barracks would report to me at the end of each month with things that he needed, like clothes and supplies. With my paycheck, I would buy him everything he needed, as well as some small trinket. Everything would be boxed up and delivered to him as if it were coming directly from the warehouse that supplied all the soldiers. He was my son, even though I couldn’t call him that to anyone but Alpha Richard. I watched him grow up, but when he turned sixteen and enlisted, I panicked. If he got a new doctor, I would never get to see and talk with my little boy again. I went to the head of the hospital and made less than idle threats because I wanted to keep my little boy as my patient. Alpha Richard had to come in and calm things down because I was going postal. Eventually, it was agreed that I would continue to be his doctor and they would make up some excuse if anyone ever asked. Since then, I’ve always been his doctor and by his side when he needed it. I could never give him the love I wanted to, but I was happy with what I could provide.”

While I told them the story, I pulled up the photo album and adoption paperwork that Uncle Dominick had given me. “He loved you, like you love me.”

“He adopted me?” Dad had sat down, and the room was so quiet you could hear a stray piece of fur drop.

“Yeah,” I said. My eyes shot wide as I remembered there was a video in the album that had been labeled specifically for him, so I’d never opened it. “Oh! He left something here for you.”

As I opened the file, the album disappeared and a projection of Uncle Dominick stood before us. He looked younger than Dad was right now. “Hey, pup. If you are seeing this, that means I’ve died. There’s been something I’ve wanted to tell you these past couple of years, but I know if I do, I’ll lose you. As you’ve clearly gone through the photo album and seen the adoption paperwork, I guess the cat is out of the bag. Yes, I adopted you. At first, it was to save you from being forced to live with a family that you didn’t want, but these past two years have changed that, and I’ve grown to love you as my pup. I know I’ll never get to hear you call me ‘dad’ and I won’t ever get to call you my pup or son, but I’m okay with that since I’ve gotten to be in your life. I’m sorry you had to find out this way, but I was afraid I would push you away and you’d be alone again. I know what it’s like to be on your own and you shouldn’t have to go through that. Please promise me you’ll find someone and live a happy life. Don’t grow old, cynical, and alone like I have. I love you, Son.”

As the projection closed, Dad stood up soundlessly and shuffled down the hall. Mom was only a few steps behind him, while the rest of us were completely still and unsure of what to do. As we all stood frozen in time, a howl of anguish burst from my parents’ room. I had only heard that howl once before, and that was when the soldiers had arrived and informed Uncle Frank and Aunt Amanda that Jules had been killed in action. Aunt Amanda had howled almost exactly like that before Uncle Frank had to catch her and take her inside. It had sounded like she was dying—and now Dad sounded exactly the same. I couldn’t take it anymore, so I hurried to his room. I wasn’t sure what I was going to do, but I felt I had to do something.

As I entered, the scene before me was one I had thought I would never see. Dad was curled in the fetal position, clutching his tail, sobbing into it. Mom was sitting on the edge of the bed, running her left claw between his ears and rubbing circles on his back with her right. She was whispering something to him I couldn’t really make out, and she stopped as I stepped into the room. I walked to the other side and sat on the edge of the bed, mirroring Mom.

I placed my paw on top of Dad’s. “I’m sorry, Dad. I should have waited until later.”

He shook his head ever so slightly but didn’t uncurl himself. “He treated me like I was his pup all the time, but I barely treated him like a friend. He loved me, yet I made him have to hide it.”

“He didn’t care that he couldn’t tell you. He was happy that you were happy,” Mom added. “Just like when you first took in Percy. You hid it from him, so he could be happy. You never held that against him, and Dominick clearly never held that against you. He loved you so much.”

“Why didn’t he tell me, though?” His sobbing had all but ended. “After he became ‘Uncle Dominick’ and part of the family officially, why wouldn’t he say something then?”

“He told me it didn’t matter anymore. It wouldn’t have changed anything, but he still feared that you would reject him and take his newly found family from him.” I pet his paw. “He was happy being our uncle because he was no longer a lonely wolf. He had a family. A pack of his own made by his pup and grandpups.”

“I was a horrible pup to him,” Dad said. “I never kept any of the little trinkets that were in those boxes. I always thought it was the supply team trying to treat me like I was some little pup, so I threw them all away. I never once stopped to even appreciate them.”

“You had no way of knowing they were from him,” Mom said. “What matters is that he was able to be a part of your life and you had an amazing friend and father looking out for you.”

“He—he really was the best father I could have asked for, even though I didn’t know it,” Dad said. He uncurled himself just enough to work his computer and fumbled around for a moment before a picture popped up in front of him. It was an old photo from Jeffery and Suzie’s third birthday party. They were both hanging onto Uncle Dominick’s arms, like monkey bars, while I stood in front of him, smiling. “I wish I could have had the opportunity to say this to you in person, but thank you for everything. I love you, Dad.”
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Percy (Age 16)

October 28th, 2295

Time: 06:40




The jeep came to a smooth stop in front of my team. Captain Matthews had briefed me on what today’s mission was going to entail while I was being brought back to our camp in Doumson. We had only one goal today, and I rightfully feared that some of my team might not make it back alive. That was the nature of these missions. With my team’s lack of experience, I hoped that by the end I would be able to report a successful mission. Clambering out, I grabbed my rifle from the gun rack, strapped it to my back, and addressed my team. “We’ve all been briefed, and I hope you all are prepared for what is to come.”

“Of course we’re prepared,” Sanders said haughtily. “Unlike you, we’re trained to fight and we haven’t been on vacation.”

I’m not ready for this. They are going to get themselves killed, and there’s nothing I can do to stop it. More lives ended just to punish me. What more do you plan to take from me? What do I have to do to stop all this bloodshed? I wish I could just end it all now.

With a heavy sigh, I pulled out Jessica’s dog tags from under my uniform. “I get that you hate me and the rest of the group follows whatever you do. I understand you feel the need to prove yourself and you think you are better than everyone else, but you aren’t. I was very green and just as arrogant as you are when I went on my first mission. My best friend was killed because of it. I suggest you learn from my mistakes quickly, otherwise this mission may well end up with you holding onto more than just your own tags. For your friends’ sake, I hope you do. As for me, I will do my part to keep you all alive, but I cannot guarantee that any of you will make it out in one piece. Our mission is to kill all the humans that are hiding in the designated building. We are to accomplish this at any cost. If that means we spend the entire day lobbing explosives into the bottom floor and leveling the building, we are going to do it. And by the time this is over, I hope you all have a better appreciation for your fellow pack member. Let’s go.”

We weren’t afforded a transport, so we had to walk the entire distance to the rendezvous point. Once there, we split up. While my teammates began to take side streets and alleyways towards our target, I headed a bit further east to where I would be making my nest. The building was too close to our target for my comfort, but it had a perfect view, so I accepted it. I would be within shooting range of the mission objective, but if my team played their part correctly, I would be less likely to be fired upon once they breached the first floor. It took me several minutes to reach my target, and my radio remained silent the entire time. I interpreted it as a good sign and began to climb to the fifth floor where I would be perching. The plan was to set up my nest properly and signal my team to begin their final approach once I was ready. That plan flew out the window as I made it to the second floor. The sounds of a firefight reached my ears, coming from the other building. I knew they weren’t targeting me because there was no possible way for the enemy to know where I was, which meant only one thing.

“Report!” I barked into my headset as I sprinted up the last three flights of stairs.

“We’re pinned down. Taking heavy fire,” Sanders barked back. “Where the fuck are you?”

So much for our little ambush! I thought angrily as I ripped my rifle off my back and took a haphazard position near one of the missing windows in the room I had entered. I scanned the small battlefield, taking in the entire situation. My teammates were all huddled behind the husk of a car being peppered with gunfire. Young sat on the ground with a pool of blood surrounding him. On the opposite side, the humans fired continuously from the windows. Two more were outside, advancing on my team.

This is bad! 

I took aim at one of the humans closing in and fired. I quickly followed up by taking out the second human; however, this had an unintended consequence. Because I hadn’t been able to prepare my nest, I wasn’t properly covered, and I began to take fire as well. I retreated towards the stairs, but as I did, a bullet pierced my left arm. A pained growl escaped my muzzle as I stumbled in surprise, although I managed not to fall. With a distressed howl, I lifted my left arm to better use my computer. I activated the emergency beacon, then keyed up my headset and immediately began to report. “Base from Demolition Team Beta. Captain Matthews, we are taking heavy fire. Young has been shot and appears to be severely wounded and I’ve been shot as well. I’m still mobile, but unable to continue fighting. We need an extraction immediately!”

“Copy that, Rosser. I will have an APC waiting for you at the planned extraction point. You are all to abandon the mission immediately,” Captain Matthews ordered.

“Negative, sir,” Sanders cut in. “We are fine. The fleshbag can run like a coward, but my team can handle this. Young is fine.”

“That wasn’t a suggestion, Private! You are to retreat, and I expect you to be at the extraction point before the APC arrives!”

“Yes, sir,” she growled in defeat.

“I’m heading there now, sir,” I said.

With some difficulty, I slung my rifle on my back and drew my pistol. I descended the stairs as quickly and carefully as I could, praying that I could escape without encountering any opposition. It seemed that nothing on this mission was going to go right because, as I landed on the first floor, I immediately began to take fire again. I dashed forward, into another room, thankfully escaping without any more holes being added to the one in my arm. With a calming breath, I popped back around and leveled my sights on the human. She was doing the same, but as she fired, her weapon malfunctioned, giving me the chance I needed. I fired three shots into her chest. I didn’t stick around to see if they downed her as I turned around and booked it. I jumped over the debris that used to be a wall and landed safely in the alley I had entered from. The lack of more gunfire gave me the assurance that I had at least disabled her. I sprinted forward and navigated through the streets.

As I made it to the extraction point, a commotion across the way had me raising my gun again. Sanders was the first one to come around the corner, followed by Barnes and Rodgers carrying Young. They were all panting but didn’t seem to be injured. Young appeared to be unconscious, but he was breathing, if labored.

“What happened?” I panted.

“He got shot!” Sanders snapped.

“That’s not what I—” I was interrupted by the loud revving of an engine as an APC rounded the corner, flying straight our way.

*Just before reaching us, it whipped around, stopping with the back door open just a few steps away. In the Hell Hole was a wolf aiming a large machine gun behind us. Just inside the APC was a snarling Captain Matthews aiming a rifle towards where we came as well. Without a word, he stepped to the side and let us in. I waited and let the rest of the team climb in before getting in myself. As soon as I was inside, the doors shut and we took off at breakneck speeds. The wolf in the Hell Hole slid back down and immediately began to triage Young. Seeing my teammate being treated reminded me I still had a bullet hole to wrap. By this point, the sleeve of my uniform was completely soaked in blood. I pulled out the small trauma sheers in my little medical pack on my hip. I had barely started cutting when a paw wrapped around mine.

“Let me,” Captain Matthews said. He took the scissors from me and cut the sleeve off my uniform. Once it was removed, I handed over the clotting kit and whimpered as he packed the wound and wrapped it to stop the bleeding. It wasn’t long before we were stopping in front of the medical tent. Young and I were both brought in as the rest of our team lingered around outside.




*




“Rosser, report,” Captain Matthews snapped. He was sitting behind a table with a battlefield map on it. Behind him stood all the other captains currently deployed, my father included.

I took a step forward, my left arm in a sling. “The mission was a failure, sir. We arrived at our designated spot at approximately 07:00 and parted ways. Following the plan you established, I made my way to the building that would be my nest. During this time, there was no radio communication between myself and the rest of the team. After reaching my destination, I began to ascend the first set of stairs I found, attempting to reach the fifth floor. I had barely made it to the second floor when I heard a large amount of gunfire coming from the building we were targeting. I called to the team to see what was happening and found they were under attack. I rushed to the fifth floor and had to immediately kill two humans actively advancing on the team. The team was pinned down and Young appeared to be injured, but I could not tell the extent from my position. As soon as I killed the humans, I began to take fire as well and was injured. At that point I radioed in our situation. I immediately followed your orders to extricate myself; as I did so, I encountered another human. I was able to shoot her, but I didn’t confirm my kill, as my priority was to make it to the extraction point on time. I arrived only moments before the rest of the team and you, sir.”

“At any point, did you order the team to change plans and attempt a direct assault instead of the surprise attack on the side of the building?” Captain Matthews asked. His tone never changed.

“No, sir. I was in complete agreement with the plan, as you had devised it. I would not have diverted from it unless the situation had rapidly changed.”

“Thank you. Sanders, report!”

I stepped back in line with the rest of my team, minus Young, who was still in the medical tent. As I stepped back, Sanders stepped forward. “The mission was a failure, sir. As we approached our designated spot, Rosser told us he wanted to change plans and he wanted us to try a direct assault. He assured us he would be in position well before we arrived and we would be able to easily breach the main entrance with him providing us with cover fire. We arrived at our destination, immediately rounded the corner, and began our assault. The fleshbags began to return fire. We were confident we would be fine as Rosser had assured us he would handle them. However, he wasn’t there. Young was shot and we were pinned down, unable to move forward, when Rosser finally showed up. A single human began to fire on him. Then the coward called in to be extracted. Despite the fact we could have completed the mission without him, we were ordered to retreat and we did that.”

“Is that how it happened?” Captain Matthews asked. His voice screamed that he didn’t believe a word she said. “Would any of you like to refute that?”

I looked to my right and the rest of my team all lowered their heads and didn’t look at Captain Matthews or me. Not a single one of them was willing to defy their leader and tell the truth. This hurt more than the healing hole in my arm. They weren’t wolves worthy of wearing that uniform.

“Are you sure none of you wish to disagree with Sanders’s report? We’re talking about someone being arrested for dereliction of duty, and if Young doesn’t survive, possibly even treason.” Captain Matthews stared down my teammates. “This is your last chance to speak up, because I honestly don’t believe a word of what Sanders has reported, other than that the mission was a failure.”

“WHAT?” Sanders snapped. “You can’t actually believe what that stupid fleshbag is saying!”

“Rosser is my eyes and ears out in the field,” Captain Matthews snapped. “I have complete trust in him and I do not question his reports. If he says that the sky is purple, you bet your fucking tail I’m going outside to see the purple sky! Now, I will ask one last time. Do any of you want to change your stories?”

He really has that much trust in me? After everything that’s happened? I looked down the line again, and once more no one stepped forward.

“That’s a pity.” Captain Matthews sighed. “Rosser, please hand me your helmet cam. I wish to see what actually happened.”

“Helmet cam?” Sanders asked. Fear had replaced the arrogance in her voice.

“Yes. Helmet cam. The one that has been in Rosser’s helmet since none of you thought it would be prudent to stop your teammate from assaulting her fellow packmate,” Captain Matthews said. “Did any of you honestly think that I would trust my best sniper with any of you after that? I’ve seen and heard everything that’s happened out in the field.”

I had barely started to hand over my helmet when Rodgers stepped forward. “Sir, that won’t be necessary. Rosser is telling the truth. It was Sanders who changed the plan after we separated from Rosser.”

At that, Barnes stepped forward as well. “It’s true. Sanders told us we were going to prove that we were better and true soldiers.”

“And none of you challenged her?” Captain Matthews’s voice was stone cold.

“No, sir,” Rodgers said as they both shook their heads.

“Pity.” Captain Matthews pressed something on his computer and eight MPs entered the tent from the right. “Barnes, Rodgers, and Sanders. For insubordination and dereliction of duty, leading to Young being paralyzed and Rosser being wounded and taken out of commission for several days, you are all hereby stripped of your rank of private and are under arrest. You will be escorted back to the pack where Alpha Richard will determine your fate.”

As he spoke, the new wolves arrested them. Once he was finished, they were escorted out. Surprisingly, Sanders never said a word or tried to resist as they cuffed her and pushed her out of the tent. Once all three of them had been escorted out, the other captains left as well, leaving me alone with my captain. He was silent for several minutes as he visibly began to decompress and relax. I was willing to stand there quietly for as long as it took; the pain medication was still coursing through my system and I didn’t really feel anything. Heaving a sigh and rubbing at the bridge of his muzzle, he stood up and walked around the table, motioning to a spot in the back corner. I diligently followed him there and sat in the chair he gestured to.

“Percy, I’m sorry that I got you injured.” He exhaled and pulled at his ears. “I realized neither of us had any control over who was assigned to our team, but it was me who sent you on that mission. I fully expected this one to turn to shit, but I never thought Sanders would go against orders. Young is expected to live, but it will be several years before he’ll be ready for the surgery to undo the damage to his spine. I’m thankful that you only received a minor injury. I’m not sure I could have controlled myself if she had gotten you seriously injured or worse.”

“Please don’t blame yourself, sir. Like you said, neither of us had any say in all of this. General Todbringer knew what he was doing, although I doubt even he would have predicted that she would pull this. He seems to enjoy torturing me, but making sure I live to endure the aftermath,” I said as memories of my younger years flashed through my head.

We were both silent for several minutes, both lost in our thoughts. Captain Matthews finally broke the silence. “I can’t send you home until you are healed. I already tried. The doctor said you’d be able to return to combat duty within a week, so my request was instantly denied.”

“That’s alright, sir. Thank you for trying.” I honestly was expecting to be told that I’d be put on watch duty. I never fathomed that I would be allowed to go home with how minor my injury was.

“You’ll be in here with the other captains and me.” He stood up and motioned for me to follow again. “You’ll be right here at the main table monitoring all the radio traffic, watching all the comm beacons on the map, and relaying any important information to us. A lot of lives will be in your paws.”

“I’ll do my best, sir.”

“I know you will. I’ve wanted to assign this job to you since you came back. With that brain of yours, I knew this would be the perfect job for you—and it will get you off the battlefield.” He gently clapped my right shoulder. “Several of the other captains have wanted it as well, but ultimately it isn’t our decision. We will try to keep you in here as long as we can, but I expect you’ll be back out in the field as soon as you are medically cleared.”

“Thank you, but why me?” I cocked my head as I looked up at him.

“You’ve got an eye for detail, which is something we need. Plus, the rest of us are swamped trying to monitor our special assignments, and we can’t monitor the main troops as best as we want to. We’ve had several wolves take the position, but none of them have been able to handle it and we’ve lost lives because of it. Regardless of their personal opinions of you, many of the others agreed you would probably be perfect for the job. You start at 05:00 tomorrow and you won’t be relieved until late in the evening and possibly well into the night, depending on how things go. Get some rest and I’ll see you in the morning.”
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“Copy that, Bravo Nineteen. I will have a medical team on standby for your arrival,” I replied before switching to the medical radio. “Medical, Command.”

“Go for Medical,” a male wolf answered.

“Bravo Nineteen has reported three patients with various gunshot wounds. Patients are reported to be stable currently. ETA of ten minutes at Gate Two.”

“Medical copies. Three injured, ETA ten at Gate Two. A medical team will be on location in seven.”

With the confirmation, I returned to monitoring all the communications buoys on the map and listening to all the radio chatter. It had only been four days that I’ve been doing this, but I’d taken to it like a fish to water. I wasn’t as apt with it as I was to firing a rifle, but it only took me a few hours to get the hang of coordinating multiple radios and using the many features of the map. It was on my second day that I was given permission to communicate and redirect resources as needed without asking a captain to issue the order. I wasn’t supposed to be doing this, but after an incident where neither of the captains I needed were available to issue orders to send out the rescue unit to save a heavily injured team, I took it upon myself to issue the orders. It was over an hour later that the two captains found out what I had done and they were both livid. The entire command tent was at each other’s throats over it until the medical unit updated us on the state of the team. They were all expected to survive. After that, it was agreed by all the captains that I was to do what was necessary to ensure that as many wolves made it home alive as possible. Since then, I’d been practically glued to my spot in the tent. I never left to use the restroom or get food. I grabbed several meal bars as I received my breakfast every morning and ate them throughout the day. It was looking like I was going to be having a cold dinner for the third night in a row, but that was fine by me. I was helping the pack, and in doing so I was protecting my loved ones while following Captain Matthew’s orders.

I know it won’t last much longer, but I really do enjoy this. If I could do this for the rest of the war, I think I could make it to retirement.

That brief glimmer of hope was incinerated as the one wolf I wished to never see walked into the tent. I had rearranged the main table so that I could watch the entrance to the tent from the far side without having to turn my back to the map and radios, so I was the first to see him enter. I continued my job but watched him as he walked directly towards me. His presence drew the attention of several of the other captains, who stopped what they were doing for only a moment as he passed by them before returning to issuing commands and listening to different radio chatter. As he made it to the other side of my table, his grin split wide. “Ah, Private Rosser. Just the wolf I was looking for.”

“What can I do for you, sir?” I kept my tone as flat as possible as I saluted him and then glanced back down at the map.

“I hear you are healing up nicely and will be cleared for combat in two days.” His disgusting smirk never left his face.

“Yes, sir. I will be clear—” As I responded, an emergency beacon lit up on the map. “Excuse me, sir. I need to address this immediately.”

“That can be handled by someone else,” he said.

“With all due respect, sir!” I raised my voice so it would carry across most of the tent. “There is an emergency situation happening right now, and it is my responsibility to ensure that it is addressed immediately. My packmates’ lives could be in danger, and it is my duty to do everything in my power to ensure they return home alive.”

The room was silent, minus the radio chatter coming from several places around the tent. Everyone, myself included, was all watching General Todbringer. To his credit, his smile never faltered as he waved his paw. “Then, by all means, please do your duty to your pack. I can wait.”

With that, I clicked on the distress beacon and activated the main communication system. “Delta Two, Command. Report.”

Several seconds went by with nothing but static filling the entire tent. “Delta Two, this is Command. Report.”

Again, I was met with nothing but static, which was not a good sign. On the map, I zoomed in on the beacon and located the closest unit to them. “Delta Four, Command. Urgent!”

“Go for Delta Four,” a female responded.

“Delta Two has activated their distress beacon and are not responding. I am sending you their coordinates. You are to divert to their location and report back immediately.” My paws were flying as I routed the necessary data to them.

“Roger that, Command. We were already diverting. There was a loud explosion a few moments ago. We’ll report back as soon as we have something.” It was clear that she was running hard as she panted into the microphone. Everyone else in the tent silently watched the map and me as the seconds ticked by. It felt like an eternity before the radio crackled to life. “Command, Delta Four! We need a medical evac immediately! We have casualties and several wounded from what appears to be a gas line explosion. We are doing our best to pull them out of the area, but there is a roaring fire near their vehicle.”

“Command copies. Medical teams and several support units are en route. ETA fifteen minutes.” I barely had that out before I was switching radios and activating several alerts on the map. “Medical, Command. Trauma Alert! Suspected gas explosion. Expect three APCs arriving in two minutes for a medical evac.”

“Copy, Command. Divert all noncritical patients to the triage tent,” the same wolf from earlier replied.

With their confirmation, I once again switched to a new radio. “APC Units Alpha Seven, Delta Four, and Foxtrot One, report to Medical immediately for an emergency evac. Information is being routed to your computers now.” With a press of a few buttons, I sent them the data and moved on to alerting a fire suppression team and a demolitions team, then rerouted several other teams out in the field to help secure the area. At last, I switched back to my main radio and set it to the proper channel. “Bravo Nineteen, Command. Urgent!”

“This is Bravo Nineteen,” the team leader replied.

“There’s been an urgent medical situation and resources are being diverted. Escort your injured to the triage tent, then send one member to Command to report.”

“Roger, Command.”

“I’m impressed.” General Todbringer drew me back from the adrenaline rush I was soaring on.

As he did, the room exploded into chaos as all the captains went back to their duties. I took a deep breath to calm my racing heart before giving him a determined smile. “Thank you, sir. It’s been an honor being able to aid my fellow packmates in this position. I wish the best for my replacement when you send me back to the frontlines in two days.”

“Yes. About that.” His creepy smile was still there, and his eyes were unreadable as usual. “There’s been a change of plans. You will be staying in your current position for the time being. I currently don’t have enough assignments that need sniper support, and you are clearly excelling in your position here. However, this is still only temporary. When I need you back, I expect you to return with no issues.”

“Yes, sir.” My smile grew wider as I saluted him. “Permission to return to my duties?”

“Granted.” He said with a chuckle.




~ December 25th, 2295 05:01 ~




It was Christmas morning and all through the camp, wolves scurried about as if it were just another ordinary morning. Walking into the command tent with my breakfast, I greeted the few captains who were not already busy with their mornings. I set my tray down on the far side of my table and began my own routine. I readjusted the map so it was facing me, standing behind the table. Then I set all the radios to the various frequencies I preferred before finally taking the first bite of my meal. While I would have loved to have been home for Mom’s Christmas breakfast of pancakes, eggs, bacon, and sausage, the burritos the chefs had made weren’t half bad.

Maybe someone other than me realized what today was.

I went about my normal routine of taking bites of my breakfast between radio calls. It had thankfully been a quiet morning, and I managed to finish with my meal still warm. Maybe I’ll have somewhat of a merry Christmas after all. The thought had barely crossed my mind when the tent door opened and Krampus himself walked in. I didn’t say it out loud! Why do you insist on tormenting me?

“Good morning, Rosser.” General Todbringer’s voice sent a shiver down my spine.

“Good morning, sir.” I saluted him. “What can I do for you?”

“I’m glad you asked,” he said. His toothy grin twisted my stomach in knots. He moved his paws and took control of my map, turning it to face him. He zoomed in on the northeastern most part of the city and began circling areas. “I’ve been displeased with the progress in this sector and I’m going to be leading a full-on assault. It’s Christmas, so what better present to give the troops than to be led directly into battle by their general?”

I knew he was trying to get a response from me, so I kept my emotions behind a steel wall. “I think that would be a great present, sir.”

“I’m glad you agree.” He zoomed in on a small apartment complex. “Because their second present will be that the pack’s sharpest eyes will provide them with sniper support here. You have one hour to prepare.”

I had known something like this was coming eventually, but I couldn’t keep the rage from showing on my face as I looked up at him. “Yes, sir,” I spoke through gritted teeth.

At my confirmation, he turned and began to walk back out. As he reached the door, however, he stopped and turned back to me. “And do remember to not have any lapses of mental judgment like you did with your father. Remember, your packmates’ lives could be at risk, and it is your duty to ensure they all make it home alive. Their lives are completely in your paws.” He chuckled as he repeated my own words to me before turning back around and leaving.

Snarling silently, I dragged my claws across the table. As soon as the door shut and he could no longer hear me, I snapped back, “I won’t forget whose lives are in my paws.”

“Rosser.” Captain Matthews’s voice next to me snapped my attention from the door. “Calm down. I know what you are thinking, and it won’t make anything better. If anything, it will make things a lot worse for your family.”

I flinched at the insinuation of what my thoughts would lead to and took a deep breath. “I wish I could do it, but you’re right. I have a family that is depending on me, but once this is all done, we’re leaving. I’ll miss you, but I can’t stay in a pack that follows that demon.”

“I understand, and I’m looking forward to that day as well. I’ll be heading to Canada and leaving this madness behind. Hopefully, our paths will cross again someday later,” he whispered in my ear before patting my shoulder and walking back to his desk.

I stood there, silently processing everything, before shaking my head. With one final snarl, I walked around the table and out of the tent towards the armory. Normally it would only have taken about fifteen minutes for me to prepare for a mission, but Todbringer had given me an hour, and I was going to use every last minute of it. I arrived at the northeastern gate with only a minute to spare. As it had been many years ago, there was a large crowd of wolves forming a half-circle around him with a clear line through the center.

“Right on time, Private,” the monster in a wolf uniform said as I walked through the clearing. “I was almost worried you’d run off like a cowardly fleshbag, but yet again, you’ve proved me wrong.”

“I’m not a coward or a fleshbag, sir.” I knew what he was expecting, and I was going to give it to him just so I could get this over with. “I’m a wolf!”

“Yes…yes, you are.” His dark chuckle was colder than the snow-filled air around us. “Never forget what you are.”

He motioned to his right side, and I took the hint. I stood next to him and turned around to view the crowd of over one hundred wolves. Once in my position, Todbringer continued. “Today is a momentous occasion. After many years, I will not be leading you from afar, but with you in the very streets we will paint in the blood of the filthy fleshbags who dared to ever enslave us. Each one of you will be making history as we wipe every last human in this city out of existence. There will be no quarter given and no fleshbag will live to see tomorrow. With Private Rosser covering us, we will all make it home alive tonight!”

The roar of the crowd did nothing to bolster me. I didn’t want any of this, and I surely didn’t want to be responsible for ensuring that the demon with its paw wrapped around my shoulder returned alive and well. However, I didn’t have a choice if I wanted my family to continue to live safely within the pack. I would do anything to ensure that my loved ones remained safe, even if it meant aiding my pack in committing genocide. As the cheering died down, a large convoy of jeeps and APCs roared to life. The crowd quickly dispersed into the various vehicles. As I tried to step away from Todbringer and get in a nearby jeep, his paw kept me in place.

“As the star of this show, you’ll be riding with me. I want to ensure that you arrive safe and sound.” He guided me to the heavily armored jeep at the head of the convoy. He opened the front passenger door for me before walking around the hood and getting in the driver’s seat. 




*




The entire drive I was silently fuming and trying to find any way I could to banish the hell-spawn next to me, without it being obvious that I’d been responsible. He, on the other paw, had a cat-ate-the-canary grin on his muzzle as he quietly hummed. Once we arrived, we both exited and walked to the front. We stood facing each other, almost like in those really old movies that Uncle Frank sometimes watched.

“I want you in that building and providing support within the next twenty minutes,” he said as he turned and pointed at the apartment in the distance. I looked as well and movement caught my eye. A barking laugh told me it had drawn his attention too. “Make that thirty minutes. You’re now pest control, and it seems we have a small rodent problem. Exterminate the pests, starting with her.”

Her? I pulled up my binoculars and, sure enough, the source of the movement was a female who appeared to be in her forties. I lowered my binoculars and pulled my rifle off of my back. With a round loaded in, I took aim and steeled my emotions as I squeezed the trigger. A split second later, her body slumped backward, out of sight. “Target neutralized. I’ll ensure that the rodent problem has been properly addressed, sir.”

“That’s what I like to hear. Go confirm your kill, and I’ll see you on the battlefield shortly.” He laughed as he brought his paw up to his eyes and motioned back and forth between the apartment and himself.




*




As much as I had wanted to drag this out, I knew it would not bode well for my family if I took my time. Fortunately, the building was small, with only about six apartments per floor and five floors in total. The woman I had killed was on the fifth floor, so I hadn’t been able to confirm her death, but the rest of the building was clear. I had saved that specific apartment for last in my sweep, as I was going to use it as my nest. With the rest of the building clear and no sign of any other humans, I approached the last door. It was only partially open, so I had to holster my pistol long enough to shove the door open further. Once I was able to squeeze through, I drew my pistol again and entered.

The entryway led directly into a living room, dining room, and kitchen combo. There were no walls separating the different areas and only a change in floor coloring to distinguish where the living room ended and the dining room and kitchen began. There was a table with three chairs surrounding it. They were all clean and devoid of dust as I approached them. The table looked well-used, and the floor showed signs that the chairs had been dragged across it many times. Moving from the table, I made a quick check of the kitchen cabinets, finding small scraps of food and a clean sink. Nothing gave any indication of how many other humans were using this as their home, so I moved on. The living room was barren, with the exception of a single heavily used couch, which made clearing the space easy, and I soon found myself at the entrance to the minuscule hallway.

On my left was a door which would lead me to the bedroom. On the right was a busted closet where a washer and dryer had once been and an open door through which I could make out part of a tub. The bedroom door was closed, and I didn’t hear any noise coming from it, so I passed it to quickly sweep the bathroom. Much like the rest of the tiny apartment, the bathroom was small and the tub, toilet, and sink all barely fit. There was a single towel on the counter, as well as a partially used roll of toilet paper. Nothing in here indicated that there was anyone other than the dead female living here. With a silent deep breath, I turned and moved to hug the wall next to the bedroom door. I reached across the door and pressed my paw on the pad to open it. As soon as the door started to slide open, I retracted my paw and braced myself. I stood frozen, waiting for gunshots to ring out, but after several seconds, nothing happened. Taking a chance, I peeked around the corner for the briefest of seconds before returning to my spot. I had seen no humans, and no one started shooting.

I hope it was just her.

With another deep, silent breath to steel my nerves, I moved across the doorway to the other side and got a better look in. There was a single bed in the room, covered in a heavily tattered blanket, as well as a single pillow. I could see the casing of a closet, but otherwise the space was empty. With my pistol at the ready, I breached the room and did a quick sweep, not seeing anything but the edge of a pool of blood on the far side of the bed. I crept towards it, then whipped around its corner and aimed at the corpse of the woman I had killed. My shot had hit exactly where I intended; directly where her heart was.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered as I knelt in the blood and closed her eyes with my left paw. At the same time, I checked under the bed for anyone possibly hiding.

*I dragged the body away from the balcony I was going to use as my perch. With the body moved to the other side of the bed, out of my way in case I needed to bug out, I began to set up my equipment. I had barely gotten my tripod out when the soft sound of a whimper made me whirl around with my pistol leveled on the closet I had forgotten to clear. I cautiously walked around the bed and body, standing in front of the right side of the closet where the noise had come from. With a ferocious snarl, I ripped open the door with my left paw and aimed at the source of the noise. Sitting in front of me, with clothes in worse condition than the blanket on the bed, were two terrified human boys. The older one was pressing the smaller one behind him, trying to shield him as best as he could with death in his eyes.

No! No! No! No! This can’t be happening!

“Please…” The older boy’s voice snapped me from my immediate shock and I began to hyperventilate. Flashes of my family played in my mind as I stared down the barrel of my gun at the two human boys.

“Please stay safe and come back to me,” Anthony said with a quick kiss.

“When you and Dad come back, I want to show you this cool trick I learned!” Suzie said.

“Can you come back for Christmas?” Jeffery asked. Tears were already welling up in his eyes. “We didn’t get to play at all, and now you and Daddy are leaving again.”

As the memories faded, they were replaced by the words that General Todbringer had said just before sending me here. “I’ll see you on the battlefield.”

I looked from the boys, to the gun trembling in my paws, and back to them. My eyes teared up and my voice cracked as I began to squeeze the trigger. “I’m sorry…I so sor—“

“ROSSER! WHERE THE FUCK ARE YOU?” My radio came to life as General Todbringer screamed. His voice was so loud even the boys flinched at it. “I NEED SNIPER SUPPORT NOW!”

I keyed up my microphone with a shift of my head, so I didn’t have to remove my paws from the pistol still trained on my current targets. “Sorry, sir. I’ll be there momentarily.” 

“HURRY THE FUCK UP! WE’RE PINNED DOWN!” he snapped back.

As he said that, my brain kicked into overdrive. He can’t see me? I snapped my head back towards the balcony and realized I couldn’t see any of the pack from my position, which meant only one thing. He can’t see me!

Looking back to the boys, I did possibly the stupidest thing I’d done since running away when I was seven. I lowered my pistol and reached out to help the elder boy up. My action only seemed to frighten him further as he pressed himself back even farther, squishing the younger boy. “Brian, you squishing me!” the little one whimpered.

“Brian?” As I said his name, his chest heaved even faster. “I need you to trust me. If you want to save yourself and your little brother, I need you to trust me.”

“Why should I trust you? Y-you’re wearing a wolf uniform!” He shook his head and pushed back again, which caused the much smaller boy to slide out around him, toppling in front of me.

They both froze in place as I knelt in front of the smaller boy, gently picked him up, and set him on his feet. Judging from his size, he couldn’t have been more than three or four years old, and he felt malnourished. As I let go of him, Brian shot forward and ripped him away from me, holding him protectively in his arms. I raised my paws in surrender to show I would not harm them. “Please. If you don’t do exactly as I say, my pack is going to find us and kill you both. Now please, listen to me.”

“You’re just going to lead us right to those monsters!” he snapped back and took a step towards the bedroom door.

I couldn’t chance them running and going in the wrong direction, so I grabbed him and pulled them both back. He bit my paw as thanks, but it gave me the opening I needed to block the door. “I’m not trying to get you killed. I don’t want you to die.”

“I’ll be heading to Canada when this is all over,” Captain Matthews’s comment from earlier flashed in my mind.

“I know how to get you out of the city and to safety,” I said. I opened the map on my computer and pointed to my little dot before zooming out and moving my map farther north. “This is where we are. You need to run to Canada as fast as you can. It’s about a week from here if you move quickly, but there’s a couple of abandoned hunting resorts along the route there. I’m going to give this lady’s computer to you with the directions. Promise me you’ll run away.”

“Why?” The older boy relaxed ever so slightly.

“Because the humans and wolves there are living peacefully together. You both can grow up safely,” I said as I moved around them and carefully removed the computer from the woman’s arm. I sent the directions to the computer and handed it to Brian, who took it hesitantly. “Run away and don’t look back.”

“Come wiff us,” the smaller boy said and wiggled out of Brian’s hold.

“I can’t.” I shook my head.

“But you not safe neither.” He started to approach me, but Brian pulled him back.

“Let’s go, Jack,” Brian said and pulled Jack towards the door.

“No! He has to come wiff us! He’s danger too!” Jack said and reached for me.

“I’ll be fine, Jack.” I shook my head. “I’m a wolf, so I’m safe with my pack. You aren’t, though.”

“See, Jack. He’s crazy.” Brian’s word, for some strange reason, hurt me to my core. “He thinks he’s a wolf. Let’s go before he tries to kill us again!”

“ROSSER!” General Todbringer’s voice rang through my headset once more.

“Sorry, sir. There were a few more pests than expected. I’m getting set up now. Sniper support in less than a minute,” I said into my headset before cutting it off again. I looked at the boys both with pleading eyes. “Please, GO!”

Brian did just that. He picked Jack up and carried him out of the apartment and, hopefully, towards Canada. I glanced back down at the woman and couldn’t help but notice how much the two boys looked just like her. A shard of ice shot through my core as I realized that this had to have been their mother. My eyes began to tear up, and I choked on my words. “I-I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.” Whether that was to the woman in front of me or the boys I had just sent running for their lives, I wasn’t sure, but I knew I had to apologize. With that, I wiped the tears from my eyes, went back to the balcony, and planted my rifle on the tripod, taking aim. My first shot sailed through the air and found purchase in the target’s skull. Today was going to be a bloody Christmas, but at least I managed to save two innocent lives.
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Percy (Age 16)

December 25th, 2295

Time: 22:54




The battle had taken all day and well into the night before the mass howl, signaling our victory, was started by General Todbringer. In total, we had over twenty soldiers injured and five would never return home to their loved ones. While I was physically alright, mentally I had never been this stressed out. My stomach churned like a storm-stricken sea, and it took everything in me to not vomit as I sat next to the devil himself. General Todbringer, on the other paw, appeared to be happy as a clam as he drummed his paws on the steering wheel.

“Today was a wonderful day for the pack. Don’t you think so?” he asked without taking his eyes off the road.

“Yes, sir.” I didn’t even have the energy to feign being happy. My tone was as dead as I felt.

“Don’t be so glum, Rosser.” He turned and looked at me with that disgusting smirk on his muzzle. “We only lost five wolves in that entire fight. It could have been a lot worse without you there to kill the fleshbags that had us pinned down.”

My stomach turned even more at that. Don’t remind me.

“Of course, had you been in position when I had ordered you to be, they might not have died.”

“I’m sorry, sir. There were more pests than expected.” I lied again. Had I just killed those two boys, I could have saved even more lives. With that thought, my mouth rapidly filled with saliva, and I barely got out an emesis bag before I vomited up every last bit of food and water in my system. Todbringer didn’t seem phased by my actions and continued as if we were going for a Sunday drive. Once I was done emptying the contents of my stomach, I tied off the bag and chucked it out the window. “I’m sorry, sir. My stomach hasn’t been feeling well since breakfast. I don’t think those burritos agreed with me.”

“Are you sure it’s that and not something else?” His tone shifted and warning bells began to ring, but I didn’t physically react except to retch a bit more into a fresh bag.

“I’m sure, sir,” I panted.

“Then I’ll drop you off at the medical tent.”

“That won’t be necessary. You can drop me off at the gate and I’ll make my way there. I’m sure you have a lot of things to do when we get back.” I prayed he would accept that and leave me at the gates. I had no plans to go to the medical tent because there was nothing they could do for me.

“You are correct. I do have a lot of paperwork to do since we lost five soldiers.” He nodded his head as the gates of camp came into view. “I’ll drop you off there as you suggested, and I’ll leave you to get checked out. Hopefully it isn’t anything serious, because you and I will be leading another raid in two days. There are still several pockets of humans in the city that I want to extinguish before we push up to the Canadian border. I want to clear out any camps and resistance cells that might be using the different abandoned hunting lodges as their base of operations, so make sure you get medical clearance.”

“I’ll make sure I’m in fighting shape by then,” I replied as the jeep came to a stop and I got out. “Thank you for the ride, sir. I’ll see you in two days.”

Now I had no choice but to go to the medical tent, so instead of going to my intended target, I made a beeline there with the intent of being seen and released as soon as possible.

Getting checked out took longer than I had hoped, but I got the medical clearance I needed around midnight. “I hope he’s still up,” I mumbled to myself as I approached the command tent. While the rest of the camp loudly celebrated our large victory, the command tent was much calmer and quieter. It appeared that there weren’t any night operations going on, as there was hardly anyone inside. My heart sunk at that until I caught sight of the tail that belonged to the wolf I was looking for. He was in the dark corner near the coffee table, bent over and picking something up. He was just standing up when I reached him.

“What can I do for you, Rosser?” Captain Matthews asked as he looked me up and down.

“I need a favor, sir.” I lowered my head in shame. “I need to borrow a jeep. I have to go home and see my family, sir.”

His head tilted to the side a bit as his nostrils flared. He took a deeper breath in through his nose before turning and guiding me to another part of the tent where we were far away from anyone being overly curious about our discussion. “What’s going on?”

“I…I just need to see them.” My mouth was filling with saliva again as my stomach churned. “I promise that I won’t ever ask you for another favor and I won’t ever be a problem for you again, sir.”

“Percy, I can smell them on you. What happened?” His tone went from his usual ‘wolf in charge’ to one filled with concern.

I thought I had felt sick before, but his statement made everything a hundred times worse. My heart felt like it was going to explode. If he could smell the boys on me, then General Todbringer definitely had too. There was no way he wouldn’t have with how long we were in the jeep. “I-I…I umm…please, I just need to go home for the night. I promise I won’t cause you any more trouble. I-I just need to see my family.”

He knelt so we were almost eye to eye and placed his paws on my shoulders. “Okay. You can take my jeep. Just promise me you won’t do anything foolish. I need you back here by tomorrow night. Todbringer has already been by and said he needs you well-rested for the next raid in two days.”

“Th-thank you, sir. I-I promise…”

He pulled the keys out of a pocket on his vest. As I reached for them, he yanked them back and then pulled me into a hug with his free arm. As the shock quickly wore off, I returned his hug. He pushed the keys into my back pocket and whispered, “Please be safe.”

I was the one to end the hug as I pulled away from him and wiped my eyes. “I will, sir. Thank you.”




*




It was nearing 01:00 when I finally pulled up in front of the building that my family was housed in. Thoughts had spun round and round through my brain like a carousel the entire drive. They’d all revolved around Brian, Jack, and the fact that my pack was going to catch up to them before they could even make it halfway to the border. I knew what would happen if they were found, and I couldn’t risk it. As I made it to our apartment, I pressed my paw on the door pad. I had called ahead to let them know I had been given the night and next day off, so I wasn’t surprised to see my parents and mate still up as the door slid open.

“Welcome home!” Anthony was the first one to greet me as I took my first step inside. “Happy belated Chris—Percy, what’s wrong?”

I dropped to my knees in front of them and began to cry my heart out. “I’m sorry. I-I did something very bad…I…I…” Anthony and my mother quickly enveloped me.

“What did you do?” Dad asked softly as his paw ran through my fur.

“I…there were these two little boys. J-Jack and Brian. I…I…” I kept choking on my words. It felt like the hardest thing in the world to say. “I saved them.”

“Oh.” Dad’s paw never stopped.

“The pack will catch up to them before they can make it to Canada.” My stuttering became worse the more I spoke. “I’m so sorry.”

“There’s nothing to be sorry for,” Mom said as she nuzzled my cheek.

“Exactly. I’m proud that you did that,” Anthony added as he rubbed his muzzle under my chin.

“But I have to keep you all safe. I can’t go back knowing what will happen when the pack smells me on them.” My chest was heaving as I spoke the words I had practiced during my drive. “I’m going to make sure that you will all be safe from me.”

The paw on my head froze, while Mom squeezed me tighter and Anthony growled.

“Don’t you even think about it,” Anthony said through gritted teeth.

It was hard, but I managed to pull myself away from them. “I have to! I can’t protect you if I’m alive!”

“Who are you and what have you done with my mate?” Anthony towered over me and gnashed his teeth. “My mate wouldn’t do something as cowardly as that.”

“I…I…” I couldn’t find the words to respond. Every scenario I’d played out in my head never had this outcome.

“My Percy would stand proud for doing the right thing,” Mom added.

“Mom, I…” I had to look away from the pain in her eyes.

“They’re right, Percy.” Dad’s voice was barely above a whisper. “Knowing Todbringer, killing yourself would be the biggest mistake you’ve ever made, and he’d still come after us.”

As I looked in utter shock between all of them. The sound of a bedroom door opening broke the silence as Jeffery made his way into the living room, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. “What’s wrong? Why is everyone growling?” It took a moment before his eyes landed on me, then he instantly brightened up. “Percy! You’re home.” I barely had enough time to catch him as he jumped on me, hugging me tightly. “I missed you! Can we play in the morning?”

“I…I…” I clutched onto him as if he were a lifeline. “I don’t think I can.”

“Why?” He pulled away and gave me the sad puppy eyes, which only made the immense stabbing pain in my chest worse.

“Because tomorrow we have to pack up. We’re leaving tomorrow night, and we won’t ever be coming back,” Dad declared in a commanding tone.

“Dad?” I cocked my head to the side.

“I’m tired of the fighting, and I don’t believe that Todbringer will be satisfied with stopping at the border.” Dad reached down and pulled me to my foot paws. “And I don’t think Alpha Richard will stop him. I won’t have my son wanting to kill himself because he did something noble by saving those boys’ lives. Tomorrow, at shift change, we will leave and never look back.”

“I guess I better start packing the essentials, then,” Anthony said as he made his way to the kitchen.

“I’ll start packing some clothes for everyone. We won’t be able to fit all our belongings, so we are going to have to leave a lot behind,” Mom said before ushering Jeffery back to bed.

“And I’ll see about getting a jeep.” Dad’s smile began to fill me with warmth.

“I’ve got that covered,” I said as I pulled out the keys to Captain Matthews’s jeep. “Although I think he’ll be a bit mad that I stole it.”

“Knowing him, he will understand once he finds out.” Dad patted my head and took the keys.




~ December 26th, 2295 23:30 ~




Dad had hidden the jeep in a back alley shortly after we began preparing to leave. Throughout the day, Mom, Anthony, and Dad took a few small things out to be packed up. By nightfall, we were all ready. I could tell my parents were nervous, but they seemed to be handling it better than I was. I spent the entire day pacing around our small home, staying out of everyone’s way. I had offered several times to help, but they always declined and told me I needed to take it easy and try to relax. But I couldn’t relax with the war going on in my head.

“Why are we waiting? We need to run now!” The little boy kept insisting. “We’re not safe here. Todbringer is going to come and kill us!”

“NO!” the wolf snarled. “We need to go back and return to duty. If we try to run, we’ll only be putting our mate and pack in danger. We WILL get caught and when we do, our little pack will pay the consequences for us being weak! We’re a wolf and we shouldn’t be running with our tail tucked between our legs!”

The two voices had been like this since Dad had announced that we were leaving the pack. Despite the comfort of being held by my mate, I couldn’t sleep and I had been a gigantic bundle of nerves, unable to sit down for more than a minute. I also had no way of distracting myself, as Dad had confiscated everyone’s computers. I don’t know where or how, but he got a computer that wasn’t linked to any of us. He transferred every picture and video of our little family onto it and then left all of our old computers in the master bedroom. If Todbringer wanted to track us down, he wouldn’t be able to do it with our computers. Hopefully by the time he figured out we were gone, we would already be safe in Canada.

“It’s time,” Dad said as he shut off the lights in the living room. “Remember that we have to be silent and everyone is to stay as low as they can until we are safely away from the pack’s territory.”

With that, he knelt, and Jeffery climbed onto his back. Mom knelt as well so Suzie could climb onto her back. Anthony and I nodded and moved behind them. Once lined up at the door, Dad slid it open and peeked around. He gave us a paw signal, then left. Thirty seconds later, Mom did the same thing. As it was coming up on my turn, Anthony gave me a quick kiss and whispered, “See you in a minute.”

With that, I took off. Thankfully, we were towards the back of the apartment building and this section of the ruins wasn’t heavily watched. I slunk down the short hallway to the back, where there was a partially destroyed wall. Barely visible was a black rope tied off with a small quick release. I grabbed onto the rope, slung myself over the wall, and slid down. Once in the darkness of the back alley, I paused for a second for my eyes to adjust before turning and sneaking my way to the far end, where the jeep was hidden in almost complete darkness and covered by a black tarp. I could barely see anything as I approached, and it came as a surprise to see Dad with his rifle out, pointing at me. I quickly held up my paws, and he motioned me to get inside as he kept his aim trained on where I had just come from. Silently, I slid under the tarp and into the back seat of the jeep. I was surprised to not find Mom inside, but a quick glance at the gun rack told me she must have been outside as well. It had been so long since I had last seen her leave for a mission that I had forgotten that she was originally on Dad’s black ops team. Jeffery and Suzie were both huddled under a blanket in the back of the jeep. One of the two lumps was shaking, and my instincts called out to me.

“Everything is going to be alright, Jeffery,” I whispered as quietly as I could and placed my paw on top of the blanket. He seemed to calm down as the shaking slowed, but it didn’t stop.

It felt like an eternity before the tarp was removed from the jeep. Anthony, with the black rope in his paws, slid into the back with me and gave me a quick peck on the cheek. Mom and Dad sat in the front and we took off. The pack’s housing was further back in the ruins, away from the possible danger beyond. This meant that it was deeper in the city, with more side streets and alleyways to sneak through undetected. It helped that this area was less heavily patrolled, so dodging around was even easier. While I wanted to get out of the city as fast as we could, Dad didn’t seem to see the need to rush. He kept us moving at a slow pace, which helped to reduce the engine noise. He also wasn’t heading directly north either; we drove much farther east. It was over twenty minutes of turning left and right before we finally came to a large hole in the city wall. Dad slowed to a crawl as we approached and looked around intently before pushing through the gap. Once on the other side, he continued the slow creep before suddenly gunning it. He drove as fast as the jeep would go for several minutes until we came to a slightly wooded area. Once under the cover of the trees, he slowed back to a normal pace and turned us north.

“You said the boys would be at one of the hunting lodges?” Dad asked as he looked at me in the mirror.

“Yeah. I gave them their mother’s computer with a map showing them the way,” I confirmed. “If they ran straight there and didn’t get caught or lost, they should either be at the lodge closest to town when we arrive, or they might have just left.”

“Okay.” Dad waved to Mom, who opened the map on the new computer. “I will be stopping here.” Mom circled a spot on the map as Dad explained and drove. “Since the boys know you, chances are they won’t run immediately if you approach first. You will be going in alone. I will give you exactly five minutes to get the boys and return. If you do not, or we hear gunfire, your mother and I will come in immediately. If none of us returns to the jeep within fifteen minutes, Anthony will drive your siblings to Canada without us, and we’ll make the trek ourselves. Is everyone clear on the times?”

“Dad, you can’t expect me to leave you all,” Anthony protested.

“I expect you to protect my pups with your life, just as I plan to protect you with mine. If we are not back, you are to leave at exactly fifteen minutes after Percy heads out. This is not up for negotiation.”

Mom turned and leveled a death glare at Anthony. “We will be fine in the snow for several weeks if we have to be. You and my pups will not.”

“Yes, Mom,” Anthony whimpered, his ears back flat against his head.




*




We came to a stop and Dad shut off the car. He turned in his seat and handed me a pistol. “Don’t do anything stupid. Get in, get the boys, and get out.”

“Don’t worry, Dad. I’m not going to mess this up. I’ll see you in less than five minutes.” I opened the door and Mom started a fifteen-minute timer.

I sprinted as quietly as I could through the trees and snow until the lodge came into view. From what I could see, there weren’t any foot or paw prints in the snow, but that didn’t mean no one was here. With the light but constant snowfall, they could have been covered up naturally or intentionally. With a deep breath to calm my nerves, I drew my pistol. Crouching low, I ran from my covered position. I crossed the open area in only a few seconds and came to a stop with my back pressed against the front wall near the main entrance. The glass door had broken at some point and the ground around it was covered in the remains. A glance at the glass didn’t reveal any blood, but it also didn’t look like it had been disturbed either. I slid to the entrance and peaked inside. There was furniture strewn everywhere, but again no signs that anyone was there. I brought my pistol back up, ready to fire at a moment’s notice, and turned through the entrance, being careful not to crush any of the glass and give away my position in case there was anyone other than the boys present. Inside smelled of dust, mold, and rotting wood. There was also no light other than what naturally shined through the broken windows. This caused shadows to dance around the walls, putting me on edge as I strained my ears to listen for any signs of life.

As I made my way further inside, I found the first signs that someone had been here recently. There were two small sets of human footprints in the dust that had settled on the wooden floors. “Brian? Jack?” I hissed, hoping they would respond, but silence was all that answered. I followed the tracks farther inside while keeping a diligent eye out in case this had been a trap, like Dad said it might be. I followed the trail in the dust around the main counter and towards a room with a large sign that read “Restaurant.” I hugged the wall as I got closer, seeing the footprints leading directly into it. As I neared the entryway, the sound of shuffling froze me in place with my pistol trained on the entrance. “Jack? Brian? It’s Percy. You can come out.”

“I’ve been waiting for you, Little Percy.” It felt like my heart leaped into my throat.
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Percy (Age 16)

December 27th, 2295

Time: 01:02




“Why don’t you come out and we can have a friendly chat about these little rodents scurrying around?”

I stepped around the corner with my pistol raised at General Todbringer. In his left paw was Jack, who was sobbing around the pistol shoved in his mouth. Todbringer was also standing on Brian’s chest. From the blue tint to Brian’s face and his weak struggling, he had been like that for several minutes. Right next to Brian’s head was the computer I had given them with the map opened up.

“Maybe put that gun down.” Todbringer said.“You’re making me a little twitchy, and you wouldn’t want me to accidentally squeeze the trigger. Would you?”

“Let them go!” I snarled as I lowered my pistol, but I didn’t drop it. “We both know you don’t care about them. It’s me you want.”

He chuckled darkly but didn’t move to release either of them. “Well, yes…and no. I don’t care about them, and I really don’t want you anymore. I’m simply here to clean up a mess. Once one of my brother’s toys breaks, it’s my job to dispose of them.”

“Brother?” I tilted my head ever so slightly but didn’t lower my guard.

He continued to chuckle as he moved his left foot paw and crushed the computer, causing sparks to fly. “Ah yes, of course it would be hard to tell. He’s dyed his fur, wears colored contact lenses, and gave up his name to lead the pack. But he and I are both Todbringers. Do you remember what that name means?”

A memory of long ago flashed through my mind. A wolf with red eyes was watching me as I ran away. Then seeing the purple specks in Alpha Richard’s eyes. And finally, the red-eyed wolf that tried to kill Anthony. My teeth ground together as I growled, “yes.”

“Good! Then I don’t need to remind you.”

“Why did you call me his pet? I’m not some monkey on a leash.” I was seething, and my grip on my pistol was becoming painful.

He threw his head back and laughed. “Oh, but you are. Just look at yourself. A filthy little fleshbag with a prosthetic wolf arm. I heard at one point you demanded that Rosenthal make the rest of you wolf. On top of that, look at the uniform you’re wearing and who you were fighting for. You’ve been his little puppet since the moment that disgrace of a wolf, Xander, saved you. Do you honestly think you would have been allowed to live if my brother hadn’t seen how useful you could be to us? There were several times I openly questioned him, and I’ve lost quite a lot of bets because of you. He’s been pulling so many strings to make you do what he wants and it’s been wonderful to watch.”

“He’s not like that!” I snapped. “Alpha Richard has been nothing but nice and caring to me.”

“Of course he has.” His grin split wide. “The brainwashing wouldn’t have been effective if everyone was against you. I didn’t believe he could do it, but here you are, living proof that it can be done. In fact, several other packs tried to mimic what he did to you, but they couldn’t ever get it right. And I must say, it wasn’t easy on us either. Having to keep most of the pack in line while indirectly getting the idiot Archer to have his son torment you in school. On top of that, we had to make sure that you were desperate to feel wanted, but not push you to the point that you’d run away. It was all very tricky. In fact, the one time we made you run away took so much planning and chance that I’m shocked it worked, but my brother is the brains after all. Of course, paying the other pack to pupnap you was easy enough. The Franklin brothers were experts in interrogation, so when Richard hired them, I knew at least you’d be alive when you were returned to us. Richard, on the other paw, was furious at the state you were left in, and the Franklin brothers are no more. Which is a real pity because I enjoyed seeing their work. In fact, I regularly fall asleep to the sound of your screams and begging them to stop torturing you. All of this just to turn you into a lethal human-killing machine.”

His words left me reeling. It made sense, but at the same time, I didn’t want to believe it. “You’re lying.”

At that, he licked his lips with another sinister chuckle. “You’re dying here tonight, so what reason do I have to lie? I prefer watching my prey break before I finish snuffing out its light. My brother likes to play the long game, though. He had several ideas for how he was going to make you so desperate that you’d do anything to get into military school, and fortune favored us when your disgusting human mother was captured. My brother celebrated for over an hour at that. It was his idea, of course, for you to kill her, and you cost me several kegs of beer. I said you wouldn’t have the guts to kill her. He said you would surprise us with how brutally you would end her existence. Everything he had planned all came down to if you would pull that trigger or not, and you sure surprised us all. Ripping her throat out with your bare prosthetic paw. I have to give you credit. That was definitely a very nice first kill. Well done. Your seven-hundred-plus kills will never top the fact that you killed your own mother because my brother said you could go to military school if you did.”

“I didn’t…” I was starting to get lost in my memories.

“Of course the other Archer boy had to go and ruin everything, so my brother got his paws dirty for once. It really is a shame the bomb malfunctioned and went off prematurely. Had it gone off a second later, we wouldn’t be here because you wouldn’t have had that annoying little pest trying to get you to quit being what my brother made you into.”

That memory was still very fresh in my mind, and I found myself living it over and over again. Each time it would end as I looked into the eyes of Alpha Richard. Seeing the memories now, it was so clear that it had been him. There was no other wolf with that fur pattern. It can’t be true! Has my whole life really been just Alpha Richard manipulating everyone so I would be a good wolf? Was any of it real?

“It’s dangerous to lose focus when you are fighting an enemy. I would have thought you’d learned that lesson by now. Goodbye, Little Percy.” 

That snapped me back to reality as I found myself staring down the barrel of his handgun. My instincts reacted faster than my brain and I dove to the right. My left ear exploded in pain. As I fell, I brought my pistol back up and fired, but missed completely. Upon landing, everything seemed to slow down. I began to squeeze the trigger, but Todbringer shifted Jack, moving him in front of his face as a small, human-shaped shield. I couldn’t react before I felt the trigger engage. The gun fired directly at Jack’s and Todbringer’s heads. I watched in horror as a large spray of blood exploded upward. Todbringer fell backwards, with Jack still in front of his head. I snapped back to reality as Brian shot up and grabbed his brother.

Standing up, I took one step forward and froze at Brian’s look. “I-I’m sorry. I-I didn’t—” I said as I looked at him, cradling Jack in his arms.

The ringing in my ears subsided just as he began to speak. “Stay away from us, MONSTER!”

At his words, I dropped to my knees and looked down at my paws as Todbringer’s words echoed in my head. “You killed your mother because my brother said you could go to military school.”

“I’m a monster,” I whispered to myself.

“Yes, we’re a monster.” I suddenly wasn’t in the restaurant anymore, but in a familiar white room. The black, featureless wolf appeared in front of me, but the scared little human was noticeably absent. “We became a monster because that’s what it took to protect ourselves and keep our family safe! And now you’ve gone and thrown it all away! If Alpha Richard wasn’t going to send a hunting party after us before, he definitely will now. Not only have we abandoned our pack and saved two humans, we’ve now MURDERED his brother and the general of our pack! Instead of being the good little monster that we were made to be, you’ve now ensured that our family will be SLAUGHTERED! All because you couldn’t keep your head down and follow orders for a little while longer. If you truly want to keep our family and mate safe, you’ll do the right thing and end this now.”

His final words drew me back to reality. I was still kneeling, watching Brian cradle Jack while he cried loudly and rocked himself back and forth.

“You know what you have to do. Do not put our family in any more danger!” the wolf snarled in my head.

“I’m sorry,” I whimpered as a teardrop landed on my gun. I brought it up to the side of my head as I sat up. “I’m so sorry,” I spoke louder as I closed my eyes and pulled the trigger.

There was a loud bang, and I braced myself, waiting for the moment death would take me. Instead of feeling myself leaving my body in some spiritual fashion and watching my entire life play before me, my paw erupted in searing agony. “PERCIVAL ORNELAS ROSSER!” Dad’s voiced boomed through the lodge. I turned to see a fire-breathing dragon with a rifled aimed at me. “WHAT THE FUCK DO YOU THINK YOU ARE DOING?”

As the dragon lowered the rifle, it turned into my father. My mother ran past him, pulling out a small medical kit. She came to a sliding stop on her knees in front of me. She ripped the remains of my handgun from my paw, wrapped herself around me, and dropped me to the ground, her knee pinning me. Her voice cracked as she spoke. “Don’t move.”

“I’m sorry, Mom. I’m sorry.” I kept repeating myself as I choked on my sorrow.

“I know, sweetie,” she whispered as she pressed something into my shoulder and the pain started to diminish.

“Alpha Richard. He—he did all of this. It was all him.” I tried to explain while failing to ignore the pain of whatever she was doing to my head.

“You can tell us later. Right now, I need you to stop moving.”

“Are they alright?” I couldn’t stop myself. I needed to talk. “I-I think I shot Jack!”

“Frank is checking them out right now, but they appear to not be in any immediate danger. Now stop moving or you’re going to end up completely losing your ear.” A minute later and she was pulling me to my feet, my head wrapped in bandages. “Let me look at your paw. I can’t really do anything about it, but I need to see the extent of the damage from your father’s shot.” Her tone softened as she examined my prosthetic. “What was going through your head when you decided to take your own life?”

“I’m a monster.” My voice was barely above a whisper. “I don’t deserve to live.”

“You’re not a monster. You might have killed a lot of people in the war, but that doesn’t make you a monster anymore that it makes your father or me.” She carefully wrapped her arms around me. “The only monster here is Todbringer, and he’s dead now.”

“I killed them all, and I enjoyed it,” I whimpered into her chest. “I-I killed my mother because Alpha Richard told me to. I didn’t even question it.”

“He may have warped your mind into thinking you enjoyed it, but look at you now. You are clearly feeling all the pain and regret.” She petted my head. “A monster wouldn’t care at all. A monster wouldn’t have risked so much to save two little boys. Under the tough exterior of the soldier is still my innocent child who desperately wants us all to live in peace. I think it’s time you shed that tough outer layer and begin to heal. Don’t you think?”

“I…how can I? I have so much blood on my paws.” I cracked my eyes open to look at my horribly mangled prosthetic and deformed, human-looking paw.

“We all do, sweetie. It won’t be easy, and it’ll take time, but you’ve already taken the first step.” Mom pulled away and pressed her nose to mine. “You want to heal and you’re asking how. We’re all going to be here to help you as we always have. And when we get to Canada, I’m sure wherever we end up, they’ll be able to help as well.” She turned me towards the interior of the restaurant. “While you’ll never be able to give back the lives you’ve taken, you’ve started to save lives with those boys.”

Brian was being looked over by Uncle Frank. Aunt Amanda was gently rocking Jack in her arms. Jack, thankfully, was alive and seemed much calmer than a few minutes ago. I looked up at Mom. “When? How?” I couldn’t find the right question to ask.

“Your father worked things out with them yesterday. You didn’t think we would abandon them, did you?”

I lowered my head in shame. I had been so selfish thinking only about myself and my mate that I had completely forgotten the rest of my family. I would have left them without saying a word. I put them in danger and then abandoned them.

“Don’t worry yourself.” Mom drew me from my thoughts. “You were scared and panicking. That’s why we all took charge for you.”

“I forgot them,” I whispered.

“No, you never forgot them. You were in fight or flight and your instincts took over. You did nothing wrong, and you shouldn’t punish yourself for it.” She put her paw on my back and gave me a gentle push forward. “Why don’t you go check on your pups?”

The push got me walking forward, and I slowly approached the four of them. Brian and Uncle Frank were closer, as Aunt Amanda had started walking around with Jack in her arms, showing him different things on the walls to distract him from the horrible situation we were all in. As I got closer, Brian tried to push away from me. He didn’t get far with Uncle Frank’s paw on his back.

“How are they?” I asked.

“Well, they’ll both be fine.” Uncle Frank smiled softly. “Brian here has got some bruised ribs, but that’s it. I’m sure those will be all healed up within a few days. Other than being absolutely terrified from the entire ordeal, Jack will be fine. He has a little bruising on his neck, but he says it doesn’t hurt at all. Once the adrenaline wears off, you’ll want to have your mom check on him again, but I think he’ll be fine too. It looks like out of everyone, we should be concerned about you the most.” His eyes shifted between my head and my paw.

“I’ll be alright. I think.” I realized Mom never told me the extent of the injury to my ear. It didn’t take a surgeon to know that my paw was destroyed. Even through the painkillers, I could still feel the pain.

“I hope so. I don’t want to lose my favorite nephew anytime soon.” He stood up, pulling Brian to his feet as well. “Amanda and I will take these two out to the cars and start rearranging everyone. You should probably go check on Anthony. He’s been panicking since the five-minute marker.”

I glanced at Todbringer’s body before turning and making my way back to the cars as well. Mom and Dad flanked me the entire way, not saying anything, which I wasn’t sure if I was glad for or not, but it took less than a minute to arrive. As I made it into the clearing, a large, furry missile shot forward and I was lifted off my foot paws. Anthony crushed me in his arms as he began to nuzzle and mark me. “What happened? Why is your head bandaged? I heard gunshots! Why is your paw mangled? Why aren’t you talking? WHAT’S WRONG?” He was in full-blown panic mode.

He squeezed so tightly that I turned blue from having the wind knocked out of me and then not being allowed to breathe. Thankfully, Mom stepped in. “Anthony. Anthony. ANTHONY!” It took her yelling to get his attention. “He needs to breathe if you want him to answer you. Set him down and let him catch his breath. We can talk about it in the car, but right now we need to quickly load up and get out of here before any more wolves show up.”

“Oh…” His ears turned pink as he set me down. “Sorry.”




*




“So it was Alpha Richard behind it all?” Anthony asked as I finished retelling what had gone on between Todbringer and me.

I looked from the sleeping forms of Brian and Jack, who had taken Anthony’s original spot in the jeep, to the back where Anthony now sat. “Yeah. The pupnapping, you being attacked. Everything.”

“So what happened to your paw?” He asked the question I had avoided mentioning in my story.

“I don’t want to talk about it.” I looked away in shame.

“He tried to kill himself after he killed Todbringer, so I had to shoot the gun out of his paw.” Dad answered for me.

“Why?” The pain in Anthony’s voice hurt me to my core.

“Because Brian was right. I’m a monster after what I did.” I glanced at Brian’s sleeping form before returning to look at the floor.

“You’re not a monster to me,” Anthony whispered in my ear. “I could never love a monster, but I love you more than anything in this world.” He then kissed the side of my head.

But I am a monster. As I thought that, I once again found myself in that familiar white room.

“What do you want now?” I shouted out in frustration.

“I said that you’d regret not listening to me,” a small, squeaky voice said. The scared little human figure appeared in front of me. “You killed Mommy and made us into a monster!” The black figure turned into a young, six-year-old version of me, but instead of my wolf prosthetic, he had human arms.

“Yes, we did.” The wolf arrived, but he was no longer a featureless black figure. His fur was flesh-colored and his eyes went from red to piercing blue. “I thought we were rid of you, little pest.”

“Who are you?” I finally asked the question that had been burning in my head for years, but I feared the answer.

“You,” they answered in unison. Their voices echoed all around and through me.

“I’ve been fighting with myself?”

“Yes,” the boy answered.

“And no,” the wolf finished. “You aren’t necessarily fighting yourself. You’ve been trying to make decisions to stay alive.”

“If we had been a good boy and ran away—” The little boy started to speak but was cutoff.

“We would have died. We stayed with Mom and Dad because I felt we would be safe,” the wolf answered.

“Teddy?” A brief memory of a fight so long ago flashed in my head and all around us at the same time.

“I was Teddy back then,” he confirmed. “I’ve changed since, of course, but I’ve always been here, leading us on new adventures while keeping us alive.”

“Then why did you want me to kill myself?” I asked, unsure of if I truly wanted to know the answer.

“It would be better than when Alpha Richard finds and captures our family.”

“We had to run! We couldn’t keep killing people. Killing is bad!” the little boy retorted. “We can’t kill those pups. They didn’t do anything wrong. We’re bad for killing their mother! We’re a monster!”

“Yes, we are a monster. We did what we had to, in order to stay alive and keep our family safe,” the wolf growled. “And I’d have us do it again to protect what’s ours! We’d kill anyone, including ourselves, if it meant keeping Anthony and the rest of our family safe!”

“You made us kill Mommy!” the little boy shouted. “You’re a bad wolf!”

“Yes. We killed mother.” He nodded but didn’t look remorseful at all. “It was better than the alternative.”

Images of two wolves flashed all around us. “If I find out you lied to us,” the voice of Claws echoed.

“We barely survived what Claws and Tools did to us the first time. We wouldn’t have made it through a second round,” the wolf explained. “We had two choices: kill our mother or die.”

“But why all the evilness?” I slowly closed the distance between the three of us.

“That was you. We played no part in it. I only said what was needed to get you to act in self-preservation.” He waved his paw at the little boy. “The only thing I’ve ever done is try to push away our fear and incessant need to run back to the fleshbags, which again would have led to our death.”

“It was all me?” I reeled back. “Dad? Anthony? Jessica? All of it?” He nodded at each question. “I am a monster.”

“Please stop calling yourself that.” Anthony whispered. It felt like I had just been jolted awake as the room disappeared and I found myself back in my seat. “I don’t like hearing you degrade yourself like that.”

“But I am.” I shifted to look at him, taking care to not bump the two sleeping boys next to me.

Anthony placed his paws on either side of my muzzle and touched his nose to mine. “Listen to me, Percival Ornelas Rosser. You are not a monster. You were only following orders to keep us all safe. I wish I could see what is going through your head right now to help put a stop to this, but I can’t. So promise me that when we get to our new home, you will talk to me? You’re my mate and I want to help you heal, but I can’t if you won’t talk. Okay?”

My heart thundered as I looked into the amber colored sea of pain that filled Anthony’s eyes. I couldn’t stop myself from choking as I watched the anguish swirling through them. “I-I promise.”

“Thank you,” he whispered before giving me a short but passionate kiss. “It’s getting late. Why don’t you try to get some rest? We’ve got a long day of traveling to do tomorrow.”

“I’ll try.” I glanced over at Jack and Brian. They were still sleeping soundly under the only blanket we had taken. It’s going to be a chilly night for me.

Despite my best efforts to bundle up with the few clothes I had with me, the increase in snowfall and the steady drop in temperature made it impossible for me to stay warm enough to sleep. I shifted around again, doing my best to stay away from the boys, but my foot paw connected with Jack’s leg. His eyelids cracked open, showing the sleep-filled, brown eyes underneath. As he rubbed his eyes and looked around, another shiver ran through my body.

“Is you cold?” he asked with a yawn.

“I’m fine,” I lied as the air filled visibly with my breath and my teeth chattered.

“Brian.” Jack rolled a bit and shook his brother. “Percy’s cold. We gots to share the blankie.”

“Wha?” Brian began to wake as well.

Jack grabbed the blanket and started to slide closer to me. As he did, I tried to slide away from him to keep my distance. He didn’t need to be corrupted by a monster like me. However, in the jeep, there wasn’t anywhere for me to escape to. A second later, he was sitting next to me. “Stop hogging the blankie! Percy’s cold.”

“Get away from that monster,” Brian hissed and grabbed Jack’s arm. As he dragged Jack away, I relaxed for only a moment before Brian yelped in pain as Jack kicked him.

“Lemme go!” Jack practically shouted. Thankfully, his shout didn’t wake Mom or Anthony. I peeked around but couldn’t see Dad or Uncle Frank, who were on guard duty, hidden by the snow accumulating on the windows.

“Jack. Your brother is right. You should listen to him,” I said. My heart sunk further as I admitted that.

Jack, for his part, was being stubborn, and as soon as he was free from Brian, he attached himself to my side as if he were an extra appendage. “You not a monster. You saveded us from da monster!” He gave me a stern look.

With a defeated sigh, I resigned myself to having the boy attached to me. He pushed himself closer to me as he began to shiver as well. We were like this for several minutes before Brian broke the silence. “Here.” He had pushed himself as far from me as he could and was holding out the blanket for me to take.

“There’s enough room for all of us to share,” I said as I covered Jack and myself up.

“I’ll be fine. I’m not coming near you,” he spat.

I flinched at his tone but accepted it. It was for the best. As soon as we got to Canada and found where we were going to be living, they both would be taken in by some human to raise and I would never have to worry about hurting them again. I closed my eyes and began to relax as the blanket trapped the warmth between Jack, who was already back to sleep, and me. I was on the cusp of sleep when the quiet chattering of teeth made me crack a single eye open. Brian was shivering and doing exactly what I had been doing only minutes ago. As he opened his eyes fully and looked around, I feigned being asleep to see what he would do. It took only a few heartbeats before he carefully slid next to Jack and pulled the far end of the blanket over himself. Once I felt his shivering slow as well as his breathing, I let myself relax and drift off to sleep.

“It looks like our little family is growing.” Anthony’s whisper was the last thing I heard as the sandman took me to the land of dreams.
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Percy (Age 16)

December 29th, 2295

Time: 11:22




Mom slowed the jeep to a crawl as an enormous wall came into view. From where I was sitting, I couldn’t see any lookout towers, gates, cameras, or guards. Mom continued forward until we were clear of the tree line and in a large, cleared out section between the forest behind us and the wall in front of us. We only got a few meters into the clearing before the jeep shutoff on its own.

The radio came to life and a male voice spoke to us. “Welcome to the Canadian border. Will the fourteen of you be so kind as to step out of your vehicles with your hands and paws up? You will see a large circle to the left. Please walk there, keeping your paws and hands up until you are instructed otherwise. Thank you.”

Dad had woken up and was eying the area cautiously. “I don’t like this, but I don’t think we have much of a choice.”

“That is correct.” The radio crackled back to life. “However, do not worry. This is a standard procedure. As long as you follow all our instructions, no harm will come to you or your families. These precautions are for everyone’s safety.”

“Let’s do what the radio says,” Mom said. She opened her door and got out.

We all followed her lead. As soon as I stood up, I raised my left paw in the air, but with the amount of pain in my right paw radiating all the way to my shoulder, I could no longer move my arm and it was immobilized in a sling. Jack and Brian both followed behind me. While Brian immediately put his hands up, Jack didn’t and began to run around.

“Wow! It’s huge!” he said as he ran to the front of the jeep.

“Jack. Please don’t run around. We need to go stand in that circle over there with our hands up.” Mom’s tone was one I recognized from when Jeffery and Suzie were little and too excited to really listen or understand what was going on.

“Is it a game?” He looked up at her, bouncing up and down.

“Yeah. It’s a game. If we move too fast, the ground will break. There is also something back in the trees that is watching us. If you put your hands up in the air and roar, it’ll scare him away.”

“Okay!” He instantly slowed down to a creep as he threw his hands in the air and roared like a lion.

It took a minute for everyone to exit the vehicles and walk to the circle, with Uncle Frank wheeling Verne in last. As soon as we were in place, we became surrounded by a mix of at least fifty humans and wolves in a uniform I had never seen before. They’d appeared seemingly out of nowhere. A majority of them formed a circle around us, guns at the ready. This seemed to scare Jack as he went from having his hands up to clutching onto my pants and burying his face in the fabric. The soldiers that weren’t focused on us began to meticulously go through both vehicles, pulling everything out. Then they went through all of our belongings, searching for who knows what. In the end, they had separated out every weapon we had, including my rifle, before carefully packing all our things back up and loading them onto a cart. They put our weapons onto another cart and pushed them both to us.

One human and one wolf from the circle stepped forward; the others instantly adjusted to fill the gaps. The female human was the one to address us. “Each of you will be searched. Any weapons and electronic devices will be confiscated. Your electronic devices will be returned to you later today in the same condition they are in now. I will search the three humans and my teammate will search all the wolves. Please form two lines in front of us.”

Dad and Mom formed the beginning of the line for the wolves. Suzie stood behind Mom, grabbing onto her tail. Jeffery stood behind Suzie, grabbing hers. I then took my spot behind him and began to gently pet his head to calm him down. This lasted only for a second before the human spoke up again, looking directly at me. “I said all three humans are to form a line in front of me. Get in line over here.” 

“But I’m—” I started, but Mom cut me off.

“It’s alright, Percy. Just do what she says for now.”

I lowered my head, shuffled out of line, and got behind Brian. Almost simultaneously, the female human and male wolf began to search everyone in line. Jack and Brian were searched within seconds and told to stand in a new spot. When it was my turn, I felt very uncomfortable. I didn’t like the idea of some human touching me and asking me questions.

“Do you have any weapons, explosives, electronic devices, or anything that might harm me?” she asked as I stopped in front of her.

“I have my combat knife on the outside of my right thigh, ma’am, but that is it.” I tried to stay calm as she immediately dropped to my leg and removed it.

“Where’s your sidearm?” she asked as she stood up and placed my knife with the other weapons. “You have a holster, but we did not find a pistol in your vehicle.”

“It was destroyed, ma’am.” I shifted my gaze away from her.

“How?” she asked. It appeared that she wasn’t satisfied with my answer, as her voice was curt.

“It was shot out of my paw.” I wasn’t going to tell her the entire truth behind it. She didn’t have the right to know.

“Paw?”

“Yes. My paw.” I pointed to my right paw hidden within the sling. I couldn’t keep the condescension out of my voice. “I’m a wolf, so why wouldn’t I have paws?”

“Percy,” Dad growled low from his spot next to Brian and Jack.

“Sorry,” I mumbled.

“I see.” Curiosity laced her voice. “Raise your arm so I can thoroughly search you.”

I raised up my left arm and begrudgingly let her search me. I followed all of her directions as she scanned me with her computer as well as physically patted me down. When it came to searching my right arm, I carefully lifted it out of the sling and held it up with my left hand even though the action created more discomfort and I could feel that the painkillers were wearing off. She stared at it, transfixed for a moment, as if she’d never seen a prosthetic arm before. I cleared my throat, which snapped her out of it, and she carefully searched my arm and the sling before she finally cleared me to stand with my parents and the two little boys. It took quite a while for them to search the rest of my family, but eventually we were all standing in a new circle with the soldiers still surrounding us in a more relaxed stance.

“Thank you for your patience and cooperation.” The female human addressed us again. “Your personal belongings, except for your computers, will be returned to you now.” As she spoke, the human controlling the cart with our belongings pushed it forward, leaving it beside us. “Your computers will be returned to you once we have verified that they are not compromised in any fashion. Your weapons will not be returned to you.” The wolf manning the cart with our weapons began to push it away from us.

“But that’s—” I reached forward. They were taking my rifle from me. It had been with me since the very beginning and had kept me alive through the entire war, and now I was losing it.

“Let it go.” Dad placed his paw on my shoulder. “It’s just a tool that you no longer need. We’re free now, and we no longer have to fight.”

I lowered my paw as anxiety coursed through my veins, seeing my rifle moving farther and farther away. The one thing I could trust to always be at my side was gone.

As the cart disappeared somewhere near the wall, a large, covered truck appeared out of nowhere and came to a stop behind the female. “This truck will take you to your next destination. There you will be given citizenship, issued housing, and all of your medical needs will be addressed. Again, thank you for your cooperation and welcome to Canada.”
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Our belongings were loaded for us and we spent what felt like an hour driving around in the back of the truck. It seemed like the driver was lost, as we had made so many right and left turns, I lost track. They had also closed the back, so we couldn’t see anything outside, leaving us with no clue where we were.

Eventually the truck stopped and we were allowed to disembark., We were in some sort of bunker or underground chamber, as there were no windows letting in natural light. As we stepped out, everyone’s pawsteps echoed through the large tunnel. Once we had all disembarked, a door to our right opened up and four men, two wolves, and two humans walked out and stood in front of us. They wore the same uniform as the other soldiers, but I didn’t recognize their rank symbols, so there was no telling whether these were generals or privates.

“Welcome to Canada. My name is Tim, and these are my fellow administrators, Paul, Mark, and Bill.” The wolf named Tim took a step closer than the others. “Due to the size of your party, we need to split you up into groups of four. Please decide amongst yourselves what those groups will be and which of the four of us each group would like to work with. We understand how confusing this entire process is and that you may not be comfortable working with a human. Unfortunately, we do not have enough wolf administrators on staff today to accommodate all of you, and for that, I apologize. We will make every effort to make this as easy as possible for you. Do you have any questions before we begin?”

“We’re a family of six.” Uncle Frank took a step forward and waved to his side of the family. “Is it possible for all six of us to work with one person? I don’t have an issue if it is with a wolf or a human.”

“I can take all six of you.” The human named Bill stepped forward. “My office is at the end of the hallway, and it gives me a little more space to work with. If you’ll follow me, we can get all the paperwork going.”

He turned around and walked back through the door, with the entire Thompson family following closely behind him. Once they were through the door, Dad pushed Jeffery and Suzie forward. “My mate, youngest pups, and I are alright with whoever.” He then looked at me with a soft smile. “Go with Anthony. We’ll see you in a little bit.”

The wolf named Paul stepped forward. “Excellent. Follow me.”

They all left through the door as well, leaving the last four of us with Tim and Mark. “I’m okay with whoever you would prefer to work with,” Anthony said and gave me a gentle push forward.

“Mark, I would prefer to work with a fellow—” I started, and Tim took a step back as if he expected not to be chosen. “—wolf.”

They both seemed a bit stunned. Tim recovered first and smiled. “Perfect. Please follow me and we’ll get you through the process as quickly as possible.”

He turned around and walked through the door. Anthony looked down at the two boys standing between us. “Jack, hold on to my tail so you don’t get lost.”

“Okay,” Jack said.

Since the first soldiers had arrived, Jack had been quiet and not bouncing around. He still seemed scared of the whole thing and immediately latched onto Anthony’s tail like a lifeline. Brian got in line right behind Jack, holding onto his shoulders. I took my place at the end of our little wolf-human train as we walked through the door and into a hallway filled with offices. The hallway walls appeared to be made of glass and allowed us to see into each room as we passed. While every office had the same furniture and equipment, they were all set up differently and showed the uniqueness of each wolf or human that worked in them. We were halfway down the hallway when Tim turned and held a glass door open for us on our left. We all filed in, and Tim shut the door behind us before making his way around the desk and taking a seat on the opposite side.

His office was small, but we all comfortably fit inside. He had an L-shaped desk that was pushed against the middle of the left wall. There was a small child-sized table and two chairs along the right wall. Finishing off the room were two comfortable looking chairs placed in front of Tim’s desk, with the backs facing the hallway.

“Why don’t we get you two all squared away first? Then we can work on the paperwork for your pups,” Tim said with a welcoming smile and motioned towards the small table to our right. “The kids can sit there and play with the computer. I’ve got a few games installed that they might enjoy.”

“They’re not our—” I started, but it seemed today I couldn’t get a single sentence out without someone interrupting me.

“Let’s talk about that after we get our paperwork done.” Anthony elbowed me. “Brian, why don’t you and Jack go play some games? It’s going to take us a while, and I don’t want you two to be bored.”

“Why don’t we start with you?” Tim pointed to Anthony. “I have a feeling your paperwork is going the be the easiest. Let’s start with the basics. What is your full legal name and date of birth?”

“My name is Anthony Rosser.”

“Rosser? But your last name is Archer,” I interrupted. We’d never discussed him taking my last name or me taking his, even though we were mates now.

Anthony took my paw in his and gave it a gentle squeeze. “I want to be a Rosser. Once my mother left my piece of shit father, it was just me and her. She was an only child, and I was never close to my father’s side of the family for obvious reasons. I know how much your family means to you, and with my mother gone, I have absolutely no ties to my family name. It means a lot to me to be part of your family now, and that’s why I’m willing to give up my old name.”

I was stunned. I had never thought about any of that. I never really knew his mother, or any part of his family for that matter. Before the bomb, we’d mostly spent our time together with my family. It never dawned on me he didn’t have anyone but his mother. Once again, I was shown how unfit of a mate I was.

“Anthony Rosser,” Tim said as he typed it into the form on his computer. “And your birthday?”

“I was born September 10th, 2279.”

“And your species is wolf,” Tim stated.

“Yeah.”

Tim continued to type away as he asked more questions. It took a little over an hour for all of Anthony’s paperwork to be completed, and then it was my turn. Tim smiled at me as he pulled up a new set of documents on his computer. “Full name and date of birth, please.”

“Percival Ornelas Rosser, although I prefer to go by Percy,” I answered. “I was born on October 15th, 2279.”

“And your species is human,” Tim said in a matter-of-fact tone.

“No!” I growled. “I’m a wolf!”

“Percy, please,” Anthony interjected.

“No! I’m a wolf. Why is that so hard for everyone?” I snapped back.

Tim sighed, drawing my ire to him again. “It’s not my place to know what’s happened in your past, however this documentation has to be accurate. I understand you wish to be referred to as a wolf, however, biologically it is clear to me without even doing the DNA scan yet that you are a human. I can put notes in the system to document your preference in species, but for these documents, I have to put that you are a human. This is not meant to be a slight against you in any way. We accept all walks of life here, and if you wish to be a wolf, that is your right and I applaud you for standing up for it. However I have to ensure this documentation is as accurate as possible.”

“I’m sorry.” I shrunk into myself. “I just don’t like being called a human. I’ve been a wolf for as long as I can remember.”

“That’s alright. We have special procedures in place to handle just about any situation, but I must admit you’re the first person I’ve had to use these procedures with. So please bear with me as I try to work through all of this to make sure that you won’t have any issues with your paperwork once you leave here.”

“Thank you for doing all of this for us.” Anthony’s smile grew.

“It’s my pleasure, Mr. Rosser.” Tim went back to filling out a few things in the document before he asked the next question. “You served in the military for your pack?”

“Yes, sir.” I shifted around uncomfortably at what that insinuated.

“What was your rank and which unit were you part of?”

“Private First Class. I was assigned to several units as a sniper, sir. I did not have a specific unit, although my commanding officer was Captain Matthews.” As I said his name, my stomach knotted in guilt. I hope he’s alright. It’ll kill me if something happened to him because I ran.

“You were a sniper, but only a private?” Tim asked in disbelief.

“Yes. General Todbringer and apparently our Alpha were using him as a puppet, stringing him along while slowly destroying him,” Anthony answered for me.

“I see.” Tim typed in a bunch of notes and continued to ask me more questions about my life and my role in Alpha Richard’s pack.

It took nearly two hours of questions before my paperwork was finally complete. As I signed the last form, instead of the screen disappearing, a new screen came up. It had my name at the top with the words “Veteran Psychological Evaluation” underneath it.

I looked up at Tim. “What’s this about?”

“That is a psychological evaluation form. All veterans are required to take it. The form will be sent to your assigned psychologist and therapist, who will work with you to help you adjust back into a fully civilian life,” Tim responded calmly. “Neither I, nor anyone outside of the medical team assigned to you, will see these results. We ask that you answer this as honestly as possible. We want only the best outcome for all retired veterans, and this is one of many tools that will be used to help us help you.”

“Team of doctors?” I worried more and more as he spoke.

“Yes. As a veteran, your physical and mental health are very important to us. You served your pack, and we wish to recognize and honor all that you’ve sacrificed for that. You will be afforded the best medical care we can provide at no expense to you or your family. Your mate and pups will be given the same medical care as a show of thanks for your service, regardless of which side of the war you fought for. As far as Canada is concerned, with few exceptions, there are no war criminals from this war. You were following orders to protect your family and pack, and we will not fault you for that.” There was no ounce of deception or disgust in his voice. Instead, it was filled with pride and honor. “For your service to your pack, we thank you.”

I tried to choke back the tears that were streaming down my muzzle and staining my uniform. A random wolf had never thanked me for what I had done. Yet here was a wolf I had never met, not only thanking me, but wishing to help me. “I-I don’t deserve this,” I sniffled. “Not a monster like me.”

“Nonsense. Even though you and I might have fought for opposite sides, I can respect your service, and I am glad to help ensure you receive all the help you will ever need to heal from the horrors of this war and live a happy, healthy life with your mate and pups.” Tim beamed with pride as he spoke and held out his left paw for me to shake. “Again, thank you for your service to your pack, and I wish you a prosperous retirement.”

“Thank you.” My voice was barely a whisper as I shook his paw.

“Once you’ve completed that evaluation with as much honesty as you can muster, we can finish up with the little ones.” Tim motioned back to the form in front of me.

The form was very basic. There was a table with fifteen questions going down the first column. To the right of that column was a scale from one to five. The scale was broken down with one as “you feel this constantly,” three as “you feel this several times a week,” and five as “you rarely feel like this.” I took a deep, calming breath as I read the first question. “Have you had thoughts of committing suicide?”

I froze. How did they know?

I glanced over at Anthony, who apparently couldn’t see the screen, as he gave me a warm smile and a nod of encouragement. I looked back at the form and pressed the number one. “Have you had thoughts of harming yourself or others?”

Can you read my mind?

Again, I pressed the number one and moved on. In the end, I had selected the number one for all fifteen questions. Once I answered the last question, it asked me to confirm my results. Anxiety coursed through me as I pressed the confirm button and the screen disappeared. I was fully expecting a bunch of doctors to suddenly burst through the door and take me away based on my responses. However, as soon as it disappeared, a brand-new application appeared in front of Tim, who gave me a reassuring smile.

“Now that we’ve gotten both of you taken care of, let’s move on to the little ones. I think it’s safe to say they are not biologically related to either of you, correct?” Tim asked.

“Yes,” Anthony answered, keeping his voice low. “Percy rescued them on Christmas.”

“And their biological parents?” Tim kept his voice low as well.

“I’m assuming their father is dead because they’ve never mentioned him.” As I answered, my voice cracked. “I shot and killed their mother. I had no choice as my general had ordered me to kill her.”

“Were you not ordered to kill them?” Tim asked, concern filling his voice.

“Kind of.” I shrunk in my chair. “Todbringer had seen her, so I shot her at his order. He then ordered me to kill any humans in the building, but when I found Jack and Brian, he couldn’t see us, so I risked everything to help them escape.”

“I see. Do they know any of this?” Tim continued.

“No.” I could barely get the word out.

“Normally, since you both are considered adults by wolf standards, we would highly encourage you both to adopt them as our orphanage and the orphanages in the neighboring cities are over capacity with orphans because of the war. However, I can understand if you do not wish to adopt them, given the circumstances.” Tim’s voice was sympathetic, and I couldn’t help but be put somewhat at ease around him.

“I think we would still like to adopt them.” Anthony spoke up first.

“What?” I shouted. Jack was startled, so I lowered my voice. “Anthony, I don’t—”

“Can we step outside to discuss this for a minute, Tim?” Anthony cut me off yet again.

“Of course. These rooms are soundproof, so you are alright to discuss this as much and as loudly as you need to.” He chuckled a little. “I’ll keep an eye on the little ones and, of course, you’ll be able to see them the entire time you’re in the hall.”

“Let’s go discuss this in private, dear.” Anthony stressed that last part through gritted teeth. “Brian. Jack. Please behave for Tim. Percy and I need to discuss something. We’ll be just outside the room if you need us.”

With that, Anthony stood up, and I followed behind him, dragging my foot paws as I went to face my executioner. The door slid shut behind me and I took the offensive immediately. “We can’t adopt them! Not after I killed their mother and nearly killed them!”

“Percy.” Anthony sounded hurt. “Those boys need a family. You heard Tim. The orphanages are overrun, which means their chances of getting adopted are slim to none. If we don’t adopt them, no one will.”

I flinched at his words. “But I can’t.”

“Why?” His tone said it was a rhetorical question. “From what Mom and Dad have told me, Dad went through the same struggle with himself when you fell into their lives. He told me all about the time he had to choose between keeping you or giving you up and letting a human take you to an orphanage. He couldn’t do it because you had already found a new family. It’s the same with those two little boys in there. Jack has already glued himself to us as if we were his parents since birth.”

“Brian hates me,” I retorted.

“Brian is scared, hurt, and confused right now.” His tone softened. “He understands what’s going on. He knows he will never see his biological parents again, just like the little pup I met for the first time in school. You were terrified back then from what I can remember, and you didn’t want to accept that you were adopted. Now look at you. You have a family that you were willing to quite literally give up your life to protect.”

“But how can I?”

“It’s not how can I, it’s how can we? Remember, you aren’t alone in this.” He placed his paws on my shoulders, pressing his nose against mine. “You have me, and those two boys have us. As well as a whole host of aunts, uncles, cousins, and two amazing grandparents to spoil them. They won’t have to grow up alone because they will have all of us. Just like how you grew up.”

“Okay.” I tilted my nose up, connecting our lips briefly.

“I love you,” he whispered.

“Love you too.”

He stepped back and motioned for me to enter through the door. As soon as I stepped through the entryway, Jack leaped off his brother’s lap and ran to me, hugging my leg. “Why is you crying? Did Anfony be mean to you?” Before I could even respond, he let go of my leg, puffed up his chest, and walked up to Anthony. “Why you being mean to Percy?”

“I wasn’t being mean to him, I promise.” Anthony knelt and placed his paw on the fuming gremlin. “He needed me to explain why he was making the wrong choice.”

“So I take it you’ve decided to adopt?” Tim cut in with a knowing grin across his muzzle.

“Yes,” I answered, although weakly.

“Of course, the boys will have to also agree. And as Brian is the eldest sibling, he will make the decision for both of them.” As Tim said that, we all looked at Brian. “Brian, I know this is very sudden and will be hard, but I need you to think about this before you answer. Because both you and Jack are now orphans, you have two choices. You can either be taken to our orphanage where you will live with about one hundred other children. You will be taken care of by the staff there as best as they can until you are either adopted by a family, or you, as the eldest, turn seventeen and will be allowed to then adopt Jack and live on your own. Your other option is to allow Anthony and Percy to adopt you. You will become their children and they will raise you as their own pups. They will be responsible for taking care of you and providing you with everything you two will require as you grow. Which would you like?”

Before anyone could say anything, Jack piped up. “I wanna lib wiff Percy and Anfony!”

“No!” Brian snapped at Jack. “I don’t want to live with that monster!”

“NO!” Jack shouted right back. “Stop saying bad things!”

“I’m not! He’s a monster! He thinks he’s a wolf, and you heard what that other wolf said. He’s killed hundreds of humans.”

“But he saveded us!” Jack latched back onto my leg, causing me to stiffen up, and buried his face in my pants. “I want to stay wiff him.”

“I’m sorry, Jack.” Tim stepped around his desk and pulled Jack away from me. “Your brother has decided that he doesn’t want the two of you to be raised by Anthony and Percy.”

“No!” Jack was hysterical as he tried to grab back onto me. “Please! I don’t wanna go lib wiff some orpanage!”

“I’m sorry—”

“Change you mind, Brian!” Jack kicked Brian as Tim moved them back around the desk. “Or I hate you foreber!”

“Jack. That’s not nice.” Anthony spoke up, although his voice cracked. “Brian is just doing what he feels is best for both of you.”

“If you two wouldn’t mind stepping out for a little bit while I get their paperwork completed and have a social worker come get them. Once I’m done, we can finish up everything and get you assigned to your new home, as well as get you to the hospital to get your paw looked at.” Tim gave us a pleading look.

I was the first to turn and quickly exited the room. Anthony was only a few steps behind me. With the door shut once again, I let out the breath I didn’t realize I had been holding the entire time. It’s for the best. They don’t need to be raised by a monster like me.

“Well, it’s probably—” I turned to see my mate completely destroyed. The fur under his eyes was saturated with tears. His ears were splayed to the sides, and his tail was firmly tucked between his legs. I closed the distance between us and did my best to hug him with my one working arm. “It’s alright. Like you said, Brian is just doing what’s best for them.”

“No, he’s not. They’re my pups. I can’t lose my pups.” Anthony sobbed into my shoulder.

“I’m sorry.” I whispered as my heart broke for him.

I hadn’t considered that he would have gotten attached so quickly. Even when he told Jack to hold his tail, it hadn’t dawned on me he had already claimed those two as his pups. We clung to each other for several minutes, just Anthony crying and me at a loss for how to comfort him or make the situation any better. There really wasn’t anything I could do to change it, so I just held him and nuzzled the side of his muzzle. Anthony’s tears were starting to dry when the door opening drew our attention.

There’s no way he’s done with their paperwork.

“Anthony. Percy. Can you come back in?” Tim was practically glowing. “There’s been a change of heart.”

Anthony whipped around, slapping me with his tail as he moved with determination back into the room. I was only a step behind him, my anxiety skyrocketing again. As we entered, Jack jetted off his chair and collided with Anthony’s leg. “Brian changeded his mind! We can lib wiff you and Percy!”

Anthony began to laugh and cry as he knelt and embraced Jack. “Yes. You can live with us now.”

“Why you crying?” Jack’s words were muffled. “Did I do somefing wrong?”

“No. You didn’t do anything wrong.” Anthony nuzzled and then chinned the top of Jack’s head, putting his mark there. “I’m crying because I’m happy.”

“Oh. Okay. Can I cry too?” Jack asked, and Anthony responded with a nod. A moment later, they were both crying. I let them be while I went to finish working with Tim.

“I haven’t gotten any of their paperwork started yet. We spent the last little while with Jack yelling at Brian as I explained what would happen now that they were going to become our wards and live in the orphanage,” Tim said as I sat down at the desk. “The kids’ paperwork will be fairly simple and I can fill both out at the same time, as almost all the information will be the same. Brian, how old are you and Jack?”

“I’m eight and Jack is going to turn four in three days,” he huffed.

“A New Year’s baby? How sweet.” Tim said and began the final bits of paperwork to get us on our way.
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The rest of the time at the administration office was spent reviewing important information, like certain laws we would need to be familiar with, as well as different expectations of us as adults. Anthony was already being lined up with a job at the hospital and would start in about two weeks. Tim also informed us I would receive a monthly check for being a veteran, but I wouldn’t be receiving that money immediately; Anthony insisted we talk to my assigned case worker because the amount would be based on my current rank and Todbringer had intentionally never promoted me. We were also given meal vouchers to cover us for two weeks while we got settled in and waited for my hearing. After all of that was set up, Tim gave Anthony and me new computers and arranged a taxi for all four of us to be taken to the hospital for checkups.

Our brief trip to the hospital was quite entertaining. A young human girl, who appeared to not be any older than Anthony and me, talked to us the entire ride. She told us so much about the little town we were in and much more, including what felt like her entire life’s story. The visit to the doctors was an entire affair in itself. While Brian had said and done everything he could to ensure I wasn’t in the small exam room with him, Jack had burst into tears and latched onto me after receiving a couple of vaccines and having a bit of blood drawn. With that entire ordeal behind us, we had decided to walk home and stop at a small restaurant, called Nana’s Diner, we had seen on our way to the hospital.

As we crossed the threshold and the doors shut behind us, we were greeted by a cozy little diner and an elderly human lady waiting at a small podium. “Welcome in, sweeties. Will it be just the four of you?”

“Yes. It’s just the four of us,” Anthony said.

“I’ve got a spot near the fireplace that should be perfect. It’ll help warm the little ones up. They look like they are freezing.”

“Thank you. We just got here. We’ve been running for over a day to escape our pack.”

“Oh! You’re new citizens? Welcome!” Her natural glow seemed to increase tenfold as she grabbed a few menus. “It’s so nice to see fresh faces in town, especially those that are escaping from that dreadful war. Please follow me, and don’t worry about your food vouchers. Your meal is on us tonight. Order whatever you like.”

“We couldn’t—“ Anthony started.

“Nonsense. Two young men like you, raising two little boys on your own—you could use all the help you can get.”

“Thank you,” Anthony said.

“Yes. Thank you,” I added.

“It’s my pleasure,” she said as she continued to guide us towards the back of the small restaurant to a table right next to the fireplace and what sounded like the kitchen. It was immediately clear that Jack was far too small to sit at the table. “Let me get the little one a booster seat, and then why don’t we start off with water and some hot chocolate for all four of you to help get you warmed up?”

“That would be wonderful. Thank you, umm—“ Anthony said.

“Nancy. Although everyone around here calls me Nana.” She chuckled.

“Nana? As in—“

“Yep. My husband and I opened this diner when we moved here,” she said. Her glow only seemed to increase as she spoke to us. “Now just wait right here and I’ll be back with the booster seat.”

As we waited for her to return, Anthony took the seat on our left while Brian immediately moved to the far side of the table and took the back seat. I was extremely conflicted with this. I didn’t like the idea of sitting with my back to the front of the restaurant and not being able to see anyone coming. I also didn’t want to sit next to Brian, as he had made it very clear he didn’t want me near him. Also, sitting next to him meant I was farther away from Anthony than I wanted to be at the moment.

Clearly seeing my internal struggle, Anthony took my paw in his. “Sit here. We’re safe. I know it’s going to be hard, but it’s okay to lower your guard here.”

“Okay,” I said and hesitantly sat down. Just as I was sitting, Nana returned.

“Here we go,” she said as she set the booster chair down on the chair to my right. She then effortlessly picked Jack up and buckled him in so he wouldn’t fall out. An elderly man, who appeared to be around her age, had followed behind her with a tray of drinks. He set a glass of water and mug of hot chocolate in front of each of us quietly as Nana passed out menus to Anthony and me. She then placed little paper menus, along with some crayons, down in front of Brian and Jack. “We’ll give you a few minutes to look over the menu. If you need anything in the meantime, just holler. And the restrooms are back up near the entrance. Just follow the signs.”

“Thank you,” Anthony and I said in unison as they both turned and left.

I opened my menu and began to browse it. Before now, I had never thought about money or how much anything cost because of how much my parents had made in their positions within the military. While I never got absolutely everything that I wanted, I also never had to worry about how much a meal would cost. Now I was looking at a menu, knowing I had no money and that even when I started having an income, it wouldn’t be anything near what my parents had made. I had gone to the section for steaks, as that was my usual meal whenever we dined out, but I balked at the cost.

“Anthony. I can’t,” I said as I closed my menu. “I can’t take advantage of their hospitality. This is all too much. Just order for you and the kids. I’ll eat an MRE when we get home.”

“Yeah…” Anthony seemed to be as shocked as I was. “Even with the vouchers, it doesn’t feel right. I’ll have an MRE as well.” He looked over to Brian and Jack, who were busy coloring on their menus. “Do you two know what you want?”

“I don’t know what any of this is,” Brian said. He was squinting at the menu as he looked it over. “We’ve never had whatever this stuff is.”

Anthony grabbed my paw underneath the table and gave it a comforting squeeze. “That’s alright. Why don’t I order for both of you? We’ll get you two different things so you can try both and find what you like.”

“Can I hab these? Dey looks yummy!” Jack pipped up and pointed at the chicken nuggets on his menu.

“Sure.” Anthony smiled at him. “And why don’t we get you the cheeseburger, Brian?”

“I guess,” he said.

As if by magic, Nana appeared at our table at that moment. “Are we ready to order?”

“Yeah,” Anthony said as he closed his own menu. “Jack will have the chicken nuggets and french fries. And Brian will have the cheeseburger. Would it be possible to have his burger cut in half so that Jack can try it as well?”

“Of course we can do that. I’ll also put all the toppings on the side, just in case,” she said. The caring smile she had when we first walked in never once vanished. “And what can I get you two?”

“I-I’m okay. I’m not really hungry,” I said without looking up at her. With how nice she was being, I couldn’t look her in the eyes as I lied.

“Same here. We just stopped by to get the kids something to eat,” Anthony added as he handed over his menu.

“Are you sure? You two look famished.” She eyed us both down.

“Y-yeah. We’ll be alright,” Anthony said.

“Alright. I’ll be back shortly with the cheeseburger and chicken nuggets for the little ones.”

She returned to the kitchen, leaving us in relative silence. As we sat quietly waiting for the boys’ food to arrive, I couldn’t help but become completely overwhelmed with everything. We had escaped from my pack, mostly unharmed. I found out that my entire life had all been a lie and that my alpha had been manipulating me from the first time I met him. Now I was in Canada, caring for two little boys whose mother I had just murdered the other day. And everyone was being nice and welcoming to me. Me! A monster! It made no sense. This all had to be a ruse. They were all setting me up. Any second now, the police would barge in here and arrest me for my crimes. I was so lost in my thoughts and fear that I failed to notice Nana returning with food.

“Here’s the order of chicken nuggets.” Her voice dragged me from my thoughts as she placed the plate in front of Jack. She then turned back to her tray and the three other plates on it, and grabbed the plate with the cheeseburger, and placed it in front of Brian. I expected that to be the end of it and for her to take her tray to whichever table was going to be receiving the two delicious looking and smelling steaks. Instead, she reached back over and placed the first plate in front of me. “A gift from my husband and I.”

“I-I…” I couldn’t find the words as she placed the next plate in front of Anthony.

“We couldn’t.” Anthony shook his head. “This is too much.”

“Nonsense. It’s our pleasure to help you out. You’re not the first young couple to walk through our doors with children in tow, and you won’t be the last. We do this out of the kindness in our hearts. We know the struggles. We lost everything at the start of the war as we fled from our home with nothing but the clothes on our backs. You’ll find many of us here have similar stories, and we all look out for each other, especially all of you young ones. It’s our job as the older generation to help protect and guide you. Think of us like your pack. The elders looking over and guiding the youth who will in turn guide the next generation.” 

As she spoke, my eyes blurred with tears. Why us? Why me? I don’t deserve this. I’ve hurt so many people.

“And if you’re ever in a situation where you are struggling to make ends meet, you and your little ones are welcome to a free meal here if you need it.”

“Th-thank you.” Anthony choked. All I could manage was a nod of agreement.

“It’s our pleasure, sweeties. Also, we made both steaks rare since that’s how all of our other wolf patrons like theirs, but if either of you would like it cooked more, don’t be afraid to say so.”

Wolf? Did she just refer to me as a wolf? I was stunned. I had fought my whole life for everyone to recognize me for who I was, and even earlier today, I’d had to fight for it. Yet here she was, calling me a wolf without even having to ask. This is all too much. I-I can’t.

“Thank you. If it wouldn’t be too much of a bother, could you cook Percy’s steak a little closer to medium? He has issues with the juices looking too close to blood.”

“Not at all. I’ll get that cooked up a bit more for you right now. I’d rather cook the steak a little longer and send you home with a full belly than send you home hungry,” she said. She scooped my plate up and made her way back to the kitchen.

“Dig in. Don’t let your food get cold while I wait for mine,” I said to Anthony. I turned my attention to Jack and Brian to see how they were reacting to the food. Brian was cautiously taking a bite of the cheeseburger. He had opted to not put any of the toppings on it, so it was just the meat, cheese, and bun. Fast moving hands quickly drew my attention to Jack, who was in the middle of shoving a handful of fries into his already stuffed mouth. “Jack! You need to slow down. You’ll make yourself sick if you eat like that.”

I reached out and started to pull Jack’s plate away to keep him from continuing to over stuff his mouth and possibly choke. I had barely touched his plate when Brian snapped, “HEY! THAT’S JACK’S FOOD! GET YOUR OWN!”

I ripped my paw back and cradled it like I had just touched a scalding hot dish. To say I was shocked would have been an understatement. I hadn’t expected Brian to react like that. Thankfully, Anthony was here to smooth it all over. As he gave my leg a gentle, reassuring squeeze under the table, he spoke softly to Brian. “It’s alright, Brian. Percy wasn’t trying to steal Jack’s food. He’s just concerned that Jack is going to hurt himself with how he’s eating. I’m sure you don’t want Jack to get hurt either, so why don’t we try this? How about we move Jack’s plate next to yours and you can help him eat slower so he doesn’t choke or make himself sick? That way he’s safe and you don’t have to worry about someone trying to steal his food.”

Brian’s death glare softened as he looked over at Anthony. “Fine. As long as he doesn’t try to steal Jack’s food again.”

Anthony nodded. “I promise that neither Percy nor I will ever steal your food. Nor will you ever have to worry about when your next meal will be. There will always be food available, and when Percy and I start getting paid, we will take you both to the grocery store to pick out snacks that will only be for you and Jack. How does that sound?”

“I umm…I…yes?” His anger washed away and he scrunched up his face in confusion. It was a pleasant change from the scowl he’d been wearing since we woke up this morning.

I hope I get to see more of this side of him.

“You don’t deserve to see him happy. You’re a monster!” The little boy in my head said. “It’s all your fault. They’re orph—”

“Here you are. One steak cooked medium. I hope you enjoy.” Nana’s arrival couldn’t have come at a better time.

I looked up at her and, through the emotional pain, I found it in me to give her a smile. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome, sweetie. And I’m sorry, I couldn’t help overhearing what was going on. I brought out a smaller plate for Jack to eat from.” She slid Jack’s current plate next to Brian’s plate and then placed a much smaller one in front of Jack. It looked like it would barely hold a muffin, let alone a large enough amount of food for Jack to choke on. She then turned and disappeared as quickly as she had appeared and we all resumed eating.

Dinner was enjoyed mostly in silence, with only Jack breaking it to ask Brian for more food. I had turned my attention to the delicious and perfectly cooked steak in front of me. I was still in shock over the fact that, despite what I looked like, she made the correct assumption that I was indeed a wolf. No one had ever done that to me before, especially not a human. Every few bites I found myself spiraling in my thoughts, but thankfully Anthony was there with a silent but comforting paw on my leg to draw me back to my food each time.

I was about halfway through my meal when I started to really notice an odd behavior from Brian. Every few bites, it looked like he grabbed something from his plate, then stuck his hand below the table. I watched him from the corner of my eye as I continued to eat, so that he wouldn’t catch on that I was studying him like a hunter studied his prey. Once I was certain of what I was seeing, I finally spoke up. “Brian? Why are you putting food in your pocket?”

“I’m not!” he snapped. The calmness he’d been showing over the last while instantly disappeared and his body stiffened up like he was getting ready to defend himself from an attack.

Before I could get another word out, Anthony squeezed my leg and took charge. “Brian, if you want to save some of yours and Jack’s meals, we can ask for boxes for you to take them home in.”

“I’m not hiding food!” he said. Panic was quickly growing in his voice, and the tensing of his shoulders screamed he was getting ready to bolt.

“I wasn’t saying you are,” Anthony said softly. It was clear that, unlike me, he was meant to be a father. Despite not having any siblings or cousins to help raise, he was clearly doing a better job with Brian than I was. “I just wanted to let you know that you always have the option to save some of your food for later if you’re feeling full. You don’t have to worry about leaving anything behind. We can get a box for your extra food, and if you’d like, you can carry it home.”

“I…” The anxiety that radiated off Brian dissipated as he spoke. “I’m full. Can I have one of those box things? I want to take my food home.”

“Of course you can. Thank you for asking.” Anthony reached over and placed a gentle paw on Brian’s shoulder. Brian stiffened up like a board before relaxing again. “As soon as Nana comes by, I’ll ask her for boxes so we can pack up all our leftovers.”

It didn’t take too much longer before Nana stopped by to check on us again. When she had returned, she gave two of the boxes to Brian for him to pack up his and Jack’s food, while she gave Anthony and me our own as well. And true to her word, Nana never brought a check to our table. When we were ready to leave, she and her husband escorted us to the door and told us to not hesitate to stop by again. It felt too surreal for me, and I found myself on edge again as we stepped back out onto the snow-covered street and began our journey to our new home.
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“Here we are,” Anthony said as we stopped in front of the small house that was to be our new home. “This is going to be our home for a long time. Who wants to go in first?”

“I do!” Jack said. His teeth were chattering as he bounced in place, as if he were on the world’s biggest sugar rush.

“Alright. Let me pick you up and you can open the door for us then.” Anthony bent over and scooped him up. “Now put your paw on the door pad and it’ll open the door.”

“Wha’s a paw?” Jack looked up with the cutest confused look on his face.

“It’s what a wolf calls a hand,” Anthony explained.

“Oh. OKAY!” Jack shouted and put his paw on the pad. The pad reacted immediately and the door opened. “Put me down!” He was barely out of Anthony’s hold before he ran inside and looked around. “WOW! IT’S HUGE!”

Anthony walked in next with Brian, who was carrying his and Jack’s leftovers, and I filed in behind them. Looking around, I recognized the layout. It seemed that no matter where I went, the houses would all be the same. Everything was laid out just like it had been in every house I had lived in that I could remember. The entryway led right into a living room, and attached to it was a dining room and kitchen. There was the hallway, which I couldn’t see down, but I was willing to bet my left paw that there would be two bedrooms across the hall from each other, as well as the bathroom and laundry. It wasn’t huge by any stretch of the word, but compared to the small one-bedroom apartment they had been living in when I found them, I guess it would seem huge.

As we all moved further inside, I noticed that the few bags of clothes Anthony and I had were in the living room, as well as two bags I had never seen before. I made a beeline for them and grabbed the note laid on top of them. “To the Rosser Family. We were informed that your adoptive children had no clothing. We were given their ages and estimated clothes sizes. If anything does not fit, please contact us and we will gladly replace them. Also, if the boys are in need of any other clothing items, please do not hesitate to ask us. Welcome to Canada. Sincerely, Grace Hall - Orphanage Asset Manager.”

“Anthony. Come look at this,” I said in amazement.

“What’s that?” he asked as he stepped up next to me. I handed him the letter. He was silent for several minutes as he read the note repeatedly. “They did all this?” His voice quivered as I heard tears forming.

“Yeah.” I leaned my head against his arm.

“Brian. Jack. Come here and look at this.” Anthony waved them over from where they were both checking out the kitchen with immense curiosity.

Jack, of course, ran over faster than lightning while Brian took a much steadier, yet quick, pace. “What is it?” Jack asked before Brian was even halfway here.

“They gave both you and Brian brand new clothes!” Anthony said.

“I gots new cloves?” Jack’s eyes bulged out of his head for a second, then he ripped into the first bag and started to toss all the clothes out. “These is too big!” he pouted.

I couldn’t help but laugh as he continued to dig through the first bag. “I think those are Brian’s clothes. Why don’t you check the other bag?”

“Okay!” He stopped mid toss to switch to the other bag and once again dug like a dog looking for his buried bone.

After setting down the food he’d been carrying, Brian picked up a few of the tossed shirts, holding them up against his tattered shirt and jacket. “Thank you.” His tone had gone from irritation and anger to a much softer tone of acceptance. “We haven’t ever had new clothes before. We’ve only ever had what Mom could find that was around our size. And thank you for dinner. We haven’t ever had that much to eat before.”

I stayed in my spot near Jack while Anthony calmly walked up and knelt in front of Brian, placing his paws on Brian’s shoulders. “You’re welcome. I understand that it’s going to be hard for you to adjust to your new life, but I want you to know that Percy and I will always make sure you and Jack have everything you could ever need. I know you don’t like Percy right now, but I hope we can all work together to show you that you don’t have to fear him. While we might not know each other very well, Percy and I already love both of you, and we will do everything we can to make sure you never feel unwanted or unloved.”

Brian mumbled something and looked away, but Anthony only kept smiling and pulled him into a hug. Brian froze up stiff as a pole and didn’t return the hug, but he didn’t fight it either.

One step at a time, I told myself.

“Can I try on my new cloves?” Jack asked as he pulled on my pant leg, drawing my attention down to him.

I started to say yes, but as I took in his dirt-covered clothes, it dawned on me that they probably hadn’t had a bath in quite some time. “How about you and your brother take a bath first and then we can get you ready for bed?”

His eyes lit up like a Christmas tree. “I can take a baff?”

“Yeah. I’m sure we’ve got a bathtub and a shower for you to choose from.” I gave him a big, toothy grin. “Why don’t we go find the bathroom and get you ready?”

He dropped the clothes in his hands and ran to the hallway. A door opened and his voice rang out. “No. Thas a bedroom.” Another door opened, and once again his voice echoed through the small house. “FOUNDED IT!”

He appeared back at the entrance of the hallway. “Come on, Brian! Percy said we can take a baff!”

I let out a barking laugh at his enthusiasm. They probably didn’t get many chances to bathe, especially once we had reached the water treatment plant and took it offline. I froze as that thought crossed my mind and I pulled into myself. They suffered every day because of me. The way they ate dinner and the state of the kitchen I had found—they didn’t have much of anything to eat because of my pack. Because of me. Thoughts raced around my mind, colliding with each other like cars on a raceway, and I suddenly felt sick.

“Hey. What’s going on in that head of yours?” I hadn’t realized Anthony was standing in front of me.

I blinked a few times and realized that it was just the two of us in the living room. How long?

“Come on, Percy. Open up.” Anthony planted his paws on my shoulders. “I know when you’re stuck in your head. What’s wrong?”

I turned my head in shame. “It’s my fault.”

“What is?” He placed his paw on my chin and made me look at him.

I motioned to the hallway. “That. They probably haven’t bathed in weeks because of me. They’ve barely had anything to eat, for who knows how long, because of me. It’s my fault.”

“None of that is your fault.” Anthony’s voice was soft and caring. “That would have happened regardless of you being a soldier. You didn’t take any of that from them. The war did.”

“But I was part of the raids!” I protested, raising my voice.

“And if you weren’t there, another wolf would have been.” Anthony chuckled and shook his head. “You’re carrying the world’s problems on your shoulders when you don’t need to. I’m glad that they scheduled you to meet with the psychologist and therapist tomorrow. It’ll be good for you to start healing. We’ll drop Jack and Brian off next door with Mom and Dad, and I’ll be going with you.” Before I could even object, he continued. “I’m going because I need to be a part of this just as much as they do. I can’t help you if I don’t understand everything. I want to be there with you every step of the way, so I can catch you every time you fall. That’s what a mate does.”

“I don’t deserve you.” I whispered as I stepped forward and buried my face in the front of his shirt.

“Of course you do. You deserve me, our pups, and so much more,” he whispered back. “You’ve been fighting for us for so long. It’s time for you to get some rest and let the rest of us fight for you.”

“Thank you,” I choked out.

As he nuzzled me, there was a loud splash and two sets of giggles coming from the bathroom. “I think your sons are making a mess.”

I shook my head and chuckled. “Your sons. I’m supposed to be resting and letting you fight. Remember?”

“Together?” He pulled away and took my left paw in his.

“Together,” I agreed and let him guide me to the bathroom. As we entered the hallway, I froze.

“Come on, Teddy!” I said. “Let’s go ask Dad if he’ll play Soldiers and Wolves with us!”

I blinked, and the memory changed.

I was dragging Teddy behind me as I snuck into my parents’ room. As I tried to climb into their bed unnoticed, a flash of lightning and a loud boom caused me to cry and my parents woke up.

“Percy? What’s wrong?” Mommy said with a yawn.

“It’s just the storm. You’re fine. Go back to bed,” Dad grumbled.

I shook my head to clear the memories of a home I didn’t remember living in. I was standing in a short T-shaped hallway. Immediately on the right was a small bedroom, and opposite of that was a closet that probably hid the washer and dryer. At the T-intersection was an open door that led into the bathroom, which meant there was going to be a bedroom at either end of that portion of the hallway. I couldn’t remember where I knew this house from, but my gut and those memories screamed I had lived here before.

“What’s wrong?” Anthony asked.

I shook my head again and looked up at him. “Nothing. Just some really old memories that I can’t place. I just know I’ve lived here, or at least in a house just like this, before.”

“Are you going to be okay?”

“Y-yeah.” I nodded and took my first step into the hallway.

We covered the short hallway in only a couple of steps. I paused just outside of the bathroom door, unsure of how to proceed. Anthony didn’t give me any time to figure out what to do and nudged me forward into the doorway. Brian and Jack were both sitting in the tub, splashing about completely carefree. Water covered the entire floor, as well as the toilet and part of the counter. It was going to take quite a bit of work to get it all dried up, but it warmed me to the core seeing how happy they were in that moment.

“I see you two are having a blast.” A smile broke across my face, but quickly dropped as Brian shifted and used his body to block Jack from me.

“Y-yeah…” Brian eyed me defensively like a dog preparing to be punished. “It’s my fault for all the water.”

I forced the smile back on my face as I shook my head. “You aren’t in trouble.”

What I had hoped would diffuse the tension a little didn’t seem to do anything. What am I doing? I should leave them be. I don’t belong here. I don’t deserve to see their happiness. I took a step back, but a large paw on my back prevented me from moving any farther.

“Go on,” Anthony whispered.

“I’m just…umm…” I could feel the frustration radiating off Anthony as I fumbled my words.

“Pretend it’s Jeffery and Suzie.”

“I was just checking to make sure you were alright and to see if you needed anything.” As I finished, Anthony groaned behind me.

“We heard all the splashing and wanted to see what fun game you two were playing!” Anthony pulled me back slightly so he could stand next to me in the doorway.

“We pwaying water monster!” Jack pipped up excitedly. “Brian’s da monster an I’m fighting him off wiff my water guns!”

Anthony laughed at his antics. “Alright. Well, we’ll let you fight off the big bad water monster for a bit more, and then it’s time for two little boys to head to bed.”

Brian relaxed a bit and slid away from Jack, back to his spot on the other side of the tub. “I’ll get us washed up. Do you have any towels?” His tone had lost all the excitement and playfulness from before I’d walked in.

“We’ll check your bags, but if not, you can both use the fur dryer.” Anthony pointed to the vent surrounded by water. “We’ll let you two be and come back in a few minutes.”

He turned around and ushered me back into the living room. I went to Jack’s bag and started to dig through it when a paw landed on my shoulder, drawing my attention again. “I know this is very hard for you, especially with everything that’s happened these last few days. Please try to relax around them. You being on edge is making Brian even more anxious, which is only making things worse for both of you. You aren’t going to hurt them by loving them. Care for them like you cared for Jeffery.”

“I’ll try.” I sighed as I looked down at my shaking paw.

“That’s all I ask.” Anthony stepped back and went to Brian’s bag. “And get Jack a pair of pajamas while you’re finding his towel.”

It had taken me several minutes to find a change of clothes and a towel for Jack, as it seemed that half of each outfit had somehow managed to be flung across the living room. Once we had both pairs of clothes, we went back to the bathroom together and delivered everything, letting Brian get himself and Jack ready for bed. They both stood in front of us, with Brian partially blocking Jack from me. Anthony knelt down to their level. “You each get your own room, and later this week we’ll work on decorating them however you want, but first you have to choose your rooms. Who wants the room over at the front of the hallway and who wants the room that’s across from Percy’s and mine?”

“I’ll take the room across from yours,” Brian answered in his defensive tone before Jack could even open his mouth.

“Can I sweep wiff Brian?” Jack grabbed onto the hem of Brian’s shirt.

“We’ve always slept in the same bed,” Brian continued. “We’ve never had separate rooms before. He’s not used to sleeping alone.”

Anthony was positively glowing. “That’s fine. You can sleep with your brother for now. We can slowly work on getting you comfortable sleeping in your own room.”

“Fank you.” Jack blushed and hid his face behind his brother.

Something dawned on me from when Jeffery was a little pup. “Did you want a night-light?” I asked.

“We can hab a light?” Jack looked back around his brother.

“Of course. For now, we can leave the bathroom light on, and once Percy’s first paycheck comes in, we’ll get you a little light for your room,” Anthony continued.

“Thanks.” Brian’s shoulders relaxed and the air around him seemed to lighten. “We couldn’t have a night-light before, and he always cried himself to sleep because he doesn’t like the dark.”

That brief moment of feeling like I had done something right instantly shattered, as the meaning behind those words once again twisted my stomach into knots. “We’re a monster. We hurt them and made them sad,” the little boy in my head whispered.

“Well, you can have one now. You won’t ever have to be afraid of the dark again. Percy and I will be here to protect you.” Anthony shuffled forward and ruffled Brian’s hair. “Now, off to bed, you two. Percy and I have a bathroom to clean up.”

“Okay!” Jack shouted. Instead of running to the bedroom, he walked up to Anthony and hugged him. I froze as he went from Anthony to hugging my leg. “Good night!”

“G-good night, Jack.” I patted his head awkwardly. He beamed up at me before turning and rushing into Brian’s room. I gave Brian a soft smile. “Good night, Brian.”

“Night,” he said coldly, turned, and headed to his room as well.

“Well. I would call that a very successful first night.” Anthony’s chest puffed up as he headed back to the living room.

“How was that a success?” I followed behind him and flopped onto the couch as soon as I could.

“They ate dinner, took a bath, got dressed, and went to bed, all with no issues. No fighting. No whining. Just two happy little boys.” He was glowing.

“Brian is definitely not happy,” I pointed out.

“He’s old enough to understand what’s going on,” Anthony retorted. “I seem to remember you not being happy and resisting a lot of things in first grade, but you came around. He needs some time to adjust to everything, just like you did.”

“So you’re saying he’s like me?”

“In some ways, yes. You both were torn from the life you knew and made to live with someone you initially were afraid of.”

“Then we should bolt their windows shut and weld the front door closed because he’s going to run away.”

“I don’t think he will.” My head cocked to the side, so he continued. “He won’t leave his little brother behind, and Jack won’t want to leave. He’s happy right here.”

“Until they find out I’m the monster that murdered their mother,” I retorted.

Anthony heaved a sigh and rubbed at the bridge of his muzzle. “We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it. For now, let them enjoy the bliss of ignorance and some semblance of peace.”

“So we just lie to them?”

“When the time comes, we’ll tell them, but until they ask, we let sleeping wolves lie.”

“If you say so,” I mumbled and rubbed at the migraine forming.

“What’s wrong?” Anthony was watching me like a hawk.

“The voices are arguing again,” I ashamedly admitted.

“Why don’t you head to bed then and try to get to sleep? I’ll clean up the bathroom and then be back to bed myself.” He stood up, offering me his paw.

Taking it, I stood up and made my way into the hallway. I walked past Jack’s bedroom, but stopped at the intersection. I looked to my right, where Brian’s bedroom door was open. Even with the bedroom light off, I could make out both of them huddled in the bed. Brian had pulled the covers up to Jack’s chin. From the way their heads were positioned, Brian had to have pulled Jack as close to his chest as he could. Seeing them sleeping peacefully both warmed and shattered my heart.

“Good night, boys,” I whispered. “Sweet dreams.”

I continued into my bedroom and turned on the light. Sitting at the foot of the bed was the bag that held Anthony’s and my clothes. I was far too drained to dig through them to find a pair of shorts and a T-shirt, so I picked it up and set it off to the side. Stripping out of my dirty clothes and down to my boxers, I slid under the covers of my new bed. Despite the comfortable mattress, I kept tossing and turning. It didn’t smell right, and I knew what was missing: the wolf who my entire world revolved around. No matter what I did, I just couldn’t find a spot where I could begin to fall asleep, until there was a dip in the bed and a furry arm wrapped around my center.

“Restless?” Anthony whispered in my ear.

“I couldn’t get comfortable,” I replied. “This isn’t our bed.”

“It is now.” He nuzzled the back of my head. “Give it a few days and this’ll be the most comfortable bed we’ve ever had.”

Even with his warmth radiating around and through me, I wasn’t able to completely relax, but I closed my eyes, hoping that it would help. “I love you,” I whispered.

“I love you too.”

Despite how comfortable I was, sleep refused to take me. Anthony, on the other paw, had quickly fallen asleep, still cradling me against his chest. I laid there for what felt like hours before I decided I had to do something. As carefully as I could, I slid out from under Anthony’s arm and placed my pillow in my place, which he instantly latched onto. Once out of bed, I put my dirty pants back on and walked out of my room. I still wasn’t sure what I was going to do, but as I made it to the bathroom, I felt a pull in my chest.

Instead of heading to the living room, I continued straight into Brian’s room. I stood next to their bed and watched them as they slept soundlessly. Despite everything they’d been through, they looked so innocent. Unlike me, nightmares didn’t plague their every dream. They could find peace despite the fact that they were living with a monster.

“Murderer,” the little boy whispered in my head.

The weight of everything became too much, and I had to sit down. Once on the ground, I clutched onto the dog tag that felt like a hundred kilogram brick hanging from my neck. I looked from Jessica’s name to my busted paw, then over to Jack’s sleeping face. I clenched my paw around Jessica’s dog tag as tears filled my eyes. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”
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Percy (Age 16)

December 30th, 2295

Time: 09:31




A friendly wolf receptionist had guided us back to my new psychologist’s office. The plaque on the door read “Dr. Green, M.D.” For two minutes I stared at the door pad, unable to move. I can’t do this. They’ll see how crazy I am and take me away.

“It’s going to be alright,” Anthony said. He took my paw in his and brought it up to the pad to open the door. “I promise this will be nothing like what happened with that asshole, Doctor Locke. These people seem to genuinely want to help you.”

As the door slid open, every fiber of my being was screaming at me to run, but with Anthony still holding my paw and standing directly behind me, I had no way to escape. With the door fully open, my fate was sealed as a male wolf, sitting at the opposite end of the room, locked eyes with me and smiled.

“You must be Percy and Anthony,” he said. “Please, come in and have a seat.”

When I didn’t move, Anthony gave me a small nudge, and I took my first step into the room. After years of combat and training, my instincts kicked in and I scanned the entire space in under a second. The room was spacious and sparsely furnished, with most of the furniture against the walls. My only two options for escape were to retreat back the way we came or to barrel through the wolf in front of me and jump out of the third-story window. Much like Doctor Locke’s office, there were three oversize chairs in the center of the room. Unlike Doctor Locke’s office, though, there was no table to separate us. Instead, there was an inviting open space in the center and a small coffee table between two of the chairs. On the table was a box of tissues and two unopened bottles of water.

As we rounded the backs of the chairs, Doctor Green stood up to shake our paws. “It’s a pleasure to meet both of you. I’m Doctor Green and I’ll be your psychologist.”

“It’s nice to meet you too,” Anthony said. “I’m Anthony, Percy’s mate. And as I’m sure you already know, this is Percy.”

“Yes. Shortly after you and your family arrived, the entire team here met to review your file.” Doctor Green smiled as we all sat down. He displayed a screen on his computer that had my picture and a lot of different notes. “I hope this doesn’t add to the anxiety that I can see in your eyes right now, but we have a surprisingly detailed history on you, outside of what you provided to the administrator yesterday. Apparently the Canadian Military has been gathering data on you for quite some time, and it’s hopefully going to be a good thing. The information has already given us an insight into your tragic past, and we’ve begun to create different plans for us to help you recover from everything you’ve been put through.”

The military has all of that on me? Why would they be gathering anything about me? This is it. This is the setup. I’m going to walk out of this room and the MPs will be waiting to take me into custody for everything Alpha Richard and General Todbringer made me do.

Anthony took my paw in his and gave it a gentle squeeze. Looking into his eyes, the calm and love that filled them helped to ease my skyrocketing anxiety. If he wasn’t worried about any of this, then maybe I didn’t have to be, either. But while I knew I could trust Anthony, I wasn’t certain I could trust this new wolf.

“What are those plans?” Anthony asked.

“Right now, the first two plans detail how we are going to proceed forward with Percy’s therapy. Our goal is to get Percy not only moving in the right direction mentally, but also to make sure that he’s safe from himself. Before I go over the two plans, I do have a few questions I need to ask, as there are definitely some sizeable gaps in our information, and I want the three of us together to make the best choice possible. I promise we will not try to go too deep into your past today, especially since you look just about ready to bolt out the door.”

“Would it be alright if I answer as much as I can for Percy?” Anthony asked. He gave my paw another reassuring squeeze.

“For today, that will be fine. Right now, I’m more interested in getting the details I need, so we can finalize the first recovery plan. However, in the future, we’re really going to look for Percy to answer as much as he can,” Doctor Green said with a soft smile.

“Th-thank you,” I managed to stutter.

“What’s your family support like at home?”

“A-Anthony and my family are all really pushing for me to get better,” I said.

“Yes. The whole family is here to help Percy in any way that we can, especially me. I almost lost him once, and I promised both of us I would never do it again. Whatever he goes through, I’ll be right there with him to catch him every time he stumbles,” Anthony added. The amount of love in his voice warmed me to my core. Even though the world had gotten so cold and dark for me, I knew Anthony would always be there as my guiding light. “We all love Percy and will do whatever it takes to see him heal.”

Doctor Green changed the display on his computer to be private and jotted down a few notes before continuing. “While we don’t have a lot of information on your specific assignments, we know that your first mission was around when you were twelve. Child soldiers go through a lot of mental trauma in combat, especially around their first kill. When was the first time you were forced to take a life?”

“I—I—“ The horrible memories as my younger self murdered my human mother washed over me. I wanted to run, but the guilt drowning me kept me rooted to the chair.

“He was ten,” Anthony said solemnly. “Alpha Richard and General Todbringer manipulated him into taking the life of a human who turned out to be Percy’s biological mother.”

As Anthony answered, Doctor Green’s demeanor changed. His ears splayed to the side and the smile he wore turned into a frown. “I see. And did you receive any sort of therapy after that?”

At this point I was so shut down I couldn’t answer, even if I wanted to. Thankfully, Anthony seemed to notice. He let go of my paw and opened one of the water bottles for me. As I took a shaky sip, he answered. “He didn’t receive any professional therapy. His uncle was his pediatrician, but he wasn’t a licensed therapist or psychiatrist. The only psychiatrist for the pack hated Percy vehemently because of a botched mission that Percy and Doctor Locke’s niece went on. During the mission, Jessica had been killed, and Doctor Locke believed Percy killed her to save himself.”

“I see,” Doctor Green said. After he took a few more notes, he looked at me again. “I’m sorry that you’ve had to suffer through all of this. I promise you that no one on my team will ever blame you or make you feel guilty about what you were forced to do. No child should have ever had to go through what those evil wolves did to you.”

The lump in my throat had grown so large it felt like I was suffocating. I couldn’t even form the words in my mind, let alone speak them. All I managed to do was pull my legs up onto the chair and curl into myself. Through tear-filled eyes, I nodded in thanks.

“How does he sleep at night?” Doctor Green turned his attention back to Anthony.

“He struggles to get to sleep and he’s plagued by nightmares. He doesn’t remember in the morning, but he wakes up several times throughout the night and I have to calm him down. I would say he gets less than five hours of sleep each night.”

What Anthony didn’t say, and made all the anxiety and guilt I was feeling increase tenfold, was that it meant he was also getting less than five hours of sleep. He suffered every night because of me, yet every morning I woke to a smile and a kiss from him. He was right that I didn’t remember waking up constantly. I knew I had nightmares, but he had never once let on how little sleep either of us was getting.

I’m a horrible mate.

As I placed my water bottle down on the table, I moved to pull myself away from Anthony because he didn’t need to continue being hurt by me. I barely had let go of the bottle when Anthony snatched my paw back up and began to gently rub his thumb over the top of it. At the same time, Doctor Green typed and swiped back and forth across several screens on his computer. After a few minutes of that, he turned his attention back to us with his smile returning.

“Is there anything else I should know before I figure out our plan going forward?” Doctor Green asked.

“The voices,” Anthony said.

“Voices?”

Anthony looked at me and squeezed my paw. “Do you think you can talk about the voices? I don’t think I could explain it properly.”

“I umm…” I gulped. “There are two voices that talk to me. A wolf and a little boy.”

“A wolf and boy? You’ve seen them?” Doctor Green asked. His voice was laced with concern.

“Y-yeah, in my head. They sometimes pull me into a white room, but most of the time they just talk to me.”

“What do they talk to you about?”

“They ummm…the boy is always scared and telling me to run away. And the wolf is usually telling me about doing my duty to the pack. But since I saved Jack and Brian, they both have been saying things like ‘I’m a monster’ and ‘I should kill myself,’” I said. As I spoke, my voice cracked and squeaked. I didn’t want to admit any of that, but I knew that if I didn’t, they would find out eventually.

“Okay,” Doctor Green said as he typed some more on his computer. “Is there anything else I should know right now?”

“No.” I shook my head. “That’s everything.”

“Thank you both for all of that information. We’ve got a lot to work with here, but I’m confident with time and the support that you have, we’ll get you moving forward and recovering from the horrors you’ve grown up with,” Doctor Green said. He closed the screen he had open and gave me his full attention. “Now we have two options for starting your treatment. Based on everything we’ve discussed today, all the history we have, as well as your answers to the evaluation form, I would normally put you in our intensive in-patient program where I and the rest of my team can make sure you are closely monitored and work with you for the next several months.”

“Please don’t,” I whimpered and gripped onto Anthony’s paw tighter. “Don’t take me away.”

“However,” he continued. “With the family support you currently have, I am willing to offer you the opportunity to take part in our out-patient program first. That said, if I don’t see improvement, you begin missing sessions, attempt suicide, or aren’t taking your medications as I prescribe them, I will take that option away and you will be put on an involuntary psychiatric hold. I don’t want to do that unless I absolutely have to in order to make sure you are safe. So, if you are willing to agree to all the terms of the out-patient program, I will get your medication list sent down to the pharmacy and you’ll be in class first thing tomorrow morning.”

“What does it all entail?” Anthony asked.

“He will go to several group and individual therapy sessions Monday through Friday from 08:00 to 16:00. He will be required to take his medications exactly as prescribed to him every day. We will randomly drug test him to ensure he is taking his medications, as well as making sure he isn’t on any illicit drugs or alcohol. We expect him to be on time for each session, the only exceptions being if he’s sick or has a medical appointment. If he fails to show up and has not called out, we will send an officer and social worker to your house to check on him.”

“If I do that, I get to go home every day?” I slowly lowered my legs and sat up straighter.

“Yes. The first week or so is usually the hardest on new patients, but give it a few weeks and it’ll become routine for you.” Doctor Green’s smile put me a bit more at ease. “Generally, if you can make it through the first three weeks, you become less of a flight risk, but that doesn’t mean that we lighten up the expectations.”

I looked at Anthony, who gave me an encouraging nod. “Okay, I’ll do it,” I said.

“Excellent.” He typed a few more things and then his private screen disappeared. “I’m prescribing you a couple of different medications. The first one is for the anxiety. Start with just a single dose per day first thing in the morning. It’s going to take a few days to fully work into your system, so keep it at the single dose until next Monday. After that, you can take a second dose in the afternoon if you feel you need it, but try to limit it to only once a day. This is only a temporary solution to help you get your foot paws grounded and start working on controlling the anxiety without medication. The next one is an antidepressant. Take this with breakfast and dinner every day. It will help level out your moods, so you won’t have wild emotional swings. To tackle the psychosis, I’m prescribing you two different antipsychotics. Both of them, you will take right before bed as they have a tendency to cause drowsiness. Like the others, this is only a temporary solution to allow you time to heal. I’m not going to put you on anything for sleep just yet, as hopefully the antipsychotics will take care of the nightmares and waking up throughout the night. Any questions?”

“Can we get a copy of all those instructions?” Anthony asked. “I want to make sure that neither of us forget what he’s supposed to take and when.”

“Of course.” Doctor Green nodded. “The pharmacy will have a calendar file for you with all of his medications and times to take them. You can load the calendar on as many computers as you need for reminders.”

“And you’ve mentioned a lot about your team that will be working with Percy,” Anthony continued. “When do we meet them?”

“Percy will meet several of them throughout the day tomorrow. You will meet them throughout the weekly family therapy sessions we’ll be starting with all of you. We’ll work with you, Anthony, and your eventual employer to ensure that you are able to attend each week. You’ll find that everyone living here is very invested in making sure all of our veterans can heal and move forward with their lives,” Doctor Green explained. “We don’t like to overload you with too much on the first day. We understand that this can be extremely overwhelming for you, and we want to ease you into the entire process, as we’ve seen that our patients do better with a slow approach. Of course, if you would like to meet with your counselors, nurses, and the other two wolf psychiatrists today, I can arrange that.”

Anthony looked at me, and I shook my head. I was already well beyond my limits, and all I wanted was to go home and cry. Doctor Green was right. This was very overwhelming, and I wasn’t sure I could take much more.

“Okay, we can wait to meet them.” Anthony turned back to Doctor Green. “You said he starts tomorrow. However, he has surgery tomorrow morning to replace his prosthetic arm. Is that going to be a problem?” I was glad Anthony was here to remember everything for me and ask all the important questions.

“That’s not a problem at all. I can move his start date to Thursday, to give him some time to recover.” Doctor Green pulled his screen back up and typed for a second before closing it again. “It’s been changed. Thursday morning, you are going to come here and check in with the receptionist. Nurse Juliet will meet you with some paperwork for you to sign. Afterwards, she will give you a tour of the facility and introduce you to the group you will be assigned to for the next several weeks.”

“Thursday?” The gears began to grind in my head, as I knew there was something special happening on Thursday. Then, as if I were struck by lightning, it came to me. “Jack’s birthday is Thursday! I can’t miss that.”

“It’s alright.” Anthony squeezed my paw again. “You’ll be home at the end of the day, and we won’t do presents or cake without you. While his birthday is important, you won’t get to be there for any of his future ones if you don’t take care of yourself now.”

“He’s right,” the wolf in my head said. “We need to heal so we can protect our pups when Alpha Richard comes for us.”

“Okay.” I instantly deflated.

“So, we’ll see you on Thursday?” Doctor Green’s voice was filled with concern.

“Yes. He’ll be here first thing in the morning,” Anthony confirmed. “I’ll make sure of it.”

“Perfect. Unless you have any other questions for me, I’m going to send you to the lab to get your first drug test done. By the time you are finished, the pharmacy should have all of your prescriptions ready.”

“I don’t have any more questions. Do you?” Anthony looked at me.

I thought hard for a moment, but there wasn’t anything that I could think of. He had covered everything I could think of and more. “No.”

“It’s been a pleasure meeting both of you, and I look forward to seeing you on Thursday, Percy.” He stood up and shook both of our paws.




*




The urine and blood tests were quick, and I got the results instantly. I knew they would come back fine, as I never did drugs or drank, but it still made me nervous. The pharmacy had been just as quick. Our house was on the way to my parents’, so we stopped in quickly to drop off my medication and give me a chance to wash the dried tears from face. Once I had cleaned myself up, we ventured back out to go to my parents’ place. They lived three houses down from us, which I was very grateful for. I wasn’t sure I could do all of this with just Anthony’s support.

Mom had met us at the end of our small front yard this morning to pick up the boys, so this was the first time Anthony and I were seeing my parents’ new house. While the outside was a different shade of white, the exterior layout seemed to be exactly the same as ours. As we took our first step onto the walkway leading to their front door, I froze.

What if they don’t want me anymore? Now that they don’t have to live with me, what if they decide they don’t want a monster like me in the family?

“Everything will be alright,” Anthony said. He placed his paw on my lower back and guided me up the walkway. “Just take a deep breath. Everything is going to be fine.”

“O-okay,” I sniffled. I wiped the few stray tears from my eyes as we made it to the front door. I placed my paw on the door pad. Instead of the light turning green and the door opening, it turned yellow, showing I had rung the doorbell.

I knew it! They don’t want me anymore. I should just go.

As I started to take a step back, the front door slid open and my mother was standing on the opposite side. As she stared at us, she cocked her head slightly in confusion. “Why did you ring?”

“I…I’m s-s-sorry…I-I’ll ju-just g-go…” My stuttering came back full force as I drowned in the sea of anxiety and fear consuming me.

“We need to be added to the locks. He tried to open the door, but it’s our first time here,” Anthony said. The entire time, he had stayed just behind me and kept me from turning and running away with my tail tucked between my legs.

“Added to the—OH! Oh no. Percy, I’m so sorry.” Mom stepped forward and pulled me into a deep hug. “It’s been so long since we last had to add you to the locks, it never even dawned on us. I’m so sorry, sweetie. We’ll get that fixed before you leave.”

“See, Percy? Like I said, everything will be alright,” Anthony said. “He’s been having a very rough morning with meeting his psychiatrist.”

“Then let’s get you inside and sitting down.” Without releasing her hug, she walked me into the house. “We were just getting the boys seated for lunch. Why don’t you both join us?”

“Thanks, Mom. We’d love to,” Anthony said behind us. “Percy hasn’t eaten at all today. He was too anxious to hold anything down.”

Mom guided me to the couch and sat me down before releasing her hug. As always, I scanned my surroundings; their house seemed to be the exact same layout as my new home. As I looked towards the hallway, Dad walked out and smiled at me. “So, what’s the prognosis?” he asked.

“Out-patient program for quite some time.” Once again, I was glad Anthony was here to speak for me. “Doctor Green wanted to put him in an intensive in-patient program, but we all came to the agreement that we would try the out-patient option. It’s going to basically be a normal eight-hour job for him. Plus, he’s got several medications to take.”

“That’s good. I’m sure it’ll help.” Dad pulled me into a hug. “I’m going to be doing the out-patient program as well. It seems they really take our mental health seriously. Even though I’m feeling fine, I still need help acclimating to no longer being a soldier. I’m honestly wishing we had done this much sooner.”

“Hindsight is twenty-twenty,” Mom said as she returned from the kitchen with a sandwich on a plate. She held it out to me. “I’m just glad we are all here and able to live out the rest of our lives without having to fight anymore.”

“I think I can agree with that,” I said as I took the plate. “I don’t think I could ever kill another person again even if I had to.”

“Yes, we could,” the wolf said. “We will do anything to protect our pups.”

They’re not mine, I told the voice. They shouldn’t be with us.

“They are ours.” He chuckled, but it wasn’t sinister for once. “It might take some time, but eventually I will squash your fear again, and you’ll accept that they are our pups.”

“Percy?” Mom was looking at me, concern flashing across her eyes.

“I’m okay.” I sighed. “Just arguing with the voices.”

“Voices?”

“Can I tell you later?” I pleaded as I picked up my sandwich. “It’s been a long morning and I’m starving.”

“Of course. When you’re ready to talk, your father and I will be here for you.” She gave me a loving smile.

“Jack, sit back—” Brian’s voice came from the dining room table.

Mom turned to the side, giving me a clear view of a little boy, cheeks stuffed like a chipmunk, running straight for me. “Perfee!” he shouted, food flying everywhere.

“Don’t let him touch us!” the little boy in my head said. “We’ll corrupt him.”

“No. He’s our pup. We need to love him, not fear him. Kneel and hug him like Dad would do for us,” the wolf interjected.

I felt a tug on my soul. I slid off the couch, onto my knees, and pulled Jack into a hug. “How’s my little chipmunk?” I asked. As he opened his still-full mouth, I put a finger on his lips. “Finish swallowing first. It’s impolite to talk with your mouth full.”

He stood there, eyes wide as he quickly chewed and struggled to swallow. Once he got it down, he opened his mouth wide and took a deep breath in. “I is habing so much fun! I gots to draw wiff Teffanie. Den Jeffwe let me play wiff his puter. He showded me a weawy cool game! An Subie said we can play in the snow watter.”

“See, we aren’t hurting him,” the wolf whispered. “He wants to be with us. He wants us to love him as a father should.”

There was a warm tingling feeling in my core and, for the first time in a long while, I smiled with all my might. “It sounds like you’ve been having an absolute blast.”

“Uh-huh!” He beamed up at me.

“Come on, Jack.” Brian walked up and pulled on the collar of his shirt. “You need to finish your lunch.”

“Hi, Brian,” I continued, smiling ear to ear. “Have you been having fun too?”

“Hi.” His tone was ice cold. “Yeah.”

“See. He knows we’re a monster. We should let go of the boy and let them leave,” the little boy growled, and I listened, releasing Jack.

My heart sank as I watched Jack try to protest, but Brian picked him up, carried him back to his seat, and sat him in it. My shoulders slumped as I stood up and watched them both go back to eating with their backs turned to me. “Just give them some time.” Dad placed his paws on my shoulders, and I looked up at him. “It took you a while to accept it too, especially after this.” He rubbed his paw across my face and the scars I had long forgotten tingled.

I turned my head in shame. “I’m sorry.”

“For what?” he asked.

“I didn’t realize how much I hurt you,” I admitted as I watched the two boys eating. My heart felt like it was breaking. “It hurts seeing and hearing him talk like that. And I did that to you.”

“You have nothing to apologize for, just like he doesn’t.” Dad chuckled warmly. “Yes, it hurt, but you weren’t ready then. You needed time to process everything and accept it for yourself. Just keep being the stubborn, strong-willed boy I raised, and raise those two with all the love you can muster. He’ll come around soon enough. Just take it one step at a time and always be there for him…and try to not make the same mistakes I made with you.”

“How—how did you do it?”

“Do what?”

“Keep smiling and loving me? Even after everything I said to you. Even after I tried to run away.”

“I loved you, even though I didn’t fully understand it myself at the time. I knew you were acting out because you were scared, hurting, and didn’t know how to process everything that was happening. It’s the same with you and Brian. He’s scared right now, and his world has been completely turned upside down. He’ll come around as long as you show him that no matter what he says or does, you’ll always love him and be there for him when he needs it.” Dad looked down at me. Happiness and pain swirled in his yellow eyes. “Even when he’s an anxiety-filled preteen and trying to push his family away, keep being there for him unconditionally.”

“I will, Dad,” I said. I closed the distance between us and hugged him. “Thank you for always being there for me.”

“You don’t need to thank me,” he said as he returned my hug and kissed the top of my head. “You’re my son, and no matter what, I’ll always be there for you.”
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I was two steps behind Nurse Juliet as she walked me down a hall with several doors on either side. Each had a number on it, as well as a list of names displayed below that. “You are part of group six,” she said as we passed another set of doors. “We meet in conference room twelve every morning for—“

“I’m calling this meeting of the group six to order,” Jessica said from her spot next to the slide.

My heart slammed against my ribcage so hard I thought it was going to explode.

“Hawk Twelve. Target acquired,” Jessica reported in next to me.

I clutched onto Jessica’s dog tag through my shirt as my chest heaved.

“This isn’t want I wanted to do. I didn’t agree to a suicide mission. We’re leaving!” Jessica said.

It felt like my throat was swelling shut.

“Unit Twelve is moving in to secure the location,” my team captain said. The radios were quiet for several seconds before they came back to life. “It’s a trap! Hawk, we need your help. We’re pinned down.”

I had been slow getting to my spot, and I wasn’t in position yet. As I made it up to where I was supposed to be, I took in everything. There was nothing I could do. If I moved forward, I would be just as dead as they were.

“HAWK! WHERE’S OUR FUCKING SUPPORT!” my team leader screamed into his radio.

“Percy.” Nurse Juliet’s voice drew me from my memories. “I need you take to some deep breaths for me.”

I nodded, sending tears flying as I did my best to follow her instructions. I took in several deep breaths. With each inhalation, my heart slowed a bit, and soon it didn’t feel like it was going to burst through my ribcage.

“That’s it, Percy,” she said. “Do you know what triggered the panic attack?”

“M-memories,” I said. I felt so exhausted and ready to collapse. “Group six and the number twelve are tied to several terrible memories.”

“Okay. Let’s talk about it in our one-on-one session this afternoon,” she said and pulled out some tissues from a pocket in her uniform. “Once you’re ready, we can continue again.”

I wiped the tears from my eyes and then blew my nose. “I-I’m ready.”

“As I was saying, if you ever get lost or are unsure of where you should be, just look for your name on the schedule posted next to each door. Or you can ask any of the staff and we’ll be able to pull up your schedule and guide you to where you’re supposed to be.” She turned and began to walk again. “Never be afraid to ask for help here. All the staff and even most of the patients are more than willing to help you. You just have to ask.”

“Thanks.”

Nurse Juliet stopped in front of a door and gave me a friendly smile. “We’re a little late, but the rest of the group knows they are getting a new pack member. However, they don’t know the uniqueness of the situation. I do not tolerate prejudice or issues within our little pack. However, there are a few who may not be exactly ecstatic about you at first. I will handle them if they get out of line. Just remember to watch your language and do not use any speciesist slurs. Any questions before we go in?

I stood up a bit stiff and straightened up my shirt as if I was preparing for a uniform inspection. “No, ma’am.”

With that, she opened the door, but blocked my view by standing in the doorway. “Sorry that we’re late, but as I told you yesterday, we have a new member. I would like you all to remember all our rules and welcome Percy to the group.”

She stepped through the door and to the side, giving me a clear view of the room and the twelve other wolves occupying it. The room was fairly large, with fourteen chairs forming a circle in the center. Wolves already occupied all the chairs except for two. The chair closest to the door and another on the far right side of the room were open. Otherwise, the room was mostly empty except for a few random pillows and several boxes of tissues.

“What the fuck is this?” One guy towards the back of the room shot up and gnashed his teeth. “This is a wolf-only group. Why is that fleshbag here?”

“Brandon!” Nurse Juliet snarled. “I’ve already warned you about your language. If you continue to ignore the rules, you will be removed from the group. Now SIT!”

He didn’t stop growling, but he sat back down. Of the twelve wolves, seven of them appeared to have something to say about me, but they didn’t cause a ruckus like Brandon had. I stepped across the threshold of the door, causing it to close behind me, sealing me to my fate. I didn’t back down as I walked to stand next to Nurse Juliet as she continued. “As I said before, Percy’s situation is very unique, and I expect you all to treat him as you would any other wolf. Until he wishes otherwise, you are to refer to him as a wolf, despite what he may look like.”

There was some murmuring and several looks of disgust, which chipped away at the shell I had erected around my feelings. I can do this. It’s just like back in the pack. I have to prove that I’m a wolf, just like them.

“As always, we are going to begin with introductions. Mary, why don’t you start us off, and we’ll go clockwise around the room today, ending with Percy?”

“Yes, ma’am.” The female wolf to my left stood at attention. “Lieutenant Mary Reese. Alpha Wollard’s pack. Demolitions expert. Present, ma’am. Today I wish to work more on controlling my rage. I snapped at my mate and pups last night because the pups were making loud banging noises, triggering flashbacks.”

“Thank you, Mary. We can definitely discuss that in our one-on-one this afternoon,” Nurse Juliet said as Mary returned to her seat and then looked at me. “Some members of the group find starting off their morning reporting as they would to their commanding officer helps to put them a bit at ease by keeping at least something from their previous life. You are allowed to do your check-in however you wish as long as you state your name, your pack, and what you would like to work on or accomplish for the day. It can be anything from working on an emotional reaction to just making it through the day. There is no wrong answer to it.”

She then waved to the next wolf. He stood up, but in a very relaxed position. “Mathew Torren. Alpha Wollard’s pack. Today, I would like to meet with Doctor Stein to discuss the next steps for my goal of graduating.”

“Thank you, Mathew. I’ll inform her you wish to meet with her. I’d also like to congratulate you again on the amazing progress you’ve made in the last six months. You should feel proud of how far you’ve come, and I hope you continue to practice everything you’ve learned in the future.”

“Thank you, Juliet.” He took his seat.

“John Rhetter.” The next wolf stood up. He was one of the wolves that didn’t seem to have a negative view of me. “Alpha Tomlinson’s Pack. Today I would just like to make it through the day without any more fighting and help the new pup if I can.”

“Thank you, John. I’m sure your help would be appreciated.” She then looked to Brandon. “Brandon. Are we going to be civil?”

“Yes, ma’am.” He sounded defeated as he stood up. “Sergeant Brandon Peterson, infantry. Alpha Tran’s pack. I want to work on my rage issues as well. I would also like to meet with my doctor about my progress within the group.”

“I’ll get you scheduled for an appointment with Doctor Green this afternoon. Thank you, Brandon.”

The other five all introduced themselves in very much the same fashion. Each wolf was from a different pack, however we all seemed to be low-ranking soldiers except for Mary, a lieutenant. It finally came to Nurse Juliet and me. “I’m Juliet Masters. I have no pack and grew up in our orphanage here. Today I would like to see each of you accomplish your daily goal and help you reach those goals. Percy?” She smiled at me.

“I-I’m Private Percy Rosser. I am—I mean, I was a sniper for Alpha Richard’s pack.” There were several looks of disbelief sent my way, causing me to retreat into myself. “I-I want…I umm…”

“It’s alright, Percy. There’s no wrong answer,” Nurse Juliet encouraged me.

“I want to make it through the day without another breakdown.”

“That’s a wonderful goal to reach for, and we will all help and support you to achieve that goal.” She put her paw on my shoulder. “Why don’t you have a seat between Phil and Lucy?”

I took my cue and walked to the empty seat by the windows. As I sat down, Mary stood up.

“Ma’am. I have a question before we begin,” Mary said.

“What’s your question?” Nurse Juliet’s ears perked as she cocked her head slightly.

“Why is Percy allowed to lie about his rank and position, ma’am? No private would ever be assigned to a sniper position. It is clear he is lying.” She sat back down and locked eyes with me.

Before Juliet could answer, John stood up. “He is not lying. I know a lot about Private First Class Percival Ornelas Rosser. Pack ID number six-five-five-nine-eight-two-sierra. He is very much a sniper and, from the reports, a damn good one at that.”

“How—” My eyes shot wide open, my chest heaved, and my heart felt like it was ready to explode.

“There is a sizable bounty on your head in my old pack,” he stated as if it were completely normal. “After Alpha Richard killed the Franklin brothers for doing what he paid my pack to do to you, my alpha was beyond pissed. The entire pack had orders to kill you on sight if we were to ever run into you. Had I met you a year or two ago, I would have loved to cash in that bounty. However, I’ve turned over a new leaf, and I have no more desire for violence or to return to that pack.”

I need to run! I can’t stay here! It’s too dangerous!

“We need to calm down and think,” the wolf in my mind huffed. “We are safe here. Protected by a wall and an army several magnitudes larger than Alpha Richard’s and Alpha Tomlinson’s packs combined. They will not risk annihilation for one wolf’s head.”

“Percy. I need you to take some deep breaths.” Nurse Juliet was squatting in front of me. I did as she said, feeling the anxiety and fear lessen. “That’s it. Just a few more.”

My heart slowed to a semi-normal pace, and everything around me returned to focus. I looked around at the other wolves. There was a mix of concern and apathy. John was watching me intently, but I couldn’t get a read on him. As my breathing returned to normal, Nurse Juliet smiled and petted my head. “There we go.”

“I’m sorry for causing you to panic like that.” John’s tone was softer. “I did not think about what I was saying, which it seems I’m prone to doing. You have nothing to fear from me. I wished only to support your claims to your rank and position. As I said earlier, I would like to help you today if you will let me. I understand the nightmares that come from being in a nest watching your packmates fighting and dying while you remain relatively safe, the burden of trying and failing to keep a team alive as their support.”

“You’re—” I began.

“Four hundred thirty-seven confirmed kills. Master Sergeant John Rhetter, sniper. At your service.” His voice went back to being neutral as he saluted me.

“Seven hundred sixty-two confirmed kills.” I saluted him as well, although my stomach churned as I spoke. That number used to bring me pride. Now it only brought disgust and self-loathing.

“In time, that will get easier.” John nodded, and a small smile crept across his muzzle. “We can’t take back what we’ve done, but we can change what we do now and grow from it.”

“Thank you, John. That is very accurate—not just for the two of you, but for the entire group,” Nurse Juliet added. “You have all fought and killed for your packs. Your actions have led to the loss of many lives, and that can never be undone. However, just being here today has shown that you all wish to grow beyond being a soldier and live peacefully with humans, as equals. Is that not what each of you first joined the war for? To protect your families and your packs from a genuine threat?”

Her first question had my heart pounding again. But that wasn’t why I was fighting. However, her second question dug up an old memory that had been long forgotten.

“That’s what I want!” I felt tears filling my eyes as I looked up at Dad. “I want to fight to protect Jeffery and Suzie, so they never have to go through what you and Mom did.”

I found my head nodding as I mumbled “yes” along with the others.

“John and Phil, why don’t you switch seats? I think it would be beneficial for Percy to have John with him as a mentor for today.” They exchanged positions as Nurse Juliet sat in the chair facing the rest of us. “Let’s get started then, shall we?”




*




“Great work today, Percy,” Nurse Juliet said as I passed by her on my way out to the lobby where Anthony was waiting for me.

“Thank you.” I offered her a small smile.

After the introductions, the day had gotten a tad easier for me, although it was still an extremely mentally taxing day. I was glad that it was over, and only a small part of me was looking forward to tomorrow. John had been true to his word and helped me throughout the day. He helped me navigate through the building to find all of my classes and personal appointments. He was in nearly all of my classes and introduced me to several other wolves who were like us. It seemed that within the larger wolf group, we had eight snipers in total. Each of them greeted me exactly the same way, some with my anxiety and other with John’s neutral tone. It seemed that he was right. It would take time to accept, but it would get easier.

As I entered the lobby, there was a myriad of wolves and humans all co-mingling. Many were talking with each other, while small pockets were sticking with their own species. As I made my way further in, I stood on the balls of my foot paws to see over people to find Anthony. After several minutes of walking around the large room, I still couldn’t locate him.

A large paw landed on my shoulder. “Looking for someone?”

I turned around to see Dad smiling. “Yeah, I’m trying to find Anthony.”

“He’s not here,” Dad said, and my heart fell through the floor. “I asked him to let me walk you home. We both have therapy every day, and I was hoping to have some father-son bonding time with you. With the war, and both of us being constantly deployed, I haven’t gotten to spend as much time with you as I’ve wanted to, and I was hoping to make up for some of that lost time. If you’re alright with that, of course.”

“Thanks, Dad.” My body tingled, and it felt like a spark of something lit in my core. “I’d like that.”

He wrapped his arm around my shoulders and led us out of the lobby, onto the snow-dusted street. We turned left and began to make our trek home. After only a few steps, he spoke. “How was your first day?”

Taking a deep breath, I began. “It was really hard at first. With how I look, most of the group was pissed that a human was in the group. Nurse Juliet—I really like her—explained it to them, and I thought that was going to be the end of their questions. Of course, they thought I was lying about my rank and position. That’s when I found out I’ve got a bounty on my head.”

Dad tensed up and pulled me closer to him. “Why is there a bounty on your head?”

“Alpha Tomlinson wants revenge for Alpha Richard killing Tools and Claws.” Anxiety began to bubble deep inside me. “But I shouldn’t have to worry. We’re safe.”

“Yeah. We’re safe.” It sounded like he was trying to convince himself, as much as I was, that it was true.

“I made a new friend too,” I added, trying to get us both away from the thoughts we were starting to drown in.

“Oh?” Dad’s grip lightened, and he smiled down at me.

“Yeah. Master Sergeant John Rhetter. He was a sniper like me.” I perked up slightly. “He introduced me to the other snipers going through the program. Apparently, they meet every other week at a restaurant to celebrate their accomplishments and bolster each other. They’re meeting again next Friday.”

“Are you thinking of going?”

“I don’t know.” I pulled into myself. “I-I’ve accomplished nothing but killing people and creating two orphans. That’s not something to celebrate.”

Dad came to an abrupt stop. I took a few more steps before stopping and turning to look at him.

“You’ve accomplished quite a bit, young man,” Dad said. “You brought General Todbringer to justice. You saved those two boys’ lives. You’ve taken them in. Given them a home and a family that will love and care for them. On top of all of that, you’ve escaped from the pack that brainwashed you and has been tormenting you for the last eleven years.”

“Only after I MURDERED their mother!” I snapped. “I shouldn’t be celebrating or walking around a free wolf. I murdered humans, and I enjoyed it! I’m a monster that should be locked—”

Dad covered the distance between us with a single step. He wrapped his arms around me, pulling me to his chest tightly. With his nose buried in my head fur, he whispered, “You’re not a murderer for doing your job.”

“Yes, I am,” I said into his chest.

“Then I am too,” he continued to whisper. “Do you remember the day we met? I killed your father right in front of you. It took time, but you and I both grew to love each other as if we were biological father and son.”

“It’s not—”

“It’s very much the same. The only difference is they don’t know you killed their mother.” He kissed the top of my head. “I think Brian is already suspecting that is the case, and you’ll eventually have to address it with him, but you have some time to prepare for that.”

We stood there quietly for several minutes as the sky covered us in a light layer of snow. Finally, he released me and took a step back. “Better?”

“Yeah.” I wiped the tears from my muzzle.

“Then I think we better pick up our pace. We have a birthday party to get to. Your pup is waiting for us.” He wrapped his arm around my shoulders again and we continued our trek through the snow.
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“Percy! Dander!” Jack shouted as he bolted across my parents’ living room, crashing into my legs. “I misseded you! Can we open my pwesent now?”

I tensed up at the contact as a fresh wave of anxiety began to slowly wash over me. Any moment now, the boy and wolf would begin to fight and I would lose myself again. Before the voices could get going, a paw pressed gently into my back, snapping me out of my daze. “Y-yeah. Let’s go sit in the middle of the floor so everyone can see what you got.” I said.

“YAY!” Jack crowed. He grabbed onto one of my right claws, pulled me with him to the middle of the room, and plopped down on his butt. I sat down behind Jack, with my legs on either side of him, and pulled him back against me. He clapped his paws and giggled. “Pwesents! Pwesents! Pwesents!”

“He’s been like this all day.” Anthony walked up and gave me a quick peck on the lips. “Constantly asking when you two would be home so he could open up his presents.”

“Mom always made the day extra special for both of us,” Brian said from his spot on the couch. “Even if the only thing we got was some old clothes she found, she always made us feel like the world only cared about us that day.”

“Birthdays are very special in this family too,” Mom said, coming out of the hallway with several wrapped boxes in her arms. “The entire family always gets together to celebrate, and the birthday boy or girl is always the center of it.”

“Including those who are no longer with us,” Uncle Frank added. “We celebrate the lives they lived and remember all the happy memories. We never forget anyone in this family. You two are part of that now, which means your mother is too. We will help you celebrate her life every year so she won’t be forgotten.”

“Except Mommy and Dad.” The little boy finally made his appearance. “We don’t celebrate them. We forgot all about them. We’re a bad boy.”

Please, just let me have this special moment, I silently begged my mind. You can beat me down tonight. Just let me have this.

“Why should a monster like you get to have anything special?” he retorted. “They could be celebrating Jack’s birthday with their mother if it wasn’t for you.”

I didn’t realize what was happening until the cool feeling of a wet washcloth was on my neck. I was in the bathroom and Anthony was beside me, concern splashed across his face. I hiccupped as wave after wave of anxiety came crashing down on me and the dam holding in all of my fear burst. “I-I can’t…Anthony…I can’t.”

“Yes, you can.” He nuzzled my cheek. “You were doing great. And when we go back out there, you’ll continue to do great. Baby steps, remember?”

“But I—”

“We’re in this together. No one is going to let you fail.” He sat down on the toilet and pulled me down onto his lap. “We’re all here for you, especially when things get hard. Even Jack was more concerned about you than opening his presents when you froze up. What happened?”

“I forgot them,” I whispered.

“Who?”

“M-My h-hu-hu…” My body shook as I tried to say the thing I had fought vehemently against for so long.

“Say it,” the wolf in my mind commanded me. “Say the words. We have nothing to fear now. We can have both!”

“My human parents.” It felt like I was going to die, my heart was thundering so hard.

“Then let’s start remembering them” Anthony suggested.

“I-I can—okay.”

Anthony buried his nose in the crook of my neck and took a deep breath before kissing the spot. “Let’s get you cleaned up, and when you’re ready, we’ll head back out there. I’m sure we missed the presents, but hopefully we’ll get to wish our son a happy birthday.”

It seemed we had an eavesdropper at the door because at that exact moment, there was a knock. “When you two are ready, we’re all waiting for you. Your son insisted that we all had to wait until you two came back before he could open his presents.”

“Thanks, Mom,” Anthony said. “We’ll be right out.”

I stood up, pulled the towel off my neck, and soaked it again in the sink. I wiped my face several times before taking a deep breath. “Okay. I think I’m good now.”

“After you.” Anthony motioned to the door.

We walked back out into the living room. Everyone was smiling, but their smiles didn’t quite reach their eyes. It wasn’t exactly pity, but they were feeling for me, which I didn’t want. Today wasn’t my day, and I had just accidentally stolen that from Jack. Jack, on the other paw, was ecstatic to see me. “Percy! Come sit wiff me an we can open my pwesents togebber!”

“Go on,” Anthony whispered and gently nudged me forward.

That small push was all it took to get me moving into place, sitting on the ground with Jack between my legs again. Jack looked up, giving me a beaming smile while holding up a present. “You open dis one.”

“You sure you don’t want to open it?” I asked as I hesitantly took the box, which was quite large compared to him.

“Uh-huh!” He nodded enthusiastically, grabbed the next present, and began to shred the paper like a Tasmanian devil.

As he went about absolutely destroying the paper and box of that present, I took a more careful approach as I tore the wrapping off the package in my paws. The label had said this was the gift that the orphanage had given us for Jack, so I was expecting some sort of clothing. As I opened the lid, my eyes widened. Inside was a brand-new winter jacket, but it didn’t look cheap. I lifted it out of the box, making sure to not snag it with my claws. It was heavy in my paws as I examined it closer. The cuffs, hood, and bottom were all lined with what felt like a thick wool. Opening it up, I gently squeezed the lapels. It was filled with down, and I could already feel the warmth from my paws being trapped within it. He’ll never get cold in this. I continued to further examine it, finding pockets hidden within pockets. There’s no way we could have afforded this with just Jack’s monthly stipend. Tim had informed us we would receive a monthly check for Jack and Brian to spend on food, clothing, and personal needs, and whatever was left would be for toys. The checks weren’t all that large, as all able-bodied adults were expected to work. Anthony was already being lined up for a job at the hospital and I was receiving disability until I could get medically cleared to go to work. Even with all of that, there was no way we could have afforded to support ourselves and buy him this.

“Can I wear dat?” Jack drew me from my thoughts. I nodded my head and handed it to him as he stood up. He yanked it out of my paws carelessly, but thankfully it didn’t catch on my claws. “Wow! Is so warm! Can I go outside?”

“Not yet.” I laughed and shook my head. “You still have presents to open.”

With the coat still on, he sat back down and started to grab the next present. “Hold on, Jack. You haven’t shown us what was in the box from Uncle Frank, Aunt Amanda, and all your cousins,” Anthony said. I looked up to see both he and Mom had their computers on and were recording everything.

“I gots cwayons an coworing books!” He held everything up. “They is bwand-new too!”

There was a small twinge in my heart at that last comment, but I pushed it down. Today is his day.

“Can I open da next one now?” Jack whined, and Anthony nodded.

He went to toss his opened gifts to the side, but I was quicker and snatched them up. As I carefully sat them to the side, he pulled the next box forward and began to shred it as well.

“Who’s this one from?” I asked.

“I dunno.” He took only a moment away from ripping everything to look up at me.

“That’s from your grandfather and I,” Mom said.

“Whas dat?” He stopped and look at her inquisitively.

“Anthony and I adopted you, which makes my mom and dad your grandparents,” I explained, but it was clear he didn’t understand it.

“It means we get to spoil you and then send you back home to your fathers,” Dad added.

From his spot on the couch, Brian grumbled something that sounded a lot like “they aren’t my parents,” but I was too far to hear it clearly. However, the looks on everyone’s faces told me I had understood correctly, but they weren’t correcting him on it, so I let it be.

“Oh. Okay.” Jack went back to ripping until he had pulled off enough paper to open the top of the box. As he opened the lid, we both peered in.

That can’t be. Inside was a brand-new pair of snow boots as well as a very worn and beat up teddy bear. Teddy?

Jack gasped, snatched Teddy from the box, and held him up to Brian. “Look! I gots a new teddy bear!”

Without thinking, I reached out to take the bear from him. He whipped around and hugged it tightly to his chest. I flinched and withdrew my paw. “I-I’m sorry. I should have asked. Can I see your teddy bear?” He hesitated, so I added, “I promise to give him right back.”

He slowly relaxed and offered me the bear. I carefully took it from him and inspected it closely. Every patch and stitch brought back floods of memories I had long forgotten. I brought Teddy to my chest and hugged him as a tear fell from my eye. I pulled him away from my chest again and held him out for Jack to take back.

“Do you know who this is?” I asked. “This is Teddy. He’s a very special bear. I’ve had him since I was younger than you. He and I used to go on all kinds of adventures. He’s a very brave bear. He’ll keep you safe and make sure nothing ever hurts you. Just make sure you take good care of him.”

He looked at Teddy for a few seconds before trying to give him back to me. “You can hab him den. You hurting wots. He’ll make you all better.”

I let out a laugh mixed with joy and heartache. I shook my head and pushed Teddy to his chest. “He can’t help me anymore because I pushed him away and didn’t take care of him. He’s your teddy bear now.”

“Okay. I’ll take weawy good care of him, den.” Jack gave Teddy a big hug and sat back down between my legs. He set Teddy down between his own legs before leaning back over the box and pulling out the boots to show everyone.

There was only one present left, and I realized it had to have been from Anthony and me. Wait! Present? From us? I had completely forgotten to get Jack a present. We hadn’t gone shopping the last two days to buy any toys, so I was as clueless as Jack was as to what was in the tiny bag in his hand. He threw the colored tissue paper to the wayside and grabbed the small box at the bottom. It fit perfectly in his little hands as he held it up to his face.

“Whas dis?” He never took his eyes off the box.

“It’s a, umm…” I began trying to answer, but couldn’t.

“It’s a very special night-light,” Anthony said. “Why don’t you take it out of the box?”

He fumbled with it for a bit before he managed to get the box open. A small sphere with a flattened bottom flopped to the ground with a soft thud. He picked it up and eyed it closely, as did I. I hadn’t seen one of whatever this was before, and I was very curious to know how this night light worked. Anthony seemed to read both of our minds. “Lights off,” he said. The lights in the living room and dining room went out. “Good night, Jack. Sweet dreams.”

As he spoke, a bar lit up around the bottom of the sphere. Then, a gentle, glowing, green nebula, filled with moving red dots that resembled stars, illuminated the room. The nebula pulsed to an unheard beat. As I watched it, I felt myself beginning to relax as the soothing motions of the green and red danced around the room.

“It’s a nebula light,” Anthony said. “We can change the trigger sentence to whatever you like. Once we get home, we’ll adjust the brightness so it’s just bright enough for you, yet not so bright you and your brother can’t sleep.”

“Wow,” Jack and I both said at the same time.

Jack stood up, still holding the orb, and walked to Anthony. The lights followed him the entire way. “Thank you.” He hugged Anthony’s leg.

Anthony knelt and hugged him in return before kissing his forehead. “You’re welcome. Happy Birthday.” As he stood back up, he said. “Good morning, Jack. It’s time to get up.”

In an instant, the lights vanished, and we found ourselves in slight darkness for a few seconds before a flickering flame illuminated the room. “Everyone on three.” Dad’s voice came from the light source. “One…two…three.”

We all sang Happy Birthday to Jack, who seemed transfixed by the cake and flame that Dad was holding in front of him. All of us, excluding Brian and Jack, howled and clapped our paws as the song came to an end.

“Make a wish and blow out the candle,” Dad said, grinning ear to ear.

“I wish—” Jack began to say.

“Don’t say it out loud or it won’t come true,” Dad quickly interrupted. “Just think it, then take a deep breath and blow out the candle.”

He stood there for what felt like an eternity and I began to worry that he didn’t know what to wish for, but then he took a gigantic breath in and blew as hard as he could, instantly extinguishing the candle. Once again, we all howled and clapped for him as Mom turned the lights back on. Jack continued to stare at the cake in Dad’s paws as he stood up and brought it to the table. Jack followed right behind him like the curious little pup that he was.

“Whas dat?” He pointed to the cake.

“That’s your birthday cake.” Dad chuckled and ruffled his hair.

“Whas dat?” he asked again.

“You don’t know what a birthday cake is?” Dad asked in return. I glanced back at Brian as both he and Jack shook their heads. “Well then, you both are in for a treat. Stephanie makes an amazing chocolate cake. Hop up in your chair and I’ll start cutting everyone a slice.”

Jack did just that and climbed into the chair right next to Dad as he began to cut the cake into slices. As he cut them, he moved them all onto plates, and Mom began to hand them out.

“Birthday boy gets the first slice,” she said as she set the first small slice in front of Jack, but just out of his reach. “You can eat it once everyone has their piece.” She then handed out a slice to everyone else, starting with Brian.

Once everyone had their cake, we all waited and watched as Dad slid Jack’s piece closer to him. He looked at it hesitantly before picking up his fork and poking at it. A few more seconds of poking led him to getting a small morsel on his fork and putting it in his mouth. In a flash, the fork was on the floor and he was gobbling up the cake with his hands, like a little piglet eating from a trough.

“Dis is good!” he said with his face covered in frosting and cheeks stuffed to the brim with cake.

With his admittance that it was good, we all began to eat, albeit a bit more civilly. Even Brian, who also hesitated at first, quickly devoured his slice. “Can I have more, please?” Brian asked from his spot on the couch as he held up his plate. That was the first time I had ever heard him ask for anything politely, and rather than avoiding eye contact as usual, he was actively looking between Anthony and me.

“Of course you can. Thank you for asking politely. I’ll get you another slice.” Anthony covered the small distance and took Brian’s plate, getting him a new slice.

“Thank you,” Brian said as he took the now-filled plate back. “I really like this.”

“I’m glad you like it,” Mom said from her chair. “I can make you this cake for your birthday, or I’ve got a few other recipes we can try if you’d like.”

“I want this one!” This was the first time I had seen a genuine smile on his face as he lit up with excitement.

“Okay. I’ll make you this for your birthday.” Mom was absolutely glowing. “When is your birthday? I don’t think I ever got the chance to ask you.”

“February twenty-fourth,” he said around a mouthful of cake.

“Well, that gives me plenty of time to make another cake or two for you to try before you fully decide on which one you want me to make!” She pointed her fork at him. “And remember, we don’t talk with our mouths full. It’s impolite.”

“Sorry,” he immediately said, then tried to cover his mouth with his hand, but ended up smearing a piece of cake on the side of his face.

“That’s alright,” she said as she leaned forward, closing the distance between them, and wiped the cake off his face with her paw.

To my amazement and a bit of selfish hurt, I watched as he accepted her touch without a single sign of fear.

“We’ll be there soon,” the wolf in my mind said. “We will prove to our pup that we love them and will do whatever it takes to keep them happy and safe.”

“Yes. Killing ourselves will keep him happy and safe,” the boy added in.

“Be quiet, pest,” the wolf snarled. “That will only do further harm to our entire pack, including our pups.” While I was still aware and seeing the world around me, I felt the wolf as if he were right in front of me, staring into my soul. “I devoured your fear once and I’ll do it again if I must. Control yourself before your fear tries to overtake us both!”

“Percy?” The tugging on my pants drew me back to reality. “Can I go outside and pway now?”

“Sure.” I gave Jack a loving smile. “Why don’t you ask Grandma to help you put your new boots on? Then you, Brian, your aunt and uncle, and your cousins can all go play in the snow.”

“Okay!” he shouted as he ran to his small pile of presents, grabbed his boots, and carried them to Mom. “Gwama, can you put on my boos pwease?”

“Of course I can, sweetie. Sit down and put your feet up,” she said as she took the boots from him.




*




Anthony was carrying a passed-out Jack in his arms while Brian walked on his right side, and I on his left. Thankfully, our small home was just a few houses away, so our trip was short. As we walked up to the front door, I took the lead and opened it for everyone. Once back in the warmth of our home, Brian shed his coat as Anthony removed Jack’s coat and boots, all without waking him. I carried the rest of Jack’s presents to the living room table and set them down.

“I think it’s time we get you both to bed,” Anthony said quietly to Brian, who nodded his head with a giant yawn. “Percy, why don’t you get Jack’s night-light all set up while I help these two get into their pajamas?”

“Sure,” I replied softly as I pulled out the nebula light and once again took the lead down the hallway.

I stopped in Jack’s room to grab a pair of pajamas for him, letting the three of them pass me by. With orb and pajamas in paw, I made my way into Brian’s room. Brian was already getting undressed and Anthony was just starting to undress Jack, who he had laid down on Brian’s bed. Walking up to them, I silently handed the pajamas over, then stepped back to the door. My emotions were a swirling whirlpool mixing happiness, anxiety, and sadness as I watched the scene unfold in front of me. I was a part of it, but at the same time, I felt like an outsider looking in at a loving family. While Brian had said nothing about me entering his room or even acknowledged that I was there, I felt unwanted. My heart weighed heavy until Anthony kissed the tip of my nose.

“Why don’t you turn on the night-light?” he asked. I was confused for a second until I realized that both Brian and Jack were already sleeping soundly in Brian’s bed.

I silently crept back into the room, feeling as if I were an invader in the night, breaching their safe haven. Once I reached the nightstand next to the bed, I carefully lowered the ball, setting it down within Jack’s reach. “Lights off,” I said just loud enough for the computer to pick up the command and turn the bedroom light off. “Good night, Jack. Sweet dreams.” I spoke the command, not just to the orb, but to my son, with all the love I could muster. The orb lit up, illuminating the room and both of my pups’ sleeping faces. They both looked so innocent and carefree. I reached forward with my right paw to brush the stray strands of hair from Jack’s face—then froze when I realized I almost tainted the little boy.

“Keep going,” the wolf in my mind encouraged. “Touching him will only bring us joy. It will not harm him.”

As I stood there, frozen in place, I stared at my paw, which was only centimeters away from Jack’s face. A red dot from the night light dashed down the length of my middle claw and dropped off the tip like a drop of blood. My heart raced as I felt memories begin to surface. I snatched my paw away before I could hurt Jack and instead gripped onto the dog tags that were safely tucked away under my shirt. I took an uneasy step back before I let my paw drop to my side. “I-I’m s-so—“

“Those aren’t the right words,” the wolf growled. “Say it.”

“I—I love you, Jack. Sweet dreams.”
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Percy (Age 16)

January 7th, 2296

Time: 15:02




Today was our first family therapy session. Nurse Juliet had rearranged the small room that served as her office so that there were five chairs in a circle, all facing each other. Nurse Juliet sat on my left, with Anthony on my right, while Brian and Jack sat across from me. The two other adults and I had just completed an hour-long intro session, and I was already mentally exhausted, to put it mildly. And if that had been any indicator of how this next part was going to go, Brian’s scowl stated it would be far worse.

“Hello, Brian and Jack. My name is Juliet. I’m your father’s counselor—“

“He’s not my dad!” Brian spat.

While I flinched and drew my legs up to my chest, Nurse Juliet’s smile never faltered. “I’m sorry, that was impolite of me. How would you like me to refer to Percy in relation to you? Caregiver, maybe?”

“Monster, because that’s what he is.”

“Brian—“ Anthony started to interject, but Nurse Juliet cut him off.

“No, that’s alright, Anthony. While it isn’t a nice thing to say, Brian is entitled to his opinion.” She turned her attention to Anthony for only a second before motioning back to the angry boy. “Brian, would you like to tell me why you think Percy is a monster?”

“Because he is!” Brian snapped. “He’s killed a bunch of humans and he thinks he’s a wolf.”

While I pulled into myself more, Nurse Juliet stayed as calm as always. “I see. That is definitely a reason to think someone is a monster. Many of our new veterans, like Percy, believe that same thing. They see themselves as monsters, demons, devils, and so much more because of the horrors they’ve had to endure while fighting to protect themselves and their families.” Brian’s demeanor changed ever so slightly, and his pupils widened as she continued. “They are so terrified of the things they had to do—not by choice, but by necessity, and sometimes because it was forced upon them. They fear that they will never be able to recover and that they may end up hurting the very loved ones they fought to protect. Would you say that’s accurate, Percy?”

“Y-yeah…” I could barely get the words out, and my voice was just above a whisper. “I-I’m so s-scared—I-I can’t—“ I clenched my eyes shut and shook my head.

“That’s alright, Percy.” She placed a comforting paw over mine before turning her attention back to Brian. “Our goal with these sessions is to get all of you to a point where you feel comfortable living together and expressing your feelings. Percy’s feelings aren’t the only ones that are important; yours are just as important. Would you be willing to share your feelings with us, Brian?”

Without hesitation, Brian snarled, “I HATE HIM!”

“Brian! Stop be mean to Percy!” Jack shouted.

Before Anthony or I could say anything, Nurse Juliet interjected. “Jack, like I told Anthony, Brian is allowed to feel his emotions, even if you don’t agree with him. Why don’t we give you a turn? Would share with us how you feel about Percy?”

“I love him! He nice and saveded us from da scawy wolf! An—“

He looked like he was going to just keep going until Nurse Juliet stepped in. “Okay. Let’s give Brian a chance to speak again. We’ll take turns, okay?”

“Okay!” Jack gave her a big, toothy grin.

“Now. Brian, you were saying you hate Percy. Would like you to explain why you feel that way?” She turned her focus back to Brian.

“Because everything is his fault!” I could see the tears welling up in his eyes. “First my mom gets killed, then he shows up and points a gun at me and Jack.”

“Murderer,” the little boy whispered in the back of my mind. “She’d be alive if it wasn’t for you.”

“—and when we got there, a gigantic wolf was waiting for us.” Tears streamed down Brian’s face like a waterfall, and he began to hiccup and stutter as he continued. “H-he destroyed Mom’s computer a-and now I-I’ve lost everything. I d-don’t have anything. No p-pictures or-or videos of her and Dad. M-my birthdays. Christmas. I-it’s all gone! And it’s all his fault!”

“Thank you for sharing that, Brian.” She spoke softly as she moved to kneel in front of him, then slowly offered him a box of tissues. “I want you to know that you’re very brave. It’s scary sharing our negative feelings, but we have to get them out, otherwise they will continue to hurt us.”

“It’s not fair,” he continued as he grabbed a tissue. “We weren’t doing anything wrong! I just want my mom back! I don’t want a new family! I want my mom!”

“Monster. Murderer,” the little boy in my mind continued as I clutched my ears tightly, trying to block out his and Brian’s voices. “We took their mother from them—”

I was no longer in the small room; I was back in the city, peering down my scope as General Todbringer stood next to me with murderous intent. Regret washed over me as I steadied my aim on the woman Todbringer had pointed out. I steeled my emotions as I squeezed the trigger and watched as the round pierced through her chest and she collapsed.

“—and led them right to Todbringer,” the little boy continued as the memory shifted from one to the next seamlessly.

Absolute dread washed over me as I turned the corner. General Todbringer stood in the center of the restaurant. Under Todbringer’s foot paw was Brian, rapidly turning blue as he struggled to get any air into his lungs. In one of Todbringer’s paws was Jack, sobbing around the pistol that Todbringer had shoved into his mouth.

“Percy—” A voice in the distance called to me.

“You were even willing to kill Jack, to take out Todbringer. You didn’t ev—”

“Percy.” The voice was much closer this time. “Focus on my voice.” It was Anthony! “Take some deep breaths and focus on my voice. You’re not on the battlefield. You’re safe. I need you here with me, in the present. Our pups need you.”

“They don’t need you,” the little boy protested. “They need to get away—”

A wet tongue dragged across one of my cheeks before repeating on the other. “Please, Percy. I need you to listen to me and not the voices. Please.”

I blinked a couple times and the very concerned look of my mate replaced the memory. As soon as I locked eyes with him, he pulled back with a soft smile. I looked past him to where Brian sat. Nurse Juliet knelt in front of him, comforting him as he cried, with Jack hugging his leg.

“I… I’m…” I was so lost and terrified.

“It’s alright, Percy,” Nurse Juliet said as she pulled Brian away from her shoulder and returned to her chair. “That is what these sessions are about. We need to get all our emotions out so that we can work through the pain and grief. Just like we’re doing in your other therapy groups. With that said, I think Brian needs a few minutes, so why don’t we shift our focus to Jack for a little bit? Would you like a turn to talk, Jack?”

Jack was still clutching his brother’s leg. He bit his lip as he answered, “Can I stay wiff Brian?”

“If that will make you more comfortable, that is perfectly alright. You can stay with your brother, sit in your chair, or even walk around. Whatever you want to do,” Nurse Juliet replied.

“I wanna stay wiff Brian.”

“Perfect. And I apologize. I never asked you how you would like me to refer to Percy and Anthony. Brian has asked that I call them by their names and not as his fathers, but you get to pick too. Since both Anthony and Percy adopted you, they are now your dads. How would you like me to call them?”

Jack lit up like a Christmas tree. “I has two daddies?”

“Yes, they are both your daddy.” She chuckled. “It might be a little confusing though if I call both of them ‘daddy.’ Would you like to call them different things?”

“Ya! I wanna call Percy ‘Daddy!’” he immediately pipped up. “And umm…Anfony, I wanna call, umm…”

“How about ‘Papa?’” Anthony suggested as Jack continued to struggle.

“Ya! Daddy and Papa!”

“Daddy and Papa it is,” Nurse Juliet confirmed. “Now, Jack. I’m going to show you a picture with a bunch of faces. I want you to point to all the faces that you feel when you see your papa.”

She pressed something on her computer and a large picture with about 20 kids making different faces displayed in between all of us. Jack hesitantly let go of his brother’s leg and walked up to the picture. “Umm…” he started as he looked at all the pictures before pointing at one, which instantly lit up. “Dis one and umm…” He pointed to two more pictures that also lit up. “Deez ones.”

“Happy, safe, and loved,” Nurse Juliet said. Anthony’s tail wagged, softly thumping the back of my chair. Nurse Juliet reset the picture, which cleared out the lit-up faces and moved them all around. “And how about your daddy? Which faces do you feel when you see him?”

He paused for a brief moment as he looked at the faces before pointing to three different ones. “Deez ones!”

“Excited, happy, and sad,” Nurse Juliet read out to us. “That’s an interesting combination. Why does your daddy make you feel sad?”

I braced myself for another onslaught of negative thoughts, pulling my legs tight against my chest again.

“Because he sad. I don’ like him being sad. I don’ want him to be sad no more.”

“So you feel sad when you see your daddy sad?”

“Ya. I don’ want him to cry and be sad.”

“See. He loves us and he wants us to love him back,” the wolf said in my head. “It’s okay to lower our guard. We’re not going to hurt him by giving him the love and affection he deserves from his father.”

“That’s exactly why he comes here all week,” Nurse Juliet said as she cleared away the picture. “We’re helping him to not feel sad and scared. Just like you, we want to see your daddy smiling and happy.”

“Fank you,” Jack’s voice quivered a little as he walked up and hugged her leg. “I don’ like him sad. I want him happy like Papa.”

He’s sad because I’m sad? That one thought sent me spiraling. My biggest fear was rapidly becoming reality. I was hurting him. He was sad because of me. Just being alive meant that I was hurting him. As my thoughts spiraled even deeper, I began to hyperventilate until a paw covered mine and gave it a reassuring squeeze. I pulled my face away from my knees to look at Anthony. He gave me a small nod towards Nurse Juliet and Jack. The tears in Jack’s eyes were clear as day as he looked at me.

Nurse Juliet gave Jack a little push forward as she asked, “Is there something you’d like to tell your daddy?”

“Please don’ be sad no more,” he croaked as tears streamed down his face. “I don’ like it when you sad. Can you pwease be happy like me an Anfony? I don’ want you an Brian to cry and be hurt.”

“Get down there and hug our pup. He needs our love as much as we need his,” the wolf in my head said softly.

I slowly unwrapped myself and slid onto the floor. Even kneeling in front of Jack, I still towered over his small form. I was barely on the ground before he launched himself into me and buried his face in my chest. I wrapped my arms around him and held onto him like a lifeline. I buried my nose in his hair and took a shaky breath in. “I’m sorry, Jack. I’m so sorry,” I choked out. “Please don’t be sad because of me.”

Through his muffled cries, his next words were as clear as day to me. “I love you, Daddy. Please be happy.”

“I-I—” I tensed up as a fresh wave of anxiety rushed over me.

“Say it!” the wolf huffed in frustration. “Stop hiding behind your fear and say what’s in your heart!”

“I love you too,” I whispered.
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Percy (Age 16)

January 14th, 2296

Time: 18:42




“Bye, Nana!” Jack shouted as we walked out of the diner. Nana’s had quickly become both Jack’s and Brian’s favorite place to eat out at. It was also Anthony’s and my preferred place as well. Which was lucky, given our situation.

I still hadn’t received my first veteran’s benefits checks yet, so we were surviving solely on the few meal vouchers we had remaining and the little bit of food we were able to buy with the small starting funds we had received. All of that would be solved in a few days though. We had a meeting planned with my caseworker at the Veteran’s Office to go over my benefits. When we had first arrived, they had informed us that my pay would be based on my rank, but given the fact that I was intentionally not being promoted, Anthony insisted that I be able to argue my case and receive benefits that I would have received had I been at the proper rank for my role. But until we were able to argue my case, my benefits were on hold, so Nana and her husband had been feeding us all a couple times a week for only the price of the boys’ meals.

“I know we were going to go toy shopping on Saturday, but since both of you did so well during the family therapy session, and because of the storm coming in, why don’t we go now and you both can pick out some new toys?” Anthony offered as the chill of the evening air rushed over us.

“YEAH!” Jack shouted. Even Brian seemed excited at the notion.

With his question answered, Anthony took Jack’s hand and led us down the street towards the toy store. Our little walk was anything but quiet as both Brian and Jack kept bouncing ideas about what the toy store would look like and what toys they were going to get. While I wasn’t going to ruin their excitement, it pained me a little to know that I was going to be seeing two disappointed faces when the store wasn’t anything as grand as they thought it was going to be. On top of that, we only had fifty dollars to spend on both of them. After getting them all the different essentials they needed, like stepstools for the bathroom and other toiletries, we had very little left from their first check. And despite the fact that the fifty dollars would have helped Anthony and me out, even if just a little, that was their money and we weren’t going to spend it on anything but them.

It only took us about five minutes of walking through the thin layer of snow that powdered the sidewalk before we made it to our destination. Like many of the shops in town, the toy store wasn’t that big. It was nothing compared to the commissary back in my pack. A small, lit up sign over the entrance read “Little Rascals Toy Emporium.” Brian lifted Jack so that he could be the one to put his hand on the door pad to open it for all four of us. The door was barely sliding open before Brian put Jack down and they both jetted through. Anthony chuckled and shook his head as we followed behind them. Inside, a warm blast of air and the sounds of several toy displays greeted us. Brian and Jack had only taken a few steps before they froze in place. My concern that they were disappointed at the sights was washed away as I took my spot on Jack’s right side. The sparkle in both of their eyes as they took everything in was only outmatched by their slack jaws.

“Wow!” they said in unison.

“Brian, why don’t you come with me while Percy takes Jack to find a toy?” Anthony suggested.

“Okay!” Brian said excitedly as he grabbed Anthony’s paw and dragged him further into the store.

“Remember: try to keep Jack’s toys to about twenty dollars,” Anthony called out as Brian led him away.

“Come on, Daddy!” Jack said. He grabbed my paw and started to drag me as well.

As he grabbed my paw, I tensed up and my anxiety skyrocketed. I tried to hide my reaction as best as I could and braced myself for my mind to tear me down. Thankfully, the scared little boy in my head stayed silent, and Jack didn’t seem to notice my hesitance. The marker for the first aisle we came to said it was all puzzles and board games. It was all going to be far too complex for the little four-year-old that was acting like he was on the world’s biggest sugar rush, but I wasn’t going to take this experience from him by telling him as much. He was so captivated by the puzzles that it took us ten minutes to walk down just one aisle. I made a mental note to talk with Anthony about it later as I had a feeling his interest would only grow, and it wouldn’t be long before we were teaching him how to build them.

As we left that aisle and turned into the next, I knew instantly that this was the end of our little shopping trip for Jack. Blocks filled the shelves. At our end of the aisle, there were entire kits dedicated to building just one thing. Despite being meant for an older child or even an adult, Jack didn’t hesitate to try to lift some of the boxes that were nearly as big as him. The block sets ranged from giant statues to different vehicles and several that looked like they were meant to be bought together to build little towns.

“Can I has dis one?” Jack asked as he tried to pull down a giant box that had a picture of what looked like an airship.

I didn’t even have to look at the price tag to know it was well outside of Jack’s twenty-dollar budget, let alone the fifty dollars we currently had to split between the two of them. “I think that’s too advanced for you right now, but when you get a little older, we can definitely get it for you. Why don’t we check out the blocks at the other end? I think I see some that are perfect for you.” I chuckled nervously as I pointed ahead, where I could see sets of blocks that were clearly designed for small children like him.

“Okay!” he said, not even phased that I had said no.

I followed him as he ran down the rest of the aisle and stopped at the other end. I hadn’t even made it halfway to him before he lit up like a Christmas tree, grabbed a box off the bottom shelf, and ran back to me. The box was much smaller than the one he had first tried to grab. On the front, there was a picture of a cartoon-like child building what was clearly meant to be a house. All the blocks were different colors and sizes. I flipped it over to look at the back. The bottom stated that the blocks were meant for children four to six years old, and there was a price tag right next to it.

“I wants dis one,” Jack pipped up.

Thankfully, the one he had picked was at the limit of the budget we had set for him. “Are you sure you want this one? You won’t be able to buy any other toys.”

“Yeah. I wants dis one,” he reaffirmed.

I chuckled as I handed the box back to him. “Then why don’t we go find Brian and Papa?”

He took the box, and we exited the aisle to go find the rest of our little family. Two aisles later, something caught my eye and I froze in place. With my years as a scout and sniper, I had built up the ability to take in so many small details all at once, and this time was no exception. The aisle overflowed with dolls, action figures, and stuffed animals. Completely forgetting that I was supposed to be finding my mate and also watching my youngest pup, I honed in on the thing that had caught my eye.

Foxy?

A moment later, I found myself standing at the far end of the aisle with a small fox stuffed animal that looked so much like the toy my father had bought for me so long ago. As I picked it up, my eyes welled up with tears as a flood of memories and emotions washed over me. While I knew that this wasn’t my Foxy, as Jeffery still had her to this day, this toy looked so much like her. I clutched her to my chest as the first tear fell from eyes and splashed on the ground.

“Daddy?” Jack drew my attention away from the roaring sea of emotion that I was starting to drown in. “Why is you—“

“There you two are! I was afraid you had gotten lost. Did you find Jack a—“ Anthony said. As he rounded the corner, he stopped in shock. “Percy?”

“I—“ I didn’t know how to respond as the tears continued to flow down my face, Foxy still clutched to my chest.

He looked from me, to the toy in paws, and back to me before offering me a sad smile. “I don’t know if we can afford that. Brian spent most of his money, and I’m assuming Jack did as well.”

I felt my depression beginning to spiral out of control. It was just a stupid little stuffed animal, but in that moment just holding it felt like the world to me. I held it out at arm’s length as I looked at it again. With a defeated sniffle, I began to put it back on the shelf.

“But it doesn’t hurt to try.” Anthony placed his paw over mine and pushed the stuffed animal back to my chest. “And if anything, we can always come back on Friday and get it.”

“O-okay.”

I let myself be led away from the rack filled to the brim with stuffed animals, towards the front of the store. Thankfully, the shop had been completely devoid of anyone but the one staff member manning the cash register, so no one else had been witness to my little mental breakdown. I had used the short trip to the end of the aisle as time to wipe my eyes and try to make myself presentable, even though it was futile with how puffy I knew my eyes were from crying. As we approached the register, the human cashier greeted us with a warm smile.

“Did you find everything alright?” she asked as Brian and Jack put their toys on the counter.

“Yes, we did,” Anthony said. He took Foxy from me and placed her on the counter as well.

“Excellent!” she said as she began to ring up the toy cars and playset that Brian had picked for himself. “I don’t think I’ve seen you here before. Are you new in town?”

“Yeah. We moved here just before the new year,” Anthony said.

I took a step back as he took charge. I was glad he was here to handle all the social interactions. While I knew I was safe here, I was still quite nervous about being around other people, especially humans. As she finished ringing up Jack’s blocks and grabbed the stuff animal, my heart plummeted.

We don’t have enough money.

“Alright,” she said as the total showed up. “With everything, that brings your total to fifty-seven dollars.”

Anthony turned towards me, ears and tails dropping. “I’m sorry, Percy. We’ll have to put the fox toy back. We can come back on Friday after you get your veteran’s benefits.”

“You’re a veteran?” the clerk asked.

“Y-yeah.”

“Oh! Then you and your family get a discount. I just need you to tap your computer here so that I confirm your veteran status, and we’ll get you set up in our system so you’ll always receive your discount.” She slid a small device forward. It beeped when I tapped my computer against it. She began to type a few things on her computer, but then stopped as her eyebrows furrowed. “That’s weird. There must be something wrong with the system.”

“What’s wrong?” Anthony asked.

“It says here that you’re a wolf veteran, but that can’t be right. They must have messed up your paperwork.”

“Did you think you could hide from everyone?” The scared little boy finally made his presence known. “You can’t hide that you’re a murderer forever. They’re all going to find out, and you’ll have nowhere to run.”

Anthony gave my paw a reassuring squeeze, which drew me out of my head. “The system is correct. He’s a veteran of our pack.” Anthony’s relaxed tone helped calm my nerves ever so slightly.

The lady’s eyes left her screen to look at us in bewilderment. She stared at us for a moment before her attention locked onto my prosthetic arm. Her pupils grew to the size of saucers, and I shifted uncomfortably to try to hide it from her gaze. “I-I’m so sorry! I didn’t mean any offense. I didn’t realize. I’m sorry.”

“It’s alright,” Anthony said. I was extra thankful he was dealing with this particular situation for me because it was taking all the strength I had to not completely break down. It wasn’t her fault that I was a monster disguised as a human.

“Let me put a note in the system our so you won’t ever have this problem again. Again, I’m so sorry. I really didn’t mean to offend you.” She began to furiously type away on her computer for a minute. “And done! You won’t have any further questions or issues when you or your family come in to purchase anything. And with your veteran’s discount, that brings your total down to fifty-two dollars.”

“Thank you. We greatly appreciate it. Unfortunately, we still can’t afford everything, so would you mind taking off the fox plushy?” Anthony asked.

“I don’ needs my toy.” Jack stepped forward to grab his blocks. “Daddy can has his toy instead.”

“No, Jack. This money is for you and Brian.” Anthony knelt and placed his paw on Jack’s shoulder.

My anxiety began to flow uncontrolled as Anthony tried to explain to Jack what their money was for. Brian watched on silently, as did the cashier. While Anthony and Jack continued back and forth, the cashier slid something from under the counter, and my senses kicked into overdrive as I rapidly looked for a place to take cover. With no place to run and not wanting to abandon my mate and pups, I clenched my eyes shut and braced myself for the attack I knew was coming.

“I’m so sorry,” the cashier said. I chanced opening my eyes slightly to see what was unfolding. “I didn’t notice that this toy was damaged.”

As opened my eyes more, I found her standing there with the box of blocks in one hand and an uncapped black marker in the other. There was a black line going across one corner of the box that I knew hadn’t been there a moment ago.

“But that wasn’t there—“ I tried to argue.

“Per our policy, if a toy is damaged, it has to be placed in the discount section and marked as such. We must have missed this one when we did our inventory this morning. If you don’t want the damaged toy, I understand. I’ll go place it over with the other discounted toys.” She pointed to a wall filled with toys that had similar black markings on boxes, tags, or anywhere that wouldn’t mar the toy itself.

“What’s all of that?” Anthony asked.

“Those are all the toys that we find that have been damaged but are still in good condition,” she said. “Anything on that wall that isn’t sold by the end of the month gets donated to the orphanage. It’s kind of an unwritten rule that only families in need will buy toys from that wall.”

“You do all of that for the orphans?”

“We sure do. The orphans have a special place in all the staff’s hearts,” she said. While she was still smiling, pain filled her eyes. “Everyone here at Little Rascals is or was an orphan, myself included. We strive to make sure that every child has a toy that they can call their own. It’s hard growing up in a place where you share almost everything, so each month we make sure we donate enough toys that each child receives a new one. Every toy on that wall will go to a child in need, whether it is with a family like yours or to a young boy or girl in the orphanage.”

“This town gets more and more amazing every day,” Anthony said, his voice cracking. “You didn’t have to do this for us. We can’t thank you enough.”

“Th-thank you,” I sniffled.

“It’s my pleasure,” she said and handed Foxy over to me. “Now, with the fifty percent discount on the damaged blocks, that brings your total down to forty-two dollars.”

“Thank you very much. That’s just inside our budget,” Anthony said.

It took only a quick minute for Anthony to pay for our toys and for the nice lady to put Jack and Brian’s items into a large bag for my mate to carry. Neither of them even tried to suggest that I put Foxy in the bag. I carried her out, clutched to my chest.
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While the rest of the house slept soundly, I was still wide awake. This had become my nightly routine since we first arrived. With the house silent, my mind was free to run rampant with self-doubt and all the horrible thoughts that had been swirling around it for years. While tonight was like every other night, a new thought had bubbled to the surface thanks to the little boy in my head.

What will happen when all these people find out what I truly am? I can’t lose everything again.

“You shouldn’t have them to begin with. They aren’t yours,” the little boy whispered. “You’re a murderer. All you’ve ever done is hurt and destroy everyone around you. You shouldn’t be walking around freely. You’re just going to get everyone killed. Anthony was nearly killed, and his innocent mother was blown up because of you.”

Please. Not tonight, I begged my mind.

“You murdered Jack and Brian’s mother.”

I clenched my eyes as tight as I could and pulled Foxy even closer to my chest. Please!

“Mommy…Jessica…” the little boy hissed.

With Jessica’s name echoing in my head, I trembled around a silent sob and blindly grabbed for the dog tag that was tucked under my nightshirt. I laid there crying as quietly as I could, desperate to not disturb Anthony, for several agonizingly long minutes before I opened my eyes. There was only one thing that I knew would calm me down enough so I could fall asleep. I carefully slid out from underneath Anthony’s protective hold and out of bed. I crept down the hallway, past the bathroom, and into Brian’s room. My eyes easily adapted to the low light that Jack’s night-light emitted as the nebula and stars pulsed soft green and red. I stopped at the side of their bed and sat down as I watched the lights dance across Jack’s and Brian’s faces. As I looked at the innocent boys, my heart felt like it was being crushed with the guilt that was wracking me.

“I-I’m so sorry,” I choked out, barely above a whisper, as I clutched Jessica’s tag. “Please forgive me. I-I can’t lose you, too. P-Please. I-I can’t—“

Like every night for the past month, I sat here, rocking myself back and forth, quietly begging my pups and best friend for forgiveness. And like every night before, my pleas went unanswered. I hadn’t even bothered anymore to keep track of how long I sat like this. I continued until my body simply couldn’t anymore. As exhaustion finally began to overtake me, I took one last look at my sleeping pups. A strand of hair had found its way onto Jack’s face. I reached forward with my right paw to brush it away, but stopped short of touching him.

“Monster,” the little boy in my head whispered.

Seeing my paw nearly taint the innocent boy in front of me, I let my arm slump back to my side, just as I had every single night. Except this time, my arm didn’t fall more than a few centimeters before a larger paw enveloped my own. I clenched my eyes shut as Anthony moved my paw back up to Jack’s face and brushed it through his hair. I choked on a sob as he brought my paw through Jack’s hair a second time.

“It’s okay. You aren’t going to hurt him,” Anthony whispered in my ear as he brought our paws through Jack’s hair for a third time. “And eventually, they will forgive you. Just like I forgave you. And Dad. And Jessica. It’s okay to forgive yourself.”

I leaned my head back and looked up at him. He looked down at me with love and heartache filling his eyes. He shifted his head a bit and kissed the tip of my nose before guiding both of us to stand up. “Here. You forgot something when you got up,” he said as he turned me to the door and pushed something into my chest. Looking down, it was something that, in that moment, meant so much to me: Foxy.








  
  16

  
  
  Chapter 16 - Family

  
  




Percy (Age 16)

January 18th, 2296

Time: 18:35




I watched from my spot on the couch as Jack and Brian played with their new toys. While I’m sure they both would have loved to play in the backyard, between the day’s heavy snowstorm and Brian’s several runaway attempts over the past two weeks, they were stuck inside. While the thought of being trapped indoors wasn’t pleasant for me, as I had grown quite used to being outside during the war, it was made better by the fact that Anthony had a cozy fire going in the fireplace. Between the warmth radiating from the flames, the soft crackling of the logs as they burned, and the delicious smell of dinner being made, I was quite content to just stay in my spot.

The little game Jack and Brian were playing was quite amusing to watch. Brian was building small buildings with Jack’s blocks, while Jack switched between pretending to be a giant monster terrorizing the town and playing the terrified citizens with Brian’s toy cars. I chuckled as Jack, with a mighty roar, kicked down the latest building that Brian had made. As Brian built up the next structure for Jack to demolish, Jack grabbed a new car from the pile.

“We gots to stop the monster! We gots to blowed up the tower and squish him!” Jack said as he drove the car into the hole at the bottom of the newest building.

“Here comes the monster!” Brian said. “I’ve got all the bombs placed.”

“RAWR!” Jack shouted as he went back to pretending to be the monster, before switching back to the citizen.

“Blowed it up!” Jack said in as deep of a voice as he could.

Brian smacked the tower, causing it to fall on Jack, who had crouched down. “BOOM!” Brian shouted. At the same time, there was a loud bang from the kitchen.

I watched in horror as the second explosion caused the entire building to collapse. I keyed up my mic as fast as I could and shouted, “The building is collapsing! Get out of there!”

Dread washed over me as I watched my team stay where they were, continuing to check on Leon. Why aren’t they moving?

A moment later, the building collapsed, and I lost sight of my team in the rubble. “Base, this is Hawk! Unit Five just got buried by a building that was rigged to blow up.”

“Copy that, Percy,“ Captain Matthews said, but he didn’t sound like himself, and he’d never called me Percy while on duty.

“We will send in a rescue crew. You are at home right now, not on the battlefield,” he continued, but he sounded just like Anthony, which didn’t make sense. Anthony had never been in combat, and why was he saying I was at home?

“Listen to my voice, Percy. I need to you to come back to me.” Something wet and warm touched my face. “Your pups and I need you to be here in the present with us. You’re not out on duty, you’re at home. Do you remember where home is?”

I blinked. For a split second my environment changed and I was in a room, but then I was right back where I had been with a smoldering building covering my team. “I—“

“That’s it, Percy. You’re at home. Standing in the living room. Brian and Jack are right here with me, and we’re all worried for you.” Anthony’s voice was right in my ear. “Take a deep breath and try to remember. You’re not a soldier anymore and you’re not on the battlefield. It’s all a memory.”

I did as he said, even though it made no sense. I took a deep breath. As I blinked, my world shifted again, but this time it stayed there for several seconds. Anthony’s voice was right; I was in a living room.

“That’s it, Percy. Just stay focused on me,” Anthony said softly.

I turned my head and locked eyes with him, and the battlefield disappeared completely.

He smiled at me. “Hey.”

As I looked from him over to where I knew Brian and Jack had been playing, my heart felt like someone had stabbed it with a jagged knife and twisted it. Brian was standing with his arms swung wide open, trying to protect Jack by putting himself between us. His eyes were as wide as saucers and his chest was heaving. Jack sat on the ground behind him, looking up at me with tears welling up in his eyes. My gaze moved back to Brian’s, and his demeanor changed from fear to anger as he broke the silence between us.

“WHY DID YOU SCREAM AT US? WE WERE JUST PLAYING!” he shouted, his face turning beet red.

“He wasn’t screaming at you,” Anthony calmly stated and moved towards them. “Remember what we talked about in therapy? He was having a flashback. He didn’t—“

“Monster,” the little boy in my head sneered. “You hurt them even though they weren’t doing anything wrong.”

My anxiety skyrocketed as I continued to stare at Brian and Jack. The next heartbeat, I did the only thing I could think of.

I ran.

I bolted down the hallway, into my bedroom, and locked myself in the bathroom. As soon as the door slid shut, an intense wave of nausea hit me, and I barely had enough time to lean over the sink before I started violently heaving. I gripped the counter as the tea I had been sipping all afternoon and what was left of my lunch came back out. Sweat rapidly drenched my clothes as my entire body shook. I’d had flashbacks before, but never like this. It felt like my entire world was collapsing all around me. It was taking what little strength I had left just to continue standing at the sink as the last remnants of my sandwich finished coming up.

With one last heave, I spat out the awful taste in my mouth and finally looked at myself in the mirror. What I saw made me stumble back in fear. Instead of seeing my reflection, Alpha Richard stood there, his red eyes staring back with a wicked grin splitting his muzzle. “What’s wrong, Little Percy?” his voice rang in my head, taunting me. “Has my little toy broken?”

“I-I’m n-n-not—“ My stutter came back full force.

“You’ve always been my favorite toy. The little human that I turned into the perfect human-killing machine.” He chuckled.

“Y-you—“

“Everything you’ve ever attained is because I said you could have it,” He sneered. “I allowed you to live. I let you feel the love of having a family. You had friends because I deemed it necessary. I have held every card since day one.”

“Y-You’re lying!” I shook my head as tears streamed down my face.

“Percy is now a member of the pack, and he is to be treated as such,” Alpha Richard said as he looked over the paperwork Dad had just signed.

As I blinked, a new memory flashed in my mind.

“I would like to enroll him in school,” Dad said as we stood across the desk from Alpha Richard.

“You’ll need to go to the school and enroll him yourself, but I’ll let them know I expect them to not give you any issues.”

I shook my head back and forth. It wasn’t real. None of this was real. My family was real. Anthony was real. They weren’t Alpha Richard’s doing; they were mine.

“I’m sorry about my brother,” Anthony said as he helped me stand back up. Kevin had decided he didn’t want to wait for me to finish crossing the tight rope and had shoved me off as hard as he could. “I’m Anthony, by the way. I never got to introduce myself last week after my brother caused you to break your arm.”

The old memory quickly faded away, and a very fresh one took its place.

“…getting the idiot Archer to have his son torment you in school…” Todbringer said.

Was it really all Alpha Richard? Anthony? Mom and Dad? Were they all just part of Alpha Richard’s plan to control me? As I looked back at the mirror, Alpha Richard’s form faded away and my battered reflection stared back at me. Even though time had done a great job of hiding them, the scars across my face were as clear to me as they had been the first time I had seen them. As I stared at those old wounds, a flash of claws went across my vision and my scars burned like they had on that fateful day. My paw shook immensely as I brought it up to my face and touched my scars. As soon as the warm feeling of the fur on my paw touched my face, the pain went away. I pulled my paw away, but as I did, I wished I hadn’t. It had blood all over it.

“I’M A WOLF!” I shouted.

A paw landed on my right shoulder, but as I looked up, it wasn’t General Todbringer that towered over me. It was Alpha Richard. “I’m very proud of you, Little Percy.”

I shook my head to clear that awful memory from my mind and the mirror in front of me returned to focus. Staring back at me was my reflection, except instead of my deep blue eyes, the eyes of Alpha Richard stared back. With a pained growl, I threw my fist back, ready to shatter the mirror and destroy my reflection.

Anthony’s larger paw wrapped around it while his other arm wrapped around my left arm and chest. “I’ve got you, Percy,” his loving voice whispered in my ear. “Just let it all out.”

I felt my knees buckle under me as the last of my strength was sapped away. Even with the sudden need to fully support my weight, Anthony never faltered as he backed me out of the bathroom. On our bed, he sat me in his lap and held me tightly with my back pressed against his chest. He gently rocked me as tremors wracked my body. We were like this for several minutes before I calmed down enough to speak.

“I don’t deserve you.” My voice trembled.

“Yes, you do,” he said softly as he nuzzled the side of my face.

I shook my head, “No, I don’t. I’m not good enough for you. There are so many other wolves out there—“

“You’re good enough for me,” he interrupted.

“How can you say that?” I tried to pull away, but he held on tighter.

“Because I know you; the real you.”

“How can you know me when apparently I don’t even know myself?” My head hung. “My whole life has been one big lie. How do I know this isn’t another lie?”

He tensed up and took a sharp breath in before relaxing his hold on me. “I know you’ve got a lot of reason to doubt so much in your life right now, but know that my love for you is real. Richard and Todbringer might have manipulated my brother, but they never manipulated me. Your family also isn’t a lie. Your parents love you with all their hearts. And our pups are real. If there’s anything you can trust to not be a lie, it is how much we all love you. You’re the glue that has bonded us all together. Never forget how important you are to all of us. We’re the Rosser Pack because of you. Richard didn’t do that; you did.”

I stared down at my paw in his. Was it really me? Did I create our little pack, or was that just another one of Alpha Richard’s manipulations? Memory after memory played in my head as I continued to stare at my paw. The only reason Mom and Dad got together was because I asked at the lake, but I only asked because of what Anthony’s father had said. Uncle Dom hated me at first before he slowly started truly caring for me, but Alpha Richard had to make him give me my first prosthetic. Even Anthony and I getting together only happened because Mom called Anthony. Was everything all one big lie, or was I overthinking it?

Anthony drew me from my thoughts by gently squeezing my paw. “Hey,” he said. “We’re going to have to go out to the living room soon. When I couldn’t get the bathroom door open, I was terrified of what might happen, so I called your social worker. They were able to override the bathroom lock for me. They’re on their way over to check in on you. Also, we’ve got two little boys at the door.”

As I turned to the entrance of the bedroom, Jack, who had tears silently streaming down his face, greeted me. To my surprise, not only was Brian there with his brother, but he had a concerned look on his face as his eyes darted between Anthony and I. Without prompting, Jack walked around the bed and stopped right in front of us.

His voice quivered as he spoke. “Daddy. I’m sowwy I scared you. Please don’t be sad no more.” He then stepped forward and hugged my leg as tightly as he could.

“Richard might have manipulated a lot in your life, but he could never create true emotion like this. He can’t make genuine love happen. If ever you doubt if something was real, look at the emotions. My love, Jack’s love and sorrow, it’s all real. You can’t fake that.” Anthony whispered in my ear. He then guided my paw to Jack’s head and ran our paws through his hair together. “Say something to him.”

“I-it’s okay, Jack,” I croaked. “It wasn’t your fault. I’ll be okay, I promise.”

Jack finally let go of my leg and looked up at me with a sad smile. “You promise?”

I returned his smile and nodded. “Yeah. I promise. I’m already starting to feel better. Thank you.”

The doorbell ringing ruined the little moment that was growing. Anthony chuckled, his breath caressing the back of my neck, before turning to Brian. “Percy’s social worker is here. Would you mind letting them in and then getting Jack ready for dinner? I’ll be there in a minute to help get your plates made for you.”

“Yeah,” Brian said as he turned and started to leave. “Come on, Jack.”




*




The meeting with my social worker went better than I had expected. I was going to have to discuss things with my therapist and psychologist when I returned to therapy on Monday, but there was never even a mention of taking me away from my family or enrolling me in the in-patient program. Even dinner went well. Brian didn’t try to hide food and Jack ate at an almost normal pace. There was no fighting to get them off to bed, either. As soon as their bedroom door shut, I made my way to the couch and flopped down at the end, feeling completely spent. Anthony sat down as well and pulled me toward him so I was laying with my head in his lap.

He ran his paw through my fur as he spoke. “Talk to me. What’s going on in your head?”

I pushed into his touch as I let out a labored sigh. “I don’t know if I can keep doing this. I almost hurt them.”

“You didn’t almost hurt them. You were nowhere close to hurting them,” he said. “You might have scared them a little, but you didn’t hurt them.”

“But I could—“ As I spoke, a flash of lightning lit up the living room. Half a heartbeat later, the entire house shook from the boom of thunder. I instantly tensed up.

“Hey. Stay with me. It’s just the weather,” Anthony said as he carefully rolled my head so I could look him in the eyes.

“They really weren’t joking about the snow lightning.” My voice shook. I tried to push aside my growing anxiety about the violent storm. “But it’s true. I could have hurt them.”

Anthony’s ears twitched towards the hallway. “You didn’t hurt them, and you won’t. And right now, our boys need you.”

“They don’t need me. Any parent would be better than me.” I shot myself down.

“No. They need you, their father, right now.” He pointed down the hallway. “The thunder has them both crying.”

“I—what can I do? I don’t—“

“Percy.“ Irritation filled his voice. “Mom’s told me basically every story about you growing up. I know you were scared of the thunder when you were little as well. What did Dad teach you?”

“I—umm, I guess I could try.” I sat up and looked around our small living room. Another flash of lightning lit up the house, followed by another loud rumble. “L-let’s turn the couch around so we can watch the snow and then we can bring them out.”

With a nod, we both stood and worked together to spin the couch around so it faced the window, giving us a clear view of the heavily falling snow outside. Then we made our way down the hallway to Brian’s room. As the door opened, I froze. With the help of Jack’s night-light, I could make out two trembling lumps underneath Brian’s blanket. While I had quickly grown used to Jack’s crying, hearing Brian sob from all the way across the room paralyzed me with dread.

I can’t—

“Go on,” Anthony whispered and gave me a gentle push forward.

That little push got me walking towards them, and I soon found myself kneeling next to the bed like I’d do every night after they fell asleep. I slowly reached forward with my right paw and placed it on the smaller of the two quivering forms. “Brian. Jack. What’s wrong?” I asked softly.

When Jack didn’t immediately reach out for me, it hurt more than I realized it would. Am I already growing that attached to them? I didn’t have long to ponder that thought before the next roll of thunder shook the bedroom window. My arms were suddenly full as Jack shot out from under the covers with a death grip on Teddy and buried his face in my chest.

“Make it stop!” he sobbed.

That pain from a moment ago shot through me again as he asked me to do the impossible. How was I supposed to reassure him that everything was going to be fine, when I physically couldn’t do the one thing he was begging me to do? “I—I can’t—I, ummm. I can’t make it stop, but I know a game that won’t make it so scary. A-and it’s a game you and Brian can both play, even if it’s bedtime and you’re supposed to be going to sleep. Do you want to try that?”

“How would a game make this better?” Brian peaked out from under the covers.

“Because instead of wanting the thunder to go away, you want it to come. The more thunder, the more you can play the game.” I tried to sound excited to be playing the game that my dad had taught me when I was six.

“But why would we want that?” Brian asked.

“Come out to the couch and I’ll show you,” I offered as I stood up, still holding onto Jack.

I tried to keep my soft smile from turning into a frown as he stayed in his spot on the bed, showing no signs of wanting to follow me. I took a couple of steps backwards, towards the door, hoping that a little bit of extra space would help coax him out. To my relief, he slid out of bed after a few seconds of looking between Anthony and I. We all headed out to the living room; Anthony brought up the rear with Brian’s blanket. I plopped down on the left end of the couch and managed to peel Jack from my chest while Anthony got him and Brian settled on the right side of the couch.

With Jack and Brian comfortably snuggled into their blanket, I started, “Here’s how the game works. Since we can’t make the thunder and lightning go away, we’re going to make it fun. When we see the flash of lightning, we’re going to count slowly. We keep counting until we hear the thunder. However many numbers we count is how far away it is. The goal is to try to count as high as we can because the higher we count, the farther away the scary storm is from us. Think you can count with me?”

“Yeah, I guess,” Brian said. Jack simply nodded his head as he clutched onto my side.

“Okay. Just keep your eyes on the window and watch for the fla—“ I couldn’t have timed it any better as the latest bolt of lightning lit up the sky.

“One…two…th—“ All four of us counted together. While Anthony and I were both calm, the anxiety in our pups’ voices was clear as day as they braced themselves for the inevitable boom of thunder. When it struck, Jack pushed himself into me even more, and Brian clapped his hands over his ears. Anthony pulled Brian against his side and ran his paw through the boy’s hair to calm him down.

It took a few minutes for their anxiety to subside. Once they had both relaxed a bit, I tried to lighten up the mood a little. “You both did a great job. We almost got to three! I bet next time we’ll get to three or maybe even four.”

“I can only count to four,” Jack pouted.

“That’s alright,” Anthony said. “You just count as best as you can, and we’ll keep counting out loud for you. And when we see the flash of lightning, why don’t you both cover your ears as we all count loudly? That way, the thunder won’t sound as loud.”

“Okay…” The shaking of Brian’s voice was very telling, but he stayed snuggled against Anthony’s side.

Over the next several minutes, the storm died down. On one paw, I was glad that the storm would hopefully be over soon. However, if we didn’t get another flash of lighting, the boys wouldn’t get the chance to face their fear with Anthony and me there to support them. As time continued to slowly tick by, Jack’s eyes became heavy and he started to nod off. Brian was in much the same state as he shifted a little under the blanket into a more comfortable position against Anthony. As I was getting ready to call it a night and get them both back to bed, there was another flash a bit in the distance. Brian and Jack both shot up and covered their ears.

“ONE…TWO…THREE…” they both called out. Anthony and I joined them. “FOUR…FIVE…SIX…SEVEN…EIGH—” With how far away the lightning had been, the ensuing thunder was very faint. Brian and Jack both flinched a tiny bit, but neither of them tried to hide, and they uncovered their ears as soon as the thunder stopped.

“Great job, you two,” Anthony said. He then leaned over slightly and kissed the top of Brian’s head. “See. That wasn’t as scary this time, was it?”

“It was just a little scary that time,” Brian said, but there wasn’t any fear or anxiety in his voice.

“You two can play this any time there’s a thunderstorm. And if we’re somewhere that we can’t yell out as we count, you can always count in your head. Now why don’t we get you two off to bed? You both look ready to fall asleep.”

As Brian nodded, Jack looked up at me with sleep-filled eyes. “Can I seep you?” he said with a yawn.

Before I could even start formulating an answer, Anthony spoke. “Yes, you can sleep with us tonight. Did you want to as well, Brian?”

With a small nod from Brian, Anthony pulled the blanket off of them and draped it over the couch as he got up. Holding his paw out to Brian, he said, “Come on. Let’s get you to bed.”

Brian took his paw, and the two of them headed down the hallway. I carefully scooped Jack back up into my arms and headed to the bedroom as well. Brian was already crawling into my bed when I arrived with Jack. Anthony slid into his spot behind Brian as I moved around to my side and laid Jack down. Brian instantly grabbed his brother and pulled him against his chest, curling around him protectively. His protectiveness made me reflexively take a step back to go sleep out on the couch.

“Don’t.” Anthony looked at me with love in his eyes. “Your place is right here.”

I stared in apprehension. Jack had already fallen asleep, completely comfortable in his brother’s arms. Brian’s eyes had grown very heavy, and he was rapidly succumbing to sleep as well. Nervously biting my lip, I carefully slid onto my side of the bed, doing my best to not disturb my pups. Anthony reached over, took my paw in his, and guided it over Brian and Jack. Then, slowly, he lowered my palm to rest on Brian’s arm. My breath caught in my chest as I waited for him to reject me. The seconds ticked by without a negative response. Finally, unable to hold my breath any longer, I let out a long and shaky rush of air, exhaling my anxiety with it.

As I took my next calmer breath, a voice whispered in the back of my head, much like it had done so long ago. I felt my body warming in my very core at the single word it spoke.

“Family.”
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  Chapter 17 - Glasses

  
  




Percy (Age 16)

January 20th, 2296

Time: 08:22




Today was our scheduled day to get Brian signed up for school. Anthony had just started work and couldn’t bring Brian in, so I was excused from therapy group for the morning to have time to properly enroll Brian and take him to his first day of school. The friendly wolf receptionist had pointed us down the short hallway to the principal’s office. School had already started for the year, so we were meeting with her instead of going through the normal enrollment process. Brian had been nervous since breakfast and hadn’t said anything since we’d left home. He’d also spent the entire walk staring down at his feet, never once looking up to see where we were going. Even as we stopped in front of the door we had been directed to, he kept his gaze fixed on his shoes.

As I placed my right paw on the door pad to let the principal know we were here, I put my left on Brian’s shoulder. “You’ll be alright. I think you’re going to like school. You’ll get to make friends and have lots of fun while learning.”

Even with my attempts at comforting him, he still said nothing. Thankfully, the door opened and relieved the anxiety that was starting to bubble up. A human female stood in front of us with a warm smile. She looked from me down to Brian, then back to me. “You must be Percy and Brian. It’s a pleasure to finally meet you. Please, come in.”

She turned and made her way around the desk in the middle of the room. Behind her, a window provided a view of a large playground. Her office showcased a wide assortment of different arts and crafts made by some of the students. In front of her desk were two oversize chairs. I guided Brian to the one on the right and I sat down in the left chair.

“Thank you so much for meeting with us to get Brian enrolled,” I said.

“It’s my pleasure,” she replied. “Your mate, Anthony, has already completed most of the paperwork, so it shouldn’t take too much time to finish. I just need to cover a few things with both of you, and then we’ll begin Brian’s assessment test to see which classes will be best for him.” She adjusted a screen on her computer and displayed it to us as she began to read off it. “School is Monday through Friday. Classes start promptly at 08:30, so please don’t be late. School ends every day at 15:30. We can provide a lunch for Brian, or he may bring his own. If he won’t be bringing his own lunch and has any special dietary restrictions, please inform us and we’ll make sure he is provided with a proper meal.” She took a moment to change screens. “As we have a lot of refugees coming through and many of them are orphans with a wide variety of schooling, we evaluate each student on several subjects before determining which classes to place them in. We don’t have a year grade system as we feel it is more important for a student to be placed in classes that will challenge them, but also set them up to succeed. Because of this structure, we will group Brian with children several years younger than him for some subjects all the way up to seventeen and eighteen-year-olds for others. We ensure that no child is left behind, and we host a graduation ceremony each December to celebrate the achievements of all the children throughout the year. At the end of each school year, all students retake the assessment tests to determine if they are ready to advance further in a specific subject or if it would be more beneficial for them to stay in their current class. A student that is eighteen at the end of the school year will officially graduate. However, they may continue their studies through remedial classes based on their performance. Our goals with this setup are to send each student out into the world feeling like they were successful in school and to prepare them for working in their desired field.”

“I like the sound of that.” I looked down at Brian. “How does that sound to you?”

We watched him for several seconds before he pulled his legs up onto the chair and hugged them to his chest. When he finally spoke, his voice was quiet and trembled. “I’ve never been to school before. Mom taught me how to read, write, and count, but that’s it.”

“That’s alright. You’re the perfect example of why we’ve built this system. If we were to stick you in our old system, we would’ve placed you with the other eight and nine-year-olds, but you would’ve struggled with our expectations at that level,” she explained. “We are here to teach you and put you in a position to succeed, but that can’t happen if we don’t adapt to your needs as a student. Along with your normal schooling, if you or your teacher feel that you need some extra one-on-one attention, we have after-school and weekend tutoring programs.”

“Thanks,” he mumbled.

“I wish we’d had something like this when I was going to school,” I admitted, trying to help encourage Brian. “I think my school experience would have been a lot better for it.”

“That’s the goal,” Principal Leake said. “Brian, your father and I have to fill out a few forms. While we are doing that, my assistant Miles will take you to the assessment room and get you started.”

As she said that, the male wolf receptionist from earlier appeared in the doorway with a small computer in his paw. He was smiling, but not enough to show his teeth. “Just follow me, Brian, and we’ll get you all set up.”

Brian crawled out of the oversize chair and followed the wolf out of the room, leaving just me and Principal Leake to finish paperwork. To my surprise, I only had to sign a few forms, enroll him in the after-school daycare with Jack, and get him set up to be picked up via the school bus. We completed everything in less than ten minutes and soon I found myself standing outside of a small room, observing my son through the glass wall. He was staring at a screen, but from my position I couldn’t read what was on it. He stared at it a little longer before swiping his hand to the left across it.

“That’s the tenth question in a row he’s skipped,” Miles said. “He’s yet to answer a single question.”

I watched Brian closely as he looked at the next screen. He shifted around in his seat as he read the question. He spent another minute just staring before once again swiping his hand and moving on. “Can I see what questions he’s looking at?” I asked.

“Of course,” Miles said. He tapped a few buttons on his computer and a transparent overlay displayed on the glass in front of us. “This is the current question he’s on. We start with basic math and the computer adapts the questions based on his responses to the previous questions and will either make them more difficult or stay at the current difficulty to better assess his strengths and weaknesses. We do this with every subject.”

The current question asked what two plus four equaled. He knows this. He’s been teaching Jack on his own all week. Why is he struggling?

His left hand tugged on his ear as he swiped to the next question, “One plus one equals?”

The tugging continued, and as he brought up his hand to swipe to the next question, I whined in frustration. “Something is wrong. He knows the answer to this.”

“It’s alright. Just let him be. We sometimes put high expectations on our pups and don’t realize we are doing it,” Miles said without taking his eyes off my son.

“No,” I growled. “He knows this one. He was just teaching Jack this yesterday. There’s something wrong.” I walked around Miles, into the small room, and up to Brian. I squatted next to him, placing my paw on his shoulder to get his attention. To my surprise, he didn’t flinch or pull away, but he didn’t look at me. “Brian? What’s wrong?”

He finally turned to me, tears and snot streaming down his face. “I-I can’t read it.”

“You can’t read it?” I asked. My head tilted in confusion and a twinge of guilt coursed through me. “I thought you said you knew how to read?”

“I can r-read, but it’s all blurry.”

“What do you mean it’s all blurry?”

“Everything on the computer. It’s all blurry and I can’t read it!” He reached out and grabbed onto my shirt. “I wanna go home. I can’t do this.”

As he spoke, memories flashed in my head. Each time I had seen Brian using the computer, it was always with Jack. Jack was always talking about what was on the screen, and I had just passed it off as a little child’s antics. “Brian, when your mother taught you to read, did she use a computer?”

“Y-yeah…she would make the screen really big and put it on the wall so I could read it.”

“Is it just on a computer or are other things blurry?” I had a feeling I knew what his issue was.

“Everything,” he sniffled.

“Oh, Brian. I’m sorry we didn’t notice sooner,” I said. My instincts had me pulling him out of his chair and into my lap as I sat on the floor and hugged him. To my heart’s joy, he didn’t fight and instead held onto me tighter. “We’ll get you set up to see the eye doctor. They’ll make it so you can see better. I’m so sorry you’ve been struggling with this.”

Miles took that moment to walk in. “We can reschedule his exam for tomorrow with a fresh start. If you want to make your way to the optometrist at the hospital, I will call ahead for you and make sure they get you in as quickly as they can.”

I carefully stood up, adjusting my hold on Brian so I could safely carry him without fear of dropping him. “Thank you, Miles. I’d greatly appreciate it.”




*




According to the doctor, Brian had issues with both his near and far vision and he’d need bifocal lenses. However, when he got older, they’d be able to give him a surgery to permanently correct his vision, and he’d never have to wear glasses as an adult if he wanted the procedure. We’d finished with the doctor nearly an hour ago, but Brian was still standing in front of a set of three mirrors, trying on different pairs of glasses. The mirrors had a very unique design that allowed them to be modified to clarify the vision of whoever was standing in front of them. From where I stood behind Brian, his image appeared completely distorted, but Brian was apparently seeing his reflection perfectly fine.

“Alright. Let’s try this pair next.” The human female handed Brian a new pair of glasses to try on. She had been assisting us the entire time, and despite the large number of pairs Brian had tried on, she never lost her smile or enthusiasm as Brian tried to find the perfect pair.

Brian wore them for half a heartbeat before shaking his head and handing them back. “Uh-uh.”

She chuckled and added them to the large stack of frames he had said “no” to. “Ooh. What about these?” She handed him the next pair.

They were a thin wire frame, but instead of a flat color, they were an anodized rainbow. They looked great on him, and I would’ve been a little disappointed if he didn’t pick them out. He turned his head side to side as he checked them out, how they fit his face from different angles, even tilting his head, watching the light reflect off the metal. To my surprise, he took them off and picked up the violet wire-frame glasses in the maybe pile and switched back and forth between the two. After several minutes of flipping back and forth, making different faces, and turning in a bunch of different directions, he finally turned around to look at me.

“Can I have both of these, please?” he asked.

To say I was shocked would be an understatement. Brian was not only smiling, he was asking me politely. I had expected him to turn and demand something from me. I was even prepared for him to throw a fit about it, but he didn’t do any of that. I hope I get to see more of this side of him.

“I don’t know,” I admitted and looked at the receptionist who had been helping us. “Can he have both pairs?”

“Of course!” She beamed almost as brightly as Brian. “We actually encourage kids to have two pairs, as they tend to get lost or broken and having a backup pair immediately accessible is very beneficial. Most kids usually only pick one frame, but it won’t be a problem to have two different styles. I’ll punch all of this into the computer and you’ll have your new glasses in about ten minutes. Feel free to keep looking around or have a seat. And don’t worry about putting all the frames back. I’ll handle that.”

“Thank you,” Brian and I said at the same time.

I sat down in one of the plush chairs while Brian wandered around the display room a bit longer, trying on a few more pairs that looked ridiculous on him. He seemed to think so too as he laughed and pointed at himself in the mirror before trying on the next pair and repeating the process. After he was done with those last few frames, he slowly wandered around the spinning displays and stopped in front of me. Determination filled his hazel eyes.

“What’s up, Brian?” I asked, offering him a friendly smile.

“Thank you,” he shot out quickly, blushed, and took a small step back. “Umm…thank you for helping me today.”

“You’re welcome.” My heart lifted at his words. “Thank you for trusting me to help you.”

“I’m sorry for how I’ve been acting,” he said. He looked down at his shoes and fiddled with the bottom of his shirt. “I just…”

“You’re hurting and scared,” I said. “You’ve lost your mother and then here I come, something that you don’t fully understand. I was scared and hurting too when my dad saved me, so I can empathize with how you’re feeling.” I repeated some of the things I had been learning in my therapy classes. “I can’t understand exactly what you are feeling, but I am here for you and I promise I will always listen. It’s alright to be afraid, but know that you can always come to me and I will protect you with my life.”

“Hug him,” the wolf in my head whispered, joy filling his voice for once.

I gladly listened and wrapped my arms around Brian, pulling him close. He didn’t resist at all and even wrapped his arms around my chest as best as he could. It felt like someone had lifted my soul and I was soaring. Is this how Dad felt? I thought as I nuzzled my son’s head. I knew there was a lot of growing we both still had to do, and we would have our ups and downs, but in this moment I was the happiest man alive.

“I love you, Brian. No matter what may happen, I always will,” I whispered to him.
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  Chapter 18 - Camping Trip

  
  




Percy (Age 16)

July 17th, 2296

Time: 10:04




While all the children rushed off the school bus, I took my time, especially since I had been sitting all the way in the back. Once my foot paws touched the dirt of the campground, I stretched my arms high over my head and took a deep breath in through my nose. The smell of nature flooded my sinuses, and the tension in my muscles instantly relaxed. It had been about seven years since I had last been out camping for pleasure and not because of my position as a forward scout in the war, and I was looking forward to this trip about as much as the kids were. The little part of the forest we were in was gorgeous. The trees seemed greener than I had ever seen a tree before. The birds scattered throughout were all talking away as if they were happy to see us. This was where I belonged; not on a battlefield fighting for my life, but here in the tranquility of the forest.

As I slowly exhaled, I looked around at the small group of twelve kids who were part of our group. The unmatched joy and excitement in their eyes and body language were very comforting. Despite everything that had gone on in their brief lives, they could still enjoy the fun and excitement that was camping. Even Brian, who had remained very quiet and closed off to the rest of the group, appeared to finally be enjoying himself. As a smile crept its way across my face, a human hand landed on my shoulder, drawing my attention away.

Ms. Bennet, Brian’s science teacher, smiled from ear to ear. “I can’t thank you enough for volunteering to be a chaperone for this field trip, Mr. Rosser. It really means a lot to the kids to be able to come out here for the weekend.”

“It’s my pleasure. My therapist thought it was an excellent idea for me to volunteer,” I said, returning her smile. “Also, please call me Percy. I’m not much older than some of the kids in your class. It kind of feels awkward being called Mr. Rosser when I’m barely old enough to be considered an adult by wolf standards; even though I’ve been emancipated since I was ten.”

“Okay, Percy,” she said. “As I was saying, this field trip means a lot to the children. Unfortunately, with the amount of students we have, we can only take a quarter of them at a time. Each kid only gets to do this field trip every four years, so all of them eagerly wait their turn. We couldn’t be able to do this without the help of you parents.”

“Then I’m really glad I could help, and I’ll try to help with any future class field trips. I never got to do things like this back when I was in school.” I turned from her to watch two boys start wrestling with each other in the dirt. “So what makes this trip so special compared to the other field trips?”

“A few things, actually. We know that this will be one of the only times many of the children get to go camping and explore the wilderness—at least until they are adults—so we try to fill the entire weekend with fun things for them to experience. We also sneak in some critical social skills for them to learn, like working together as a team when you and I stand back and watch the boys and girls race to get their group tent up first.” Ms. Bennet pointed over to a spot near one of the other school buses where there were several large canvas tents laid out on the ground. “We also give them the responsibility of keeping track of their partner and not leaving each other’s side, except of course in the bathrooms and tents. And the pairings aren’t random either. We intentionally pair up students who would benefit from the strengths of their classmate. Take Brian, for example. While he’s a brilliant student, and I plan to have him test up two levels for science at the end of the school year, he’s very introverted and doesn’t really work with his classmates. He also mostly keeps to himself during lunch and recess. I’ve paired him up with one of the more outgoing boys in the class. While I’ll never force him to make friends, the hope is that Nicholas will be able to help Brian feel a little more comfortable around his peers, and maybe that’ll lead to Brian opening up more.”

“So this isn’t just a fun time for the kids to goof around and enjoy nature?” I looked over at her.

With a smirk and a small giggle, she shook her head. “Nope. They’re all learning valuable life lessons and they don’t even realize it. It’s the best way to learn, in my humble opinion.”

“I can agree with that. I’ve definitely learned a lot without even realizing it.” I tore my eyes from the boys still roughhousing. “So, what’s on the schedule for the day?”

“I’m glad you asked. Before the boys wear themselves out, we’re going to have them set up the tents. After that, we’re going to take lunch with us as we head out on a hike. There’s a herd of moose that spend most of the summer in the area. It’s about an hour’s hike from here, so we’ll go see them and then have lunch while we’re out there. Then it’s back here for some more team-building exercises cleverly disguised as games. Then finally dinner, showers for everyone, and an early bedtime tonight because tomorrow is going to be packed with activities.”

“Sounds like a great itinerary!”




*




We’d been hiking through the forest for over thirty minutes, and it showed. Despite all the kids having a ton of energy when we first arrived, it was clear that none of them were used to hiking. I, on the other paw, while carrying most of the food and water for the group, wasn’t even breaking a sweat. This was nothing compared to being a soldier, so for me, it was quite refreshing to be taking such a leisurely hike. We’d been following a game trail, with Ms. Bennet taking the lead and me at the rear to make sure no one wandered off or got lost. Although, with how obvious the trail had been to this point, it would’ve been hard for anyone to have gotten lost. Even though it was the middle of July, the weather was perfect. I’m sure it had a lot to do with being so far up in the northern hemisphere, but the fact that I wasn’t sweating from the heat was glorious. If only all my previous summers could have been this enjoyable.

As we continued our little trek through woods, something caught my eye that no one else seemed to notice. I stopped at a patch of grass that something had recently disturbed. I knelt down and examined the grass and the ground all around it. There were tracks in the dirt that appeared to be much fresher than those on the game trail. I followed the tracks for a few meters to confirm my suspicion, stopping at a small bush that was right along the edge of the new trail. There were bite marks spread across the entire plant and even small segments of foliage missing completely. This had been the last bit of evidence I needed to know my suspicions were right.

“Percy? Is everything alright?” Ms. Bennet called out. I turned back to the group that I was supposed to be helping to keep an eye on. They had traveled quite a bit farther down the trail before someone had noticed my absence.

“Yeah…” I chuckled nervously. “Everything is alright, but we’re not going to find any moose if we keep going that way. They’re traveling over in this direction now.”

She said something to the kids that I couldn’t hear from that distance before she carefully made her way through the foliage to my side. “Are you sure? They’ve never strayed from the game trail in all the years that I’ve been doing this trip.”

“I’ve been tracking animals—and humans—for most of my life. I don’t doubt that they’ve used that other trail a lot because the evidence is clearly there, but something’s changed. I don’t know what’s at the end of that other trail, but it’s caused them to move. Look at these tracks here, and at the chewed-up bush. This is all new. If my nose was better, I’d be able to narrow it down to the day this all happened, but based on everything I can see they’ve been using this new trail for at least two weeks now.”

She looked around at the signs that I pointed out. “Are you sure? I mean, I can see the bare bush, but I don’t see anything else that points to this being a trail.”

“I’m absolutely certain that if we follow this trail, we’ll find your herd of moose.”

“If you’re certain…” The hesitance in her voice was telling.

“I promise the children won’t be disappointed. I’m almost as eager as they are to see these moose. I’ve only ever seen pictures of them. I’d love to see them in person. And like I said, tracking is in my blood. I’ll find them no matter what.”

“Okay. Let me go grab the children and then can you lead, because I don’t see this trail at all.”

“I’d be glad to lead.” I offered her a smile.

Once all the children had caught up, we continued our journey. It didn’t surprise me that shortly after we left the well-traveled trail for actual rough terrain that the kids’ patience began to wane, and I caught quite a few grumbles from several of them. I didn’t let it get to me though; I was used to doubtful comments from my peers. I continued leading our little troop for a little over a kilometer before we reached the crest of a hill. As I took in everything around us at the top, I quickly ducked down and made a few paw signals.

“What’s he doing?” Nicholas asked.

I turned to see everyone still standing up, including Ms. Bennet, and giving me weird looks. I couldn’t keep the embarrassment off my face. “Sorry. Old habit. What I was signaling was for everyone to stay low. There are six moose that I can see. We’re going to move to the east, around the top of the hill here, to get a better view of them. It’ll also put us downwind from them, so they won’t smell us and run off. Just stay low and quiet until we get to a better spot, so we don’t spook them.”

“Alright class, you heard Percy. Stay low and quiet so we don’t scare them off,” Ms. Bennet said and crouched low as well.

There was a bunch of murmuring from the students, but they all followed along and soon we were at the spot where I felt we’d have the best view. I turned back to everyone and silently motioned for them to stay quiet and to slowly stand up. Despite my instructions, there were several audible gasps. I had gotten us about fifty meters from the herd. From our viewpoint, we could see all eight of the moose that made up the herd. What appeared to be the dominant male of the group lounged in the sun to the far left, his enormous antlers on full display. The gasps from the children had caught his attention; his ears twitched and he looked towards us, but thankfully, he didn’t stand up. The rest of the group was made up of what appeared to be two adult females, two yearlings, and three calves. The two yearlings sparred with each other while the mothers and calves grazed on the grass in the area.

A human hand on my shoulder drew my attention away from the moose. I looked to my right to see Ms. Bennet smiling from ear to ear. She mouthed “thank you” before motioning to our left. As I looked, an amazingly warm sensation in my chest rapidly grew. All the children, including Brian, were standing there wide-eyed and glowing with excitement. Several of the boys and even a couple of the girls looked like they wanted to run down the hill to get up close, but thankfully, they stayed at the top of the hill. The kids were so enamored with the moose that Ms. Bennet and I ended up handing out all the sandwiches here and we enjoyed our lunches while watching the majesty of the herd of moose.




*




The entire trek back to camp had been filled with non-stop discussions about how cool it was to watch the moose sparring, how huge their antlers were, and how fast they could move. Poor Brian had found himself the center of attention as everyone kept asking him what other awesome things I could do. Even when I tried to rescue him, it only seemed to spur the kids on even further. It got to the point that I had to join in on the different group exercises and intentionally fail at them to try to make myself out to not be some super hero all because I could track animals. I was so thankful when Ms. Bennet called everyone back in for dinner and things finally started to calm down. With dinner came the fading sun and the temperature quickly dropped, so we all found ourselves huddled around the campfire to keep warm as the students went in pairs to use the showers and get ready for bed.

While Ms. Bennet supervised the students that were going to the showers, it was my job to make sure everyone was being safe around the fire, as well as cooking marshmallows for the kids that wanted them. I handed the latest two sticks with cooked marshmallows over to Brian and Nicholas so they could make their s’mores, then I moved back over to where all the supplies were to start making the next two.

“Dude! Your dad is cool! Why didn’t you tell us he could do so much neat stuff?” Nicholas asked.

“He’s not—“ Brian began. I was glad that I had my back turned so none of the kids would see how much it still hurt hearing Brian saying I wasn’t his dad. “I…I mean, I guess he’s kinda cool.”

“What do you mean, kinda cool? He was super cool! The way he was walking around in the grass and looking at the dirt to tell him where the moose were. That was awesome! Did he teach you how to do that?”

“I didn’t even know he could do that.”

“What? How did you not know?”

“I…I umm…”

“Brian, Nicholas, it’s your turn for showers.” Ms. Bennet arrived in the nick of time to save Brian.

As they walked past me, Brian shoved his s’more in his mouth, which was the exact opposite of how he always ate. I was willing to bet my left arm that he did that simply so he didn’t have to continue answering Nicholas’s questions. I felt bad for Brian; I knew he wasn’t a social boy. Even at our small family gatherings, he tended to stay back and not really interact with his cousins or my siblings. But at the same time, I was glad he was getting this attention. I agreed with what Ms. Bennet had said earlier: he needed to understand that it was okay to interact and be social with his peers. His social circle could be more than just his brother. Maybe it’s a good thing that I’ve accidentally made him the center of attention for once. With that thought, I turned back around to start cooking the next batch of marshmallows.

It wasn’t much longer before Ms. Bennet declared it was time for bed, as we were going to be up extra early to make sure we had time for all the fun activities planned for the entire class, and not just our small group. We split the tents, with the girls and Ms. Bennet in one and the boys with me in the other. Eleven cots lined the walls of the tent, with mine being the closest to the tent door. The school had provided sleeping bags and pillows as well, which left us all quite comfortable. The sleeping bags were rather warm compared to the one I had been used to sleeping in as a soldier. Brian was assigned the cot to my right and his partner was on the next cot down.

We’d been in the tent for about an hour, and while I was still up, staring at the roof and processing the day, the boys had quickly fallen asleep. Almost all the boys, at least; one of them seemed to be as awake as I was.

“Hey, D—“ Brian started quietly.

My heart jumped into my throat as Brian fumbled with his words. Was this it? Was this the first time I was going to hear my son call me “Dad?” I rolled over so I could face him. Even with the very limited light that was streaming into the tent from the moonlight outside, I could make out the uncertainty in his face. “What’s up, Brian?” I whispered.

“Umm…D…uhh…do you umm think you could teach me that thing you did today to find the moose?”

I did my best to keep the disappointment off my face and out of my voice. “You mean tracking?”

“Yeah. Tracking. Could you teach me?”

“Yes, I can teach you. Although it isn’t something that you can learn overnight. It takes a lot of practice, and I’m only as good as I am because I’ve been doing it since before you were born. But yes, I can start teaching you.”

“Thanks…and umm…” He hesitated.

“Yeah?”

“Do umm…do you think we could do this again soon?”

“Do what? Camping?”

“Y-yeah. I’m having a lot of fun.”

“It’ll be a couple more years before you get to do the camping field trip again, but yes, you’ll get to do this again.”

“Not like that. I mean can we go camping? Just you, me, Anthony, and Jack? I think Jack would love it as much as I am.”

To say my heart was soaring would have been an understatement. Never would I have imagined that this was how my first night of camping with my eldest son was going to be. I had expected to be ignored throughout the trip and mainly performing my responsibilities as a chaperone to prevent any of the kids from getting lost or injured. I never thought Brian would not only ask me to spend time with him to teach him how to track, but want to have a family vacation with just the four of us. “Y-yeah! We could definitely go camping together. We might not get to go again until next year because Anthony and I will need to buy all the camping gear, but in the meantime we could definitely take both Jack and you out here for day trips. Would you like that?”

“Yeah,” he said with a yawn. “I’d like that a lot.”

“Alright. We’ll talk about it more when we get home. For now, why don’t you try to get some sleep? We’ve got a busy day tomorrow.”

“Okay.” He yawned again and rolled over. “I love you.”

I was in complete shock. To him, in his sleepy state, it probably didn’t register how much those three words meant, but to me they meant the world. This night couldn’t have gotten any better. As my brain finished rebooting from the crazy short-circuit those three words had caused, I whispered back to my sleeping son, “I love you too.”
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Percy (Age 16)

September 9th, 2296

Time: 18:44




With Anthony’s seventeenth birthday being tomorrow, Mom and Dad had offered to take Brian and Jack for the rest of the week to give us an extended weekend at home together. While we were both grateful to have some alone time together, I was hesitant to leave Jack and Brian for so long. With the past several months of therapy, I’d gone from trying to keep my distance from my pups to acting like an overprotective mother wolf. That was why we’d ended up staying for dinner and were still hanging out with my mother in the living room, while Dad was helping Brian with his homework and Jeffery was playing a game with Jack.

“How is therapy going?” Mom asked.

“Really great. Nurse Juliet and Doctor Green are both in agreement that I’m ready to graduate,” I admitted, feeling that little rush of pride again. “Right now we’re trying to find a job that would match my current skill set. There’s not a lot of need for my tracking or scouting skills outside of the military, and I’m done being a soldier.”

“Speaking of being a soldier,” Dad said. I jumped a little, as I wasn’t expecting him to be right behind me. “Brian has a school project he’s working on, and he has some questions for you.”

It had been a long time since I had heard his tone so neutral and devoid of any emotion. My heart raced as so many different scenarios ran through my head. “What kind of questions?”

“Jeffery. Suzie. Please take Jack to one of your rooms and play some games with him for a bit. The five of us need to have a conversation,” he said, ignoring my question, which only caused my heart to beat faster and my anxiety to skyrocket.

It felt as if the world was collapsing around me as all five of us silently waited for them to leave the room. Once Jeffery’s door closed, Dad gave Brian a small push forward. “Brian has a few questions to ask you, and you need to be completely honest with him, as I was with you when you were little.”

“Percy,” he started. It had been nearly a year, and he still hadn’t called Anthony or me “Dad” yet. “Why do you come into my and Jack’s bedroom almost every night when you think we are asleep and apologize to us?”

My world shattered as he began to ask the questions I had feared would come. He deserved to know the truth, but I wasn’t ready for that step yet. I wasn’t ready to lose my pup. I could feel the blood rapidly draining from my face as I stared at him, trying to come up with something to say. “I…”

“You always say it’s your fault,” he added as I fumbled with my words. “What’s your fault?”

I clenched my eyes shut as I lowered my head in shame. “I…”

He interrupted again, although this time the curiosity was gone and in its place was a slowly building anger as he seemed to piece things together. “How did you know where my mother’s body was?” he asked. “When you saved us last year, you came into our bedroom and immediately went to where her body was. I watched you through the slats of the closet door. You couldn’t have known she was there just by walking in.”

I couldn’t answer him. I had grown over the past ten months, but I wasn’t strong enough to admit my darkest secret. However, I had no choice when he spoke again. “Did you kill my mother?” Venom dripped from his words.

“Monster,” a little voice I hadn’t heard in months whispered in my head.

The shame and guilt were too much, and I couldn’t raise my head to look at him as I answered. I couldn’t even form the words in my muzzle. My response came in the form of a tiny nod, confirming what he had figured out on his own.

I was expecting him to rage and scream at me. Curse at me and call me every horrible name there was for someone like me. What I wasn’t expecting was the blinding pain as I both heard and felt the cartilage in my nose break as his fist collided with my face, sending my head whipping to the right. He followed up his punch with icy cold words. “I wish you had killed yourself! I hate you and never want to see you again! GO DIE!”

I didn’t look up as the sound of his feet thundering to the front door reached my ears. I kept my head lowered, blood and tears streaming down my face. Two sets of paws rubbed my back as Dad’s voice came from the front door. “I’ll make sure he’s safe and I’ll talk to him once he’s calmed down a little. I’ll be back in an hour or so.”

Once the door slid shut, my sobbing became audible. Mom’s paws left my back as I heard her head into the bathroom and turn the water on. Anthony stayed and whispered in my ear, trying to soothe me, but there was nothing he could do.

Brian was right. I was a monster, and I’d been lying to myself all these months. “He’s right,” I choked out. “I deserve to die. I’ll finally stop hurting people if I’m gone.”

Anthony’s paw left my back and he stood up. Good. He should leave too. All I’ve ever done is hurt him. I’m a horrible mate.

Through the tears, I could make out a blurry paw quickly approaching my face, and I braced myself for him to punch me as well. After all, that is what a monster deserved. The paw didn’t hit my face as I expected, but there was a bit of pain as it prodded my busted nose.

“This is going to hurt, but try to stay still,” was the only warning I got before he repositioned my nose. More pain seared across my face. He sounded a bit angry, but more disappointed than anything else. “There. Maybe now you’ll think a little clearer, as obviously there had to have been something pressing into your brain to make you think that killing yourself would solve anything. I would have thought you had learned that by now. How are you going to make our little world a better place if you’re dead? How are you going to graduate from therapy, go out into society, and grow as a person if the first time you’re faced with any sort of challenge you clam up and slip back into your old ways? I thought my Percy was past all of his selfishness. I thought my Percy wanted to move forward and grow. To not be the person the war made into him.”

“I—” I looked at him as once again his paw came towards my face.

“Let’s get you cleaned up,” he grumbled and began to wipe away the blood with a warm washcloth. “Then we’re going to have a nice long chat.”

While he wasn’t rough as he patched me up, he wasn’t gentle either. Through it all, I let out a few yelps as he worked on cleaning up my nose and placed some gauze in my nostrils to help stem the bleeding. “He got you good. I haven’t seen your nose this bad since we were his age,” Anthony commented as he put a splint on, taping it to my face to help keep my nose in place to properly heal.

“Thanks.” I sounded weird with my nose plugged with gauze.

“Now that you’re done bleeding all over yourself and Dad’s chair, we need to have a heart-to-heart talk,” he said. Meanwhile, Mom brought a chair from the kitchen and set it right behind him so he could sit facing me. She did the same thing for herself, and now I was facing both my mate and mother. I audibly gulped.

With a deep sigh, Anthony began. “What’s gotten into you this past year? I understand you are struggling with all those bastards put you through, but you’ve never been one to just give up. Yet here you are, throwing in the towel and just accepting what someone is calling you. You would fight tooth and claw to prove that you were just like everyone else, yet you’re rolling over and submitting to being called a monster.”

“Because I am,” I could barely whisper.

“No, we aren’t!” the wolf in my head growled.

“Yes, we are!” the boy shouted back.

“Silence, you,” the wolf snapped. “We were healing, and we will continue to heal. We don’t need your fear and hatred.”

“…much more than that.” I missed the first part of what Mom had said, but she didn’t seem to notice. “You’re my little pup, and Anthony’s right. You’ve never backed down or acted like a coward. You faced every challenge head on, and no matter how many times any of the wolves beat you down, you got right back up to prove them wrong.”

“Mom is right,” the wolf interjected. “It’s time we get back to standing on our own two foot paws. No more backing down and being a coward. We may be a human, but we are also a wolf, and a wolf never backs down.”

“I’m sorry,” I whimpered.

“Don’t be sorry.” Anthony’s voice softened. “Tell us what’s going on in that head of yours so we can help you. Stop hiding it and acting like everything is fine. You’ve made great strides, but I know you’ve been keeping some things a secret, even from me.”

“They’ve never gone away,” I admitted. “They don’t talk as often, but the voices are still there because they’re me. I don’t know how to explain it, but the wolf and boy are parts of me.”

“What do you mean, parts of you?” Mom asked.

“The wolf is always protecting me or encouraging me to do things, while the boy is always scared or saying hateful things.” I began to stutter as I spoke. “They’ve talked to me for as long as I can remember. I used to call the wolf Teddy because I thought he was my teddy bear talking in my head. So when I was playing with Teddy, what the voice in my head would say to me, I would say out loud, so I felt like I had a friend. Teddy would never be scared and always wanted to explore. He’s what gave me the courage to try new things.” I looked at Anthony. “To make new friends and even more.”

“I think I understand now.” Anthony glowed as he smiled. “It’s almost like they’re your internal thought process to decide on what to do. Curiosity, fight or flight, courage. All of that?”

“So you’ve been listening to the little boy, as you call it?” Mom continued.

I hung my head. “Yes.”

“What about these past few months? You’ve seemed much happier until just now.”

“The boy hasn’t been talking for the past few months and I’ve had the wolf encouraging me.” My anxiety wavered. “I hadn’t heard the boy until Brian started asking his questions.”

“So it was the fear of his response that brought out all of this?” Anthony asked.

“Yes.” A small wave of guilt crashed over me.

“Then let me help you through this. You don’t need to listen to the little boy anymore.” He stood up and carefully pulled my head to his stomach, petting my head. “We knew this day was coming and that Brian would be angry. He might have run, but he wasn’t running away like he had tried in the past. He’s hurting again, and this was the only way he knew how to get it out. We’ll get through this just like we got through every previous hurdle. You and I, side by side, together as one. He’s going to be mad, and he’s probably going to say some awful things, but in his heart he doesn’t mean it. Like you, he’s listening to that little voice in his head instead of the big voice in his heart.”

“Anthony is right.” Mom moved beside us and rubbed my back. “Your father is with your pup right now, and when they return, the five of us will all sit down and this time you can explain everything to him. Why you had to do what you did and what you risked to save his and Jack’s lives. Don’t hold anything back or try to minimize any of it. He needs to hear the truth as much as you need to get that weight off your soul.”

“I don’t know if I can,” I whimpered.

The wolf in my mind chimed in. “We can and we will. No more hiding and no more fear. We’ve stared death in the eyes and walked away the winner many times before. This will be a walk in the park.” The wolf’s words sparked something inside me, and I felt a small flame of something I knew from long ago.

“Okay…” I changed my answer. “I’ll do it. I’ll tell him everything.”




*




Mom had made me some tea to help calm my nerves as the minutes ticked by while we waited for Dad to return with Brian. I was just starting on my third cup when the front door opened and they both walked in. The stains on his face made it clear that Brian had been crying for most of the time he was gone. While he no longer seemed angry, there wasn’t any spark in his eyes either. He seemed defeated and almost lifeless. Dad had his paw on Brian’s shoulder as he walked the boy to the couch and they both sat down.

“Percy,” Dad said, “I’ve explained a few things to him, but he needs to hear the whole story from you. Tell him why you killed his mother and everything else.”

I stood up from my spot in Dad’s chair and took a seat in the chair Mom had originally been sitting in when she and Anthony were talking to me. Anthony adjusted his seat so that we were both facing the couch. With a deep breath and a sip of my tea to settle my nerves back down, I started. “Brian, I want to begin by saying I never wanted to kill your mother. I had orders from my captain to not kill any humans if I was given the opportunity. General Todbringer—the wolf who attacked you back at the resort—ordered me to kill her. He was standing right next to me, pointing her out. I had no choice. I either killed her or my entire family would be killed.” My voice cracked as I continued. “I had orders to kill any human I ran into while I was getting into position inside the apartment you were living in. I was supposed to kill you and Jack. I almost did too. However, when I found out Todbringer couldn’t see me anymore, which meant he couldn’t see you, I chose to save you. I risked my life, your lives, and every one of my family members’ lives to save you and Jack.”

He finally showed some emotion as his eyes widened and his eyebrows shot up into his hairline. As Anthony placed a comforting paw on my leg and gave me a nod of support, I took another breath and continued. “By order of my alpha, any wolf that was caught aiding a human in escaping would be arrested and found guilty of treason immediately. Their family members would be given the choice to disown them or be executed for treason as well. I helped you escape knowing that if you were caught, I would be forced to watch as my entire family was murdered in front of me. Both of you would’ve been murdered in front of me as well. I would’ve then be released and hunted down by my pack, who would’ve been allowed to do whatever they wished. Even after everything I had done to prove to my pack that I was one of them, many in the pack still wanted to kill me. I risked everything I held dear to me to save two little human boys I didn’t know.”

“And we are all proud of him for doing that.” Anthony beamed with pride. “Had you been caught before we could escape, each of us would have stood proudly by Percy’s side, knowing he did the right thing by saving you. We would have all died fighting to protect you, and we all still will. You’re our pup, even if you aren’t our flesh and blood.”

“I apologize to both of you at night because I didn’t know how to tell you this without pushing you away,” I admitted, looking down in shame. “I was afraid that I would lose you, even though we’ve barely known each other. My soul shattered when I found you two in that closet, but since then, you and Jack have been putting the pieces back together for me. I was terrified that if you left, it would shatter again and I wouldn’t be able to put the pieces back together.”

“It’s not fair! We weren’t doing anything wrong! We weren’t hurting anyone!” Brian shouted as tears streamed down his face again. He wiped his nose with the sleeve of his shirt as he continued. “Why us? Why my mom? Why didn’t you try to save her?”

“I wanted to. Please believe me. But in that moment there was nothing I could do to save her. If I didn’t kill her, another wolf would have taken my place, and they would have killed you as well.” I wiped at the tears forming in my eyes. “If I had the chance to go back and do it all over again, I would still kill her because that would mean that you and Jack escape safely and get to live the rest of your life away from the war. You’re safe here, protected by a family and army that will do everything in their power to make sure of that.”

“I want to think that your mother loved both of you with all her heart. As a mother, I would willingly give up my life to keep my pups safe. And I’m sure your mother would have agreed.” Mom added. “It’s hard to lose a family member, and each one of us in this room has lost our biological parents to tragedy, but we’ve also grown from it. Xander killed Percy’s father in front of him, then tried to kill him. Much like Percy killed your mother and almost had to kill you. Xander and I both watched our parents murdered in front of us and went through our own hell as well. If I could go back to any point in time, I wouldn’t change a thing because that would mean we wouldn’t be here today. You and Jack might not be alive if anything changed. We can’t and shouldn’t change the past, but we can shape our future.”

“Why did you hide it from me? I thought you all loved me!” Brian sobbed.

His words cut me like a knife. It had killed me to not tell him, but like my parents had told me before, he wasn’t ready yet. This is exactly what I feared would happen. I’m losing my pup!

“We hid it because we love you,” Dad said. “None of us enjoyed hiding this from you, but you weren’t ready. If we had said something sooner, it wouldn’t have changed what happened, but it would have changed your reaction. We thought we lost you the few times you ran away. Imagine what would have happened if we’d told you back in January or February. We would have lost you completely, and Jack would have lost his big brother. We hid it, not because we don’t love you, but because we love you both so much and we knew it would hurt you more than it would heal you if we told you before you were ready. But you’re ready now. I promise you that nothing we are telling you is a lie, nor are we hiding anything from you.”

I was so thankful to have my family here to help explain things. In my current state, I wouldn’t have been able to answer Brian’s questions without pushing him further away than I’d already done today.

“And we know we’re going to have to earn back some trust since we hid this from you, but I know I speak for all of us when I say we have always and will always love you, Brian. You’re our pup, and we will never stop caring for you,” Anthony said. He gave my paw a squeeze and motioned for me to say something.

“Brian, I—I’m so sorry I’ve hidden this from you. It wasn’t fair to any of us, especially you, that we had to hide this.” I said. “I-I love you so much. Please don’t ever think that I don’t. You and Jack mean so much to me, and it hurts me to my core seeing you in so much pain. If I could take it all away and make everything better, I would do it in a heartbeat. I’m sorry I’ve hurt you again.”

Brian sat there for a while, tears silently streaming down his face. So much pain and sorrow filled his eyes that it hurt to look into them. I wasn’t lying when I said I wished I could take all of his pain away. Seeing and feeling all the pain radiating off him hurt more than his words or his fist realigning my nose. I would’ve done anything to take his pain away, but I couldn’t.

“Brian? Would you like to say something?” Dad asked as he helped wipe the tears from the boy’s face.

“I’m sorry,” Brian stuttered. “I didn’t mean those things. Please don’t die and leave us.”

I didn’t need encouragement from anyone as I moved to kneel in front of him. “I’m not going anywhere. I promise. I’ll be right here watching you and Jack both grow into amazing men. We’re a pack, and a wolf doesn’t abandon his pack.” I pulled him into a deep embrace and buried my nose in his hair. “I love you more than the world, and I will do whatever it takes to make you both happy and keep you safe. I swear on my family’s lives that I will never leave you.”

“I love you too.” His words were muffled, but I understood them clearly. That one sentence made all the pain I had endured today worth it. He loved me and I loved him. My biggest fear was finally vanquished, and I had emerged victorious, if not a little banged up for it.
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Percy (Age 16)

September 18th, 2296

Time: 19:57




With one last wave and “goodbye” to the group, John and I left the restaurant to begin our trek to our respective homes. He lived a few blocks away from me, so the two of us tended to walk home together after our biweekly get together with the other retired snipers. Since the first day that I met him, he had stayed true to his word and had quickly become a close and reliable friend. Even after he had graduated, as we liked to call it, he still checked in with me every couple of days to see how I was doing with group therapy and to offer his advice whenever I needed it.

“So they offered you a position as one of the counselors?” John asked.

“Yeah. There really isn’t any job I’m cut out for, so they offered to help me become a counselor,” I said dejectedly. I wasn’t disappointed in becoming a counselor, but it really affirmed that being a child soldier had destroyed my chances of having a normal life. I hadn’t learned any useful skills outside of how to kill humans. “I’ll be working under Juliet’s direct supervision while I go through all the training to become a licensed therapist, and then I’ll start taking on my groups.”

“You don’t sound thrilled. Are you going to decline the offer?”

“No. It’s just that I don’t know if I’ll even be good at it. I mean, I really only have one skillset, and that isn’t very conducive to being a therapist.”

“On the contrary. I think you’d be excellent at it. You’ve got the right heart for the job. You’re kind and compassionate. Anyone can learn the skills and tools for running a group, but you can’t teach someone to have empathy, and you’ve got that in spades.” John clapped my shoulder and smiled wide. “I really hope you take the offer. I can’t think of anyone who’d be better for the job than you.”

“Thanks. That really means—“ As we turned the corner, a wolf heading in our direction caught my attention. I would’ve known that fur pattern anywhere. I had seen it on a nearly daily basis for six years. While his fur hadn’t changed, there were some very noticeable differences to him. Across his face were three fresh-looking scars in the same configuration as mine, one going right below his eyes and two above. The other shocking change was a human arm and hand-shaped prosthetic that had replaced his real right arm and hand. “Captain Matthews?”

My voice seemed to draw him out of his head. As he locked eyes with me, they widened to the size of saucers. “Percy?” He shook his head and took a step back. “No. I didn’t want to actually find you. Shit! Percy, I have to warn you. Alpha Richard is coming, and he’s—“

He stopped mid-sentence and unleashed a tortured howl. His prosthetic arm fell to the ground with a clatter and he clutched at his shoulder as his howl turned into a ferocious growl. Over his pained cries, a new voice that I had hoped to never hear again joined us. “There’s no need to spoil all the surprises, Dean.” Alpha Richard’s voice came from Captain Matthew’s shoulder. “There you are, Little Percy. I’ve been looking all over for you. You’ve been a verynaughty little boy. It’s time for you to come home now.”

It felt like my heart was going to explode, it was pounding so hard. He couldn’t be here! I was finally free and healing. I was going to have a somewhat normal life and never have to worry about the war or my old pack again. As the fear of having to face my old pack began to drag me under, I found myself standing in the white room again. The little boy and wolf argued with each other as always.

“No!” the little boy shouted. “We have to run. We can’t fight.”

“We’re not running like some pathetic coward,” the wolf growled. “We’re a wolf! We need to stand and fight back.”

“ENOUGH!” I shouted. They both turned to face me. “Enough! I’m tired of you two always fighting. Why can’t you work together instead of against each other?”

“Because he’s always wrong!” they said in unison.

“Well, you’re both wrong this time.” I sighed in exasperation. I walked up to the wolf and took his paw in mine. “Thank you for protecting me, but we’re done fighting. This isn’t our war to fight anymore. We’re a civilian, as we always should have been. We have a family to take care of and we can’t do that if we die trying to fight.”

I let go of his paw and covered the distance between us and the little boy in two steps. I knelt in front of him and pulled him into a hug. “And no more running. We’re safe here. This is our home and we aren’t going to abandon it for anything. We have our own little pack here to keep safe and we can’t do that if we run every time something bad happens.”

I stood back up and stepped back, creating a small triangle between the three of us. “So what do we do?”

“If we can’t run…” the little boy started.

“And we can’t fight…” the wolf continued.

“Then we do…” I said.

“Nothing.” As all three of us spoke together, our words seemed to echo and grow louder. “We do nothing.”

“Percy?” John drew me back to reality. “Are you alright?”

I shook my head to help me get my bearings straight. “Y-yeah. I’m fine.” As the world returned to focus, it seemed that only a few seconds had gone by. Captain Matthews was still clutching his shoulder and there appeared to be no one else in the area, which was surprising given how loud my old friend’s howl had been.

“Are you going to come home willingly, or do I have to come in there and drag you out?” Alpha Richard sounded quite irritated.

“I am home!” I growled as I planted my foot paws. “I’m not going anywhere. This is my home and there’s nothing you can say or do that will make me return to your pack.”

“I was hoping you’d say that.” Alpha Richard’s chuckle sent shivers through my body. As he spoke again, it sounded like he had stepped a bit away from the microphone. “You all heard him. He’s not going to surrender willingly. Kill everyone in the town, human and wolf alike, but I want Percy alive and preferably in one piece.”

“You don’t scare me!” I said, trying to keep the panic out of my voice. “You don’t have the strength to take on the Canadian army.”

“Oh, but I do. And the blood of everyone in that pathetic little town is on your paws because you wouldn’t be a good little boy and come when his master called.” The arrogance in his voice sent a fresh wave of fear washing over me. “I’ll see you very soon, Little Percy.”

Without warning, the raid sirens began to blare throughout the town. In the far distance, from the direction of the border wall, explosions and gunfire rang out. Along with the chaos came a calm voice from our computers as a map displayed. “Attention citizens. For your safety, please calmly make your way to the emergency shelter highlighted on your map.”

“Come on, Captain Matthews. Let’s get to the shelter, and maybe they can help with your prosthetic,” I said as I stepped forward and slid under his left arm.

John picked up the fallen prosthetic and we started to make our way to the shelter indicated on our computers. We had only taken a few steps before an APC rushed around from behind us and came to a hard stop, blocking our path. Several soldiers exited the back and surrounded us, though none of them drew their weapons. A young wolf with the lieutenant ranking on his shoulders stepped between two of the soldiers. A quick glance up and down at his uniform told me all I needed to know about how wet behind the ears he was. “Percival Rosser and Dean Matthews, I need you both to accompany me.”

“Why?” I asked.

“Classified,” he said curtly.

“Then I’m not going with you.”

“I’m ordering you to get in the vehicle.”

“Civilians don’t take orders, Lieutenant. I especially don’t take orders from some rookie smooth-sleeve butter bar like you,” I spat. While I never enjoyed insulting anyone, especially if they technically outranked me, I wasn’t in the mood to be toyed with. “I’m not going anywhere with you unless you tell me why you need us to go with you instead of to the nearest shelter.”

I knew I had hit a nerve when he clenched his jaw and growled. He opened his muzzle to retort, but shut it again and cocked his head slightly as the sound of radio chatter came from his helmet. After a moment, he huffed in defeat. “I need you to accompany me for your safety. We are taking both of you to a secure location that will prevent any outside influence from finding you,” he said as he looked at Captain Matthews’s prosthetic arm. “Your mate and pups are being escorted there as we speak. Now please, I need you to get into the APC.”

“So you’re using my family as hostages to get me to cooperate?” I snapped.

“No!” he said. His eyes widened, and he quickly shook his head. “They were already being escorted before we even stepped out of the vehicle. Their safety and yours is all we want. We’re not holding them hostage, I swear, sir.”

“Go on, Percy. I don’t think you’ve got much of a choice either way,” John said as he handed the prosthetic arm over to one of the soldiers. “Go be with your family and let me know in the morning that you’re still alive.”

“I—” I sighed in defeat. Once again, someone was manipulating my life, obliterating any semblance of control I thought I had. “Okay.”




*




The ride to wherever we were being taken passed in relative silence. None of the soldiers seemed keen on starting any sort of conversation, and Captain Matthews spent nearly the entire ride hissing in pain and clutching at his right shoulder. It wasn’t until we were almost to wherever they were taking us that whatever connection Alpha Richard had was severed and the pain Captain Matthews was receiving came to an end. As we exited the APC, our footsteps echoed through the cement hangar we’d been brought to. As we were escorted the short distance to an armored door, we heard a series of heavy clunks before the door creaked open. I’d never seen a vault door before, but this was exactly how I imagined it would be.

They brought us to a very plain-looking room, with a few couches and chairs facing a TV on the far wall. The lights were dim; not so dim that it was hard to see, just dim enough that the room felt relaxing. The temperature was just right, and there was no outside noise, leaving the room with a soft hum from the HVAC. I felt myself beginning to loosen up, which sent me on high alert. I shouldn’t be relaxing! I have to stay vigilant!

“DADDY!” Jack shouted and bolted from his spot on one of the couches. He slammed into my leg as he came to a stop, then latched onto my thigh and buried his face in my pants. “Daddy, I’m scared!”

“Percy! I’m so glad you’re alright,” Anthony said as he and Brian walked up to me a bit more calmly. “I feared the worst when the soldiers came to the hospital to—“ Anthony trailed off as he looked past me and locked eyes on Captain Matthews. “YOU! Is this your doing?” he snarled as he pulled me behind him defensively.

“Anthony, it’s alright.” I latched onto his tail to try to comfort both of us. “Captain Matthews didn’t do this. It’s all Alpha Richard.”

“That’s not entirely true,” an unfamiliar voice chimed in. Standing in the doorway I’d just come through was a human female in a military uniform. A vast array of pins and medals decorated her entire chest. While I still hadn’t fully learned the Canadian ranking system, or what most of the medals meant, it was clear she was a high-ranking official. “The reason you’re here, in this room, and not at one of the emergency shelters is because of me. My name is General Gray. It’s a pleasure to finally meet you in person, Master Seargent Percival Rosser—or the Human-Wolf, as my colleagues like to refer to you as.”

Anthony’s hackles had risen even higher as General Gray introduced herself. “Just tell us what’s going on and why you’ve practically pupnapped us!”

She held up her hands, trying to ease the tension. “I’m sorry if I made it seem like you were being taken against your will. My sole concern was that all of you were safe. We’ve been closely monitoring Alpha Richard’s movement—and yours—since your arrival. In the past two months, he’s sent over twenty spies to try to infiltrate this area of Canada. We’ve caught all of them—or, at least, we hope we’ve caught all of them. He’s been moving closer and closer to the border, and we weren’t sure what his goal was since he doesn’t have the military force to try to fully invade Canada. We had a strong feeling it was to make contact with you, Mr. Rosser, but we had no concrete evidence. We finally decided today to let one of his spies through in the form of Mr. Matthews here. Our hope was that Mr. Matthews would make contact with you to either rule you out as the target or confirm at least the suspicion that Alpha Richard wanted to reach you.”

“Wait! You’ve been monitoring us for almost a year?” Anthony’s tail puffed to twice its size in my paws.

“Yes,” she stated matter-of-factually. “We had to make sure we weren’t letting in a sleeper agent. If they could brainwash Mr. Rosser here into believing he was a wolf, there was no telling what else they had secretly programmed him for. I have thousands of citizens’ lives in my hands. I had to ensure that they were all safe while still granting you the asylum you were seeking. I wasn’t going to turn you and your families away, but I had to keep everyone safe. I hope you understand that we took no pleasure in violating your privacy, but this was a matter of national security.”

So I was never actually free? I just traded one master for another. Why can’t they just leave me alone to live in peace? Is that too much to ask for? As my anxiety grew, I tried to take some of the steps I’d been learning to control it. While I focused on my breathing, I dropped Anthony’s tail, moved to his side, and slid under his arm for comfort. While General Gray had claimed we were safe with her, the only person who made me feel safe was Anthony. As long as I had him by my side, I could weather whatever anyone threw at us. He was my anchor in the raging sea of my uncertainty.

“And what exactly have you been monitoring?” Anthony continued to growl and bare his teeth.

“Everything. Your messages, phone calls, location, web searches. Everything short of your individual and group therapy sessions.” The entire time she spoke, it was like looking at a robot. She showed no outward emotion, and she stated everything like there was nothing to the amount of privacy she and her soldiers had violated. “I apologize for having to invade your lives, but as I stated, it was a matter of national security. If it helps to ease your anger at all, I no longer view your family as a threat and will be informing my peers of my decision as soon as this raid by Alpha Richard is over.”

“So that’s it? We’re supposed to just pretend none of this happened and get over it?”

“I understand your anger and frustration. If I were in your place, I’d be just as angry. Unfortunately, I can’t go back in time and un-invade your privacy. But I’m fully prepared to meet any demand of yours—within reason, of course. While I can’t undo the past, I would like to make up for it if you’ll let me.”

“Was any of it real?” I finally spoke up. “My life has been lie after lie and being manipulated by those in power. Has any of the courtesy and assistance since we’ve arrived even been real, or was it all just to find out if I was going to go on a human-killing spree?”

She finally showed some emotion as she smiled softly. “It was all real. I instructed my agents to be completely hands-off. They observed from a distance and never once interacted with you. I hope you believe me that I really wanted you to experience as much of a normal life as we could offer you here, but I also had to know that the rest of my people were safe as well. Every person you met. Every friendship you made. All of it was genuine, and we played no part in it.”

“If that’s true, then there’s only two things you could possibly offer me.”

“And those are?”

“I want my freedom. True freedom.” I looked up at her with fire in my eyes. “No more monitoring my family or me. No more invading our privacy. I want to live my life without having to look over my shoulder to see if I’m being spied on, or worrying about what I send in a message, thinking it might trigger one of your lackeys to think I’ve gone rogue. For the first time, I want to be completely and utterly free to live my life!”

“Done.” Her smile grew warmer. “It’ll take a few days for all of the paperwork to go through, but I guarantee you that you will never have to worry about your privacy being invaded or us manipulating you. Please, go live your life to its fullest. And what about your second request?”

“I want asylum for Captain Matthews. He’s not a spy. He’s a good wolf, and he’s no threat.”

“After his cooperation with us when he first crossed the border and the interaction we saw when he ran into you, I was already going to grant him his request for asylum, so consider it done. What else?”

“Camping gear!” Brian pipped up from his spot on Anthony’s right. “I want us to be able to go camping, but we can’t afford to buy everything we need.”

“Camping gear? How about I give you five-thousand dollars so you can pick out all the equipment you and your family want?”

“Are you trying to bribe us?” Anthony’s tone finally calmed down a bit.

“Not exactly,” she said. “I can’t give back what has already been taken. The only thing we can offer you in return is financial compensation for violating your rights. I’m not asking you to forget what’s happened—nor would I even try—I’m simply trying to make amends.”

Anthony began chewing on his lip as he thought it over. I gave his paw a gentle squeeze. “It’s alright, Anthony. At least we’re getting something from all of this, even if I don’t like the idea that they’ve been spying on us.”

Anthony sighed as he nodded his head. “Okay.”

“So that’s asylum for Mr. Matthews. Your privacy returned to you, and five grand for camping gear. Is there anything else the Canadian military can offer you as restitution?”

“A car?” Anthony asked. “We can’t exactly take the kids camping if we’ve got no way to haul everything.”

“I will have one of our surplus jeeps delivered to you by Monday. I’ll ensure that my teams thoroughly inspect it and hand it over to you in the most mechanically sound condition it can be. What else?”

“Toys!” Jack pulled his face away from my leg.

“Toys?” she giggled as she knelt to be on his level. “How does a thousand dollars for you and your brother to buy toys sound?”

“Is that a lot?” Jack looked up at me.

I couldn’t help but laugh and pet his head. “Yes. That’ll buy you and Brian a lot of toys.”

“Okay!” Jack bounced a little as he held onto my pant leg.

“Then that settles it. By Monday, you’ll have six grand transferred to your account as well as a jeep delivered to you. I will push the paperwork through to end the surveillance on you and your family. And Mr. Matthews will become an official Canadian citizen,” she said. As she stood up, she held her computer out to me. “And it doesn’t end here. I don’t believe that is enough to properly compensate you, so if you ever need anything, here is my direct contact information.”

“Thank you,” I said as I moved my hand to accept the transfer of her contact information to my own computer.

“With that, I must take my leave. All of you will remain here until this whole fiasco with Alpha Richard is over and we’ve taken him into custody for his very long list of war crimes. Once we are certain that the battle is over, we will return you to your home and deliver everything else as promised.”

As soon as the door shut and locked behind her, Anthony pulled me into a hug and buried his muzzle in the crook of my neck. He took several shaky breaths as I hugged him back and took several breaths myself. We’re safe. Finally, we’re safe.

“Master Seargent Rosser?” I almost jumped out of my fur. I had completely forgotten that Captain Matthews was here. “When did that happen?”

“Captain!” I pulled out of Anthony’s hold to salute him.

He let out a sad chuckle. “At ease. I’m not a captain anymore. They stripped me of my rank and branded me a traitor when you left.”

My stomach fell through the floor as he spoke. A traitor? But he didn’t—

“After you killed Todbringer and Alpha Richard found out I had given you the keys to my jeep, he was less than pleased. He gave me these scars and took my arm.” He hung his head. “I’ve been in a jail cell and treated like any other prisoner of war. My punishment for letting his ‘little human toy’ get away. At least until he decided to send me after you.”

“I’m sorry. I—“

“Don’t blame yourself. I still would have given you the keys. I told you about wanting to leave and heading to Canada for a reason. I just wasn’t expecting you to take out Todbringer while you were at it.” He chuckled as he looked back up at me with a sad smile on his face. “But you still haven’t answered the question.”

“Oh! Umm, they promoted me shortly after we arrived.” I rubbed my head nervously. “A-Anthony was determined to get me better retirement benefits and stood in front of a panel to argue about why I should be promoted from private. They all agreed with him and promoted me.”

“I see. And are these the two…?” He pointed to Brian and Jack.

I smiled down at Jack as I rubbed his head. “Yeah. They’re the two I saved. This here is Jack and over there is his older brother, Brian.”

He squatted down to be at eye level with Jack. “Hi, Jack. I’m Dean. I used to work with your daddy when he lived in my pack. He’s a very smart young man and very brave. When I smelled you two on him at Christmas, I knew he’d saved you and I was so proud of him. He’s a very good person and I’m happy that he helped you and your brother. And while he’s very brave, he’s also fragile, so I need you to promise me that you’ll look after him.”

“I will!” Jack puffed up his chest. “My daddy’s the best ever and I’ll make sure no one hurts him!”

Dean stood up and offered me one of his rare smiles. “I really am proud of you for everything that you’ve done. I know it doesn’t mean a lot coming from me, but I am proud.”

I closed the distance between us and, like that Christmas night, I hugged him. “Thank you.”
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Percy (Age 17)

October 23rd, 2296

Time: 09:05




The small auditorium was packed with about one-hundred students all sitting in desks facing a child-sized podium at the front. I sat behind the students with about ten other adults, a mix of wolves and humans. The room was buzzing with several conversations all happening at once. It seemed that most of the adults knew what was happening and were quietly talking amongst themselves. Unfortunately, I was left in the dark about why I was here or what was going on. Brian had come to me on Monday and asked if I could come to school today with him for something important, but he wouldn’t clarify why. It seemed that Anthony was in on it as well, since he refused to say anything, only stating that I really should go. As I continued to take in everything going on around me, a male wolf approached the podium, taking the microphone from its stand.

I recognized him as Brian’s English teacher. “Thank you all for coming. Today marks the tenth and final day of the student presentations, and I know all the students are excited for them to be over with. Before we get started, on behalf of the students and staff, I want to thank all of our special guests joining us today. It is thanks to your help, and allowing the students to interview you, that we are able to do this every year. I see many repeat faces, so thank you again for giving up your time year after year.”

Interview? I was never interviewed. What is he talking about?

“For those new faces in the crowd, thank you for opening up and being honest with our students. I hope that you all will come back next year and allow our students to interview you again. As always, we have a variety of students who are all at different levels of learning. Some presentations may be far more advanced than others. However, we evaluate each student at their level and do not compare them to one another. So please do not feel discouraged if your student’s presentation isn’t at the same level as their peers. With that, let’s get started.” Brian’s teacher finished his speech and called the first student up.

The human girl appeared to be about twelve years old. As soon as she reached the podium, a projection of a female wolf in a military uniform appeared behind and to the right of her. “Today, I have the pleasure of introducing Gunner First Class Elizabeth Ellis.” Everyone politely clapped as she started her presentation.




*




Over an hour later, there had been eleven presentations. Each detailed a soldier that had been in the war. It seemed that the teachers had paired each student with a soldier of the opposite species to provide them with a glimpse into the life of soldiers from the other species during the war. As each presenter finished, my fear and anxiety grew more and more. No one had interviewed me, but I had a twisting feeling in my gut that I was somehow involved in all of this. As the last child finished their presentation, I glanced around at all the other adults sitting with me. Each one of them had already been presented on, leaving me as the last on the list. I rapidly became nauseated as I realized I was next. My past and all the horrible things I had done were going to be laid bare in front of all these children and veterans I didn’t know.

As the clapping for the last presentation finished, Brian’s teacher walked up to the podium again. “We have one final presentation to finish out this year’s ‘Getting to Know the Soldiers of War’ presentations. Our final presentation is on a veteran who is a bit unique, and I hope they will allow more students to interview them in the years to come.”

My body tensed, and my eyes darted around, trying to find any way to escape. I have to get out of here!

“Brian Rosser. We’re ready for you,” Brian’s teacher finished.

As Brian stopped behind the podium, a younger picture of me in my uniform appeared above him. Instantly there was quiet murmuring between the students and some of the adults as Brian stood there with me, in a wolf uniform, above him. The murmuring came to halt as Brian started. “My presentation is on Master Sergeant Percival Rosser; a sniper for Alpha Richard’s pack.”

The murmuring resumed even louder. It seemed that many of them didn’t believe Brian, which I had grown used to in my time here. All the hushed conversations caused him to falter and frustration flashed across his face. Thankfully, the teacher stood up. “Class. Quiet down. We need to give Brian and Percy the same respect we’ve given every other presentation.” The class instantly went silent. “Thank you. Brian, please continue.”

“While Percy might look like a human, he’s actually a wolf.” He fumbled with his words a bit and looked back at his notes as he continued. “He was born on October 15th, 2278 as Percival Ornelas, a human boy. The day the war started, he was in an airship with his human father. It was shot down, and Percy was the only survivor of the crash. He was found by my grandfather, Xander Rosser, and was adopted by him.”

As he spoke, a new image displayed above him. It was a picture of Dad hugging a much younger me. It had to have been taken shortly after that fateful day. My face was unscarred and my right arm was completely missing. As Brian continued summarizing my early life, I became lost in old memories I had long since forgotten. I was forcefully dragged from my old, pleasant memories as Brian’s next words hit me like a freight train.

“And then two months before his eighth birthday, his alpha paid a pair of wolves to kidnap him. They tortured and starved him as a way to brainwash him.” There were several gasps from the students and a few of the adults as well. “Since then, Percy has always been a wolf.”

A fresh wave of memories washed over me. Unfortunately for me, these old memories opened up wounds I had thought were healed. As I sat there hyperventilating and rocking in my chair, a comforting hand landed on my shoulder as the female human next to me tried offering me a reassuring smile. The wolf to my right also held out a box of tissues, which I gladly took. As I wiped the tears from my eyes, I looked back at Brian to see a new picture of me. It looked like the one Mom had taken of me getting ready for my first day of third grade. While the scars on my arms had long since faded and most weren’t visible anymore, in that picture they were still fresh and very prominent. They painted a grizzly picture of what I went through and my smile, if you could call it that, matched. My wish for that picture to disappear was granted, but honestly, what replaced it was worse. I clenched my eyes shut and hung my head in shame.

“Percy graduated from military school and became a sniper when he was ten years old,” Brian continued. “Unfortunately, one of his first missions ended with him losing one of his best friends. As the war continued, he lost more friends and wolves in his unit—“

Clutching onto Jessica’s dog tag through my shirt, I fought against the memories trying to force their way to the forefront of my mind and drag me down. Brian continued his speech, seemingly unaware of the internal battle I was fighting to not plunge headfirst back into the darkness my memories wanted to throw me into.

“When I met him for the first time, I was terrified of him. While most of the class met the person they were interviewing for the first time at their interview, I didn’t.”

My eyes shot open as absolute dread filled my body. He’s not going to tell them, is he? Please, Brian. Don’t tell them!

“I met him when his pack was raiding the city that my brother, mother, and I were hiding in.” His voice cracked as he continued, ignoring my silent plea. “He—he shot my mother and he—and he was going to shoot me and my little brother.”

Brian, please! I’m begging you. Please stop!

“I didn’t understand back then why a human was wearing a wolf uniform and pointing a gun at us. It wasn’t until I started this project that I learned the truth about him and what he risked to save my little brother and me.” He wiped the tears from his eyes. “I didn’t need to ask him how the war has affected his daily life because I see it every day. He goes to therapy every week and we have a family therapy session once a month while he works through everything that happened to him before and during the war. Sometimes when my brother or I accidentally make a sudden loud sound or something drops, it triggers a bad memory for him. He yells and shouts at people that aren’t there and my papa has to help him realize he’s not fighting in the war anymore. He carries his friend’s tag around his neck and never takes it off. Even when he goes to bed or we go swimming, he always wears it. I’ve never seen him without it.”

Papa? When did he start calling Anthony that?

“I thought he was a bad person when I first met him, but he really isn’t. He does his best to take care of my brother and me, even though he’s scared that he’ll accidentally hurt us. He makes sure we have everything we need and does his best to make us both happy. And it’s not just us. He helps other people as well. He works as a counselor for incoming soldiers that are escaping from the war that is still going on. As a soldier, he fought to protect his family. Now he fights in a different way. He fights to help other victims of the war heal from what they experienced.”

He paused for a moment and locked eyes with me as the picture changed again to the family photo we had taken over the summer. “That’s my presentation on Master Sergeant Percival Rosser. The human…the wolf…and my dad.”

As the audience all clapped for him, I froze in place. Dad? Hearing those words come from him had short-circuited my brain.

“Clever pup,” the wolf in my mind said. “You need to snap out of it. Our pup is walking up to us.”

Brian was walking directly towards us at a brisk pace as everyone continued to clap. I slid out of my chair and knelt to be at his level as he stopped in front of me. “Did you like the presentation?” he asked. Tears clouded his eyes, and he smiled as wide as he could.

“I loved it,” I said. I pulled him into a deep hug, kissing the top of his head. “How did you find out all of that? I know you didn’t interview me.”

He pulled away and smiled up at me sheepishly. “I’ve been talking with Grandma and Grandpa mostly since September. They helped me with most of it and gave me all of the pictures.”

“Grandma and Grandpa? When did you start calling them that? I haven’t heard you call them that before.” I arched an eyebrow.

“I-I started calling them and Papa that as I learned more about you. I-I didn’t say it around you because I didn’t want to hurt you and I wanted this to be the first time I called you ‘Dad.’ I worked everything out with Papa and Mr. Miller so that I could get you here and be the last presentation.”

“You did all this on your own?”

“Yeah.” He nodded, and tears welled up in his eyes. “I wanted to make it special and apologize for how I’ve been since you saved us. I’m sorry that I hurt you and treated you so badly. I didn’t—“

I stopped him mid-apology by pulling him back into a deep hug. “You have nothing to apologize for, but thank you. This means the world to me. I love you, Son.”

He hugged me back. “I love you too, Dad.”
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Percy (Age 56)

September 10th, 2336

Time: 13:00




As I stared down at Anthony’s picture another teardrop fell from my eyes. One year. It had been one year to the day since I last held his paw. One year since I last heard his voice telling me that everything was going to be alright and that he would be fine. One year since my world came crashing down around me like never before. Today would have been his fifty-seventh birthday had he not been taken from me. My birthday present to him was still hidden under the bed, neatly wrapped and waiting for him. The rest of the family was all here and celebrating, but I couldn’t. How could I after losing the person most important to me?

When Dad had died of a heart attack a few years ago, Mom had died less than twenty-four hours later. The only explanation the doctors had was that she simply died of a broken heart. She’d lost the will to live after losing her mate. I had been furious and demanded real answers as to why my mother suddenly died for supposedly no reason. Now, a year after Anthony’s death, I understood completely. For weeks I had practically begged for death. I couldn’t eat. I barely had the will to move from my bed to the bathroom and back. Yet no matter how much I wanted to be rejoined with my mate, my pleas went unanswered and I had to force myself to move forward. I put on a smile for my family, even though it was as hollow as I felt, but I did it for them. But not today. There would be no smile, no laughter or joy.

“It’s time.” I raised my head and looked around, confused, as I could have sworn I had just heard Anthony whisper.

“So as your Aunt Suzie and I come back from the kitchen with our food, your Grandpa Anthony was feeding Grandpa Percy,” Jeffery said. He loved telling this story. My grandpups—Darren, Murphy, and Brittany—all seemed to be completely absorbed in his retelling of one of my most cherished memories. “Since that was our mom’s job and I didn’t understand what was happening, I innocently asked why he was feeding Percy. Anthony said that since he liked Percy and Percy was hurt, he figured he’d help. And I just took it as him being really nice. Then your aunt pipes up—“

“I said,” Suzie cut him off, “’so when are you going to have pups?’ I asked that right as Percy was starting to swallow. The piece of steak got lodged in his throat and our mom had to save him because he was quickly turning blue.”

“And then once everything settled down, Anthony asked Percy to be his boyfriend and the rest is history. At least that’s how I remember it going, unless you want to add anything else to the story, Percy.”

When I didn’t answer, Brian moved from his spot on the floor with his son Murphy to crouch in front of me. “Dad?”

“It’s not fair.” I could barely even whisper.

“What do you mean?”

“This! All of this! It’s not fair!” I finally found the energy to say what I’ve needed to say for the past year. “Everyone I’ve ever loved or cared about is being taken from me! First Jessica and Jules, then Uncle Dominick. Uncle Frank—Dad and Mom—A-Anthony! And soon all of you. I’m being punished and forced to live and watch as I lose each and every one of you! All because I did what I had to do to survive. It’s not fair!”

“Dad, it’s alright.” Jack joined Brian in front of me. “You’re not being punished. You aren’t losing us.”

“Yes, I am! And I can’t do this anymore! I can’t lose anyone else! I can’t!” As I continued to shout, a painful tearing sensation shot through my heart and I clutched at my chest. The world quickly began to spin and everything became a fuzzy blur.

“Dad?” Brian sounded like he was so far away.

“I-I can’t…” I repeated.

“DAD!” I heard someone shout as the world went dark.




*




The rhythmic beeping of several machines was the first thing I noticed as I started to regain consciousness. The sterile smell of a hospital was the second thing my senses picked up. I clearly did more than just pass out for a moment if I was waking up in the hospital. I forced myself to open my eyes and instantly regretted it. The world spun as a super bright light blinded me. It took several blinks for my vision to return to normal and confirm my suspicion that I was in the hospital. The rest of my senses all seemed to kick back in at the same time. I could feel a large tube in my throat and the distinct fuzzy feeling of having painkillers coursing through my body. I tried to move my head around, but it seemed that whatever they were giving me had me paralyzed.

“Good evening, Mr. Rosser,” the large wolf in scrubs, standing at the foot of the bed greeted me. “My name is Dr. Thorn. I’m the cardiac surgeon for the ER. You’re in the hospital right now after nearly dying from a massive tear in your heart. We’ve got a tube down your throat to help you breathe, so you aren’t going to be able to speak, but I have some very important questions that your family insisted you be the one to answer. Can you give me one slow blink for yes and two fast blinks for no?”

My eyes darted around the room to take in as much as I could. It appeared that my entire family was there from what I could see. Questions? What kind of questions could they not answer? I looked back at the doctor and slowly blinked once.

“Okay. We’re going to start out with a few basic questions just to make sure we’re all on the same page before we get to the important question. Do you understand that you’re in the hospital?”

I think it’s pretty obvious! I slowly blinked once.

“Do you understand why you’re here?”

Not really. What does he mean I tore a hole in my heart? I blinked twice quickly.

“Okay. Your family told me that earlier this morning you were very distraught and as you were yelling, you began to clutch at your chest before quickly passing out. They rushed you here, and with an ultrasound we found that you had torn the wall that separates your left ventricle from your right ventricle. Basically, the two bottom halves of your heart suddenly became one giant ventricle and your heart could no longer properly pump blood. Do you understand?”

Great! Now I’ve damaged myself even more. By the time I die I’ll be more prosthetic than an actual living creature. I wonder which body part I’m going to destroy next? My liver or maybe my kidneys? I slowly blinked yes.

“This is the important question, and one your family insisted you be the one to answer. Currently we have you hooked up to a machine that is acting in place of your heart. We are in the process of printing a new heart for you, as we cannot repair the damage. Once we have the replacement heart, you’ll undergo surgery to implant it in place of the old one. After the surgery, you will be able to live a mostly normal life. However, there are several downsides to this. You’ll be on blood pressure medication for the rest of your life. You’ll become fatigued quite quickly, so you won’t be going for long walks or running errands like grocery shopping. While you can live on your own, we highly recommend that you live with someone else in case you have another cardiac event. There are some side effects to the medication you will be on, but nothing major or life threatening: mostly dizziness, headaches, or swelling in your legs and feet.” He paused for a moment to look at my family before continuing. “If you decide to not go through with the surgery, we will make you as comfortable as we can. We will place you into a deep medical coma, and once there is minimal brain activity, we will end life support. You’ll feel like you are going to sleep, but you’ll never wake up. Do you understand your two options?”

I gave him another slow blink as my brain kicked into overdrive with everything he’d just presented.

“Okay. I’m going to step out and give you and your family some time to discuss things as best as you can.”

We all waited quietly as the surgeon left and the door closed. With our privacy secured, my family all moved to be around the foot of the bed so I could easily see them all. Jeffery and Suzie were off to my left, while Jack, his wife, and their son and daughter were on my right. Brian stood at the foot of the bed with his adopted son, Murphy. He was projecting a video call next to him with Aunt Amanda and my three cousins, Watt, Albert, and Mary all squeezed together. The sadness in everyone’s face made it very evident that they already knew the answer to the question.

Brian was the one to break the silence. His voice cracked and quivered as he spoke. “Dad. We decided as a family that I would speak for everyone, instead of bombarding you with everyone’s thoughts on the situation. We all agree that we don’t want to lose you; not yet, at least. We’re not ready to let go, but we all understand if you are.” He took a moment to wipe the tears from his eyes. “We know you’ve lived a very hard life and your entire childhood was spent being manipulated and tortured. We understand how important it has been to you, since we made it here to Canada, to have the freedom to live your life how you wanted without anyone controlling you, and that’s why we couldn’t make this decision for you. It wouldn’t be right of us to take that freedom from you. If—if you decide to go forward with the surgery, you’ll move in with Murphy and me. I’ll do my best to help you keep as much of your day-to-day life as possible. I’ve already started researching ways that we can still take you camping and hiking with us. We’ll make sure you can still live your life to the fullest.”

“A-And…” He took a shaky breath as he clenched his eyes shut. “A-and i-if…and if…”

“And if you’re ready to let go to be with Anthony and the others,” Aunt Amanda continued for him when it was clear he couldn’t say what needed to be said, “we will support you and be here for you.”

Tears streamed down my face the entire time. It felt like my soul was being ripped asunder as Brian and Aunt Amanda spoke for the family. The amount of love and anguish that filled the small hospital room was suffocating. I couldn’t have asked for a more loving family. They all wanted me to stay, but they didn’t want to take the choice from me. They knew how much it meant to allow me the freedom to decide what to do with my own life. I was torn between choosing what I wanted or choosing to end the pain and suffering my family was feeling, if only for the moment. I had clenched my eyes shut as Aunt Amanda finished speaking, and I found myself in a familiar room. It had been nearly thirty years since I had last been here, but it was as it always had been—with one exception. The wolf and boy weren’t standing opposite of each other; instead, the wolf stood proudly behind the boy with his paws resting on the boy’s shoulders.

“We’re with you—“ the wolf started.

“To the very end,” the boy finished.

As they spoke, memory after memory flashed rapidly around us. So many treasured experiences. So much emotion behind each life altering scene. As they played, I knew what I wanted and that it was selfish of me to want it, but it was what I wanted all the same. As I made my decision, the last memory froze in front of us. Brian’s eyes were clenched shut, a tear drop mid-fall. I walked up to the vision and tried to place my paw on his face to comfort him, but I phased right through it. “I’m so tired. I want to keep fighting because that’s what I’ve been doing my whole life. But I’m just so tired and I don’t think I can keep going.” I stared at my eldest son’s face for what felt like an eternity as a roaring sea of emotion washed over me.

I turned back to the boy and wolf. “I wish I could tell them how much I love them all, just one last time.”

“They know,” the little boy said as he took my right paw in his hand.

“Ready?” the wolf asked as he took my left hand in his paw.

I clenched my eyes shut as another tear fell. “Y-Yes.”

I opened my tear-filled eyes and found myself back in the hospital room. It seemed time had stood still for me. Brian was just starting to speak again. “Slowly blink once if you want some time to think about it. Blink twice quickly if you’re ready to decide.”

I’m ready. I blinked twice.

“Okay, Dad. Do you want the surgery? Slow blink for yes, two fast blinks for no.” Brian was trying his hardest to not break down as he spoke.

I love you all so very much. I wish I could say it to you now, but please know that I love you all. I just don’t have the fight in me anymore. I’m sorry. I’m so very sorry. Please forgive me. I blinked twice.

“J-just to make sure that there’s no misunderstanding. You don’t want the surgery?”

I’m sorry, Brian. I gave a long, slow blink.

“O-okay. We—we’ll all take turns saying goodbye and then I’ll go get the doctor.”

Each of my family members took a turn coming up to the head of the bed to hug me and tell me how much they loved me. Every hug and word meant the world to me and made this decision that much harder to deal with. Suzie had slipped out after saying goodbye and had returned with the doctor as Brian lifted up Murphy so he could say farewell. With Murphy’s squeaky little “I love you, Grandpa,” there was only one person left.

As soon as he had set Murphy down, Brian reached around me and hugged me as best as he could. I could feel the tears falling on my shoulder as he whispered his final goodbye. “Dad. I know I never needed to say it, but I have to get this off my chest. I forgive you. I forgive you for everything. You and Pop were the best parents I could have ever asked for. I needed you to know that before you left us. I’m sorry I never said it sooner.”

He was right; it never needed to be said, but hearing it meant the world to me. While our relationship had started out extremely rocky— and I couldn’t blame him for it— it had blossomed into an amazing relationship that I cherished deeply. It hurt knowing how much pain I was putting on him, but it warmed me to no end knowing that he forgave me for what I’d had to do. With all the strength I could muster, I pushed air around the tube in my throat as best as I could to speak one last time. “I—love—you.”

“I love you too, Dad. I love you so much.” He tightened his hold on me. “Please—please go be in peace. I know you’ve been hurting so much. Please, go be with Pop and know we’ll never forget you. The Rosser pack will live on and you’ll continue to be celebrated. I love you, Dad.” He kissed my cheek before letting go and wiping the tears from his face.

“I understand you’ve declined the surgery, Mr. Rosser?” the doctor asked, once Brian had composed himself a bit.

Yes. I gave him a slow blink.

“Okay. We’ll go ahead and place you into a medical coma. Once we’re certain that you won’t feel anything and your family has left, we’ll—“

“No,” Brian interrupted. “We’re a pack and no wolf is left behind. We’re going to stay with my dad to the very end.”

The rest of my family all nodded in agreement as the doctor looked around the room. “Very well, then. We’ll end life support, with you surrounded by your family, once we are certain that you are in a deep coma. Are you ready?”

I took one final look around the room at all of my family. It warmed me to my core knowing that I was going surrounded by so much love. I couldn’t have asked for a better family. Despite everything I had gone through as a child, my family had always been by my side, and they were still here with me for the end. I looked back at the doctor and slowly blinked. I’m ready.

The doctor made his way around to the left side of the bed and pulled out an injector. As he pressed it into my arm, Brian took my right paw in his and gave it a firm squeeze. As the medication began to flow through me, I took one final look at my family, through tear filled eyes, before closing them and letting the darkness take me. As I felt my senses leaving me, I heard Brian’s voice one last time. “I love you, Dad.”




*




The sound of a drop of water echoed all around and through me. It felt like I was floating, but I had no way to describe what it felt like I was floating on. A second drop of water echoed and I finally opened my eyes. The floating sensation vanished and I found myself standing in a void. I looked around, completely confused. I thought I was dead? I guess I’m going to be punished even in death. As those thoughts raced through my head, I began to wander in a random direction. Is this some kind of purgatory where I spend the rest of eternity wandering, alone, never to find peace?

As I thought that, a large group of figures appeared in the distance. I immediately picked up my pace and called out to them, “Hello?”

The figures didn’t respond, but thankfully they didn’t disappear either. I doubled my pace, and as I got closer, the figures became clearer. It was a large gathering of wolves. They stood in a circle and one of them appeared to be talking very animatedly, judging by their exaggerated movements. As I drew within hearing distance of them, I could finally make out the finer details of the different wolves. I would know that fur pattern anywhere!

“Anthony!” I shouted as I began to run full force towards my family.

They were all here. Uncle Dominick, Verne, Jules, Uncle Frank, and Jessica. They were all here, waiting for me. Anthony as well as my parents turned around and smiled at me, not saying a word. As I got within a few meters of them, they stepped to the side, showing me who they had just been talking to. I slid to a stop just short of the circle as fear washed over me. Standing there were two people I thought I would never see again, and I was terrified of the rejection I knew was coming. I stood there, frozen, as they slowly approached me and pulled me into a hug.

My eyes welled up as I wrapped my arms around them as best as I could. “Mommy? Dad?”

“Welcome home, son,” my human father whispered in my ear.

“We’ve been waiting a long time for you to come home. Your family has been telling us all about the amazing person you’ve become,” my human mother said before kissing my cheek. “They’ve told us everything you survived through and fought through, and how much you’ve grown and healed from it. We couldn’t be prouder of you. Welcome home.”

I opened my eyes and looked past my human parents to the rest of my family. They had all grouped together and were smiling. “Welcome home, Percy,” they said in unison.

It had taken my entire life, but I was finally home. I was finally whole.
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