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They are the secret power behind everything. Their name is Legend.
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- from Ancient Shapeshifter Conspiracies

by Jake Aller
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DONNA MURPHY, HER HEART shattered by the end of a two-and-a-half-year relationship, embarked on a journey to Torrid Springs. As she drove, the wind whispered through the open windows, carrying with it the blast of brisk cold smacking her on the side of her delicate cheek. Although she tried to convince herself that the breakup didn’t faze her, the memory of catching her boyfriend in bed with another woman remained vivid in her mind.

Initially devastated, Donna’s hurt quickly transformed into burning anger. Seeking vengeance, she decided to indulge in a petty act: scrubbing all the grime in the toilet with his toothbrush. She relished the satisfaction as she placed it back in its holder, imagining him unknowingly brushing his teeth with a tool that had been used to scrape away gunk and deadly bacteria. However, Donna’s satisfaction soon faded. The desire for immediate retribution consumed her, fueling an unyielding determination to reclaim power.

Setting sights on the same resort she had once visited with her girlfriends, Donna set on a mission to make things right. She yearned to feel desired, to let go of the pain that had plagued her for too long. Her goal became apparent: she would find solace in the arms of the first handsome man who offered her a drink and dinner, allowing herself to be swept away by the allure of a new connection.

“Why are you going alone?” a co-worker asked on the last day of work.

“So no one will talk me out of being a slut for one night,” she replied with a coy wink.

The two shared laughter as they went back to their workstations. But a solemn look overtook Donna’s face once the laughter faded. Her own words replayed in mind, stirring a sense of regret and discomfort. Sleeping with a stranger was something she had never done before. The thought of surrendering her body to someone unfamiliar left her with a nauseating sensation. Still, she was determined to exact her revenge in a way that was anything but ordinary.

Donna pulled into a rundown gas station, its crumbling exterior barely holding together. Nearby, rows of hulking 18-wheelers loomed, parked tightly like sleeping giants. Her blonde hair danced in the wind as she stepped out of her car and made her way inside, eager to refuel.

Inside, the air carried a faint scent of gasoline and stale tobacco. The patrons, their smiles wide and weathered, greeted her amidst the sound of muffled conversations and clinking bottles. Some displayed toothless grins, while others bore the marks of years of caffeine and nicotine indulgence.

Donna returned a beaming smile, and her warm greetings made it seem as if she had known everyone for years. After using the ladies’ room, she approached the counter, where the attendant smiled and greeted her. 

The attendant’s hair, disheveled and thrown up into a messy bun, hinted at the chaotic kitchen behind her. As she turned, the greasy residue on her face caught the light, evidence of the fryers was working overtime.

“Forty dollars on six, please,” Donna addressed the attendant, her smile radiating warmth.

“We don’t get many people like you here,” the attendant said.

Donna gave a curious smile and asked, “What do you mean?”

“Well lately, we’ve been getting some strange people heading up to some place called Torrid Springs.”

“Oh really? Well, that’s where I’m headed.”

The attendant’s smile faded, and her eyes became cold and distant.

“Is that so?”

Donna’s smile remained. “Yeah. I came out here two years ago. With some friends, to be exact. We went skiing and had a wonderful time.”

“I’ve heard nothing but weirdos go there... no one like you ever goes there for fun.”

Donna’s brow knitted into a frown as she glanced at the attendant while handing her a couple of twenty-dollar bills. “I don’t follow.”

The attendant rang her up, tore the receipt from the register, and handed it to her. “I’ve said enough. You have a good day now.”

With confusion spread across her face, Donna took the receipt from the woman and headed back to her vehicle. A bit of bewilderment came over her as the words from the woman replayed in her head. She and her friends didn’t have any problems when they went to have fun in the small skiing town. They enjoyed themselves immensely while they skied and partied with some of the local men. Nothing at all seemed out of the ordinary.

Three truckers made disparaging remarks as Donna passed them by, but she decided to brush them off and kept on moving. When there was no response, the truckers made their way inside the station, leaving her to attend to her vehicle. 

As Donna approached the lodge, joy washed over at the sight of skiers gracefully descending the mountains. She couldn’t wait to put on her skiing gear and join them. Inside the small cabin, she turned on the lamp near the door, placed her luggage by the kitchen, and took in the room. The scent of pine filled the air, drawing a wide smile across her face. 

“Some things never change,” she whispered.

Retrieving her bags, she headed to the bedroom and flipped on the lights. A California king-sized bed greeted her. A sly smile spread across her face as she dropped her luggage and lunged onto the mattress. Sexy thoughts danced in her mind—imagining a handsome stranger making wild, passionate love to her. The thick comforter, perfect for warming a naked body on bitter winter nights, only fueled her fantasies.

In a hurry, Donna grabbed her toiletry bag and headed to the bathroom. But her mind lingered on the strange conversation with the gas station attendant. 

The woman’s judgmental remarks about her and “her kind” unsettled Donna. The hidden meaning in her tone sent shivers down her spine. 

“I will not be going back to that place after I leave here,” she muttered.

Shaking off the discomfort, Donna refocused. She was here for a thrilling and memorable experience.

“I admit it’s been a while since I hit the slopes, but if I may be frank, I’ve never been good at skiing,” Donna said to the handsome man who had just bought her a hot toddy.

He chuckled. “Well, from what I saw, was a woman screaming her head off and nearly slamming into a tree—you’re more than rusty.”

Donna burst into laughter, quickly covering her mouth to avoid spilling her drink. “Oh my God, I’m mortified. Do you think everyone saw that?”

“God and his angels saw,” he replied with a smirk.

They laughed together and Donna tucked a strand of hair flirtatiously behind her ear. “I’m glad you came when you did,” she said with a snicker. “Or I would’ve been fucked.”

He joined her laughter. “We don’t want that now, do we?”

Donna threw her head back and grinned. “This is so bad of me. Here you are, buying me a drink after saving my life, and I never caught your name.”

The man’s blue eyes sparkled. “Kasper.”

“Kasper,” she repeated softly falling into his gaze. “Do you know you have very sexy eyes?”

“I’ve been told that many times,” he said with a smile.

Donna cackled. “Oh Jesus, am I drunk or what?”

Kasper placed a hand gently over hers. “Are you going to be all right?”

“I don’t know,” she laughed, shaking her head. “I have never felt like this before.”

Kasper smiled, still watching her closely. “It’s getting late. Let me pay the tab and walk you back to your cabin.”

Disappointment clouded Donna’s expression. “Oh no... not yet. Let’s get something else to eat and another drink. Please?”

“I’m afraid I would have to decline. I need to get up early tomorrow.”

Donna bit her bottom lip. “You’re not fooling me, Kasper. I know what that line means. You want to fuck me and leave me before sunrise.”

Kasper sprouted a shy charming smile and shook his head. “Any other night, you would be right on. But no, seriously, I’ve got a mission—I don’t want to disappoint my employer.”

Donna’s face held a fake smile, while her eyes revealed disbelief. “A mission? Did you say a mission?” 

She snorted as she took a sip. Then she reached into her purse, pulled out an extra key card, and placed it in front of Kasper. In a sultry tone, she said, “If you change your mind...”

Kasper looked at the card, then back at her. She drew her bottom lip between her teeth and gave him a look—hoping, silently, he would reconsider.

Donna jolted awake at the sound of tapping at the window. Had it all been a dream? 

She blinked the haze of sleep from her eyes just as the tapping sounded again. Her heart skipped a beat. Rising from the bed, she fixed her gaze on the window. The closed shades made it impossible to see who—or what—was outside.

Thoughts of Kasper filled her mind. Was he making a romantic gesture? 

Donna rushed to the window and quickly raised the shade. 

No one was there. 

Only a thick fog drifting from the forest. She squinted, searching through the mist for a human figure, hoping to see Kasper.

A loud bang at the front door made Donna jump. Her body turned instinctively toward the sound of her heart pounding. She crept toward the door and peered through the peephole.

No one.

Relieved, she sighed. But then another knock echoed through the cabin, louder and more forceful.

“Hello?” she called, her voice cracking. “Is anyone there?” 

Fog had swallowed the view outside the peephole. Zero visibility.

Then—a thud. And a grotesque growl. 

“Kasper?” Donna whimpered. “Is that you?”

“Donna.” A dreadful voice echoed. 

A piercing scream escaped her lips, shattering the silence of the empty hallway and sending shivers down her spine as she quickly fled to the sanctuary of the bedroom. With trembling hands, she swiftly locked the door, the click of the bolt resonating in the silence. 

Seeking solace, Donna hopped onto the soft mattress, burying herself under the comforting covers. Tears streamed down her face, her sobs muffled by the fabric pressed against her cheeks. 

Blindly fumbling, her fingers brushed against the cold surface of her phone on the nightstand. Pulling it close, she dialed 9-1-1, the urgency in her quivering fingers undeniable. Donna’s heart sank when the disheartening busy signal pierced through the receiver, a frustrating sound that fueled her panic. Determined, she redialed, her frustration turning into a few curse words as the same busy signal taunted her.

A relentless pounding shook the window, each blow more ferocious than the last, as the same dreadful voice echoed through the night in a chilling, rhythmic chant: “Join us.”

Donna's scream tore through the air, raw and desperate, echoing off the walls like a siren of pure terror. 

“Go away! Leave me the fuck alone!”

This time, instead of one hand pounding on the window, there were several. She covered her ears and screamed through her tears. 

“Stop it! Go away!” she cried.

Then the banging suddenly halted, leaving Donna alone with her frantic sobs. Her head came out from under the comforter and searched the room with her eyes. Ending her search at the window, she crawled out of the bed and headed for it. Slowly lifting the shade, she peered out. The fog, little by little, descended back into the forest, where her vehicle came into view, and the empty parking lot appeared eerie as she glanced around.

Vapor from Donna’s mouth materialized on the glass. She closed her eyes as she calmed herself and came off the floor, thinking how crazy she may have looked. 

“I’m still tipsy from the drink earlier.” 

Donna skimmed around the room and laughed. 

“That’s it, I’m still drunk.”

In an instant, the window exploded inward with a deafening crash, the force rattling the very walls around it. Shards of glass erupted in every direction, catching the dim light as they spun through the air like jagged stars before scattering across the floor with sharp, crystalline pings. The cold night air rushed in, carrying with it an eerie silence that lasted only a heartbeat.

Donna’s breath hitched, her chest tightening with paralyzing fear before a scream ripped from her throat—raw, piercing, a sound of pure terror. Her pulse pounded so violently it drowned out all other noise, her vision blurring with the overwhelming rush of panic. The moment had unfolded too fast, a violent storm crashing through the fragile barrier of safety she had clung to. One second, there had been nothing but tense, suffocating anticipation—then, chaos.

She stumbled back, her trembling hands flying to her mouth as she stared wide-eyed at the gaping hole where the window once stood. The darkness beyond it yawned like an open maw, vast and unknowable. And from its depths, something lurked. Something had come through. 

Six pairs of rough, calloused hands gripped her with an iron hold, their fingers digging into Donna’s skin like iron claws as they yanked her through the jagged opening. The broken window frame scraped painfully against her limbs, tearing at her clothes, her skin, as if the very structure of the house sought to keep her inside. 

Her frantic screams tore through the night, each one more desperate than the last, but they grew fainter—fading into the oppressive darkness as she was pulled further into the unknown.

Donna’s feet barely touched the ground as she was dragged, her body jerking violently with every step that was taken. The air outside was damp, cold, and thick with the scent of pine and earth, but it offered no comfort, no refuge. As she was being hauled away, the forest around her seemed to close in, the trees looming like silent witnesses to her abduction.

In the distance, the twisted, guttural cackling of her captors rang out, harsh and mocking, cutting through the air like the sound of broken glass. It echoed off the trees, bouncing through the night in a cruel, twisted rhythm that sent an icy shiver racing down her spine. The laughter was hollow, predatory, like something not entirely human. And though the night was still, there was a palpable sense of movement in the shadows, a shift that felt as though the very forest itself had been drawn into the sinister spectacle.

If anyone had been nearby—anyone who could hear—they would have felt that same chill, that sense of impending doom creeping through their bones as they listened to the terrible sounds of her suffering fading into the darkness. But there was no one. Only the night, the forest, and the distant, mocking laughter that would haunt Donna long after she was gone.

THE LIVING ROOM OF Jason’s cabin was bathed in a soft, intimate glow of dim light. The flickering warmth from a nearby lamp casting gentle shadows that seemed to caress the space. The air was thick with the lingering scent of wood and the faintest trace of cinnamon, adding to the cozy ambiance. In the background, the low hum of soft music played; its smooth melodies weaved through the room, each note a tender echo that seemed to wrap around them, intensifying the connection growing between Jason and Sabrina.

As they sat close together on the couch, the world outside the cabin seemed to fall away, leaving only the heat of their bodies and the rhythm of their hearts. Jason’s fingers traced the curve of Sabrina’s back, pulling her closer, while her hands—delicate yet purposeful—roamed across his chest, feeling the steady beat of his heart beneath her touch. 

Their movements were slow at first, tentative, as if savoring every moment, every breath. But soon, urgency took over. The sweet pressure of her lips on his, the warmth of her skin, the intensity of their need, all of it combined in a silent crescendo that drew them closer.

Sabrina’s fingers reached Jason’s face, light as whispers, she traced the sharp lines of his jaw, the curve of his neck, and then down his chest, sending shivers of desire spiraling through him. Each touch unlocked something deeper within, a yearning that could no longer be denied. 

His hands cupped her face, pulling her lips to his with a definite hunger. Their kisses deepened, growing frantic and demanding. The taste of Sabrina was sweet—like honey, warm and intoxicating—and it left Jason wanting more.

Their breaths mingled, moving in time with the rhythm of their growing desire. Each inhalation a promise, each exhale a plea. The world beyond the cabin—their lives outside this moment—seemed distant and irrelevant. All that mattered was the sensation of her lips on his, the press of her body against his, and the unspoken simmering between them like a fire waiting to ignite.

Every inch of Jason was alive with sensation, every muscle taut with longing. Sabrina’s hand ventured lower, slipping past the waistband of his pants, a shudder of pleasure rippled through him. Her touch was soft, teasing, but the effect was immediate. Waves of heat coursed through his veins, tightening his grip on her.

With a mixture of adoration and restraint, he pulled away just enough to look into her eyes. His chest rose and fell, still heavy with the weight of their shared heat, but there was something deeper there, something tender. A love that had blossomed beyond desire. Jason’s smile was soft but full of meaning—a silent declaration of all that he felt for Sabrina—how much he wanted her, yes, but more so, how deeply he cared for her and how profoundly she had become a part of him.

In that moment, their gazes locked. The unspoken words between them hung in the air, no need for anything more, because their eyes had already said everything.

“You have woken the beast,” he said.

Sabrina giggled. “That was the whole idea.”

Jason embraced her, kissing her intensely as desire pulsed through him. “God, you’re driving me crazy.” He climbed off Sabrina and took her hand. “Come on—let’s go to the bedroom where I can fuck you silly.”

She laughed as his fingers tickled her ribs. “It’s too early,” she protested, trying to stay on the couch.

“It’s never too early to play,” he growled.

Bella and Thorn entered the living room from outside, prompting Sabrina to sit up and greet them. 

“Hey, you guys,” she said scratching each behind the ears. “What have you two been up to?”

“They’ve been fucking,” Jason facetiously said with a chuckle. “Something we need to be doing.”

He flopped back onto the couch and nuzzled behind her ear. Sabrina shrieked and giggled at his playful nibbles. 

“Stop it, you’re going to—”

“What? Make you wet? That’s what I was shooting for.”

“Jason,” Sabrina said breathlessly, trying to sit upright, “come on, stop for a moment.”

“Baby, you gonna give me some serious blue balls.”

“Is that even a thing for werewolves?”

“I don’t know,” he murmured against her ear, brushing her skin with his lips. “And I don’t want to find out.”

Jason dropped to the floor, pulling Sabrina down with him. She landed on top of him with another playful giggle. Bella stretched across the floor in front of them, drawing their attention.

Thorn soon laid beside Bella. With her midsection exposed, Jason couldn’t help noticing how much larger it had grown. 

“Someone is about to have some puppies,” he said, turning to Sabrina.

Her eyes widened. She moved off Jason and sat back on the sofa.

“What’s wrong?” he asked, brows furrowed. “Did I hurt you?”

Sabrina gave a nervous laugh and adjusted her back against some throw pillows. “No...” she hesitated glancing into Jason’s steel gray eyes before looking back at Bella again. She hadn’t told him about the pregnancy, nor had she seen a doctor to confirm whether the test was accurate. 

Forcing a smile despite her worries, she tried to ease his concern. “I just need to catch my breath.”

Jason searched in her eyes, gaze intense and unwavering. “Okay... you sure? Did you go see Gerald about those sick spells you’d been having?”

Sabrina’s gaze darted away. “Um, not yet. I have been doing a lot of work on the cabin. I really hadn’t gotten a chance.”

“What are you talking about? This place looks great.” He glanced around, admiring the details. “I love what you’ve done to it.”

“Not your cabin, silly,” she said, swatting his leg. “Mine.”

“Aren’t the guys my father hired doing the work where there was damage?”

“They’re doing fine. I was just wondering if I needed it anymore. I’ve been spending a lot of time here with you and not so much there.”

Jason nodded. “Yeah, I see the dilemma.” He exhaled. “Well, I can give this place to Caleb. That way, he doesn’t have to sneak women into that spare room anymore.”

Sabrina giggled, recalling her first night in the cabin. Caleb in the next room with one of his loud conquests. 

“Oh my god! Is he always that loud when he has sex?”

Jason chuckled. “Would it surprise you if I said that was him being quiet?”

They both laughed, but Sabrina’s eyes lingered on Jason, thoughts racing through her mind. She was relieved that the conversation had shifted from her sickness. 

“You wouldn’t mind moving in with me?” she asked.

Jason’s eyes softened as a smile spread across his face. “I told you before—I’d go wherever you go.”

“There’s more room in that cabin. Room for maybe... extra company.”

He nodded. “True. You never know when a friend of yours needs a place. Or a family member.”

Yes, a family. Sabrina never thought it would happen so soon. Then again, she never imagined falling in love with a werewolf, let alone have a baby with one.

“Maybe a friend,” she said with a sigh. “But as for family...I’m afraid I’m it.”

“You have no cousins or aunts and uncles?”

“None.”

“It must be weird to be around a community full of big families.”

“I do feel sad sometimes when I see you with your siblings. But then I remember... you all are my family now.”

Jason grinned as he pulled Sabrina close, kissing her deeply. His lips moved to the base of her neck, and she moaned softly, clinging to him.

Sabrina didn’t know when she’d tell him about the pregnancy, but she knew it had to be soon, before Nora spilled the beans.

Nora’s heart swelled with joy as she recalled the moment Sabrina had emerged from the stall with a startled look on her face. She could still picture the sparkle in her eyes and the way her voice trembled with happiness as she nervously announced, “I’m pregnant!” Nora had squealed with delight, hugging Sabrina tightly. Soon, their cries of happiness echoed through the peaceful stillness of the ladies’ room.

She had always imagined what it would feel like, dreamt of the day she would finally become an aunt. Now, as that dream blossomed into reality, Nora’s heart intensified with an emotion she could barely put into words. The anticipation was electric, a quiet hum that buzzed in her chest as she thought about the little life growing inside Sabrina. The thought of that tiny bundle of joy, so pure and full of potential, filled her with an overwhelming sense of love. It was a love she had never known before—deep, encompassing, like a force she couldn’t control.

Nora rocked gently back and forth on the porch swing, the rhythmic creak of the wood beneath her a soothing companion to the storm of thoughts swirling in her mind. She couldn’t help but imagine the future, painting vivid scenes of what her role as an aunt would look like. She envisioned cozy afternoons filled with bedtime stories, her voice soft and warm as she read the same pages over and over, laughing when her niece or nephew insisted on hearing the same story for the hundredth time. 

She imagined sunny trips to the park, pushing swings high into the air and catching giggles that echoed like music in her heart. She pictured moments of simple joy: teaching them to ride a bike, watching their eyes light up at the world’s little wonders, and the sound of their laughter ringing through the house, a sound that would become her favorite melody.

Nora knew, without a doubt, that being an aunt would be a role she would cherish with all her heart. It wasn’t just about the fun times, though there would be plenty. It was about the deep bond she would form, the way she would nurture and guide, watching as this precious child grew into their own unique person. 

She could already feel the warmth of her love surrounding them, a constant presence they could always count on. And as she sat there, the swing gently swaying beneath her, she couldn’t help but smile. The future was full of promise, and she couldn’t wait to shower this little one with all the love and affection she had to give.

As the sun began to set, a warm glow enveloped the lake, creating a picturesque scene that filled Nora’s heart with excitement for the adventure ahead. She continued to swing, her head titled back. A gentle breeze brushed against her face, carrying with it the familiar scent of the forest and the wild animals that lived within. It was a stark contrast to the tension that had lingered in the air. The peacefulness of the moment allowed her to relax, if only for a while. Still, her instincts remained on high alert, knowing that danger could be lurking just out of sight.

She’d been constantly looking over her shoulder ever since that fateful encounter with Marcus and Lysette. Their vendetta against Jason and Sabrina had been relentless, fueled by a deep-seated hatred that she couldn’t fully comprehend. But now, their absence offered a glimmer of hope that perhaps she, along with Sabrina and the rest of their family, might finally find some respite.

Calvin came out to join Nora on the swing. 

“There you are,” he said, “I was wondering where you went.”

He moved his legs along the deck, setting the swing into motion with the both of them in it. He then looked over at his youngest child. 

“What’s on your mind, sweetheart?”

Nora shook her head. “Nothing. Just thinking.”

“About?”

“Dad... Do you ever think about getting with another woman?”

Calvin furrowed his brow, puzzled by the sudden shift. 

“You’re not thinking about setting me up with someone, are you?”

Nora chuckled. “No, I think I’m going to retire from matchmaking.”

“Don’t do that. You still have Caleb to work on.”

She scoffed. “He’s a lost cause. I don’t think he’ll ever settle down.”

“You never know.”

She smiled. “Come on, Dad. You didn’t answer my question.”

Calvin sighed considering it for a long moment. “I never gave it much thought. Your mother was the love of my life. I would’ve died for her if it came to it. I guess you can say... my heart belonged only to her.”

“Yeah, but you must get lonely in this big house without a woman.”
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