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      This one’s for Bam’s minions!

      

      Thanks for all your help with our...um, research.

      Fine. I’m sorry I hit you with a bucket.
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      Hunger and thirst wake me, my stomach cramping with emptiness. This isn’t the first time I’ve woken since being knocked unconscious, but it’s the first time my mind feels clear enough to take stock of my surroundings.

      I’m equal parts relieved and terrified to discover I’m still alone. The absolute darkness hasn’t abated even as time wears on, but my eyes have semi-adjusted to my new environment. As far as I can tell, the room has no windows and a single door that only opens from the outside. The air reeks of mildew and decay like I might be underground. My stomach twists with hunger. I’m long past salivating, thanks to a level of dehydration that has far surpassed any cottonmouth I’ve ever experienced. My breaths are shallow, and even the slightest movement sends waves of dizziness over me.

      I do my best to lie still, curled on the cement floor, waiting.

      I don’t even know what I’m waiting for.

      Whoever knocked me out also swiped my phone before tossing me into this shithole, so I’m not even sure how much time passes as I drift in and out of consciousness. Maybe days, considering how weak I am from thirst and hunger. But the thing that scares me the most is that I haven’t heard so much as a scrape of shoes from beyond the walls. Which means not a single soul knows where I am or who did this to me. Including myself.

      I’m so screwed.

      My panic is muted, thanks to a bone-deep exhaustion. Instead of screaming—which I did my fair share of when I first woke up and found myself here, only to cause myself to vomit and black out again—I do my best to cry without actually shedding tears. You can’t afford to waste liquids, I tell myself pathetically.

      With careful fingers, I move my vomit encrusted hair aside and feel for the bump on my head. The last thing I remember before waking up in this hell is getting hit over the head. The bump is much smaller than it was before, but my head still throbs in time with my pulse. I’d take the reduced swelling as a win except I know that means I’ve been in this dark room way too long without food and water.

      If someone doesn’t show up soon, I’m not sure I’ll make it. Maybe that’s their plan.

      To distract myself from the terror of that thought, my mind drifts to Talia and Anna. I wonder what they’re doing now. The last time I disappeared for a night, they went DEFCON five and called the entire campus to help look for me. This time, knowing Talia, they’ve probably already called in the Feds. Or the mob. Hard to tell with her.

      Anna’s probably a bleary-eyed mess. Or baking the shit out of every grain of flour she can find. At least that bodes well for my hunger if I ever manage to get out of here.

      And Kash. I can’t imagine what his rage looks like, but he’s probably already destroyed at least a couple of grocery stores. For all I know, Lynch is either calming him down or throwing together a search party complete with piñatas and themed t-shirts. That dude loves a Pinterest-worthy soiree.

      Imagining my friends desperate to find me is a small comfort. It takes my mind off the growling and twisting of my empty stomach, at least for a little while, but as time creeps forward, my thoughts take a darker turn. What if I never see them again? Will this room be the last place I see before I die? If something happens to me, what will become of Kash?

      The desperation builds within me, and exhaustion weighs me down until slowly, consciousness fades once again.

      The door opens with a soft click, and I spring awake, shooting up into a sitting position. My head swims from moving too fast.

      I blink as a broad-shouldered figure strides in. He’s backlit by harsh, fluorescent lighting that makes my eyes sting after so long in utter darkness. I blink furiously, wiping away tears as I try to see as much as I can. I need details. Some clue about where I am and how to get out—

      “Rise and shine.”

      Every thought drops away as I recognize the voice of my captor. Anger grips me hard, and I curl my hands into weak fists.

      “Brody? What the hell is going on?” My voice is raspy.

      For a split second, I pray this has been some frat prank gone terribly wrong. Maybe even a sorority initiation that no one thought through. But his answering sneer wipes out my hint of hope.

      Brody has kidnapped me. He’s the one who’s holding me captive...but why?

      “Here.” He chucks something at me, and I fumble to catch it before gripping it hard in desperate relief.

      A full bottle of water.

      I uncap it and chug until I can’t breathe. When I lower it again, Brody’s watching me with a calculating assessment.

      “You look like shit.”

      “You look like a kidnapping douchebag. At least I can take a shower, put on some makeup. Not much hope for you.”

      He laughs, a harsh sound. “Two days in the dark with no food or water, and you’re still a salty bitch.”

      I’ve been here two days?

      I grip the bottle of water tightly, debating whether or not taking another drink would make me appear weak. Then, I decide fuck him and his opinion, so I go for it, draining the rest of the bottle.

      Brody hands me another. I take it with a defiant glare so he knows this doesn’t make us even.

      “Did you lock me up in here just to trade insults? Because I could have done that from the comfort of my own home. Sent a text or whatever.”

      Movement behind him catches my eye. I watch warily as three more guys file into the room behind him. One of them flips a switch on the outer wall as he enters, and an overhead light that I never noticed before flickers on above me, flooding my little hellhole with light.

      I squint up at Derek, Brody’s frat brother. Beside him stands Zac, another Delta, and on the end, avoiding my eyes, is Justice. The only member of Brody’s little gang that I actually considered a friend. I welcome the sting of betrayal that his presence brings–clinging to it and using it to bolster my resolve to get answers.

      “Anything yet?” Derek asks.

      Brody shakes his head, gaze still trained on me. “To answer your question, I brought you here because you have something that I want,” he says, crouching down to eye level with me. His eyes are wild, and a cruel smile twists his lips before he continues, “And I intend to get it from you. No matter the cost.”

      My heart thuds against my ribs. Whatever he wants, it isn’t going to be good. Not if his first inclination is to hold me against my will until he gets it. But then another thought enters my mind.

      “I don’t have anything that belongs to you, you psycho. And since you clearly haven’t thought this insane plan through, how do you think Anna’s going to feel about you kidnapping her best friend? When they find me, you can kiss your girlfriend goodbye. Actually, scratch that. She probably won’t want that goodbye kiss after all.”

      I try not to cringe as I wait for the retaliation I’m sure my tongue just cost me, but Brody just stands, throwing his head back with laughter.

      “Think again, you stupid bitch,” he sneers once he’s gained control of himself. “Did you really think that anyone would be willing to sound the alarm for a girl who has already gone missing once?”

      “I don’t need an alarm. My friends will find me.”

      “Maybe they would if they thought you needed finding. Read my lips: Nobody is looking for you.”

      My heart wants to reject his words, but a quick glance at his cronies has all of my hope deflating. The smirks on their faces and casual stances show zero concern for my threats. Helplessness wells within me, but I refuse to give these assholes the satisfaction of seeing me cry.

      “I have to admit your disappearing whore trick really worked in my favor. By the time anyone starts to wonder if you really are missing, and not just sneaking away with your boyfriend, I will have already gotten what I need from you or gotten rid of you. That choice is up to you.”

      His casual mention of getting rid of me sends my pulse skyrocketing, but I do my best not to let my fear show.

      “I don’t have anything. You bastards even took my phone when you threw me in here. What could you possibly want from me?” I spit out at him.

      He shrugs. “It’s more like something you know rather than something you have. All you need to do is tell me what I want to know, and you’re free to go.”

      My instincts are screaming at me not to trust him. If I tell him whatever he wants to know, what’s to stop him from “getting rid of me” as he so eloquently put it? Then again, if I don’t talk, I’m dead anyway. “Fine. What do you want to know?” I ask with as much venom as I can muster.

      “Kash Montgomery,” he says, and my jaw drops.

      “Are you fucking kidding me? What is your obsession with my boyfriend?”

      Brody snarls, going from measured calm to instantly furious.

      I shrink back as his bones crack and he drops to all fours. Brody’s clothes explode around him as his face and skin sprout pale grey fur, his hands and feet turning to paws with sharp claws that clack and scrape against the cement floor. His teeth elongate, and his jaw opens as he growls at me until my toes curl in terror.

      Son of a book bitch. Brody is a werewolf.

      “You’re . . . How?”

      The question comes out as a squeak as Brody stalks closer. Derek steps forward and snatches a handful of Brody’s fur, yanking him back.

      “Whoa, boss. Dead girls can’t talk, remember?”

      Brody blinks, his bright yellow eyes summoning a fear that feels way too familiar to me. Like I’ve seen them before.

      Then he backs up, snorting, and shifts back to the human-ape I know as Brody Harrison.

      I avert my gaze quickly, but not quickly enough to avoid having the image of Brody’s not very impressive junk burned permanently into my mind. Poor Anna.

      From the corner of my eye, I see Derek step out into the hall. He returns a minute later carrying a pair of basketball shorts and tosses them to Brody. I count to ten, slowly, making sure to give him enough time to get dressed before I turn my gaze back to him.

      “Maybe now you understand the seriousness of the situation,” Brody says, his arms crossed over his bare chest.

      “Maybe,” I agree, breathless.

      His mouth twists into a nasty smile.

      “Tell me about Kash.”

      “What about him?”

      “He’s got a compound somewhere outside town. You’ve been there.”

      “I have,” I say carefully.

      “I want to know about it. How many wolves does he have there? What’s their security like? Do they have guards posted?”

      “I don’t know,” I say, trying to figure out his game. Clearly, he knows Kash is a werewolf. I’m guessing he knew all along. So why does he need me to get him onto Kash’s pack lands?

      “How’d you get through their borders?”

      Borders? “What are you even talking about?”

      “Answer the question, Romy, and don’t even think about lying.”

      “I’m not lying,” I insist, exasperated with their stupidity.

      “What security do they have against other werewolves?”

      “I have no idea. I wasn’t paying attention to any of that.”

      “You sure that’s the answer you want to go with?”

      “Fuck you, Bro-”

      My words are abruptly cut off by a sharp crack against my cheek. The coppery tang of blood pools in my mouth, and I spit it onto the floor. My cheek throbs, and I press a hand to my skin, wincing at the tenderness. My lip is bleeding, but none of the boys seem fazed. I grab my bottle of water and rinse my mouth, trying my damndest not to let an ounce of pain show.

      Amusement shines in Brody’s eyes. “You were saying?”

      I narrow my eyes. “You and all of your frat-boy minions can kiss my ass. I’m not telling you shit.”

      The other three shoot Brody a nervous glance. I squeeze the water bottle, hoping I didn’t just seal my fate. But if I’m going to die, sacrificing myself for someone I love seems like a good way to go.

      Sure, I would have preferred a couple hundred years as a werewolf, mated to Kash and with both of my besties by my side. But since that is obviously off the table now, I’m not going to give Kash up and sentence him and his pack to the same fate I’m facing now.

      Brody growls again, and I brace myself for death-by-douchebag-werewolf. But he only bares his human teeth in frustration. “You’d die for that asshole?”

      “Of course,” I say without thought.

      My words send a sinister smirk spreading across his face, and my gut clenches in fear.

      “Fine. What about living without him?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You don’t want to talk? That’s fine. But I’m not going to kill you. That’s a waste of a perfectly okay body. Instead, I’ll keep you. You already cost me one Delta and his girl. If you want to keep being difficult, I know exactly how you can make it up to me. When I’m finished with you, you’ll tell me what I want to know.”

      “Don’t hold your breath.”

      His eyes gleam in a way that makes my stomach curl with anxiety. Without taking his eyes off me, he calls over his shoulder, “All right boys. Who’s gonna handle the grenade?”

      I glare. “I know you’re not talking about me.”

      Brody just smiles. None of the others answer.

      “Looks like no one wants to step up. Can’t blame ‘em, really,” Brody says. He turns to face his douchey minions. “But guys, I’m not asking as a fellow Delta. I’m asking as your alpha. Who can I count on to take one for the team?”

      “Wait. Alpha?” I look from Brody to the others. “You’re all werewolves?”

      No one answers me, but their silence tells me everything I need to know.

      Justice steps forward. “I’ll do it.”

      “Better you than me,” Derek mumbles.

      “Here you go, Romy,” Brody says, clapping Justice on the back. “Your future is in your own hands. You can either answer my questions or Justice here is going to turn you into a werewolf and then proceed to do his very best to get you pregnant and keep you that way with as many wolf babies as possible.”

      Shock silences me, and bile burns its way up my throat.

      I look from Brody to Justice whose expression hasn’t changed. He’s not surprised by this. I look at Derek and Zac. They don’t look shocked either–if anything they look relieved that Justice volunteered so they didn’t have to. Which means they’ve heard this plan before. What the hell?

      Nausea rolls in my stomach.

      I look back at Brody. “You’re sick,” I spit. “You brought me here to use me as a breeding slave?”

      “You? Nah,” Brody scoffs. “You’re way too much of a pain in the ass for that. I brought you here because I need information. But like I said, the choice is yours. You’ve already cost me too much. If you don’t want to talk, I will find another use for you. One that will make you wish you had talked when I gave you the chance.”

      I swallow hard. Suddenly, my mind is blank of any snappy comebacks or confident refusals. Derek watches me with a gleam that makes it clear Brody isn’t bluffing.

      Shit.

      “What’s it gonna be, Romy? Want to keep being a bitch? If that’s the case, we can definitely treat you like one.”

      I glare at Brody for a full ten seconds and then spit at his feet. “If you think any of you are going to be my baby daddy, you’re delusional.”

      Brody smacks Justice’s shoulder. “What do you think, Justice? Regretting your choice yet?”

      “Nah. I like ‘em with a little fight.”

      Fear crawls up my spine.

      Brody grins at Derek and Zac. “Let’s give these two a few minutes alone.” His intense gaze settles on me again. “Get to know each other. And the future that awaits you. Maybe it’ll change your mind. Loosen your tongue.”

      “Loosen something,” Derek mutters as he heads for the door.

      Brody snickers as they file out. The door clicks shut behind them, leaving me alone with a guy I thought was my friend. But Justice’s betrayal of our friendship is nothing compared to the violation he’s just promised me if I don’t talk.
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      I look up at Justice, heart racing. “If you touch me, I’ll rip your dick off and shove it down your throat.”

      He takes a step closer, and I can’t help but shrink away.

      “I’m not going to touch you,” he reassures me.

      But after what Brody just said, I can’t quite believe him.

      “You were supposed to be my friend,” I accuse.

      “I was. I am.”

      “You and I have a very different definition of friendship then.”

      He sighs. “Romy.” He crouches beside me. “You should know Brody isn’t bluffing. He’ll turn you, and then he’ll force us to mate.”

      “Then tell him no,” I say.

      He shakes his head. “If I refuse, he’ll just order me. Or worse, find someone else.”

      “How do you know? Maybe he’ll just get annoyed and kill me. Then, boom. You’re off the hook.”

      I can’t believe how easily I’ve turned to death as the best option here.

      But his expression hardens. “I know because you aren’t the f—”

      He breaks off and I shake my head in confusion.

      “I’m not the what?”

      “I can’t.” His voice is a strangled whisper.

      “You can’t say?” I press.

      He shakes his head, miming a collar around his throat.

      I frown, confused by the game of charades we’re playing. “Are you trying to say I’m not the . . . first?”

      He nods his head.

      Dread gathers in the pit of my stomach. “I’m not the first girl he’s turned and used as a breeder?”

      He nods his head again, his expression grim.

      My heart pounds as the accusation Brody hurled at me earlier plays on repeat. You already cost me one Delta and his girl.

      But who?

      Shit. Suddenly, it clicks. A memory from the party where I was taken filters in. Nick is the Delta that one of the pledges had claimed quit and went home. But he didn’t go home. He’s the werewolf Kash captured and questioned after he attacked Danielle. Brody’s werebro. The missing girls. Danielle’s attack. It’s all connected.

      And just like that, it all makes sense in the worst way possible.

      I swallow the bile that rises. “All of the girls being taken on campus. That was Brody.”

      His eyes meet mine. His Adam’s apple bobs, but when he opens his mouth, no sound comes out. Instead, he merely nods.

      The way he strains reminds me of Nick’s interrogation. The way he shut down every time he tried to tell us the truth.

      “And you can’t tell anyone because of his hold on you,” I realize.

      Justice nods again. “I’m your friend, Romy. I promise. But he’s my alpha. Unfortunately, I don’t think there’s anything more powerful than that.”
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      By the time Brody and his mutts return to collect Justice, I’m dead on my feet and too hoarse to do much more than grunt back at them. Brody rolls his eyes like I’m just being dramatic and orders Justice to feed me.

      Justice files out with the rest of them, and my light clicks off. In the darkness, I try to come up with a way to escape, but hunger and exhaustion make it impossible to think.

      A few minutes later, the light flicks on again, and the door reopens as Justice walks in with a plate of food.

      I sit up straighter, my attention on the meal. My stomach twists at the sight of it. Justice sets the plate in front of me, along with a glass of milk, before pulling another bottle of water from his pocket and sitting next to me as Derek shuts the door, effectively locking us in.

      I eye the sandwich but don’t immediately dive in. Somewhere in my book nerd brain, I remember that eating too fast after starvation is a sure-fire way to end up barfing.

      Justice watches me while I play with my food and my mind wanders back to Brody’s little plan for me.

      “What?” Justice demands as I study him.

      “I thought you were gay.” The words are out of my mouth before I even realize it.

      Both Justice and my eyes fly wide, and our heads swivel to the door. I let out a sigh of relief when I realize we’re still alone.

      “Shit. Sorry. I didn’t actually mean to say that out loud,” I say with a wince, and I pray I didn’t shatter our tentative truce with my thoughtless words. “There’re no cameras in here or anything is there?”

      The thought hadn’t occurred to me before, but now my skin crawls with the possibility of it.

      “No,” Justice says shaking his head. “The walls are too thick. Since there’s only one way in or out, Brody chose soundproofing over surveillance. Making sure nobody can hear what’s going on in here when he has a captive is more important than seeing what’s happening in here when he’s gone,” he says with a hint of disgust.

      An uncomfortable silence settles over us as we both absorb his words, so I turn my focus back to the food he’s brought me. It’s nothing fancy–a tuna sandwich on wheat–but my mouth still waters. I’m not entirely sure if I should trust Justice, so even though I want nothing more than to devour my sandwich like a wild animal, I ignore it. Instead, I roll the apple around in my hands, feeling for any blemishes on its skin that might mean it’s compromised.

      Brody was pretty clear. He doesn’t intend to kill me. His plans are so much worse than that. But that doesn’t mean Derek or one of the others doesn’t have a different plan, which is exactly why I refuse to let my guard down.

      I don’t trust any of these assholes as far as I can throw them, so I squint at the apple, debating whether there’s a way for them to drug me with it. A second later, I jump at the sound of Justice’s deep sigh. He plucks the apple from my hand and takes a big bite, his ice-blue stare never leaving my own until he’s finished.

      “It’s not poisoned,” he says, handing the apple back to me.

      The juice from the apple drips onto my fingers, and I cave.

      The first bite is sweet and tart and pure heaven. I moan as the fruit slides over my taste buds. I wish I could say that I am dainty and careful, but that would be a lie. I eat with a ferocity that should be embarrassing, only coming up for air once the core is all that remains.

      A small smile plays about Justice’s face, and I shrug out an awkward apology. “Guess I was hungrier than I thought. Being held captive without food or water for a couple of days is no picnic.”

      Justice flinches at my harsh words, but I refuse to take them back. He may still claim to be my friend, but I’m not stupid enough to blindly trust that again. He’s going to have to work for it.

      I lift my sandwich to him with a raised brow. “Gonna need the royal taste tester for this one too, I’m afraid.”

      He rolls his eyes, taking a small bite of my sandwich before doing the same with the bag of chips.

      “Happy?” he asks, settling back against the wall beside me.

      “As long as you don’t start convulsing in the next few minutes, I will be,” I quip.

      He chuckles, and the familiar sound tugs at my heart. Justice had always been nice to me. All of the Delta Kappa mixers I’d been forced to attend had been made easier by his presence, but now those memories are tainted. Until I figure out exactly what Brody is up to, I can’t afford to let my guard down again. Not even for Justice.

      “You’re going to have to at least pretend,” he says, and for a moment, I wonder if I said my thoughts aloud.

      “Um, I’m not sure what you mean.”

      His eyes are sad when they meet my own. “I know that you don’t trust me anymore. Maybe you can’t even stand me right now, but when Brody comes back, you need to at least pretend to have softened a little bit,” he says, standing and gathering my now empty plate and glass.

      “How does that help me?” I ask.

      “Without me, you’ll be assigned to one of the others. Probably Derek, which would be a bad day for you.” He pauses and says, “Or Brody will turn you and mate with you himself. Just to make you hate him.”

      I shudder.

      When I don’t answer, Justice heads for the door. He knocks to signal to whoever’s standing guard on the other side.

      “Give me a reason to trust you,” I call after him.

      His response is drowned out by the creaking of the door, but I swear I hear the words, “I’m trying to,” right before the door slides closed and I’m once again plunged into darkness.

      In the inky blackness, all I see are Brody’s threats playing out in my mind. I’d told Kash that I couldn’t wait to become like him, but I’d never considered turning at the hands of another werewolf. Especially one like Brody. If that happened, and he used his alpha magic on me, or worse, forced Justice to get me pregnant, what then? What kind of future could Kash and I possibly have if I came home, not just with a baby but a werebro baby daddy too?
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      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I mutter as I glare down at the latest horror to be added to the current hell I’m living. I’ve traded the cramps and dehydration for my newest humiliation. A bucket. That’s right. Now that I’ve finally been fed, my body has decided it’s ready to function again, but when I asked Derek to use the restroom, he just laughed.

      Instead of cursing him out, I’d turned to Justice.

      Justice had just quirked a brow, tapped his cheek, and said if I played nice, he’d help me out. It took everything in me to grit my teeth and place a peck on his cheek while his asshole frat brothers laughed.

      I thought playing along would mean that I would get to leave my cell for a bit. Maybe see a little of where they’re holding me so I could start to plan how to escape. Instead, I was brought a faded red bucket. Sure, it has a toilet seat on the top like it was made for camping, but using the restroom in front of three douchebags is a hard no for me.

      “Can a girl at least get a little privacy?” I ask in a biting tone.

      “It’s cute that you still think you have rights,” Derek says, his gaze raking over me with slight interest. “If Justice here can’t break you soon, one of us is going to have to step up and take his place, so why don’t you just go ahead and give us a little peek at what we’re in for.”

      My hands ball into fists as I prepare to launch myself at him, but Justice beats me to the punch. Literally. His fist connects with Derek’s midsection before he crosses the short distance and places himself in front of me.

      “Yeah, because you’ve been so successful at finding your own mate,” Justice growls.

      “What the fuck, man?”

      “You had your chance to claim Romy, but you were too much of a coward. Now, get the fuck out. I haven’t failed before, and I sure as hell don’t plan on starting now. Nobody is going to be looking at my future mate but me,” Justice says, his back a wall of rigid muscle in front of me.

      I peek around Justice in time to catch Zac throwing Derek’s arm over his shoulder for support.

      Derek shakes him off. “I don’t need your fucking help,” he growls before shooting me a hate-filled glare.

      “Whatever. You should know better by now, man. They always get all territorial, even if they don’t necessarily like them before,” Zac says as Derek storms from the room.

      The door remains open in his wake, and I freeze as I catch sight of the space beyond my little cell. It’s the basement. Brody’s frat house basement. The last place I remember being in before I was knocked out and dragged–

      “You dumbasses didn’t even have the sense to remove me from the property?” I ask.

      Zac and Justice exchange a look.

      “Time’s up, Justice. Boss wants us upstairs,” Zac says.

      “Two minutes.” Justice’s tone is flat and unreadable.

      Apparently whatever Zac sees in Justice’s hard gaze is enough.

      “Fine. Don’t be late,” Zac says then slips out, closing the door with a slam.

      I look at Justice, chest heaving with labored breaths as I try to control my anger. Damn, I really need to get some more exercise. Three days’ worth of sitting on my ass on this cold, hard floor has me out of shape. Not that I was ripped before, but still.

      “That wasn’t smart. Stop looking for more trouble, Rom. You need to let this go.”

      My eyes narrow at his calm tone. “Let go of the fact that I’m being kept in the same house that my best friend’s boyfriend lives in? The same house that my best friends and I have visited a million times? Or that he’s threatened to turn me into one of his werewolf-puppets then force you to rape me?”

      His expression tightens. “Yes.”

      Anger burns in my middle. “Anna and Talia are here all the time. They’re going to find me.”

      Justice doesn’t answer.

      “They could be upstairs right now for all I know.”

      “You heard Brody.” Justice steps closer, eyes flashing as he
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