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      The light of the waxing half-moon shone on the pack of young adult werewolves. The group was gathered in a loose circle, beneath the oak tree in the middle of the field, naked. This was the last thing Jordan expected when she was invited to a memorial for a fallen Pack member. And while she had been to a couple of funerals before, those had been for humans. This would be different.

      She thought back to the text chat she had with Billy a few nights before. "You're only now having a funeral for Bryan?" Jordan texted in response. She swiped to her calendar app on her phone. "Six weeks after he died?"

      She could see the shrug in Billy's typed reply. "It's not a funeral like you think of in human terms. That ceremony has already been performed by the entire pack. It's more like a memorial or a wake—a chance for us to honor his memory. This is supposed to be done by friends and can only happen on a waxing half-moon."

      Jordan swallowed, remembering the last time she had seen Brian. "But I wasn't his friend."

      "You knew him, and you helped return his remains to us, so that's close enough." There was a pause as three dots appeared on his side of the messages, signaling he was typing more. "And Angela says you should be there."

      Her eyebrow lifted. "And she thought I'd say yes if the request came from you instead of her."

      The three dots stayed onscreen longer than was necessary to type the next five words. "So, will you be there?"

      Jordan shook her head and sighed. At least he didn't try to deny it. She caught her lip between her teeth and then typed. "Yeah. I'm sure I can get the night off. Tell her I'll be there." Then she went to Montgomery to find out what she had just agreed to. At least he had warned her about the nudity.

      Now, she stood in the loose circle with Tran, Maria, Billy, Ryan, and Angela. Without thinking, she reached for the missing weight of her Family necklace. She hadn't noticed how much the pendant that looked like a drop of blood dripping from a stylized fang had weighed until she removed it.

      Angela spoke, breaking the silence. Her words carried the weight of a ritual. "We do this to honor our fallen."

      Jordan blinked. She had thought that Ryan would be speaking, since he was Brian's twin brother. "No need to be so formal, Angela," Ryan interrupted. "My brother was a pain in the ass on good days."

      There were soft chuckles from the entire circle. "True," Angela continued. "But he was one of us, and nobody deserves to die by a silver bullet."

      Jordan closed her eyes, a memory flashing in her mind. She had been there when his pelt had been delivered to Elder Marcus, an attempt to start a war between werewolves and vampires. It had been timed, or had the misfortune, to arrive when Alpha Shane had been there to confront the leader of the Conclave of Rancho Robles about an assassination attempt against his daughter Angela. And it might have worked, if not for both sides realizing, almost too late, that a third party was playing them. "He wasn't the only ones lost," Jordan said. "Family members Emma and David were lost too."

      The werewolves stirred uneasily. Even Billy took a step away from her. Angela fixed her with a glare. Ryan growled in an undertone to Angela's words. "Are you going to name the vampire that got staked too?"

      Something about her gaze made Jordan want to sink into herself. While Angela may have helped her with the Animal Control incident, clearly, they were not friends. "His memory was already… honored." Or as much as the vampire community did for vampires with little power or status in the Conclave. She had a suspicion that the others were using Victor Claddan as an example of what not to do. "The others weren't." Montgomery and Thorn told her that outside of their Patrons, the death of Family wasn't acknowledged aside from a notation of change of staff or unless they were considered more than servants. And Marcus didn't seem the sentimental type.

      She and Angela held each other's gaze for a moment before Angela nodded. "Very well. You've already said their names, therefore they're part of the ceremony."

      Jordan dipped her head in acknowledgement. They were trying to get along, she reminded herself. She was a guest for this hunt. No reason to get her angry.

      The submissive motion mollified Angela. She addressed the pack again. "From life comes death comes life in an unending cycle, mirroring blessed Luna's transformations. Honor Brian, Emma, and David's place in the circle." Jordan noticed the annoyance in Angela's pronunciation of Emma and David's names. "We dedicate this hunt to the memory of the fallen, and to affirm their and our place in the cycle of life. Who will join me in this hunt?"

      She had the foresight for once to ask Montgomery to prepare her for what came next. While the impulse was to howl an affirmation, she had been firmly told that you never howled at the start of a hunt of any sort. "Why would you want to let your prey know you're coming?" he responded when she asked the reasoning.

      Instead, the wolves of Black Oak shifted as one, Jordan following only a half second after. Angela also shifted and, without hesitation, bolted into the trees. The other werewolves followed with Jordan at the back of the pack.

      She hadn't run with a pack before. Billy had invited her many times, but it always seemed to coincide with Conclave meetings she was expected to attend. And to be honest, she hadn’t wanted to give Angela another chance to bully her. Other times when she had hunted, it had always been solo. But this was different. She heard the breath of her companions quicken, the thud of paws hitting the ground in rhythms, felt the brush of bodies as the pack wove around each other. There was a companionship, a joy to it that she had never experienced before. And for the first time, she understood a little of what it meant to be part of a pack.

      But all that changed the moment they came across the odor of deer. All the werewolves locked on as one, Jordan included. It wasn't a large herd, about a half dozen members, if she was scenting them correctly. The wolves fanned out, moving into a loose arrowhead formation that put Jordan to the right and three strides behind Angela. She wasn't sure if that was deliberate or coincidence. Ryan flanked Angela on the other side, focused and alert.

      On the trail ahead, the group of does and bucks nibbled at the sorrel growing at the base of the trees. They were smaller than the mule deer she was more familiar with, having black tails but the same gray coats. The pack moved silently as one, using the brush and trunks as cover. Jordan, eyes fixed on the deer, saw tails flicking up in alarm as they bolted. Angela glanced at Jordan, her lips curled in a silent snarl. She hadn't done anything to alert the herd, had she?

      Deal with that later, she thought as the pack loped after the deer. She scanned the herd, trying to figure out which one would be the target. Angela yipped and dashed to the left, following a buck that had fallen behind the others. Target acquired, Jordan thought.

      The arrow formation broke as Tran and Maria dashed forward, forming a rough U-shape with the deer between the arms. The buck broke left, trying to avoid the trap. Jordan and Angela both followed, Angela taking the left and Jordan the right. Angela snapped at the deer's shoulder. It jerked towards Jordan, who, not expecting that move, dodged away.

      The buck cut in front of her in a wide arc. A chorus of yips and snarls filled the air. They had to be yelling instructions at her, but she couldn't understand them. Guessing at what they wanted, she bolted after the deer.

      She cut across the inner arc, pounding as hard as she could to cut off the deer. Twisting to avoid a kick from razor-sharp hind hooves, she locked her teeth onto a foreleg. She heard a crunch and felt the snap between her jaws. The deer squeezed and tumbled. Jordan was pulled down with her. She leapt to her paws as the deer thrashed, immediately going for the throat to put the animal out of her misery.

      The yelps became growls. Jordan froze as the buck continued to thrash. Every eye was locked on her, every lip peeled back into a snarl. Eyes wide, she crouched, tail tucking between her legs. Why were they turning on her? Even Billy looked angry. His eyes went from her to the deer as his growl deepened.

      Then she understood what was going on. She had forgotten the primary rule about a ceremonial hunt. "The alpha is the one who will make the kill," Montgomery had told her.

      "And if there is no alpha there?"

      "The highest ranked wolf there. In this case, Angela."

      She had messed up. Worse, she didn't know how she could apologize in a way that would be understood. All she could think of doing was how she had seen other dogs show submission. And she was sure as hell not going to show Angela her throat. Ears pinned, tail tucked between her legs, she backed away from the buck.

      Angela darted forward and clamped her jaws around the deer's neck. A howl rose from all the werewolves’ throats, including Jordan. Angela glared at her, snorted, and turned her attention to the buck, shifting to her werewolf form. The others milled around still as wolves while Jordan watched.

      She debated melting back into the woods when Billy sidled up to her and growled something. Or she thought it was a growl. But there was a cadence to it that made her think of speech. She stared at him, hoping her ears tilted to the side and wide eyes portrayed her bewilderment as she shook her head. Billy cocked his head to one side, like that logo she had seen with a dog sitting next to an old-fashioned record player. His eyes widened. Between Jordan's blinks, he dashed over to Angela. Several growls were exchanged between the white and gray werewolves. Angela looked over at her, then back to Billy. She growled something else and walked to Jordan.

      Jordan shifted up to a werewolf form. Angela looked her up and down. Jordan stiffened, fingers curling to better position her claws for defense. Angela glared into her eyes. And to Jordan's surprise, she shifted to human and put her fists on her hips. "You haven't understood a single thing we've said to you since we shifted, have you?"

      Jordan nodded.

      Angela rolled her eyes. "What the hell has that vampire been teaching you?" she muttered loud enough for the entire pack to hear. "Did he tell you who’s supposed to make the kill tonight?" Another nod. "So, you know what you did wrong." She waited for Jordan to confirm her statement before continuing. "I won't hold it as an insult or take it as a challenge to my station this time, and I'll talk to Dad about getting you some language lessons."

      Jordan’s eyes widened, and her ears lifted. She nodded, her swishing tail hitting her flanks.

      Angela's expression remained stern before turning to the other werewolves. "Ryan, the kill is yours to distribute as you see fit, in honor of your brother."

      The way Ryan glared at Jordan, she thought he might be thinking about adding her to the kill. She tried to keep her expression non-threatening, or at least bland. She hadn't killed his brother, but they hadn't exactly gotten along either. He shifted to werewolf and hefted the black-tailed buck over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes. Or a dead body, Jordan thought. Angela dropped to all fours as a wolf and trotted off the way they came. Ryan, still as a werewolf, followed her. The other werewolves fell into line behind them, Jordan taking the last place. She wasn't part of the pack, but at least this time, she wasn't running away with her tail between her legs.
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      Jordan fought the urge to yawn as she stepped out of the bathroom of the Black Oak Pack’s main house. Physical and emotional exhaustion blanketed her limbs, the leftovers of the hunt and the confrontation. At least it hadn't taken three attempts before she shifted back to human. Now that she was dressed, she felt better able to deal with what happened as she stepped into the main room.

      Angela was the only one standing, staring into the fireplace. Jordan took a short, sharp breath, squared her shoulders, and stepped towards Angela.”Look, before we start arguing, I know I screwed up and I'm sorry."

      Then Angela did the last thing she expected. "It's okay," she said, still looking at the fire.

      Jordan paused mid-stride, mouth hanging open. “I’m sorry? Did you just… apologize?”

      Angela nodded. "We were yelling instructions at you the whole time and couldn't figure out why you were ignoring us. But now, it makes sense if you can't understand us."

      Of course, they had a way to communicate when not in human form. "How do you understand each other? I mean, it's a verbal language, right?"

      "There's some body language involved, but we're not psychic if that's what you mean." Angela shrugged. "It's like growing up bilingual for me. I've always understood both languages whether I was a human or a wolf. Billy and Maria both had to learn it. They might be better able to answer your questions." She turned and looked at her. "Dad wants to talk to you in his office," she said. "I'll make sure you get your share of the hunt before you leave."

      "I'm not sure I deserve any." Or more accurately, she wasn't sure Ryan thought she deserved any. "And I thought that was up to Ryan."

      Another shrug. "I get a say in it. Go talk to Dad; it's best not to keep him waiting."

      Like Marcus, Jordan thought. But she didn't have to pass down a long hallway filled with security countermeasures. Instead, she walked across the room to knock on a closed wooden door. The answer was similar. "Come on in, Jordan."

      How did he know it was her? She opened the door and felt a breeze tickle the back of her neck. He had set up a fan so the scent of whoever was at the door was blown inside to the oak desk he sat behind. Clever, she thought but said, "You wanted to see me, Alpha Shane?"

      If he was surprised by her respectful attitude, he said nothing. He stood and walked around the desk to lean against its front side. He gestured towards a set of brown upholstered chairs covered with a quilted blanket, giving it a relaxed, homey feel. "Have a seat, please, Jordan."

      Jordan, for her part, sat and waited, wishing she had the chance to make a note of the books overfilling his shelves. Shane looked at her, his face neutral. She met his stare for a moment and then lowered her gaze as a sign of respect. But this was different than their usual stare down. There was something uncertain in his ice-blue eyes, something she hadn't seen before.

      And if she had any doubts, they disappeared when he spoke, "There's something I would like to discuss with you."

      Now, she knew something was wrong. Normally, he phrased things as orders, not requests, even though technically, she wasn't part of his pack. "What is this about, Alpha Shane?" Her eyes narrowed. "If you're going to reclaim Mount Ponderosa⁠—"

      "No," he interrupted. "I granted it to you, and you defended it fair and square from Angela. It's yours." Again, that uncertain look flittered over his face as he reached into the pocket of his jeans. "I need you to do me a favor."

      Jordan arched an eyebrow. "A favor?" That was the last thing she expected. From what she had seen of Shane, alpha werewolves barked orders. Favor wasn't a word in their vocabulary.

      He selected an envelope from the paperwork on his desk and held it out to her. "I need you to give this to your Patron."

      She looked from his face to his hand and back to his face. "Why?" she asked. "Why can't you email him or call Montgomery yourself?"

      There was a ghost of a mournful smile on his lips. "I can't be certain he wouldn't hang up on me. Or delete the email unread. There's a reason that every time I've reached out to him, it's been through his sire."

      "Fair," Jordan said. Knowing Montgomery's feelings towards Shane, he had an email filter that routed anything from the werewolf straight to junk mail. "So, why me and not Elder Marcus?"

      Shane paused for a moment, jaw working back and forth before he spoke. "He needs to be aware of this, and I don't trust that the Elder won't twist or withhold the information."

      Jordan nodded and took the envelope. "I'll see that my Patron gets it, Alpha Shane."

      "Thank you, Jordan Abbey." Even though his face and words were formal, there was a sparkle in the corner of his eyes. "I'm glad to see that you and Angela managed to not kill each other tonight."

      Jordan shrugged as she tucked the envelope into her jacket. "It was a close thing, but we're learning to coexist," she said. "Is there anything else you need of me?"

      "Just that you pass onto me Montgomery's response, if he doesn't wish to speak to me directly." He placed a hand on her shoulder. "May Luna's light shine upon you."

      Jordan nodded. She then bowed her head. "And on you," she said, guessing at a response to what she assumed was a formal parting.

      He made a little noise deep in his throat, something that sounded like a strangled snort. He lifted his hand, and she turned around and left.

      Angela was still standing next to the fireplace, which was odd. Jordan was sure she'd be over by the door, listening to her and her father's conversation. "You okay?" Jordan asked.

      She shrugged. "Butchering's taking a little longer than expected. I'll get you your share tomorrow."

      She knew when the subject was being changed. "Um, yeah." It wasn't worth fighting over. She looked at the closed door, hearing the rustle of paper against her clothing. "I don't need it. Give it to Ryan for me. Say it's a small token of sympathy for what happened to his brother and an apology for the misunderstanding tonight." She slapped her hand to her forehead as a thought crossed her mind. "And please don't tell me that's the opening move of some sort of mating ritual."

      Angela laughed, losing some of her tension. "No, it's not. But I'll let him know you're not interested too."

      Jordan nodded, smiling also. "Let me know if you need anything else," she said and headed to the door. She was halfway to the gate in Montgomery's SUV before she let herself wonder what had Angela so upset and how it tied into the letter she was carrying for Montgomery.
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      The first rays of the rising sun chased her heels as Jordan stepped into the main lobby of the apartment building and made her way up to Apartment 310. Once she had slipped through the door, she glanced to make sure the light-proof curtains were sealed closed. She didn't want to accidentally cause any of the vampires burns, no matter how slight. It would take time in the sun for them to be severely hurt, but she didn't like it when someone shone light in her eyes, and she wasn't solar sensitive.

      Of course, Montgomery was too smart for that. The pale, brown-haired man stood in the kitchenette, well back from where any rays of light would enter the apartment entrance, studying her with his warm, green eyes. "Good morning, Jordan. How did it go?"

      "Hey, Montgomery. It went well… considering."

      Montgomery's eyes narrowed, though she wasn't sure if he thought she’d done something, or something was done to her. "What happened?"

      "In the heat of the moment, I forgot what you said about Angela being the one to make the kill." She shook her head. "I remembered at the last second, and we figured out that we literally have communication issues since I can't understand them when they're wolfish."

      Montgomery had the good graces to wince. "I should have asked for help with that a while back. I can't speak werewolf any longer, but I can understand it." He shook his head. "Sorry, Jordan. That one is my fault."

      Jordan looked at him for a second. "Angela's going to figure out language lessons or something to help me with it. And Alpha Shane wanted to talk to me after the hunt." She unzipped her jacket and grabbed the envelope before she peeled it off. She held it out to him. "He asked me to give you this."

      He eyed the envelope as if she were offering him a venomous snake. Jordan couldn't blame him, given the nature of his relationship with Alpha Shane. She'd be reacting the same way if the letter had come to her from Rosanna, Montgomery's bloodsister. "He did say he didn't want this message to be distorted in any way." She hoped that he got her unspoken message about Elder Marcus. It was one thing for Alpha Shane to accuse him of manipulating the situation. If Jordan, who was already on his bad side, made that kind of statement, and it got back to him, she'd be in trouble. "And he wasn't sure you'd answer the phone if you saw his number."

      Montgomery smiled, clearly amused at the werewolf's assessment. "He's not wrong." He took the envelope, handling it as if it were made of hot steel and extracted the letter. His smile faded as he read it. "Shit."

      Jordan tensed. She could count on one hand the number of times she had heard Montgomery swear. "What's wrong?"

      Instead of answering her, he read over the page a second time. "Go wake up Thorn," he said. "We all need to talk about this."

      Jordan nodded. Normally, he phrased his orders in a politer way, making them sound like a voluntary favor instead of a direct order. Something had rattled him. Instead of questioning him, Jordan turned away. It was only a few steps down the short hall to the bedroom they all shared. She poked her head inside, waiting for her eyes to adjust to the darkness.

      The room was dark from both lamps being turned off and the blackout curtains covering the window. She could barely make out the lump lying diagonally across the bed, taking up the majority of the mattress. The only bit visible to her was the shock of blue hair, free from any stiffening product, flopping across a pillow. Jordan cleared her throat with a soft cough. When the figure didn't move, she spoke in a stage whisper, "Hey! Thorn."

      The body twitched and scooted, taking up a position in the middle of the mattress. "Hey, Jo. You and Mac coming to bed?" It was more of a slurred mumble of "He O. You n Mac m-ing bed?"

      "No. Why are you asleep already?" Thorn normally waited up for her to return when she was out this late. He and Montgomery hadn't had another fight while she was out?

      "Long night at the shop. Wazzup?"

      She jerked her head back towards the living room, knowing he could see better in the dark than she could. "Montgomery wants to talk to us about something."

      "Gimmie a minute."

      Jordan left him to stir. She walked back to the living room, where Montgomery still stared at the letter. His brow was furrowed in concentration, as if willing more information to appear. "Thorn will be out in a moment."

      "Okay." His eyes never left the letter. "What's your game?" he muttered.

      She opened her mouth to ask what was going on when Thorn's slightly groggy voice beat her to it. He padded up to stand beside her, wearing only a loose-fitting pair of jeans. "What's up, Mac?"

      "Jordan brought home a letter from Alpha Shane," he said. He looked at her for confirmation. "He wasn't supposed to be at the memorial?”

      Jordan shook her head. "Angela and I thought that he might have been checking up on if we were fighting, but his vibe wasn't quite right for that. He waited until we could be alone before he gave me that." She gestured to the letter.

      Thorn's eyes brightened, as if he willed away the last of the sleepiness. "Mac?"

      "Alpha Shane wants to talk with me," he said, as if trying to figure out a coded message. His eyes met Jordan's. "He's been told to expect a visit from an ambassador from the Green River Pack."

      Jordan's brow wrinkled. "Why does that name sound familiar?"

      "It should," Thorn said with an alien expression of solemnity. "Rhys was kicked out of that pack."

      Jordan clenched. The werewolf who bit her against her will, the one who was convinced she was his mate without having ever exchanged words with her, the one she had killed to protect Montgomery. "Why are they coming now?"

      "Probably they're looking for their wayward son," Montgomery said. "Bet there won't be peace when they're done."

      Thorn grinned. "Didn't know you were a Kansas fan, Mac."

      Confusion flittered over Montgomery's face. "What are you talking about?"

      "Never mind." He looked over at Jordan. "You okay?"

      She drew in a deep breath through her nose. "I will be. Give me a moment."

      Thorn nodded. "What does the letter say?"

      "First sentence tells me to read the rest of the letter instead of ripping it up," Montgomery said. "The rest is informing me that the Green River Pack will be sending an envoy and their Talespeaker to discuss what happened to Guinevere Lynden's brother."

      Thorn raised an eyebrow. "She's not coming herself?"

      "No. Apparently, she's Alpha now. I'm not familiar with Talespeaker Lucas. But we know the envoy. It's Enya Blevins."

      Thorn's eyes widened. "You're kidding."

      Jordan went back and forth between both men. "Who is she?"

      "Someone from my past," Montgomery said.

      "No," Jordan said into the following silence. "We're not doing this. You withheld the fact that you were a werewolf, and it came back to bite us."

      "And you withheld the fact you were talking to your old teacher, and people got killed."

      He was right. "All the more reason to get it out in the open now. Who is she?"

      "She has a right to know, Montgomery," Thorn said. "You want her to hear it from Marcus? Rosanna? Or worse, Shane?"

      "You're right." There was a note of defeat in his voice. "Sit down. This is going to be a long story."

      They headed into the living room. Montgomery took his usual place on his recliner. Jordan and Thorn took positions on the couch. But this time, their usual positions were reversed, putting Jordan between him and Mac. "Okay, so who is Enya Blevins?"

      "She's his ex-wife."

      She looked at Thorn, her jaw dropped in shock. Her gaze snapped towards Montgomery as he sighed. "That's not accurate, Thorn, and you know that."

      "Okay. Ex-fiancée."

      "I'm not sure that's any better," Jordan said.

      "It was a complicated situation," Montgomery said. "There's the human tradition of betrothing members of various kingdoms at an early age for political reasons. The same thing happens among Packs. The Alphas of Green River and Black Oak wanted an alliance. The easiest way was of blood. So, it was proposed"—he ignored Thorn's snort at the choice of words—"that I marry his younger daughter."

      Jordan looked aghast. "You didn't have a say in it? That's awful!"

      Montgomery put up his hand. "Like I said, it was a complicated situation. Mother had died when I was young, and I think he was worried about securing my future. I doubt that she would have stood for Dad doing it, especially since I was only two when he did it. As I grew older, he regretted his choice."

      Jordan bit her lower lip. "Would he have let you out of it if you asked?"

      Montgomery's eyes were hooded as he looked at the coffee table in front of him. "Maybe. I'm not sure. Anyway, before that was to happen, he had the idea about embedding me in Elder Marcus' court to learn more about their culture. And you know what happened."

      She didn't, or at least she hadn’t heard the full story from Montgomery's lips. She had pieced together enough from him and Thorn to learn that he had had fallen in love with Elder Marcus' blooddaughter Christine and forsook the Black Oak Pack. Alpha Shane had ascended to leadership at the same time as an assassination attempt on Montgomery and Christine. Montgomery had survived. Christine hadn't. And in his grief, he asked Elder Marcus to turn him. At some point, he had become involved with Thorn on and off, but she wasn't as clear on that part.

      "Of course, when word got back to Green River, the engagement was immediately called off. It was more politically awkward than socially because Enya and I hadn't even met. In fact, we've never met."

      "So, where does Rhys fit into this?"

      "He is the brother of the current Alpha Guinevere Lynden," Montgomery said. "She has sent Enya Blevins and Lucas here to gather details about what happened to him. And most likely demand vengeance for his death, though I'm not sure if that would be from you or Alpha Shane."

      "Why him?" Jordan snorted. "He didn't do a thing to help us when Rhys was killing in the city."

      "That's part of why. They may attempt to overthrow Alpha Shane since he bungled the situation so badly that it drew the attention of a hunter."

      "Great. The other thing I was hoping they would forget I was involved with. Are they going to blame me for that too?"

      "Hard to say," Montgomery said. "Probably depends on who feels like throwing whom under the bus."

      "At least you're small enough, Jo, that if you curl up, the bus will run over you without touching you," Thorn said in a far-too-cheerful tone.

      "So, what do we do about the letter?" Jordan asked.

      "Did he ask you for a response?"

      "Only if you didn't want to talk to him directly. He was more concerned that you got it." Jordan pulled her phone out of her pocket. "Should I give him a call and tell him you got the letter?"

      Montgomery closed his eyes. "No. I'll give him a call."

      Jordan blinked, not sure she had heard him correctly. Even Thorn looked surprised by his response. "You sure about that, Mac?"

      He folded the letter and tapped it against his hand. "He went to the trouble to reach out to me. I should return the favor." He looked at the pair. "I'd prefer to do it in private."

      Thorn nodded. He put an arm over Jordan's shoulders. "We'll head to bed. Join us when you're done."

      Jordan let Thorn turn and guide her to the main bedroom. "I really should take a shower before I go to bed," she said.

      "Wait until tonight," Thorn suggested. Once they were over the threshold, he closed the door. "It's going to be hard enough for him to talk to Alpha Shane. He doesn't need to be thinking we're trying to listen in."

      She arched an eyebrow at him. "You're not going to?"

      "Nope, and you shouldn't either." He looked at her, his expression one of rare seriousness. "I don't think I've ever seen Alpha Shane reach out to him directly. Or at least not through Marcus. For him to do this means something huge is going on, and he's worried. That means Montgomery, and by extension, us, should be too."

      Jordan chewed on her lower lip. "So, I should get ready for trouble headed my way."

      "No," Thorn said. "We need to get ready for the trouble that's already here."
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      The bedroom door shut, but Montgomery continued to stare at his cell phone. He should be making a different call first. The moment Montgomery had read the letter, he should have immediately informed his sire that a strange Pack was visiting, doing some threat assessments. Marcus would already be aware of it due to his extensive spy network, but it would prove his loyalty. Why he still had to prove his loyalty after twenty-odd years was something he didn't want to examine too closely.

      But he needed more information first. There were details that Marcus would demand, and that meant that he needed to have a conversation with Alpha Shane. And he wanted to keep this one private. With one last glance down the hall to make sure that Thorn or Jordan had closed the door to the bedroom, he dialed his cell.

      The phone rang once, twice. He was about to hang up when the third ring cut off mid-tone. Then a deep voice growled a response, "Took you long enough to call, Cooper."

      He bit back a growl. There was no point confirming it was him. Shane had to know who was calling. "You didn't have to give Jordan a note. You could have sent a text."

      Alpha Shane paused and then rumbled in a softer tone, "I wasn't sure you'd respond."

      So, Shane did have his cell number. Had asking Jordan for help been some sort of test? "Fair enough." Montgomery would have blocked the number out of sheer spite if he had tried to reach out. "So, do you know why they're sending the Alpha's 's sister and the Talespeaker?"

      "Officially, they want to hear firsthand what happened to Rhys from the local Pack," Alpha Shane said. "Other than that, they see it as a way to poke at you for your part in it. I've heard about Talespeaker Lucas. He's a good man and is willing to listen and negotiate."

      Negotiate what? Packs sending visitors was unusual. Normally, visiting members was in preparation for an inter-pack marriage, bringing in new blood. "And you're allowing this to happen?"

      "I can't stop it even if I wanted to. They've asked politely and have followed all the old customs. If I said no, it would be an excuse for them to go after us. And by extension, Jordan and you."

      Montgomery smirked. "I didn't know you still cared."

      Shane’s growl was broken off by a deep sigh. "I meant the Conclave. Although you specifically could still have a target on your back. And right now, I don't need to have both Elder Marcus and Alpha Lynden pissed at me."

      Montgomery snorted. She was mad that he refused to marry his daughter to her son. "I'm glad someone learned from past mistakes."

      "Don't be so bitter. That was your father's fault, not mine. He was the one who arranged the marriage you noped out of. And look how that turned out."

      Was Shane actually daring to patronize him? Montgomery drew in a deep breath, shoulders squaring for confrontation, and then bit his lower lip to hold back his first reaction. There was no point in bringing up that old fight. In fact, that might be what Shane was trying to provoke him into. Keep him off balance and thinking through a haze of anger instead of with clear dispassion. Instead, he paced a circle around the coffee table to burn off his agitated energy. "I assume you want Jordan there."

      "Of course," Alpha Shane said. There was a slight pause before Shane dropped the bomb. "And you as well."

      Montgomery pulled up short, barking his shin against the coffee table. "I'm sorry, say that again?" He must have misinterpreted what Shane said. "You want me there as Jordan's Patron."

      "No." He could picture his satisfied smirk even without being able to see Shane's expression. "All chaos wolves in the area are to attend. And that includes you."

      Montgomery's jaw dropped. "Alex, you've got to be kidding," he sputtered, realizing belatedly he had used the Alpha's first name as if they were still friends.

      And to his surprise, Shane sighed, as if he felt sorry for having to drag him into this. "Look, Montgomery, I know you don't want to be there in that capacity. But the wording of the request was specific. All chaos wolves, plural."

      He couldn't be serious. "Yeah, and I'm a vampire, or have you forgotten that?"

      "Trust me, I argued that exact point. You may be a vampire, but a lot of the packs also consider you a chaos wolf who abandoned his rightful position in the Black Oak Pack. And Envoy Blevins made it clear. If you don't come to us, she'll go to Elder Marcus to request a meeting. You won't be able to dodge her the whole time she's here." Shane paused, and to his surprise, his voice softened. "As awkward as it will be to face your ex-fiancée, I think Jordan is going to need your support on this."

      He hit the mute button before he let out an annoyed huff. He didn't want Alpha Shane to realize how close to home he hit. And the most annoying thing? He was right in his assessment. Jordan would need his help navigating this situation. Montgomery unmuted himself. "Okay. You win. We'll both be there. When and where?"

      "Tomorrow night at the main house. I'll leave it to you to determine how much you need to tell Elder Marcus. Oh, can you still understand werewolf?"

      "Me, yes. I'd be more concerned about Jordan understanding."

      "That's right. And be sure she's aware of the rules. Angela mentioned that she didn't seem to understand what she was telling her."

      "When she was insulting her, you mean."

      "Nah. Jordan would have understood that."

      Montgomery chuckled, trying to stay quiet enough that Shane didn't hear him.

      Shane continued, "I'll try to keep the conversation in English as much as possible. You need to make sure she's up on the rules so she doesn't accidentally make things worse."

      "Hey, I went over everything with her before the hunt."

      "Once, and you expected her to remember everything in the heat of the moment?"

      Montgomery ground his teeth together, annoyed that Shane had a point. "I'll do better about going over etiquette in the future. Is there going to be a problem when she steps on your territory?"

      "She made a pretty apology, so there should be no further problems, at least from Angela. So, I will see you and her tomorrow night." He heard the grin creep back into the Alpha Werewolf's voice. "And Montgomery, try not to antagonize Blevins too much."

      He tapped the disconnect button before Alpha Shane could have the satisfaction of hanging up on him. He sighed and turned to the bedroom. At least Jordan and Thorn had the decency to close it and pretend they weren't listening in.

      Or he was being too harsh. He opened the door in time to hear Thorn say. "Oh, there was a message on the answering machine for you. Your mom called again."

      "Jordan," Montgomery said. "You haven't called your mother yet?"

      "I'll get around to it." There was a little too much lightness to her tone, which shifted to something weightier as she asked, "So, what did Alpha Shane have to say."

      For a moment, he thought about accusing her of changing the subject. But Thorn shook his head, a bare movement back and forth. They'd return to the subject later on. "He wants me to show up with Jordan to greet the envoy officially."

      "On Marcus' behalf?" Thorn asked. "Why'd the request go directly to you?"

      "I'm not going in capacity as a vampire," Montgomery said. "I'm supposed to be there as a chaos wolf."

      Both Jordan and Thorn rocked back. "But you're not a werewolf," Jordan said.

      Montgomery waggled his hand. "There are arguments to be made that part of me still is." Mostly they were coming from his detractors, both werewolf and vampire, but that didn't make them invalid. "I've specifically been asked to be present."

      "You think Shane is trying to pull something?" Thorn asked.

      "No. I think this is coming from Blevins. Either way, Shane strongly suggests both of us are there. Otherwise, she may reach out to Marcus for a meeting."

      Thorn scrunched his face as if he had bitten into a lemon. "We don't want that to happen."

      "So, what do we do?" Jordan asked.

      Montgomery shrugged. "We make an appearance at the Black Oak Pack. Hopefully, all the envoy wants is a look at the werewolf who killed her brother."

      "Or the werewolf she was supposed to marry," Thorn said.

      Montgomery rolled his eyes and shook his head. "She's never shown any interest in me before."

      "You've stayed low profile among the Conclave, despite being the bloodchild of Elder Marcus," Thorn said. "Now, you've taken a famulus whose a werewolf. That makes you interesting."

      Montgomery wondered why Jordan appeared to shiver at Thorn’s words.
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      Montgomery stood outside the carved door, gathering himself to knock. It always felt like he was defacing the carving of the large bat soaring in a midnight sky over a distant wolf howling at the full moon. Right now, that was compounded by the desire to be curled up in bed with his lovers.

      He had murmured to Jordan and Thorn as he slipped into bed that the call with Alpha Shane had gone well, and he would need to report it to Elder Marcus first thing in the evening. He wasn't surprised that Jordan had a text waiting on her phone when they woke, informing her to tell her Patron that he had an audience with the Elder of Rancho Robles. "How'd he find out?" he asked with a pointed look at Thorn.

      The blue-haired vampire held up his hands as if warding off an expected blow. "I had nothing to do with this. I didn't tell him anything. Alpha Shane probably left him a message after talking to you."

      Not that he'd ever find out. He took a deep breath, aware that he was putting off the inevitable. Montgomery raised his hand and knocked. His fingers barely grazed the wood when he heard the baked command of his sire. "Enter."

      Of course, he had been watching. Montgomery had spotted the hidden camera on his first visit so many years ago. Oddly enough, Marcus had never seemed to consider moving it.

      He walked into the office that reminded him of something out of a science fiction control room crossed with a museum. A bank of monitors, some tuned to news channels, and others blank, lined one wall. Another had various art pieces that rotated in and out of display with every visit. This time, pride of place was taken by a rearing stallion carved in one piece, out of solid marble. A large, carved mahogany desk takes up the center of the room. Behind the desk sat a tall, bald man, light reflecting off his umber skin. Marcus, Elder of Rancho Robles, and his sire, watched him approach and gestured to a chair. "Have a seat, Montgomery. Alpha Shane contacted you?"

      His sire wasn't one for small talk when he could avoid it. Montgomery nodded. "He reached out to me this morning through Jordan," he said. "He wanted to give me—us—a warning about the Green River Pack sending representatives."

      "And he decided to send it to you instead of me," Marcus said.

      He caught the warning note in his sire's voice. Marcus prided himself on knowing everything happening in his territory before it happened. The fact that he had been informed before his sire was an insult. And since Marcus couldn't strike out directly at Alpha Shane, he might redirect it to the closest target, currently sitting at the desk in front of him. "He was probably worried that Jordan would have been told something by the wolves she was running with. I was planning on telling
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