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I sling a backpack over my shoulder and give the kindest and least cringy smile I can muster. “Thank you so, so much for your hospitality. Really. It means a lot to me,” I say in my most overly apologetic tone, batting my eyes to add to the effect.

My sister, the newly married Sarah Silverfox Maddock, pats me on the shoulder. She’s smiling, but it’s the kind of smile that says that she’s just glad this is over and that she won’t have to deal with me after I’m gone. I’m used to the false-friendly dynamic, more or less. “You’re taking it too personally. Vince is used to this kind of thing. He’ll have everything repaired before he even has to go in to work.” Sarah is much better at playing the nice sisters game than I am. And sadly, that’s just what our relationship has become over the past few years. A game, an act, an ongoing practice of avoiding each other so that she doesn’t have to clean up after me.

Once upon a time, I wasn’t the family embarrassment. Once upon a time, the adults in my life assured me that I could grow up to be anything I wanted, that the sky was the limit and that I was the talented and gifted one. Turning into a canine monster once a month was nothing more than a cool perk that allowed me to slip away from the responsibilities and drudgery of homework and chores in favor of running really fast and being able to chew through even the toughest ropes.

I was such a cute puppy.

But now even my own sister doesn’t want to be with me. I haven’t seen her husband since we shifted back to our human forms before dawn, but I could hear his voice as I got ready for the day, and he wasn’t pleased. Last night’s pizza is all gone now, and there are shreds of cardboard box dotting the floor. Vince’s armchair now has stylish bite marks dotting the corner where I cut through the fabric with my teeth, and the large wedding photo that used to hang over their couch is now on the floor with Sarah’s face punched through. The sight would befit a murder investigation better than a night in with the family.

“I’m a wreck,” I admit out loud, looking at all the destruction I've caused and wondering why I couldn’t have explored the neighboring woods with Sarah and her husband when they went out. It’s been like this lately, for me. My wolf personality has taken on a new identity and now makes her own decisions independently of my will, usually from the angle of trying to destroy everything my human side has worked so long to repair. If I’m not chained or penned up, I go on a destructive rampage where I will break all the fragile china and chew through all the furniture. If I didn’t have a summer job to run to right now, I’d have to spend all day apologizing and trying to fix what I could. Well, I can’t afford a new armchair, and I can’t replace the wedding photo.

Sarah draws her lips back in a sympathetic grimace. “Well, it’s over now. I don’t want you to be late for your job. Here, don’t worry about the kennel. I’ll stop by sometime and drop it off for you.”

“Yeah, it’s probably for the best that I head out. See ya.” I turn, and as I walk away from the small house, the gutter drops from its railing over the garage. Yep, also my fault. I vaguely remember escaping Vince’s grasp last night and latching onto that thing with my teeth. Even now when I slip my tongue over my teeth, I can feel where the gutter ran through my mouth. Granted, I have a tough bite. It’s a good thing I’ve never had trouble grinding my teeth in my sleep, or there would probably not be anything left.

My psychotic wolf form does more than innocent mischief and nighttime destruction. I barely made it through my culinary arts program after destroying all the cakes that we baked and decorated before graduation four weeks ago. I can’t commit to a normal job because I know, I just know, I won’t make it. 

Unlucky for me, I’m not a big brain person. I really need to work with my hands if I want to get any satisfaction out of what I do—though I’m sure I could destroy an A-level desktop if I needed to. I’m very capable of chewing up my own homework.

And if my future career is a mess, it’s nothing compared to my love life. I’ve only been out with one guy, Jon Fletcher, a wolf from the Nightstalker clan. He likes cooking as much as I do and was in the same program, but while I mostly enjoy pastries and dough I can flex with my fingers, he prepares meat. When he chops with his knife, he’s like a martial artist. Or, was. After I trampled over our pre-graduation cakes, that relationship went down the drain as well. And with nothing left either romantically or professionally, my only option was to start begging for work from anyone who could take me.

That’s what finds me here, in a town called Midnight Valley in northern California with a stuffed duffel bag and an oversized dog kennel, apologizing awkwardly to my older sister before driving away to the home of Sebastian Oberon, a complete stranger who has offered to give me a chance. Sebastian is friends with Sarah and Vince. I got a glimpse of him at their wedding and have to say, I get why vampires are said to be so seductive and good-looking. But he scares me a little. I mean, this guy is hundreds of years old. And while he might have been human once upon a time, I still see vampires as being creepy in a dead and corpse-like way. Historically, we wolves have kept a distance from vampires. There’s no strong rivalry, at least that I know of, but they’re different than we are. They have a taste for blood. 

Sebastian is the older, grander type of vampire from legend. When I heard that he wanted to hire me for a gig he was throwing in August, I figured it was just a weekend job. Nope. He wants me to move in, inspect his home, and prepare a series of test dishes for him throughout the summer. It might be a pity project—I’m sure Sarah and Vince gave him plenty of colorful details—but it’s a project that pays, and it will look great on my resume.

I load my bike and start peddling down the roads. I have a license, but no car. Then again, with my strength leaning definitively on the more aggressive side of things, I can dodge more tickets this way. I have no problem navigating quickly through familiar turf, and my duffel does almost nothing to slow me down. Not that Midnight Valley is familiar turf.

We Silverfoxes live in the desert. Nevada, specifically, in a smaller territory near the Ironclaw reservation. Northern California is cool and green, a much different climate than I am used to. I know Sarah loves it out here, but I generally just feel out of place. I don’t know when I saw my last lizard. The sky is smaller, and the air has a harsh chill at night even as we get into summer. 

As I bike, first into the main streets of town and then around past a more rickety neighborhood on the other side, I realize that Sebastian’s home must be just outside of the town limits. I wonder how rich he is, whether I’ll be set to work in a full mansion or just a big house with a good patio. Vampires are showy, flamboyant. They have wealth that goes back centuries, and they go out of their way to find excuses to lavish it on their unsuspecting prey. Okay, so most of my personal vampire expertise comes from my stash of paranormal books I have downloaded on my e-reader, but I still feel like I’m an authority on the topic. 

The trees grow taller around me. I realize for the first time just how near I am to the famous Redwood Forest and wonder if I’ll have a chance to visit before the banquet later in summer. The road is narrow and winding, and for a while unpaved. I slow my pace, looking around as a chill breeze swoops in from the woods. I guess this is a decent place for a few wolves to hang out. It’s still, haunting. Beautiful, even. It’s too bad I don’t belong in beautiful places.

I start reading the numbers on mailboxes as I ride up, and when I first see the right one (minimalistic, black and practical), I locate the driveway on the other side of the road. At least, I’m assuming it’s the driveway. From here I can’t see what lies on the other side. It’s long and narrow, recently coated with a new layer of blacktop, and it bends past my line of vision into the trees.

I bike forward, then I reach the gate. It’s a big iron gate with a brick wall on either side. Okay, this answers my question about how rich this guy is. And glamorous. I still can’t see the house on the other end, but I slip off my bike and press a buzzer. The gate swings open after a clink unlocks it. That was easy. 

I bike the rest of the way in silence, but I’m feeling increasingly out of place. I feel like a poor school girl who took a wrong turn selling cookies, and I can picture an old lady recovering from a recent Botox treatment rising from a lawn chair and waving a martini at me, telling me to get off the grass. Even now I have to be careful where I pedal—the hissing of the sprinklers is my only warning as they rotate in my direction, barely missing a stripe down the center of the driveway. Grass this nice would need sprinklers, and frequent mowing to boot. The driveway continues past a brick support wall, and then I see a tall lamppost and a sparkling fountain near the front of the house. And the front of the house doesn’t just have a driveway; it has an entire parking lot.

I slow and park my bike, now wishing I’d asked to borrow Sarah’s SUV instead. I wipe my hands on my jeans and fix my pigtails. Pigtails, seriously. I should have thought this out better. I already guessed that Sebastian Oberon and his vampire friends would be glamorous and rich and seductive, and unlike some of the vampires that I read about, they probably wouldn’t take an interest in me.

I wait after I press the doorbell and check my reflection in the glass lining the door. I look almost twelve, gawky and freckled. I hate that I had to start work here literally hours after spending the night as a wolf. Then the door opens. The man on the other side is pale and domineering but strangely attractive, with thick black hair and brown eyes. “Who may I ask is calling?” he asks in a tone that is neither friendly nor dismissive.

I swallow. This isn’t Sebastian. “Michelle. Michelle Smith,” I say, shifting my weight around on my feet and ignoring the stiff cut into my shoulder from my duffel strap. “I’m supposed to be a chef.” That’s the weakest way I’ve ever introduced myself.

“I’ll tell Oberon that you’re here. Please step into the waiting room, Miss Smith.”

A butler. This guy’s so rich he has an actual butler. A vampire butler too, judging by how pale and dead that man looks, and by his smell. Sarah told me that vampires smell like dead flesh, a scent subtle enough that most people miss it entirely and wolves can just barely make it out. I step into the waiting room, noting the cool marble floors and the scent of potpourri near the tiny stool where I’m obliged to sit. The air here is cool, refreshing after the trip. I hadn’t even noticed that I’d worked up a sweat on my way in.

I hear the butler’s voice in the distance: “A Miss Michelle Smith, sir. A chef.”

“A chef. Pizza delivery? Did someone here order pizza?”

“On the contrary, I believe she was referring to her employment here.”

“Oh... shoot. Completely forgot that.”

A muffled voice shares another comment. Color rises to my cheeks. He didn’t even know I was coming here. I hadn’t thought to call ahead of time. Most of our communication has been through Sarah or over a set of sparse emails.... Why hadn’t I bothered checking with him before I rode over?

Eventually I hear footsteps coming from a nearby room. “No, I’ll take care of it. I’m rusty at putting on a good show. She’ll be practice.”

I stiffen, instantly recognizing the voice as belonging to Sebastian. He enters looking much more casual than the man who greeted me, with spiked red hair and intentionally faded jeans. When he sees me, he licks his lips enticingly and grins. He points at me. “You’re—you’re the new chef, right? Michelle Smith?”

“I was hired to manage the banquet in August,” I say, fighting to keep my voice level.

He nods. “Oh yes, right. Wow, I guess when I told you you could move in now to get started, I didn’t think of how far we were from there. Don’t worry; you’re completely in the right. So... Michelle Smith. Sarah Smith’s sister. I heard she had one.”

I don’t know how well Sebastian knows my sister. I think he’s better connected with her husband, Vince. I straighten. “I have only this bag and a kennel. I don’t need much.” More like, I can’t carry anything more because I know I would destroy it all the next full moon if nobody is willing to pen me up in advance.

“A light traveler. I like that. I gave you a room just above the outdoor pool. Why don’t you slip your shoes off, and I give you a tour?” He smiles, and for one moment I feel it. I don’t know entirely what “it” is, but there is definitely a charm in this man that I hadn’t previously expected. I freeze. My heartbeat suddenly feels irregular and jagged, like my heart has to remember how to pump blood correctly after seeing someone who doesn’t need to do that. I guess it’s like looking at a dead person and imagining what that person would have been alive before realizing that he is walking and talking and acting perfectly natural in front of you, only still dead. Then I remember the blood-drinking habit. The reason I was an easy hire for this job is that vampires supposedly aren’t attracted to werewolf blood.

I slide my feet out of my shoes. “I’m sorry I’m messy. It was a full moon last night. I’m still out of sorts.”

“That’s fine, but you do look pale. Can I get you anything to drink?”

Please not blood or anything creepy. “Yes.”

“Excellent. Black, I want you to get Miss Smith a glass of ice water. She just had a hot ride over here and needs a refresher.”

The man I had seen earlier steps into the room. “Do you want ice with that, ma’am?” he asks.

“Yes, please.” I can’t make eye contact with him. I don’t want my heart to stop beating entirely.

Sebastian taps my arm. “Ian Black, my new butler. I
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