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      “This is unacceptable and careless.”

      Squirming in my seat, I tried not to let my eyes fill with tears. Those were some of the nicer words my boss had said to me in the last thirty minutes as he’d chewed me a new one. Letting my anger turn to tears would be the worst thing. I hated that I couldn't stop it from happening. Oops. In my preoccupation with not letting him see how much he’d upset me, I’d missed a few things he said.

      Eh. More of the same. Irresponsible. All my fault. So, yeah, I screwed up and made a tiny typo in the code for a client’s new security software. Too bad for me and the client, that tiny typo caused a big fat weakness in the system.

      At least I wasn’t taking the ear chewing alone. My whole team sat facing our hot-headed, quick-tempered boss like children cowering in front of a domineering parent.

      If I didn’t have a mountain of debt thanks to student loans and my ex-husband, I’d tell this asshole to shove it. It was beyond the scope of my job to be talked to like this. My giant debt load screamed in the back of my mind, keeping me planted firmly in my seat.

      Five years of marriage right out of high school was not as fun as it had seemed at the time. I do not recommend it. Zero stars.

      Maybe it was time to use my skills for evil. Start hacking rich people with no moral compass and take all their money.

      But, hell, I had just made a massive mistake. I’d probably end up caught if I tried anything illegal. Better stick to the straight and narrow. And this jackass.

      “Freya, did you hear what I said?”

      I snapped my attention to Horace, my boss. He’d stopped his pacing right in front of me. Oh, geez, that little vein in his forehead was popped out. That only happened when he was beyond pissed.

      Of course I hadn’t heard what he’d said, because it was hard to focus on a big jerk telling me how awful I was. It was a good thing this yell-fest wasn’t my first. Horace was predictable when it came to telling everyone what they did wrong, and telling them at the top of his lungs. How he was still working for this company was no mystery, really. He was the owner’s brother-in-law.

      “I heard you,” I said through clenched teeth, my anger threatening to bring tears again. I had no reason to cry, and all the reasons to rage.

      He stared at me like he was waiting for me to say more, so I added, “Oh, uh, yeah. My team and I will get it fixed.”

      “You’re damn right you will fix this. You’ll work this weekend to make it happen, as many hours as it takes to get it right.” Horace stalked behind his desk to his massive leather chair and plopped in it. He looked like a hen sitting on her nest in that thing, somehow both small and rotund at the same time. He waved his hand at us. “You can leave now.”

      We did, quickly and quietly, none of us eager to set off another Horace tirade. I went straight to my desk and grabbed my bag. Eff this. I’d already fixed the mistake. I was getting the hell out of here. And no way I’d be working the weekend. On my way out to the elevator, I shot off a text to my team, minus Horace, of course, and let them know they did not in fact have to work this weekend. I’d fixed the code in about five seconds and pushed the update to the client. Horace would never know if we were here this weekend or not. There was no way in hell he’d show up on a Saturday.

      While I wanted to roundhouse kick Horace in the face—and I could do it, too. Probably not well, but I knew how—I actually did feel bad for the error in the code. It should have never happened. In fact, it never had before. At least, I hadn’t made a mistake since I was a newbie developer ten years ago. This client’s security had been compromised. I was thankful he was safe and the intruder now in jail, but things could’ve gone far differently.

      If the code had worked, his security system would’ve alerted his team to the threat before the guy’d had a chance to cross his threshold.

      Stepping out of the building was like a huge weight lifted off my shoulders. I’d thought I’d love programming as a career, and maybe I would in the right circumstances, but Horace sucked all the fun out of it. As much fun as programming security systems could be, anyway.

      Pushing all that to the back of my mind, I hit the sidewalk and started my trek home, ignoring the heavy traffic driving all around me.

      Well, it was heavy for Johnsville, anyway. We used to be this sweet little small town, but people kept moving here to be near the mountains. The traffic felt terrible to me, but probably someone from a bigger city would think it was a breeze.

      After rushing up to my apartment, two streets over from my soul-sucking job, I changed clothes really quickly then backtracked one street to the only bar in town.

      Sip was three stories, and each floor had its own flair. The basement was rock and roll, with lots of local bands coming to play. The main floor was country. Line dancing and lots of cowboy hats. And the top floor was pop rock and electronic dance music. That floor usually had a DJ or the occasional karaoke night. All parts of this bar tended to be pretty wild and uncontrolled, regardless of the genre.

      But it was the only bar in town. If I wanted anything else, you’d have to go to Knoxville, which I usually did. But after the day I had, I was not driving to Knoxville. The cab fare home when I got too drunk to drive would be outrageous, anyway. And I’d already worked it out to meet Tara here. Staying in town was the plan. I for sure would’ve needed a ride home if I didn’t live so close. I was washing my week away tonight. Hopefully my job wouldn't seem so dismal in the morning while I nursed a hangover.

      Tara was waiting for me at the door with a worried look on her beautiful face. My bestie was knock out gorgeous, but had no clue. She was always trying some new skin serum or makeup hack, but she really didn’t need to. If only she hadn’t had a string of bad relationships, a never ending line of men who’d knocked down her self esteem, she might see what a catch she was, inside and out.

      “I was about to call in a search and rescue,” Tara said, studying me. “What happened?”

      My bestie knew me too well. I told her about the clusterfuck of an error I’d created and how Horace had exploded over it.  “So,” I summed up. “Just keep the shots coming until I’m numb.”

      Tara laughed and looped her arm with mine, pulling me inside. After stopping at the closest bar for a drink, we went upstairs to the top floor and claimed a table to listen to the music the DJ played.

      Tara had been my best friend since the ninth grade. She was my opposite in looks with shoulder-length blonde hair and golden-brown eyes. My hair was a reddish brown and fell to the middle of my back and my eyes were blue.

      My bestie wasn’t just gorgeous. She was also smart and a total badass.

      “Why don’t you find another job?” Tara flagged down a server for another round of drinks.

      I shrugged once the server walked away with our drink order. “I have too much debt and Horace pays me more than other companies would. That was how he trapped me.”

      Filing for bankruptcy and starting a new life somewhere else was an option and so tempting. However, I couldn’t leave Tara to suffer without me. Plus, I’d rather work to pay off my debts even if that meant lifting a crappy life. At least here I had a partner in crime.

      We were five drinks in and rocking the dance floor when a fight broke out. The crowd started to push and shove their way off the dance floor to get out of the way. This wasn’t totally unusual for this place, and it was insanely annoying. The music cut off and lights came up as a couple of security guys pushed past us toward whoever was brawling on the dance floor.

      “This is why I never come here. The bars in Knoxville are better about security,” I grumbled as Tara and I made our way through the crowd.

      With the music off, it was easy for her to hear me, and she laughed. “You never go out, period.”

      “True. But when I do, it won’t be here anymore.” Enough was enough. This happened, or something similar, every time we came here.

      I turned toward the table we’d claimed, and a large guy knocked into me, spilling his drink down the front of my shirt. Fucking fabulous. “Hey! Watch it.”

      The guy locked eyes with me, and I couldn’t swear his eyes were red. But that wasn’t possible. It had to be a trick of the lighting in the bar. After a moment of staring at me, he walked off.

      “Jerk,” I muttered.

      “That was rude,” Tara said, handing me a handful of napkins.

      I took them and wiped at my shirt. I was done. Even my buzz had worn off. They were probably watering down the drinks. “I’m going to go home.” I pointed to my ruined shirt. “This is the icing on a really shitty day.”

      I wasn’t sure I wanted to leave Tara alone in this place, but then she waved at someone. “There’s June and Tom from work.” She squeezed my hand. “Go home and take a long hot bath with lots of bubbles. We can have lunch tomorrow.”

      “Sounds good. Text me when you get home.” When she nodded, I left her with her co-workers and headed out of the bar. Despite the wildness of the bar, Johnsville was one of the safest towns in the whole country, so neither of us thought twice about me walking home alone. Plus, I had pepper spray in my purse and guns at home. Not that they’d do me any good out here, but meh. It’d be fine.

      The lights in the parking lot were out. I stepped out in the night air and sighed. Great. I should’ve walked through the crowd to the front exit. At least then I would’ve been deposited out on a busy street. I wasn’t afraid of the dark, but I couldn’t shake the unexpected feeling something bad was going to happen. It was probably only because I was still weirded out by the guy with the red eyes, but I put my hand in my purse anyway, rooting around for my pepper spray.

      I was halfway around the building when I heard footsteps following me. Whirling around, I met the angry gaze of the red-eyed dude, and I still hadn’t rooted out my pepper spray in my overly-crowded bag. Fear rushed through me, but I didn’t have time to respond before he moved, really quickly, to stand inches from me.

      How the hell had he moved so fast? And…what the heck was wrong with his teeth? It was like he’d filed them down to look like fangs or something.

      He snarled and lunged at me, sinking those freaky filed fangs into my neck as I screamed.
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      “It’s good to cut loose every once in a while,” Tyler said, trying to convince me this was a good idea as he opened the door to Sip.

      Fuck that. I cut loose plenty. My preferred method of cutting loose happened to be turning vampires into dust. “I don’t do bars,” I growled, pushing past my brother, who was also my beta and best friend. He knew I wasn’t seriously upset. If I truly didn’t want to be here, I wouldn’t have come. I just didn’t have to be super enthusiastic about our outing.

      Even though I didn’t want to be there, my enforcers did deserve to unwind, so I’d grit my teeth and bear it. As alpha of the Hellclaw pack, I did whatever I could to make sure my pack was healthy and happy, including letting them blow off some steam. No matter how irritated it made me.

      Too bad they didn’t like carousing at home, with a beer and maybe a game of Mortal Kombat or something. Now that sounded like a good time.

      We headed to the rock bar in the basement. There was no band tonight, thank fuck. I didn’t really mind the occasional concert, but my mood was sour today for some reason. Like I was restless. Something kept tugging at me, making me feel like I needed to move, but I had no idea what it was. I’d felt it all day, and it was wearing on my nerves.

      The DJ had some classic rock on with the volume lower than normal. The vibe in the air was chilled and relaxed. This wasn’t so bad. Maybe I could get through the evening without too much aggravation.

      We stopped by the bar for our drinks, then headed to find seats. Remi, my head enforcer, settled into the corner of a booth, looking around like he was anxious for some action. “I don’t like how the vamps have been quiet,” he said with a head shake. “We haven’t had a good kill in months.”

      That was a fact, and it was another thing that had me worried and on edge. My wolf had been restless, even when we slept. Most of the time, he paced under my skin in a constant state of feral anger. It wasn’t unusual for him to have a bit of wanderlust, but it was usually appeased by a shift and a good run through the mountains around our home. Not lately. He itched to kill a bloodsucker. I didn’t blame him. It was a fun pastime.

      “It’s like the dumb fuckers are getting organized or something,” Tyler said before taking a drink of his beer. If anyone hated vampires more than me, it was my brother Tyler. He was my beta, my second in command, and if something happened to me, he’d rise to alpha. It’d always irked him that he was bigger than me, yet he was the younger brother and the beta. Too bad for him, though, none of us could help how fate had dealt her hand. No

      Thankful for the relatively mellow atmosphere in the normally rowdy bar, I took a sip out of my glass bottle of Coke. I was the designated driver, so I wasn’t drinking. Plus, I hardly ever drank alcohol anyway. I didn’t like the feeling of losing control. It didn’t relax me in the least, which was supposed to be the purpose of drinking. “The only time vamps have anything close to an organized thought is at the end of my stake,” I muttered. Heh. Fucking bloodsuckers.

      “But seriously,” Tyler began, directing us back to the topic after the boys had a good laugh at my words. “Vamps have been known to form nests and when they do that, they start sticking to routines.”

      And then go quiet. It was a bad pattern. They seemed to be able to regulate themselves better when nesting. They got sneakier, more competent. And hid better.

      It was bad enough to have loner vamps pass through town, hanging around a little too long. People died, property ended up vandalized, and we got seriously pissed off. But that was part of life as a shifter. Despite the occasional hardships that went along with being in a pack and being a shifter, I’d never pick any other life.

      What nobody wanted, what was a
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