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Chapter One

 


Layla stared up at the
sky. It was dark and she
saw the edge of the moon peeking out of a thick blanket of clouds.
There were only a few days to go before the full moon. During that
time, she’d help with all the festivities. Wrapping her arms around
herself, she kept looking at the moon, wondering what the hell to
do with her life.

Four months ago, her best friend, Elle
Smith, had been mated to
the Alpha of the pack, Brandon. She and Elle were not wolves. They
were one of the few humans residing in the Northern Forest Pack in
Grace Hill. Her family had moved here a long time ago. So long ago
that it was even natural to her how the wolves treated them. The
wolves liked to use the single, human women, not the ones that had
a husband or family.

She was single, a virgin, and had
a short time ago been in love
with Lewis, one of the men who was close to Brandon. Not anymore,
which was quite hilarious to her, considering Lewis now spent a
great deal of time with her.

When her best friend mated
with Brandon, a lot was going
on in Grace Hill, including a meeting between all paranormal
factions. There had been bears, witches, warlocks, vampires, and
several other sectors.

She struggled to keep up with them
all. She preferred her
little bubble of humans and wolves, but if it hadn’t been for that
meeting and the possible threat, she wouldn’t have met Alexander.
He was the reason she came out late at night. The vampire hadn’t
left like so many of the otherworld species had.

If Lewis knew she snuck
out to enjoy some peace
and quiet and to meet up with the other man, he’d go crazy. He told
her it wasn’t safe for her to come out at night. For the first few
weeks, she’d believed him, but then, little by little, she had
started to rebel against his order.

Lewis didn’t care about her, and she was
fine with that. More than fine. She didn’t want him, especially as
she knew the moment he got what he wanted, he’d never want to see her again. She
wasn’t interested in being a one-night stand, or some casual
fling.

Wrapping her arms around herself, she
stared up at the sky and took a deep breath. There was a time when
thinking about Lewis brought her pain. She had known he would only
use her, even before witnessing Brandon and Elle’s mating. Now, she
felt at peace. She and
Lewis were never going to happen. She wasn’t his mate and after
seeing what Brandon was like with Elle, Layla knew she would never
make that mistake.

It was probably silly, maybe even
old-fashioned, but she
didn’t want to give herself to just anyone. Her virginity was not
going to be taken without it meaning something.

“I sense you’re in deep thought,” Alexander
said.

This made her smile and she tilted her
head just a little to the right, and there he was. He was tall but unlike most vampires
she imagined, he wasn’t super thin, he was large and muscular. She
had no idea how old he was, but according to Elle, he was old,
possibly even ancient. He’d seen the world through many different
times, decades, and eras.

“Not really.”

Alexander inhaled and then chuckled. “You don’t smell like
the wolf.”

The other night he’d complained that she had
a horrible scent of dog on her. She could only imagine that was
Lewis.

“I remembered what you said.” She had a
shower, being sure to use plenty of her scented shampoo. The last thing she wanted was for
him to hate coming to see her.

She didn’t know if the vampires had a
smell to the wolves, but she probably could guarantee it with the
way they seemed disgusted with each other.

“You’re a sweet woman,” he said.
“Tell me, what troubles you
tonight?”

“Nothing.”

“Are you still having thoughts of leaving?”
he asked.

She sighed.

“Yes?” he asked again before she could
answer.

“I honestly don’t know. When Elle was
talking about it before she accepted Brandon, I
thought she was crazy to
even think about leaving Grace Hill, but I don’t know if I can stay
here.”

“Why?”

“There’s nothing for me here.”

“Your wolf is not satisfying
you?”

She felt her cheeks heating. “No.
Absolutely not. Lewis and I are not, like, together or anything. We’ve never been
together. I haven’t slept with him. Crap, I don’t know what I’m
saying.”

Alexander chuckled. “You’re still a
virgin, Layla.”

She loved the way her name just seemed to
roll off his tongue. How did he make everything so
sensual?

She could barely think straight.

“Yes. How did you know?” she asked.

“I have my ways.”

“Is it smell?”

“No. Unlike the wolves, my sense of smell
doesn’t include the scent of innocence.”

Layla frowned. “How do you know?”

“Our conversations, sweet one.”

“Oh.” This made her frown. “I never told
you I was a virgin.”

Alexander chuckled. “You told me you’d
never been with a wolf,
and for that matter you’ve never been with a man, and you would
never be used by anyone of the opposite sex.”

She felt her mouth fall open. What was she supposed to say? She
had said that, not too long ago.

“Your blush is incredibly
charming.”

Layla covered her cheeks.

“You don’t need to be embarrassed,” he
said.

“How can I not be embarrassed? I … I’m
sorry.”

Alexander touched her arm. It wasn’t hard, but soft, almost like
he couldn’t help himself. The moment he let her go, she wanted to
touch that spot again, just to be sure she had felt him touch
her.

“You don’t need to be sorry. There’s
another way for me to know you’re innocent but that is rather more
… personal.”

“How?” she asked.

She loved that Alexander didn’t lie to her, nor did he evade
the truth. He told her straight. No matter what the question, he
answered. It was how she knew the cult that were calling themselves
“Disaster of the Otherworld” wanted the total destruction of all
beings so their rules and power would be the only ones
followed.

Elle had told her something bad was out
there, but Alexander was
the one to fill in the blanks. Lewis had told her it was nothing
for her to worry about, which translated to: she wasn’t important
enough to be told what was going to happen.

Alexander told her about the threat, how a
vampire when Elle was sixteen had placed an enthrallment on her, which stopped her
from being truly and completely mated to Brandon. The vampire had
wanted to remove Elle as Brandon’s mate, which would have set about
the Northern Forest Pack’s destruction. Their plan had failed, but
Alexander believed there were more ways to begin war.

“Are you sure you want to know the answer?” he
asked.

“Yes.” She offered him a
smile, to which he
picked up her wrist and traced across her pulse.

“Right here, by tasting your blood.”

She frowned. “Does it have to be the blood from my wrist
specifically?”

This made Alexander laugh. “No, any of your blood would do at any
place on your body.”

“Ah.”

He let go of her wrist and she had to
wonder if he felt her
pulse racing. Alexander didn’t have a pulse or a heartbeat. He’d
allowed her to touch his chest at one of their first meetings.
She’d done so and marveled at the lack of sound.

This man did fascinate her.

“It is getting late and I sense you’re
tired.”

“I’m fine.”

“I may not be able to see you throughout
the day, my sweet, but you’re working hard, and I see the paleness
of your skin. You’re tired. Even the marks around your eyes are
dark with exhaustion. You shouldn’t be wearing yourself
out.”

She wanted to argue with him, but even though she had
asked Daisy, the wolf who owned the diner, if she would consider
opening late at night, and she’d take the shift, Daisy had
declined.

She only got to see Alexander for a few
hours, but they were hours she longed for, cherished, and it was why she kept coming
out late at night, following the same path Alexander had showed
her. He’d promised her it was safe, and she believed
him.

Elle had told her to be careful, that she
couldn’t trust the vampires. Brandon was wary of them as well. If
he was worried about them, why hadn’t he kicked them out of Grace
Hill?

Alexander had helped
Elle, he’d saved the
pack, why did that make him a threat?

“Will you walk me home?” she asked.

“I’d love to.”

****

Alexander watched as Layla snuck back into
her home. She still lived with her family, and as she made it
through the doorway, she turned and offered him a wave. He lifted his arm and waved
back, in a completely human reaction, which rather entertained
him.

“You shouldn’t be entertaining the girl,”
Charles said.

Alexander didn’t stop looking up at the
house. Layla was a special woman. He sensed a beauty inside her. A power. He didn’t
know exactly what, but he couldn’t help himself. Each night, he
promised himself it would be the last he went to visit her, but
every time he did make that promise, he’d find himself going back
to that special point in the forest. The one that Crazy Lizzie had
told him was sacred, how no one would be able to see what happened
there. No one would sense or know of their meetings.

He wasn’t ashamed of meeting with Layla.
It was the highest point of his day. However, Charles was starting to bore him with his
constant moaning.

“And you shouldn’t be away from the books,”
Alexander said, finally stepping away and leaving Layla to
rest.

The young woman was wearing herself out,
and he knew from experience that if she wasn’t strong, she wouldn’t be able to fight off
any potential threat that could come at any moment.

Crazy Lizzie had told him evil was
coming.

One of the few nights he’d
been alone with his
thoughts, Crazy Lizzie had come to him, her green eyes almost
glowing as she told him death would come, that it would take
something precious, something that was needed to help stop this war
they were getting closer to.

Disaster of the Otherworld were a pain in the ass, and he should
know, he’d lived for over a thousand years. He wasn’t as old as
Lizzie, but he was indeed old. Compared to some of the beings he’d
met, he was freaking ancient.

He was growing tired of the young
believing they knew
better. They hadn’t seen enough of the world to even realize they
were playing a foolish game.

“The books tell of nothing. You know this.
We should have taken Lizzie when we had the chance.”

Alexander stopped, wrapped his fingers
around Charles’s throat,
and held on tightly. Charles was not as old as him. They were not
true brothers, but they were from the same family line.

There were humans alive today from his
line. Not all of them had been turned into vampires. He made sure they were protected.
Over the years, he’d done deals with witches and warlocks alike, to
provide the right protection to keep them all safe.

His human family of today didn’t know
their history. Alexander had been sure to wipe his existence from any of the books. He had
done this the moment he learned of the Disaster of the Otherworld
threat.

To make sure his line survived, he had no choice. There was a
chance some being would be able to detect the magic he had acquired
but they would have to be very powerful.

With how young and weak Charles was, he
still believed he had the power to breathe, and this made it easier to control
him.

Charles hadn’t adapted to becoming a
vampire. It was why Alexander had no choice but to keep him close.
The truth was, Charles was a bane to his existence. If it wasn’t
the fact he was family, Alexander would have killed him a long time ago.

Instead of killing him, he’d made sure to keep him alive, and
he’d also stopped anyone else from killing him. Vampires were
hunted. There were even humans who still believed they could wipe
out vampires from existence, Elle’s father being one of
them.

It had been a long time since Alexander had met a human with such
disdain for his kind. He’d not even had to say a word, but he knew
the man, Raymond, hated him. There had been a great deal of garlic
placed at the meeting house, and he and Charles had been confined
to the basement. Silly man.

Garlic affected the young vampires,
including Charles. For Alexander, it didn’t make much of a difference. Holy Water, on the
other hand, now that was a pest and would create some painful boils
and sores, melting away his flesh and also stopping him from being
able to heal for a long time.

“Look at me, Charles.”

The man continued to choke, but there was
no air that he needed to
survive, so his flaying was unnecessary.

He waited.

Watched.

And was bored the whole freaking time.

He had no desire to kill Charles, but he
didn’t like the way he wanted to find the truth. Charles was a
coward and believed kidnapping Crazy Lizzie and torturing her was the way to get her to
tell the future.

It might work—might—but
that was not how Alexander worked.

Crazy Lizzie was a friend. The closest he
had to a friend.

Yes, he knew he had a horrible reputation,
but that was in the past. It had been close to a hundred years since he had taken a
human to be his sex toy. He no longer had a harem of women. He was
alone.

Of course, the rumors about him still
ran rife, and he was
more than happy to keep up the falsehoods. Even dead, he had found
the time to grow as a vampire. Enthralling humans, treating them as
sex toys, had long lost its luster. Crazy Lizzie had seen to
that.

“Rooms filled with women. Hours
filled with delight, and yet, none of them are there for you, just
eternal life.”

The women he’d taken had wanted something
from him—eternal youth,
eternal life—and he had
given it to a few, but they were evil, so he had no choice but to
rid the world of their presence. Being a vampire wasn’t about
slaughtering and selfishness. He had a responsibility, just as they
all did.

If vampires didn’t keep themselves in
check, there would be
chaos, bloodshed, and death. Every kind hated vampires. They were
considered the vermin of the otherworld. But it didn’t stop any of
them from needing their kind.

Vampires were the only ones who
could enthrall. Their ability
wasn’t confined to looking in a person’s eyes. If he wished to, he
could control mass crowds and even create his own army. They were
deadly.

Charles hadn’t mastered any of the skills.
From the moment he turned, he had struggled to consume blood of any kind, be it animal or
human.

Alexander enjoyed a varied diet. He was
old and didn’t need much blood to sustain himself.
Volunteers and deals were made
for the blood he drank, but other than that, he enjoyed a great
deal of food. He rather was partial to a cheeseburger and fries, as
well as steak and potatoes. Chicken was okay, but he much preferred
the thigh meat, much more tender and juicier.

“You speak of utter madness and I do not
have time for it. Crazy
Lizzie is not your personal eight ball. You will learn some futures
are not meant to be foretold.”

Charles was shitting himself. He feared
death, even though he
did absolutely nothing to help himself. He wasn’t willing to try
and become a great vampire, all he did was complain. Charles feared
the Disaster of the Otherworld. It was the paranormal equivalent to
the bogeyman, only they existed. The bogeyman didn’t.

Alexander always found it a rather
entertaining tale. He let Charles go.

“Get back to the house and read those damn
books,” Alexander said.

Charles stumbled away,
putting a hand to his
chest as he tried to catch his breath. Breath he didn’t
have.

Shaking his head, he glanced back toward Layla’s house. He
hoped she slept well. He sensed her soul was troubled and he wanted
to be there to put it right. It had been a long time since he cared
about a human. Layla was different, though. After spending a
lifetime with men and women, humans and not, staring at him with
utter disgust, Layla was the first person to see him as a man. He
found it a rather heady experience and one he wanted to continue to
repeat.

Spinning on his heel, he came to a stop as
he saw Crazy Lizzie in his path. Her eyes glowed red, and her skin
seemed to shine.

“You’re all in danger,” she said. “They’re
coming. They intend to take her. They’re going to
destroy us all. Elle was
only the beginning, they won’t stop until they find
her.”

“Find who?”

“The five-pointed star.”

And then like a flash, Crazy Lizzie was
gone.

The witch had been doing this to him for
centuries. She had been the one to warn him about
Charles. Running a hand down
his face, he didn’t know when he’d become the messenger.


Chapter Two

 


“You shouldn’t be here,” Layla said, taking
the tray of food from Elle’s hands.

Her best friend rolled her eyes. “And I
should say the same about you.”

“I’m not the one pregnant
with the Alpha’s baby, and I’m
not the one who is delicate here,” Layla tutted.

The pack were thrilled with the news of the baby, they still had
several months to go. The pack’s doctor believed Elle was three
months pregnant. The start of many according to the prophecies Elle
had read.

Layla hadn’t seen any of the old books or
scrolls Elle talked about. Even though she did love her
history, her expertise
had been in that of serving the pack. Like now, the pack were
filling up the diner. Daisy was cooking like mad, while she and
Elle served.

She wasn’t allowing Elle to do any
more than she needed. Elle
could take the orders while Layla delivered them. They ran a tight
ship, and after working together for a long time, they knew how to
get things done.

Layla kept a smile on her face as she
served members of the pack. It would seem her taking care of Elle
had pushed her level of acceptance up among the pack. They were now more tolerant of her
than ever before, which was great. It didn’t mean she would fall
into bed with any of them.

Speaking of beds, Lewis, the wolf that had
been assigned her
protection detail, stepped through the doors. Layla had asked Elle
if she had anything to do with Lewis escorting her back and forth
from work, but her friend promised her she didn’t. Brandon had
given the order. Lewis was seeing that it was done.

She didn’t need to watch him heading to
the table where Drake and Darcy sat. It wouldn’t be long before Brandon joined, but
according to Elle, he always had pack business to deal
with.

Daisy rang the bell, signaling another order was complete.
Stepping up to the counter, Elle saw the plates of food and
instantly took them to the back. She offered a smile to the small
wolf family, but didn’t get one back in return. She had to wonder
if there was even a point to her being at Grace Hill.

Elle considered leaving before she mated
with Brandon, and before the enthrallment was removed. Layla didn’t have anything but
Elle’s friendship for company. Her best friend kept trying to get
her to go on dates, but she refused.

She had been on three dates with three
human men, all of them
total failures. Layla kindly asked Elle to stop trying. She didn’t
want to date. She much preferred sneaking into the forest to meet a
vampire, but she couldn’t tell Elle that. Her friend shared
everything with Brandon. It was one of the reasons Layla had
stopped confiding in her friend. She didn’t need any of her
personal thoughts and opinions to be shared with the
Alpha.

“Lewis is watching you,” Elle said.

Layla nodded, picking up an empty
salt shaker and taking
it to the main counter. Elle following behind her.

“What’s the matter?”

“Nothing.”

“I thought you had a crush on Lewis.”

“I did have a crush on him. Not
anymore.” She filled the
salt shaker and turned to her friend.

“What’s wrong?” Elle asked.

“Nothing is wrong. I just … I’ve seen how
Brandon is around you and Lewis is not like that. I’m
not his mate. I’m not his
anything, so I’m not going to pretend otherwise.” She
shrugged.

“I’m sorry.”

Layla chuckled and then reached out to hug
her friend. “Stop worrying about me. It’s all good. Honestly. I don’t mind that I’m not
mated.” She let go of Elle as Brandon stepped through the door. “Go
and be with your mate and stop worrying about me.”

Elle didn’t have time to complain as
Brandon rounded the counter and pulled his mate into his arms. She
didn’t linger. There was no point in watching the two
smooch and go all lovey-dovey
on each other. She had no desire to see what she could never have
herself.

Picking up the latest order, she continued
to work. She was aware of Lewis’s gaze on her, but he was more
interested in the challenge she had set. He wanted to chase her,
simple as that. She didn’t want to be chased. Layla wanted love,
she wanted to be
someone’s entire world. Not just a notch, or a trophy, or a fuck.
Was it so wrong for her to want to be everything to a
man?

She couldn’t help but think about
Alexander. There was no way she’d ever be his anything. He was a
vampire and of course
he’d seen many beautiful women in his time. There was no way he’d
look at a fat human who was part of the Northern Forest Pack. She
wasn’t even a true member. There was no wolf blood running through
her veins. She was a no one. Even her parents didn’t play important
roles within the pack.

Her father worked at the DIY store, and
her mother in the local food shop. They never tried to join in. They kept to
themselves, even at the full moon. Her parents hadn’t always
approved of her relationship with Elle. Even though this place was
her home, they didn’t want her getting too close to
anyone.

Whenever Elle asked about them, Layla
always said they were loners, shy, and didn’t want to upset the wolves within the
pack.

She was never questioned about her
family. That was the
point of being a human within the pack. They were never asked
anything about their past, or their families. Lewis hadn’t asked at
all
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