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      “Scrub harder, Jade. It’s not clean enough.”

      Alpha Holloway’s words echoed in Jade Albright’s mind as she scrubbed the concrete patio, her palms raw from the brush scraping against them.  Her wolf stirred within her, restless and angry, but she smothered it.  Losing her temper wouldn’t help her a damn bit.

      She didn’t need the coming full moon to feel the weight of the alpha’s power—every blister on her palm was a reminder of his control and her utter helplessness.

      The July sun beat down relentlessly, turning the air into a suffocating blanket of heat and humidity.  Summers in Michigan’s Upper Peninsula could boil water, and the alpha’s patio had soaked the heat up like a sponge.

      Scrubbing the patio until her hands cracked and bled hadn’t been about her duty to the pack, it was straight up punishment.  A lesson in humiliation for refusing to bend the knee.  He’d called her rebellious, as if she were a disobedient child, stomping her feet and saying no with her fingers in her ears.  But she wasn’t rebellious—not really.  She was tired.  Of pack politics.  Of punishments.  Of watching her packmates look the other way to her mistreatment.

      She stood, brushed off her knees, and left the supplies in the storage shed behind the house before leaving without a backward glance.  The pack would gather in a few hours for the full moon hunt.  While her wolf would rather be anywhere but here, because the camaraderie she should enjoy with her packmates on the full moon was all but gone, she didn’t have a choice.  It wasn’t as if she could simply leave town and start over somewhere else.  Holloway had locked the pack down, refusing to allow anyone to leave without permission.

      So walking away wasn’t an option.  Not with the alpha’s eyes everywhere.  And that was a hopeless kind of hell that made her feel like she was slowly drowning with no escape.
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        * * *

      

      A restless afternoon spent watching the clock so she wasn’t late had left her feeling even more dejected.  When the alpha’s house came into view, she couldn’t help but glare at the patio she’d spent the afternoon cleaning.  She was pretty sure she was going to dream about that damn concrete.

      The pack milled around the yard, males close to the house and females on the periphery.  Jade stopped at the edge of the yard and let her gaze sweep over the pack members.  She rubbed at her arms as a chill made her skin tingle despite the heat.  Something seemed…off.

      Holloway strode out of the house like a king before his subjects, flanked by the high ranked males.  His gaze cut through the crowd, landing on her.

      Her wolf bristled and a snarl threatened to rip from her throat.

      She shoved the urge to bare her fangs and growl at her alpha away—barely—but refused to look away from his searing gaze.

      Defiance bubbled inside her.  Recklessly she thought about challenging him, shouting that he didn’t scare her, but she wasn’t that foolish.

      It was kind of fun to imagine though.

      Holloway’s lip curled and she heard the low growl.

      She thought he might call her out or send one of his high ranked goons to punish her, but instead he ordered the pack to shift and hunt.  Her heart pounded as she turned away from his dark gaze and hurried toward the tree line.  She swore she could feel him watching her as she disappeared into the dark woods.

      The feeling she couldn’t shake of him watching her?  It was a stark reminder that no matter where she went in the territory, he was the alpha of everything.

      She hadn’t made it more than a few yards when she felt once more like she was being watched.  She looked around, not even daring to breathe, but didn’t see anything.  Unease gnawed at her like a dog with a bone.

      Jade exhaled and started walking again, her mind drifting to her father.  He’d been distant, more figurehead than parent, but his high rank had shielded her from Holloway’s worst.  It wasn’t until his death a year ago that she realized just how much he’d protected her.

      Jade stopped, the weight of her situation pressing down on her.  The constant punishments and reminder that without her father, she didn’t have anyone in her corner was oppressive.  She fought for herself because she had no one else, but how long could she keep that up?

      Unless something changed—and soon—she wasn’t sure how much fight she had left.
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      Brick Beaumont, second-in-command of the Thorn Hollow Pack in Northern Ohio, loved the full moon.

      Well, he was certain he’d love it more if he had his truemate by his side, but for now he loved the hell out of hanging out with his pack and running through the woods hunting for whatever crossed his path.

      Someday though.

      Someone clapped him on the shoulder and he looked over to see his cousin and alpha, Adam, next to him.

      “It’s hot as hell,” Adam said.

      “Which is why I’m supervising the young wolves tending to the clearing and not doing the actual work myself.”  He rocked back on his heels with a chuckle.

      Being second-in-command had its perks.

      Among them was delegating things like raking leaves, pulling weeds, and chopping wood for the bonfire.

      “We did that plenty in our youth. It’s time for the next generation to suffer,” Adam said.

      Brick hummed in agreement.  The half dozen young males and females worked visibly harder as they noticed the alpha watching, and Brick smiled.  He’d been like that once upon a time, but now he knew Adam found him loyal and reliable, whether he was sweating his ass off chopping wood or not.

      “I’m going to take a run around the perimeter before we kick off the night,” Brick said.  He glanced at Solan, his close friend and another high ranked pack member, and said, “Keep an eye on the kids.”

      Solan nodded.

      “See you in a few,” he said to Adam and headed off into the woods.  He hit the edge of the pack’s territory, which was almost entirely populated with wolves, from the owners of the mini-mart to the pack-run car dealership and garage.  Humans and other types of shifters and supernatural creatures were welcome in town, but only pack members could hunt in the woods.

      “Hey, Brick.”

      “Hey, Leo.  How’s it going?”  Leo was another high ranked pack member and was part of the security team Brick was in charge of.  And along with Solan, one of his best friends.

      “All quiet,” he said.  He fell into step with Brick.  “Something going on?”

      “What do you mean?” Brick asked.

      “It just feels like there’s some extra tension this full moon.”

      “Yeah, I feel it too.”  Recently, a she-wolf had come to the pack, an albino from a pack in Michigan.  She’d found her mate, a tiger in a pride that shared Northern Ohio with the wolf pack, and her appearance had brought along a hunter named Hawthorne, who specialized in locating and trapping unique shifters for who the hell knew what.  Sadie had been abducted and nearly killed, and the tiger pride was on high alert, as was every other shifter group that called Northern Ohio home.

      “I think it’s the hunter,” Brick said.  “And the damn Humans Against Shifters assholes.”

      “Those fuckers.”

      Brick chuckled ruefully.  The anti-shifter group was run by a maniac named Brent Foley, who wanted to destroy all shifters and was not above using any means necessary.  With Foley and Hawthorne in Northern Ohio, it meant that every shifter had to be aware of their surroundings and have each other’s backs.  Security ran through the pack’s territory twenty-four-seven.

      They hadn’t found anything out of the ordinary lately, and he was hopeful that Foley and Hawthorne would know that the wolf pack wasn’t worth messing with.  Thanks to Adam’s mate Cinder, a lygisa, essentially a cross between a Wiccan and a wolf, their pack’s security was not remotely in question.  She kept their borders safe with her magic that she replenished every full moon as she shifted into her golden-furred form and ran around the edge of the woods.

      Tonight, she’d do it again and they’d be safe for another month.

      But it didn’t mean they didn’t need to keep an eye out.

      Foley was tricky and Hawthorne was a wild card.

      “It’ll be a good night,” Brick said finally after mulling over everything they’d dealt with recently.

      “I certainly hope so.”

      They talked as they walked around the pack’s hunting territory, ending up at the alphas’ house where Adam and Cinder were talking quietly as the sun was setting, bathing the whole area in amber.

      “Everything okay?” Cinder asked with a smile.

      “Absolutely,” Brick said.

      “Good.”  Cinder sighed.

      “What’s that sigh for?” Adam asked.

      “I just…feel like something different is going on.  This full moon feels weird.”

      “Weird good or weird bad?” Leo asked.

      “When is weird good?” Adam asked.

      “I don’t know.  When you try a weird food and it turns out to taste good?”

      Adam rolled his eyes with a chuckle and looked at his mate.  “What do you mean, baby?”

      Her eyes turned a bright golden color and she let out another, deeper sigh.  “Tonight is a turning point,” she said, her voice taking on an ethereal quality.  “Change is coming.  For the pack.  For us.”

      Her eyes flashed brightly and then returned to their normal green and she sagged against Adam.

      “Holy shit, baby, are you okay?”

      “I’m good, but that was bad weird.  I need to sit down.”

      Adam scooped her up into his arms and carried her into the house.  Brick looked at Leo, who shrugged.  “I guess we aren’t the only ones feeling like something is going on.”  He looked up at the slowly darkening sky.  “Maybe this is the night.”

      “For what?” Brick asked.

      “Magic.  Romance.  Finding our truemates.”

      “Hope springs eternal.”

      “Indeed.”  Leo chuckled and strode off, heading toward the clearing where the pack was gathering before the hunt.

      Brick went into the house to check on his alphas, and Adam said Cinder was fine, just tired, and couldn’t explain the sudden prophetic-sounding words.

      “Whatever happens,” Brick said, “it’s the full moon and the night is filled with promise.”

      “I like your optimism,” Adam said.  “Go get everyone ready. I’ll bring Cinder out in a few.”

      He nodded and left.  Once upon a time, the full moon hunts started off with the pack alphas having sex in front of the bonfire and supernaturally sharing their pleasure with the pack.  Up until a few years ago, it was the status quo.  But in the last year or so, Cinder had decided it was antiquated, and the pack could just choose to be happy with or without their help.

      Brick didn’t mind.

      He rarely had someone to enjoy it with anyway since he’d long tired of the full moon lays with female pack members that never turned into anything.

      What he really wanted was to find his truemate and share the full moon with her.

      Maybe Leo was right and tonight was the night.

      Or maybe Leo was off his rocker and full of shit.

      Either way, Brick would hunt like the rock star he was and take down the biggest buck.  He never tired of the thrill of the hunt.

      Finding his parents in the crowd by the bonfire, he kissed his mom, Sophie, on the cheek.

      “You look happy,” she said.

      “I don’t know, Mom.  I feel like something good is coming.”

      “Oh?  Like a mate and some grandbabies for me?” Her brows lifted, and she smiled hopefully.

      “I don’t know, but something’s coming.”

      Hopefully something good.
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      Jade returned to where she’d left her clothes in the woods and dressed, and as she listened to the sounds of the night around her, she heard low voices and, against her better judgment, she’d followed them.

      Creeping through the woods, she’d followed the voices to the alpha’s house, where she’d seen Alpha Holloway standing on the back patio with two of his high ranked males and speaking to three other males she didn’t recognize.

      She couldn’t explain it, but there had been something devious about the whole thing, something secretive.  They were meeting while the pack was hunting, and even though it was out in the open where anyone could see, no one ever went back to the alpha’s after the hunt; they simply went home.

      Except for her, apparently.

      See? This is why he thinks you’re rebellious and a troublemaker.

      She didn’t dare get close enough to catch every word of their conversation but picked up enough to hear words that chilled her to the core.

      Arranged mating.

      It’s not up to her.

      Punishment.

      Her wolf let out a worried whine in her head.  Her stomach churned as she turned back and made her way silently to her house, where she tossed and turned all night.

      By the time the sun rose the day after the full moon, Jade was certain that Holloway was talking about her.  There were several unmated females in the pack. Perhaps the group was talking about more than just her, but one thing she could feel deep in her bones: her days of remaining unmated were coming to a close.

      Suddenly, the way the alpha had been treating her recently made sense.  He was perhaps trying to break her spirit, get her in a mental place where she’d welcome an arranged mating if it meant leaving his pack.

      Which, hello, she would like to leave.  But she’d like to make the choice herself.

      She’d never heard of the alpha arranging matings without the consent of the parties involved, but the way he’d met with those males under cover of darkness?  It seemed highly likely that the scenario that filled her with dread was going to come true.

      She was going to be forced into an arranged mating.

      Considering Holloway didn’t like her, she could guess he wouldn’t pick the nicest, most handsome male to pair her up with.

      While she guzzled her second cup of coffee and stared out the window over her kitchen sink with a mixture of terror and anger, she tried to figure out what to do.

      Could she escape?  Where the hell would she even go?  If she got in her car, she’d be stopped for sure since the town was routinely patrolled by pack members loyal to the alpha.

      Sadie came to mind.

      The rumors about her mom, Evelyn, helping her to leave flitted through the train of thought of the only person Jade knew who’d ever escaped the alpha’s wrath.

      Finishing the coffee with two large gulps, she shoved her feet into her tennis shoes and hurried out the door, not even bothering to brush her hair or put on clean clothes.

      Making her way to Evelyn’s tiny home, she was about to knock when she heard someone approaching and spun around.

      “Jade?  What are you doing up so early?” Evelyn asked.  She held a basket filled with wild blackberries and a small bouquet of flowers.

      Jade stared at the woman who’d been kind to her over the years, more so after her father died, sharing treats and sweet words with her.

      As she stared into Evelyn’s kind eyes, she broke down, too exhausted to hide the fear that coursed through her.

      Evelyn hurried her into the house, shushing her gently.  They sat on the couch and Evelyn set her things on the nearby coffee table.

      Evelyn gave her a hug and rubbed her back.  “You know, don’t you?”

      “I…heard things,” Jade said, explaining what she’d witnessed between sobs.

      “I was going to come find you today,” Evelyn said, brushing the hair from Jade’s face with a motherly touch.  “Yesterday morning, I was tasked with cleaning the alpha’s house before the full moon.  Around lunchtime, Holloway bellowed to me that he needed drinks served in his office for guests. By the time I gathered a tray of refreshments, there were a handful of males in his office along with several high ranked males from our pack.”

      “Did you know who they were?”

      Evelyn hesitated and said, “I didn’t think I knew them at first because I assumed they might be from his brother’s pack.  You remember that his brother is an alpha and came to visit last month?  It was right after my daughter left the pack?”

      “I remember.”

      “Well, these men weren’t his brother or from his pack, but as I was leaving, one of the males made eye contact with me, and I recognized him.  It’s been a long time, but you don’t forget a male like that.”

      “Like what?”

      “Dangerous.  Violent.”

      Evelyn shared a story from several years ago about a cousin of Holloway’s who ran his pack with an iron fist, taking who and what he wanted.  “He has a scar on his face, running from his temple to his jaw.  He got it when he went after a lion pride who tried to take over the pack’s territory when he was a teenager before he could shift.  I don’t have to tell you the kind of male who goes after a lion alpha before he can even take on his wolf form.”  She shuddered.  “His name is Dane, and he’s here because he wants to form an alliance with Holloway and take over the town next to Ironwood, which you know is entirely human.  In exchange for the alliance, he’ll hand over several females from his pack as mates for the high ranked males of our pack.”

      Jade’s heart sank.  “Holloway is giving me to him?”

      “I’m sorry, honey, but I believe so.”

      “When?” she asked, her voice squeaking with emotion.

      “Tonight.  Holloway was making arrangements for a ceremony tonight when I finished cleaning the kitchen.”

      “What am I going to do?”

      “You’re going to get out of town, that’s what.”

      “But I don’t know if I can.  Where would I go?”  She had a little cash on hand, but enough to start a new life somewhere and also stay hidden so no one from her pack would find her?  It seemed impossible.

      “It’ll be okay, Jade, I promise.  I helped Sadie get free of the pack, and I’m going to help you.  But it has to be now.  I don’t think you can wait.”  Evelyn rose to her feet.  “Go into Sadie’s room.  Hanging on the closet door is a crossbody bag.  Fill it with a change of clothes from the dresser.  Do you have your phone?”

      Jade stood and brushed at the wetness on her cheeks.  “Yes.”

      “Okay, turn it off.  I’ll have my friend bring a new phone for you when she meets you. Only turn your phone on to make a call.”

      “Call?  Who?  What are you planning?”

      “I have a friend named Alli, a fallen angel who lives in Northern Ohio.  I’ve known her for years.  She helped Sadie get to safety and she also knows a wolf pack in the area that’s very welcoming.  I’ve got a plan, but I need to reach out to her first.”  A text pinged on Jade’s phone containing Alli’s contact information.  “Now, turn off that phone and hurry to pack a bag. I’ll be ready when you’re done.”

      When Jade didn’t move because she was too surprised by everything that was happening, Evelyn said, “Listen, Holloway was going to put Sadie in a cell to keep her away from his asshole brother when he came to visit.  Because he liked to blame all the pack issues on her being ‘bad luck,’ he wanted to hide her away because he was embarrassed by her.  I wouldn’t put it past him to put you in a cell to keep you where he can find you easily.  You don’t have the luxury of time right now, okay?  They could come for you at any moment.”

      Jade nodded and hurried down the hall, powering off her phone as she did so.  She found Sadie’s room and the bag where Evelyn said it would be.  Digging through Sadie’s things, she rolled up a pair of shorts and a T-shirt and stuffed them inside, along with a pair of sandals.

      Evelyn had made plans by the time she walked out of the bedroom.  Jade would shift into her wolf and run until she was out of the territory.  She would keep running until she reached the next town, where she’d shift back into her human form, get dressed, and then board a bus to take her to Ohio, right to the town where Alli lived.

      “I just ordered your ticket,” she said as she handed Jade a piece of paper.  “I sent it to your phone, but here’s the confirmation number.  It’s bus number 2455 and leaves in one hour.  You can check in at a kiosk at the station and board the bus.  Turn your phone on only if you need to contact Alli.  She’ll be waiting for you at the bus station when you get there.  It’s a long bus ride, but it’s the safest way to get you to Ohio.”

      “Why are you helping me like this?”

      “Because you remind me of Sadie.  And also because I knew your mother once upon a time, and I miss her.  She was a sweet, kind female.”

      Jade felt a tightness in her chest.  She hadn’t been allowed to talk about her mom, who’d been ousted from the pack when Jade was too young to remember her.  The only thing she knew for sure was that her mom and dad had been an arranged mating, and her mom had been miserable.  Holloway clearly hadn’t been good at arranging matings, and Jade doubted he’d gotten any better at it over the years.

      Giving Evelyn a hug, she said, “Thank you so much.”

      “Sadie’s in a town called Whisper Creek.  You can have Alli take you there to visit with her.  And Alli knows how to get in touch with me without compromising your safety.”

      “What if you get in trouble?”

      She shrugged.  “It’s worth it to help you.  Dane Malrick is dangerous on a hundred different levels, and I’m certain the life you’d have with him would be brutal.  I can give you a chance at a good life, and I want that for you.”

      “You could come with me.”

      “Maybe someday I’ll leave, but today is about you.”

      They discussed the patrol schedule, and then Jade stripped and shifted into her wolf form.  Evelyn tucked her clothes and shoes into the crossbody bag, along with some cash and a few granola bars, and hung it around her neck.  Evelyn checked to make sure the coast was clear before opening the back door, and Jade hurried off. Her paws were silent as she made her way through the woods, her heart racing with fear and uncertainty.  She didn’t know what the future would bring, but she knew that this was possibly her only chance at freedom, and she had to take it.
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