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      I can do this, Jordan thought as she crouched beneath the bush.

      The werewolf shifted her weight between all four paws. The breeze wafted the rich scent of deer and the green scent of oak past her nose. Her focus should have been on the deer grazing in the meadow. What kept echoing through her mind was the conversation she and Montgomery had earlier.

      “Let me get this straight, Montgomery,” Jordan had said, arms crossed over her chest. She shifted her weight mostly to her right leg and tilted her head as she studied the vampire. “You want me to go out to the middle of the woods so I don’t kill anything, but while I’m there, I need to kill.”

      “Not quite,” Montgomery said. “It’s a rite of passage, of sorts.” His lips curled into a half-smile, eyes focused on a distant memory. “As a stranger joining a Pack, you need to prove you can provide for it. It’s better you have a few kills under your belt before you have to prove you can do it.” His smile grew wider. “And no, buying twenty pounds of kibble at the pet store doesn’t count.”

      Jordan snorted. “Why would I want to do that? I’m a chaos wolf. I have no intention of joining the Black Oak Pack.” Them accepting her after that mess three months ago was an impossibility anyway. Between dealing with being bitten by a werewolf and finding out vampires were also real, she hadn’t been at her most polite. Relations hadn’t improved since she’d declared she wanted nothing to do with the Pack. She could have handled the situation in a more diplomatic way, but they were the ones who’d threatened to kill her.

      He’d deflated some, his focus sharpening on her. “Because someday you may need their help, and I want you to have the skills to fit in.”

      Fit in. Jordan huffed her annoyance since her wolf throat was incapable of human speech. Like she’d ever fit into the Black Oak Pack.

      She eyed the herd of deer grazing in the middle of the clearing. The eldest doe caught and held her attention. Every time the deer placed her right hind hoof on the ground, she let out a small exhale of pain that rang as clear as a dinner bell to Jordan’s ears. This was her prey for the evening. Jordan adjusted her stance, claws digging into the crackling, dry leaves.

      All five heads snapped up, turning in her direction. Then they were off in a flash of white tails and black hooves. Jordan darted out of the bushes, focusing on the limping doe. Her chosen prey started close to the center of the herd but dropped behind until she was clear of the other bodies.

      Soon the herd had left her behind as Jordan surged closer, snapping at the flashing legs. The doe twisted, aiming a vicious kick at her head. Jordan ducked to the right, hooves clipping fur off her shoulder. She stumbled, allowing her prey to pull a yard ahead of her. Jordan jerked back toward the deer and leaped. Midair, she shifted, switching from the pure wolf form to the werewolf. The claws tipping her paw-hands sank into the doe’s furred shoulders as Jordan landed on her back. The deer bleated as it tumbled. Jordan rode the animal to the ground. She slapped a paw over the nose and twisted the doe’s head to face her. Her jaws closed around the top of the neck. Bones crunched between her jaws. The doe convulsed beneath her and then went still.

      Jordan kept her jaws clamped for a minute, despite the deer not moving. Then she let go and stepped back, watching for any rise and fall of the animal’s chest. The doe lay there, head twisted so it stared upwards at an unnatural angle. Pride swelled in Jordan’s chest. She had killed a deer on her own. She’d had no help, no aid, no Pack to assist her. It had been one thing to sneak up on a rabbit, but this was the first animal over twenty pounds she had managed to take down on her own. Breathing heavily, she looked over the animal and then tilted her head back. She drew in a deep breath and let out a long victory howl.

      Something slammed into her chest. She tumbled head over heels, landing on her back and unable to catch her breath. Snarls echoed in her ears. Teeth sank into her shoulders and flanks. Claws raked across her muzzle. She chomped down on a paw, and something yelped. A clawed foot slammed into her stomach as more bites scored her shoulders. While her attackers drew blood, they didn’t have the same ferocity as Rhys, her self-proclaimed mate she’d rejected. They meant to hurt—but not kill—her.

      Then a pair of jaws clamped around her neck, much like hers had the doe’s. Jordan went limp, offering no resistance. Her only movement was the rapid rise and fall of her chest. The scents of several werewolves mingled in the air, scents she couldn’t separate and identify. Footfalls thudded on the ground behind her. The only things filling her vision were the grass the deer had been cropping earlier and wispy edges of white fur out of the corner of her eye. Then a pair of bare feet stepped into her field of view, stopping in front of her. “Let her up,” said a deep male voice.

      The wolf holding her growled but did not let go.

      “Angela.” The displeasure was clear in his voice. “Let her up.”

      For a second, the pressure of Angela’s jaws increased as if she was about to pop off her head in defiance. Then the pressure released, and she was let go. Jordan coughed and rolled onto her belly. She shook her head. A pure white wolf snarled in her ear, ready to strike. Two other gray-coated wolves flanked her, wearing similar expressions, although none were growling. But what was in front of her held most of her attention.

      A bare pair of feet had stopped about a yard from her. Her eyes trailed up his well-formed calves and heavily muscled thighs. She tried to dart her gaze around his groin—she did not need to know the details of his anatomy currently on display—but she caught a peek.

      His voice snapped her attention to his face. Alpha Shane, leader of the Black Oak Pack, frowned down at her. “Shift, chaos wolf. We need to have a discussion.”

      Chaos wolf. Three months ago, Jordan had claimed the designation given to a werewolf without a Pack as a badge of honor. The way Alpha Shane said it, it was the dirtiest of curses. And despite her not being a member of his Pack, he’d commanded her to shapeshift as if he had asked her to blink. For him, it probably was as easy as that. But Shane had been born a werewolf. Jordan was still learning how to use her newly acquired shifting abilities. Tonight was a full moon, so shifting into a wolf had been easier to do. Fine-tuning to the hybrid form in the heat of the hunt had been a matter of instinct. Shifting into the purely human form was a different matter, especially as she kept catching glimpses of the full moon, could feel it like an itch on her skin. Being commanded to do so with three other hostile gazes pinned on her throat did nothing to help her find the focus necessary.

      Jordan closed her eyes. She could do this. She had to do this. She had proven she could shift before, and she would do it again. She closed her eyes and reached into herself for the human parts of her.

      Nothing. No teeth flattening from points to blunt rectangles. No fur melting into finer hair. The humanity she grasped for slipped through her mental fingers. Brow furrowing, she tried again, ignoring the amused barks of the werewolves surrounding her.

      It took five minutes of trying and failing before her bones shifted and reformed. Goosebumps rose on her bare skin in response to the cold night air and the poking grass blades. She squirmed into a sitting position, legs pulled up to cover as much of her torso as she could. While Shane was comfortable with his nudity, she was nowhere near ready to shed that human taboo.

      “What do you want, Alpha Shane?” she asked, staring at his ankles. Looking at his feet had two advantages. She looked like she was showing him the appropriate deference, and she also didn’t have to look at his groin.

      “You’re trespassing on Black Oak Pack territory.” He nodded back toward the deer. “We caught you red-fanged in the act of poaching.”

      His words sent a shiver of ice down her spine. “Do not violate the hunting grounds of another Pack” was one of the laws a werewolf was supposed to live by. Poaching was a serious accusation that could be used as an excuse to kill her. “I was told this is neutral ground,” Jordan said around the lump of fear in her throat. “Talespeaker Diana assured me I could hunt here without any issues.”

      “Talespeaker Diana was not updated about our new territories. I reclaimed this hunting ground for the exclusive use of the Black Oak Pack. Now as to your crime, I am willing to show you mercy this time, but your kill is forfeit. And if I catch you hunting here again, there will be no forgiveness. Now go!”

      This was mercy? Jordan bit her lip. Now was not the time to make a smart-ass retort. She hugged her legs tighter, curling into a smaller ball. She wanted to slink away into the night. But she needed answers if she didn’t want to end up in this position again. “If I’m not allowed to hunt here, where am I allowed to hunt?” she asked, hating the puppy-whine in her voice.

      “There are still places,” Alpha Shane said, glaring at her. “I haven’t claimed the territory out by Arroyo Secco yet.”

      Jordan eyes widened as the ball of ice gathering her stomach turned to fire. “That’s a three-hour drive!”

      “Finding you a hunting territory is not my problem, chaos wolf.” Alpha Shane sneered. “If you were part of the Pack, this would not be an issue. Because you threw your lot in with those leeches, you don’t have any say in the matter. Now leave!”

      Maybe it was the growl in his voice, a trick of the tongue, or the power of will from being the Alpha werewolf, but before she was aware of what she was doing, Jordan had shifted into her wolf form. She crashed through the nearest bushes, all attempts at stealth or even staying on a trail gone, tail tucked between her legs. The other wolves followed on her heels, nipping at her butt as she ran. Fur ripped out of her skin as she tried to pull ahead.

      She tripped over a tree root and crashed into the main trail. Panting, she lay there, waiting for the pain of sharp claws and fangs. She felt nothing. Jordan lifted her head. In the woods, as if the trail were protected by an invisible shield, stood Angela and the other wolves, glaring at her.

      Alpha Shane’s deep howl echoed through the night, recalling his pack. Angela stepped farther down the trail. The two males whined and glanced behind them, ears pinned back. Angela growled as the second, more commanding howl echoed. The males slunk out of Jordan’s sight. Angela glared at her before turning, stalking back into the brush.

      Jordan’s panting slowed to deeper, normal breaths. Then she stood and trotted up the trail toward the parking lot. At the trailhead, she didn’t go straight to her car. Instead, she walked deliberately in the open to the shack at the edge of the lot, toward the silhouette of a man watching out the window. She stopped at the front door and pawed at it.

      The door opened, as if for a pet wanting inside. The human male, barely into his twenties, smiled down at her. “So, how did it go?”

      Jordan snorted as she stalked over to the desk. She tugged a duffel bag out from underneath it. She looked at it, then at him, ears tilting back. One hind leg tapped her claws against the wooden floor in an impatient staccato.

      “Oh, yeah. Sorry.” He turned to study the window.

      Jordan took a deep breath and closed her eyes. Calm, peace. She focused on her heartbeat as she mentally chanted, trying to tame her adrenaline. It was easier to grasp her humanity and draw it forward without the immediate threat of other werewolves circling her. The human in the cabin wasn’t as much of a threat, even though she had the skin-prickling sensation of being watched.

      “It didn’t go well,” she said as soon as her mouth was human enough to form the words. She pulled on her clothes almost before she was done shifting. “You can turn around now, David.” She fastened her necklace behind her neck. The pendant of a curved white wedge with a ruby hanging from the tip was identical to the design the young man wore on a ring indicating they were servants of vampires.

      David glanced out the window and then back to her. “What happened? Did you run into those bear poachers we spotted the other night?”

      Jordan winced at the word “poachers.” She picked up the duffel bag and fished around in it for her car keys. “No. Something far worse. You heard those howls? Two of them weren’t me. That was Alpha Shane. We need to inform Elder Marcus the Black Oak Pack is claiming Mount Ponderosa as its hunting territory. It may not be safe for any vampires or Family to stay here any longer.”

      “That doesn’t sound good. Where are you supposed to hunt?”

      Jordan sighed. “I have no idea.”
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      David watched Jordan pull out of the parking lot and into the waning hours of the night. Jordan’s words echoed in his head. The Black Oak Pack was reclaiming this territory. This couldn’t be good.

      He sipped at his coffee, shaking his head. Twenty years a famulus and he still wasn’t able to stay awake at night. But at least he got paid a nighttime differential for his public-facing job watching Mount Ponderosa Park. Officially, it was privately held land a local benefactor opened to public use. Its true reason was slightly different. Some vampires didn’t like the taste of human blood. Montgomery, in his early days of being a vampire, had been up here often, hunting the deer roaming the hills. It was common knowledge Montgomery had been a werewolf and believed he still needed to express those instincts even if he couldn’t shapeshift. David hadn’t witnessed him hunt, and the stories didn’t say how he managed to bring his four-legged prey down. As time passed, he came to the park less and less often. There were also feral hogs here, which were almost as dangerous as the predators stalking them. Those were the ones who wanted the challenge of stalking prey without endangering human life. Then there were the ones who needed a good place to stash the evidence of a feeding gone wrong. Jordan announcing to Elder Marcus the Pack wanted to reclaim the land would not sit well.

      He’d leave it to Jordan to tell him. He could call ahead, but it was up to Jordan to deliver the bad news. After all, she was a werewolf as well as a famulus, and the message had been delivered to her directly. But she could be naive at times. He wondered if she’d ever realize the light caused the window he stared at to show the reflection of the room instead of the woods outside. She was a pretty girl. Too bad she was a werewolf. Most of the vampire servants, if their Patrons turned a blind eye, had affairs with each other. Some Patrons encouraged it to establish a bloodline of servants, keeping it in the family as it were. But her lycanthropy put her in the look-but-don’t-touch category. Still, he liked looking at her.

      Someone knocked on the door. David jumped. The night had been still and silent since Jordan had pulled out of the parking lot. There were no other vampires in the area. Protocol demanded they check in with him so he was aware of who was moving through the area and could suggest areas for them to hunt. That way, they didn’t inadvertently interfere with each other. Or they could be warned away because Jordan was using the area. Humans weren’t allowed in after dark, although occasionally he had to evict teenagers looking for a place to make out, drink, or play at summoning the devil.

      He stood up and walked over to the door. He hoped it wasn’t the werewolves Jordan had run into. There had also been rumors about bear poachers in the area. Any poacher worth his salt wouldn’t be knocking on the door to the security cabin in the middle of the night unless they were in need of help without other options. Most likely, it was drunk teens reenacting a scene from a horror movie. Still, he tucked his gun into the waistband of his jeans behind his back before he opened the door.

      Nobody was there. He stepped off the front step and walked out into the parking lot to get a better look around. “Hello,” he called out. His mind flitted to the old Halloween stories about ghosts knocking on walls. No, the noises had been made by a human.

      A stick snapped behind him. He spun around. It had come from behind the cabin. “I know you’re there,” he yelled. “Come on out.”

      No response. He walked toward the corner of the cabin, avoiding making any noise. Even if it was one of the werewolves who had harassed Jordan earlier, well, she was a lone, unarmed girl, even if she was a wolf. He had a gun and could convince them he was armed with silver bullets. Standing up to the entire Pack and sending them fleeing might earn him some gratitude she’d express physically. At least he’d ask for a naked selfie of her. He reached behind his back and pulled out his weapon.

      Back to the building, he slunk to the corner and paused. He could make out the light panting breath just at the edge of his hearing. He made sure the safety was off his gun and drew in a deep breath. This would be fun, no matter who was on the other side. Scared teens or werewolves trespassing, he’d run them off. If it was a vampire, while it could be a problem in the short term, he could talk his way out of any trouble. He’d claim he was within his rights since they hadn’t announced themselves before hunting. He’d prove to Sabrina he was worthy of being turned. With a gleam in his eye, he yelled and jumped around the corner, gun held in front of him. “Gotcha!”

      Except there was nobody there. Only trees in the distance and the nearby grass waving gently in the moonlight.

      Pain knifed across his lower legs, just above his ankles, then something slammed him in the middle of his back. He fell, gun slipping from his grip as he tried to catch himself. He hit the ground face first. He attempted to push himself up, but his feet didn’t respond, flopping uselessly at the end of his legs. David pushed onto his hands and knees. His gun lay on the asphalt just out of reach. He scrambled toward it, reaching for his only protection.

      Something grabbed him by the legs and jerked him down. He fell, his fingers centimeters from the gun. Then he was flipped onto his back, weight settling on his legs. David’s eyes went wide as he stared into the face of his death. “No! Don’t!”

      His pleas went unanswered. Agony slashed across David’s belly. He looked at his stomach. Blood and intestine spilled out of the parallel slits in his skin and shirt. He screamed. Pain slashed across his throat. His scream turned into a gurgle. He tasted blood, his own, as it bubbled in the cut across his neck and filled his mouth. His vision went black as he wondered how vampires enjoyed the taste of the stuff.
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      The hum of the tattoo machines was a noise Thorn heard but no longer consciously acknowledged. They were part of the background hum indicating The Wilted Rose was doing a steady business. Steady business meant paperwork to organize.

      The vampire with his hair in a gravity-defying mohawk sat behind his desk, riffling through receipts for the purchase order for the autoclave. He was amazed how Marcus kept such a clean desk despite the amount of documentation involved in running Rancho Robles. He probably hired people to do his paperwork so there was no risk wasting his precious blood to heal a paper cut. Hell, he probably hired people to do the paperwork for the people he hired to do his paperwork.

      While he studied an invoice, trying to decide what the scrawled date was, booted footsteps approached over the tiled floor. He looked up as a woman with hair the same shade of red as a fire engine poked her head into the room. “Boss? There’s a Detective Pamela Henricksen here to see you. Something about identifying ink one of our artists did for a client. Should I tell her to come back with a warrant?”

      Thorn made a face as he stared at the invoice, deciding how to respond. While that was her excuse, there was another reason the detective was here. “No.” He sighed. “I’ll deal with her myself, Charla. Send her in.”

      He resumed turning the paper at different angles. In the hall, Charla said, “This way,” and someone stepped into his office. He held out the lined slip of paper to Pamela. “What’s the first digit, four or nine?”

      Pamela arched her eyebrows. “That’s not the greeting I expected.”

      “Quarterly taxes are due. Paid invoices don’t turn themselves in to the accountant. And whoever signed for this has horrible handwriting.” Thorn put the paper down on the messy pile on his desk. “What do you want this time? Is this something to do with your day job? Or are you going to try to dissuade me from staying in town?”

      “Always, but we need to have a discussion about chaos wolves.”

      “Wolf,” Thorn corrected. “Or are you counting Montgomery as one of yours even though you’ve shunned him for so long?”

      Pamela’s head jerked higher. “Montgomery’s trail as a wolf has come to an end. Jordan still has a long one before her if she makes the right decisions.”

      “The decisions you approve of.”

      “Montgomery wasn’t thinking clearly. His thoughts are still clouded by grief and betrayal. We both know he’s an influence on her opinions of werewolves.”

      “Alpha Shane is just as much of one.” He raised his eyebrows. “So is Angela Shane.”

      “And so are you.”

      “Is this a jealousy thing because I slept with her? ’Cause if that’s all it takes to get you to leave her be—”

      “Please,” she snorted. “The chaos wolf—”

      Thorn stiffened, fists balling. “Her name is Jordan. You say you’re her friend, so why don’t you use her name? Or are you only pretending?”

      Pamela sucked in a breath, features tightening. “I’m trying to help her. She belongs with her own kind. You and Montgomery are confusing her.”

      Thorn rose to his feet. “No, we’re giving her an educated choice.”

      Pamela crossed her arms over her chest. “Like you and Christine did Montgomery?”

      Thorn mirrored the movement as he came out from behind his desk. “He didn’t want to become the Alpha. He didn’t want to go through with the arranged marriage his father set up without consulting him.”

      “So you suggested to him to get out of it by turning him?”

      “Hey! It was Montgomery’s and Christine’s idea to make him a vampire. For once, I had nothing to do with it. In fact, I told them not to, that it was a stupid move that would only cause more trouble. He was the one who begged Marcus to sire him after Christine was destroyed.”

      “You didn’t try to stop him then.”

      “I didn’t see why I should, especially since Shane didn’t so much as lift a finger to find out who attacked him. It was clear he couldn’t return to any Pack and needed to remain among us.” He shook his head. “But you didn’t come here to argue with me about Montgomery. This is supposed to be about Jordan.”

      “The chao— Jordan needs to make her own choices without your interference. She’s intelligent and resourceful. This incident with the hunter has more than proven it. But she belongs with her kind.”

      “Her kind has done nothing but bully her. They weren’t so helpful when she was bitten by the chaos wolf three months ago, and they’re siding with Angela for the most part. So how am I supposed to convince an intelligent woman like Jordan to accept with open arms the people who are currently making her life a living hell?”

      “Alpha Shane—”

      “Will always side with his daughter. The same way Marcus did with his.” He shook his head. “Why are you doing this? Sticking your nose into her business despite repeatedly claiming non-interference?”

      “She’s an innocent who doesn’t realize how deep she’s gotten herself.” Pamela leaned closer to him. “Do you believe that other Packs won’t find out about her? Rhys may have been a chaos wolf, but there are people who will want revenge for what was done to him.”

      “If she’s so innocent, why aren’t you protecting her now?”

      “I can’t do that if she’s with you and Montgomery. She made a mistake, even if it was out of ignorance. I’m trying to keep her alive in the long term.” She leaned closer to Thorn. “We’ve both seen brutal deaths happen when werewolves and vampires make stupid decisions. Do you want that for her?”

      “She’s smarter than you think,” Thorn said. “We can keep arguing this for years, and we won’t convince each other we’re right.”

      “I don’t need to convince you. Just her.” Pamela frowned as Thorn chuckled. “What’s so funny?”

      “That sounds like something Jordan would say. She reminds me of you a lot.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yup. Hungry to learn, stubborn as hell, and loyal to a fault.”

      Pamela shook her head. “I’m flattered. But we both know where loyalty got me.”

      Thorn tilted his head. “Do you really want to help her, or is this your latest scheme to poke at me?”

      “No, I was hoping you’d show some sense and help convince her she should join the Pack. The only reason they aren’t accepting her is her stubborn insistence that she’s better off with Montgomery. If she switches sides, she’ll be praised for having seen the light.”

      “You do realize if she does change sides, she’s signing her own death warrant. She’ll have broken her Oath of Family, and if she crosses paths with a vampire, she’ll be killed on sight. Are you telling me the Pack will protect her?”

      “Of course.”

      “Even Angela?”

      Pamela stared at him, lips pressed firmly together.

      “Thought so,” Thorn said. “I think we’re at an impasse. I’m not going to convince you, and well, I’ve told you my feelings on the situation. Now, I’ve got paperwork to finish sorting. If you wouldn’t mind?”

      Pamela’s eyes remained hard. “I’ll see myself out.” Without any further words, she spun on her heel and walked out of the office.

      A few seconds later, Charla stepped into the room again. “Everything okay, boss?”

      “Yeah. But do me a favor. Be sure all our licenses up front are the current ones. Oh, and have the log for the autoclave cleaning handy. Just in case we get a ‘surprise’ inspection.”

      “You think that cop will cause a problem?”

      Thorn shook his head. “No, but with my luck, she’ll draw some attention. I’d rather be ready just in case.”
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      The sun was barely breaking the horizon as Jordan unlocked the apartment door. She didn’t slam it behind her but pulled it closed with more than her usual force. She didn’t give into the urge to lean against it in defeat. “I’m home,” she called, not worrying about waking the humans in the adjoining apartment. The walls were soundproofed so their neighbors couldn’t hear any late-night activities. Montgomery didn’t usually fall asleep until a half hour after sunrise. And Thorn, Montgomery had commented more than once with a sly grin, could sleep like the dead.

      She sighed, trying to push away all her fear and worry in that one breath. It became a yawn as she scratched her fingers through her hair. She didn’t want to repeat the time she woke up the next night and found enough twigs for a bird to build a nest tangled in her hair.

      “Welcome back,” said a familiar baritone. “How did it go?”

      Jordan jumped. Montgomery stood in the kitchenette by the electric range. “It’s almost dawn,” she said. “I didn’t think you’d still be awake.”

      “Thought you’d like something after your hunt,” he said. The kettle on the electric stove whistled. Montgomery pulled it off and poured the hot water into a waiting cup and stirred it. “Always helped me settle after.”

      Jordan inhaled. The powdery scent of cocoa and sugar that hadn’t yet dissolved into the water tickled her nose. “I’ve never said no to hot chocolate. Do we have any of those little marshmallows?”

      Montgomery smirked. “You tell me.”

      Jordan rolled her eyes. That was the new game they played, continuing her training. Just because she was now a werewolf didn’t mean she fully understood what she was capable of. She had proven she could shapeshift, but she still had a lot to learn about her abilities and how they might subconsciously affect her. To aid her, Montgomery moved something she needed on a daily basis to a different location and had her find it, focusing on the scent alone.

      She closed her eyes and drew in a deep breath, paying attention to the conflicting smells. Dish soap, last night’s beef stew, the piece of cheese she’d snacked on before leaving, blood in the refrigerator, Montgomery’s musk, Thorn’s scent wafting in from the living room, and the faint scent of gelatin drifting down from . . .

      Her eyes snapped open. She walked past him, reached for the cabinet where she kept the pasta and canned soups. He had moved them from their normal spot on the lower shelves as part of the test. Standing on her tiptoes, she fumbled around among a few boxes and then grabbed the squishy bag. The bag caught the corner of a box as she pulled it out and knocked it over. Elbow pasta spewed forth, scattering across the floor, some of it dropping into the mug. Jordan slammed her fist onto the counter. “Damn it!” One more thing gone wrong tonight.

      “Hey, it’s okay,” Montgomery said. “I’ll get another cup and clean up. You go sit in the living room and tell us what’s going on.”

      Jordan huffed. The last thing she wanted to do was talk about how she’d had her tail handed to her. But she had to inform them about the change of ownership of Mount Ponderosa.

      She stepped into the living room. Thorn was spread out on the couch, nose buried in a book with a pirate holding a mermaid in a lustful embrace on the cover. “Hey,” he said and sat up, setting his book in his lap. “Rough night, Jo?”

      “You could say that.” She plopped down on the couch in the spot previously occupied by his legs.

      Montgomery came in, carrying her mug. He handed it to Jordan and took his spot in the recliner. “So, what happened?”

      Jordan looked down at the mini marshmallows floating in the chocolate. “Well, I brought down a deer.”

      “A deer? On your own?” Montgomery’s smile widened. “For a single wolf, that’s almost impossible. How did you manage it?”

      She shrugged. “Got lucky and found one with a bad limp. Plus I tried to mimic what I saw on a TV show about lionesses hunting and jumped on it from behind.”

      “Hmm. That would work.”

      “From your expression, I’d have guessed the deer jumped on you,” Thorn said. “Why aren’t you howling the news of your great deed to the heavens?”

      “I was about to. Right up until the Black Oak Pack showed up and stole my kill.”

      Thorn and Montgomery froze. It still freaked Jordan out when they went statue still, not even bothering to breathe. It always meant something bad. Montgomery leaned forward. “Tell me everything, Jordan.”

      “There’s not much to tell,” Jordan said. “Alpha Shane showed up with Angela and a couple others. They accused me of poaching, saying they had reclaimed Mount Ponderosa as the Black Oak’s. Then they ran me off.”

      Thorn’s frown deepened. “You’re certain he called you a poacher.”

      “Yes. Said he caught me red-fanged in the act. When I told him Talespeaker Diana had told me it was okay to hunt there, he said that was the only reason I was being shown mercy. I told David, Sabrina’s famulus, when I was on the way out of the park to give him a head’s up in case more of the Pack showed up at the public entrance next.”

      Montgomery jumped up. He paced the narrow space between the couch and the television. “He has no right,” he grumbled. “He has absolutely no right to do this. Mount Ponderosa has traditionally been neutral hunting grounds open to all werewolves. My father offered it to the Conclave as an olive branch. It was meant as a place vampires could use, as well as any chaos wolf passing through the area.” He snorted. “He’s only reclaiming the territory to hurt us.”

      “So why didn’t he do it when you were turned?” Thorn asked.

      “Because then he was a new Alpha and still consolidating power. He was afraid of Elder Marcus. Obviously, he’s lost that fear. Plus, reclaiming the territory back then wouldn’t really have hurt me.”

      “But now it does.” Jordan bowed her head. “Because of me.”

      “Hey, it’s not your fault.” Thorn put a hand on her shoulder. “Shane’s the jerk here, not you.”

      She didn’t find Thorn’s declaration very comforting, even if it was the truth. Jordan looked at Montgomery as he still paced. She reached up to scratch an itchy spot on her scalp behind her ear. “So, what do we do now? Find me a new place to hunt? He said something about Arroyo Secco still being neutral.”

      Montgomery paused, not the same statue-stillness, but close to it. “That leaves two options—you’ll have to drive a few hours away or hunt in the city proper.” He tapped his fingers against his thigh. “Marcus won’t tolerate you hunting inside the city. Too much chance of you getting caught or causing problems. Inadvertently,” he added at her sideways look at him.

      “Driving for hours won’t make it any easier,” Jordan said.

      “True,” Montgomery agreed. “We’re not solving this tonight. Did you get a chance to eat?”

      “Other than the marshmallows we left on the counter?” Jordan shook her head. “I feel like I could eat a horse.”

      “Sorry, no horse in the fridge,” Thorn said.

      “Figured as much. I’ll make do with the pizza from last night.”

      She started to stand, but Montgomery waved her down. “Sit. I’ll heat it up for you.”

      Jordan tilted her head in Montgomery’s direction, watching as he walked to the kitchenette. “Aren’t I supposed to serve as your famulus? What will the other vampires think?”

      “They already think I’m nuts. This will just be more evidence. Am I right, Thorn?”

      “Yup. He’s already got the reputation of being nuttier than a fruitcake. And that was before he got involved with you.”

      “Har, har, har,” Montgomery said, returning with a couple of slices of the meaty pizza on a plate. He handed it to Jordan and took a seat in his recliner. “So, what’s on the agenda for tonight? Visiting the blood bank?”

      “Besides telling Marcus about Alpha Shane?” She picked up one of the slices. “Your rations are supposed to be ready later this week. If they won’t let me take out any blood for you since they won’t let me donate, I’ll go bribe the butcher. Or stop by the Asian grocery store that sells pig blood for cooking.” Jordan shifted. “Tonight, though, I have an appointment scheduled with Rosanna.”

      The smile faded from Montgomery’s face. “The fangs?”

      “Yeah. She’s refused to meet with me until now.”

      “Only because I leaned on Marcus to allow it.” He shook his head. “Let me worry about Alpha Shane. I’ll get a meeting with Marcus tonight. It’d be better if I am the one to tell him.” He stood up and stretched. “I’m heading to bed.”

      Thorn straightened his shoulders. “Want us to join you, Mac?”

      “No.” Montgomery softened the abrupt tone of his refusal. “Jordan and I have a lot to do tonight. It would be better for us if we were well rested.”

      “Okay.” She hoped she kept the disappointment out of her voice as well as Thorn kept it off his face. “I’ll see you before you go.”

      Montgomery nodded. “Sleep well.”

      Thorn waited for the bedroom door to close before he turned to Jordan. “You sure you’re okay?”

      “Yes . . . No . . . I don’t know,” Jordan said. “I didn’t want to cause more problems but that’s apparently all I do.”

      “Hey, none of this is your fault. It would’ve happened sooner or later. You’re the excuse, not the problem.”

      Jordan sighed. “That doesn’t make me feel any better.”

      “Well, you should be proud of yourself. I don’t think I’ve heard of a lone werewolf who’s learning to hunt taking down a deer alone. Oh. Mac forgot to mention. Your parents called a few minutes after you left. They want to talk to you.”

      “Of course they do.” Jordan’s shoulders slumped further. “They probably want to find out why I’ve quit my job and dropped out of school. Oh, and moved in with two men.”

      Thorn raised an eyebrow. “Are they aware of me and Mac?”

      “I haven’t told them, but they’ll find out about it sooner or later.”

      He looked down at the book on his lap. “Sometimes I wonder if I shouldn’t have asked you to join us that night.”

      “Yeah, but who knows where we would’ve ended up. I may never have faced down Rhys. Or been able to shapeshift before the deadline Alpha Shane set. Montgomery and I’d be dead or worse, and maybe another war between werewolves and vampires would have started.”

      “Don’t think they won’t find another excuse,” Thorn said. “Like I said earlier. We won’t solve this tonight.”

      “For any of it.” She looked at the closed door. Montgomery had slept alone since Jordan announced she had no intentions of joining the Black Oak Pack. At first he claimed it was because he didn’t want to disturb them with his nightmares. Now she wasn’t so sure.

      “Give him time,” Thorn said. “He’s still recovering from what Rhys did. Not to mention dealing with the memories of Christine.” He eyed her up and down. “Are you regretting any of your decisions?”

      “No, I think we’re handling this the right way. For now at least.”

      “Yeah, it’s just hard waiting.” Thorn’s gaze narrowed and traveled up and down her again. “For both of you.”

      Jordan squirmed. She was familiar with his assessing look. “You really think he’d be okay if we were doing the wild thing and leaving him out?”

      Thorn shook her head. “Probably not. In that case, you probably should get to bed. You have a big night ahead of you.”

      Sighing, Jordan nodded. “Sleep well, Thorn.” She picked up the half-eaten piece of pizza and took it to the kitchen, turning the situation over in her mind. There was no possibility of finding a solution this morning. Or maybe at all.
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      The sun radiated warmth on Jordan’s skin. She squinted in the sunshine, relishing the sensation of light and heat not created by an LED lightbulb or a heating lamp. Being a famulus to a vampire meant she was available at all times, but especially during daylight hours. Montgomery had been on his own as a vampire for so long he was ridiculously self-sufficient. Most of his bills and business were handled over the phone or internet. The building he owned had a supervisor he’d hired as a layer of protection between him and the tenants. All Jordan had to do was run the occasional errand he didn’t want to do, attend Conclave meetings with him, and pick up his rations of blood. Even the blood drives, as Thorn called them with a snicker, were a formality to remind other vampires and Family she existed.

      That left her with plenty of free time during the days. Her normal schedule involved sleeping until two in the afternoon. Then she’d get dressed and take care of her checklist of things she needed to do, or anything Montgomery couldn’t delay until the evening. The one task she looked forward to the most was taking Rex out to the dog park for Mrs. Clarke.

      Exiting the apartment building, Jordan held onto the leash strained tight between her hand and the rhinestone collar. “Rex! Heel!” The Rottweiler’s head turned back to her, the stump of the tail swishing back and forth. He leaned his weight against the tension holding him back.

      Jordan sighed. While the dog had accepted she was a werewolf and not a threat, he still tested boundaries, wanting to be the top dog. “Rex,” she said softly. She didn’t growl at him like she had in the past. She no longer had to. Deciding he wouldn’t win this one, he padded over to her, tail still wagging. He settled next to her leg and whined.

      She reached down and patted the massive head. “Good boy.” Mentally, she made a note to get a harness lead. Mrs. Clarke would be heartbroken if Rex broke free and ran away. “Let’s go.”

      The walk to the dog park took about ten minutes. She scanned the fenced-in area, alert for any signs of other animals present. To her relief, the park was empty. She let herself and Rex in through the gate and unclipped the leash. Rex quivered next to her but remained at her side. Jordan produced a hard rubber ball larger than her fist from her jacket. She waggled it back and forth in front of his face. “Want it?”

      Rex barked. He leaned forward on his forelegs, his stumpy tail high in the air.

      She flung it a good twenty feet away. “Fetch!”

      Rex bounded off. He grabbed the ball and shook it back and forth. Instead of bringing it back, he trotted on with it, dropping it, then picking it up.

      Jordan laughed. “You
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