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To every woman who has ever thumbed her nose at what society has said she should be. May we teach the next generation of women the very same thing!
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Penshaw, Kentucky - 1870

 

Althea Larson—Thea to her friends and family— absolutely hated the world she lived in. A world where women were traded like cattle. Oh, sure, they called it ‘marriage’, but when it was without the woman's consent? She might as well be cattle.

She was nearing the age among hellhound shifters where, if they were female, any unmated male could join the ring to fight for the chance to be her mate.

Again, the female had no say in it. She would be mate bound to whoever the victor was, even if she despised them.

As the daughter of the Alpha, Thea knew that every unmated male who could still fight would get in the ring. They would all want a chance at becoming the next Alpha.

Technically, as the only child, she would be the Alpha, but Thea knew no one would heed her. They would always look to her mate to lead.

“I can't stand this,” she growled as she paced the small, single room shack she and several of the unmated females in the pack got together in frequently.

“In less than a month, I will be forced to watch the mate challenges and then I will have no choice but to mate with the victor.”

“We know,” her best friend Heidi said placatingly.

“No. You know what? I refuse to live like this any longer,” Thea growled suddenly.

“What are you going to do? Leave?” Bridget, one of the other hellhounds, asked.

“That's exactly what I'm going to do,” Thea replied.

“What? Where in the hell are you going to go?” Sophie, another pack member, inquired.

“New Orleans.” There was no hesitation in Thea's voice.

Louisiana had a few shifter groups in it, but most preferred to claim territory near smaller towns because it gave them a better sense of safety. Humans knew about shifters, but not all were happy about their existence.

“As in Louisiana?” Hannah, the last of their group who'd been able to meet, asked. The last remaining member of their group, Abigail, wasn't able to get away. 

“Is there another New Orleans I don't know about?” Thea questioned.

“Naw. Just making sure I heard you right. So, when do we leave?”

“I can't ask you—”

“Don't you even think we're going to let you go to New Orleans without us,” Heidi growled.

“We're in. All of us. We all know Abigail won't stay here in Kentucky without us.”

“I love all of you like sisters,” Thea said, her voice choked with emotion.

“We'll need a pack name,” Bridget, ever the logical one, pointed out.

A grin slowly lit up Thea's eyes.

“Ohhh… you've already thought of one, haven't you?” Sophie questioned. 

“I have. Chaos Queens.”

“I like it!” Hannah squealed. “Now, answer my question. When do we leave?”

Thea laughed. “Y'all are as crazy as I am. Be ready to leave Friday night after the elders start their meeting.” Friday was only four days away. “Bring only what you can carry in a single pack. We need to travel light so that we can shift. That way we will be able to travel faster. Also, bring whatever coin you have, because we're gonna need it.” 

“Let's get home and get to packing, then,” Heidi said. “See y'all at sundown Friday.”

“I'll let Abby know the plan,” Sophie interjected.

“Sounds good,” Thea told her. “On Friday, our new future begins,” she added before they all left to go back to their homes.
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By Thursday night, Thea was anxious to get away. Her father was pressing her more and more about the upcoming mate challenges.

“Every able-bodied unmated male has put their names on the list for the challenges. Betting has already begun on who the victor will be. Many are placing their bets on Jeremiah. He has the makings of a good Alpha,” he father told her proudly.

Jeremiah Monroe was an arrogant bastard who thought every female should worship the ground he walked on.

He'd tried to corner her more than once and gotten a knee to the groin for his effort.

“And what if I told you I despised the arrogant brute? That the very thought of that blighter touching me, ever, makes my skin crawl and my stomach churn? What would you say?” she inquired, already suspecting the answer.

“Those things are of no consequence. You will abide by our laws,” he replied.

Thea bit the inside of her cheek to keep from saying anything that would set her father off. “Yes, Father,” she forced out.

Like hell, she thought at the same time.

“I think I will retire for the night. Goodnight, Father,” she said and went to her room.

Looking around herself, she realized there was little she wanted to take with her. All traces of her mother had been stripped from the house after her death when Thea was six. She'd been so young that, at twenty-one, she barely remembered her.

Unlike humans, shifters aged slower and lived longer, so it wasn’t unusual for a female to be unmated until well into her fifties, but it was more common for it to happen in their early twenties.

Lying in her bed for the last time, she wondered if things would have been different had her mother not died in childbirth.

She knew that losing both his mate and the son he would have had, had changed her father. At least, that's what one of the elders had said when she'd managed to get the woman to talk about her mother.

Pushing the thought aside, Thea closed her eyes and listened to the sounds of the night outside her open window.

A part of her would miss their little community, but the other part was looking forward to experiencing New Orleans and making the city home.
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Friday morning, Thea did nothing differently from her usual routine. She wanted no one to question what was going on with her. She went about her chores, nodded at pack members she passed, but shared a secret smile whenever she crossed paths with one of the women who would be fleeing with her.

“Hello, Althea.”

The voice slithered over her like a snake and she had to suppress a shudder.

“Jeremiah,” she said with disinterest.

“You better change your attitude soon, woman. I am going to win the mate challenges. It would go so much better for you if you show me the respect I deserve.”

Thea scoffed. “What, pray tell, have you ever done to deserve my respect? Hmm?”

“Insufferable woman. Your father has given you too much free reign, but that will change once I have you.”

She wasn’t able to suppress the shudder this time when he smirked at her. He looked at her as if he were undressing her with his eyes, and it made her skin crawl.

“Then again, breaking that fiery spirit of yours might be fun.”

She knew he was trying to get a rise out of her and she refused to give him the satisfaction. “If you'll excuse me, I have to go fix supper,” she said and pushed past him.

From her peripheral, she saw him reach out as if to grab her, and she darted out of the way.

All the way back to her father's home, she fumed. She'd die before she ever let him touch her. It was a damn good thing she was leaving that night.

All through dinner, she was quiet while her father talked about the mate challenges that were scheduled to take place in three weeks’ time. She made noncommittal noises at the appropriate times, and then cleaned everything up.

“I have a meeting with the elders to discuss a potential alliance with a neighboring pack. I will be home late,” her father said, as if he hadn't mentioned it several times already.

“Yes, Father,” she replied.

Fifteen minutes after he left, she pulled out the pack she'd hidden under her bed, did a final perusal to make sure she had everything, including the pouch of coins she'd been saving for years, and quietly slipped out of the door.

She quickly made her way to the shack, hoping that the others wouldn't be delayed. The farther away they got from pack territory before their absences were discovered, the better.

The first to arrive, she paced in front of the shack, needing the wide open space to keep her frayed nerves from snapping.

One by one, the other five women arrived, and once they were all there, she nodded at them.

“Before we do this, y'all need to know that this could very easily make us outcasts. Once word spreads, we may not be welcome among other hellhounds,” she told them.

“So? As long as we have each other, we don't need them,” Heidi said and the others echoed her.

“Then let's go. We need to put as much distance between us and pack territory as possible. My father won't be home until really late, so he probably won't realize I'm gone until morning,” Thea told them. “We'll stick to the woods as much as we can, to reduce the chance of being seen,” she added. “At least until we're out of Nightfall pack territory.

After securing her pack to her shoulders, she shifted. The magic that allowed them to take animal form thankfully hid their clothing and the packs.

With a quick bark at the others, she took off, heading South towards their
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