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Cassie

"Kill or be killed! Only the strong and well-trained survive," the wolves' weapons master shouts as he trains me for a war I hope never comes. The sharp tang of sweat fills the air, mixing with the earthy scent of the forest around us.

"I know, I know, you tell me every damn day," I protest, trying to catch my breath, my eyes still locked on his movements. My muscles burn with exertion.

"That’s because you need to hear it every damn day. Now focus. React, don't think," he insists, his gruff voice ringing in my ears.

Every day is the same, two combat training sessions. One in the morning and one in the afternoon. I guess I can't complain. My routine is similar to what the ten-year-old kids in the pack go through. By the time they reach my age, they've had thousands of hours of combat lessons. Those who make it, because a good number of them don't. Accidents are common and the weaker or slower wolves rarely reach adulthood.

He lunges at me like a burst of pure speed and brute force, and I barely have time to dodge. Luckily, my reflexes have improved dramatically. It's always the same deadly dance: strike, dodge, counter.

Again and again.

Rain or shine.

His fist cuts the air mere inches from my jaw. I duck and roll, getting to my feet with a speed I didn't know I possessed until recently. I strike back with all my strength, but the weapons master blocks me effortlessly. The loud smack of flesh hitting flesh echoes through the woods.

"Very good. You're getting faster every day. Too bad we couldn't start training you at five with the other pups your age."

"Soon I'll be fast enough to kick your butt," I mutter through gritted teeth, bouncing on the balls of my feet. The metallic taste of blood fills my mouth.

I guess he didn't appreciate my comment, because the next blow comes too fast to dodge and I tumble across the ground like a rag doll. He barely gives me a chance to groan before I'm stretching my sore muscles and we start a new drill, my stomach growling with ravenous hunger.

As the sun climbs higher, my skin glistens with a thin sheen of sweat, though I know he'll push me to exhaustion. Each exercise is harder than the last and my lungs burn from the effort, but I refuse to give up. That's the downside of being the alpha's daughter — everyone is watching. Everyone is judging.

"Remember. Out there, strength alone won't save you. You need to know who you are and what you're capable of. Most importantly, you need to know who you can trust," he repeats like he does every day, and I wonder if it's some kind of warning about Jessica.

I nod slowly, too tired to speak. Still, his words echo in my mind. Who am I, really? A teenage runaway? A danger to anyone I dare to love? Someone who'll be dead the moment Jessica gets a chance to be alone with me?

The wolf village is the only home I've known for the past few years, but even here, I sometimes feel like an outsider. I was raised human and it shows.

As for allies... who I can trust...

Psh, I can barely trust myself, let alone anyone else. I only trust my dad and my brother Patrick. Maybe I trust the weapons master, I don't know. With the others, I can never be sure if they're in favor of Jessica killing me. A half-human alpha is unheard of in our history and, according to a good chunk of the pack, a bad omen. Even Flicka got mad at me as soon as she smelled Moon's scent on me the day I arrived in the village.

And there she is again, the vampire, filling my thoughts like a singular obsession. Her impossibly blue eyes, the tingle her touch left on my skin.

The blow I receive from our weapons master snaps me back to reality. It's like he has the same power as Trevor to read my mind. Like he's trying to pound it into my skull that Moon is a surefire recipe for utter disaster. For starting a war.

"Go change your clothes. That vampire will be here in half an hour," my combat instructor announces, ending the training session.

Trevor is still "that vampire." They never call him by name, but he's the only vampire they trust. Well, some of the pack anyway. Okay, maybe a tiny part of the pack, but it's something. He's a vampire in a village of wolves, after all.

I'm determined to finish high school and the fact that Jessica has decided all wolves should be educated in the village to keep us out of danger doesn't help at all. Trevor is the only one who really helps me.

As I shower, a grimace of pain escapes my lips as I run my hand over one of the bruises from training. Every day, I try to imagine what the hell I'm going to do with my life, because all I can see is a dark, uncertain future that terrifies me. A future where Moon feels further away each day.

***
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I tap the tip of my pencil against the battered wooden desk as I search for the answer to the math problem, a constant rhythm that almost mirrors my heartbeat. Damn, I hate studying. The musty scent of dust and aged paper fills my nostrils.

The classrooms where Jessica intends to educate the new generations of wolves seem like they're straight out of a forgotten era. The worn desks are arranged in rows and several sun-faded maps hang on the walls. It's like being in one of those '80s teen movies.

"I know it's tough," Trevor whispers, giving me one of those smiles that always manage to calm me down. The warmth in his eyes is comforting.

"It's not tough, this problem is impossible," I grumble, throwing my pencil down in frustration.

"You know I wasn't talking about that."

"Huh?"

"Being away from Moon. I know it's hard," he repeats, his voice gentle yet firm. "If it's any consolation, she's just like you. She's having a really rough time."

"Well, I don't see how that's supposed to make me feel any better," I grouse, my heart clenching painfully in my chest.

Trevor simply shrugs, the fabric of his shirt rustling softly.

"Is she... is she really bad?" I ask, fear creeping into my voice.

"I wish I could say no, but she barely leaves her room and cries every night. It's not good," Trevor admits, and his words feel like a dagger twisting in my heart.

"I have to see her."

"Impossible. You two have already walked a very thin line. My idea was shit, I'll admit it, and it's already surprising it hasn't turned into open war. But I'm telling you the same thing I told her. If you need to talk, I'm here." His voice is soothing, like a balm on my frayed nerves.

"That's a little weird, considering you two are getting married," I point out, rolling my eyes. The bitter taste of jealousy coats my tongue.

"You can always tell Jessica your troubles and see what she says. She is your stepmother, after all," Trevor jokes, his eyes twinkling mischievously.

"If you mention her again, I'll pull your tongue out through your nose," I mutter, pretending to be really angry. The scent of his cologne wafts over me as he leans closer.

"You know, Moon's been threatening me a lot lately too, with much worse than that. And yes, I can pass your message along," he whispers with a smile, without me even having to ask.

I'm still not used to the whole mind-reading thing.
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Moon

That suffocating anguish consumes me once again. The oppressive darkness of my bedroom mirrors the emptiness in my heart. I lie motionless on the bed, not even sure how long I've been like this. Time has lost all meaning. Hours, days, minutes — they all blur together into an endless stretch of pain.

My mind keeps drifting back to Cassie. The touch of her skin, the sparkle in her eyes, her infectious laughter. But those fleeting moments of happiness inevitably twist into a dagger in my chest, a cruel reminder of the chasm that separates us now. A love that never should have bloomed, but we didn't know how or want to stop it.

Even the sunbeams sneaking through the curtains feel cold and distant now, just a poor imitation of the vibrant world I shared with her mere days ago. All the colors have faded, replaced by shades of gray.

How long have I been sprawled on this bed? Two days? Three, maybe? Who cares? Nothing matters anymore.

I let out a long sigh as someone knocks on the door again. All I want is to be left alone with my misery, but even that small mercy is denied to me.

I don't respond, but it doesn't matter. The familiar scent of my mother drifts in, a reminder of my wretchedness.

"Moon, you need to eat something. You're wasting away. I brought you a glass, it's still warm," she whispers, her footsteps soft against the carpet.

I turn my head slightly to look at her as she sets a crystal glass filled with crimson liquid on the nightstand. But even that doesn't tempt me now.

"I'm not hungry," I mutter.

Mom sits on the edge of the bed and places a cool hand on my forehead. "I know your heart hurts for the wolf girl right now, but it will pass," she assures me, squeezing my hand between hers.

The wolf girl. I hate when they call her that. She has a name, damn it.

"You have a long life ahead of you, Moon. You're destined for great things. Luckily, Trevor's family is willing to overlook this as a youthful indiscretion, a rebellious phase. Trevor has been very understanding too. By all rights, he should have called off your engagement."

"Cassie is my soulmate, Mom," I sigh.

"She's not even your species. She's a mongrel, half-wolf, half-human. I can't think of anything worse," Mom says, her face twisting in disgust.

I don't have the energy to argue. Every muscle in my body feels like it weighs a ton.

"Family is what's important," she reminds me.

She hugs me and this time, I let her. Maybe I'm too tired to resist. Or maybe I need it. I even allow myself to cry in her arms like I did when I was little. There's no trace of the formidable Moon now. I'm just a hollow shell of who I used to be.

I sigh and roll over to face the wall, not wanting to see the pity in her eyes. I don't want their pity. I want them to understand. This isn't some damn teenage rebellion. What I feel for Cassie is real, as real as my own life, and I can't imagine going on without her. What's the point of dragging myself through life like this? I almost wish I'd never known love at all.

I guess you can't miss what you've never had.

Mom's words fade into empty background noise, a distant buzz that can't penetrate the pain consuming me.

"Moon, please, just eat something," she pleads, her voice threaded with fear now.

I pull the pillow over my head to block her out. Every movement makes me nauseous. I know I need to feed, but I'm not sure I want to keep going.

"You must fight, Moon. In time, you'll forget her, trust me. You'll understand your father's decision. It's all for your own good," she adds before standing to leave.

For my own good? If they cared about my good, Cassie would be in this bed with me right now. All they care about is the family, maintaining a status of privilege that's lasted centuries. Not my wellbeing.

Out in the hall, Dad's muffled voice filters through the heavy door.

"This foolishness has gone on long enough," he argues, his tone strained. "If she won't eat, I'll force-feed her, even if I have to chain her to the bed and hook up an IV."

I fucking hate my father.

My only consolation is remembering the look of revulsion and disappointment on his face when he found Cassie in my bed. That was priceless.

"She's our daughter. I won't chain her down and stick her with needles," Mom objects. "Give her time. She'll come around."

Their argument continues for a while, their voices rising at times, not caring that they're right outside my door. I picture them standing in the hallway, struggling to keep their composure despite their anger.

"At least let her see the wolf girl for a bit," Mom suggests, making my breath catch. "She'll get Moon to eat. She won't let her starve herself. Our daughter's life is at stake."
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