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      Head down. Work hard. Prove your worth.

      The words ran through my head on a constant loop and had been my mantra for months. I knew from the moment that I stepped back into Madow that things wouldn't be easy for me here. Not like they'd been for Janine. My first…visit more than likely left an acrid taste in the residents' mouths, discoloring their interactions with me. The first full day that I'd spent in Madow after returning with Jeanetta Winston had been rife with tension. It was as much as I expected, and I had spent the nine-hour drive preparing for it.

      The further west we drove, Jeanetta attempted to calm me down after listening to my jaw click as I ground my teeth.

      "If you go in there with your wolf on high-alert like he is, they're going to expect the worst." Her voice was infused with that maternal care that I was unfamiliar with but wasn't immune to.

      Still, I gripped the steering wheel tighter and ground my back teeth. "It's impossible for me to reassure my wolf when I know that there is a battle on the other end of this journey."

      Clucking her tongue, Jeanetta shook her head and shifted her carpetbag from her lap to the floorboards between her feet. "You don't know that, Brix. Everything I've heard about Madow leads me to believe that the place is peaceful. The only battles they have are those brought from outsiders."

      Swallowing hard, I gave a stiff nod as my fingers tightened even further, my knuckles growing paler as the blood rushed out of them. "Right. I, an outsider, brought a battle to them once, and they have no reason not to expect it from me a second time."

      She reached across the interior of the truck and squeezed my knee before patting it twice.

      "That was not who you are now, and I think they'll know that."

      Despite the harsh years under the thumb of the Elders, Jeanetta still managed to maintain her positivity. It was both inspiring and a little sad. Long before they'd ordered Janine and me to become mates, I'd lost faith in their rule, and after Janine left us reeling, what little hope I had that things would improve began to dissipate.

      I recounted every moment of my trip to Madow a few days earlier, but it didn't seem to make a difference to Jeanetta. I didn't possess the same idyllic thoughts. I knew exactly how it would look as soon as I crossed the city limits and entered Madow. I only hoped that bringing Jeanetta with me would curry me enough favor to prevent my demise on sight.

      It turned out that while Jeanetta was more correct than I could have expected; I wasn’t too far off the mark either. Our reception was half skepticism and half excitement. Janine wrapped Jeanetta in an embrace touching enough to melt even the coldest of hearts while I stood back and watched. The two of them were whisked into another truck and driven off somewhere down the road while I was left with the beta of Janine's new pack.

      "You hungry?" he asked gruffly.

      My wolf yipped before I could issue an affirmative nod. Thinking back, my last meal had been the night before Elder White and I drove to Madow. It had been almost three days since I'd last eaten, and I was ravenous.

      The beta tilted his head at the building behind him, indicating for me to follow him. I didn't hesitate and, led by my nose, I trailed him to a table in the back corner of the diner. Shortly after we sat down, a woman who smelled human and was named Cynthia, according to the nametag on her shirt, approached us. Before I could ask for the menu, the beta asked for the special. Cynthia left and the beta didn't say much besides informing me that we would wait for the alpha before making a move.

      That sounded ominous and I figured that I'd better fill my belly so that I could at least have the strength to give as good as I got before they slaughtered me out in the same field where Janine had spared my life just two days prior. Cynthia dropped off a plate piled high with breakfast fare, and I had worked my way through more than half of it when the alpha returned.

      He pulled out a chair and sat down on my right, his arms folded on the table as he stared at me. "The only reason I'm not ripping your head from your shoulders is because you delivered my mate's mother unscathed."

      My brows shot through the roof. He was Janine's mate? Months ago, that was a role that I had been prepared to assume. And that's all it would have been—a role—because while I had loved Janine, we both knew that our mating was by design only. Just another thing in our lives that had been orchestrated by the Elders.

      "Well," I began in a measured tone after wiping my mouth with the cloth napkin that had held my silverware and aiming my gaze just over his shoulder, "I suppose I should be grateful."

      In my peripheral, I noticed his dark eyes narrow. "Are you not?"

      Shrugging, I returned my eyes to my plate and released a breath before I continued eating. "Is my gratitude required?" I asked after taking another bite. "Are you going to renege on your decision to spare me if I don’t express gratitude?" If he thought I was going to kiss his ass because he was "letting me live", he needed to think again.

      The table fell silent, but I felt his anger as if it were a fourth occupant at the square table. It stayed that way until I finished my food and sat my fork on the empty plate.

      "Let's go," the alpha commanded in a clipped voice.

      Pushing back from the table, I reached into my back pocket for my wallet but stopped when the beta shook his head. As if on cue, Cynthia returned to collect my plate.

      "I suppose I don't have to ask if you enjoyed your meal," she chirped, laughter in her voice. "You boys have a good day. I'll see you at lunchtime, Adrian."

      I nodded my thanks, and she aimed a wink in my direction and walked off, disappearing through a swinging metal door behind the counter.

      Janine's mate and the beta both rose, and I did the same, following them out into the parking lot. We stopped at the same truck that had escorted Janine and Jeanetta away from the diner less than an hour earlier. The alpha turned to me.

      "Do you have enough gas to follow me?"

      Wondering if I was about to follow him to the site of my death, I nodded. I'd stopped at the last service station about twenty miles outside of Madow so that Jeanetta could empty her bladder and I could fill the gas tank. Satisfied with my nod, he jumped into his truck and waited for me to follow suit before pulling out onto the road in front of the diner. As soon as I maneuvered my truck out of the spot I was in, the beta appeared behind me in a second pickup. We drove about five minutes up the road with me bookended between the two vehicles, arriving at an apartment complex.

      Just as it had been on the drive over, the two men flanked me on either side as we walked through a lush courtyard and to a building marked on the side with a number four. At apartment 4A, the alpha lifted a slip of paper in his hands and typed a numerical code into the keypad on the door that caused the box to glow green as the locks disengaged. Lowering the handle to the floor, he stood back and allowed me to enter the apartment first.

      My shoulders were tight with tension as I slowly walked into the room and attempted to commit its details to memory as quickly as possible. If I managed to get the upper hand, I wanted to be sure that I wouldn't trip over any furniture and potentially slow or thwart my escape. There was no way I'd be able to overpower an alpha, let alone him and his beta, so my only hope was to finesse my way to freedom.

      The room was sparsely decorated, with more plants covering several surfaces than actual pieces of furniture. One wall was constructed completely of windows that shone an abundance of natural light into the space, giving it a warm feel while also allowing its inhabitants to look over a neatly landscaped green space, complete with walking trails and benches.

      "This is where you will be staying."

      Startled, I turned to the alpha. "You're allowing me to sleep here?"

      "Yes."

      Although I knew it didn't mean I was out of danger just yet, I couldn't help how the relief I felt allowed my shoulders to lower a few inches from their home near my ears. It had been days since I'd slept in a bed, and the one on the other side of the half-wall looked supremely cozy. Still, I couldn't get too comfortable.

      "Is this—am I free to leave?"

      The alpha lifted an eyebrow as if he hadn't expected my question.

      "Are you so eager to return to the men whose bidding you carry out?" At the mention of the Elders, my fists clenched at my sides. The alpha noticed, and a slick grin crossed his face. "Ah, I must have struck a nerve. You're ready to defend them with your fists."

      "You have no idea what you're talking about," I gritted through clenched teeth.

      He spread his arms wide. "Why don't you enlighten me?"

      Licking my lips, I dropped my eyes to my hands and forced my fingers to relax before shaking them out. "The only one who deserves an explanation from me is absent from this room."

      Realizing who I referenced, the alpha's eyes narrowed as the grin melted from his face as quickly as it appeared. "Whatever you have to say to my mate can be said in front of me as well."

      Tilting my head to the side, I observed him. There was a tick in his jaw that made his beard twitch, and his arms were now crossed over his chest. He was visibly upset, and it was clear that he wore his emotions for Janine on his sleeve. Just that quickly, it was I who had struck a nerve within him. This was Janine's alpha? The notion was laughable.

      "Janine might be your mate," I said, spitting the word mate out of my mouth as if it were a wad of viscous mucus, "but I know her well enough to understand that you speaking for her wouldn't fly if she knew about it. Nice try though, alpha." The word fell from my lips just as mockingly, and from the way that his face twisted, he understood that I hadn't meant it respectfully.

      He dropped the slip of paper on the coffee table before looking at me. "Don't leave before my mate has a chance to speak with you." Spinning on his heel, he left the apartment, leaving me with the beta who hadn't spoken more than twenty words since I met him.

      Pointing to the slip of paper, he said, "That is your key to the apartment. Don't lose it."

      I waited to see if there was more, but when he said nothing else, I offered a nod, which he returned before he turned and followed the path of his alpha.

      
        
        ♥♥♥♥

      

      

      A week had passed before I set eyes on Janine again. I was going for a run through the wooded area behind a crop of buildings that were connected with plank-lined walkways when she stepped onto the path. We stood staring at each other without saying a word. I was trying to find the words to say but "sorry for trying to kill you" didn't have a nice ring to it.

      It also was a lie. Although I hated that it came down to a bloody match between the two of us, I didn't regret doing what needed to be done. Without the full story, it was easy to understand why she wouldn't feel the same. Janine was the first to break the silence.

      "Why?" she asked, staring at me with hurt in her eyes. She gulped in a deep breath and instantly, I knew exactly what she was asking me, but I didn't answer because although she had paused, it was clear she had more to say.

      "That's what I don't understand. Why would you do it? I know I probably left you in a bind but to try to kill me was…" she trailed off, at an obvious loss for words. "I just never would have expected that from you. I thought we were friends."

      We had been friends. Our group of four—us, Cody, and Sasha—had been the only children the Elders had requested to come to live with them. We'd all been around the same age when they summoned us. Janine and Cody were sixteen; Sasha was seventeen, and I was the oldest at eighteen. We were all just a bunch of teenagers unsure of what was going on but understanding that our lives were going to change.

      Janine and Cody had been brought by their families to the home the Elders occupied in the center of our neighborhood. Sasha had been taken involuntarily. She didn’t want to go, and her family didn't want to release her. We hadn't known that at the time, but after several weeks of the four of us being together and sharing our stories, the rest of us learned what had happened.

      When the Elders sent word that they wanted Sasha, her family decided to pack up and leave, following the example set by several other families that had steadily begun to leave our pack in the middle of the night. Unfortunately, they were betrayed by one of their neighbors, and they were intercepted. Sasha didn't know who ratted them out; all she knew was that they were heading out to their truck when Elder White was standing outside waiting for her.

      I was the only one who didn't have a family to leave. I'd been raised by an elderly woman who had found me when I was a pup. I had no family to speak of, and since I was eighteen at the time, I was already on my way out. It was either go live with the Elders, who would provide me room and board, or leave Miriam's home and figure out how to survive on my own. The choice hadn't been a difficult one. Not for me, not like it
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