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      "Jerry Dan?" the barista droned over the din of the coffee shop. "I have an order for Jerry Dan."

      Jordan Abbey grabbed for the napkins on the condiment bar, open book balanced in her other hand, only half-listening out for her name. Broad shoulders knocked into her. Stumbling to the side, she dropped the napkins and juggled the book between her arms, losing the page she was reading.

      Biting back a sigh, she closed the book, cradling it against her chest. That was the third time he had bumped into her, and the guy, engrossed in his phone, hadn't noticed yet.

      Someone tapped her shoulder. "I think he means you."

      "Huh?" Jordan turned away from the serial blocker toward the man who had spoken. Her brown eyes met warm green ones, darker from the contrast to his pale skin. His mix of clothing could either have been the business-casual of an older student who just came from work, or a new teacher in his first year at the college.

      He gestured toward the counter. The barista scowled in her direction with narrowed eyes. His words were louder and sharper, "Medium mocha latte for Jerry Dan."

      She rolled her eyes. "It's Jordan." She closed her book and stuffed it into the backpack at her feet before picking up the bag and swinging it over her shoulder. "At least he didn't botch my last name."

      The stranger arched an eyebrow. "Oh?"

      "Abbey," she said. "Half the time, I get called Church." She squeezed past several other students to get to the counter and picked up her coffee. "Thanks."

      The barista rolled his eyes. His face settled into a deeper frown as he picked up the next order. "Alabama!"

      "Okay, now he's messing with us," the brown haired man said as she passed him on her way out. He smiled as she paused. "My name's Montgomery."

      Jordan laughed. "Nice to meet you," she called over her shoulder as she walked outside.

      Her smile faded as she headed down the path leading to the bus stop in front of Rancho Robles Community College. Even though the coffee shop in the Liberal Arts building was still crammed with people, once she stepped outside the campus was deserted. Without the sounds of other people, the murmur of the creek at the bottom of the ravine parallel to the path echoed menacingly rather than trickling charmingly. The moon threw unexpected shadows off the bare branches of the trees, giving a spooky impression of a haunted forest.

      "You're creeping yourself out, Jo," she muttered. She stole a glance at the sky, peering through the branches. She shuddered as a wave of fear washed over her. She swallowed, pushing her anxiety down into a ball in her stomach. "This is silly. This is your college campus, not a scene in a horror film." Tugging her hoodie closer against the chill of the autumn air, she walked the way she had been taught in her self-defense class—head up, the arm not holding her coffee swinging freely to exude a confidence she didn't completely feel.

      Jordan was halfway to the parking lot when the bushes rustled behind her. All the stories she'd heard about women being attacked, raped, and left for dead flashed through her mind. She slipped her hand into her pocket, manipulating the keys to slide between her fingers as makeshift claws as she squinted over her shoulder.

      An animal the shape of a malamute and the size of a Saint Bernard stepped into the circle of light. Gray, shaggy fur that was meant for colder climates than Northern California covered its muscled frame. Jordan sighed. It's somebody's dog. She could deal with dogs. "Shoo!" She waved her hand at the animal. "Go home!"

      The canine cocked its head to one side, lips curled as if it were smiling. Its bushy tail swished back and forth. Then it rose on its hind legs.

      Jordan's breath caught as the creature strode toward her. Her mind urged her to run but her feet remained rooted to the earth. The mouth of the beast dropped open, revealing fangs designed to rip flesh. It grunted and snarled as it strode forward, its paw reaching for her shoulder.

      Her paralysis shattered at the first touch. Jordan screamed and swung her arm up, flinging her coffee and knocking the paw off her shoulder. Relying on instinct, she threw a punch. Her fist holding the keys impacted the creature's nose.

      The beast squealed a short yip. Jordan twisted and fled for her life.

      She made it three steps before its jaws clamped over her shoulder, teeth grinding against bone. She shrieked as her feet left the ground. As quickly as she was lifted, she fell, landing with all her weight on her right foot. Her ankle gave way and she collapsed onto her hands and knees. Another stroke of pain knifed through her shoulder. Her vision turned white for a second as her head hit the ground.

      When her sight cleared, all she could see was a large gray paw planted inches from her nose. Hot breath driven by lungs like bellows gusted past her ear. Claws gripped her shoulder. With a tenderness that seemed at odds with the earlier bite, the beast turned her upper torso over. She rolled, screaming as pressure was put on her wounded shoulder. She looked up into a wolfish face with brown eyes filled with… worry? Concern?

      "Hey!" a familiar male voice yelled.

      The creature whipped its head around to look behind them. She couldn't see what it was looking at, but there was no mistaking the warning rumble in its growl or the way its ears flattened against its skull.

      "Identify yourself and your Pack."

      The canine's growl deepened. It stepped around Jordan with caution. She wasn't sure if it was afraid of injuring her further, or preparing to defend its prey from a rival. She squinted into the glare of the street lamp, trying to identify her would-be savior. It was the man from the coffee shop—Montgomery.

      "I'd leave her alone, if I were you. Alpha Shane doesn't take kindly to poachers, even if he is one himself.”

      The wolf’s hind paws flexed, claws raking the ground, its muscles coiled. There was a blur of motion before she could yell a warning. Jordan squeezed her eyes shut, certain that Montgomery would be shredded in front of her.

      A single gunshot rang out, followed by a yelp, a splash, and a second yip.

      The splash had barely sounded when footsteps rushed toward her. She opened her eyes. Montgomery knelt near her head. He pushed the clipped words out between rapid breaths. "Did he bite you?"

      "Left shoulder," Jordan gasped.

      His fingers probed feather-light at the tear in her sweatshirt. He hissed when she flinched. Jordan glimpsed a flash of too-long teeth. Her vision blacked out when the man grabbed her by her right arm and tugged upward. "We can't stay here. He won't be down long. Can you get up?"

      "I think so." Jordan clutched at Montgomery for support as she staggered to her feet. She took a step and pitched forward, hopping on her left leg while her arms flailed for anything to help her balance.

      "Careful," Montgomery said as he hauled her upright. Jordan draped her right arm around his neck and gripped his shoulder. She stumbled next to him, half-dragged, half-supported down the path toward the parking lot. "I can get you someplace safe. Then we can figure out the next step."

      Jordan hopped on her good foot. "Shouldn't we call the police? Animal control?"

      Montgomery spat out a laugh. "You think people with catch poles can stop what attacked you?"

      She shrugged. That was a mistake. Sharp pain pulsed through her shoulder, answered by the grinding ache in her ankle. Jordan shivered despite the hoodie she wore against the cool night breeze. She stumbled alongside him the best she could up the path and into the parking lot. Darkness swirled at the edges of her vision. "Whoa," Montgomery said, like he was calling from a great distance. "Stay with me. Keep those eyes open. We're almost to my car."

      She staggered a few more steps. Cold spinning darkness closed around her. Jordan fell against the side of an SUV, unable to do more than hiss at the fresh agony shooting through her shoulder. Despite the pain, she wrapped her arms around her torso and rubbed them while her teeth chattered. The shivers wracking her body threatened to vibrate her into pieces. "Where… where are we going?"

      "My place." The double beep of the car unlocking punctuated his words. "You'll be safe there."

      She wanted to ask why there and not a hospital, but her vocal cords had disconnected from her brain. She half-sat, half-fell into the passenger seat. Her last thought before blacking out was that he had a handsome face, despite the tips of his eyeteeth peeking below his lips.
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      Jordan stared at the ceiling. She squinted, trying to remember when the paint in her room had turned from pale blue to a creamy eggshell.

      She sat up in bed and winced. For some reason, she had gone to bed wearing her jeans, but had taken off her shirt and bra. Her left shoulder throbbed in time with her thrumming heartbeat. It was echoed by a faint stiffness in her right ankle. She sucked in a breath as her fingers brushed the crescent-shaped set of scabs spanning the width of her palm below her collarbone. Her shoulder moved with the slow stiffness of having slept on it wrong, combined with a low throb of pain.

      Last night's events rushed back to her in shattered fragments: the dog stalking her, the attack, the man coming to her rescue. Jordan's face scrunched into a frown. She didn't remember anything after that point.

      She looked around. This was not her room. It wasn't her ex-boyfriend, Scott's, either. The carved wood bed frame, matching dresser, and chest of drawers were too expensive for their college student budgets. So where am I? Why am I not in a hospital?

      She pulled the sheet aside to look at her ankle. Her sock-clad foot was a little puffy compared to her left. She flexed it, relieved there was no pain. Her jeans had a few smears of dirt and snags that hadn't been there before. Her missing bra and shirt were folded on a chair next to the chest of drawers.

      Wrapping the yellow and blue patched quilt around her torso, Jordan swung her legs over the edge of the bed. Her ankle didn't protest as she put weight on it. She lifted her foot twice and placed it on the ground. She stood up and took an experimental step. Then she stomped. No pain. Not even a twinge.

      "That's weird." In her family, she was infamous for spraining her ankles if she even looked at them the wrong way. Puzzling it over, she walked to the pile of clothing and picked up her green Rancho Robles College T-shirt. "What the hell?" She gaped at blood-crusted tears in the fabric. Her bra's left strap had been sliced through and was soaked in blood. Her hoodie had similar tears and some blood. She dropped the edge of the quilt to her belly and stared in the mirror above the drawers, twisting around to get a better look at her back. She expected it to be torn to shreds. Her snub nose wrinkled as her brown eyes studied her reflection. Other than a set of small scabs a palm’s width apart on her shoulder blade and the ones in the front below her collarbone, there were no wounds that would explain all the dried blood on her clothes.

      She examined the room again. There wasn't a phone on the tables on either side of the queen-sized bed. Nor were there any knickknacks that might give her a clue as to where she was. "Okay, don't panic, Jordan," she whispered. "Think. You left Lit class, stopped to grab coffee, got attacked by that dog and…"

      Then nothing. Nothing that would explain where she was. The bite was too shallow for the pain pulsing in slow throbs down her arm and across her torso. A tingling sensation she swore she could feel from the ends of her short brown hair to the tips of her toes made her skin itch. Bites weren't supposed to feel like that, were they? Was she having an allergic reaction?

      Jordan froze at the barely audible murmur of two male voices speaking on the other side of the door. She inched closer and pressed her ear to the thick wood, concentrating on making out the words.

      "Mac, you… tell me… take-out?"

      "Not… doesn't know. I found…"

      "What the hell…"

      The knob turned. Jordan stumbled backward, clutching the quilt tighter to her chest as the door swung open. Two men stepped into the doorway. One appeared familiar. It took her a second to realize it was the man from the coffee shop. From their puzzled expressions, she had a feeling that the tan-skinned, blue-mohawked, kilt-wearing man was amused while what's-his-name from the coffee shop wasn't sure what to make of her. What's-his-name was the first to speak. "I know we've already met, but I think a fresh introduction is in order. My name is Montgomery Cooper," he said in a warm baritone. "This is my friend, Kelly Henderschott—"

      The blue-haired man shot Montgomery a withering glare. "Thorn!" he hissed, somehow managing to put sibilants into the word.

      "But he goes by Thorn," Montgomery finished as if his friend had not spoken. "And you are?"

      "Jordan Abbey." She shifted the quilt higher. "You're the guy from the coffee shop, right? What the hell happened?"

      Montgomery stepped into the room and Jordan backpedaled. He put up his hands. "Easy, Jordan. We need to talk." With slow, deliberate movements, he opened one of the drawers and withdrew a navy T-shirt that was almost as well-worn as the gray Henley he wore. "I think we'll all be more comfortable if you got dressed."

      Jordan's eyes narrowed. The men's expressions felt off. Montgomery was talking like they were about to discuss a business proposal. Thorn's smirk made her think that he was watching a soap opera come to life for his sole entertainment. "Okay." She accepted the shirt. "You probably saw everything last night," she said, feeling her cheeks flame red. "But would you mind giving me some privacy?"

      Thorn's grin grew wider, making the light sparkle on his ear piercings. "I didn't."

      Montgomery rolled his eyes. He pushed Thorn out the doorway and grabbed the doorknob. "We'll give you a few minutes." The door closed with a solid clunk.

      Jordan looked at the too-large shirt in her hand. It was better than the option of going topless or dressing in bloody clothing. "You've gotten yourself in deep this time," she muttered as she pulled on the shirt and toed on her sneakers. Then she squared her shoulders and opened the door.

      She stepped into a short hallway. To her right was what appeared to be the master  bedroom. A few steps forward and there was a small foyer sharing the wall of the bedroom. One step past the foyer and the hall ended in the divider that separated the kitchenette from the main living area. Montgomery and Thorn were speaking in low voices. She held back and heard Thorn ask, "Do you have any idea what you're doing, Montgomery? Do you really believe that you have the situation under control?"

      Montgomery, sitting in a brown leather recliner, leaned forward to answer the man standing next to him. "Yes, I do, Thorn. I… Jordan." He turned toward her and gestured to a couch against the wall with an open palm, as if acting the gracious host. "Please, have a seat."

      Jordan glanced around the room. The low-lying coffee table in front of the couch would block her path to the front door. She lifted her chin a fraction. She had been caught off guard in the bedroom. That would not happen again. "I appreciate you lending me the shirt, but I should be going."

      "I'm afraid it's not that simple," Montgomery said. Thorn stepped behind the recliner and rested his chin on folded arms on top of the seat. Montgomery glanced up and then focused on Jordan. "What do you remember about last night?"

      "I was attacked by a dog." Jordan rubbed her shoulder, lightly running her fingers over the scabs, which seemed smaller than when she'd touched them earlier. Bites weren't supposed to heal this rapidly. "It happened after I left the coffee shop and was walking to the bus stop. I heard someone…." She stiffened. "Why am I telling you this? You were there! What the hell happened? Why am I here and not at a hospital?"

      She stepped back as Montgomery rose from his chair. "Easy, Jordan." He kept his hands at waist level in front of him. "We're trying to help you."

      "Bullshit! I woke up half-naked in your bed. If you were trying to help me, you would have called an ambulance. The cops. Animal control." Her gaze flicked back and forth between the men, calculating if she could make it out of the apartment before they could stop her.

      Montgomery was between her and the door before she completed her turn. She yelped, striking out on instinct. More through luck than skill, her flailing fist hit him in the nose. The cartilage crunching between her knuckles sounded louder than the drumming of her heartbeat.

      Montgomery spat like an angry cat. His eyes shifted to black, including the whites, and his canines lengthened. His incisors shifted from flat-edged to sharp points. Fear shot cold lightning down her spine. While her mind tried to argue that she wasn't seeing what she thought she was seeing, her instincts assessed the threat and guided her body into the wisest course of action.

      She ran to the bedroom and slammed the door shut.
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      Thorn snickered. "That went well."

      Montgomery blinked several times. The blackness in his eyes receded, leaving green irises in white sclera. He explored the bridge of his nose with a feather-light touch. "What the hell am I doing?" he grumbled as his fangs retracted. "Should have just handed her over to Shane and let him deal with her."

      "Oh, don't be like that," Thorn chided. He stretched and walked out from behind the chair. "She found out the hard way that vampires are real. Panicking and injuring you while trying to escape is a perfectly reasonable reaction." His grin widened. "Think how she'll react when she finds out why she's here."

      Montgomery grunted a noncommittal noise. He inhaled to make sure his septum was in its proper place. As he stepped into the hall, the sound of splintering wood cracked through the air. "Great." Montgomery threw both his hands in the air. "She's armed herself."

      Thorn shrugged. "You didn't expect her to blindly accept that you won't harm her on your word alone, did you?"

      Montgomery didn’t dignify that with an answer. Nor did he comment that he was asking himself the exact same thing. He stepped up to the guest bedroom door and squared his shoulders. "Jordan, I'm not going to hurt you."

      "Like hell you aren't!" she screeched. "I've got a stake and I'm not afraid to use it."

      He sighed as Thorn snickered again. He wasn't sure which one exasperated him more, the panicked woman or the smug man. "If I wanted to hurt you, you would have woken up tied to the chair and not loose in the bed. I wouldn't have allowed you to get dressed. And I wouldn't have left you with access to things you could break into stakes. Please, Jordan," his voice cracked. "I just want to talk. Promise."

      "Yeah, talk me into letting you suck my blood!"

      Montgomery forced his words past his clenched jaw. "I would have done that while you were unconscious. Do you have a wound on your neck?"

      "No," her voice quavered.

      "Then I haven't bitten you. You saw my teeth. They don't match the pattern on your shoulder," he said before she brought up the bite. "Please, come out so we can talk. You can keep the stake if it makes you feel safer."

      He stepped back and counted to three. The door creaked open a crack, enough to see a brown eye full of distrust staring at him. "You're a—"

      "Pain in the ass?"

      Montgomery glared, annoyed at the blue-haired vampire. "Not helping, Thorn." He turned back to Jordan. There was no point in trying to sugarcoat it. "I'm what most people would refer to as a vampire, yes."

      He didn't think it was possible for her eyes to grow any wider. Now he could see the whites of her eyes completely encircling her brown irises. "My shirt… my shoulder… the blood?"

      "No, that wasn't me. And it wasn't Thorn, either."

      The crack widened, her gaze focusing on Thorn. "You're like him?"

      "Most certainly not." Thorn sniffed. "For starters, I look much better in a kilt than Mac could ever hope to. He doesn't have the legs for it."

      Montgomery sighed. "Yes, he's a vampire, too."

      Jordan didn’t have much of a poker face. Her lips kept twisting as she looked over the two of them. Then she cracked the door wider, the splintered leg of a chair held in a white-knuckled grip. "What am I doing here?"

      "You were attacked. I brought you here to keep you safe."

      "You keep saying that, but if you'd wanted to take me somewhere safe, you should have taken me to the hospital instead of bringing me back to your lair for a late-night snack!"

      Montgomery shook his head. "There is a very good reason I didn't."

      "Like what?" She gripped the stake with both shaking hands. "You claim I was attacked, but you weren't the ones who did it. I saw something big and furry." She paused, mulling something over. "Dracula could turn into a wolf, right? Is that why I'm here? I'm one of the undead and you're going to mentor me in the ways of the night?"

      "Close, but no cigar," Thorn chimed in.

      Montgomery glared at Thorn. Thorn grinned back, and gestured for Montgomery to continue. He let out a long-suffering sigh and returned his focus to Jordan. "You've got the basic idea right, but the specifics are all wrong. You weren't turned by a vampire. You were bitten by a werewolf."
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      Jordan opened her mouth and then shut it, unable to find the right words… or any words. Her mind ticked off the facts: The two men claimed to be vampires, and not only had a werewolf attacked her, but she was one.

      "Werewolf," she echoed. "As in ‘howl at the moon, run through the forest, sprout so much body hair I need to wax hourly, and eat human hearts for snacks’ werewolf."

      "Yup."

      She noticed Montgomery didn't bother shooting Thorn a dirty look. Jordan swallowed. "So, at the next full moon, I'm going to become a…" She chewed on her lower lip. This couldn’t be real. It had to be a practical joke, despite the nagging feeling that she faced a new reality. This easily qualified as the weirdest day in her life, and she wasn't even sure what time it was. "Is this going to be like one of those movies where I'll stalk some sex-obsessed teenager stupid enough to wander through the woods at midnight?"

      "It can be," Montgomery said as Thorn opened his mouth. "There's a possibility that without intervention, on the night of the full moon, you'll go on a horrific rampage. But if you learn how to keep your human mind in control when you shapeshift, you probably won't become a bloodthirsty killing machine."

      Fear dripped off Jordan's words. "Probably. That's very reassuring." She studied the pair, her breath coming in short gasps. "What are you guys getting out of this? I doubt you're helping me out of the kindness of your unbeating hearts. Let me guess… in return for your generous mentorship, I get to become your personal blood bank."

      Montgomery's mouth twisted like he had bitten into a lemon. "Please. I have standards."

      "We do know more about this than you," Thorn said. "Trust us, we're doing you a favor not leaving you with the guy who bit you."

      Jordan's eyebrows scrunched together as she looked at the pair. Her mouth twisted into a crooked frown. "Then what do you want from me?"

      "Nothing."

      Now it was Thorn's turn to look confused. "Huh?"

      Montgomery's gaze remained focused on her. "I want nothing from you in return."

      "Yeah, right." Jordan snorted. "Let me guess. Me wearing nothing?"

      "Don't take that tone with me," Montgomery snapped. Jordan expected his eyes to change color again, or for his fangs to sharpen, but his face remained human. "I saved your life. If I hadn't scared him off, you'd be enjoying his attention in some dark lair right now. Or half of you would be passing through his gut with the other half in a body bag."

      Jordan stared at Montgomery, her hands trembling despite squeezing the stake in a white-knuckled grip. "What happens if I decide you're crazy? That those fangs are tooth caps and that thing with your eyes is contacts? That last night I didn't see a werewolf, but a dog on its hind legs? You gonna kill me?"

      His expression shifted from jaw-clenched anger to a forced relaxation. "No. I'm going to let you go,” he said.

      Jordan's eyebrows lifted higher. "Just like that?" No way, she thought. This has to be a trick.

      "No strings attached."

      Thorn raised his hands, palms out. "Whoa, wait a sec, Mac, you know the rules. She knows who we are, what we are, and where we live. We can't just let her walk out of here."

      "We can, and we will. We're going to prove that despite everything she thinks she knows, that we're not the monsters." His eyes locked onto Jordan's. "If you keep quiet about what you've found out and don't cause any trouble, we'll leave you alone."

      "I can do that," Jordan squeaked.

      Thorn tilted his head and crossed his arms. "I'm not so sure about this."

      Montgomery's focus on Jordan never wavered. He stepped backward and nudged Thorn into the kitchenette off the entrance, clearing a path to the living room and the small foyer. "I will let you take your things and leave." He gestured to the coffee table. "As long as you don't tell anyone about what happened, you will not be harmed. If you change your mind and decide you need my help, my door is open to you."

      Jordan's gaze followed his arm. Her backpack was sitting by the coffee table. Without turning her back on the men, she sidled closer to her things. Neither man made a move to stop her. Scooping them against her chest, she bolted toward the exit, fumbling with the knob and twisting it the wrong way before throwing the door open. She darted through it without looking back, slamming the door behind her.
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      "At the risk of repeating myself, that went well," Thorn snickered.

      Montgomery rubbed the sore spot above the bridge of his nose. The ache had nothing to do with the blow Jordan landed.

      His words echoed the concerns chasing each other in Montgomery's brain.

      "It's a risk," he admitted as much to himself as the other man. "But I'm not stupid." He gestured to the table where her backpack had been. "I copied her address off her driver's license. I can find her if I need to. Besides, she'll be back when she realizes how much trouble she's in."

      "If Shane doesn't find her first. He won't be happy when he finds out we knew about a strange werewolf and a newly-bitten pup in his territory and said nothing."

      Montgomery scowled. "It's not our job to inform him of incursions in his borders, no matter what kind of deal he and Marcus worked out," he snapped. "He'll snarl and growl but in the end, the Pack will hold him responsible. Not us."

      Thorn crossed his arms over his chest. "So, that's what this is? A grand 'fuck you' for what happened the last time strange werewolves showed up?"

      "No." Montgomery met Thorn's gaze and then looked away. "Well, not completely." He walked to the leather recliner and fell into it, landing with a heavy whump.

      Thorn took a seat in the center of the couch. "Then what?"

      Montgomery tilted his head back, staring up at the ceiling, searching for the right words. "I saw the werewolf stalking her. I knew what he was doing. And I know, I know… pot, kettle, since I was hunting, too. Difference is, I couldn't stand by and watch it happen."

      Thorn's lips pressed into a firm line. "Look, I’m being serious here. When it comes to the Black Oak Pack, you don't think so straight. Interfering with a werewolf's hunt? Not telling Shane about her? You dove head first into a shit pile, my friend. I hope you’ve got a better defense than 'I couldn't stand by and watch' ready for Marcus."

      Montgomery's jaw shifted back and forth. The temperature in the room lowered. "I know what I'm doing."

      "Do you? ‘Cause from here, it looks like you’re making it up as you go along.” He jerked a thumb toward the front door. "So what about her?"

      "When she comes back, I’ll have her declared Family so the Pack can't touch her. Then I’ll tell her what she needs to know."

      Thorn slapped his knee and laughed. "Dude, she's not coming back." He ticked off points on his fingers. "First, when she woke up, she probably thought you took advantage of her being injured and brought her home to rape her. Second, after the vampire comments, you upgraded yourself from garden-variety rapist to insane, delusional psycho. At best, she goes home and keeps quiet and you never see her again. At worst, she's going to call the cops. Won't that be a fun mess to clean up?"

      "She'll be back, once she notices the change in her appetite, how animals react to her, and the nightmares. She'll be smart enough to realize something is wrong and I'm the only one she knows with the answers."

      "Maybe," Thorn allowed. "But you're forgetting one thing—Marcus. He's the one who decides who gets to be Family. Not you."

      Montgomery waved a dismissal he didn't feel fully confident in. "I’ll talk him into it."

      "And if you can't?"

      Montgomery's eyes didn't meet his. "Then I'll see to it that she doesn't suffer."

      Thorn's jaw dropped. "Dude, that's cold. Why not turn her over to Shane and wash your hands of it?"

      "Because I don't trust Shane,” Montgomery snapped. “He’ll probably give her to the bastard who bit her so he doesn't have to deal with it, and do you think they would treat her any differently than I would if she refuses to learn? At least I would give her a quick, clean death instead of becoming one of Shane's object lessons."

      "I doubt she would see it that way since she still ends up dead. Instead of tying her up in Pack politics, you're roping her up in Pack and Conclave politics." Thorn paused. "How long are you going to give her to come back?"

      Montgomery did some quick mental calculations. "Two days. That's all the time I can give her to come to her senses."

      "And when she doesn't?"

      Montgomery sighed as Thorn asked the question he didn't want to hear. "Then I have a werewolf to hunt."
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      “Walk, don't run,” Jordan muttered as she moved toward the elevator at the end of the hall. It took all her self-control not to sprint at an all-out run for the safety of the double doors. When she reached them, she jabbed the button five times in quick succession, as if her actions would make the elevator arrive faster. She clutched the foot-long, jagged-ended piece of wood, ready to thrust it in whatever direction her attackers came from.

      The elevator opened and Jordan backed into the empty car. Tension drained from her shoulders as the door shut, leaving her alone for the ride to the first floor. It snapped back into her muscles when it opened on a small lobby dotted with potted artificial plants. Clutching the stake in a grip that made her fingers ache, she crossed the empty lobby as fast as she could without running.

      She stepped into the warm light of dawn and woke from the nightmare. Jordan sighed, shoulders drooping, and her pace slowed to her normal speed. Vampires couldn’t tolerate sunlight. Except for Dracula. He could walk around in sunlight and had human slaves to do his bidding. What if Montgomery or Thorn did, too?

      Jordan bolted. Her plan to blend into the background was forgotten in the adrenaline spike of fear. She ran for several blocks, ignoring the pain in her side, until she spotted a bus pulling over to the curb. Fumbling for her bus pass, which by some stroke of luck was still in her pocket, she hauled herself onboard. Fare paid, she scanned the passengers for familiar faces. She didn't see either of the vampires staring back at her. Commuters filled three-quarters of the vehicle. Breathing heavily, she took a seat, placed her backpack in her lap, and curled around it. Her skin crawled at the sensation of being stared at. The old woman sitting across from her eyed her askance. She followed her gaze down to the stake. Slowly she slipped the stake beneath the bench and returned her attention to her backpack.

      "Great," she muttered, noticing the zipper for the main compartment was wide open. The two men had probably pawed through it while she was asleep. She fumbled around inside it, searching for her cellphone. She should have taken pictures, she chided herself. It would have been good to have pictures as some sort of proof. Plus, she should call the police to report them, or at least her roommates to let them know she was okay.

      Her fingers closed around the glass and plastic rectangle. She pressed the power button several times. The screen remained black. "Damn it!" Her phone battery had been low before she went to class, and had drained completely while she was out cold. For a moment, she toyed with the idea of talking to the bus driver and having him call 9-1-1, but decided against it. The driver probably had heard even crazier tales than "Help! I was kidnapped by vampires."

      Her shoulders relaxed after the fourth stop without any sign of Montgomery or Thorn. It appeared she was safe. Not trusting the feeling, she waited another four stops before transferring to the line that would take her closer to home.

      Nobody stepped off the bus with her. Despite that, she walked through the maze of buildings that made up her apartment complex while trying to watch in every direction at once. She walked on the far side of the cement sidewalk, as far away as she could get from the overgrown bushes the gardeners never seemed to get around to cutting. As she passed, something rustled through the bushes. She drew a gasping breath, expecting claws to burst through the leaves and grab her.

      A small gray form stepped out. It was one of the neighbor's gray Persians. Jordan blew out the breath she hadn't realized she was holding. "Hey, Fluffy. How did you get out of Mrs. Moore's apartment?" She reached down and offered her hand to the cat.

      Fluffy stepped toward her then froze. Every hair stood up on Fluffy's back, tripling her size. The cat hissed, swiped her claws at Jordan, and ran the other way.

      "Ouch!" Jordan examined her hand. Four parallel scratches dotted with blood lined the back of it. Spooked by the cat's reaction, she hurried up the path and the stairs leading to her second-story apartment. Her hands shook as she unlocked the door. Jordan opened it wide enough to slip through. Once she was over the threshold, she threw the bolts almost before it settled against the jamb. Feeling safe for the first time since waking up, she slumped against the wall.

      "Where have you been?" a female voice chided. "Do you have any idea how worried we were?"

      Jordan jumped upright. She hadn't seen the woman and man entwined on the couch. "Hey, Molly, Darren," she greeted her roommates. She waved her hand in a short, jerky motion, a tight smile plastered to her face. "Sorry about not calling last night."

      "No problem, Jo," Molly said, sarcasm tinging her words. "We were only up all night worrying that you were dead in a ditch. No big deal." She unwrapped herself from her boyfriend's arms and sat up. Her jaw dropped. "Jesus, Jordan. What the hell happened to you?"

      It took all of Jordan's willpower to keep from running her fingers through her hair. She could feel the coat of oil making it stand up in different directions. She was sweaty from her mad sprint to the safety of the bus. Add in the fact that she was wearing a T-shirt that was too large for her without her bra, she knew she must have appeared a mess. Jordan dredged up a weak smile. "Nothing, Mol," she lied. "I got drunk last night and don't remember much."

      Darren sat up and swung his legs to the floor. He studied her, his frown covering half his face. "Can't remember the last time I saw you take a sip of beer, let alone get drunk." He joined Molly in looking over Jordan from head to toe. "Are you sure you're okay?"

      "I'm fine, guys." Jordan brushed past the pair. "I'm going to take a shower."

      Molly and Darren shared a look. "Okay," she said. "Tell me if you need anything."

      Jordan walked into the bathroom. After she started the water heating in the shower, she pulled off the borrowed T-shirt. Her shoulder had stopped hurting sometime during the bus ride. Jordan thought it had something to do with the adrenaline spike while she was fleeing. Her reflection, however, showed no sign of the scabs she had seen earlier, and she couldn't feel the slightest trace of them when she ran her fingers over where they should be. She glanced at her hand. The cat scratches had disappeared already. Shivering, she backed away from the mirror and stepped into the moist heat of the shower.

      After twenty minutes under hot water, she stepped out. With a fluffy towel wrapped around her body, Jordan dried her hair with brisk motions as she ducked into her bedroom. She pulled on her pink and black flannel pajama bottoms and a soft, gray shirt. Part of her yearned to curl under her comforter and forget all the weirdness that had happened during the last twenty-four hours, but her stomach cried out for food.

      Barefoot, Jordan padded into the kitchenette. She glanced at Molly and Darren, who were still on the couch. Instead of reclining curled around each other, both were sitting side by side, fixated on the TV screen. "What's up?" She grabbed an apple from the fruit bowl on the counter.

      "Jo, come look at this." Molly didn't take her eyes off the screen. "Isn't this over by the Liberal Arts building?"

      Jordan glanced at the screen. She glimpsed part of a paved path blocked on three sides by yellow tape and by a section of trampled bush on the fourth. She took a bite of her apple. "Looks like it, I think. What's with the police tape?"

      "Some sort of attack," Darren said. "Someone heard a shot last night and called 9-1-1. There's blood on the ground. The weird thing is the paw prints. Looks like they were made by a Saint Bernard. They’re looking for a wounded dog and the jerk who shot it."

      The apple dropped from Jordan's numb fingers.

      Molly was at Jordan's side in an instant. She guided her toward the couch. "Jo, what's wrong?"

      Jordan sank into the cushions and stared at the screen. It had moved onto the weather report, with the forecaster pointing out temperatures on a blue-screened map. All Jordan could see was yellow police tape and mangled bushes. "You wouldn't believe me if I told you," she whispered.

      Molly sat next to her friend. "Jordan, did you see something last night?"

      Jordan opened her mouth, but Montgomery's words echoed through her mind. If you keep quiet about what you've found out and don't cause any trouble, we'll leave you alone.

      "No."

      Her roommates shared sharp looks. "Look, Jordan, I have to get to class," Molly said.

      "And I'm taking you," Darren cut in. "No way I'm letting you walk around campus with some idiot out there taking pot shots." He looked at Jordan. "You need to be anywhere, Jo? I can drop you off if you want."

      Jordan shook her head. "I'm fine. I’m not scheduled for a shift today and I don't have class, either. I'm going to get some sleep. Thanks for the offer."

      Molly grabbed her jacket and backpack. "Okay. I'll be back after class."

      "See you then." Once the door shut with a loud thump, Jordan reached for the remote control. She hit the DVR's reverse button, scrolling to the beginning of the news report. Leaning forward, she pushed the play button.

      The reporter stood in front of a line of yellow tape. "Police are responding to a report of gunfire at Rancho Robles Community College. While there is no sign of the wounded animal, they would like to speak with anyone who may have witnessed the incident."

      The scene changed to a police officer, standing in front of one of the trees lining the path she had been on the night before. "The shots were heard around 11:15 PM last night. We believe that someone was injured, and we would like to speak with that person to determine what occurred."

      The camera cut back to the reporter. "The police are asking anyone with information to please come forward. This is Maria Sanchez at Rancho Robles Community College. Back to you in the studio, Steve."

      Jordan shut off the TV as the anchors in the studio introduced the weather segment. Staring at the cordless phone on the table to her right, she rubbed her shoulder to soothe an ache that wasn’t there. She should call the cops and report Montgomery and Thorn. Except what was she going to tell them? That these men were a little too obsessed with horror movies? She was attacked by a werewolf and kidnapped by a vampire? She'd be lucky if they didn't lock her in a padded cell at the nearest mental institution.

      If you keep quiet about what you've found out and don't cause any trouble, we'll leave you alone.

      Vampires aren't real, she reminded herself. But what if Montgomery and Thorn were telling the truth? Jordan frowned as she grabbed her backpack and stalked to her bedroom. That wasn't possible. Montgomery's fangs were part of his story, a stage prop he had worn to give his tale a sense of reality. The weird blackness over his eyes had been some sort of special contacts. He was not a vampire.

      She sat on her bed and pulled the contents from her backpack, placing them in various places on the floral-patterned comforter. Her phone went on the charger. Her wallet, notebook, and pens she returned to the backpack. Her frown deepened. Her literature book was missing. "Shit," she whispered, putting her face in her hands. That was the last thing she needed. She'd have to go to the school bookstore and hope they had another copy.

      Jordan shivered. Going back on campus was the last thing she wanted to do right now. She knew she had to face what happened there eventually. But how did she do that? How could she verify what happened without talking to Montgomery and Thorn again? Or without going to the police?

      The walls seemed an inch closer, increasing the pressure of the air until it was too thick to breathe. With a frustrated grunt, Jordan stood and walked over to her dresser and exchanged her pajamas for a sweatshirt and jeans. She pulled on a pair of thick, warm socks and stepped into her tennis shoes. Not sure she knew where she was going, Jordan slung her backpack over her shoulder and walked through the bedroom and out of her apartment.
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      Everything had gone wrong from the start. This night was supposed to end with him claiming a mate, not with an attack by a vampire.

      Rhys sat on the threshold and stared into the clearing. A forlorn frown etched deep lines in his face. The abandoned hunting cabin was far from his preferred abode. He preferred curling up with his Pack mates under the stars, but Rhys couldn't afford to be choosy. There were other werewolves in the area and he did not want to draw their attention. Their alpha would either insist he join the local Pack, or he would be run out of the area. Neither idea appealed to him.

      He flexed his arm. It had healed during his hike back to the cabin he had claimed for himself. And as far as wounds went, his pride would sting much longer than the wound had. He stared at the moon about to dip below the trees in the west.

      A faint rasp of rustling leaves drew his attention. He glared into the darkness. His nostrils flared. Something was out there, downwind of him. A dominant growl rumbled through his chest as he scanned the brush closest to the cabin.

      Rhys focused on a small form crouching under a bush. He growled and rose to his feet. A soft whimper floated through the air. He didn't think it was a werewolf. This animal would not be a threat. The only rivals to his status as top predator were mountain lions, bobcats, and bears. His observer didn't appear to have the bulk of those.

      The wind shifted, blowing the animal’s scent into his nose. Rhys relaxed. This wasn't a fellow predator of the woods. It was a dog, one of his distant, weak cousins who allied themselves with humans. He sat and grabbed the bag of meat scraps scrounged from a garbage bin. Usually it was below his pride to play the scavenger. Right now, he had no Pack to hunt with, and going hungry wasn't an option. He needed to be in top form to rescue his mate from the vampire.

      The dog whined again and took a cautious step from under the bush. The mongrel had the stout form of a pit bull, but the short legs of a basset hound. Rhys could count each of the ribs beneath the tan and black coat. The dog minced a few steps forward and then backed away. That piqued Rhys's interest. Most dogs would try to drive a werewolf away or flee themselves, sensing a threatening predator. It must have been desperate for food.

      "Hungry?" he rumbled. Curious how the stray would react, he reached into the bag and pulled out a handful of ground beef. He squeezed, compacting it into a ball. Humans were strange, he mused, as he tossed it to the dog. They insisted on chopping up their meat to a consistency a toothless pup wouldn't have trouble swallowing and then charring it until it was inedible.

      The meatball hit the ground with a wet plop. The dog stepped forward, then crouched frozen in place. It fixed a suspicious eye on Rhys.

      "Go on," Rhys said. He remained where he was, sitting straight with his head up, dominant but not aggressive. "It's yours."

      The dog kept a wary eye on him as it sidled up to the meat. Body crouched to leap away at the slightest provocation, it gulped down the meat in five voracious bites. Rhys smiled and threw a second meatball. This one landed halfway between him and the dog. The mutt, spooked by the motion, backed away a few steps. Rhys remained in his dominant pose and made no other movements. The two remained in that standoff until the dog edged closer to feed on the second offering.

      "Good. Us chaos wolves should stick together. 'Cept we wouldn't be chaos wolves, then. And you're not a wolf." A wolf would be a better companion. A wolf was wild, and understood its place in the hierarchy of werewolves. A dog was corrupted by its association with man, grown soft by being fed and not needing to hunt, forgetting their loyalties should lie with their wild cousins. But this dog was someone to talk to.

      The dog's ears twitched as Rhys sighed. "I wasn't supposed to be a chaos wolf. I didn't choose this trail." He bristled at the memory. None of the females of the Green River Pack wanted him as a mate. After the last incident, the alpha, despite being his sister, stripped him of his rank and banished him from the Pack. All because he’d sought a mate among the humans, choosing to bless her with the gift of becoming a werewolf.

      His only fault was choosing poorly. None of them had shown any mettle. They had screamed and run, exciting him to chase them down in a flash of predatory instinct. The female he had chosen last night had stood her ground. She had even struck out to defend herself, despite knowing she had no chance of overpowering him. She was worthy.

      "I didn't mean to bite her," he told the dog. "I was going to bring her here, explain things. Then I'd make her a werewolf. We'd decide what to do as equals." Once he had a female by his side, he could make a claim for territory. More likely, they would travel until they found a suitable area with no other werewolves around. Then they could raise pups and build their own Pack without having to worry about a fight.

      His brows lowered and a rumble underpinned his words. "Damn vampire was expecting me to attack." He had smelled leeches in the area but wasn't concerned. A child of the Bat was no match for a child of the Wolf. But this vampire was arrogant enough to drive him away from his mate, as if she was a kill to be scavenged. He’d charged the vampire, a stupid move, he now realized. The vampire had waited until he was close enough and then shot him.

      Pain had exploded in his left shoulder before he heard the report of the gun. Rhys, disoriented, had stumbled on the edge of the ravine and fallen in. He lay stunned for several seconds before the cold water soaking through to his skin revived him. When he'd scrambled out of the creek and back onto the path, the vampire was gone and had taken his mate with him. The only thing that remained of her was a book impregnated with her scent.

      "I have to find her," he growled. Despite being in his human form, Rhys loosed a howl. He sang out his grief and frustration. His clothes tore along the seams as he shifted. The stray dog let out a yelp and ran for the trees, tail tucked between his legs. Rhys didn't care about the dog. His mind was on his lost mate, whom he would rescue. He would make the vampire pay. The only question was how.

      Snarling, he stomped back into the cabin, clawing at the constricting cloth. At least he had her book. He could use that to fix her scent in his mind, then run his nose over every inch of pavement until he found her trail and followed it to her.

      Or maybe he wouldn't have to. It was hard to think like a human when he indulged his wolf. He remembered an important set of facts about being human. Books had words in them. Words meant as much to humans as scents meant to him. He opened the book, fumbling at the pages, tearing them with his claws. There was something written in ink inside the cover. He squinted at the words, lips curling away from his teeth as he concentrated. Slowly he deciphered them.

      If found, please return to Jordan Abbey at…

      Rhys's tail swished back and forth. His ears pricked up. His mouth opened in a wide, doggy grin, red tongue lolling over white fangs. He knew where she lived now and could use that as a starting point. He would find her and bring her to where she belonged—by his side.
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      At dawn, Rhys set off to the city. When the trees grew thinner and the houses thicker, he stopped to shapeshift and dress. Naked or clothed or covered in fur made no difference to Rhys, but humans acted odd when he tried to talk to them when not wearing clothing. Sometimes they called the police, who would try to bind him and force him into their car. He did not need that kind of attention while trying to find his mate.

      He walked along the streets, trying not to gag at the stink of exhaust. The urge to stop and leave his mark on the trees was overwhelming but overruled by the memory of his parents scolding him. When you wore a human shape, they told him, you behaved like a human, not a wolf.

      He followed the road until he reached a… what was it called? At first, he couldn't recall the name for the place where humans put foul-smelling fluid into their cars. A gas station, he remembered. There would be maps at a gas station. Humans used maps like he used the stars. It would tell him how to find the address he carried on the scrap of paper torn from his mate's book.

      The inside of the gas station smelled marginally better than the outside. The glare of the fluorescent lights bothered his brown eyes as much as their hum droned in his ears. Besides the stink of the gasoline, there was a burnt smell coming from the hot dogs and the pungent scent of strong coffee. Fighting the urge to cough, he spotted the rack of maps. He grabbed one, tearing it in his eagerness to unfold it.

      Rhys studied the map, turning it this way and that. Some things were easier for him when he was in his human shape. It took him a while to remember the lines represented streets and blocks, and longer to memorize the turns that would take him to his mate's lair.

      He snorted in disgust. Human life was so needlessly complicated. His father had insisted both he and his sister spend equal time in the woods and the cities, to learn the ins and outs of surviving both. While she thrived in the man-made environments, he preferred
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