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​Prologue 


[image: ]


Several decades ago... 

The birds took flight, frightened by the sudden commotion, as a brown wolf rolled down the hill among the trees, dragging branches, stones, and any loose debris in its path. 

The wolf's body impacted against the trunk of a larger tree at the bottom of the slope, stopping in its tracks as nature's ruggedness refused to yield to its strength. 

The silence of the forest was broken by the sound of more paws smacking the ground ferociously. Howls filled the air as a pack of wolves of varying sizes and colors burst through the undergrowth, surrounding the now-injured brown wolf. 

All the wolves bared their sharp fangs at the cornered creature. Their eyes, black as night, shone with ferocity, and the bristling fur on their backs made clear the wild nature that defined them. 

The smaller brown wolf whined and leaned against the tree, searching for the best way to protect himself from the at least seven rogue wolves stalking him. Though he also bared his teeth, his defenses paled in comparison to those of his enemies. 

In a last attempt to demonstrate what little control he had left, the brown wolf tensed his body and let out a growl. 

Then, a guttural sound erupted from the pack. A roar so powerful that every wolf present instantly bowed, forced to submit to the authority emanating from that sound. 

A black wolf, of enormous size, advanced with a firm step while the others moved aside to let it pass, keeping their heads bowed in submission. 

It was, without a doubt, one of the largest wolves the brown had ever seen, comparable only to its own Alpha. Its jet-black fur gleamed with blue hues in the faint rays of sunlight that filtered through the leaves. Its enormous paws could effortlessly crush a hare. And its eyes... Luna, protect me, were a reddish amber, as unusual as it was disturbing. 

Though terror filled the brown wolf, he refused to show it. And, by the Moon, if he was going to perish there, at least he would discover why the black wolf had dared to betray them all. 

Slowly, the brown wolf began to force the transformation. His wolf resisted—he was stronger in his animal form—but when it came down to it, his human side had a little more control. 

His bones creaked and shifted painfully, while the fur retracted and disappeared. A tingle ran down his spine, his eyes and ears adjusted as his senses dulled, and his paws splayed out in agony to make way for human fingers. 

And then, it was all over. 

The wolf—now a man—stood completely naked, surrounded by the pack. His back was still pressed against the tree, the bark scratching his skin as a silent reminder that it still protected him. 

The man coughed to clear his throat and turned to the black wolf. "Why?" was all he managed to ask, his voice cracking as if the words were rasping as they came out. "Why did you do this to us? To our pack? We were practically family!" 

The black wolf snorted and shook his head. 

"We trusted you, Drake," she snapped at the wolf—the one who acted more ferociously than all the others combined. "He trusted you. And you betrayed him just because of... his position?" 

The wolves surrounding him growled in warning and stepped forward, waiting for the command to attack. But the black wolf—Drake—remained motionless, watching, calculating. 

A treacherous tear rolled down the man's face. He knew Drake would never give him an answer. He would never reveal his motives. Still, he felt he had to continue. "He was your brother!" he cried, incredulous, the muscles in his neck tensing with suppressed fury. 

Drake didn't make a sound. He didn't move. He just stared at him, playing his role as hunter. 

The man must have realized that his anger wouldn't change anything. It wouldn't revive the two bodies lying in eternal sleep in the pack's den. It wouldn't bring back to life the brave men who had tried to defend themselves. So he tried a different approach. "Gabriel won't let you escape. He'll find you, and when he does, he'll strip you of your skin until you're just skin and bones." 

Drake was beginning to tire of waiting. He had finally achieved his objective. The one he'd been planning for twelve years. Just for fun, he'd followed his wolves to finish off this last one. But the chase was over, and the man wouldn't resist. It would be like swatting a fly. 

With a simple nod, Drake sealed the man's fate. 

And the wolves pounced on him. 
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Alice 

Present... 

"Go back to where you came from, bright eye!" a voice shouted from one of the cars speeding by. Alice stared at the apple-red Camaro and its occupants until the vehicle became a tiny dot on the horizon. 

A growl escaped his lips. Just ignore them, he repeated to himself. He tried to calm his inner wolf, at least enough to keep from chasing them down and tearing them apart. 

After a few seconds, she managed to relax her fists. She didn't like having to constantly contain the beast inside her because people found it fun to mock her. While her human half had learned to cope, her wolf half despised anyone who dared to challenge her. 

But there was nothing I could do about it. 

Alice continued walking along the road toward home. There was just over a mile between her house and the school. It wasn't a long walk, especially when she could transform into a swift and tireless beast, but in her human form, the journey seemed slower. 

A group of trees, beginning a few steps from the embankment, accompanied her on her journey. Vegetation was abundant in her small town: on every corner, in every garden. Nature dominated the landscape, overcoming even the signs of human life. 

Alice didn't mind. On the contrary, she loved nature. It was part of her, part of her home. She loved the birds singing at dawn, how life never ceased, creating melodies even in the darkness of the night. 

But what he loved most was the earth itself. The way the ground rose slightly beneath his paws as he ran, the way the twigs crunched under his weight. He even enjoyed the coolness of the ground before the sun warmed it. 

"Care!" yelled Donovan, her six-year-old brother, as she walked through the door. Ever since he was little, he'd struggled to pronounce her name correctly, and the nickname had stuck. Alice, secretly, loved it. 

The little boy launched himself at her with all the strength of a wolf cub who had yet to undergo his first transformation. But Alice, as always, was ready. She caught him easily and smiled at him. 

"You missed it! Mayra and I painted and then played with Play-Doh," Donovan announced, bursting with excitement. 

"Really?" Alice asked gently, turning on the living room lights before leading him into the kitchen. "And you thanked him?" 

Donovan's lips formed a small "O." 

She chuckled. “Yeah, I thought so.” 

As he entered the kitchen, Alice led him to Mayra, their nanny, who was washing dishes in the rusty sink. 

Donovan ran over and hugged her. At Omega height, he barely reached her waist. "Thanks, Mayra." 

The older woman looked at him with a forced smile. “Of course, Donovan.” 

The atmosphere in the kitchen became heavy, charged with tension. Alice could feel Mayra's efforts to remain calm. 

"Donovan, could you do me a favor and give Alice and me a moment to talk?" Mayra asked. 

Alice nodded in approval. Reluctantly, Donovan agreed and shuffled slowly toward his room. It wasn't until they heard the door click that Mayra and Alice began to talk. 

Mayra wiped her hands with a fury Alice had never seen before. Although the gray-haired woman wasn't exactly cheerful, she wasn't usually aggressive either. As a pack elder, she had looked after Donovan for a long time. There had never been a serious problem. 

"Is everything okay?" Alice frowned, worried. 

"No. It's not." Mayra ran a hand over her face. "I can't take it anymore. I've been holding on, hoping things would get better, but every day they get worse. This is over." 

Alice's stomach sank. "You're not talking about quitting, are you?" 

—That's exactly what I'm doing. I can't stand this one minute longer! 

—But Mayra, Donovan is a good boy. I know he can be a little naughty sometimes... 

"It's not about Donovan. It's about you and your parents." Mayra was furious. "I can't stay here all day taking care of that boy. I'm supposed to be the help, not his mother." 

-But... 

"I'm the nanny," she interrupted, pointing at herself. "I watch Donovan for a few hours, clean the house, get paid, and leave. It's that simple. But it seems neither you nor your parents understand. The services aren't free, Alice." 

When was the last time he got paid? Cole had said... "Mayra, if you let me talk to Cole and Marie, I'm sure I can make sure this doesn't happen again..." 

"It won't happen again because I won't be here to see it. I quit." She snorted and grabbed her purse and keys from the table. With firm steps, she headed for the door. 

"Mayra, wait!" Alice followed her. "Can't we work this out? Please?" 

—Don't even dream about it. 

"Mayra, please..." Alice's voice sounded desperate. "You're our last option." 

Mayra opened the door and stepped outside before turning around. "You Omegas aren't good enough for this pack. It shows in the way Donovan acts. You don't follow orders and you never contribute financially. I hope my resignation teaches you something: you can't take advantage of a pack member." 

Without hesitation, Mayra walked down the worn porch steps and headed to her gleaming Volvo. 

Alice carefully closed the door, suppressing a wince at the squeak. She listened to the roar of the engine fade down the street. She leaned her forehead against the wood, closed her eyes, and let out a shaky breath. Even if she wanted to, she didn't have the money to pay Mayra. Could things get any worse? 

"Care?" Donovan's small voice sounded fragile, as if he was holding back tears. "I'm sorry." 

Alice watched him as he came down the stairs, noticing his trembling lower lip. Without hesitation, she picked him up and hugged him tightly, inhaling his warm, comforting scent. 

—It's not your fault, Donovan. Mayra just wasn't the right babysitter for us, that's all. 

"Mom's going to be really mad at me..." the little boy sobbed as clear tears began to stream down his face. 

Alice hugged him tenderly, whispering sweet nothings in his ear. 

—It's not your fault, Donovan, do you hear me? None of this is your fault. This is mine, Cole's, and Marie's. 

Donovan's red eyes trembled with sadness as he took refuge in Alice's arms. Each small sob tore at his soul, and she hugged him even closer to her chest. 

The two brothers sat by the front door in silence for a long time. Alice waited patiently as Donovan wept uncontrollably. No matter how many times she told him it wasn't his fault, the pain wouldn't go away. And Alice understood: there were wounds that even the warmest words couldn't heal, wounds that only time—or her mother—could mend. 

But her mother wasn't coming back yet, so Alice knew she had to be strong, for both of them. 

He stroked Donovan's golden curls gently. 

"Everything will be okay, kiddo," she promised. "This just means you'll see me more often. We're going to be a great team, you and I." 

Donovan rubbed his reddened cheeks. 

—Do you promise you won't leave me? 

Without a second thought, Alice replied: 

—I promise you, Donovan. I'll never leave you. 

And it was a promise she was willing to keep until her last breath. Because Donovan was the closest thing to a true family she'd ever had. And family is never abandoned. 

It wasn't until almost eight o'clock at night that Alice managed to get the little one to fall asleep in his bed. 

With the storybook clutched to her chest, Alice closed her eyes for a moment. Fatigue coursed through her body like a heavy current. She would have liked to stay right there, asleep next to Donovan, for years on end. 

But I couldn't. 

With effort, she slid out of the old bed—a bargain they'd found at a garage sale—and tiptoed to the door. She murmured "goodnight" to the little one and turned off the light. 

Outside, the sky had already turned a deep blue, that magical darkness that awakened something ancient within her. The wolf within screamed to be set free, yearning to run free through the forest, leaving her mark on every corner, proclaiming this territory hers. The longing to transform was almost unbearable. It had been a week since she had allowed herself to let go of that other part of herself, and Alice felt she couldn't contain it much longer. 

However, he had responsibilities. 

She microwaved a small bowl of Easy Mac and, with her makeshift dinner in hand, headed to her room where a mountain of homework awaited her. 

With a resigned sigh, he sat on the floor of his room and spread his books and papers around him. He forced himself to concentrate, even though his mind protested every second. 

Hours later, after countless pre-calculus exercises, he dropped his book onto the cluttered floor. His head felt like it was about to smoke from the exertion. 

Alice stood up slowly, feeling her bones creak in protest. Running a hand through her hair, she grabbed a towel from the hall closet and headed down the stairs to the house's only bathroom. 

She stepped into the shower, turning the knob until it reached an almost unbearable temperature. But for her, it was comforting. Her body, part wolf, always operated at a higher temperature than a human's, and the warmth felt like a blessing. If it were up to her, she'd live in eternal summer. 

When she finished, she wrapped herself in the towel and looked at herself in the antique bathroom mirror. Her face stared back at her: her hair, a deep reddish hue, fell wet to her mid-back. Through the steamy haze, her green eyes shone, standing out against her pale skin and the freckles scattered across her nose. 

Although she possessed some of the natural beauty characteristic of her kind, Alice didn't consider herself particularly attractive. She preferred to go unnoticed among humans, unlike other members of her pack whose beauty was impossible to ignore. However, among her own kind, that "normal" appearance made her stand out... and not exactly in a favorable way. Her Omega status didn't help either. 

"Come on, Alice," she told herself, composing herself as she combed her hair with her fingers. 

He rummaged through his drawers looking for something clean to sleep in. After nearly emptying one of them, he found a worn T-shirt with a few small holes, but at least it smelled clean. 

Nowadays, finding clothes without patches was almost a luxury. 

She put on her T-shirt and gray pajama pants and returned to her room to try to resume her schoolwork. Her stomach growled with hunger, but she preferred to save what little was in the refrigerator for Donovan. He needed him more than she did. 

The clock read 12:30 when he heard the first sound. 

Alice looked up from her notes, straining her ears. A creak on the porch. 

He jumped up, forgetting his homework, and grabbed the baseball bat he kept by his bed. The solid weight of the bat in his hands gave him some courage. 

She went downstairs silently, ready to face whatever it was. A thousand thoughts raced through her mind. Would they be bothering her house again? Or was it something else? Perhaps a stranger wolf looking for trouble? 

Or worse... a stranger lurking in the night? 

Alice knew that, if necessary, she would not hesitate to protect her little adopted brother and the home that, although humble, was her refuge. 

Thanks to her heightened senses, Alice could hear footsteps approaching the porch. Two pairs of footsteps. She pressed the bat against her shoulder, while her other hand slowly reached out to turn the doorknob. 

The door slammed open. Alice let out a small scream, unable to contain it. Against all her training, she closed her eyes and threw a punch forward. 

The bat came to an abrupt stop as it collided with something. Alice's eyes flew open, revealing two figures standing in the doorway. 

"Is this how you welcome us home, Alicebear?" a deep voice asked, thick with amusement. 

As if a huge weight had been lifted from her chest, Alice's shoulders slumped and she breathed a sigh of relief. Her heart, which had been racing until just a moment before, began to calm. 

"You scared me," he said weakly. "Next time you're this late, let me know so I don't panic." 

"Oh, Alicebear, where would that be?" Cole joked, dropping the bat and turning on the nearest light. 

Alice's adoptive parents became more visible: their hospital uniforms somewhat stained from the long walk back. Cole and Marie stared at her from the doorway as if they couldn't recognize their daughter. And, in truth, they had never seen her so at the end of her tether. 

Marie approached her and tenderly caressed her cheek. 

"Are you okay, honey? You were holding that bat like you were going up against an army." 

—I'm fine, Marie. 

Cole watched her closely. 

"Are you sure, Alicebear? You're paler than usual, and that's saying something." 

Alice gave an inelegant giggle. 

—You're so funny, Cole. 

"You know, I've been home for two minutes and I still haven't gotten a hug from my favorite girl," he said, smiling so that the corners of his eyes crinkled. 

Alice didn't hesitate. She moved forward, melting into Cole's embrace, letting his warmth envelop her. She wrapped her arms around his waist, holding him tightly. Cole rested his chin on Alice's head and hugged her firmly. His familiar scent calmed her troubled soul. 

He had always been her refuge. 

After a while, Alice reluctantly broke away. 

"I'm sorry about all this. It's just..." her voice broke, forcing her to clear her throat before continuing. "I just wanted to make sure you didn't try anything again." 

Cole and Marie understood immediately. She was referring to the incident. 

Some time ago, after a regular walk in the woods, the family returned home to find their small home in tatters: the sofas ripped, the windows broken, the sheets ripped, the dishes smashed, the television and safes stolen, and even the mirrors cracked. 

They were still paying for the repairs. In fact, Alice's last paycheck had gone directly toward the purchase of a new microwave. Adam, the pack treasurer, had told them that the check to cover the damages was "in progress." In the meantime, they had to find those responsible themselves. 

Alice had spent three hours removing the spray-painted words from the wall, words she would never dare repeat. 

I knew exactly who had done it. And why. 

But he didn't have the courage to confess to Cole and Marie that, deep down, it was all his fault. Guilt ate at him inside. And for Luna, he'd do anything to protect his family if they tried to hurt them again. 

Marie was thoughtful, probably remembering the mess left in the kitchen. They hadn't even managed to save up for a new table. 

Cole gave Alice a sad smile. 

—Thanks for taking care of the house, Alicebear. You did an amazing job. 

She knew that smile well. Cole and Marie were all she had for family. She knew how to interpret every nuance on their faces. 

Cole's sad smile always appeared when something was deeply troubling him. And Alice understood: he was hurt that his daughter had to live in fear, but also proud of her bravery. 

Alice sighed. 

"It wasn't as good as it could have been," he said, leaning the bat against the wall. "But before I give you the bad news... how was work?" 

Marie intertwined her fingers with Cole's. 

—It was... work. Not much happens when your job is cleaning hospital rooms. 

Cole burst out laughing. 

—At least I didn't have to clean any too nasty areas today. 

Marie looked at him with mock reproach. 

"Speak for yourself," he said, turning to Alice. "Anyway, we're still barely surviving on what we earn." 

Alice felt a lump in her chest. She knew how much Marie wanted to be a housewife. She had always wanted to. But necessity had forced her to take any job available. That's how she ended up on the hospital's night cleaning crew. Grueling shifts, low pay. The only advantage was that she could work alongside her husband. 

Marie looked at her now, waiting for the news Alice had to give. 

—Mayra resigned today. 

Silence fell like a slab. Only the crickets and the rustling of branches outside filled the air. 

Marie's blue eyes flashed with frustration, and Alice wished she could swallow her own words so she wouldn't cause more pain. 

"I'm sorry," Alice murmured, barely hearing herself. "I tried to convince her to stay, but she was determined. I know it's a problem, but I could talk to my boss about bringing Donovan with me. Maybe I could seat him at one of the tables and..." 

"You shouldn't have to do that," Marie whispered, so softly that only Alice and Cole, with their acute hearing, could hear her. 

Cole rubbed her back in small circles to comfort her. 

—Calm down, love. We'll find a solution, step by step. 

"It's not fair!" Marie suddenly exclaimed, rage filling her gaze. In an impulsive gesture, she punched the wall next to her. A thin crack spread from the point of impact, like a spiderweb. "We shouldn't live like this! We belong to a pack, and they treat us like we're worthless, while they live like kings! I'm tired of this injustice!" 

Cole began whispering reassuring words into his wife's ear, desperately trying to calm her. Gently, he guided her out of the room as she collapsed. 

As he passed Alice, he gave her an apologetic look, silently pleading for her understanding. Alice nodded in understanding. 

He stared at the crack in the wall as Marie's sobs echoed through the hallway. 

Alice clenched her fists, feeling the urge to make her own mark on the wall. Why couldn't the pack see? Didn't they understand the direness of their situation? Why didn't they do anything to help? They always helped their own. Always. While most of the elders and adults weren't overly kind to them, they at least maintained a certain courtesy. Wasn't there enough civility for them to help her family? What had her family done to earn such rejection? Most packs valued their Omegas. 

Was it because of her? Was she so different that they decided to take it out on her family? 

Alice stared at the rift. Was her family the rift in the pack? Was the pack ashamed of them? 

With a sigh of resignation, he went out to the garage and grabbed the cast. 

He didn't manage to fall asleep until four in the morning. 

He ran like lightning through the forest. The wind whipped his fur, the trees swayed, and leaves fell to the ground in the gust. He was panting, his heart pounding, and his lungs burning with exhaustion, but he ignored it. He ignored it all and kept going. 

Her paws became soaked as she crossed a stream, splashing water that shimmered in the sunlight. Alice longed to stop and enjoy the coolness of the liquid and how it flowed over her reddish fur, but she couldn't stop. 

The bird she was chasing squawked in terror as it dodged logs and branches. Its blue and brown feathers danced before Alice's eyes, mocking her. 

I almost have it. 

Alice. 

One more step. I could almost feel his fangs closing around the small animal. 

Alice! 

He opened his mouth, his canines glinting in the sunlight filtering through the trees. He bit down precisely, catching the bird gracefully, just as— 

—"Alice!" Something shook her shoulder sharply, jarring her from sleep. She jolted upright in surprise, her head hitting the ledge next to the restaurant table. 

"Oh, gee!" she moaned, rubbing her head as pain shot through her senses like lightning. She looked up at the person who had woken her. "Sandy?" 

Her eyes quickly scanned the money as her mind returned to reality. How long had she been asleep? 

Sandy looked at her in exasperation. 

"Finally. I've been trying to wake you up for like fifteen minutes," he said, crossing his arms. "It's a good thing they let you bring your brother here while you work." 

Alice frowned. 

—I'm so sorry, I didn't mean to fall asleep. It's just been a rough week and... 

"Yes, yes. Save it," Sandy interrupted, with an impatient gesture. "You better get back to work before the boss sees you slacking off. Your break ended twenty minutes ago." 

—And you should keep an eye on your brother. He's been bothering that older couple for quite some time. 

Alice jumped up, nervously searching for Donovan. When had he left the table? She breathed a sigh of relief when she found him in the back of the room, talking animatedly with an elderly couple. Luckily, they didn't seem bothered by his company. 

However, relief turned to horror when he saw Donovan steal a french fry from the man's plate. He acted immediately, forgetting about Sandy. 

"Donovan!" she whispered firmly as she reached the table. "What did I tell you about leaving our place?" 

He gave the couple an apologetic look. 

—Sorry about this. 

The woman just smiled, stroking the boy's messy blond curls. 

"Nonsense, darling. This young man is more than welcome here," she said sweetly. "Harold and I don't mind. He's been wonderful." 

Donovan beamed, basking in the praise. 

—Care! Care! Can I stay? Please! 

Alice gave him a sympathetic but firm look. 

—Sorry, Donovan, but you have to stay at our table. Besides, all your toys are there. Don't you want to play with your Play-Doh? 

It wouldn't have bothered him if he knew those people. But they were complete strangers. Humans. He had to teach Donovan that he couldn't approach strangers, much less eat their food. 

"We don't mind if you stay," the lady insisted. 

But Alice was already shaking her head. 

—Sorry, I can't allow that. Come on, Donovan, we have to go. Thank you so much for looking after him. 

Without further ado, she took her brother by the arm and led him back to her table. She sat him down next to her bag of toys and took out the Play-Doh, ready to distract him. 

But, to his surprise, he didn't even touch it. Strange. Donovan loved his Play-Doh. He could make up entire stories with just a ball of that colorful stuff. 

Looking at him, she found him with his head bowed on the table, his arms hiding his face. 

She sighed, exhausted, and bent down to his level, stroking his back. 

"I'm sorry, Donovan. I know you wanted to stay with them, but you can't talk to strangers like that. What if they wanted to take you away from me? I wouldn't know what to do without you." 

Her shoulders shook as she wept silently, her fists clenched. 

"Donovan, please. I have to get back to work," she begged. It broke her heart to see him like this, even more so knowing that lately he had been crying frequently. 

“F-f-finally I had a friend, Care!” she sobbed. “And you took him away from me!” 

“Shh, Donovan, please. You know it hurts me to see you cry,” she begged. “Come on, okay?” 

"No!" he shouted, standing out among the murmur of the room. "No, Care!" 

He was exhausted. Alice could see it in the frustration building on his face. Normally, Donovan was a strong kid, capable of enduring a lot. But after Mayra left, and after spending nearly six hours sitting at the same table watching his sister run around, it was normal for him to be tired and emotional. 

"Shh!" Alice panicked. Several diners were turning their gazes toward them, some even interrupting their conversations. "I'm his sister. I'm his sister." Maybe if she repeated it mentally, they'd understand the situation. "Donovan, I promise we'll do something afterward, just the two of us. How about some ice cream? But I need you to stay here until my shift ends. Okay?" 

The ice cream must have been the ultimate bribe, because little by little her sobs ceased. She looked up, her eyes swollen and her nose running. 

-Oh really? 

“Seriously, Donovan,” she replied gently, wiping his nose with a napkin. 

-Okay. 

—Now, stay here and play for a while. My shift ends in two hours, and then we'll go get that ice cream. 

With one last squeeze on his shoulder, Alice forced herself to get up and get back to work, praying that this time Donovan would stay put. 

He nodded, though his eyes had already wandered to the open jar of modeling clay. 

Alice patted her knees gently before standing up. 

"Very well," he pointed firmly. "And don't you dare approach or talk to strangers, okay?" 

She'd resorted to the promise of ice cream to keep her little brother calm, even though she knew it might not have been the best idea. However, she was exhausted and had run out of options. She wasn't his mother; there was only so much she could do. Donovan tended to respect Alice's authority most of the time, but that didn't mean it always worked. Sometimes, he needed a little extra push. 

Donovan didn't reply, but took out the clay and began to mold something that vaguely resembled a ball. 

Satisfied, Alice turned around and returned to her tasks. And boy, did she work hard. 

The honey wouldn't come off the table. Who had cleaned that morning? It looked like they'd barely wiped it. Alice was vigorously scrubbing the cracked tabletop, holding a handful of stacked glasses in her other hand. She'd just finished serving a group of middle-aged women, and now it was her turn to clean up the mess they'd left behind. 

Lindy's Diner was too stingy to hire support staff. Whoever was in charge of the budget seemed more interested in saving than in keeping the place in good condition. Still, even though the tables were worn and the couch seats had more than a few holes in them, there was never a shortage of customers. In the corner, the old record player was playing a Whitney Houston song for the fifth time since Alice started her shift. A few burned-out lightbulbs had yet to be replaced, giving the place a dim feel that at least lent a certain cozy atmosphere to dinner. The bathroom doors, worn with age, were barely standing. 

Alice had been working for Lindy and her husband for two years. As soon as she turned sixteen, she knew she had to get a job helping out around the house. The excitement she felt upon being hired had turned to pride, as she had amply demonstrated her commitment. She logged more overtime than any other employee, cleaned while waiting for tables, and never engaged in unnecessary small talk. She always maintained a friendly smile, unlike Sandy, who argued with customers. On one occasion, she had even paid out of pocket for a dish that had gone wrong. 

She applied even more force as she wiped the sticky syrup off the table, also checking the salt, pepper, sugar, and napkin dispensers. She kept her senses alert, attentive to the customers and Donovan, who, to her relief, had fallen asleep half an hour earlier. 

He looked at the clock on the wall: seven thirty. Half an hour until Donovan's bedtime, and an hour and a half until his shift ended. 

He quickly carried the glasses to the kitchen and brought out a new set of cutlery for the table. 

It was thanks to his keen hearing that he picked up a conversation at one of the tables in his section, where some acquaintances from his pack were chatting. 

"Really? I thought he wouldn't come back until he found those who attacked his father," a boy whispered, "Dan, maybe," in a tone full of surprise. 

Alice turned some of her attention to them, intrigued by the topic. 

"No," a girl chimed in, smirking. "Marcus told my dad I had to pick him up from the airport. He's coming back, for sure. I can't wait to see him. He won't be able to resist this time. I'm not that little fourteen-year-old anymore." 

"Ashley, it's been four years," the boy mocked, rolling his eyes. "Leave it alone." 

Alice tensed at the mention of her name. How had she not noticed Ashley sitting in her section? She was so tired, she'd simply overlooked her. 

A rapid heartbeat pounded in his chest. His instinct, always latent, stirred. Would Ashley dare cause a scene in the middle of a restaurant? 

She pressed the notepad into her apron. There was no way out: she had to go over and take his order. 

"I'm going to have him so in love with me that he'll be able to ask me to be his partner," Ashley said confidently. 

The other young woman, with almost silvery blonde hair, then spoke: "If he wasn't your partner before he left, what makes you think he will be now?" 

Ashley glared at her. "Because, Alice," she snapped, "when he left, I hadn't even done my first transformation yet. You know how men don't recognize their mate until she changes." 

"Oh, right," Alice murmured thoughtfully. "But wait... doesn't that mean he could find his mate among all the other girls, too?" 

"Alice, stop!" Ashley growled, losing her patience. 

Alice decided it was an opportune moment to intervene. She cleared her throat as she approached the table, causing everyone's eyes to be glued to her. 

Ashley smiled wickedly. "Just look who we have here." 

Alice bit her tongue to keep her thoughts to herself and maintained her professional tone. "Would you like something to drink?" she asked politely. 

Alice was the first to respond: “Lemon water, please.” 

Alice nodded and turned
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