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Kent

––––––––
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I jerked awake, panting and drenched in sweat, my heart hammering in my chest like I’d just run a marathon. My eyes darted around the room, struggling to make sense of where I was—bedroom, dark, familiar. Safe. It took a second to realize I wasn’t back there. I wasn’t in that night. But my body? My body hadn’t figured that out yet.

I wiped a hand over my face, still shaking, and felt the cool slick of sweat on my forehead. I detested it. Every damn time, the same thing. My chest felt tight, and I took a few deep breaths, trying to calm down. My eyes finally landed on my phone, glowing faintly on the nightstand. I grabbed it, squinting at the screen through blurry vision—2 a.m. Great. Again. I groaned, tossing the phone back down and swearing under my breath.

'' This is the fifth time this week. Fifth time. What the hell was wrong with me?

Eighteen years. That night had been haunting me for eighteen long years. No matter what I did, I couldn’t shake it. Therapy, drinking, distractions—none of it worked. It always came back, creeping into my mind when I least expected it, dragging me under like quicksand. The guilt, the horror, the feeling of helplessness—it was all still as raw as the night it happened.

I stared up at the ceiling, the same frustration bubbling up like it always did after these nightmares. How many times could you replay one event before it drove you crazy? How many nights could you live the worst moment before it finally broke you?

I ran a hand through my hair, frustration buzzing like static electricity. It wasn’t fair. I’d spent all these years trying to put the pieces of my life back together, trying to do right, but that night just wouldn’t let me go. It was like a parasite, burrowing deeper every time I closed my eyes. The same images, the same feeling of dread wrapping around my throat, choking me.

No matter how hard I tried, William’s face haunted me. I closed my eyes. Just as sleep would begin to take me, his hollow stare would flash in my mind, his eyes empty, like he was already halfway gone. I pictured him standing motionless on that ledge like he was a shadow of the friend I used to know.

And then, that last moment—when he let go, gave himself to the fall. The memory twisted inside me, clawing its way to the surface with a question that had tormented me for so long: Did I mess him up this bad? Had I somehow failed him, not seen his pain until it was too late?

I shook my head, clenching my fists against the sheets. ''Don’t go there, Kent.'' Not again.

But it was impossible not to go there. It was impossible to stop my mind from replaying it, scene by scene, like a twisted movie on repeat. I could still feel the weight of that night crushing me and suffocating me. I was drowning in it, and no matter how hard I tried to swim to the surface, the memory kept pulling me back down.

It began like any other Friday night in college—partying hard and drinking too much, as we always did. The dorm was buzzing, packed wall-to-wall with people shifters and humans, although the humans had no idea about our existence. Music thumped through the walls, vibrating the floors. The air was thick with a mix of booze, sweat, and bad decisions waiting to happen. 

We throw parties like this every weekend, and tonight was no different. Humans and supernaturals mingled together, pretending not to notice the subtle differences between us. We always tried to keep our abilities in check, but there were always slip-ups. Hell, even I got a little reckless sometimes, especially when I was deep into the bottle.

“Yo, Kent!” Jason called out, slinging an arm around my shoulders. His breath reeked of tequila, and he was swaying on his feet. “Come on, man! Stop babysitting that beer. Shots! We’re doing shots!”

I laughed, barely able to hear him over the music. “Alright, alright!” I shouted back. “But if I end up passed out like last time, it’s on you!”

Jason just grinned, already dragging me towards the makeshift bar set up on someone’s desk. Ethan was there, grinning like an idiot, holding shot glasses. He tossed one at me, and I barely caught it, my reflexes slower than usual. It must’ve been all the drinks earlier.

“Ready?” Ethan shouted, his voice slurred.

“Ready!” I shouted back, holding up the glass.

“To another wild night!” Jason yelled, clinking his glass against ours.

We downed the shots, the burn of vodka hitting me hard. I winced, shaking my head as the alcohol hit my system like a wave. The room spun, but I was too far gone to care. I could hear the girls laughing behind us, their voices high-pitched and slightly drunk, too. One of them, a human, was flirting with some guy from another dorm.

He probably didn't know he was a shifter.

“Check it out,” Ethan said, leaning in and nodding toward the dance floor. “Looks like Bobby’s about to slip.”

I followed his gaze and spotted Bobby, a bear shifter, trying to blend in as he danced with a girl. But his eyes were glowing faintly—too much alcohol, too little control. I knew that glow all too well. It happened when our kind got a little too excited, too pumped up. If he didn’t get it under control soon, she’d either sense that something was off or eventually realize she was dancing with a not-so-cuddly bear.

I whispered, "Someone should stop him," as I watched him struggle to mask the blazing glow of his eyes behind his palm. The light flickered and pulsed, betraying the battle raging inside him. I knew all too well the weight of that fight—the raw, desperate need to control the uncontrollable. Just days ago, I had been caught in a similar moment, teetering on the edge when my roommate saw me mid-shift, a blur of fur and flesh, trying to reclaim my human form before the change overtook me completely.

The memory sent a shiver down my spine. The panic, the sheer terror of exposure—it still lingered. And now, seeing Bobby in that same dangerous place, fighting that same instinct, I could feel the tension coil tight in my chest. If no one intervened, he would risk everything, just as I nearly had.

Ethan chuckled, shrugging casually. “He’ll sort himself out—or not. Either way, it’s not our problem tonight.” His tone quickly shifted, his eyes serious as he looked around. “Remember, we keep a low profile here. No drawing attention.” As our alpha, he meant business and his authority was clear. It was Ethan's duty as pack alpha to keep us safe here in Edinburgh, especially while we attended college in a town that wasn’t exactly shifter-friendly.

I let it go. We were all walking a fine line, trying to pass off as normal in a world where most of us had something to hide. The humans were oblivious for the most part, and the booze helped keep the peace. But it didn’t take much to slip up.

From there, the night blurred into more shots, laughter, and people tripping over each other as the party reached its pinnacle. I barely remember half the conversations I had—just flashes of people’s faces, more drinks, and the music getting louder. At one point, someone tried to challenge me to a drinking contest, and I vaguely remember Ethan pulling me back before I could make a fool of myself.

Hours passed, and I started to feel it—too much alcohol. I leaned back on the couch, my head spinning and my stomach churning. Jason and Ethan had passed out somewhere nearby, dead to the world. The crowd had thinned out a bit, but there were still enough people lingering to keep the party going. I could hear someone still playing drinking games in the kitchen, loud cheers and laughter spilling out into the hallway.

I groaned, sitting up slowly. My mouth felt like sandpaper, and I needed to piss bad. Stumbling to my feet, I pushed through the crowd, making my way to the bathroom.

“Dude, you look like death,” some random guy said as I passed.

“Thanks, man,” I grumbled, barely able to focus on him as I kept walking.

Finally, I stumbled into the bathroom, barely keeping myself upright. The hallway had felt like it was a mile long, my feet heavy as bricks. I could hear the muffled noise of the party behind me, but it was all a distant hum now like I was underwater. My brain was foggy, and I was swaying, using the wall to guide myself, trying to avoid face-planting onto the dirty tiles.

When I reached the toilet, I fumbled with my zipper. My fingers weren’t cooperating—too clumsy, too numb from the alcohol. I cursed under my breath, my head still spinning as I finally managed to get it down. Barely. It felt like an achievement at this point, but I was so drunk I nearly missed the damn toilet.

“Get it together, Kent,” I muttered, trying to focus, but my body wasn’t listening. I steadied myself with one hand against the wall, almost missing the floor entirely, feeling the room tilt around me like I was on a sinking ship. The urge to laugh bubbled up, but I held it in. I was a mess.

After what felt like an eternity, I finished, zipped up—after two failed attempts—and stumbled toward the sink, catching myself on the counter before I could crash into it. I leaned heavily against it, breathing hard as if I’d just run a marathon. Sweat dripped down the back of my neck, and the bright fluorescent lights above the mirror felt too harsh, burning into my bloodshot eyes.

I glanced up at my reflection and immediately wished I hadn’t. I looked like hell—hair sticking up in all directions, eyes red-rimmed and half-lidded, my skin pale like I’d seen a ghost. There was a faint sheen of sweat on my forehead, and the shadows under my eyes made me look like I hadn’t slept in days.

“Man, you’re a disaster,” I muttered to myself. It wasn't that I didn't know how to manage my alcohol, but this evening had been difficult. I turned on the faucet, splashing cold water on my face, hoping it would wake me up a little. The water was like ice, shocking my system. It helped, but not enough. I was still drunk, still too far gone.

As I dried my hands on a towel, I staggered toward the door. My head was pounding, and all I wanted was to collapse into bed and forget this night ever happened. I nearly tripped over my own feet, catching myself just in time. “Okay, that’s it. Bed. Now.”

But as I fumbled for the door handle, something caught my eye.

Out of the corner of my vision, I saw a figure.

At first, I thought it was just a trick of the light or my drunken mind playing games with me. But no, someone was there.

That’s when I caught sight of him—a figure on the balcony, standing alarmingly close to the edge. The faint glow of city lights flickered in the distance, casting an eerie illumination that barely reached us. My heart raced as I squinted, trying to make sense of the shadowy outline. William? My mind grappled with disbelief, the surreal nature of the scene clouding my thoughts. It couldn’t be him, but there he was, his back turned to me, silhouetted against the night sky.

The balcony was a precarious perch, just a few feet wide, with the cool metal railing barely offering any sense of safety. A chill breeze wafted through the open space, rustling the leaves of nearby trees and sending a shiver down my spine. I could see the ground below—a dizzying drop that made my stomach churn.

William remained still, his body stiff and taut, as though he were in a trance, totally engrossed in whatever ideas were bothering him. Unfortunately, the glint of mischief in his eyes and the warmth of his grin had vanished. His usual carefree demeanor was nowhere to be found. Instead, his shoulders were hunched, and his head hung low, giving him an almost ghostly appearance.

The darkness enveloped him, and for a moment, it felt as if the night itself had conspired to swallow him whole. My heart raced with a mix of fear and urgency. “William?” I called out, my voice barely above a whisper, the weight of worry pressing down on me.

He didn’t respond. Instead, he remained frozen at the edge, his back still turned to me, gazing out into the abyss of darkness as if it held the answers to questions I couldn’t even begin to fathom.

Panic surged through me like ice water, freezing my thoughts in place. “William!” I whispered urgently, my voice barely escaping my lips as I fought to keep the tremor from betraying my fear. I didn't want to startle him—I didn't want to push him further into whatever dark place he seemed to inhabit. But he didn’t move. The stillness wrapped around us like heavy fog, amplifying the dread swelling within my chest.

A chill raced down my spine, each heartbeat echoing in my ears as I took a hesitant step closer to the balcony's edge. The rough surface of the floor felt unsteady beneath my feet as if the ground itself were warning me to turn back. I strained to read his posture, desperately searching for any sign of the William I knew—the laughter, the carefree spirit that made him who he was. Instead, I only saw the rigid line of his shoulders and how he seemed to lean ever so slightly forward as if drawn toward the darkness below.

“Hey, man, come back!” I called out, my voice trembling with fear and urgency. Each word felt like it fought to break free, but the moment's weight pressed heavily upon me, stifling my breath. I could feel the air growing thicker around us, charged with an electric tension that made my skin crawl.

His body was rigid as if some invisible force had entranced him, pulling him deeper into a trance I couldn’t fathom. It was as if he were caught between two worlds—one where he belonged with us and another that lured him into the shadows. My heart pounded in my chest, each thump resonating like a war drum, louder than the booming music that vibrated through the dorm walls. Fear tightened its grip around my throat, making it hard to breathe.

“William, please! You’re too close to the edge!” I shouted, desperation flooding my voice, but it felt like shouting into a void. My heart raced, and fear gnawed at me, but I couldn’t shift—I couldn’t reveal my power as a wolf. It was forbidden.

Adrenaline surged through me as I spun around, panic clawing at my chest. I needed help—fast. “Ethan! Jason!” I shouted, my voice breaking, and reached out through our mindlink, urgently calling them. Their rooms were close to mine, and I knew they’d hear. “Wake up! It’s William!”

The frantic rush of my words tumbled out, each syllable laced with panic as I turned back to William, my eyes glued to him. I could feel the commotion stirring in the dorm, confusion etched on the faces of the others who began to gather. My pulse quickened as I realized I was running out of time; he was teetering on the brink, and I had to do something before it was too late.

The commotion stirred others from their stupor, pulling them into the chaos that was rapidly escalating. Faces emerged from doorways, bleary-eyed and confused, as they turned to see what was unfolding. “What’s going on?” someone asked, their voice laced with concern, but I barely registered the question. My sole focus was on William. His expression had grown eerily blank, like a canvas stripped of color.

Horror washed over me as I scanned the faces around me, realizing they were starting to catch on to the gravity of the situation. The realization sank in deeper, tightening my chest. “William! Come back!” I shouted, my voice cracking under the weight of desperation, my pleas echoing into the night. I struggled to reason with him, to break through whatever dark spell had taken hold of his mind. But he remained unresponsive, locked in that vacant stare, his eyes unseeing. “Please! Don’t do this!”

Time seemed to stretch, hanging in the balance as fear coiled tighter around me. I felt a suffocating pressure in my chest as I watched him—just standing there, teetering on the edge, oblivious to the chaos he was about to unleash.

Then it happened—one heart-stopping heartbeat where everything hung in the balance. One moment he was there, a silhouette against the night sky, and the next, he was gone. My heart plummeted into my stomach as I watched him fall, my world dissolving into chaos around me. A deafening silence reverberated in my ears as music and laughter subsided.

Screams erupted around me, sharp and piercing, slicing through the air as the horrifying reality unfolded. The world seemed to have changed, and I stood motionless, unable to move due to the overwhelming fear of what I was seeing. My limbs felt heavy, like lead, and all I could do was watch in horror as the ground rushed up to meet him, and the darkness swallowed my friend whole.

The weight of reality crashed into me like a freight train. Time slowed to a crawl, each second stretching out into an eternity. Sirens wailed in the distance, chaos erupted around me, and frantic whispers filled the air as my friends struggled to comprehend what had just happened. In an instant, I had lost William—my best friend—without a trace.

That crushing, heartbreaking moment became seared into my memory, an indelible mark that would haunt me forever. I had failed him, and that guilt became a heavy shroud suffocating me. I carried the weight of that night like an anchor, a burden I couldn’t shake no matter how hard I tried.
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Kent 

––––––––

[image: ]


Dawn broke, but sleep eluded me once again, the remnants of the nightmare still clinging to my mind like a fog. After an eternity of tossing and turning, I decided to hit the gym. It had become my refuge after those haunting dreams—a way to clear my head and channel my frustrations.

The packhouse was blissfully quiet at this hour, with most everyone still tucked away in their beds, save for the guard on duty. I appreciated the solitude; it allowed me to work out my demons without distraction. As I jogged on the treadmill, sweat dripping down my brow, I pushed myself harder, hoping to outrun the guilt that clung to me like a second skin.

After an hour of grueling workouts, I finally felt a sense of relief wash over me, the endorphins dulling the edges of my despair. But as I stepped into the shower, the cold water stinging my skin, I realized I couldn't completely escape the feeling that something was off. I quickly dressed in the clothes I had stashed in my locker—comfortable but casual, a stark departure from my usual polished suits. I hated breaking protocol, but today I needed comfort more than I needed to impress anyone.

As I made my way to the kitchen, I couldn't shake the feeling that my friends would notice my uncharacteristic demeanor. Ethan had warned me about the dangers of engaging with my past, yet here I was, entangled in a web of my own making. Ever since that night, we had all tried to avoid the topic of William. Losing him had left a gaping hole in our lives, and no one wanted to relive the pain of that evening.

I could still hear Ethan’s voice echoing from a few months after the incident. We had gathered for drinks in our usual bar outside college, the three of us trying to reclaim some semblance of normalcy. There we believed we could speak freely.

“Listen, man,” Ethan had said, his tone serious and unyielding. “We need to agree on this. There will be no further discussion of that night. It’s too painful. We can’t keep dragging it up. We have to move on.”

I knew the guys weren’t blaming me for what happened to William. Still, I felt a heavy guilt over the last words I’d said to him—the horrible things I’d muttered in a desperate attempt to protect my family. I’d told him he was seeing things, that he was sick, going crazy with wild accusations about me turning into a wolf. But could you blame me? How could I have admitted the truth and risked exposing us all?

“Yeah, I get it,” Jason had added, his voice softer as if he were concerned about the gravity of the situation. “But it feels wrong, you know? Like we’re pretending it didn’t happen.”

“It’s not pretending if it helps us heal; it's us not getting in trouble with the humans, hell! Kent, they already are suspecting foul play here; it just wasn't the case, and luckily for us, the CCTV captured what happened.” Ethan countered, his eyes hardening. “We’ve got to look ahead, not back; let's not get ourselves tangled in this mess. We’re here for each other, but we can’t keep diving into the past. It’ll eat us alive.”

I had nodded in agreement, but deep down, I felt the churning guilt. I was terrified of the memories, yet I was even more afraid of the silence we had agreed upon. It felt like a pact that sealed our fates—three friends walking a tightrope over a chasm of regret, too scared to speak the truth that haunted us.

Yet I couldn’t help myself. I’d made it my mission to find out more about William’s family, especially his sister; I knew she was a kid since my roommate came back to school with tales of their vacation together. When I stumbled upon those old photographs of them together—William with his six-year-old sister, beaming smiles in a world that seemed so innocent—I had unknowingly opened Pandora's box of sadness.

After William's death, I felt an overwhelming sense of responsibility for her. I began sending monthly checks to her foster parents, making it a point to donate. When I traveled to the city, I would visit her, though I always kept my distance. I didn’t want to disrupt her life or let her see how much I had failed her brother.

But everything changed last week. I arrived in the city, eager to check on her, only to find that her foster parents had passed away. It had been two years since I had last seen her—two years of in-and-out visits where I had convinced myself that she was safe and cared for. Now she was gone, and no one seemed to know where she was.

That realization hit me like a punch to the gut. The nightmares, the guilt, the weight of my secrets—they all spiraled into a desperation I couldn't ignore. The frantic search for her whereabouts consumed my every thought, and I could feel the darkness creeping back in.

As I stepped outside, the morning sun cut through the crisp air, and I tried to center myself. I couldn't let this consume me. Not again. Not when I had a job and a pack that relied on me. But the fear of what might have happened to her gnawed at me, and I knew that unless I found her, I wouldn’t find peace.

“Hey, Kent!” Ethan called out, snapping me from my thoughts. He emerged from the hallway, bleary-eyed but dressed in his usual casual wear. “You’re up early. Everything okay?”

I forced a smile, even though my heart felt heavy. “Yeah, just hit the gym. Needed to clear my head.”

Ethan’s gaze lingered on me for a moment, searching for signs of something more beneath the surface. “You know you can talk to me, right? About... you know, anything.”

“Yeah, I know,” I replied, my voice barely above a whisper. “But there’s not much to say. Just trying to deal with things.”

He nodded, though I could see the concern etched in his features. “Just don’t bottle it up. We’re still here for you. We can get through this together.”

I wanted to believe him, but my secrets felt heavier than ever. I couldn’t share my fears about William’s sister, about how I had been sending her money and checking in on her from a distance while hiding the truth from them. The guilt swirled within me, a storm I couldn’t share without tearing apart the fragile peace we had fought to maintain.

As I turned away, heading toward the kitchen, I couldn’t shake the feeling that the past was catching up with me in a way I couldn’t control. But for now, I pushed those thoughts aside. I had to focus on the day ahead and on the responsibilities waiting for me, even if my heart remained tethered to the past.
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