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It had been two weeks since Jackson had locked her in a room and disappeared.

And she knew he had disappeared because Faith, the only person she had seen in those two weeks, had told her so.

It was funny how nothing else seemed to matter just because her worry had taken her over. Her stronger hearing, eyesight, her messed up head... None of it.

It didn’t matter that she was somehow able to sit by her window listening in to all the conversations outside just because she wanted to hear any information about Jackson.

It didn’t matter that she had become so violent that she’d beat Amber up as if it were  nothing. 

It didn’t matter that she could now see all the way to the gate and the guardhouse when she had seen nothing when she first arrived. 

It didn’t matter that she was living among murderers.

It didn’t matter that when she sat by the window at night, she saw the glowing eyes in the woods. She heard the snarls. The growls. And she was becoming just like them just because she was living with them.

It didn’t matter that she could hear the soft footsteps of the wolf coming up the hallways and smell the food on the tray she carried.

Jackson was gone. And her world had ended.

The door was unlocked, and Faith walked in with her dinner. She was early. As always, the young wolf locked the door behind her before carrying the tray to the table, and then she turned without saying a word. 

“Is there any news?” she asked. She had hardly spoken lately, so her voice was hoarse.

“I’ve told you not to keep asking me,” Faith said. 

Faith was no longer friendly like she had been before. There were no warm smiles or stolen conversations. 

“I need to know.”

“If you needed anything from him, all you had to do was ask. I don’t know why you had to destroy our home by being so selfish,” Faith said, walking towards the door. “Breakfast will be late tomorrow, so I brought some sandwiches and fruits in case you get hungry.”

She was still being taken care of, even though she was a real prisoner this time. The door closed firmly, and then the key was turned. She sighed and looked back out of the window. The sun was almost setting, and the full moon was already out. There were more people than usual for the end of the day out on the lawn, and the whispered conversations were about a run.

Was that a thing wolves did? Run together under a full moon?

That was something she would never really know because even if Jackson came back, he wouldn’t talk to her like he did before. Had she hurt him that much? Did he feel like she did? Like there was a hole where his heart used to be?

The lock turned in the door again, surprising her out of her thoughts. She hadn’t heard anyone else come up the stairs after Faith. Could it be... Her heart rose to her mouth as the door opened, and then immediately crashed again when she saw who had walked in. 

She turned completely from the window to look at the dark-haired man. His beard had grown, and his green eyes looked tired. But he had healed entirely from the beating Jackson had given him. Jackson had snatched her up and dragged her back to the car, and he had driven it with the missing door back to the packhouse. They had left Dylan lying in his blood on the ground in the forest.

Dylan’s eyes were sharp as they met hers, and there was none of the coldness she was used to in them. He stood by the door for a long while without saying anything. She wasn’t surprised that she remained calm—she’d felt dead for weeks. Her heart was steady as she looked him in the eyes.

“Why did you do it?” he asked finally.

She turned back to look out the window without responding. Moments later, Dylan came to stand beside her and looked out into the yard, too. 

“You’re going to have to stay away from the windows tonight in case you see something you shouldn’t.”

Something else, he meant. She knew he had been conscious when she had thrown herself between him and the red-eyed beast.

“Why did you do it, Layla?” Dylan asked again.

“Would you rather have died?”

“Jackson was right. I haven’t been good to you, and I did want you dead. You must have known that. So why did you save me?”

She sighed and walked away from the window to go and sit in front of her food. Even though she felt like shit, she had become rather ravenous lately. She didn’t want to think about  what that meant. She had no other pregnancy symptoms, but...

“He told me you’re his only friend. And you did seem close when I met you at the hotel. I don’t want him to do something he’ll regret when I’m gone.”

Dylan folded his arms and leaned against the window ledge. 

“I thought I was fixing things but made them worse,” he said quietly. “He ordered me to protect you with my life. I shouldn’t have tried to find a way around that. I owe you my life now, Layla. I will keep the promise I made to him.”

She paused in the middle of lifting the lids off her food.

“Why are you speaking as if he’s not coming back?”

“Because I don’t know if he will. He’s cut everyone off. I can’t reach him.”

She was sure he didn’t mean over the phone. He was openly discussing werewolf things with her when Jackson told her the knowledge was too dangerous for her to have.

But she couldn’t think about that when Dylan’s words hit her hard. 

Why had she even wondered if Jackson felt the same? The first changes she had noticed in herself were her reactions to him. Sensing how he felt had become an everyday thing. She had known she had hurt him the moment she said those words that night.

The pain had been...

She put the lid back on her food, the pain at the forefront again.

“When did you know?”

She knew what he was asking, but for the first time since she arrived, she put all her trust in Jackson and everything he had taught her. 

“Know what?”

“I know you saw him. You saw what he did,” Dylan said.

“I don’t know what you mean,” she answered calmly before she opened the food containers and put some food in her mouth.

Dylan sighed and then pushed away from the window. He walked towards her and pulled something out of his pocket. Her phone. She dropped her cutlery and eagerly reached for it. 

“I’ve saved my number there. Call me if you need anything,” Dylan said. “And try not to worry your sister. I can’t take you to see her because taking you past the gates is... It’s dangerous.”

There were too many missed calls and messages on her phone. Brit would have been going out of her mind.

But still, even that thought didn’t hurt her as much as the pain in her chest caused by Jackson.

“Do you need anything? More food, books? Movies?”

It was weird to see him being civil. She shook her head and put the phone down on the table. She couldn’t speak to Brit now, anyway. Her sister would know that something was wrong.

“Don’t try to come outside tonight. It will be dangerous,” Dylan continued. 

And then he gave her a nod before walking to the door. 

He was halfway there when he paused and then rushed to the window. His face paled, and his eyes flashed briefly.

“Fuck,” he whispered.

“What’s happened?” she asked as she stood and walked to the windows, too.

Was it Jackson? Could he see him? 

Dylan turned and pulled something else from his pocket. She was surprised when he put a set of keys in her hand.

“Lock the door behind me and hide. Do not let anyone but me into this room.”

“What’s happening?” she repeated, following him to the door.

“We’re under attack.” 



​



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


​Chapter 2


[image: image]




Layla opened the window and leaned out to figure out what was happening. There was something in the air pressing down on her. Fear and desperation. She recognised it only because she had felt it too much in the months she had been there.

All around her, she heard the sounds of fighting. Growls. Snarls. Yelps and whines. She heard the clinking of weapons and shouting. She heard children crying. 

The gates had been open when Jackson’s people gathered at the front of the house, but they were firmly shut now. The fighting seemed to be beyond the gates, maybe in town. She didn’t know why she could hear that far, but the sounds brought her out of the depression she had sunk into the past two weeks. 

People were dying. She could hear their gurgling as they took their last breaths, terrifying her, breaking her. She heard a girl scream and then nothing. As if her life had just been ripped from her. 

Shock forced her to step back from the window and clutch her chest. 

These were Jackson’s people, and he wasn’t there to protect them because of her. This was her fault. 

She looked down at the keys she had gripped tightly in her hand. It was her fault, yet she was safe in the packhouse. It wasn’t right.

“Help! Help me!”

Layla leaned out of the window again and tried to focus on where the sound had come from. And when she saw it, her breath hitched, and her heart stopped beating. Two girls, no older than nine or ten, pounded at the gates, constantly looking behind them as if the threat was getting closer. 

Something inside her pushed her to move before she could think too deeply about it. She unlocked the door and ran down the hallway and the stairs. Only as she was speeding towards the gate did she realise she was running faster than usual. Maybe it was the adrenaline. Her heart was now beating like crazy, and she felt invincible.

“Please, hurry,” one of the girls cried. “They took our father. Please help us.”

No one was in the guardhouse when she finally reached it, but after a few seconds, she worked out which button to press to open the gate. She rushed out to meet the girls as they ran inside. 

“Are you okay? Did they hurt you?” she asked as she quickly inspected the girls.

“I don’t know where our mum is,” the younger girl said.

The little girls trembled, and tears fell continuously down their cheeks. They reminded her so much of Britney that her protective instincts kicked in. She put her arms around them briefly and looked towards the sounds of fighting. The gate was still open, and the commotion was getting closer. The hair rose on her neck, and goosebumps appeared on her arms at the vicious sounds. And the screams... Her heart cracked with each one.

“Run to the house and lock the door behind you,” she instructed the girls. “If anyone comes who you don’t know, don’t open the door. Just go and hide.”

The girls ran as soon as she released them, and then she turned her attention back to the gate. What could she do? These were clearly werewolves fighting; they would kill her instantly if she went out there. She didn’t even have a weapon. 

She ran back into the guardhouse to look around and then breathed a sigh of relief when she saw the back wall lined with weapons. Knives, swords, guns... She’d never had any weapons training, so she knew she would probably hurt herself, but she picked up a small knife that she felt a little more confident with once she weighed it in her hand. 

She was about to run back outside when she thought of the girls she had sent to hide. She couldn't leave the gate open. When she returned to the controls, she finally noticed the security screens at the side. There was fighting on every screen. Giant wolves lunging at each other and ripping each other apart. Men and women fighting with weapons. 

Children... The children.

She couldn't sit and not do anything. 

Among all the buttons on the control board in front of her, she saw a button to open the gate manually. She would still see if anyone tried to go inside if she stayed close enough to the entrance and could get to the kids in the house first if someone got too close.

Once again, something pushed her to press the button, and she ran out of the guardhouse to slide the gate closed. And then she let out a breath as she held the knife in front of her. The thought that she would probably die that night filtered through her mind, but she pushed it away. 

She knew she was being stupid. She was that idiotic girl that got in everyone’s way and got people killed. She knew everyone trained; it was why Jackson had kept her locked up so she wouldn’t see them. They were more experienced than her. They wouldn’t fault her if she stayed inside. 

“The wards around the packhouse should hold. You’ll be safe once you get through the gates. Take your sister.”

A woman’s voice carried over to her from somewhere down the road. She squinted and saw a woman coming out of the shadows of the trees onto the road and handing a bundled-up baby to a boy who didn’t look old enough for such a big task.

“Come with us, mummy,” the boy sniffed.

“I have to get the others. I love you, Max,” the woman said. Her voice was breaking. She could sense the emotions the young mother was trying to hold in.

Without hesitating, she ran towards them. 

“I’ll take them.”

The woman was startled for a moment, although she didn’t know why. From what she had learned, wolves had a strong sense of smell. They would have known she was nearby.

And that was another reason why this was a stupid idea. They would get her before she did anything.

“I’ll take them to the gates,” she insisted as she stuck the knife down the waistband of her jeans before she took the baby from the boy.

The mother only hesitated briefly before she kissed both children and then ran off towards the fighting.

“Take my hand,” she ordered the boy. 

There was no time to fall apart now. A war raged around her; she couldn’t afford to make any mistakes. The moment they were inside the gates, she handed the baby back to the boy. 

“Go and knock on the door. There are two girls inside who will open it for you. Be careful.”

Only when the boy started moving did she look at the gates. What did that woman mean there were wards around the house? Protective wards? Like witches and magic stuff? Was that a thing?

More screams echoed in the air, and she prayed with everything in her that it wasn’t the woman who had just left her children. She ran towards the screams. She didn’t know how, but she could easily pick up the direction it came from. The rows of houses sat between wooded areas, and she imagined that helped to hide the town if anyone looked from the sky. The screams were coming from those woods. 

She pulled her knife out as she approached and kept her eyes open. The full moon didn’t really illuminate much under the trees, but she didn’t need it. Everything was so clear it might as well have been daylight. 

The moment she found the source of the screams, her heart stopped for the second time that night. 

A huge man was pinning a young woman down and tearing at her clothes.

The same way those three men had done to her. 

In her mind, she could see herself as that woman, unable to move, waiting for the torment to end. And then that anger she had felt before towards Amber ripped through her. She would not freeze again. 

One second she was far from the scene, and the next, she had jumped on the man’s back and put the knife through him. Her anger didn’t go away even when the man slumped forward and she could no longer hear his heart beating.

It was the girl’s sniff that briefly brought her back to herself. She pulled the dead weight from her body and felt relieved when she realised she had gotten there in time. 

“Get to the packhouse,” she whispered to the girl.

There was already another fight that had grabbed her attention. Like a thief in the night, she stayed in the shadows as she went towards the fighting. Her anger fueled her actions, and part of her recognised this was another out-of-body experience. This was not her. But it didn’t matter now. People were dying because of her. 

It felt like hours later when she finally snapped out of it and realised she had blood splattered all over herself and dripping down her hands. Her breath hitched when her mind’s eye showed her what she had just done, like a horror movie. She had fought like a coward, attacking them from behind because she knew she couldn’t win a real fight. She had fought dirty, but she had won. There were bodies littered all over the woods. 

Her hands shook as she raised them to look at them, unable to fathom what she had just done. The knife dropped from her hand and clattered onto the paved road.

What was happening to her?

“Retreat!”

She heard that call from a distance, making her look around at where she was. She had come further into the town than she had intended. 

The children. She had left them alone.

She turned from the road and started to run back through the woods in the direction she had come. When she arrived at the gates, many children were waiting inside. Some were wounded, but they were huddled together and waiting anxiously. She had saved them. It didn’t make up for feeling like she was the cause of it all, but at least it was a start.

“Miss Layla,” a girl called out as she ran towards her. “Are you okay?”

It was the girl she had saved from being violated. 

Was she okay? No. She probably would never be. The things she had done were still going through her head. 

But she nodded, and then the girl rushed into her arms. 

“Thank you,” she whispered. 

She didn’t deserve to be thanked. Because the fighting was over, but the air around them had changed from fear and desperation to despair. 

People were dead. It was her fault.
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Dawn was breaking when Layla stood at the windows and watched the activity outside as she towel-dried her hair. There had been tents put up all over the front grounds, and she was guessing they were all over the rest of the grounds as well. It looked like the whole town had moved to the packhouse. Maybe because of the wards, whatever those were.

When Jackson ordered her to attend the dinner, she assumed the whole town had been invited, but she could see how wrong she had been. So many people walked in and out of the house and spilled out of the tents in large groups. 

A line of them walked through the gates carrying the injured into the house. 

And they carried their dead into the biggest tent next to the house.

Her heart broke as she saw how many there were. Were any of them the young woman who’d left her children in her care? She must have had more family in the fight to leave her babies like that. 

If Jackson had been there, would any of them have died? Would his beast have ripped through the enemy as easily as it had destroyed the wolf that had almost attacked her? Maybe people would have died anyway, but she didn’t think there would have been so many.

She threw the towel onto the floor and didn't bother putting shoes on before she unlocked the door and walked out. Her ears picked up activity everywhere, as if people were in every room of the house. She had never thought much about it, but had she and Jackson had this massive house to themselves? When she had first arrived, she had assumed it was a hotel of sorts because of the sheer size. 

On the second-floor landing, she hesitated. Dylan had told her to stay in her room, where she had been locked up for weeks. Judging by Faith's attitude towards her, she wasn’t anyone’s favourite person, so her help wouldn’t be welcome.

But still, she walked down the hallway, keeping her ears open. There were low, pained moans coming from every room, and there didn’t seem to be enough people to tend to them. Two young ladies she recognised from the kitchen came out of one of the rooms holding a basket full of bloody rags. They looked pale and tired, and didn’t even look in her direction as they rushed down the stairs.

She slipped into the room they had come out of and saw a man on the bed. They had covered him, but he was sweaty and restless, and his face was contorted with pain. She could smell something in the air—antiseptic, herbs, and the hint of something metallic, which she knew was blood. And there was something else. Something she couldn’t put her finger on as she walked closer to the man. 

He was a big man, as most of them were, but she suspected this one was one of the security guards she had seen many times doing patrols around the house. Those seemed bigger than most. They had all been smiling and getting ready for a run before the attack, but now it looked like he wouldn’t make it to the end of the day. 

Tears fell onto her cheeks before she could stop them as she sat beside him. She realised what she could smell in the air. Death. She could smell death clinging to him.

“I’m so sorry,” she whispered, putting her hand on his forehead. He was burning up, but she knew they wouldn’t even consider taking anyone to a hospital outside their little world. 

“If Jackson had been here, he would have stopped this,” she whispered again, stroking his damp hair out of his face. Maybe no one would have dared to attack if he had been home. “I wish I could take all your pain.”

The man groaned and moved against her hand as if its coolness comforted him. He seemed to settle into a more restful sleep when she continued to comfort him. When she moved to the next room, she did the same. An apology was the least she could do, but it would never be enough. There were people with missing limbs and cuts and bruises that were too gruesome for her to look at. But she took time to make them as comfortable as she could and sit with them all. 

By the time she stuck her head around the door of the last room on the ground floor, it was late afternoon, and she was exhausted. But when she noticed who lay in the bed, her heart dropped. It was the woman who had left her babies. Her breathing was shallow, and her face was as white as the sheets she was lying on. In this room, there was nothing but the smell of death. She couldn’t help weeping as she held the woman’s hand, and her heart broke for her children. Maybe she should have begged her to go to the packhouse with her children, and she should have joined the fight in the woman’s place.

She had no idea how long she sat with her, but when she snapped out of her thoughts, the room was dark, and the woman in the bed was tightly gripping her hand. Her eyes were open, and she looked more alert than she should have been. It had to be the surge before death—when someone appeared better just before they died. 

“My children,” she whispered.

“They’re here. I’ll find them and bring them,” she promised as she squeezed the woman's hand and released it.

“No. They shouldn’t see me like this,” the woman whispered as her eyes closed. “I’ll see them in the morning.”

What if she wasn’t there in the morning? She didn’t want to go against a dying woman’s wishes, but what if she died and left things unsaid? Her breathing was better, and she looked peaceful. It would be less traumatising for her son if they said their goodbyes when she looked like she was just resting.

She sighed and then walked out of the room. It wasn’t her choice to make. 

Walking through the lobby felt like walking through a warzone. People were talking at once and walking in and out of the house. Some had trays of food, while others carried medical supplies. The smell of food made her stomach growl, reminding her that she’d barely started eating when they had been attacked. She sniffed the air and her mouth watered. Maybe she could grab something to eat while she looked for the children.

“Get out of the way,” someone snarled behind her just before he shoved her against the wall.

She was too drained and depressed to react. Besides, they had every right to hate her now. 

The smell of food led her past the dining room to the wide doors of the large hall where they had had dinner. She could hear the loud chatter and the clinking of plates and cutlery as if that was where they had set up meals for the whole town. There were too many voices inside, and by the tones of their voices, she knew emotions were running too high for her to be anywhere near them.

With a sigh, she turned away. She was almost back in the lobby when she heard a voice that stopped her.

“Now isn’t the time, Zach. Wait for Jackson if you want to discuss his guest.” Dylan's voice sounded as clear as he was standing beside her.

“Now is the only time,” another voice said. It sounded a little familiar, but she couldn’t think where she had heard it before. 

“If we kill her now, she will be just another casualty of this war. She was safe within these walls while we lost so many of our own,” the man continued. 

The words speared her heart because they were true. Even though she had snuck around in the shadows and done what she could, she hadn’t been in as much danger as those actively fighting. 

She walked slowly towards the doorway where the voices drifted from and peeked around the frame. It looked like a den or lounge, but there was no one else in it except the two. Dylan looked through a pile of paperwork in his arms while an older man stood beside him. She recognised him as the one Jackson had sat next to at the dinner. He hadn’t seemed to like her much then, either. 

“You know as well as I do that she’s the cause of this. She weakened our King, and a pack we would have normally wiped out managed to sneak in and kill us. It’s not right, Beta. She needs to die. At the very least, throw her in the dungeon. Don’t let everyone suffer by watching her walk around as if she is our Luna.”

“I agree.”

The sound of that voice had her sucking in a breath and turning to look behind her. 

Jackson.

His icy-blue gaze burnt through her and pinned her to her spot. Though her heart soared because he was alive, her head knew she was in trouble. She had never seen that much fury in his eyes, even in the beginning.

“Jax!” Dylan said as he came to the doorway, and then he must have noticed her standing there. “Layla, I told you to stay in your room.”

“See. She’s walking around down here, and we didn’t even know she was there,” the older man mumbled. “We must send her to the dungeons until we sort out the mess she’s caused.”

Jackson stepped forward slowly, his eyes not leaving hers for a second. 

“Don’t worry, Zach. I’ll fix my mess. She won’t be a problem to anyone again.”
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Jackson realised his mistake the moment he reconnected with his pack after letting Cain roam and lick his wounds. So many bonds had been severed as his pack was slaughtered, and he’d felt them all at once. The pain had been crippling.

All of that had happened because he had allowed the bond with Layla to get the better of him. He’d let her break him. He’d allowed her to trample on his heart and play him for a fool, and his pack had paid the price. 

He would never trust the half-blood again.

How could she stand there looking as if nothing had happened? How could she still have that look in her eyes as if she was happy to see him? How could she still... feel all of that? She’d tried to leave! The bond obviously didn’t affect them the same way.

He looked over her head to meet Dylan’s gaze. His former friend lowered his eyes.

“Lock her up in the basement,” he said. 

The cells in the basement were nothing like the dungeon in the woods. They had the basics, and that was it. Nothing luxurious about them. She wouldn’t live like a queen and take him for a fool under his roof again.

“Jax?” Dylan questioned. 

His confusion coloured the air while Zach smiled gleefully. Maybe the old advisor assumed he was finally listening to the shit he had to say. This had nothing to do with them, but he was taking responsibility for his actions.

“Three meals a day and some water. No visitors.”

He turned away after that instruction without looking at Layla again. His pack had to come first, as it should have before. If he had done that instead of giving in, Cain wouldn’t have been such an emotional wreck in his head, howling in pain because their world had caved in. 

“We haven’t used those rooms in years. I don’t know if they’re clean—”

“I’m sure Layla will do well in all the filth,” he growled as he walked away from them.

Guilt started trickling into his head before he walked out of the door, but he shoved it away. Layla had brought this on herself. She would be his prisoner until the time came for her to leave. Until the baby in her stomach was placed in his arms.

The guilt trickled through again. She was carrying his child. The basement was no place for a pregnant woman. But he didn’t want her too close to him when he was still feeling vulnerable. The bond was still as strong as ever despite what she had done to him, and if he heard her cry or beg... If he spent too long with her scent wrapped around him, he would give in. 

Or he would be the one to go crawling back to her because Layla seemed to have taken his pride along with his heart.

He stopped at the top step and looked around at his people. The grounds had enough space to hold everyone in emergencies, but he could see how many were missing. He could feel it.

“Alpha.”

He looked at Micah as he approached. His Head Warrior had his arm and shoulder strapped and had some bruises on his tired face. Micah was one of the strongest in the pack. No one from the Red Moon Pack should have been able to even touch him.

“Is your wife alright?” he asked.

“She had been visiting Cassie when the attack happened,” Micah nodded. “She’s safe.”

Micah winced as he started to come up the stairs.

“Don’t strain yourself,” he said as he walked down to meet him instead. “You should be resting and healing.”

“There will be enough time for that when things are settled. The Red Moon pack is still in the forest,” Micah said. “We lost many of our men. I have to stay alert. Gamma Jon didn’t make it, despite Diedre’s best efforts.”

He hadn’t liked the guy, but he’d never wished him dead. Everything was his fault. He’d known something wasn’t right when the Red Moon pack numbers kept increasing, and instead of meeting with Chase to find out what the issue with his wards was, he had run after Layla.

“The Circle’s wards failed completely. I have no idea why. We were attacked from all directions, and most residents were not ready. Their guards were down as they prepared for the run.”

The first day of the full moon was always set aside for the pack runs. The call of the moon was always stronger, and it helped them bond as a pack. Diedre had once told him that spells cast on the first moon were always more potent, too. Maybe the attack hadn’t been a coincidence. 

“I’m going to fix it,” he stated. “Go and rest, Micah.”

“There are too many of them to fight, Alpha. Let me—”

“I can sense all the pain you’re trying to hide. Go and heal, Micah. I can’t lose you, too.”

He walked down the driveway and tried to ignore the pain and despair around him. He tried to ignore the blame they threw at him even though they had every right to feel that way. He couldn’t even look at them. Even if he had two lifetimes, he would never be able to make up for letting them down. 

Maybe it was a good thing he was dying, after all. He’d fucked up. 

There was only one thing he could do now.

He pulled his t-shirt off as he approached the gate. As he was about to push his sweats down, he saw a little boy holding a sleeping baby as he sat with his back against the guardhouse. The boy had dried tear tracks on his face, and so much sadness was coming from him that he had to stop. 

When he approached the boy, he tensed and lowered his head. The boy wouldn’t have his wolf until he was around eighteen, and he never forced children to submit to him. The boy looked too serious for his age. Was this his fault, too? How many children had to grow up in the blink of an eye because they’d lost their parents last night?

“What’s your name?” he asked gently as he lowered to his haunches. 

“Max,” the boy whispered.

“And who’s this little bundle?”

“Jade. My sister,” Max whispered again.

Was this all he had left of his family?

“Have you eaten yet?” He didn’t want to ask if he’d been left all alone with his sister. His heart was in enough pieces as it was. 

“I can’t eat yet. I’ll eat when mum comes to get us.”

He was about to mindlink Micah when he remembered he had told him to rest. With a sigh, he mindlinked Dylan instead. He still didn’t know how to deal with Dylan’s betrayal, but he had to do what was best for his pack.

‘There’s a boy by the guardhouse holding a baby. Take them to my room and make sure they are taken care of. They can sleep there tonight. Find out who his mother is.’

He ruffled the boy’s hair as he stood up. 

“Beta Dylan is coming to take you to the packhouse. You’re too close to the gate here,” he said.

He walked away before he started thinking too much. Before he started feeling too much. The pain had crippled him long enough. 

The gates opened as he shucked his sweats and shifted instantly. Cain’s emotions pummelled down on him the second he gave the beast control. It wasn’t just the pain; it was the rage. Cain acted like a dick most of the time and liked to rip apart people who pissed him off. Until Layla came along, that had never included his pack. The pack had always been his top priority, even if they feared him. And he was a possessive fucker—no one was allowed to mess with what was his. 

With Cain’s stronger senses, he located where the Red Moon pack was. They had split into groups and were far enough away that his pack wouldn’t have sensed their location clearly. But he could.

With the red haze of his fury over his vision, he headed towards the first group. When he was a boy, he realised how terrified people were of him because of the extra abilities he had started manifesting as his beast grew. So he had stopped talking about them so his pack would be more comfortable with him. He had stopped talking about it out of fear that the Circle would devise a way to get rid of him. 

But he didn’t give a shit about any of that now as he blended into the shadows like a ghost. The forest was his domain, and these fuckers had the nerve to hide in it and assume they were safe. Despite his size, they didn’t hear him approach until it was too late. Until he’d already started ripping them apart and crushing them. One group after another. 

And when they started to run, the chase made Cain more vicious. Like the night he had been cursed, he didn’t give a shit if they begged. He didn’t give a shit how old they were. He didn’t give a shit if they screamed. He wanted all their blood. 

When the last wolf standing realised what had happened, he shifted to his human form.

“Please,” he begged.

Kendrick’s Beta. The new Alpha, who had been there when he had killed Kendrick as a warning to everyone else. 

“I was given no choice,” the man stammered. “She told me she would help me. She said we have to avenge Alpha Kendrick.”

So he’d been right. The witch again. She was still meddling and trying to make his life hell.

He shifted and grabbed the useless Alpha by the throat. He didn’t even know his name.

“The witch. She’s been giving us charms and increasing our pack numbers with rogues. We were made stronger and were supposed to be invincible. She said if I didn’t do it, she would kill me and find someone else who could,” the man hissed.

“Where is she?”

“She said you obliterated her pack; she’s the only one left. I assumed that’s where she still lives. Please, Your Highness. Let me live.”

He let the man go and shifted. How could he beg for mercy after what he had done? He let Cain do as he wanted to him, and then when the forest was finally still, he walked back to his gates with the blood of his enemies dripping down his mouth and fur. There was no sense of victory, only guilt.

No one in his pack would have died if he had been home. He’d failed them. 
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​Chapter 5
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Layla walked quietly beside Dylan as he led her to the basement. 

She didn’t know what she had expected to feel once she saw Jackson again, but it wasn’t the pain that filled every part of her body. She was the one who had tried to leave, and she thought she had been ready to do that, but the reality was hitting her differently. 

Jackson had rejected her, and her heart was broken.

And that was the most ridiculous thing she had felt to date. How was she supposed to live with all the contrasting feelings inside her on top of all her guilt? It was crushing down on her like a weight she would never be able to shed. 

Dylan walked down the steps into the basement, and she followed. Only when he reached the middle of the room did he stop and turn to her.

“I haven’t put the light on,” he stated with a frown. 

She could see his face as clear as day, just as she had seen clearly during the attack. Now that Jackson had cast her aside, she had many questions to ask Dylan about what to expect if she got pregnant and had to stay with them for nine months. Was she now one of them? 

But how was she supposed to trust a man who had openly admitted that he had intended to kill her instead of taking her to her sister?

“Sorry, my head is all over the place right now. I wasn’t paying attention.”

“Is that what it is?” Dylan said with a sigh as he walked back to switch the light on. It seemed he had something to say about that, too, but he had chosen not to question her further. “Watch your feet. You aren’t wearing any shoes.” 

Instead of heading to the door across the room where the garage was, he turned to his left. She saw another door, and this one had a lock on the outside. Dylan pulled some keys out of his pocket and then went through several before he found the right one. The door was metal and rusty, and it opened with a loud squeak. 

Even with her improved vision, she could barely see what was in the room. Dylan didn’t move away from the doorway to allow her inside. 

“I’m sorry,” Dylan whispered. “All of this is my fault. People are dead because of me.”

“No. This one is all on me,” she answered with a sigh. 

“I knew what the risks were. I knew this was going to happen,” Dylan said as he turned to face her. “And I knew he’d get angry and possibly kill me. I did it anyway because I thought... I didn’t realise he had become that strongly attached to you.”

“So attached to me, he’s thrown me into a dungeon.”

“Believe it or not, this isn’t our dungeon,” Dylan said. He turned back to the room and put the light on. “He should have killed both of us, but you stopped him. The only way that would be possible is if you’re... But that doesn’t make sense.”

He said that as if he were speaking to himself. What was he going to say?

“What are you talking about?” she asked.

Dylan sighed and walked into the room. It was a long, dusty room with a small table and chair beside the door. Along one wall were four doors, also locked from the outside. 

“I’ll clean this up for you and bring fresh bedding and food,” Dylan said without answering her question. 

“You don’t have to do that. That’s what I do for a living; I can handle it. I’m sure many people need your help right now.”

He walked to the furthest door and unlocked it. The light switch was outside the room, meaning they could make her sit in the dark all day if they wanted to. The room had no windows, and the only furniture was a narrow cot along one wall. The toilet was on the opposite side, and a sink was next to it, but there was no shower. It was how she imagined a jail cell to look, and she couldn’t imagine how much worse their actual dungeon looked.

“It’s the least I can do, Layla. And Jackson sent you here, but I’m sure he’ll still go crazy if you’re not cared for.”

“Why are you so sure about that?”

Dylan stopped talking and met her gaze. 

“You know you’ve been talking to me about things I’m not supposed to know since we got down here. What’s one more thing?” she pointed out. 

“I’m not sure what’s happening yet,” Dylan answered, “but once I find out, I’m not sure I can tell you about it. I’ll go and get—”

Dylan stopped mid-sentence as they all did when they did their telepathy thing.

“I have to go. I have to make sure the kids are okay for the night,” he said as he turned away.

“Wait. The kids that made it inside the house... Are they okay?”

Dylan turned back to her with a thoughtful look. Had she done something wrong? Was she not supposed to know anything at all about what had happened?

“I’ve not really had a chance to speak to them because we have too many injured, but they are being looked after,” he answered before finally walking out of the room. 

The metal door creaked as it shut, and then the sound of the lock echoed in the small space. Moments later, another key being turned echoed. She was left in the middle of the room with nothing but her thoughts. The very thoughts she had been trying to escape from that had been hidden under the shock and guilt of what had happened. And what she had done.

She looked down at her hands. Though it had been hours since she had showered, she could still see the blood dripping from her fingers. She could still feel echoes of her anger as she had used her hands to do something she’d never imagined she would do. Something that had made her scared of Jackson when she realised it was his nature. 

How could she live with herself now, even if she somehow left this place? She would never be whole again.

When those thoughts threatened to push her over the edge again, she took a deep breath and focused on the room. She would keep busy somehow, even if she had to clean over and over again. It was a temporary fix. Like putting a plaster on an infected wound. She would have to think about everything eventually. She would have to decide what she would do with her life. 

But now, she only wanted to scrub and polish until her heart didn’t hurt anymore. She stripped the cot of the dusty bedding and then ripped a few strips from one of the sheets. As she started to wipe, dust, and scrub, she focused on the task at hand. 

But that niggling thing in her head kept trying to bring everything back. She briefly wondered why that imaginary red wolf had said she would be safe with Jackson when she was stuck in the middle of some sort of war. The thing in the back of her mind made her think it was because she belonged with Jackson and would never be complete without him.

When she tried to think happy thoughts, like when she would see her sister again and return to her real life, the thing in her head told her this was her life now. Her world. There was no going back. 

When she wondered how she could have so easily taken a life, something in her head told her it was because she was a monster, just like Jackson. 

And the scary part? She could now hear those thoughts the same way she had heard the imaginary wolf. They were so loud. Maybe it was due to the trauma of what had happened. 

There was a voice in her head.

And it was cursing her out for trying to leave Jackson in the first place. 

Maybe she didn’t have to worry about what would happen once she left this place. She would be sectioned until the doctors got the voices under control. The school counsellor had been right after all. She had schizophrenia, and it was time she got help.
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Dawn was breaking when the soft cry of a baby drifted to the balcony, thankfully taking Jackson’s attention away from everything in his head. 

But the reality wasn’t much better. Every time that the baby cried, it  reminded him of what he had lost, what he wouldn’t get to enjoy because he’d fucked up and Fate was punishing him. 

He looked over at the tents on the ground below him and felt the guilt again. Though the number of those they had lost was less than he had first imagined, it was still one too many. He didn’t want them to return to their homes because they would be unprotected, so he had to deal with the witch first. And the Circle.

The Circle had a lot to answer for. He shouldn’t have trusted them. Their wards had been breached initially, but they had still been somewhat intact. They shouldn’t have fallen entirely the way they had done. Having them had made his pack more relaxed after their troubles and had made them vulnerable. After he found the witch, he would find those three Circle members and deal with them, too. 

The soft wail increased in volume as the little girl demanded attention. There didn’t seem to be anyone waking up to deal with her. With a tired sigh, he stood from the chair he had sat in all night and stretched his stiff muscles before he walked into his bedroom.

Two children had become ten by the time Dylan and Micah had gone around the grounds looking for unsupervised pups. Six of them were sprawled on his bed, and the rest on his sofas. Another group had been placed in Layla’s old room. Some children were waiting for their parents or guardians to recover, but a couple had become orphans. 

His heart hurt when he looked at his bed and saw the two little boys huddled together for comfort. Cain howled in his head for them. The beast had been doing nothing but crying for weeks, and now they were both raw. 

He walked over to the small cot that had been placed next to the bed because the little boy, Max, was too anxious to be separated from his sister. An Omega was fast asleep on a recliner next to it, assigned to watch over the children. But they had all been rushed off their feet, looking after everyone after the attack. He couldn’t fault her for not waking up for the baby.

“Shh,” he whispered as he picked the little girl up. “I’ve got you. I’m here.”

The baby was only three months old. She stopped crying instantly and looked up at his face. Her cheeks were rosy and chubby, and her big blue eyes looked at him hopefully as if he was supposed to know what to do. 

He remembered the day he had news of the new addition to his pack, and he’d felt jealous that it seemed so easy for everyone else. It had taken him months of trying before he realised his only hope would be to find his mate. Everyone else could father children with whoever they wanted, but he’d been stuck with the most unsuitable woman. If not for the damned curse, he would have had several heirs running around his territory by now. He would never have had to look for the woman who’d ended up destroying him.

“Are you hungry?” he whispered. “Do you need to change?”

His nose had already picked up that she did. That was not a job he wanted to do.

The baby’s face changed as if she now understood that her rescuer was probably the most useless wolf in the pack when it came to such delicate tasks. He was an only child, and from the moment he could walk, his father had started training him for his role. He had only seen babies from a distance.

The baby opened her mouth and started crying again. He put her against his shoulder and started rubbing her back the way he had seen some mothers do. It calmed her a little, but he knew it would be temporary until he did what the baby wanted. 

A trolley had been set up along one wall with baby accessories, so he walked over to it and laid the baby on the changing mat. He knew absolutely nothing, but he had to at least try. It was his fault that such a young pup didn’t have her mother to comfort her. 

By the time he had found out how to get her clothes off and undone her nappy, the girl was screaming and kicking her legs. The smell made his eyes water. Goddess! What the fuck did babies eat? A look back at the Omega showed she was still passed out, so no help was coming. It took too long to get her cleaned up and just as long to figure out how to put the nappy back on her. 

When he picked her back up and took her with him to the bathroom to wash his hands, her little face was redder, and her lungs were working harder. How was anyone else not waking up for this? 

When he left the bathroom, he found Max sitting in bed and looking at them. There was more sadness hanging over him than when he had found him. 

“She’s hungry,” Max stated. 

A quick look at the table next to the Omega showed a couple of bottles already made in the warmer. He reached for one quickly and then sat down next to Max. 

“Do I just give it to her?”

Max looked at him with a frown, as if he also expected the grownup  to know what to do. Max reached over and picked up a cloth from the nightstand, which he put under the baby’s chin.

“If you don’t use this, you’ll have to change her clothes. She’s been spitting it out because she prefers mummy’s milk,” Max said before he took the bottle from him and opened it. 

And then, instead of taking the baby, he handed the bottle back. Right. He was the grown-up. It was his job to take care of them. When he finally put the teat into the baby’s mouth, she quietened down and started sucking, but Max was right. Though she was hungry, she seemed frustrated because she wasn’t used to the bottle. It took her a while until she eventually calmed and started swallowing more than she was spitting.

“You said her name is Jade?” he whispered.

Max nodded. He didn’t look like he’d slept more than a few minutes. 

“I’m sorry about what happened, Max,” he whispered. “I know this is hard on you, but we must believe we’re over the worst. Get some sleep so you don’t worry your mother when you see her.”

The boy didn’t respond for a while, and then he nodded and lay down. Jade’s eyes were also drooping as she drank her milk. She was so small in his arms, so delicate, that he was struck with fear for a moment. He was alone with her now; what if he accidentally hurt her? But the longer he stared at her little face, the more his heart ached for what could have been.

Was he going to have a girl, too? Would she be this small? Would they look after her the way they were supposed to?

Why did he have to die when his desires were within his reach?

Why did Layla betray him and ruin what could have been a good last few months of his life? He knew it was unfair to blame her for not feeling how he felt, but he couldn’t help himself. Her wolf had claimed him—she shouldn’t have tried to leave.

With that thought, he set the sleeping baby back in her cot and quietly made his way out of the room. The house was still quiet, a contrast to how it had been in the aftermath of the attack. He didn’t stop to check on anyone as he made his way down the stairs and then towards the basement. He hadn’t had any rest from Layla's scent as he had hoped, even though he’d spent the night on the balcony. But it was stronger downstairs, and it fueled his anger.

He never made decisions based on his emotions. He was always the level-headed one, while Cain was the emotional one. But waves of agony hit him as he walked down the stairs, and all he wanted to do was make Layla feel it too. It was immature, but he didn’t give a shit.

When he finally opened her door, Layla stood in the middle of the room, waiting for him. She was breathing hard, and her eyes were full of pain and regret. Regret that he had caught her, probably. Regret that now she had no chance of escaping. 

The bond flared between them, and all her emotions hit him, mixing with his own. It pissed him off. Why would he still feel everything so deeply when he didn’t want anything to do with her? When he hated her for making him so weak? 

When she had taken all the dreams he had started to have and shoved them all down his throat?

He meant to tell her exactly what he thought of her, but that wasn’t what came out of his mouth.

“Why did you do this to me, Layla?”

His voice was broken and sounded pitiful even to his ears. He couldn’t hide his pain, even though he was desperate not to show it. 

Layla took a step forward, but he quickly stepped back. Her pity was unwanted. When she had been in his bed and taken care of him, he assumed they were over the worst. He’d thought they were at least friends. 

But Layla Carlisle was untrustworthy. He would never make the mistake of getting too close to her again.
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Layla felt Jackson coming before she heard the first metal door opening. Her heart started to pound. The voice in her head that had kept her up all night grew louder.

‘Kiss him!’

‘Beg!’

‘You need him—’’

“Enough,” she hissed. 

It had never been this bad before. Why would this happen now when she needed to think clearly around Jackson? She’d assumed he would let her stew in her uncertainty a little longer before he spoke to her again.

She got off the uncomfortable cot when his footsteps drew nearer. She took a deep breath, and the scent of the forest filled her lungs. She had always assumed it was his cologne, but now that she knew being around wolves was changing her, she knew it was his natural scent. They all smelled differently, so it was easy for her to believe that Jackson would have found her easily if she had escaped. 

The light came on and blinded her briefly. Anticipation filled her body at the thought of seeing Jackson again, and that was still a ridiculous thing to want. She should have been scared because Jackson wasn’t a man to be messed with. He’d told her she would be fine as long as she stuck to their deal, so she knew he wasn’t there for a friendly visit. 

But her heart and her body didn’t listen to her when the door opened and Jackson stepped in.

The small room felt even smaller with his huge frame filling it up, but his size didn’t intimidate her. It was the confusing feelings she felt when she saw his tired face and messy hair, and his icy-blue eyes that flickered red with his rage. The anger made her want to run away from him, but something else pulled her towards him. Something that made her want to hold him and tell him everything would be okay. 

“Why did you do this to me, Layla?”

His voice squeezed her heart. He looked completely vulnerable at that moment, as if her trying to leave was the gravest sin she could commit. She stepped forward but stopped herself when the ice returned in his eyes, and he stepped back.

How was she supposed to even answer that? He was a confident, strong man, a werewolf that everyone else feared. Why would he know about fear? About feeling himself spin out of control and lose his mind? She hadn’t been in control when she’d attacked Amber until her knuckles bled, and then watching her skin knit up and heal as if it hadn’t happened... She’d been terrified. 

But she had gone and done something much worse when they had been attacked—so horrible that her mind had finally snapped. There was no coming back from that now, just as there was no escaping the truth. People were dead because she had driven Jackson away. She would pay whatever penance she needed to pay for that.

“I told you not to run from me,” Jackson continued. “This is the second time you’ve gone against my orders, so I won’t let this go.”

“I wasn’t trying to hurt you, Jackson,” she whispered. “I just wanted—”

“I’m not hurt. I’m angry,” Jackson snarled as he spoke over her. “You made a fool out of me. You made me put you above everyone else, and now I have to live with what happened here.” 

Had they not been attacked, she knew they would have had a completely different conversation. She would have argued that she was not responsible for his feelings or actions because he was a grown man who should have learned how to handle his emotions by now. But she lowered her gaze to look at her bare feet as guilt returned, pushing everything else away. How many of the injured people that she had visited had passed away in the night? The young mother? Her injuries had looked more critical than the other men and women she had seen.

She shoved her issues and all the unspoken words to the back of her mind because Jackson’s people were the most important thing. 

“What can I do?” she asked softly. 

“Nothing. You’ve done enough. Stay away from me, Layla, and I’ll stay away from you,” Jackson growled. “You’ve done your part of our deal. I don’t have to see you again until the baby is born.”

She sucked in a breath and lifted her gaze to meet his cold one. Did he mean...?

Her heart pounded again. Jackson had said he’d be able to tell, and she hadn’t really believed him, but could he be right? Her hands shook as she put them against her flat stomach. Had she really made a baby with this man? This werewolf? Had she already set a course for her future that she couldn’t turn back from?

“Don’t look too excited,” Jackson said sarcastically.

He walked further into the room and looked around. She had done a decent job cleaning it from top to bottom when Dylan had returned with fresh bedding and cleaning products, but it was still a prison cell. Was he going to leave her to rot in this room for nine months?

“Someone will take you out for some fresh air once a day and bring your meals. Don’t try anything foolish again.”

Jackson turned as if he was about to leave. She grabbed his arm without thinking, and the little shocks went off in her body as usual. 

“Take your hand off me,” Jackson growled.

She quickly removed her hand from his arm but stood in front of him to block his way.

“Am I going to stay here the whole time?” she asked shakily.

“You brought this on yourself. You went off with someone I told you not to trust who would have killed you and my baby,” Jackson hissed.

His baby. Those words were like a slap in the face as she remembered what she would have to do when the baby was born. 

“I can’t stay here, Jackson. And I don’t mean in this room; I mean in this place with you. Before, it was because of all this crazy stuff happening to me, but after what happened... No one wants me here. Take me somewhere else, and I won’t bother anyone.”

“So you can run away again? Or you can try and brush what happened here under the rug?” Jackson chuckled. “You’re not going anywhere, Layla.”

Jackson walked around her to the door.

“I’ll never forget,” she whispered. 

Her hands were still shaky when she looked down at them. She could still see the blood dripping from them and the knife she had wielded like a maniac. She knew what she said was the truth. The things she had done would stay with her until her dying breath.

“That makes two of us,” Jackson said as he wrenched the door open. “I won’t see you again. The doctor will take over from here, and they’ll hand the baby to me when you deliver.”

Another blow to her heart. 

“I’m a man of my word, so I will compensate you as promised despite you trying to break your word. Goodbye, Layla.”

The door slammed shut, and the lock slid into place. 
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Jackson stood in front of the basement door with his fists balled up. Everything in him ached to go back and tell her he hadn’t meant anything he’d said. 

Not seeing her again? The very thought of it was breaking him, even though it was what had to happen in the end. But Layla didn't give a shit about him, so he was the one who would suffer being so close to her. He should have sent her away.

‘No, it’s me! I’m the one who will suffer the most!’ Cain cried dramatically. He could imagine the beast swooning to the ground. ‘If you just listen to me and mark her, she won’t be able to leave.’

‘Oh, believe me, I’m tempted right now. There’s something satisfying about imagining her dying the moment I do.’

But, of course, that was a lie, and Cain knew it. Despite everything, he still didn’t want her to die. He still wanted to protect her. How fucked up was that?

“I’ve been waiting for you.”

He looked up at the man who interrupted his thoughts, and his mood soured further. Dylan lowered his head, and there was a hint of fear in him because he knew he had done something dangerous. 

“Can we talk?” Dylan asked.

He was still so angry with his former friend that he didn’t think he could have a conversation with him without ripping him apart.

“Probably safer not to,” he said as he forced himself to walk away from the basement door. “Layla isn’t here to save you this time.”

He couldn’t afford to do anything else that would hurt his pack when they had already been devastated by their losses.

“Okay. Fair enough,” Dylan said. “Diedre wants to see you. We’ve had some... recoveries that she can’t explain.”

He stopped and turned back to Dylan with a questioning frown.

“I can’t explain them either,” Dylan shrugged. “Diedre is convinced none of her potions worked. We moved the seriously injured people into the house and brought equipment from the hospital, but it didn’t look like anything the doctors were doing was helping. When I went around to see them, I thought they wouldn’t make it through the night.”

He started walking down the hallway and opened up his senses to try to find Diedre. When she had gone on that spirit quest, he had assumed she would figure out where the problem with her magic was and fix it. It didn’t work on him and Layla anymore, but she was supposed to be able to take care of everyone else. What was happening to her? Diedre wasn’t just his friend; she was the closest thing to a mother that he had. He needed her to be okay.

“We’re going to start clearing the forest and see if we can find any clues to help us figure out what the hell happened,” Dylan said as he followed behind him. “I’ll take some food to Layla after tha—”

“No. You’ll stay the fuck away from her from now on. Worry about all the duties I gave you and taking care of everyone else,” he growled without looking back. 

He followed Diedre’s scent to the infirmary. There was a queue outside of people waiting to be treated. Someone had been thoughtful enough to provide seats, and most looked exhausted rather than injured. The healing process tended to take a lot out of someone, so he was confident all they needed was some rest.

Relief filled him as he walked past them to knock at Diedre’s door. 

He could feel all the sets of eyes on the back of his head and all the disappointment they felt. He couldn’t blame them. 

Diedre called out for him to enter, and he did so quickly to escape the judgement. A young girl sat on the examination table while Diedre threw some herbs and potions together for her from her special cabinet. The girl tensed and lowered her gaze when he walked in and mumbled a greeting. 

“Drink this once a day in a warm drink,” Diedre said and handed the little bottle to her. “It will help you sleep.”

The girl thanked Diedre as she hopped off the table, and then she left the room quickly as if she couldn’t stand being too close to him. 

Diedre would probably see many people having trouble sleeping after being attacked, especially the younger ones. When his father had been the King, most of the pack members had been on a battlefield by the time they became teenagers, despite not shifting until they were eighteen. But he wanted kids to be kids and for them to enjoy their lives and choose their paths. He wanted them educated and able to earn a living and become independent. Though he trained them to defend themselves efficiently, he didn’t want them fighting in stupid wars. His father had believed that giving them a choice would weaken the pack, but he knew it was the opposite. Before Layla, his pack had probably been the most content in all the territories.

Before Layla. 

Why did he have to even think about her?

“Did that girl have to fight?” he asked as he walked over to Diedre’s desk and sat on one of the chairs.

“No. She was saved. A man from the other pack almost... She was saved,” Diedre repeated with a sigh. “She’ll be okay.”

Almost...? His fists clenched. If he could bring every single one of the Red Moon Pack members back to life, he would do it and then kill them all over again. Slowly.

“Let’s go upstairs. I have something to show you,” Diedre said after she washed and dried her hands. 

He nodded and followed the witch out of the room. She looked much worse than the last time he had seen her. It wasn’t just that the air around her felt different, as if her magical essence had left her body; she even walked differently. She walked like she had aged a little; she was slower and had none of her usual infectious energy. 

His worry increased. Diedre was now officially the only person he could trust completely. What would he do if he lost her?

“I need you to go and rest after this,” he told her gently. “I know you were up all night with the doctors; I could hear you.”

“I’m fine, Jackson,” Diedre said with an irritated wave of her hand. “I can’t do anything else right; at least let me do that.”

“I think this is one of those things where you get worse when you overthink and worry about it. You know your magic is within you; you’ll get it back when fate decides,” he said gently. 

“I’m a witch who can’t witch,” Diedre snorted as they reached the first floor. “I like your optimism, Jackson, but I’m not going to give up just because you have.”

And he knew that statement was meant for their current situation as well as her trying to break his curse. But he believed that Diedre would return to her usual self once he was gone and his curse no longer stained his territory. 

Just outside the door, Diedre paused.

“She was the worst one,” the witch whispered. “She had lost too much blood, and her organs had started to shut down. She’d been too injured to even heal herself.”

When Diedre walked in, it was to find a young woman with her hair tied back looking out her window. Her cheeks were rosy, and her face was a healthy colour. She looked even better than the wolves who had lined up outside Diedre’s infirmary.

“Alpha,” the woman said in greeting. She lowered her head as they approached. 

“How are you feeling?” Diedre asked. 

“I heard what you just said, but I feel better than ever,” she answered. “Am I free to go now? My kids—”

“They’re here in the house being taken care of,” Diedre said, “but wait until you have breakfast. We don’t want to rush things.” 

Especially considering they didn’t know how she had healed in the first place. He let Diedre do all the talking while he paid attention to all her movements. He couldn’t sense anything wrong. Not a single thing. She was in optimum health, just as she said.

It was the same in all the other rooms. The patients were bright-faced and asked when they could go out to their families. Something didn’t add up. Was it the witch? Had she somehow infiltrated his territory during the attack, and now all these people were waiting for their chance to kill Layla? Had they been put under a spell like the rogues? 

But he ruled that out immediately because there wasn’t a trace of magic anywhere, light or dark. 

When they had seen the last one, he walked with Diedre to the conference room and poured them both a stiff drink. Once he sat beside her on the sofa, he drowned his shot in one go.

“Something’s not right,” Diedre whispered. “It had to be magic, but it’s not mine. There is someone or something else here within our walls.”
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​Chapter 9
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It felt like weeks when Layla was finally allowed outside, although it was only a day.

She had never felt claustrophobic before, but being stuck in her tiny cell with nothing but her thoughts and guilt was torture. 

When Faith led her out to the front of the house, she took a huge breath of the fresh air and felt her body relax.

“There she is.”

“I can’t believe she would show her face.”

“They should have just killed her.”

The whispers reached her ears without her even trying. She had spent all her time in her new room huddled on the cot, trying to block everything out, but she seemed to have made it worse. Her head was pounding because she could pick up even the rustling of the leaves beyond the gates. Everything was so loud in her head. She didn’t know how to stop it.

“You can’t seriously blame her for what happened. She’s human; she can’t fight Alpha Jackson. You shit your pants whenever you see him, so you can’t say anything about that.”

“Shut up. That’s not the point.”

“She doesn’t belong here, no matter what the Circle says. It’s distracting, and it’s tiring hiding our true selves all the time.”

Layla lifted the hoodie of the top Faith had brought to her as she started to walk down the steps. If this was what it felt like to be a werewolf, she didn’t want any part of it. Or maybe real werewolves had a way of filtering out all this mess. There had to be a way; otherwise, they would all have lost their minds already.

“Miss Layla.”

It sounded like someone had shouted directly in her ears with a megaphone. She winced and covered her ears.

“Are you alright?”

When she lifted her head, she saw the young girl she had saved in the woods approaching her. She looked tired, as if the shock of that night had finally caught up with her. She could relate. It had taken her a long time to stop feeling violated after those three men had pinned her down.

When she saw the concern on the girl’s face, she put a smile on her face and tried not to show her pain. 

“I’m alright. And you? Are you okay?” she asked gently.

The girl smiled sadly and nodded. 

“I will be,” she answered. 

“Miss Layla, we have to get going. We only have an hour outside,” Faith said beside her.

She had a feeling Faith was just trying to get the young girl away from her. With all the whispered talk she could still hear, she knew this conversation was upsetting many people.

“Alright. It’s good to see you,” she said to the girl and smiled briefly again before she started following Faith.

Something made her look up. Not something—she already knew what was pulling her gaze in that direction. Jackson stood with a few other men, including Dylan, and his head was cocked to the side as if he had been watching and listening, too. There was a frown on his face. He hadn’t told her she couldn’t speak to anyone, but she must have upset him again.
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