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Jade



It was warm for fall, warmer than usual for a town located near the base of the mountains. Although summer still possessed most of the landscape, some of the trees had a few leaves giving up their lively green for richer reds and yellows that hinted at the new season. Sucking in a breath, Jade wrinkled her nose as it stung with the scents of too many people gathered in one place. Scents such as rotting food and sweat had a way of trickling through no matter how she tried to block them out. It all made her wish she were home or anywhere else if she honestly thought about it. It had been a long time since she had willingly been to a city so large or anything large enough to count as a real town for that matter. Like most rogue werewolves, Jade preferred to stay clear of places where packs had made their homes, and the Northwind Pack’s home was definitely one that Jade would have been happy never seeing in person. 

“Jade,” James grumbled, dragging his feet as he followed her down the sidewalk. “When are we going to meet up with the others? I’m tired of walking around.” 

“Stop your whining; we just have a few more blocks to go before we can head back. If you hurry up then we’ll get done a lot faster,” Jade answered, rolling her eyes at her friend’s complaints as she continued walking, forcing him to quicken his step to keep up with her. At fourteen, James was the youngest of their group and usually one of Jade’s favorites. His quiet and shy nature made him easy to be around when he wasn’t fussing like a pup.

“I don’t know why we have to scout out this stupid town anyway,” he continued, a little breathlessly as he jogged up beside her. “We’re not going to be here long enough for it to matter. Besides, it’s too big. I’m never going to remember where everything is!”

“We need to know the area while we’re here. Don’t forget, we are in enemy territory; we need to be ready for anything, and part of that means knowing the town’s layout. We need to know the quickest ways through it, any alleyways, shortcuts, backroads. Anything that could help us get out of here quickly if things don’t go well with Alpha Power,” Jade explained, ignoring the dirty look from the couple who walked past them. The male pulled his mate closer to his side as if he expected either of the rogues to pose some sort of threat to them.

It seemed that everywhere they went, stares followed their every move. Mothers hurried their children along, and some uneasy individuals would walk across the street so that they wouldn’t have to pass them. They were even met with the odd challenging growl every so often. It had taken a few years, but Jade found that every time a fellow werewolf looked at her with contempt, disgust, and even fear, the burning shame she had felt at the beginning of her life as an outcast had gradually melted away. Now she was just happy when she could get through a strange territory without a fight.

“I don’t get why we have to be here anyway,” James grumbled, “Why can’t we just go back home? Alpha Power won’t know the difference.” 

Jade ignored his last comment, but she couldn’t stop her brows from falling into a concentrated frown. James wasn’t entirely wrong. 

About a month earlier, the rogue wolves had received a request from the Alpha Council, a council consisting of eight Alphas from the strongest packs. They requested that all rogues willing to continue coexisting peacefully with the packs report to the nearest official pack for further information. 

All the rogues, including Jade, had scoffed at the arrogance of the Alphas. To approach the rogue wolves as if they had any authority to command them was bold. As rogues, they were not under the council’s rule and were under no obligation to obey any orders created by the council. As long as they didn’t trespass or cause trouble for the packs, the rogues could live as they wished. But Jade wasn’t an idiot; it wasn’t a request.

It was a threat. 

A threat to any rogues that didn’t show their support for whatever the packwolves were planning. A message for those who resisted; there would be no room for coexisting anymore. 

So, there she was in the middle of the Northwind Pack’s territory, trying to remember why she wanted to coexist with wolves who would be happy if she didn’t exist at all. 

“You know what?” Jade said, pausing on the street corner. “Why don’t you just go find the others right now? Desert and Chris should be just a couple blocks that way by now,” she said, pointing to her left towards the park that was in sight, the designated meeting spot. “I want to walk this block one more time anyway. I’ll meet you guys back at the warehouse.” James perked up, obviously liking that idea more than trailing along with her.

“Are you sure? Do you think you’ll be alright by yourself?” he asked. 

“I’ll be fine. It’s you I’m worried about,” Jade laughed, standing up to her full height, which was a good four inches taller than James’ skinny form to prove her point.  

“Why don’t we both just go over right now? You know Desert isn’t going to be happy if we split up.”

“Don’t worry about Desert. I’ll deal with him when I get back. Now hurry up and go,” she said, giving him a push in the right direction. That was all the encouragement he needed before taking off in an energetic run, evidently hitting his second wind. Chuckling, Jade waited until she watched him disappear into the green grassed park before turning the other direction to finish her exploration. Walking down the sidewalk by herself, Jade felt herself beginning to relax. As much as she loved her friends, she also grew tired of always having them around. Sometimes she missed the peace and quiet that she had when she was alone. But there was a reason that lone wolves didn’t last long; it was the same reason why Jade and her friends had finally come together. There was always safety in numbers.  

Loud laughter shattered the quiet, turning Jade's attention to a group of wolves, all male, and none of them showed any intentions of moving out of her path. There were four of them, all around her age of seventeen or eighteen, maybe a little older. It only took a second for them to turn their eyes towards her and zero in, listening to her worn sneakers land on the cement. Their eyes lit up as they picked up her scent as the breeze blew their way, a foreign scent. Being a werewolf came with certain perks, such as heightened senses. All werewolves, those who had gained the title of shifters, and those trapped in their human form, were blessed with heightened smell, hearing, and physical strength. Gifts that Jade used every day to stay alive, but now it seemed as if they were being turned against her.

Before any of the wolves could make a move towards her, Jade ducked into a small convenience store on the corner of the street. It wasn’t even noon yet, far too early in the day to have any trouble. Ignoring the suspicious look from the lady at the front counter, Jade ducked through the rows of processed food towards the back of the store, away from prying eyes. But the short distance wasn’t enough to protect her from hearing the harsh words from hushed voices that followed her down the aisles. Words such as rogue, mutt, and dangerous shadowed her every step; they floated around her as a constant reminder that she didn’t belong here. 

Jade looked back and breathed out a curse as the four wolves from outside entered the store as well, their bodies tense and their eyes hostile. She waited for them to go searching for her so she could double back and escape through the only entrance and non-emergency exit in the store, but they didn’t move. They were waiting for her to try to leave. That left her with two options, hideout until they hopefully left or face them. 

Her decision was an easy one. Snagging a bottle of lemonade from the drink section, Jade made her way to the front of the store, keeping her head high and staring straight ahead. She had as much right to be here as any of these people did. There was nothing to be ashamed of. Ignoring the obvious growls from the four wolves, Jade walked up to the cash register. Placing the lemonade on the counter, she met the cashier’s glare. She was an unpleasant-looking woman; her cold, dirt-colored eyes might have looked pretty if it hadn’t been for the bright blue eyeshadow and very poorly applied false lashes placed on her lids. Her lips were painted an awful shade of orange, and her cheeks were far too red. Jade resisted the urge to shudder as the woman pursed her lips, revealing her yellowed, broken teeth.

“Just this, please,” Jade said, pulling out a single ration chip from her pocket. The woman looked Jade up and down with disdain, her eyes resting on the three scars on Jade’s forearm, the ones that marked her as an outcast. Jade resisted the urge to tug the sleeve of her jacket down to cover the scars; it was too late anyway. The horrid woman had seen them already.  

“We don’t sell to people like you. Get out,” the cashier ordered, pointing her thin, wrinkled finger towards the door.

“Ma’am, I just want to buy a drink. I’m in town to do business with your Alpha, as the council requested. I don’t want any trouble,” Jade said. If only she could make these people believe that she wished she could leave their pathetic town more than they wanted her to. 

“I don’t care why you’re here. I said we don’t do business with people like you. Now get out.” The four males by the door snickered, obviously enjoying the show in front of them. Jade felt the hair on her arms raise as her skin grew too warm. 

“Fine, sorry to bother you,” Jade said, biting down on her tongue before she said what she was actually thinking. Quickly, she turned away from the smug cashier. They weren’t worth it; she wouldn’t let their hatred, or their words get to her. That was what she repeated to herself as she marched out of the store. She repeated it determinedly as one of the men slammed his shoulder into hers on her way out, causing her to stumble, sending the others into an uproar of laughter. She repeated it out loud as she walked down the cracked sidewalk, letting each step pound the words a little deeper into her mind. By the time she made it to the abandoned warehouse on the edge of town, the sun was beating down on her back, her words a half-hearted mutter. It didn’t matter how much she repeated the same words over and over again; it didn’t make them any more truthful. 

As much as she wished she could forget their disdain, the disgust in their eyes, and how they acted superior, she couldn’t just let it go. Every minute she spent in the Northwind Pack's territory, the more she felt their hatred piling on her shoulders. It weighed her down and filled her with unsatisfied anger. And her inability to let it go only infuriated her more. If she had stayed home and ignored the summon, then she wouldn’t be dealing with any of the drama that came with a pack. There was a good chance she could pull it off. It was unlikely that the packs could track down every rogue out there. If she were on her own it would be simple for her to avoid the packs altogether and quietly slip through the cracks as if she didn’t even exist.

But she wasn’t alone. 

“She’s back!” James yelled as he jumped up, calling through the open door in the side of the abandoned warehouse that was temporarily home. Jade winced at the sound of his voice, calling unwanted attention to her. She held back a sigh as their friend Desert stepped out into the sunlight. His signature glare was, as usual, directed at her. 

“Where were you? You’ve been gone forever. We were just about to go out and look for you,” he said, ushering her into the building. He didn’t even try to mask his frustration as she glared back and pushed past him. Desert meant well, but Jade was already in a foul mood, and his over-protectiveness rubbed her the wrong way.

From the outside, the warehouse looked shabby and old, but it looked even worse from the inside. The metal walls were covered in rust and dirt; when they first moved in there had been mice and rats infesting the whole place. It had taken a couple of days to chase them out. A few windows were still intact; those that weren't were covered in trash bags or old tarps, anything to keep most of the wind and autumn rain from getting in. It may not have been much, but it was a roof over their heads, and there was more than enough room. 

“Jade, where in the world were you? You had us worried,” Lola, a small she-wolf said, tucking a piece of her fiery hair behind her ear. Her large, blue eyes were sincere with her concern and relief. That was one of the things Jade loved about Lola; she was an open book, always easy to read her true feelings. 

“Aw, back off babe; Jade’s a big girl. She can take care of herself,” Chris said, giving Jade a clap on her shoulder as she walked past him. Chris was Lola’s mate and the exact opposite of her in every way. Where Lola was petite and soft-spoken, Chris was a giant, loud, and had absolutely no filter. They were the perfect match. Although the couple had known each other for a few years, they had just held a bonding ceremony a year ago. Unfortunately, for the rest of the group, they were still in that love-sick honeymoon phase that new couples had.

“Maybe back home that’s true, but we are in enemy territory right now and need to stick together. That’s why we agreed to do the scouting in pairs. It’s too dangerous to wander off alone,” Desert snapped, still targeting Jade with his death glare. 

“Hey now, that’s no way to talk. We can’t go into this place thinking of them as our enemies. Nothing good can come from that,” Lola said, her voice taking on a motherly sternness. “But Desert is right, Jade. It isn’t safe for us here, not yet anyway.” 

“Alright! I’m sorry, is that what you wanted to hear? Should I start calling you Alpha from now on too?” Jade asked, tossing herself onto the old mattress that she called her own, trying to ignore the hurt that she knew was flashing through Desert’s eyes at her remark. She knew he was right. They had all decided that it would be safer to stay as a group while they were in town. Jade had already witnessed the packwolves’ feelings concerning rogues being in their territory; it was dangerous for them. But there was no way she would admit that out loud.

“Don’t even start. You’re a walking magnet for trouble, and don’t even try to deny it. Stop trying to make us seem crazy for being concerned for you,” Desert said, his glare melting away a little. Desert may have been quick to lecture, but his anger never lasted long. That was something Jade could always count on. “So, how was the rest of your walk?” he asked, finally giving up his frustration. Jade shrugged and laid back, closing her eyes. 

“Uneventful.” 
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Darren

The Packhouse was unusually empty as Darren strode down the long hallway. With training just days away, most of the wolves were out enjoying the last bit of summer break. Parents took pups to the playground or swimming before they were sent back to training. Teens found the closest party or any other way to blow off the summer steam. Normally, Darren would have been out with his friends, but not today. His hands clenched into fists, wrinkling the paper in his grip. 

When he reached his destination, a solid, dark oak door stood in his path. He ignored every lecture his mother had ever given him on manners as he stormed in without knocking.

“What is this?” he asked, raising the piece of paper, struggling to keep from yelling. You had to be careful when speaking to an Alpha wolf, even if he was your father. 

Alpha Luke Power didn’t even glance up from the paperwork on his desk as his son stood in the middle of his office questioning his sanity. He didn’t even look surprised. 

“What did I do to earn me a visit from my one and only son?” Luke asked, ignoring Darren’s rudeness for the moment. 

“When were you planning on telling me?” Darren asked, throwing the crumpled piece of paper onto Luke’s desk, but he didn’t give him time to answer. “Why didn’t you tell me you’re allowing, no, not just allowing, ordering the rogues to train side by side with us?” he asked, but he already knew the answer. “Did you really think that it wasn’t important for me to know? I thought I was supposed to be training to take over as Alpha. How can our pack trust me if I don’t know about these decisions? I had to hear it from Spencer!” Darren said, trying to control his emotions, but he knew his frustration was not masked well enough from the slight frown on his father’s face. Luke leaned back in his chair, finally giving Darren his full attention, his dark eyes betraying none of the inner workings of his mind.

“I was planning on telling you tonight before the pack meeting. Why? Is there something wrong with it?” Luke asked as if he genuinely was confused. He was playing games; Darren hated games. He knew Darren’s concerns; they were the concerns every other wolf in the pack would have once they heard the order tonight. He probably had answers for ones no one would ever think to ask; that’s just the kind of leader Luke Power was. But that wasn’t enough for him. No, what he wanted was for Darren to voice those concerns, to doubt his leadership, then he would find some way to make Darren feel like an idiot for even thinking of them.

“There’s no way to even begin preparing for this. We have no idea how many of them there are, let alone how many will be willing to function here long enough for you to get whatever it is you are looking for. And now we have to explain to the pack that not only will rogues be in the territory, but they will be inside the Training Center with their pups. Even if the rogues comply with the order, it will be nearly impossible to keep our wolves from wanting a fight,” Darren answered. He could practically hear the outcries that his packmates would make. “None of the other packs that are calling for the rogues are training alongside them, so why? Why try to make an already dangerous situation more complicated?” he asked, wondering what could have driven his father to this level of insanity. 

Luke didn’t say a word the whole time Darren ranted, and he didn’t say anything as his son stood there, waiting. The confidence Darren thought he’d had began shrinking rapidly as Luke slowly stood up and turned away to face the large window directly behind him. Silence filled the room. It stretched out and latched onto Darren’s mind. He shifted his weight uneasily from one foot to the other; had he taken it too far this time? When Luke did finally speak, his words caught Darren off guard.

“You’re right. This whole operation is risky; it’s one of the most dangerous things I have ever willingly put this pack through. But for good reason,” Luke said, staring out at the mountains that loomed above them. “Rogues are the greatest existing threat to the packs and our very way of life, and over the years, their numbers seem to have increased dramatically.

“To properly defeat or defend yourself from an enemy, you first need to know them. By bringing them to us, we will be putting them at a disadvantage. They’re now in unfamiliar territory and outnumbered, giving us the perfect opportunity to gather first-hand information on them and learn how to better deal with them.”

“Yes, I understand why they are here,” Darren interrupted. “So why do it? Placing them with our newest wolves not only puts our own packmates in danger, but it’s just asking for trouble! You know how some of the wolves can get. I know none of my friends will want to play nice with rogues. How could that possibly be good for us?”

“I can handle my own wolves; don’t you worry about that. And as to how it could benefit us, just use your head, Darren. Many of the younger rogues were born into that kind of life. They may never have experienced what it’s like to have the support of a pack. After living a life on the run, never knowing where your next meal or shelter will be, do you really think that they’ll want to go back to that once they see what their life could be like with us?” Luke asked, turning back to face Darren, his eyes flashing with an excitement Darren hadn’t seen in his father for years. 

“No, probably not.”

“Exactly! Not only will we find out crucial information, but this could be the safest way to decrease the number of rogues while strengthening our pack. Darren, imagine the possibilities.” 

Darren had to admit, the idea of building the pack’s numbers was appealing. The Northwind Pack was strong, one of the strongest packs in North America, but they wouldn’t always be on good terms with the other packs as they were at that time, and having more wolves who could help defend them could be helpful. But there were still so many risks with this plan. 

“They are still rogues, though,” Darren said, mostly talking to himself. “Weren’t they kicked out of their packs for a reason? Besides, we have plenty of strength already; we don’t need them to defend ourselves.”

“Never miss a chance to grow your strength. That is the mindset of the weak Alpha. As for the rogues, that’s why we are going to focus our attention on the younger wolves. They’re the ones who we will be able to teach and influence. If any of them can be saved from themselves, it will be the ones that haven't been caught up in the violence and hate of the rogues’ lifestyle yet,” Luke answered. It was clear that he had put a lot of thought into this plan, and grudgingly Darren was beginning to see the brilliance behind it all. 

“Okay,” Darren said, finally giving in. “What can I do to help?” 

“Your job is crucial. You’re going to ensure that the wolves at the Training Center stay in line. Try to convince your peers to befriend rogues they think have potential and keep things as peaceful as possible. Have them be our eyes and ears, and report back on which wolves would be good candidates to recruit. Can you do that?”

Darren’s heart pounded in his chest. It was a huge responsibility his father had placed on him; maybe he believed Darren was closer to being a real Alpha

“Yes, of course, I can,” he said, nodding confidently. This was his chance to be part of something that had never been done before, to be directly involved in what could mean the difference between the pack thriving or floundering. He had his chance. There was no way he would do anything to let his father down. 
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Jade

Blood. 

It looked like red cough syrup, thick and sticky as it spread across the hardwood floor, staining everything it touched. She stood in a puddle of red, watching as it spread out away from her feet; it seemed as if it came out of her, seeping out from the soles of her shoes. But that was just wishful thinking; of course, it wasn’t hers, it never was.

Her eyes moved downwards to stare at her hands, hands that didn’t look like her own anymore. They didn’t shake like the last time. They were warm and still; they shouldn’t be this still, not after what they had just done. They weren’t nearly as still as the body that lay in front of her in the ever-growing puddle of red. If she looked to the right, she would see his face; he’d be staring up at her with big blank eyes-

“Jade, wake up!” 

Jade jerked awake from her nightmare to see Chelsea standing over her and her makeshift bed. The pools of blood rapidly faded away, leaving a cold sweat causing her shirt to cling to her skin. “What are you doing, sleepyhead? You’re going to be late.” 

“What do you mean?” Jade asked, bringing her hands up to rub her eyes, trying to ignore the memory of them covered in the red liquid. “Late for what?” 

“For pack training, duh!” Chelsea laughed, tugging Jade’s blanket away as she tried to pull it closer. 

Training.

Jade cringed at the word, the one word she had completely forgotten about. Jumping up, she scrambled to find a clean shirt from her ragged duffel bag. 

“Crap, crap, crap!” Jade shouted, changing into what she hoped was a clean pair of jeans. “Where is everyone else? Aren’t they coming too?” 

“They left a while ago. They’re probably at the Training Center by now,” Chelsea replied, uselessly watching Jade scramble around the warehouse in search of her other shoe.

“They left me? Why didn’t they wake me up?”

“Lola was going to, but Desert convinced her not to. I think he’s getting back at you for the other day,” Kyler said as he walked through the door. “Sorry, I was going to wake you up earlier, but you looked like you could use the rest. It seems like you haven’t been sleeping well lately.” 

“I can sleep later; what I need right now is to get to the Training Center on time, so I don’t get in trouble on the first day,” Jade said, finally finding her other shoe, nearly falling over as she tried to slip it on while standing on one leg. 

“Who cares what those jerks think anyway? Besides, we won’t be here long enough for them to even remember us. I thought you didn’t want to go anyway,” Chelsea said.

“Easy for you to say; you don’t have to spend all day with them. And I don’t want to go, but I don’t want to be the only one on Alpha Power’s bad side,” Jade snapped, throwing her messy hair into an equally messy braid. Running to the door, she ran past Chelsea snagging her tattered backpack from her hand on the way out.

“Good luck, and whatever you do, don’t get detention,” Chelsea called cheerfully after her. Jade didn’t have time to respond as she sprinted down the street. She just hoped that being late was the worst thing she would have to worry about that day.  
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Darren

“Long time no see!” Darren turned on the steps of the Training Center just in time for his friend, Spencer, to run up beside him. 

“Took you long enough,” Darren said, but he smiled as his friend caught up.  

“Hey, look who's back!” a familiar voice called from behind them. Turning, they watched Michael, another one of Darren’s friends bound up the steps to where they stood. 

“Glad you made it. I hope tromping all over the countryside was worth it; you missed out on an eventful summer,” Darren said, pulling Michael into a hug. 

“Speaking of eventful, where is the lucky girl? It’s not every day that you find your mate,” Spencer asked, making a show of looking around.

“She’s on her way. But if I’m being honest, I’m pretty sure that I’m the lucky one,” Michael chuckled, rubbing the back of his neck in a bashful gesture. 

“And don’t you forget it,” a sweet-looking girl said as she stepped up beside him, placing her hand in his without hesitation. “Hi, I’m Stephanie,” she said, giving them a friendly wave. The boys introduced themselves, playfully teasing the couple as they slowly made their way up the remaining stone steps.

Watching his friends laugh, it was easy for Darren to forget about the trouble ahead of them. It was all so easy to place in the back of his mind, to think of nothing but what was in front of him in that moment. 

Until he saw them. 

It was obvious who they were as they approached the four guards placed at the foot of the stairs. Their disheveled clothing and bags were the first clue, making them stand apart from the put-together Northwind Pack members. 

Rogues. 

Even if Darren hadn’t been able to pick up their foreign, wild scent from where he stood, it was still apparent that they didn’t belong. They stuck together in a small group, watching the packwolves warily, never stepping closer to anyone than they had to. There was a wildness about them that was apparent in the smallest behaviors. It was in the quick twitch of their hands and the way their eyes flickered around their surroundings, taking everything in. It was in the stiffness of their spines as they carried themselves forward. All of it screamed that they didn’t belong.

There were four of them, three males and one small female, the sight of her surprised Darren. Female wolves were rarely kicked out of their packs, even for extreme crimes, although he had heard rumors of more and more female rogue spotted within the last couple of years. To force a she-wolf from her pack was an automatic death sentence since they were unable to shift into a wolf, a werewolf's strongest form. As rare as it was to kick a she-wolf out of a pack, it was even rarer to find one actually living as a rogue. A rogue’s life was one of constant danger and uncertainty. Darren couldn’t imagine how she had managed to survive unless she was with a mate. 

“Are those some of the...you know...?” Stephanie asked, her voice trailing off as she stared with wide eyes at the rogues as the guards stopped them.

“The strays? Mutts? Troublemakers? Yeah, that’s them,” Spencer answered, glaring coolly down at the strange group. Darren’s father had announced to the rest of the pack just a few nights ago what his plan was with the rogues and the reason for them coming to town. As Darren had expected, the pack was not thrilled about it. Many of the wolves had talked of pulling their children from training or chasing the rogues off themselves before they had a chance to infiltrate the pack. But just as he always did, Luke talked them down. No one was happy about it, but everyone had agreed to aid Luke in keeping the peace to help strengthen the pack, whatever that meant. 

Darren watched closely as the first rogue, a young male probably close to Darren’s age with dark brown hair stepped forward, holding out his left arm to reveal his old pack mark to the guards. He was too far away for Darren to distinguish which pack his mark belonged to, but even from a distance, he could see the three red scars that ran through it, marring the mark forever, proof that the rogue had been exiled from his pack. Once the guards had noted his status as a rogue, they motioned for him to another guard who handed him his open backpack and pushed him towards the sign-in table. The fourth guard watched the other rogues closely, giving them an intimidating growl when any of them looked his way. 

One of the rogues, in particular, a mountain of a man, towered at least a head over the tallest guard. He was well-muscled, larger than any of the guards Darren had seen in their own pack. He was clearly an experienced warrior; the scars scattered across his dark arms were proof of that. In fact, most of the rogues had scars in one place or another.

The last male was barely out of boyhood, his scrawny limbs still too big for him, his face still holding its baby roundness that would evaporate within the next few years as he matured. Darren quickly dismissed him as a potential threat, most likely just a rebellious teen who had run away from his pack as a way to prove his independence. It would be rogues like him that would be easiest to enlist into their pack. 

Even with his quick evaluations, Darren knew that he shouldn’t underestimate any of the rogues; each wolf was dangerous in its own way if they chose to be. But when he looked at this group, they didn’t look dangerous. They looked nervous, just like his own packmates.

“Come on, let’s get going; we don’t want to be late,” Darren said. The others nodded in agreement; the light, joking atmosphere was now heavy and quiet with his friends’ fears. Stephanie’s smile had been replaced by a blank look, her eyes holding traces of worry. Michael had his arm wrapped protectively around her shoulders; his eyes darted around the room as if he were searching for potential threats to his mate.

Rumbling from within Darren’s mind, his wolf was on high alert as well. He didn’t like seeing his packmates scared for their safety. It was their job to keep them safe, and here they were helping bring one of their biggest threats into their homes. With so many wolves feeling skittish, there was bound to be some violence. Darren just hoped he would be able to stop it before anyone got hurt. 
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Chapter 5
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Jade

Breathlessly, Jade stumbled up to the Training Center; her side pinched from sprinting several blocks from the warehouse to the center. Just ahead, walking up the steps into the building were the people who had failed to wake her up yet still dared to call themselves her friends.

“Hey, wait up!” she called out, running toward them. If her reflexes weren’t as well trained as they were, she would have run straight into the man who stepped out in front of her, abruptly blocking her path. He stared her down with what Jade assumed was supposed to be an intimidating glare. 

“Not yet, mutt, show me your pack mark and hand over the bag,” he ordered. Giving him a quick once over, Jade determined the man was probably just a few years older than her own seventeen years. Most likely a guard wolf judging by his stance and muscular build, he was even large enough to be a warrior. A glance around revealed three more guard wolves at the foot of the stairs, all tall and well built. Jade wondered if Alpha Power just had a higher standard for his guards than most packs or if he had pulled in some of his actual warriors to protect the underage age wolves from the big, bad rogues. If the second one was true, she wasn’t sure whether to feel flattered that the Northwind Pack thought so highly of their skills, or to feel offended that they already thought they needed to protect themselves.

Slowly, she rolled up her jacket sleeve on her left arm, exposing the now pale fang-shaped mark on her forearm. Once, it had been a symbol of pride, a sign that she belonged with a powerful pack, a family, but now with the three long scars that went through it, all it was only a reminder of what she had lost.

“The Darkfang Pack? Their territory is nowhere near ours; how did you make it out here?” the first guard asked. Jade merely shrugged in response. She didn’t blame him for being curious; she would have questioned the sanity of the wolf who traveled a thousand miles away from their home also. It was odd for any rogue to travel that far from their birth home, even less likely for a defenseless female rogue to do so. Narrowing his eyes in suspicion, he grabbed a clipboard from one of the other guards and scribbled something on it.

“From what I hear, they’re one of the more ruthless packs this side of the plains. You must have done something pretty bad to have them kick you out,” he said, glancing up from the clipboard to gauge her reaction to the accusation. She stared back at him, keeping her expression blank, pushing the anger down before it had a chance to bubble up. He didn’t know her or what she’d done. Or why she’d done it.

He wasn’t wrong, though. The Darkfang Pack was made up of warriors who valued strength and power above all else, but even according to their laws, what she had done was unforgivable. The three red scars running through her pack mark where her old Alpha had run his claws through it, successfully severing her link to the pack, was proof of that. 

“Alright, the bag now,” the guard snapped as he deepened his glare, annoyed at her lack of response to his obvious jabs. Sliding the straps from her shoulders, she kept a steady glare on the guard as she did so, feeling a little more satisfied than she should have when he looked away first. Ignoring the way he snatched the bag from her hands, she tried not to flinch as another guard stepped up behind her and pushed her arms out to the side as he began to pat her down roughly. She could feel her face growing red as the guard with her backpack dumped its few contents onto the ground, handing the empty bag to her. Staring straight ahead, she tried to overlook the stares from the local trainees as they watched their packmates manhandle her and her belongings. She struggled to push her pride aside; it didn't matter what they thought; she was just as good as any of them. That’s what she told herself, but the words couldn’t keep the blood from creeping up her neck and face.

“Your pack mark must be visible at all times, for identification purposes and your protection. Should you be caught hiding your status of a rogue, there will be consequences,” the second guard said once he was done patting her down. His voice was monotone and bored, making it sound as if it had come from a script he had been forced to memorize, which wouldn’t have surprised her at all.

Looking down at the exposed scar on her arm, Jade felt almost naked with her shame displayed for all to see, marking her as something dangerous. Someone to be feared.

“And what happens if I do cover it?” she asked, tearing her eyes away from her arm to turn her gaze to the guards.

“Once your business with our pack is done, you will be sent on your way, and you can do as you choose with it.”

“I get that,” Jade snapped. “What about while I’m here?”

Jade tried not to flinch as the first guard stepped forward, close enough that she could smell the sour scent of his hostility rolling off of him and grabbed her arm. She tried to keep her expression bored as the guard gripped her jacket’s sleeve and ripped it off, letting the stray fabric fall to the ground, leaving her mark for all to see.

“As he said, there will be consequences,” he said, his dark eyes promising more pain than his words did. 

“Wait, so not only did you people make me leave my home, drag me all the way out to your smelly territory, now you are also forcing me to deal with your Alpha’s poor fashion choices?” Jade asked, her voice dripping with mockery to cover up the fury that would leak out otherwise. 

“You should just be grateful that you’re even allowed on our land at all, pup. Now move along and let us get back to our jobs,” the guard replied, crossing his arms in front of his chest, making his arms look even larger in an attempt to intimidate her. She’d taken on bigger in the past, and it would take more than a couple of wolves who thought themselves formidable enough to make her back down. She took a step forward, ready to let the spoiled packwolves know just how lucky she had been when she was kicked out of her pack. How lucky she had been when none of the other packs would take her in, simply because of a mark. She was about to tell them where they could shove their ideas of lucky, but before she could get the words out, her eyes flickered over the guard’s shoulder to the steps of the Training Center where her friends stood. They watched the exchange with tense shoulders, Chris and Desert’s bags already on the ground, waiting to come to her aid if she needed it. If she had been on her own, she would have torn into these arrogant packwolves without hesitation, but she wasn’t alone anymore and if she acted rashly the consequences wouldn’t be solely hers to bear, and her friends didn’t deserve that.  

“Whatever,” she said, bending down to pick up the stray notebook and pens and other odd items that had fallen to the ground. Her anger intensified when the first guard kicked her water bottle before she could pick it up, sending it spinning away from her. She wanted to look up, to yell or hurt them, to do anything besides sit there and take their abuse. But there was already too much attention on her and she needed to calm down before she did something rash. Taking a deep breath, she finished scooping up the last of the stray items and tossed them into her backpack, and stood, striding over to where her friends were. She hoped that the red was fading from her face; no one needed to know just how upset the guards had made her. 

“Just ignore them, Jade. They’re all idiots anyway,” James said once she had reached them. He moved his hand to give her a comforting pat on her shoulder, but she shrugged him away.

“Come on, guys, we don’t want to be late,” she said, her voice snapping more than she intended. She couldn’t help it. Her friends looked at her as if she was a kicked puppy, their eyes wide with sympathy. Jade hated it. Sympathy led to pity, and she didn’t need anyone’s pity. Walking up the steps, she watched the lingering students scurry away, throwing worried glances over their shoulders at the rogues. Their eyes darting away whenever they made eye contact with any of them. The day had barely begun, and Jade already wished that she were back in bed, even if it meant dealing with more of the nightmares.  

“Oh yeah, and thanks for waking me up this morning,” Jade said to the group, but she directed her glare at Desert to let him know that she knew he was the one to blame. 

“Maybe if you didn’t spend so much time wandering around all alone you wouldn’t be so exhausted and would wake up with the rest of us,” he replied, shrugging his shoulders, looking very unconcerned about being the target of her frustration. 

“Oh, ignore him, Jade!” Lola exclaimed, linking her arm through Jade’s in a familiar gesture. “We’re sorry we didn’t wake you up, but we knew that Kyler and Chelsea would get you up in time to get here. Please don’t be mad,” she said. Her green eyes were so serious and pleading, Jade would have had to be completely heartless to stay angry. 

“Fine, I guess I can forgive you guys this time, just don’t let it happen again,” she said, allowing her shoulders to let go of the tension they had been holding. It was a new day. Her friends were there, ready to face whatever came
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