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      Chapter 1


    


  


  Aaron


  The pack watches me out of the corner of its eye, adding to my anger. I hate to feel spied on, watched, as if I could lose control at any moment. And yet they’re not far from the truth. I know they smell it. I’m aware of it. We’re all connected by the spirit of the pack. My restlessness cannot go unnoticed. They are inexorably preparing to put me down in the near future, like the rabid dog I’ve become. In a way, they’re re-signed to it, just as I am. Carter walks toward me, head down, nonchalant. But he’s not fooling me. He’s taking in everything around us. He’s tasting the general atmosphere of the pack on his tongue, just like me. As the beta of the pack, it will be up to him to finish me off when the time comes. He’s my most loyal member, the one who will never let me down and will support me no matter what decisions I make. I couldn’t ask for a greater sacrifice from him, and at the same time, he is the only one I trust to execute me without hesitation. He will then take my place as Alpha of Silvermoon. Some might think he’s looking forward to his future ascension. I, for one, know he’s not. He’s my best friend, the brother my parents never gave me. He’s sad that he has to kill me, even though he understands it’s part of his duty.


  “How do you feel, Aaron?”


  The same question, the same answer for weeks. There’s no magic solution to my problem. 


  “I’m still me.”


  For now. Every extra day I gain is a fragile reprieve. We both know that. The situation could deteriorate at any moment, especially with the full moon approaching. I feel its oppressive call in the marrow of my bones. My wolf is drawn to her a little more with each passing hour. It grows stronger as my human side slowly sinks into unconsciousness. Fighting is pointless, useless. It makes no sense to fight him. He’s no more responsible than I am for the lunar madness that has relentlessly sunk its claws into us.


  Lunar madness, the scourge of packs of shape-shifting wolves. Our lives are based on a balance between our human and lupine sides. Unfortunately, this fragile balance breaks down when we reach our thirties. Without the presence of our other half, we gradually descend into madness until the wolf takes over our bodies. We become wild, dangerous, uncontrollable. Our instincts drive us to attack our fellow creatures and humans alike. We turn into powerful killers who must be killed at all costs before we commit mass murder. This regulation is essential to preserve the mystery of our existence. 


  “You could avoid this, Aaron. You could be saved. All you have to do...”


  “Stop it!”


  I forbid him to have hope where there is none. I know exactly what he’s talking about, what he’s alluding to. But he’s wrong if he thinks that’s the solution to my problems. 


  “My wolf refuses, and so do I.”


  Carter doesn’t see it that way.


  “Julie has made no secret of her availability to you. She’s willing to commit to you. She would put an end to your curse, and there are far worse women than her!”


  “Thank you for pointing that out.”


  Her voice alone makes the hairs on my back stand up. It’s squeaky, shrill, while she pretends to be sensual, moving with a swaying gait that leaves me breathless. Julie has never attracted me, despite her many attempts to get me into bed. 


  “You should listen, Carter. I’m more than willing to put you out of your misery.”


  For anyone but me, the temptation to accept would be great. It’s true that moon madness is extremely difficult to endure. The more time passes, the greater the suffering. I’ve endured its effects for over a year now. Never before has a wolf survived so long after thirty years without a mate. I’m an exception who commands the respect of the pack. Not that I didn’t already have it. My wolves love Silvermoon. I pride myself on being a fair Alpha. I’m sure Carter will be as fair as I am. But my luck can’t last forever. My transformations are increasingly random and untimely, and the members have obviously noticed. It’s time for me to retire. I’d rather be shot than stuck with a woman I’ll never be able to love.


  “Thank you for your concern, Julie. But I refuse to bind myself to you out of obligation.”


  “I don’t really feel like I’m sacrificing myself.”


  From his point of view, it isn’t. From my point of view, it would only be an arrangement that would not satisfy me as a man, nor would it satisfy my wolf, who is desperate to find the mate of his dreams. My animal is stubborn. He wants nothing less than the one designed for us. My wolf will recognize her in a thousand. Yet he’s never shown the slightest interest in any of my conquests, allowing me to have fun with them without allowing me to form a lifelong bond. 


  “I understand wolves who bond out of fear. But I’m not one of them. I’m not afraid of death.”


  Julie then drops her warm mask to let her devious side shine through for a brief moment.


  “You’re being selfish, Aaron! You’re putting yourself ahead of the future of the pack.”


  I click my tongue sullenly as my skin ripples under the wolf’s pressure. He really hates Julie. He’d rather rip her throat out than bite it to claim her.


  “Carter would make an excellent Alpha! I don’t put my needs above those of the pack. You’re a shifter. You should know better than to go against your wolf’s wishes!”


  And mine refuses to tie his fate to such an unsympathetic wolf. She’d make a terrible Alpha female anyway. Realizing that she’s gone too far and that the situation is becoming dangerous for her, Julie bows to me before retreating without taking her eyes off me. She’s cunning, but smart. Turning away would have been an affront to my pet, who would have been tempted to swallow her impertinence with his fangs.


  It takes me a while to regain control of my body, my wolf fighting with me to regain control. Throughout the process, Carter stays close, silent, ready to intervene if necessary. Last month, during the full moon, he was forced to lock me in a cage until I could regain my human form. It may never have happened, but he didn’t give up. My best friend helped me find my way home. I’m afraid this time there’s no going back. The struggle is wearing me down. I don’t feel like fighting myself anymore. 


  “The crisis is over.


  I wipe the sweat from my brow with the back of my hand. The strands of hair stick to it despite my efforts to pull them back.


  “Yes, this time.”


  Carter understands what I don’t.


  “You weren’t sure you could do it.”


  I shake my head pitifully and have to admit that my strength is fading faster and faster. I’m close to the point of no return.


  “You have to prepare for the worst.”


  “There are still a few days until the full moon. Maybe you’ll find your soulmate.”


  “Please, Carter. You don’t believe in it any more than I do.”


  It’s not for lack of trying. I’ve been up and down this country for two years. Two long years in which I found nothing but a few passing women who warmed my bed but not my soul. I finally returned home when my parents died. The memory still leaves a bitter taste in my mouth. Twenty-four months chasing a pipe dream instead of enjoying the last months of my parents’ lives. Probably my biggest regret to this day. I should have been there for them. Maybe I could have, I don’t know. Saved them. I could have sensed that something was wrong. 


  “You’re brooding again, Aaron. Stop muttering. You’re making the pack restless.”


  The members are indeed restless, wandering aimlessly. As Alpha, I’m connected to every member of the pack. Normally, I can sense their state of mind and defuse potential conflict situations in advance. But since the lunar madness has taken hold of me, the calming effect I have on the pack is fading. The flow between us is reversed, transmitting my doubts, fears, and anger. This makes the entire Silvermoon pack unstable. My disappearance will allow the pack to regain its balance. It’s high time this pack achieved the harmony it once enjoyed.


  “Let’s take a walk, Aaron. You need to blow off some steam before you go crazy.”


  He grimaces at his slip of the tongue.


  “Sorry about that.”


  I give her a friendly pat on the back, forgiving her involuntary faux pas, then pull my hand away from her shoulder blade just before my claws pierce her skin. This is where I’m at. Every gesture, even the most innocuous, is a potential risk of hurting one of my own. And again, we’re talking about Carter, the man I consider a brother. What would happen if a member provoked me, if one of them acted reprehensibly? I’d kill him, no doubt about it.


  We go deeper and deeper into the woods that border our territory, my mind trapped in dark thoughts. 


  “Remember when we were kids?”


  Carter looks at me as we continue on our way.


  “Of course I remember. Your father was quite an al-pha. We used to have fun running him around in circles, weaving between the tree trunks in this forest until he howled to force us into line.”


  I smile at the memory. It’s true that we were rambunctious cubs. But my father and mother led the pack with kindness and respect for all. They were as fair as I try to be. I miss them very much.


  “Why bring up the past, Aaron? Why now?”


  Why not now? 


  “Soon it will be too late. It’s now or never.”


  “You still have time, Aaron. Don’t give up so soon.”


  “So soon?”


  I slam my fist into a tree trunk, the bark creaking ominously. My fangs fly violently into my mouth, scratching my lower lip. 


  “Nothing is quick, Carter. I live in endless agony. You don’t know what it’s like to lose your mind, to be aware of it, to feel it with every movement and not be able to do anything about it! Every day I have to hold myself back so I don’t eviscerate a member of the pack because he looked at me too closely!


  Carter is five years my junior. So he’s got four more years before the moon madness sets in. What’s more, his wolf is much more accommodating than mine. I don’t doubt for a moment that he’ll accept a companion of convenience instead of his soul mate if she doesn’t show up at his door by then. 


  “Sorry, Aaron. I’m sorry, Aaron. You’re right. I don’t know what it means to fight your wolf when we were once one.”


  I rub my head and take deep breaths through my nose to control my violent impulses. I close my eyes to block out visions of my friend’s throat slit, limbs torn off and partially gnawed. The mere thought that I’m capable of such cruelty makes me sick, while my wolf licks his lips in anticipation. 


  Once I’ve regained my composure, I tell him what I’m thinking. 


  “I wonder what my father would have done in my place.”


  The lack of my lineage has never been more pressing than it is now. My family is the origin of the pack. My great-great-grandfather founded it, and each successive eldest son has made it thrive. Today, Silvermoon is more than established in the region. It was behind the town that grew up next to the territory, and its members own a number of businesses.


  “Your father believed deeply in soul mates, just as he believed in you.”


  I know that. My father was lucky enough to find his soul mate outside his garage one fine summer day. My mother’s car had broken down near Silver City and her vehicle had been towed to the nearest garage, the one my family owned and still owns. But the number of wolves finding their soul mates is minimal. In fact, it’s dwindling. It’s too small now for the future and growth of the packs to depend on it. Wolves need to bond with someone other than their soul mate. 


  “My father would have sacrificed himself for the Silvermoon Clan.”


  In a way, he did. When the humans in town spotted a wolf prowling around, my father wanted to lead them on a wild goose chase to protect the pack. He transformed himself to lead the hunters away from our territory. Unfortunately, it cost him and my mother their lives. Shape-shifters bound by the bond of soul mates can’t live without each other, unlike the bond of convenience.


  “No matter how much I blame you, it’s out of pure selfishness. You know how I am. I never wanted to lead the pack. I agreed to be your beta precisely because you were the Alpha.”


  “You’re just as dominant as I am. We both know you’re capable of being Alpha. I’m just Alpha by birth.”


  “Don’t bullshit me. You’re an excellent Alpha. You just can’t go against your wolf. You can’t bond with a mate without his consent.”


  That’s the problem. He’s never given it, despite all my attempts, despite all my pleas, despite the moon’s madness. My wolf refuses to let go. He’d rather die than spend the rest of his life with a woman who won’t let his heart beat.


   


   


   




  


  


  

    	

      Chapter 2


    


  


  Lilou


  I never thought I’d have to convince her to let me go alone. Dear me! I had hoped to slip away quietly, leaving only a letter explaining my need for solitude. It wasn’t exactly fair, but it was convenient, and in these complicated times, I crave simplicity. But of course, my friends had sensed my wavering state of mind lately, and they all showed up at my place together. Well, okay, “all” is a bit of an exaggeration; it’s only two of them. Still, I find it annoying. It’s caring, sure, but at the same time, it’s incredibly annoying! I can’t stand being hovered over like that. I feel like I’m being watched, like with... No! I refuse to think of him. Never again. He’s out of my life and I refuse to let him back in, not even in my thoughts. He has no place in my heart or mind. Never again. I close my eyes to push the memories away, to close this Pandora’s box before the plague spills out. Even without him, it seems I’m not free to live my life as I see fit.


  “Lilou, can you tell us where you were going in secret?”


  Of course, my backpack didn’t go unnoticed. It was left in the foyer, just waiting to be put into the trunk of the taxi that would soon arrive downstairs. So my explanation will have to be brief, or else he’ll leave without me. No way. I need this break to find myself again. 


  “Listen, I’m happy to count you among my friends. But I feel like I’m suffocating here.”


  I raise my hand to silence Mathew, my friend from my hospital stay. He was the nurse who helped me get back on my feet. He’s the one who shook me out of my desire to give up, and he was my involuntary confidant when my lips remained sealed under the incessant questioning of the police. He knows all about my wounds, my suffering and the scars I’ve kept, whether they’re visible or not. I’m eternally grateful for everything he did for me. His commitment to me went far beyond what his role at the hospital required. My story touched him, even though he’s seen worse behind the sterile walls of his job. But I guess that’s part of the problem. I want to forget the past that has left so many marks on my body, and that’s a difficult, if not impossible, task when everyone’s eyes seem to see right through the fabric. He knows what I’m hiding underneath the cloth and I can’t stand it anymore. I want to be more than the broken woman he sees in his eyes when he looks at me.


  “I need space. It’s imperative that I leave the city, get away from the world for a while.”


  Cassandra comes over and hugs me wordlessly, but her eyes are filled with so much sorrow that they could just as easily be mine.


  “Are you sure this is what you want? You know you’re in no danger here. He...”


  “No!”


  I bite my lip to keep my words from being sharper than I intend.


  “I’m not leaving to run from him, and I forbid you to say his name in my house.”


  It took me months to create this sanctuary, this place where there would be no trace of him, in any form.


  “Sorry, Lilou. I’m just worried about you. The last few months have been hard on you, and I’m not sure being alone in the middle of nowhere is going to help...”


  I watch her weigh her words as my resolve weakens.


  “Nothing is going to make you forget what you’ve been through. I mean...”


  She runs her tongue over her lips, uncomfortably, and I know exactly what she’s thinking without her saying it out loud.


  “My leaving won’t erase the marks on my body. I know that.”


  The bruises are gone, the bones have healed and the wounds are closed. As for the rest, I just have to learn to live with it, and yes, wherever I go, those marks will always follow me.


  “I am aware of everything you can say to me. Honestly. I know that leaving isn’t the solution to my problems. Besides, I don’t plan to leave forever. Let’s just say I’m taking a few days off, away from the hustle and bustle of the city.


  My two friends look at me suspiciously.


  “You promise us?”


  They didn’t even know each other a few months ago, but they have joined forces to carry me on their shoulders. They push me, each in their own way, to go beyond myself, to keep moving forward. They want the best for me. They want me to take control of my life again, as I do. But I can’t do that as long as my mind is clouded. I need to clear my head, and to do that I need to get away. I long to change my surroundings so that I can focus on what’s important: me. 


  “I promise. I’ll only be gone a few days, a week at the most.”


  “Do you have your phone?”


  “Of course! What sane woman would leave her house without her phone?”


  He raises an eyebrow as if to say: A woman who wants to disappear. We know each other too well now. Words have become unnecessary. Then I hold up my cell phone to prove that it’s really part of the plan.


  “Call me as soon as you arrive. Wherever you go, in fact. Do you know where you’re going?”


  “Yes and no, but I don’t plan on telling them or they’ll just freak out again. Of the three of us, I’m the one who’s inconsistent. They have to be my rock in every situation.”


  “I’m going camping a couple hundred miles from here.”


  Of course, Mathew can’t remain silent ad vitam æternam. 


  “That’s not a good idea, Lilou. Your body needs rest. It’s not ready for so much stress or physical exertion.”


  “Mathew...”


  “Do you want to die or what?”


  His outburst echoes in my head, again and again, long after I’ve kicked her out. I love them. They are my family, my only friends. But I can’t let them lock me in a cage. I’ve been in one too long, and I’ve paid a heavy price. Today it’s time for me to spread my wings. If they can’t accept that and support me, then so be it. I’ll do it alone. Even if it tears my heart apart again. Considering what’s left of it, I don’t care anymore...


  After drawing a two-hundred-kilometer radius around my home, I settled on a large green area with a train station nearby as my destination. Yes, it’s adventurous and no, it’s not really like me. But that’s exactly why I dive in head first. As my taxi takes me to the nearest station, I watch the city pass before my eyes. People are running in all directions, eager to reach their destination, not knowing that it may be their last journey. I used to be like them, oblivious to the world around me, indifferent to the people I crossed paths with. How many of those people needed help? How many of them died because of my indifference? So many questions that haunt me endlessly. It only takes one person to make a difference. For a while I prayed that someone would care about me and my fate. A neighbor could have raised the alarm. An elderly lady could have looked beyond the perfect couple’s appearance. But that never happened. Not until it was too late. It was up to me to save myself. Unfortunately, I was unable to find a solution. I willingly allowed myself to be locked in that cage. I stayed in it out of stubbornness, fear, and even stupidity. And to what result?


  “We have arrived, madam.”


  I blink several times to come back to the present moment. I often get overwhelmed by memories. I need to toughen up. I need to detach. That’s why I withdraw from the world for a while. I want to start over, but instead of reassembling the puzzle of my soul, I need to build a new one, more reliable and solid. I pay the driver, grab my train ticket, and wait on the platform, preparing for an adventure of which I’ll be the sole instigator. Today I decide. I am the master of my destiny. It’s both exhilarating and terrifying.


  Why have I come back here? Oh yes, I remember. To clear my head, to change my surroundings, to forget who I am. Right now, the main thing I remember is that I’m not a big fan of the outdoors. I probably should have thought about that before I got into this mess. The Silver City station opens directly into the forest, so I didn’t have to take another cab to get there. That’s actually a good thing. I think asking to be driven into the middle of the woods like Little Red Riding Hood would have earned me a strange look from the driver. Though I’m not sure the faces of the other passengers were any better when I started walking into the woods alone. Now, with the trees casting eerie shadows around me and the animals making all sorts of unsettling noises, I’m not so sure. And yet, isn’t this exactly what I wanted? To be isolated from the world, as if humans no longer existed and I was the last survivor on this planet? Here, that’s the case. There’s nothing but me. The only woman on the planet. In a way, it’s just what I needed. I just need to calm the pounding of my heart to enjoy it fully before I have a heart attack.


  The first night went pretty well. Of course, it took me forever to put three measly stakes in the ground to hold my tent in place. I’m far from athletic, my biceps are non-existent, and I’d say it hasn’t rained in this area in about a decade. Luckily, the tent was one of those that sets up on its own, otherwise I’d probably still be putting it together. After a monstrous encounter with a huge spider - it was as big as my fist! - in my sleeping bag, an epic battle to get the spider out of my makeshift home, and a meager meal consisting of a granola bar and a piece of fruit, I slept incredibly well. Exceptionally well, I should say. For someone prone to insomnia, I can hardly believe it. The hooting of the owl lulled me to sleep, and the scratching of the rodents on the dry leaves was a more effective sedative than any medication I refuse to take. In short, I’m incredibly well rested when my eyelids flutter open. Dawn pierces through the tent fabric. The sun will rise soon. Its rays will probably filter through the underbrush and warm my skin. I think I spotted a small body of water on my map, nestled in the green. A fresh bath would do me a world of good and surely help me shake off the last traces of sleep as my body wakes up. Securing my temporary home tightly, I slung my bag over my back with a small grimace, a sign that my short hike the day before had left its mark, and headed out for an early walk.


  Why have I never done this before? Hmm, I know why. He would never have let me go. Not without him. Especially not without him. Even with him, I suppose. A romantic walk? With no one around to show how good he was for me? How lucky I was to have him? No. Never. It would never have occurred to him. He didn’t need that to be happy. He prefers the smell of blood to the fresh, authentic scent of nature. I shake awake at the sound of a stream. It seems I’m getting closer to my goal. What I thought was water is actually a river, wide enough for me to dip my feet in. After a moment’s hesitation, I take off my pants and T-shirt, leaving only my underwear. Unconsciously, my gaze falls on my legs. They’re a patchwork of stitches. I would cry if my tears hadn’t dried up long ago. That doesn’t stop a lump from forming in my throat when my eyes fall on my stomach, which is marked by a long scar. I swallow hard and dip my feet into the cold water. Really cold. The problem with rivers is that the water is always moving, always renewing itself. So it doesn’t have a chance to warm up in the sun. My fine hair stands up on my arms as my muscles contract painfully. Holy crap! I wasn’t expecting that! 


  “Come on, girl!”


  Personal encouragement is often a great help to me. I appreciate silence. But sometimes I find it stifling. Silence often meant bad news on the way. It meant a storm on the horizon, and I was always at the center of the whirlwind. It was always my fault! No... I clench my fists as hard as I can, digging my nails into my skin until my blood starts to trickle. I have to forget these silly thoughts. I have to remember that I am not responsible for anything. I never was! Mathew has reminded me of this many times, but it’s hard for me to admit that I could have gotten out sooner if I hadn’t lacked courage, if I hadn’t just endured in silence.


  “Gather your thoughts, girl! Nothing better than a cold bath.”


  I take a few more steps, letting the cold of the water numb my damaged limbs. The cold climbs up all my nerve endings to my brain. It’s insane. I probably risk hypothermia if I’m not careful. And yet, I’ve never felt more alive than I do right now.


  I ignore the fact that my toes are curled up in the sand of the river and wade further into the clear liquid. The nearby waterfall is sweet music to my ears. I let the sound seep into my soul. When I reach the middle of the riverbed, I push on my knees to bend them and fully immerse myself in the water. I shiver as my breasts reach the water’s edge. They stand out under the thin fabric of my bra.


  “Mathew and Cassandra are never going to believe me!”


  But it’s not the water that makes my blood run cold, it’s an animal howl that echoes in the distance.


   


   




  


  

    	

      Chapter 3


    


  


  Aaron


  It’s broad daylight and the sun is high in the sky. I shouldn’t feel the pull of the moon for a few more hours. But my wolf pulls at its leash as hard as it pulls at my skin. It demands its freedom, scratching at my insides. He insists on being released immediately. Its power is so strong that I find myself kneeling in the middle of the Silvermoon territory, panting and sweating.


  “Aaron, what is happening to you?”


  I can’t answer. My body is on fire, my skin too tight to hold my animal. I feel like my bones are about to break without ever healing. I’m about to be pulverized in the air. The pain is so intense that I could pray for it.


  “Aaron, tell me what I can do to help you.”
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