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          ADDIE

        

      

    

    
      I’d spent ten years hiding from the monster that should have been my greatest protector. Ten agonizing and sorrowful years of missing the one my wolf loved even though he’d hurt us. Hurt us in the worst ways possible until I’d finally found my way out.

      After spending months learning about the other packs when I was only nineteen, I’d been torn between finding my way to the Raven Point Pack in Oregon and the Catskills Pack in New York. Both alphas were powerful enough to keep me safe. Ultimately, I’d chosen the Catskills by dumb luck.

      Elijah Anders, their alpha, had requested to stay within our small Minnesota pack while he was traveling through for business. I hadn’t known what for, and I hadn’t cared, either. I’d made a point to get him alone at the pack house where I was a prisoner.

      He’d taken one look into my haunted eyes and understood.

      “It’s okay, little wolf. We’ll get you out of here.”

      Hearing those words had been the lifeline I’d needed to survive the mental and physical abuse Kane had caused me for two years after my father died.

      My heart had been aching as of late, making me remember those dark days and keeping me on edge. I hated that I was still so affected after all this time. If Kane hadn’t come for me yet, I didn’t think he ever would. The part of me who’d learned to always be on alert wouldn’t ever shut down, though.

      “Addie, dear. Are you decent?” Sera called from outside my door. It was only eight in the morning on my day off, but I’d been up and dressed for hours already.

      Sera was Elijah’s mate, and as far as I was aware, knew nothing about where I’d come from ten years ago when Elijah brought me home to their pack. I’d made him alpha promise not to tell a soul where he’d found me, and that included his mate.

      I hadn’t known Sera then, but I’d met other alpha mates, and they were vicious. I’d not only been bullied by my own mate, but his friends as well. I’d trusted no one during those early years.

      “Come on in,” I called to her.

      Even seeing Sera made the thoughts of my past smack me in the face. When Elijah had been killed, my secrets should have died with him, but they didn’t in my mind.

      They haunted me more and more as the days passed while my heart ached for another I could never have.

      Sera waltzed into my room, head held high as usual and a smile on her face, but it no longer reached her eyes. Not unless she was with her three sons. Even then, it wasn’t the same as when she’d had her mate at her side.

      “I know you have the day off, but I wanted to speak with you. In private,” Sera said, and my heart sank.

      I’d had another nightmare about my past, and my anxiety was already bordering on high, causing an irrational amount of fear to roll through me. What did Sera want? Had she learned where I’d come from? Did she want to kick me out, or worse, give me back to Kane?

      My unease spiked to new levels as I nodded for Sera to continue.

      “Addie, breathe. It’s okay. Nobody is going to hurt you. You’re safe here. Aiden would never let anyone harm you,” Sera whispered as she held my shaking hands, her blue-green eyes softening as I tried to pay more attention to the wisps of grey that had begun to show in her blonde hair.

      The woman I’d considered my closest confidant knew exactly what to say, and that scared me almost as much. She shouldn’t have known my fears. Not unless she knew about my past.

      A memory filtered in as I tried to remember if I’d slipped up. There was one time when I’d been caught emotionally exposed. I’d said things to Harper, things I should have kept to myself, but I’d known she needed to hear them as well. What if they’d put it all together…?

      “I’m sorry, Sera. I promise to get my act together. I’ll go see the pack doctor today for something to help,” I said with conviction. Being a hot mess wasn’t something I enjoyed. I did want to be better.

      Sera shook her head at me. “While your wellbeing as of late is why I’m here, there’s something else I need to tell you. Something I should have mentioned a long time ago, but you seemed happy and I thought you’d moved on. Clearly, that’s not the case, and while I know I’m not your mother, I think of you like a daughter.”

      Tears brimmed in my eyes. I’d long ago considered Sera and Elijah to be the parents I’d either never known or missed dearly. My mother had died during my delivery, and my father had done well playing both roles while I grew up, but he’d been taken from me too soon.

      “Addie, I know where you come from,” she said when I didn’t respond.

      I shook my head. Elijah couldn’t have told even his mate. An alpha’s promise couldn’t be broken. Whatever I’d said to Harper must have given them the information they needed to figure out my past. Or Kane had finally found me. Either way, a voice inside my head was screaming to run before I had no other options.

      I scrambled from the bed, rushing toward the closet to grab the bag I’d never quite unpacked. I’d updated it over the last ten years, but it was always there. Waiting.

      “I’m sorry, Sera. I should have never come here.” I turned for the door, but for an older and smaller she-wolf, she was fast.

      Sera blocked the door. “Adaline Chandler. Sit down.”

      She might not be the alpha female anymore—not after Aiden found his mate—but damn, her words still packed a punch of authority.

      I walked backward to the bed, bag still clutched tightly within my fingers. The backs of my legs hit the comforter, and I sat.

      “You are the only secret my mate ever kept from me. At least, I’m pretty sure.” Sera half-grinned. “I’m not sure how you knew to lock him into an alpha’s promise, given those haven’t been used regularly in decades, but it shows how resilient you are.”

      When I’d been condemned to the pack house back in Minnesota with Kane, I’d read every book within its walls. Twice. I loved reading for two reasons: it often gave me the escape I needed to survive the shitshow that had been my life, and I learned more than most people thought I should know.

      I was a weak wolf when it came to physical strength. I’d never been able to look an alpha in the eyes, and I’d never outrun anyone until my life depended on it. Even then, I’d had help.

      Sera continued, “Elijah kept a journal. I knew of this, but never read it or asked about it, because I assumed it to be more for his sons than anything else. It included things about the pack and how to handle certain situations. He shared experiences in there that our boys could learn from when they were ready.”

      “Sera, please tell me why we’re having this conversation,” I begged, my anxiety making my chest ache with a fear I thought had been buried long ago.

      “When Aiden was having trouble trying to do all the things and figure out what to do about Harper, I stepped in without his permission. I knew the books could help him, so I planned to read them and mark sections Aiden should read. I did so until I came to an entry titled ‘A secret for my Sera’. In that moment, I wasn’t sure if I was going to have the image of my mate ruined or something else. The heading made my heart ache with fear, and it took me weeks to finally have the strength to read it,” Sera said, her grip on me tightening.

      “I’m sorry, Sera. I never meant for any of this to hurt you,” I said, and she smacked my arm, shocking the hell out of me.

      “Don’t you ever apologize for doing whatever it took to give you a sense of safety. I will bend you over my knee if I catch you doing it again.” Sera glared at me and I smiled.

      I had no doubts this woman, no matter how old, would do just as she said. “Yes, ma’am,” I replied.

      “Now, I gave those books to my son just as I intended, but I ripped your pages out. Aiden doesn’t know where you come from, but I think it’s time you told him. We all see you hurting, Addie. You need to let us help you. It’s been a decade. What are you still so afraid of? Or are you no longer happy here and scared to leave? We just want what’s best for you, so help us figure that out.”

      I’d only been seventeen when my pack alpha, Kane Rutherford, took me in, telling me it was for my own protection, given my only caregiver had died from a mining explosion. After a while, I’d wondered if it was even an accident like I’d been told.

      My father, Sebastian Malone, had been working for the pack iron mines in Northern Minnesota for decades. He was careful to a fault. As the years passed, the more his death hurt my heart. Even more so when I’d given up his surname to protect myself.

      I wasn’t always known as Adaline Chandler, but I hoped for it to stay that way. Sera knowing my secret jeopardized that possibility.

      “I’m happy here, Sera. I swear it. I’ll work harder to show it and pull more weight within the pack house like I used to. I’m sorry if I’ve disappointed you in any way,” I said.

      Sera growled. “Quit apologizing.”

      I almost did so again but managed to hold my tongue.

      “Listen, Addie. I know about Kane, but what I don’t understand is why Elijah never went after him. More importantly, how are you still sane being away from your mate, no matter how awful he was?” Sera asked.

      When Elijah had taken me in, there were several promises I made him give me. Ones I regretted once I knew the family better, but I’d made my bed and tried to move on. I had only been nineteen when I’d found my escape to the Catskills. I hadn’t known any better.

      After my first night in Elijah’s custody, explaining to him what he’d risked his life for, I’d never again spoken of my past. Yet, suddenly, at Sera’s prompting and the loving look in her ocean-colored eyes, I was ready to pour my soul out. Finally.

      “I never wanted anyone to get hurt because of me. Leaving Kane alone was part of my agreement with Elijah. I just wanted to be able to walk away from that life and never look back. At the time, it had seemed like the best route to prevent anything from going wrong with my escape,” I answered the first part of her question, hoping to avoid the second about my mate status.

      Sera shook her head at me and sighed heavily. “Secrets will always hurt people, Addie. Even if it takes a long time for them to surface. I’ve waited nearly a year for you to tell me these things yourself, even prompted you with conversation cues in private, which I apologize for now. I see it probably hasn’t helped your situation, but I can’t stand to see you hurting anymore. You are family to us. Please, trust that whatever has been bringing you down since Elijah died, we can help.”

      I knew by we, she meant herself and her sons: Aiden, Caleb, and Liam. Triplets who were polar opposites of each other, but exactly the same if it was possible. The Anders family loved fiercely, and I’d seen time and time again that they fought for what was right, but I’d never once thought it should apply to me.

      I’d left my past behind, or so I’d thought as I lied to myself about it daily.

      “What about your wolf? She never acts out during pack runs and is always friendly. Though, I’ve noticed she runs alone a lot now. How do you keep her sane? The entries from Elijah weren’t detailed enough to know exactly what happened, and I pieced together as much as I could, but there’s a lot I still don’t understand,” Sera said, brows furrowing in frustration.

      My wolf hurt, but she understood. It hadn’t been just my human form that was abused. Kane had purposely sought me out and tried to break me in every way possible. I’d had no family. I wasn’t strong-willed. I was the perfect pawn in his need to appear as the perfect alpha with an obedient mate by his side.

      The only lucky part had been that Kane wasn’t the one my wolf called mate. He’d forced the bond on me, regardless of what our superior halves wanted, threatening to cast me out if I didn’t become his in every way. At only seventeen and with no living family, I’d listened to my alpha without a second thought. That lasted for two years until I found my freedom.

      My wolf and I had been content for a long time until Elijah died, but his death wasn’t exactly the reason for my slow decline into depression. No, that was another secret I’d kept. One not a single soul knew about, not even the man it affected most.

      Sera nudged me. “You can tell me anything, Addie. I hope you know that, but I won’t push you any more today. I just needed you to know I was here for whatever you needed.”

      Her words elicited strength back into me as I sat up straighter on my bed, letting the bag I’d held on to drop to the floor with an audible thud.

      “Kane wasn’t the one my wolf called mate. The bond was forged under threat, so while my wolf misses the companionship she had on occasion with Kane’s wolf, she doesn’t yet forget the abuse we endured because of it,” I finally replied, holding Sera’s gaze, trying to prove I was above what had happened to me, even if my earlier freak-out said otherwise.

      Sera raised a brow at me. Her motherly intuition seemed to be kicking in, and I then understood the suffering her sons had complained about over the years when it came to Sera’s knack for unearthing the truth.

      “You know who your mate is, don’t you?” she asked.

      “I do, but I can never have him.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          AUGIE

        

      

    

    
      My wolf ran hard around the property of Raven Point in Eastern Oregon. His irritation levels rose as the days passed, and I didn’t understand why. I shifted as often as possible, hoping to figure out what his problem was, but all I could decipher was that he was restless for some reason.

      As we ran for the boundary lines, his speed increased, and I had to focus on control before forcefully taking over my wolf’s movements and turning us back around to the pack house.

      What are you running from? I asked, even though I knew I wouldn’t get a real answer.

      Normally, it was easy to communicate with my wolf. We were one. We thought the same and had the same goals, but for the last year, he’d been frustratingly restless.

      The wolf conceded control, whimpering as we made our way back home. I stopped at one of the outbuildings and grabbed a change of clothes. As the beta to Raven Point pack, I had the bonus of being able to keep my own clothes there instead of wearing the community sweats that everyone but me and the alpha used. Well, co-alphas now.

      Snagging my phone, I checked for pack messages, but there was nothing urgent and I breathed a sigh of relief. That only lasted until I headed outside and found my best friend, who was one half of the co-alphas to our pack, alongside her father.

      Gerald had promoted her from alpha-in-training to co-alpha just before she got knocked up, a decision I knew he often regretted, no matter how much he loved his daughter. Pregnant Taya was a lot to deal with.

      She was headed my way and didn’t look pleased. “August James, where have you been?”

      I grinned, watching her stomp toward me, red-highlighted hair flying behind her back, and her blue eyes glaring at me. “Taya, it’s so nice to see you this crisp autumn morning,” I replied, keeping a smile pasted to my face.

      Taya was six months pregnant and as hormonal as ever. Even her mate Liam hung out more with me at the pack house to avoid the worst of her mood swings, but Taya had been my best friend since we were pups. I didn’t care how much she yelled at me; I still tolerated her. Most of the time.

      “I’m going to kill him, Augie. You need to dig a hole and figure out an alibi,” she seethed before moving into my personal space and poking a finger at my chest.

      I tossed an arm around her, pulling her close. “What did Liam do now?” Yes, I placated her and pretended to always be on her side while also secretly warning Liam when needed so he could do his best to fix what wasn’t really wrong.

      We were all counting the minutes until this pup was born and we had normal Taya back.

      “He ate my ice cream.” Taya’s shoulders shook, and she was nearly in tears.

      “Well, good thing for you, I have two of your favorite cartons in my freezer. Let’s head to the pack house and go to my room. You know I keep the good stuff in there just for times like this.” I remained cheery in hopes of calming her down, in case we crossed paths with her mate before I could text him.

      “I thought you only hid books in your room, nerd,” she quipped, sounding more like her normal self.

      “Well, I do that, too. Someone has to keep you informed of all of the laws you think don’t apply to you as co-alpha,” I added with a wink.

      She groaned. “Those laws are ancient. It takes me an hour to translate one page of that old English crap. I have better things to do for my people.”

      “That’s why you have a book-nerd beta. My good looks weren’t the only reason I was chosen to be second-in-command,” I teased.

      Taya gagged. “No offense, Augie, but your looks do nothing for me.”

      I feigned hurt and gasped dramatically. “Oh, how your words wound me.”

      She shoved me away, a smile growing on her previously frowning face. “Shut your dirty mouth. I can’t wait until Caleb and Jamie are back. She’ll understand my pains.”

      Ah, Jamie. The other bestie. At first, when the Anders brothers came into our lives, I thought I’d need to be more concerned with Liam stealing my best friend, but it was his brother’s mate I should have been looking out for.

      Jamie and Taya had created their own girl gang, adding in Aiden’s mate Harper when she was welcomed into the family not too long ago. The three of them together were lethal, and I stayed as far away as possible when it happened.

      Though I adored them all, I was glad when it was just me and Taya again. She eased the ache in my wolf ever so slightly. Taya had loved us from the moment we met. Taya was family. Taya was as close to home as I’d been able to find in my twenty-one years.

      At one point, I thought I’d found it with another wolf, but while we found her scent enticing, the connection wasn’t there. So, I’d stayed away. I had no desire to date random women. Maybe it was all the books I’d read, but I was waiting for the one my wolf would finally call mate.

      She was out there somewhere, and I would find her.

      One day.

      “Yo, Augie. Where’d you go just now?” Taya asked with another shove. So much violence wrapped up in a tiny package.

      “Huh? Sorry. Just a long morning already,” I replied.

      Her blue eyes softened. “Your wolf still acting out?”

      I shrugged. I’d told Taya just enough for her to keep an eye on things if I started to go rogue. I refused to be a threat to our pack. Not ever.

      “He tried to race outside of the boundary lines again. I just can’t figure out what he’s running from. Everything here has been fine. The West Coast packs have stayed in line. We haven’t had any added stress besides your pregnancy.”

      She cut me off, challenging my words. “Why is my pregnancy stressful, August?”

      I waved her off, deciding not to baby her now that she’d calmed down some. “Don’t pretend you have no idea how emotional you’ve been. I’ve known you a long time, and you’ve never cried over desserts before.”

      She grunted, rubbing her growing belly. “I’m ready for him to be here already, for more reasons than one. Most of them selfish.”

      We arrived at the pack house, and the inside was buzzing with people, but nobody stopped to chat with us. Taya had begun scaring them all away as soon as the morning sickness started—at only three weeks along. The remaining thirty-seven weeks of her pregnancy would be the longest of our lives.

      I guided Taya to my room, her old room. We’d switched places back when she and Liam wanted to have their own space. I didn’t blame them with her dad sleeping under the same roof. That would make for awkward nights.

      Plus, it made sense for me as beta to be more accessible to the pack than the alphas. Given I was the one without a mate and growing family, I didn’t mind volunteering.

      My wolf stirred inside me, dejected at the thought of no family. Even my parents had left us years ago. I didn’t think it was because they didn’t love me, but they’d never really wanted kids and Taya’s dad had been more than eager to fill that role when they’d left for Florida.

      Gerald Rush was one of the greatest men I’d ever known. When he almost died a few years ago, I’d been strong for Taya, but I’d known then it would have broken me as well. Especially after already losing my other best friend, Taya’s twin brother Cord. That had been a hell of a year, one I was glad to put behind us.

      As soon as Taya entered my room, she dove for the small freezer-fridge combo I had put in my closet and came out with the carton of blackberry cheesecake ice cream and a spoon, but no bowls.

      “Savage,” I joked.

      “It’s not my fault the baby is craving sweets this week,” she mumbled as ice cream dribbled from the corner of her mouth.

      I shook my head. The week before that, it was French fries, then uncooked carrots, and before that pickles, but not just any pickles. No, they had to be kosher dill ones—whole, not sliced.

      Fourteen weeks remaining and counting.

      If we were really lucky, the little guy would come a week early.

      “When are you and Liam going to pick a name for the pup?” I asked, stealing the spoon after her fourth bite.

      “When I don’t want to punch him in the face for every suggestion he makes,” she replied.

      I narrowed my eyes at her. “Taya, you know I love you more than anything in the world, but that man does not deserve your wrath or murder plots.”

      She burst into tears, shoved the tub of ice cream at me, and began pacing my room. “I know, but he loves me so much that I just get so angry.” She cradled her stomach. “Liam has given me everything I didn’t think I wanted.”

      “Then, why do you always run to me when he supposedly does something wrong?” I challenged, holding in my laugh at her nonsense thoughts.

      She glared at me, hands moving to her hips. “August James, you’re supposed to be on my side.”

      “I am, you idiot. Making you happy is being on your side, and figuring out why Liam has been irritating you more than usual lately is part of that. Because he is your happy and you know it, or you wouldn’t be crying like a normal girl.”

      She trudged back to the bed and threw herself back, unspeaking. I had a theory, but I’d kept it to myself in fear of her wrath. Given her current state, I was pretty sure it was time to call my best friend out on her bullshit.

      I lay down next to her, grabbing her hand and turning my head to stare at her face. “There’s nothing wrong with being afraid, Taya. You have reason to be, and nobody would see it as a weakness.”

      Taya’s mother had died giving birth to her and Cord. It was common among shifters back then for the mothers not to survive if they were carrying multiples, but advancements had been made over the last twenty-plus years, and the risk had dropped significantly. Though, for Taya, I knew there wasn’t a day as of late that she didn’t think of her mother.

      Her head turned to face me, tears trailing down the side of her face and disappearing into her hair. “What if I die, Augie? What if I never get to meet my son?”

      “We won’t let that happen. We have a plan, and you’re going to be just fine,” I said earnestly.

      She hiccupped. “My dad had a plan, too. For my mom.”

      “But your dad didn’t have Zarai, then. We not only have a plan, but we have a witch. You know Zarai won’t miss your delivery,” I said.

      Taya nodded, but I knew she didn’t believe me. At least, not the part about everything turning out okay.

      I sat up, pulled my phone from my pocket, and began typing out a text to Liam, but Taya had other plans.

      Still staring up at the ceiling, she reached for my hand. “I don’t think your wolf is running from anything.”

      Dread filled me.

      “Why do you say that?” I asked hesitantly.

      “Bestie intuition. I think he’s running to something.”

      I gulped, paying attention to my phone again, but unseeing the words I’d already typed.

      Taya had voiced my fears, just like I’d done to her. Yet, that was also my greatest hope.

      My wolf wanted something, but that something wasn’t in Raven Point, and I wasn’t sure how I felt about that.

      My pack needed me, especially now with Taya pregnant. Liam did a great job filling in where he could, but I was beta. This pack was my home. These wolves were my responsibility.

      I couldn’t be selfish and figure out what might happen if I let my wolf run beyond the boundary line. I knew that if I did, it would change everything, and that scared the hell out of me.
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      It took nearly an hour, but I finally got Sera to leave my room. I would never tell anyone who it was that my wolf called mate. The result would be pointless and likely only hurt me further, because the man my wolf wanted wouldn’t stand for my predicament.

      August James.

      After Elijah died, I’d spent so much time being afraid. Then, Augie arrived at our pack to help with the dreadful situation Harper had been in, and I instantly knew. My heart cried for him, my wolf bellowed in pain, and my anger at Kane for forcing a bond onto me was renewed.

      I’d never been a violent person—not even in my wolf form. I preferred living vicariously through the heroines in my favorite books, but ever since I had met Augie, I’d dreamed of killing Kane to break the blood bond he didn’t deserve. The only blessing was that our wolves never bonded, which meant there was no emotional connection between me and Kane.

      There had been a sliver of hope that he’d worked with Declan back then and might have gotten himself killed, but when Augie’s wolf didn’t claim us, I knew my optimism was misplaced.

      Kane was a horrid mate, but I couldn’t deny that he’d been a great alpha during my time in the pack. It was why I’d never tried to file an abuse claim against him with our council.

      I was
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