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Chapter 1







	
	Julie









 

I run, again and again, without a destination. I just want to escape as far as possible, to forget, to lose myself in my wolf’s mind. Except that if I listen to her, I’ll have to turn back. I’ll have to save him. I refuse. Never. He is evil incarnate. He is the most abject being I have ever crossed paths with. No matter who he could have become, he never will. I made sure of that. My wolf cries in my head. The sound shatters my heart and fractures my soul. She understands why it had to be done. However, she does not accept it. She never will. She is instinct. She is animal. I am reason and reflection. Never did I think I would one day be torn in two like this. I hurt, for her as much as for myself.

I have been wandering aimlessly for days, maybe weeks. I no longer know. I have lost my sense of time, my sense of the world. I have lost myself. I should probably return to Silver City, to my home, to my pack. Nevertheless, I am no longer certain I have a place there. I behaved badly. Very badly. I wanted to frighten Lilou. I hoped to chase my alpha’s soulmate from my territory. I apologized. I atoned before the one most affected. However, wolves hold grudges. I attempted to take the life of the future female alpha. No, the female alpha. She transformed just before I left the pack. Because of him. He hurt her. He tried to kill her. Aaron almost lost his mate, and as a result, he would have succumbed to lunar madness. He is a monster. He had to be eliminated. 

My wolf grants me her form, but she no longer communicates. She is curled up inside my mind. She refuses to come out, to take control. What have I done? What was necessary. I will never be able to regret my action. I will never be able to live with it either.

 

* * *

 

Curled up in a ball, I breathe slowly, trying to silence my treacherous mind that has been torturing me for weeks. I lift my snout, catching the scent of approaching people. The wind carries their smell. I recognize them. Lilou and Cassandra. They visit me every day since my return to the Silvermoon pack.

Well, I’m on pack territory, but I don’t enter the village. Never. I refuse to. I can’t stand their eyes on me, the pity in their gaze, and their thirst for answers.

“Remind me why we come to see her every day?”

“Julie is part of the pack, and she needs help.”

Cassandra. The new member of the Silvermoon pack. I missed the whole story between her and Duke when I ran away. It almost makes me smile. They’re so different, and that wolf is so stubborn that I’m sure their bond wasn’t obvious at first. Actually, I was there for part of it—when that idiot of a wolf nearly let himself be consumed by lunar madness just to give her a choice. What a fool!

Cassandra seems nice. I think. We’ve never really talked, but she’s Lilou’s best friend, and the alpha female is the kindest person I’ve ever met. After everything I put her through, she still worries about me. In a way, she’s taken me under her wing. 

“Are you sure she’s not stuck in this form?”

“Aaron assured me she’s not in the grips of lunar madness.”

Not yet. I stay in my wolf form, so I don’t have to explain myself. It’s easier this way. Still, madness will come for me in time, and there’s nothing I can do to stop it.

Bonding? I’ll never be able to. I lost that right.

“She stays in wolf form by choice. She’s probably traumatized.”

Lilou is perceptive. I often catch her looking into my eyes, trying to read my soul. She doesn’t have an alpha’s innate powers, yet she senses more than I’d like her to.

“Her soulmate could probably help her more than we can.”

At those words, the sharp pain I spend most of my time suppressing explodes in my chest. I let out a pitiful whimper, unable to stop myself.

Half of my soul is gone. It no longer exists. It died because of me.

My fault.

I am solely responsible.

My wolf will never recover from this trauma. She will never forgive me, even though she helped me destroy him. I missed my chance. Not that he could have ever made me whole.

“Please, Julie, calm down.”

Lilou wraps her arms around my neck, burying her nose in my fur under Cassandra’s teary gaze. I don’t want their pity. I deserve my fate. I brought it upon myself.

I let Lilou’s warmth comfort me for a moment before shaking myself free. I’m fine. I’m strong. I’m a wolf.

For now.

“Julie, we can’t help you if we can’t talk to you.”

I shake my head. No. I refuse to talk. Words won’t change anything. I have to face this.

I need time.

How much? I don’t know.

Until lunar madness takes me, probably.

Then maybe, just maybe, I’ll find peace.

I don’t deserve their compassion, nor their sadness. I was never a kind person. Even before my departure, I wasn’t one of those women who helped others for free or offered a shoulder to cry on. I wanted to become alpha alongside Aaron, to lead the Silvermoon pack. I enticed him, I waited patiently for my moment. That was the only thing I lived for, and I never hid it. I assumed that when the time came for him, Aaron would ask me to be his mate, that he would choose me. But in the end, he preferred to die rather than be bound to me. Ultimately, he understood who I was long before I did.

I am not a good person. Even before Lilou arrived in town, I was nothing but jealousy and manipulation. The pack tolerated my antics, but I wasn’t liked. I still am not. Only Lilou and Cassandra come to these woods to check on me. That fact alone speaks volumes. I am not a loner. I could have become one. However, beyond the difficulty of enduring the lack of contact, I need Carter to act when the lunar madness takes hold of me. I know he won’t hesitate. When the time comes, he will put me down because it is his duty as beta. He owes me that. He will prevent me from killing innocents. My hands are already stained with blood. I refuse to let them be tainted further. Never again.

Aaron stands before me, arms crossed, beside Lilou, with Carter to his left. What do they want from me? No idea. Maybe to drive me out. Whatever my sentence, I will accept it without flinching. 

“Julie, you can’t stay in these woods any longer.”

Even though I expected it, their rejection still stings. I am no longer one of them, and no pack tolerates an outsider on their territory for long. We are territorial beasts. Lowering my head, I crouch on all fours, submissive.

“It’s time for you to reclaim your place among your own, Julie, and you know full well that wolves have no place among humans.”

I am not sure I understand what he’s getting at. I have no intention of going into town or any other populated place. I want to live in seclusion—alone, yet not truly alone.

“Shift back into your human form, Julie. Now.”

No! I step back, sensing his intentions. So that’s why the pack leaders are here. I glare at Lilou, baring my teeth. This is her fault, I’m sure of it. Aaron and Carter don’t care if I stay in the woods, but the female tries every day to talk to me. She wants to help me, to fix me, as I once overheard her telling Cassandra. She doesn’t understand. Some things are beyond repair.

“Don’t be mad at me, Julie. I’m doing this for you, for your own good.”

No. I growl at her now, though the sound is barely threatening since my wolf doesn’t back me up. It is merely the expression of my anger, not my animal instincts.

“This isn’t normal, Alpha.”

“I know, Carter. Look at her. Her wolf is fading. That’s not good.”

Oh, my beast is still there. She’s just shrinking further inside my mind as Aaron’s aura seeps into my pores.

“Don’t resist, Julie. You’re forcing me to do this.”

Not this… I shake my head, clawing at my muzzle. My wolf must help me. She must stay conscious so I can keep this form.

“It’s useless to fight the inevitable, Julie.”

Carter crouches, resting on his heels as he gazes at me with a sorrowful expression.

“Running away won’t solve anything, and you know it, don’t you?”

I close my eyes, pleading with my inner beast to surface, to lend me her strength, but she remains deaf to my calls.

“Everything will be okay, Julie. The pack will be here to support you, no matter what happened. You know us, you know the Silvermoon mindset. We fight for each other. You’re not alone anymore, so let go and truly come back to us. Don’t choose a half-life.”

Lilou’s words reach me and shatter me. I can’t let go, or I will collapse.

“Julie, you’re strong. You will be able to stand back up.”

“Just like my soulmate did, despite everything he endured.”

My gaze falls on the alpha female’s arms. So many scars. I know what he did to her. What he did to all the others before her. He deserved to die. He deserved to suffer, but I was incapable of torturing him. It was beyond my strength. Yet I am fully aware that he could have done far worse. He was capable of causing true massacres. I had to stop him. I couldn’t allow him to put the pack and all the shapeshifters in danger. I’m not selfish enough to condemn all of my kind. I had to act. 

Lost in my thoughts, I let my concentration slip, and Aaron took advantage. His eyes glowing, his wolf close to the surface, he forced me to shift. I find myself in human form, naked in the middle of the woods. I’m not modest. As a shapeshifter, it’s a necessary state during transformations. No, what really bothers me is being able to communicate with words when I have no desire to. Besides, my throat is so tight that it would probably be physically impossible for me to make a sound.

“Don’t worry, Julie. Everything is fine.”

Lilou wraps me in a sarong as if I were a child, and, like one, I let her do it.

I close my eyes to curb my growing panic, my increasing desire to hide, even though my alpha and my beta seem to have good intentions toward me.

“Welcome back, Julie.”

I simply nod, not knowing what to say.

“We suspect you’re going through a difficult time. We’ll support you as much as you need. However, to help you best, we need to know what happened to you.”

No. I shake my head, wrapping my arms around myself. The alpha female embraces me, encouraging me to stay put.

“Julie, did Johan hurt you?”

Even his name is a wound to my soul, a knife stabbing my heart.

“He’s dead.”

My rusty voice grates and scrapes, coming out like fingernails on a chalkboard. My listeners wrinkle their noses and clench their jaws, likely disturbed by the sound.

“Good. That’s a good thing, Julie. He deserved no better. I hope he suffered.”

A tear rolls down my cheek. I understand the alpha’s position. If he had been able to, he would have gutted Johan Mclay himself. If only that had been the case, I wouldn’t be here now.

“Let’s go home, Julie.”

The alpha then takes his mate’s hand and pulls her close, while Carter moves to stand beside me.

“Julie will be staying with Carter for a while.”

Another disappointment, another blow.

“I don’t have a home anymore.”

I understand. I left. I was considered a pariah. Why would the pack have kept my cabin for me? Independence is a privilege I no longer have. I just feel sorry for intruding on Carter like this. It would have been much easier to leave me in the woods at the edge of the territory.

“Julie, you are neither punished nor banished. Your home is waiting for you, it’s yours. We didn’t give it to someone else. However, you are unstable. We need to ensure your safety as well as the pack’s.”

Aaron keeps surprising me. I find him open-minded after all the trouble I’ve caused him.

“Everything will be fine, Julie. We’re here for you. We’re a pack.”

 

 





	
Chapter 2







	
	Jaxen









 

I rock the baby in slow movements, conveying my love and compassion to him. He’s just a pup. He shouldn’t have to go through such an ordeal at such a young age. I soothe him as best I can, but his soul is tormented. His wolf side senses the sadness and anger running through the pack. He physically feels the absence of his mother. His transformations are unpredictable, and his beast grows more enraged and dangerous each time. This situation won’t last much longer. We’ll have to find a solution that works for everyone.

“Jaxen?”

“Over here.”

My alpha has no trouble following the sound of my voice to Reese’s room. I gently lay him down in his crib, satisfied for now with his relative state of calm. Allowing Kaiden a moment to observe the little one, I then close the door, signaling my alpha to follow me outside. After the time it took to put Reese to sleep, there’s no way I’m letting anything wake him up.

“How is he?”

I wish I had good news to give him, but I don’t.

“He’s becoming more and more unstable. If his father doesn’t come back soon...”

“That’s impossible, Jaxen.”

I already know what he’s going to say before he continues.

“He went feral.”

And a feral wolf never regains his senses, not even for the son who needed him.

We’re at an impasse. As things stand, there’s nothing I can do for Reese. If the situation doesn’t improve, the alpha will be forced to put down a pup for the safety of the pack. In the history of wolf packs, this has never happened before. Executing an adult wolf to protect the pack is already a difficult decision to make, but a child...

“I know what you’re thinking. Don’t say it.”

“With all due respect, we can’t keep ignoring the reality of this. He almost mauled Molly this morning.”

Kaiden lets out a deep sigh.

“You’re right. Is there really nothing more you can do for him?”

“I wish I could, but he feels all the emotions of the pack, and he’s simply too immature to handle them.”

“In that case, maybe we could send him to another pack.”

Uproot the child from everything he knows? Normally, I’d immediately reject such an idea, but in this case...

“It might work. I actually think it’s his only chance. But we need a trustworthy pack, one with relative stability.”

My alpha weighs the pros and cons, thinking as he paces heavily.

“My nephew found his mate. His pack is doing well, and their collective spirit isn’t at risk of falling into lunar madness.”

The lunar madness, the scourge that affects all packs of shapeshifting wolves, without exception. One day or another, I’ll have to choose a mate to avoid it. I’m struggling to accept it. She will never replace my soulmate.

“You’ve lost yourself in your thoughts, Jaxen.”

I blink several times to refocus on my conversation partner.

“Sorry.”

Picking up the thread of the conversation, I nod in agreement with his idea. An exile could only be beneficial for Reese, as long as the pack that takes him in accepts an outsider. Even a child, it’s complicated to incorporate. It’s all about territory.

“Are you sure his mate will tolerate the child of another couple?”

“Lilou is sterile. It’s a delicate subject in their relationship. He wanted a child, but she can’t bear one. She was human before joining the pack.”

That explains it. Shapeshifters don’t face this kind of issue. Besides, in general, we’re rarely sick. It’s more common to get physically injured than to catch a cold.

“Call them. Offer to let them adopt Reese.”

“Adopt? I thought I was going to entrust him to them…”

“A few years before calling him back to the pack?”

Reese isn’t just any wolf. He’s a born alpha, which makes him a valuable member of the Thousand Oaks pack. However, we can’t just hand him over to another pack in the midst of a crisis and then uproot him again when he’s better. That would only reignite his pain and awaken his discomfort. 

“There will be no turning back, Kaiden. I understand. You didn’t ask to be alpha. You earned that position last month, thinking it would have an expiration date. Sorry to disappoint you, but Reese will never take his father’s place. Our original alpha is gone. You occupy his position. You’ll have to make difficult decisions for the pack. This is only the first of a long list, I’m afraid.”

Kaiden had been content with his beta position. He’d been second in the pack for many years, long before Reese’s father took the lead of the Thousand Oaks. Yet, he’d never coveted the role of alpha.

“You’re probably right. I’ll just have to deal with it.”

I squeeze his shoulders, offering my full support through the gesture.

“Good. No need to waste time. I’ll call Aaron right away so we can have clarity.”

Kaiden didn’t put the phone on speaker. However, I can hear the words of the Silvermoon alpha as if I were on the phone with him myself. The benefit of being a shapeshifter, we could say. Our inner beast has excellent hearing. I’m reassured to hear them both sounding enthusiastic. He and his mate are genuinely excited to take in a child. I’m sure she’ll come to consider him as her son over time. As long as Reese accepts them too. It’s a mutual agreement that needs to take place for the young wolf’s integration to be successful.

“Jaxen will stay a few days on your territory.”

The alpha on the other end of the line sniffs audibly.

“He’s a trustworthy wolf and a healer of souls, Aaron. The little one needs him right now.”

The connection is then cut. Aaron didn’t hang up. He just turned off the speaker. I frown in confusion, as does Kaiden.

“What’s going on?”

“No idea. A conversation between mates, I suppose.”

Maybe. However, I don’t appreciate secrecy.

Finally, the background noises on the other side of the line start again.

“I accept your wolf under one condition…”

Kaiden doesn’t refuse outright. The stakes are too high not to at least take the time to listen to the Alpha of the Silvermoon pack.

“I want one of your pack members to help one of my wolves.”

“What’s wrong with her?”

I shouldn’t have interrupted my Alpha. However, I am a healer, and I can’t remain indifferent to the distress of a shapeshifter, no matter who they are.

“Actually, we don’t know much, to put it mildly. Julie left the pack several weeks ago and returned traumatized. She refuses to talk about it. Most of the time, she’s withdrawn, locked in her mind.”

That’s not good. Not good at all.

“On the verge of savagery?”

“I almost would have preferred that. Her wolf has withdrawn into itself. We haven’t seen her since her return.”

“Excuse me?”

It’s impossible to silence a wolf. One way or another, by force if necessary, they will come back to the surface when they want to. Unless they’re hurt deep within their soul…

“I’ll pay her a visit. However, I can’t promise anything.”

A case like this is as rare as Reese’s. I wonder if it’s truly wise to send her into a pack where a wolf is so disoriented. Nonetheless, Kaiden quickly ends the conversation after a few last details.

I massage my temples, a migraine beginning to loom.

“Getting away from the pack will do you a world of good, Jaxen.”

True. Absorbing so much negativity isn’t good for a wolf like me, sensitive to the emotions around me.

“I would have liked to help the Thousand Oaks get through the trauma.”

“They’ll do it in their own time. It’ll just take them longer without you. We’ll bury the Alpha next to his mate tomorrow. Then the mourning can begin.”

“I’ll leave after the ceremony.”

I must give one last tribute to our former Alpha, even though this day will likely be an unbearable physical torture.

I hold back the nausea that tightens my stomach. My head feels like it’s about to explode. That’s the impression it gives me, anyway. The pressure on my mind is immense, almost unbearable. I double over in pain as our former Alpha’s body catches fire. It slowly burns, while the sadness of my pack grows. We hadn’t even finished mourning the death of our female Alpha. Even though the return of our Alpha in good health was unlikely, many of us held on to hope. They simply needed it to hold on and keep moving forward. The Alpha transmits their strength to the pack. They also pass on their weaknesses and pains. Kaiden’s rise to power is too recent for his bond to already surpass that of our lost one. It will take time for everyone. The rebuilding of the pack will be long, and in the meantime, it will be vulnerable. The lieutenants will have to work even harder to monitor the borders. I would have liked to help them, to ease their burden. However, there are too many of them for my gift to have any effect. In the end, all I do is suffer a thousand deaths without providing even the smallest comfort. 

In the end, I was unable to leave that same night after the burial. I was in agony, powerless to keep my mind clear and my eyes open. In my wolf form, I patrol the furthest borders of the territory to recover from this trial and the difficult night Reese put me through. He didn’t cry, but directly howled at the moon, calling for his parents in a heartbreaking cry. I absentmindedly lick my paw where his little fangs dug in deep. I need to take him far from our home for his own good, before he gets lost. I catch Kaiden’s earthy scent before I see him. Lowering myself to the ground, I show respect for his wolf, who seems especially on edge. His chocolate-colored fur is bristling along his spine, and his lips twitch at regular intervals. Unable to communicate anything other than emotions in this form, I shift, just like my new Alpha.

“What’s the problem?”

“It’s urgent that you leave the pack with Reese.”

I tense immediately, my back and shoulders tightening.

“Another incident?”

“With the little one? No. He hasn’t woken up since the start of your walk, though his sleep is restless.”

I exhale in relief. I left him with a trusted female to get some breathing room. I would have blamed myself if he had attacked her.

“In that case, what’s going on?”

“The lieutenants smelled the scent of outsiders to the north.”

“The news of our Alpha’s disappearance didn’t take long to spread.”

“It seems so. If I have to fight to protect the pack, I won’t hesitate for a second.”

However, if it falls, the one who takes his place will not accept the presence of an Alpha born into the pack. Baby or not, that one will be exterminated.

“I’ll make him leave the territory by tonight. However, if rogues are patrolling our borders, it would be better to create a diversion.”

“It’s planned. Be careful, Jaxen. Reese may no longer officially be a Thousand Oaks, but in the hearts of the pack members, he will always be one of ours.”

“He won’t come to harm. I swear it.”

	







	
Chapter 3







	
	Julie









 

Carter has been staring at me for… an eternity, at least. He spends his days, the ones when he’s off duty at least, staring at me directly in the eyes, as if he’s going to discover all my secrets in the depths of my pupils. He’s stopped chatting all day long. At first, I thought it was progress. I assumed he’d finally given up and would let me go back home. Big mistake. We’ve moved from endless questions to perpetual stares. I think I preferred it when he opened his mouth. I found the sound of his voice soothing. Still, I understand his frustration. His interrogations are in vain. The man who can convince any criminal to confess his sins can’t get a single secret from me. I’d rather die than admit anything.

“You’re a beautiful woman.”

I nearly choke on my sip of coffee. Although I live with him, Carter has never made any romantic remarks or gestures, if you can even call that a compliment.

“Why are you saying that?”

He then gives me a wide smile, proud of himself. I see. He just wanted to break my silence. He wanted to provoke some kind of reaction from me, any reaction rather than the silence.

“I mean it, Julie. Don’t give me that sad, offended look.”

The beta then rubs his rough cheek against mine before retreating to the chair across from me. He often initiates physical contact like this. Wolves are tactile creatures. We need it for our balance. At least, I did before. Now, my wolf couldn’t care less whether she’s part of a pack or not.

“I admit, the silence in this house is starting to wear me down mentally. I didn’t imagine it would be so hard living with a woman.”

“I can perfectly well go back to my place.”

“Nice try. It’s still a no.”

I shrug nonchalantly. I regularly ask to return to the solitude of my den, but I never get the alpha’s or beta’s approval. Of course, I could go against their orders. However, that wouldn’t change much. Carter would probably just squat on my couch. He’s threatened me with that every time I’ve asked to leave.

“You know, Julie, it would be easier if you talked to us.”
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