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Author’s Note

Dear reader,

Thanks so much for picking up Enemies by Nature, the first book of Tala and Faith’s story.

You don’t have to have read the previous books in the shape-shifter series to enjoy this one since it has different main characters (You’ll meet them in a second).

However, I’m letting you know right up front that Tala and Faith’s story is really a two-book saga.

Their romance develops over the course of two novel-length books. They start out as enemies in Enemies by Nature, then become allies, and finally, their fake relationship starts to turn oh-so-real in Shifting Nature.

These two books add up to a hefty 184,000 words, so in order to publish them as one, we would have had to cut one-third of the story. Let’s just say Tala reacted to that idea with a fierce growl. Since I didn’t want to end up with a bite mark of the not-so-pleasant variety, I decided to go with two books instead.

I hope that once you’ve finished both parts of the saga, you’ll agree that every word was worth it—no cuts necessary!

Oh, and speaking of not cutting words: While I don’t think it’s strictly necessary in order to understand and enjoy this book, I’ve created a glossary of shape-shifter terms to help you navigate the world of the Wrasa.

You’ll find it at the end of this book, but feel free to skip it if you’d rather dive straight into the story.

If you’re curious, the glossary is also available on my website: www.jae-fiction.com/glossary-of-shape-shifter-terms/

Happy reading and warm regards,

Jae


 

Chapter 1

Tala’s gaze darted from aisle to aisle as she scanned the grocery store for potential threats with the precision of a wolf on the prowl.

Shelves stacked with boxes of cereal towered over her five-foot-two frame, filling the air with the scent of cardboard and sugar. The squeaky wheel of Kelsey’s shopping cart grated on Tala’s nerves, but otherwise, there was nothing out of the ordinary.

Still, her instincts howled at her. The skin along her forearms itched with the urge to shift.

Someone was watching her—watching them.

She should have gotten used to it in the year since she had been assigned as the commander of Kelsey’s security detail. As the first Wrasa to shift shape on national TV, Kelsey garnered attention wherever she went.

But this time, it felt different—like a real threat rather than an annoyance.

For a moment, Tala regretted having told Zoe, one of her team members, to wait outside. But then again, at least she could be sure that no one was messing with their car while they were in the store.

Snippets of conversations from other shoppers drifted over.

Tala tried to swivel her ears, but, of course, the tiny muscles were unresponsive in her human form.

From behind the shelf of canned soup, people whispered to each other. “I’m telling you, it’s her!”

The stench of fear and hostility hit Tala’s sensitive nose, nearly drowning out subtler notes of curiosity.

She lengthened her stride, gripped Kelsey’s elbow, and rushed her down the aisle. “Let’s get out of here.”

“Wait!” Kelsey tugged softly to free her arm, but Tala hung on. “We still need to get the jalapeño chips Rue loves.”

Tala wrinkled her nose. “She’ll survive without them.” No jalapeño had ever been near those chips anyway. How humans could enjoy those artificial flavors was beyond her.

As they rounded a corner, a rustle of fabric caught Tala’s attention.

She let go of Kelsey’s elbow and whirled around.

A bright-red missile soared through the air. Time seemed to slow as it arced directly toward Kelsey’s head.

Tala’s instincts kicked into overdrive.

She lunged, twisting her body in mid-air to shield Kelsey from the projectile.

The missile hit her in the chest and imploded on impact. Crimson mush splattered all over her crisp white shirt. For a fraction of a second, she thought it was blood. But it wasn’t a coppery odor wafting up; it was the sour stench of an overripe tomato.

Agilely, Tala landed back on her feet, which ached as if claws were about to burst through her shoes. Heat raced along her skin, and it took all of her considerable self-control not to let the transformation take over and charge their attackers.

Not that she needed her animal form to intimidate them.

They were just human pups—three boys of maybe thirteen or fourteen, who were lingering by the produce section.

“Oh Great Hunter! Tala, are you all right?” Kelsey tried to dash around to inspect the damage.

Tala pushed her back, keeping her body between Kelsey and their attackers. “I’m fine. Stay back.” Her upper lip raised in a silent snarl, she squinted at the three teenagers. Tomato mush dripped off her shirt, but she ignored it. “What do you think you’re doing?”

The tallest one had thrown the tomato, but under her glare, he shrank back behind his friends. “It, um, slipped from my hand.”

“Wolf poop! You threw that tomato at her. Apologize—right now!”

“Or what?” the boy on the left asked. He was the smallest, but Tala knew from experience that might also make him the most dangerous.

Other shoppers started to walk over, drawn in by the loud argument like ants checking out left-out candy.

The boy seemed to be bolstered by their presence. “Or you’ll turn into…whatever freaky thing you are and slash us open?”

Only years of military training as a Saru enabled Tala to hold back a growl that would have made the boy pee his pants. “Don’t give me any ideas,” she muttered under her breath.

“Get the manager,” one of the spectators said to a person in a polo shirt adorned with the store’s logo. “They’re getting out of hand!”

Tala wasn’t sure if “they” meant the boys or her and Kelsey, but she had a feeling it was the latter. Humans always seemed quick to blame the Wrasa, no matter the situation.

“That won’t be necessary, Alyssa,” Kelsey said. Either she was reading from the employee’s name tag, or she knew the names of every employee in her favorite store by heart. “It was just a harmless prank. No one got hurt.”

The store employee hesitated, then nodded. “All right.” She pointed at Kelsey. “But you’ll have to pay for the tomato.”

That was ridiculous. “Us? If anyone should have to pay for it, it’s them! They threw it!” Tala stabbed her finger toward the boys. “Besides, it’s not like we can weigh it.” She pointed at the tomato pulp covering her shirt.

The store employee didn’t back down. “We’ll charge you based on the average weight of a tomato. It’s store policy.”

Store policy. Right. Tala was sure it was only enforced on Wrasa, while humans never had to pay for damaged produce.

“Of course.” Kelsey ducked her head. “Don’t worry. We’ll pay for it.”

Tala’s jaw ached, either from clenching it hard or from sharp canines threatening to emerge. She wanted to scream and shout at the injustice of it all, but she knew she couldn’t. Her superiors had made it clear Wrasa needed to stay in the humans’ good graces. Even Syak—wolf-shifters like the pack that had adopted Tala—had to act like docile little lambs.

But her patience had its limits. She wouldn’t let the boys get away with openly attacking a Wrasa.

Kelsey softly touched the small of her back.

Tala fought the instinct to pull away or snarl at her. While Kelsey wasn’t part of her pack and didn’t have the privilege to touch her, Tala knew she was acting on instinct. Omegas like Kelsey tended to seek comfort from a more dominant wolf in tense situations or try to calm them down with a soothing touch. Maybe Tala should have been flattered Kelsey perceived her as a fellow Syak, never once insisting she was a fox. That was the one good thing about this assignment: everyone seemed to accept her chosen identity, despite what their noses might tell them.

As if sensing her unease, Kelsey wrenched her hand away. “They’re just kids, Tala. Probably not even Danny’s age.”

“They’re kids who’ll grow into adults who’re convinced it’s fine to attack Wrasa.” Tala pierced the boys with a steely glare. “Apologize, or we’ll call the police.”

Of course, she wouldn’t. It was a risk she couldn’t take. You never knew if the responding officers harbored any resentment against the Wrasa. With the way human/shape-shifter relations were going, the police might choose to let the boys go and arrest her and Kelsey instead.

But the teenagers—all white and dressed in designer jeans and expensive sneakers—had likely never had to consider something like that, and Tala was counting on it.

Under her unflinching stare, their bravado waned. They squirmed and exchanged uneasy glances. Finally, the tallest boy shuffled his feet and looked away. “Sorry,” he mumbled.

Tala cupped her hand around her ear. “What? I couldn’t hear you,” she said, even though she could detect the squeak of a mouse from more than a hundred feet away.

“I’m sorry,” he repeated more loudly.

The shortest boy elbowed him. “Pussy!”

“Shut up.”

Shoving and jostling each other, they disappeared around the corner.

The onlookers gawked at Tala and Kelsey for a moment longer, then bustled away.

Kelsey exhaled audibly. “Let’s grab what we need and get out of here. Next time, we’ll order online.”

“Like I told you to,” Tala muttered, flicked a bit of tomato off her shirt, and followed Kelsey to the aisle that held the jalapeño chips. She remained on her guard, her senses attuned to every sound, every scent that might announce another attack.

Next time, the humans’ weapon of choice might not be a tomato.

~ ~ ~

As soon as Tala parked the car in the driveway and got out, she caught a stranger’s scent.

It wasn’t a human. Her nose immediately identified the intruder as a Syak, a fellow wolf. But that didn’t necessarily mean Kelsey wasn’t in danger. Many Wrasa blamed Kelsey for all the restrictions humans had placed on them since finding out about their existence.

“Stay with Kelsey,” Tala told Zoe, the panther-shifter who was part of her unit. Muscles coiled with tension, she scanned the circular driveway.

A tall man was leaning against one of the stone lions flanking the entrance of Rue’s two-story mansion.

The tiny hairs along Tala’s neck bristled. The audacity! How dare he not only enter her territory without her permission but also act as if it was his!

Okay, strictly speaking, it was Rue and Kelsey’s property, not her own, but that was beside the point.

He took two steps toward her, his stride measured and his expression giving nothing away. His entire demeanor screamed Saru.

Ah. Part of the tension fled Tala’s muscles. So that was why he hadn’t asked permission. He didn’t need it. Even now that they were no longer tasked with keeping the Wrasa’s existence hidden, their elite soldiers stood above pack hierarchy.

But Tala was one of them too. She straightened her spine and angled her shoulders to appear taller and broader. Then she stood motionless, forcing him to come to her instead of approaching him.

“Tala Peterson?” he asked, his voice a low rumble.

She gave a terse nod.

He raked his gaze over her—up, down, then up again, as if he couldn’t believe someone with such a diminutive build could be the Saru’s best tracker. Or maybe he was eyeing the half-dried tomato juice covering the front of her once-white shirt, probably making her look like a pup in need of a bib.

Tala acted as if it were a fashion accessory and coolly returned his stare. “You didn’t come all the way from Boise to admire the view, did you?”

He flinched. “How did you…?”

Easy. Tala held back a satisfied smirk. The aroma of recycled air and stale airline pretzels clung to his clothes, so it hadn’t been hard to guess that he’d spent most of the day traveling. Few Wrasa would get on an airplane unless they really had to—or a superior had ordered it. And not just any superior. Judging by his self-important stance, he was here on orders of the High Council, which was located in Boise, Idaho.

“So?” She waved her hand at him. “You have a message from the council?”

He closed his gaping jaw, his poker face returning. “I do.”

Kelsey approached with her head bent respectfully. “What do they want from me?” She was too polite to add “this time,” but Tala could practically hear it anyway.

She couldn’t blame Kelsey. Any time the council sent a message—either by pigeon post or by one of their lackeys showing up—they had another event they wanted Kelsey to go to, an interview they wanted her to give, or something else they needed her to do.

But the Saru shook his head. “Nothing.” He turned back to face Tala. “The message is for you.”

Tala raised her eyebrows. For her? What could they want from her, now that she was no longer a tracker who was called in when the council needed her? “What is it?”

“You’ve been transferred,” the Saru said.

Oh thank the Great Hunter! Her higher-ups had finally listened to her pleas and decided she’d been punished enough for failing to keep the Wrasa’s existence secret.

No more babysitting a human and her submissive mate. No more fending off tomato attacks. No more being under the microscope twenty-four seven because she was Kelsey Yates’s bodyguard. She could breathe freely again and maybe do a job where she didn’t have to deal with humans and their hateful attitude toward her kind every day. If such a job even still existed.

“Transferred? Oh no!” Kelsey clutched the back of Tala’s shirt.

The touch made Tala sigh, but the shirt was toast anyway, so a few wrinkles wouldn’t matter. “Where to?”

“They didn’t tell me that. They’ll give you your new assignment once you get to Boise.” He pulled something from the inside pocket of his coat and handed it to Tala.

It was an airplane ticket—and her name was on it.

She nodded at him, and he nodded back, then turned to go.

“Wait!” Tala called after him.

He glanced over his shoulder.

“What about her?” She pointed at Kelsey, who still clung to the back of her shirt like a scared puppy. “What will happen to her once I’m gone? We can’t leave Kelsey and her mate without protection.”

“Without protection?” Zoe muttered. “What about me and the three other Saru guards in your unit? Are we just pretty decorations?”

If Tala were human, she would have rolled her eyes. Cats. They got their feelings hurt so easily. “Even a good unit needs a strong leader, kitten.”

“Don’t worry,” the council’s messenger said. “Someone will arrive within the hour to replace you.”

But Tala stood her ground, not yet satisfied. While Rue, Kelsey, and their son weren’t exactly pack, she wanted to make sure they were safe. “Who?”

“Theodora Wylder.”

Tala barely managed to hold back a surprised yip. Theodora Wylder was one of only a handful of bear-shifters serving as a Saru and the only one to ever reach the rank of tas, the title of a commander. Most of them didn’t have the emotional control to keep from shifting when things got dangerous, but Theodora Wylder did…and then some.

She gave Kelsey a short pat on the arm, knowing Kelsey as a nederi would find physical contact from a higher-ranking wolf reassuring. “I’ve heard only good things about Tas Wylder. You’ll be in good paws.”

“And you?” Kelsey asked quietly as she followed her into the house. “Will you be okay too?”

“I’ll be fine.” Tala had no idea where the council would send her next, but after being attacked by human pups with an overripe tomato, things could only get better.


 

Chapter 2

The building that housed the High Council was a lot like Tala: People tended to underestimate it. They walked right past the unremarkable structure without suspecting what lay inside.

Even once Tala entered, it looked like any other office building.

The sound of her boots echoed across the marble as she crossed the small lobby, strode past the security guard, and entered the elevator. She pressed the button for the top floor.

Tala had been here on a regular basis in the past. When she’d been the Wrasa’s top tracker, they had called her in for high-profile cases a lot. But that had been before her last encounter with the council, right after Kelsey had outed the Wrasa to the human public. It had not been a pleasant visit. If the council chamber hadn’t been soundproof, Jeff Madsen’s shouting would have been audible all the way to Patagonia.

He had blamed Tala for not keeping a closer eye on her prisoners. Her negligence had allowed Rue to record and then send a video of Kelsey shifting to a TV station.

In weak moments, Tala blamed herself too.

When the elevator doors slid open on the top floor, she schooled her features and pushed down her emotions, not wanting the council to be able to sniff out any weakness. Then she nodded at the two Saru guarding the council chamber. “Tas Peterson. I’m here on council orders.”

Clearly, they had been expecting her. Without hesitation, one guard pulled open the heavy oak door.

She stepped through, and the door swung shut behind her, cutting off the outside world as if it ceased to exist. No sounds or scents from the city penetrated this sanctum. The air felt heavy with the weight of expectation.

The nine members of the High Council sat at a round table. According to legends, it had been hewn from a single ancient tree back when their ancestors had fled Europe after their near extinction during the Inquisition, when the Catholic church had tortured and often killed them as witches and sorcerers.

Leather creaked as Jeff Madsen, the council’s speaker, leaned forward in his high-backed chair. A strand of his thick, silvery hair fell onto his forehead, and he swiped it back with an impatient gesture. “Tala Peterson.” His voice resonated with authority. “Welcome.”

“Manarks.” She addressed the nine council members in a respectful tone, bowed her head the tiniest bit—just enough to indicate deference—and kept her face expressionless.

The members of the High Council studied her as if they had all the time in the world. Their gazes were like needles, pricking at her composure.

She wished they would get to the point and tell her why they had called her to Boise and where they would be sending her next, but she couldn’t ask. Protocol demanded that she wait for them to speak.

“We’re granting your request for a transfer,” Madsen finally said.

“Thank you. I think I could be much more valuable as a maharsi seeker or maybe heading the Suspicious Deaths Unit than—”

Madsen interrupted her with a wave of his hand. “I’m sure you could. But we have something else in mind for you.”

Why did Tala get the feeling she wouldn’t like what he was about to say? He wasn’t going to assign her to work with yet another human, was he? While she didn’t exactly hate humans and had gotten along with Rue well enough, she also didn’t have any desire to closely work with them again.

“Starting right now, you’ll be serving in our public-relations unit,” Madsen added.

Tala’s nose twitched as if she had caught a whiff of rotten eggs. “The public-relations unit?” she echoed. Maybe staying as Kelsey’s bodyguard wouldn’t have been so bad after all.

The last time she’d had anything to do with the PR unit, they had wanted her to dress up in a red velvet skirt and a red hooded cape so she could march in the Wrasa Pride parade as Little Red Riding Hood or, even worse, put her on a glass-encased float with several other Rtar in their fox form for the amusement of the human spectators.

“Sir, with all due respect—”

“This is not up for debate, Tas Peterson.” Madsen’s loud voice crashed through the council chamber like thunder. “You will serve in the public-relations unit for the foreseeable future. We already have your first mission lined up.” He nodded at Kylin Westmore, the councilor who represented the Puwar.

As a hybrid, Kylin was even more imposing than other tiger-shifters. When she stood, her massive six-foot-two frame towered over Tala, making her feel like a little pup. “Not just any mission,” Kylin said, her soft-as-velvet voice a stark contrast to her intimidating appearance. “You’re the only person who can do this.”

Ah, so the council did want to take advantage of her excellent skills as a tracker. Tala straightened a bit more. “What is it you wish me to do?”

Instead of an answer, Kylin picked up a magazine, walked around the table, and handed it to her.

It was one of those glossy tabloids that Tala had seen at the grocery store. Humans seemed to be weirdly addicted to trashy, sensationalized articles about messy celebrity divorces, secret affairs, and royal revelations.

The headline of the article immediately jumped out at Tala: Forbidden Love at Shape-Shifter Parade: Is a Secret Romance Brewing Between a Shifter and the Daughter of Anti-Wrasa Activist Peter MacAllister?

How ridiculous. Tala had met MacAllister’s daughter at the parade last week. While she hadn’t waved protest signs in their faces or spouted hateful anti-Wrasa rhetoric, as her father had, she had eyed the shape-shifters warily and stepped between them and her daughter as if confronted with a pack of rabid dogs. There definitely wasn’t any kind of romance brewing between Faith MacAllister and any Wrasa, secret or otherwise.

Who was the poor person the tabloids made out to be Ms. MacAllister’s love interest?

She squinted at the article, printed for human eyesight, until she could read it.

In a surprising turn of events at yesterday’s Wrasa Pride parade, a chance encounter between an unnamed shifter and the daughter of Peter MacAllister, leader of HASS (Humans Against Shape-Shifters), has ignited rumors of a possible romance amidst escalating tensions between humans and Wrasa.

The up-until-then peaceful protest for shape-shifter rights threatened to turn into a bloodbath when MacAllister and his group of anti-Wrasa activists blocked the path of the parade.

As tempers flared, it was a six-year-old girl and her runaway balloon that unexpectedly resolved the situation and brought the two budding lovers together.

Tala nearly dropped the magazine. Fire shot up her forearms. “Me?” she burst out, her usual self-control wavering. “They think I’m Faith MacAllister’s secret lover? Absurd!”

If any of the council members answered, she didn’t hear it. She was too busy scanning the rest of the article.

Witnesses report that the girl’s balloon slipped from her grasp and floated away. That was when a mysterious fox-shifter leaped into action, using her animalistic agility to snatch the balloon from mid-air and return it safely to the child.

We captured the moment the girl’s mother—none other than Peter MacAllister’s only daughter, Faith—stepped up to the fox-shifter to express her heartfelt gratitude.

Tala’s low growl at repeatedly being called a fox turned into a disdainful huff as she took in the photograph.

It showed Faith MacAllister, pausing inches from Tala, staring into her eyes.

Her expression hadn’t been one of warm gratitude, though. Resolve had hardened her soft, heart-shaped face, and her plush lips were compressed into a determined line. Her long, chestnut hair flowed over her shoulders like a cape, giving her the look of a superheroine. When Tala had walked over to the girl to return the balloon, Faith had blocked her path, ready to protect her daughter. Apparently, she had fallen for her father’s propaganda, believing the Wrasa to be bloodthirsty monsters who ate human children for breakfast.

Captivated by the fox-shifter with the pretty golden eyes, she then turned to her father and implored him to cease his protests and let the parade pass.

Onlookers couldn’t help but be moved by her display of compassion and the obvious connection between her and the heroic fox-shifter.

Could this chance encounter be the start of a forbidden romance between these two women from opposite sides of the shifter controversy?

Stay tuned! We will report any further developments in this captivating tale of forbidden love!

What the fuck? Tala reined in the urge to rip the tabloid into tiny pieces. This was all bullshit. Every last word of it. Faith MacAllister hadn’t stopped her father because she was smitten with Tala’s “pretty golden eyes.” She had merely reminded him that there were children present, including his own granddaughter.

“All right,” Tala said with determination, “I’ll get on it right away.”

“Um, get on what?” one of the councilors of the Feline Alliance asked. “We haven’t even told you yet what we want you to do.”

Wasn’t it obvious? “You want me to hunt down the paparazzi and the tabloids who wrote this piece of wolf poop. No problem. I’ll put the fear of the Great Hunter into them!”

“No,” Jeff Madsen said.

“No? What then?” Tala tightened her grip on the magazine with the ridiculous article. Heads should be rolling for that nonsense.

“This ‘piece of wolf poop,’ as you put it, is the most positive portrayal of us in human media since that feel-good piece about the Ashawe who spends his spare time visiting nursing homes as a therapy dog. Since then, the only headlines we seem to get are like these.” Madsen held up a large stack of magazines and newspapers, then slapped them down onto the table one after the other.

Their headlines were all equally ridiculous:

Shifter Frenzy: The Truth About What Happens Under a Full Moon!

Shocking Discovery: Is the Vice President One of Them?

Royal Corgi Eaten by Shape-Shifter!

Tala shook her head. “How do humans come up with this drivel? It’s as absurd as the story about a romance brewing between me and MacAllister’s daughter!”

“What if it were true?” Madsen asked. His amber eyes held something…a twinkle of knowledge…that made Tala’s forearms itch.

“It’s not. I assure you I would never get involved with a human.” Up until last year, when the Wrasa had been outed to the human public, they’d had strict laws in place to keep their existence hidden. One of them had forbidden any kind of relationship with a human, and Tala had never been tempted to break that law.

“But what if it were?” Madsen repeated. “What if there was a romance brewing?”

What was he talking about? Tala furrowed her brow.

“The world craves stories like this.” Madsen waved at the tabloid Tala was still white-knuckling. “We need them. That’s why our PR unit planted that therapy animal story.”

Okay, maybe that wasn’t so silly after all. While Tala resented her kind being seen as cute pets, that was probably less harmful than humans viewing them as murderous monsters. “So you”—she tried to connect the dots—“planted the story about Ms. MacAllister and me too?”

Madsen shook his head. “No. The tabloids came up with that all on their own. But we’re planning to use it to our advantage.”

“How?”

“We’ll give the human press those further developments they’re waiting for in this captivating tale of forbidden love,” Madsen said with a hint of a smirk. “By having you date Ms. MacAllister.”

A buzzing sound started in Tala’s ears. Maybe that tomato had hit her harder than she had thought. He couldn’t possibly have said what she thought he’d said…right?

“Fake-date,” Kylin added, as if that would clear up the confusion. “We’re not expecting you to get involved with her for real.”

What a relief, Tala thought sarcastically. You had me worried there for a second. But, of course, she knew better than to give a snarky reply to a council member.

“This could be exactly the break we needed,” Jeff Madsen said. “Various hate groups have been lobbying the government.”

Tala suppressed a sigh. “Yeah. They’re trying to block the Wrasa Rights Act.”

“It’s more than that,” the representative of the Rtar spoke up for the first time. A worried expression was etched on her narrow face. “If they can get enough people in the House and the Senate onto their side, they might even revoke our citizenship.”

“And Peter MacAllister is the one with the most sway,” Kylin added. “Not only with politicians, but with regular people too. His propaganda fuels a lot of the hate against us. But he’s got a chink in his armor.”

“His daughter,” Tala said. She had seen it herself—MacAllister had backed down and let the parade pass because his daughter had asked him to.

All nine council members nodded.

“That’s why Operation Make-Believe Mate is so important. If we can make humans believe one of us is in a loving relationship with her”—Kylin pointed at Faith’s photo in the magazine—“the daughter of our biggest enemy…”

As absurd as the plan had initially sounded, it was starting to make sense. “It would make MacAllister less credible and help change public opinion.”

Madsen gave her a grudging nod. “Exactly. It’s a brilliant plan.”

Tala bit back a grin. Typical alpha. They were all convinced of their own genius. But then again, no one had ever accused her of having an inferiority complex either. “There’s just one problem with that brilliant plan, sir.”

“Which is?”

A rush of air swept into the council chamber as the heavy door was pulled open behind Tala.

She didn’t turn to see who had entered. Right now, nothing mattered more than convincing Madsen his plan was destined to fail. “Why would Faith MacAllister agree to help us?” She wouldn’t. Tala was convinced of that.

The sweet scent of coconut, mixed with feline musk, wafted through the room.

Tala knew that aroma! She whirled around.

Jorie Price stepped into the council chamber, with her liger-shifter mate hovering protectively behind her. “Because I dreamed she would.”

~ ~ ~

Tala pinched her earlobe as if that would make the words stop echoing through her mind. Jorie Price had dreamed that the daughter of the biggest Wrasa hater on the planet would agree to pretend-date Tala? Surely, that could only be a result of Jorie—who penned love stories for a living—writing one too many fake-relationship romances.

As soon as the thought crossed Tala’s mind, she ducked her head. She shouldn’t be thinking like this about their last remaining dream seer. It had been a year and a half since the Wrasa had found out Jorie had precognitive dreams about them—a sacred skill only a few select tiger-shifters were supposed to have. Even though Tala had witnessed Jorie’s powers firsthand, she still struggled to get used to a human maharsi.

“How?” Tala finally got out. “I mean…there’s no love lost between Faith MacAllister and us. Why would she agree to such a charade?”

Jorie walked farther into the room. “I don’t know. That wasn’t part of my dream. But I did see the two of you kiss while cameras flashed around you. When she broke the kiss, Faith asked you in a whisper if you thought the paparazzi fell for it.”

Tala scrubbed the back of her hand across her lips. She couldn’t imagine kissing Faith MacAllister. Not that she was unattractive. Quite the opposite.

Her slim waist emphasized the soft curves of her hourglass figure, and with her girl-next-door face, pert nose, and full lips, she was good-looking…for a human, of course.

But after the confrontation with Peter MacAllister at the Pride parade, Tala couldn’t help seeing his daughter as the enemy too—and no doubt Faith would view her the same way.

“I mean no disrespect, but…is it possible you’re misinterpreting what you saw in your dream, maharsi?” Tala asked, keeping her head bent.

“No.” Jorie’s tone left no room for doubt. “Believe me, there was no misinterpreting that kiss.”

“Especially since Jorie is a bona fide expert in sapphic kisses,” her mate, Griffin Westmore, added, a feline smirk obvious in her voice.

Tala kept her gaze averted and struggled not to scrunch up her face. Thinking about Jorie—a near sacred figure—kissing anyone felt wrong. She wondered, not for the first time, how Griffin kept the maharsi separate from her partner. “Is Faith MacAllister even attracted to women? Do we know?” She looked from Madsen to Kylin, who seemed to have done most of the research on this project.

“We’re not sure,” Kylin said. “If she is, she’s discreet.”

“I would be too, if my father were a conservative Christian like MacAllister,” Jorie muttered.

Tala shook her head. Humans were weird. She couldn’t imagine believing in a god that condemned people for who they loved. “She has a pup, though. A daughter. Do we know who her other parent is?”

Kylin flicked through the papers in a folder. “Her daughter’s name is Chloe. She’s six. Her father is Jonathan Davis. He was raised in a Christian family and works as the director of finance for his father-in-law’s chain of hotels and resorts. Well, ex-father-in-law’s. He and Faith got a divorce three years ago, and Faith went back to using her maiden name.”

“And since then?” Tala asked.

Kylin shrugged. “Nothing. No known relationships. No scandals.”

“What else do we know about her?” Tala asked.

“Not much,” Kylin said. “She’s thirty-one, born and raised in DC. Her mother died in a hiking accident when she was nine. Faith graduated with honors from Cornell University and currently works in the family business too, as a director of guest experience in MacAllister’s flagship hotel in DC. Otherwise, she keeps her head down. She’s not even on social media.”

The Kasari councilor and the representatives of the Feline Alliance exchanged incredulous looks. Apparently, the fascination with social media wasn’t restricted to Zoe, the only feline shifter on her team, who practically lived on TikTok, no matter how often Tala told her that curiosity killed the cat.

Did Faith MacAllister have secrets to hide? Why else would she carefully keep her personal life private?

“What about her attitude toward us?” Tala asked. “Does she share her father’s beliefs?”

Kylin leafed through her folder again, then closed it and held up her hands as if showing her empty palms. “We don’t really know. She attended the Wrasa Pride parade last week, but only as a spectator. She doesn’t participate in her father’s anti-Wrasa protests and hasn’t echoed his sentiments, at least not publicly. But neither has she objected to his rhetoric.”

“Which probably means she shares his opinion and just doesn’t want to be in the spotlight.” Tala fiercely shook her head. “If we give her of all people access to us, we’ll take a huge risk. She’ll use the opportunity to find out ways to hurt us, then report every little detail to Daddy.”

“I know. But it’s a risk we have to take.” Jorie’s dark eyes burned with the fire of her conviction. “In my dream, I saw snippets of the future…a future that will only happen if we have Faith MacAllister on our side. She’ll make the difference between losing our citizenship and all of our rights and being accepted as just another minority.”

“Our?” Tala repeated and surprised herself with how bitter she sounded. Jorie was human. She wouldn’t lose a single right, no matter what happened.

“I know I’m not a Wrasa, but I married into a big, lovable, chaotic pride. They are my family. This”—Jorie waved her hand in a gesture that indicated everyone in the council chamber—“is my community. I nearly died and had my entire life uprooted since I found out the Wrasa exist, and yet I’ve never felt more at home. I stand with the Wrasa one hundred percent…and I know Faith MacAllister will too.”

Madsen slapped his hand onto the table. “I’ve had this exact same conversation with the maharsi half a dozen times over the last few days, and she convinced me we need to pursue this plan, no matter how silly or risky it might seem. So let’s not waste any more time. I want you”—he zeroed in on Tala—“to approach Ms. MacAllister before the week is over and convince her to fake-date you.”

It was a good thing Wrasa didn’t get sweaty palms. Tala wiped them on her pants anyway. “Me? Shouldn’t that task fall to someone else?” She glanced at Jorie, who was human after all and would have an easier time earning Faith’s trust.

Jorie lifted her hand as if to volunteer. “I would have done it, but—”

“No!” A loud growl rumbled up Griffin’s chest. “We’re not putting our only dream seer into the crosshairs of Peter MacAllister and his anti-Wrasa hate group!”

Tala bowed her head for a moment. “You’re right. I just think it shouldn’t be me. We need someone more…diplomatic.” Giving orders had always been more Tala’s thing than negotiating. “Manark Westmore, for example.” She pointed at Kylin.

Madsen barked out a humorless laugh. “She’s a 400-pound liger-shifter. You’re a fox. Who do you think would appear less threatening to a human?”

“I’m a wolf.” Tala’s words boomed through the room. When she noticed her tone, she belatedly added, “Sir.”

“There’s nothing wrong with being a fox,” the Rtar councilor spoke up softly.

“It’s wrong for me.” Rather than lowering her gaze in deference, Tala met her eyes, then Madsen’s. She had fought to be accepted as a wolf…an equal or even leader in her adopted pack all her life, and she wouldn’t let them dismiss her as a fox now.

“You’re on the…um, less intimidating side for a wolf,” Kylin finally said. “And you are the one we need Faith to trust. It’s best to start that trust-building right away, so why prolong it by sending someone else?”

All right. Tala finally lowered her gaze in a half-nod, half-bow. “Agreed. So I’ll hunt her down…um, I mean, track her down in DC.” She glanced at the councilors, then at Jorie and Griffin. “Any last advice?”

“It’s the unknown that breeds paranoia,” Jorie said, a serious expression in her dark eyes. “For this mission to succeed, she has to get to know the Wrasa…get to know you better. Can you do that?”

Tala had always accepted any assignment with complete confidence, convinced that she’d be able to do an excellent job and see it through successfully. But letting in a human and someone who was the daughter of their biggest enemy…

For the first time, Tala wasn’t sure success was guaranteed. She swallowed down the twinge of uncertainty clawing at her chest. Very likely, it wouldn’t come to that anyway. Despite whatever Jorie thought she had seen in her dream, Tala couldn’t imagine Faith MacAllister agreeing to this publicity stunt.

If she even heard Tala out, she would probably deem the idea ridiculous and dismiss it outright.

Tala couldn’t say she disagreed. If she hadn’t known about Jorie’s dream vision, she would have rejected their plan as absurd too. Ha! For the first time in her life, she would have something in common with a human!

“Of course I can do it,” she said, keeping her voice steady and her stance as tall and confident as possible. “In fact, I just discovered the first thing we might have in common.”

Jorie’s expression gave nothing away, but something in her gaze made Tala think she knew exactly what that commonality was.

A shiver went through her. What a weird feeling! She wasn’t used to being so transparent. She had learned to control not only her facial expressions but also her chemical reactions. Most of the time, not even a fellow Wrasa could sniff out her emotions. “Is there something else I should know? About your dream.”

Jorie adjusted her position so her arm brushed Griffin’s. They didn’t look at each other, but some sort of unspoken communication seemed to pass between them. “No,” Jorie finally said. “Nothing.”

The maharsi had been a semi-professional poker player in her former life, so she kept her expression completely neutral. Her scent, though, wasn’t.

Tala’s nose was hit by a mix of so many emotions she couldn’t identify them all or tell if Jorie was lying. Fear was most prominent. Was she afraid of what would happen if Tala’s mission failed?

If Jorie was right about the meaning of her dream vision, Operation Make-Believe Mate was crucial for the future of all Wrasa. The last time something so monumental had happened, Tala had fucked it up.

This time, she would succeed. She had to—even though she had no idea how.


 

Chapter 3

When the doorbell rang, Chloe scrambled out from under the blanket fort they had built after dinner.

Clothes pins ricocheted across the living room, and the blanket collapsed onto Faith.

“Slow down, Chloe!” Faith called after her and tried to disentangle herself. “You know you’re not supposed to open the door without me.”

“But, Mom!” Chloe whined in a tone only a six-year-old could master.

She had recently switched from “Mommy” to “Mom,” and Faith was still struggling to get used to it.

“Maybe it’s Mrs. Rowe,” Chloe added. “Maybe she wants us to feed Garfield again!”

“I doubt it. We just saw her this morning, remember? She would have mentioned it.” Faith somehow managed to crawl out from under the collapsed fort without getting strangled by the twinkle lights. As she crossed the living room to stop Chloe from opening the door, she pulled her phone from her pocket and swiped at the notification from her doorbell camera app. Before she could see who it was, she stepped on one of the clothes pins in her sock-covered feet.

Pain flared through her instep. She gritted her teeth and hopped through the hall to stop Chloe from greeting the visitor on her own.

Chloe was bouncing up and down in front of the door.

Faith put one hand on Chloe’s shoulder and finally caught a glimpse of the live video feed on her phone, which showed the courtyard in front of her house.

The sun had all but set outside, with only a sliver of orange peeking through the gaps between the surrounding brick buildings. In the soft glow of the light above the door, she could make out her visitor’s features.

It wasn’t their elderly neighbor.

Her father stood in front of Faith’s town house. Maybe it was just the dim light, but for a second, she thought he looked older than his fifty-nine years. Usually, the touch of gray at his temples and the fine, silver threads in his neatly trimmed beard gave him a distinguished appearance, but now, a weird expression deepened the lines etched on his face.

He had always been careful not to let her see the depths of his grief after her mom had died. But this look wasn’t sorrow, was it? It seemed more like anger.

Faith’s stomach tightened. What had happened? It was unlike her father to show up unannounced, especially so close to Chloe’s bedtime and after they had seen each other a few hours ago at work.

“Mom!” Chloe craned her neck to see the live video. “Who is it?”

Her voice wrenched Faith from her stupor. “Your grandpa.”

Chloe pulled the door open before Faith could do it. “Grandpa!” she squealed in delight and launched herself at him.

He bent to scoop her up in his arms. The expression on his face softened, and his eyes crinkled at the corners as he smiled at her. For a moment, the stiffness in his broad shoulders seemed to ease.

Faith slid the phone back into her pocket. “Is everything all right, Dad?”

“Yes. Just thought I’d drop by to check on my favorite girls.” He set Chloe down and pulled Faith into a hug.

The familiar scent of his cologne enveloped her, and for a few seconds, she felt like a child again.

When the hug ended, he looked down at Chloe. “Hey, Chloe, can you give me a minute alone with your mom?”

Faith tried not to tense up. No need to assume he wanted to share bad news. It was probably harmless. “Why don’t you go brush your teeth and pick out a bedtime story?”

Chloe sighed as if she’d been asked to eat broccoli for dessert but then bounded upstairs.

Faith’s father turned toward her. His smile faded away, and his entire demeanor changed. “We need to talk,” he said, his voice low because they both knew Chloe loved to eavesdrop on the adults.

Her throat felt as dry as a communion wafer…at least as far as she remembered. It had been a while since Faith had set foot in a church. She led him over to the couch.

His gaze roamed the living room. For a moment, he looked the way he did when he inspected one of his hotels, and Faith’s cheeks warmed as she tried to see her home through his eyes.

The beautiful acacia hardwood floor was an obstacle course of clothes pins and beads that Chloe hadn’t picked up yet. They had brought over two chairs from the dining area and pulled the cushions from the couch to help build a blanket fort in front of the fireplace. Faith still hadn’t found the time to paint over the purple squiggle, where Chloe had decided the wall was a bit too white when she’d been younger.

At the end of a long day, spending time with Chloe was her top priority, not trivial stuff like tidying or painting a wall.

Her father dismissed the mess with a wave of his hand and pulled something from his coat pocket. “Have you seen this?”

Ugh. It had to be the guest complaint they had gotten this afternoon. She put the cushions back onto the couch, sank onto it, and pulled him down with her. “I’ve got it handled, Dad. I already talked to the guest, and I’ll meet with the in-room dining team first thing tomorrow morning to make sure something like that never happens again.”

The lines on her father’s forehead deepened. “It’s not about work. I know you’ll take care of that. It’s about this.” He held up a magazine, opened to a glossy page.

The headline screamed in bold letters: Forbidden Love at Shape-Shifter Parade: Is a Secret Romance Brewing Between a Shifter and the Daughter of Anti-Wrasa Activist Peter MacAllister?

She stared at the tabloid. “What? They think there’s something going on between me and…and…” She glanced at the photo to see which shifter the journalist had paired her with.

It was the intense woman from the parade last week—the one who had saved Chloe’s balloon and then faced her father’s group with a dangerous glint in her eyes.

“And her? A shape-shifter?”

Not too long ago, it would have been a toss-up about what bothered him more: rumors about her being involved with a woman or with a shifter. When she had first come out as bisexual four years ago, he had struggled to reconcile it with his Christian beliefs.

Faith got it. She’d struggled with it too.

Their relationship had been strained for a while. But then he had surprised her. Slowly, he had softened his previously rigid stance. He had decided he didn’t want to lose her as he had her mother, so he had learned to come to terms with it. Well, at least in theory. Faith wasn’t sure how he would react if she ever introduced him to a girlfriend.

“Is there something going on?” he asked, sounding tortured. His face was so red that Faith worried about his blood pressure.

“What? No! Of course not. The tabloids write all kinds of ridiculous things to make money. You know that.”

He shook the magazine clenched in his fist. “I’ll sue them! I won’t allow them to mock our convictions or drag your good name through the mud!”

Faith covered his hand with her own. “It’s not worth it. No one will take it seriously. It’s just harmless gossip.”

His facial color ventured into apoplectic territory. “Nothing is ever harmless when it comes to these monsters!”

“Shh, Dad, please! Chloe will hear you.” Her daughter was at an age where the thought of monsters hiding under her bed made her afraid to go to sleep. The last thing Faith needed was for her to start worrying about scary beasts that were real.

“They’re not harmless,” he repeated more quietly, but just as fiercely. “We know that better than anyone.”

They paused and looked at each other.

Faith glanced away first. The unspoken pain in her father’s eyes was hard to take, even after twenty-two years. Worse than the grief had always been the not knowing. All the questions still kept her up at night—questions she would know the answers to if only she’d gone hiking with her mother, as she had many times before that fateful day.

Her father, however, had found his answers when the shape-shifters had revealed their hidden existence last year. There wasn’t a doubt in his mind that one of them had murdered his wife.

Sometimes, Faith wished she could believe it with such conviction too. In rare moments, she did, but most of the time, she wasn’t sure.

Her mother had left the marked hiking trail and had been found weeks later, after decomposition had progressed, so the medical examiner couldn’t tell for sure whether the teeth marks on her bones had been caused by scavenging animals after her death or were signs that she’d been hunted by a predator—animal or shape-shifter—and had fallen to her death while running for her life.

“They’re bloodthirsty killers, Faith. Abominations in the eye of the—”

Clomping noises that sounded like a herd of elephants on the stairs announced Chloe’s return. She skipped into the living room, her chestnut curls bouncing with every step, and slid to a stop in front of the couch.

“Teeth all brushed?” Faith asked.

Chloe nodded and opened her mouth wide, revealing the cute gap where she had recently lost her first baby tooth. “Can Grandpa read me my bedtime story?” She held out a worn book to him.

Faith studied him. His face was slowly returning to a more normal color, so she trusted that he could control his anger and not scare Chloe. “If he has time to stay.”

“I’ll always have time for my favorite granddaughter,” he said.

Chloe giggled. “I’m your only granddaughter, Grandpa.”

“Two things can be true at the same time, kiddo.” He rolled up the magazine and handed it to Faith. “Get rid of that for me, will you?” He took the book from Chloe and got up.

Faith watched them climb the stairs together. Her daughter’s favorite book, The Selfish Shellfish, was much more pleasant reading material than this tabloid. She unrolled it and stared at the picture of herself and the shifter locked in a silent standoff.

A shiver went through her.

She ripped the page from the magazine, tore it into tiny little pieces, then rose to toss the entire thing into the nearest trash bin.

~ ~ ~

Faith could barely remember what a vacation felt like, but it had to come close to this. Chloe was with her ex-husband this week, and it was Faith’s day off, so she had treated herself to a latte and a chocolate croissant at the Blue Bottle Coffee close to her house.

The weather was perfect for the beginning of April—a pleasant sixty-five degrees—so she sat on their cobblestone patio, her laptop open on the small, square table in front of her.

The soft hum of conversation from the tables around her mingled with the hiss of an espresso machine from inside. The air smelled of blooming spring flowers and freshly brewed coffee.

Faith had taken off her jacket and rolled up the sleeves of her blouse so she could enjoy the sunshine on her skin as she scrolled through feedback their guests had left on Tripadvisor and other hotel review sites. A duck splash-landed on the green water of the C&O Canal below her, momentarily distracting her from work.

When she redirected her attention to the laptop, a shadow fell across her keyboard.

Faith looked up.

A stranger stood next to her table.

No, not a complete stranger. Faith just didn’t know her name. It was the shape-shifter from the Wrasa Pride parade—the one the tabloid article had insisted was romantically interested in her.

Faith’s pulse stuttered. What was she doing here? Her presence at the café couldn’t be a coincidence—which meant the shifter was here for her!

A chill ran down Faith’s spine. She tried not to show how shaken she was as she stared up at her. She faintly remembered being several inches taller, yet somehow, the woman created the appearance of towering over her. Maybe it was the alertness in her golden eyes or the short, slightly tousled, coppery hair that framed her angular features with an air of defiance. She could only be a few years older than Faith—maybe in her mid-thirties, and yet despite her petite frame, she exuded an aura of authority and confidence.

In her job, Faith talked to new people every day, but now her brain struggled to form words as she fought to grasp the situation. Finally, what came out was, “How did you find me?”

“Who said I was looking for you?” Her voice was surprisingly deep for a person of her size, and she kept her tone soft and casual yet it still cut like a finely honed blade. She lifted the paper cup in her left hand and nodded at Faith’s own. “Seems I had the same idea you did.”

Admittedly, Faith didn’t know a lot about the shape-shifters or Wrasa, as they called themselves. She had a feeling that most humans didn’t. They knew just some carefully selected details that the shape-shifters wanted to reveal. But she remembered one thing. “Shifters don’t drink coffee.”

“Who says it’s coffee?”

Faith also vaguely remembered they didn’t drink hot chocolate either, and there was no tag dangling from the cup, indicating that it was tea. Whatever game this shifter was playing, Faith didn’t find it entertaining at all. She clicked her laptop shut and clamped her hands around the edge of the table to stop her fingers from trembling. “My father didn’t raise me to be naive. You didn’t come here for the beverages. Why are you here?”

The woman gave her an almost imperceptible nod. “All right. Let’s be completely honest with each other and talk.” Without asking for permission, she slid onto the chair across from Faith and put her cup down on the low stone wall to her left, as if she had never intended to drink it anyway.

Faith clutched the table more tightly. Her gaze darted left and right in search of a police officer, a security guard, or someone who might help if the shifter got out of hand.

But there was no one. A young mother with a stroller and a student engrossed in a book occupied the tables next to hers, and neither was paying them any attention.

She was on her own.

Faith squirmed on her chair. “What do you want from me?” She strained to keep her voice steady. “If this is about the tabloid article, I can assure you I didn’t have anything to do with—”

“It’s not,” the shifter said. “Well, maybe it is. In a way.”

“What?” Faith shook her head, feeling as if she’d missed a step in a twisted game. “Look…” She paused when she realized she didn’t know the woman’s name, then continued. “This is a big city. Why don’t we just go our sepa—”

“Tala.” The woman tapped her chest as if Faith otherwise wouldn’t understand. “Tala Peterson.”

No doubt the shifter—Tala—knew exactly who Faith was, so she didn’t introduce herself. “What do you want, Tala Peterson?”

The corners of Tala’s golden eyes crinkled slightly. It was a change so subtle that Faith at first mistook it for a squint against the sunlight. But the sun was behind her, so maybe it was a grudging respect that darted across her face. “I want us to do what the article said.” Tala’s voice didn’t waver.

“I don’t understand. It’s a tabloid article. It didn’t say a thing that made sense, just went on and on about us having a forbidden romance.”

Tala nodded calmly, as if she were spelling out something obvious to a child. “Exactly. That’s why I’m here.”

Faith pressed both feet against the cobblestones as the world around her started to spin. “You want us to…get involved?” The last word escaped her in a squeak. Was that how relationships between shifters worked? They just walked up to someone and stated their romantic intent?

“Not for real, of course,” Tala said as matter-of-factly as if they were discussing the weather. “But if we pretended to be dating, I believe that could be mutually beneficial for both of our species.”

She should get up, grab her laptop and latte, and storm away. Or grab her laptop, toss the remainder of her latte into Tala’s face, then storm away. But she was too stunned to move. “This is a joke, right? You can’t be serious!” Then it dawned on her. “Oh! It’s April first! If this is your idea of an April Fools’ joke, let me tell you I don’t find it funny at all! Spare me your weird sense of humor and leave me alone!”

The student at the table next to hers glanced over, but when Tala glared at him, he quickly ducked back behind his book.

Tala wasn’t laughing. Her expression was completely blank. Not even a hint of a smile curved up her lips to soften her stern look and sharp features.

Did shifters even smile? Faith couldn’t remember if she’d ever seen it.

“Wrasa don’t do April Fools’ jokes,” Tala declared. “I’m serious.”

Faith gaped at her, caught between shock and anger. “You really invaded my privacy to suggest this ridiculous proposal?”

“I have a good reason for it,” Tala replied coolly, completely unimpressed by Faith’s growing ire. “If you could just stay calm and hear me out, it’ll all make perfect sense in a minute.”

“Stay calm?” Faith’s voice rose. “I’m perfectly calm! You’re the irrational one, barging into my life with this absurd idea!”

Tala regarded her steadily. “This isn’t about you and me. It’s much bigger than us. The situation between Wrasa and humans is like a powder keg that could explode any moment and—”

“I’m hardly responsible for that. Besides, how would a fake relationship between us change that?” Faith’s heart raced, along with her mind. How on earth had she gotten stuck in this bizarre nightmare?

Tala shrugged. The gesture didn’t seem quite natural—more like something she had learned from observing humans and repeated to fit in. “We could show people that not only can our species peacefully coexist, but they can also learn to love each other deeply. It could be a start.”

Love each other deeply… Faith couldn’t fully grasp the words. Not when they were used in regards to her and a shifter. She inhaled and exhaled deeply, trying to calm her inner turmoil. Her father had drilled into her that the shifters were predators who took advantage of any weakness. Showing one of them how upset she was would only confirm that humans were soft and weak—easy prey. She forced a neutral expression onto her face. “I don’t get it. Why me? There are already several humans and shifters in a relationship with each other.”

“Name a few.”

“What?”

“Humor me,” Tala said, then added, “Please.”

It sounded as if she didn’t use the word often. This entire conversation was absurd, but maybe if Faith played along and let Tala get out whatever she had to say, this weird interaction would be over sooner. “Um, there’s Kelsey Yates and her girlfriend, Rue… I forgot her last name. And also…um…”

Tala gave her a knowing look. “I bet most people could name only Kelsey and Rue. And frankly, no one had ever heard of them before Kelsey shifted on TV. Why would people give a crap about Rue’s opinion of us Wrasa?”

But they would care about Faith’s opinion—because of who her father was. “So you’re asking me to pretend to be in love with you even though you embody everything my father despises? Why would I do that?”

Tala tilted her head to the side. “Your father.”

“What?”

“You said I’m everything your father despises. You didn’t say you despise me.”

“I don’t even know you.” Faith held up her hand before Tala could interrupt. “And I have no desire to change that.”

“Fine. If you don’t want to do it for yourself, do it for your daughter. Do you really want her to grow up in a world full of hatred and prejudice? In a world where a full-out war might break out between humans and Wrasa?”

Anger surged through Faith, hot and fierce like a wave of lava. “Stop trying to manipulate me! And leave my daughter out of this! She’s not a pawn in whatever twisted little game you’re playing—and neither am I!” Her chair scraped against the cobblestones as she jumped up, snatched her laptop from the table, and shoved it into her backpack.

“Ms. MacAllister… Faith… Wait!”

But Faith had heard enough. Whatever nefarious thing Tala and the shifters were planning, she wanted no part in it. Without taking the time to grab her latte, she whirled around and stormed off.

Tala’s gaze seemed to drill into her as she marched up Potomac Street, but she didn’t look back.

~ ~ ~

Faith pulled up in front of the headquarters of Hearthstone Hotels and Resorts in Arlington, barely remembering how she had gotten there. She’d been on autopilot, scenes from that weird encounter with Tala Peterson flashing through her mind.

As she got out of the car, the crisp spring air made her shiver.

She glanced back at the car, searching for her jacket, and realized with a jolt that it wasn’t there.

Ugh. She had been so upset and angry that she had stormed off, forgetting the jacket draped over the back of her chair.

Thank God her wallet, phone, and keys had been in her backpack.

She wrapped her arms around herself as she entered the towering office building. Usually, it had a calming effect on her. It embodied everything her father had worked so hard for, starting with that first modest hotel her mother had named.

But this time, her heart kept beating frantically as she got out of the elevator on the top floor.

“Hi, Stacy,” she greeted the admin behind the desk in the outer office. “Is my father in?”

“Yes, but—”

Faith hurried past her without stopping to chat, as she usually did.

“Wait!” Stacy called after her. “He’s in an important—”

Faith had already opened the door to her father’s office.

He sat behind the giant desk that had once belonged to Faith’s grandfather. He was on the phone, his tie loosened, which he only did when it was a long, stressful call.

Faith paused in the doorway. A second ago, her encounter with the shape-shifter had felt like an emergency, but was it really? Maybe she was overreacting.

Her father looked up. A tired smile darted across his face, then froze as he took her in. “I’ll call you back,” he said into the phone and ended the call without waiting for a reply. His gaze stayed locked on Faith. “What happened?”

“You were right.” Faith fully stepped into the office and closed the door behind her. “They’re not harmless.”

“Who?”

“The shifters.”

Her father leaped out of his leather chair, hurried around the desk, and gripped Faith’s upper arms with both hands. “Are you all right? What happened?”

“I’m fine. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you. I just… I had the most bizarre encounter.”

Instead of loosening, his grip on her arms tightened. “With one of those beasts?”

Faith winced at the word but nodded. “Do you remember the woman from the parade…from the tabloid article?”

“Of course.” He finally gave her one last soft squeeze, then let his hands drop away. “Not like I had a chance to forget it. I’ve been getting calls and visits from friends and HASS members about it all week. One of them from Jon.”

Faith groaned. She should have known her ex would eventually find out about it. “Why did he come to you instead of bringing it up when I dropped Chloe off at his place?”

“Because I told him to let it go. It’s all made-up nonsense.”

“Um, actually… The woman from the article—Tala Peterson—approached me earlier, when I was getting coffee.”

A sharp intake of breath cut through the sudden silence. “What? How did she even find you?”

“I have no idea. The shifters probably have their ways.” The tiny hairs on the back of Faith’s neck prickled with unease.

Her father’s jaw tightened. “If she hurt you in any way, I’ll hunt her down and—”

“She didn’t. She just wanted to talk. Said she had a proposition that could be mutually beneficial.”

“Mutually beneficial?” He snorted. “Since when are our interests aligned with the shifters’? They’re out to destroy everything we hold dear.”

“I know it’ll sound ridiculous, but she suggested…” Faith could barely bring herself to say it. “That we pretend to date. Each other.”

For several moments, her father didn’t speak or move. A heavy silence spread through the office.

“What?” Her father ripped his tie off completely as if it had suddenly constricted his airway and threw it across the room. “I’ll skin her alive and hang her pelt from—”

“Dad, please, calm down. Think of your blood pressure.”

“Calm down? Calm down?” His voice became louder with every word until he was shouting. “How can I calm down when it’s clear those monsters want to use you for their evil plans? I hope you told her to go to hell!”

Faith had expected her father’s reaction, but she hadn’t anticipated the intensity of it. “Of course I did,” she said softly “I was pretty angry too. But now that I’ve had some time to think about it, a tiny part of me can’t help wondering… What if she told the truth and they’re really trying to achieve peace between our species, even if they’re going about it in a ridiculous way?”

“Peace?” Her father spat out the word. “Don’t be naive, Faith. I don’t believe that for a second. Shifters are cunning, manipulative creatures. They’re up to something. I don’t know how, but they’re planning to use this tabloid article to advance their own agenda, and they won’t hesitate to use innocent people like you as pawns in their sinister game!”

He paced the room, his hands clenched into tight fists at his sides. “We can’t let them win. If we do, they’ll take away our homes and erode our values! Before we know it, they’ll have us worship their animal god. No! Enough!” He smashed his fist against the padded top of his leather chair.

Faith jumped and clutched her chest, her heart thumping hard against her palm. “Dad!”

“I’m sorry.” He instantly stopped pacing, uncurled his fists with visible effort, and scrubbed his face with both hands. Groaning, he sank into his office chair like a deflating balloon. “I didn’t mean to shout. I just worry. It’s clear as day to me that these creatures are trying to gain power over us, and most people seem to not even realize what danger we’re in, so it’s on me to protect them. I have to find a way to turn this around before it’s too late.”

Faith didn’t know what to say. Most of the time, she didn’t feel threatened by the shifters—at least not enough to do anything against them. Was she one of the people who refused to see the danger?

She had always hesitated to believe they had murdered her mother since there was no conclusive evidence. But could she really rule it out? After all, one of the shifters had tracked her down and ambushed her with this absurd suggestion, so maybe her father was right and they were unpredictable menaces.

He tapped his knuckles against his chin as his gaze went inward. “Turn this around,” he repeated, more to himself.

“Um, what?”

“The shifters are trying to play their devious games with us. Maybe it’s time we turn the tables on them and play back.”

“What do you mean?” Faith asked.

The anger on her father’s face was replaced by steely determination. “You should do it.”

Faith stared at him. “Excuse me? Y-you want me to date a shifter?”

“Pretend to. Just think about it. If she wants everyone to believe you are her, um, girlfriend, she needs to give you full access to her home, her friends, her family. Her secrets. She might start to let her guard down around you. After they printed that article, I had her investigated, Faith. She’s not just any shifter. She’s one of Kelsey Yates’s bodyguards.”

“So that’s why she was at the parade. She was there to protect Ms. Yates.”

Her father nodded. “Some of our people also saw her going toe to toe with their top dog, Jeff Madsen. She’s connected to the higher-ups. As her fake girlfriend, you could infiltrate their inner circle. You could spy on them and find out what they’re planning.”

Faith hesitated. All she wanted was a quiet life with her daughter. She wasn’t sure she could do whatever her father expected of her. “I don’t know, Dad. I’m a hospitality professional, not a spy.”

“Do you remember when you were Chloe’s age and that little stinker of a boy started to bully you? Your mother wanted me to intervene—talk to his parents, the principal—but I knew you could handle him. And I was right.”

They both chuckled at the memory of six-year-old Faith flushing the bully’s beloved action figure down the toilet.

He intently looked her in the eyes. “I’ve always believed that you can do anything you put your mind to, and this isn’t any different. If there’s anyone who can do this, it’s you.”

The weight of the world seemed to settle heavily on Faith’s shoulders. “But what about Chloe? If you’re right about the shifters planning something nefarious and I get caught up in it, she could become a target.”

“We won’t let anything happen to her,” he said fiercely. “I don’t think these monsters would try to harm her or you. At least not while they still need you for their little scheme. But in the long run, Chloe is the very reason why I think you need to do this. It’s the only way to keep her and every other human child safe. This could be our one chance to find proof of their evilness and expose their lies to the world.” His gaze went to the framed picture on his desk, and he gently touched the glass with his index finger, right where Faith knew her mother’s face was. Then he looked up and into her eyes. “You and Chloe are the most important thing in my life, and I would never put you in any danger if I didn’t think it was important. But if we can save just one person from dying the way your mother did…”

Faith’s chest burned. She sucked in a breath, but the sensation didn’t abate.

“And who knows? Maybe you’ll even find evidence proving that the shifters killed your mother. We could finally go public without coming across like conspiracy theorists and losing all credibility.”

“That’s a really long shot, Dad,” Faith said quietly. Even if the shifters had killed her mother, would there be any evidence left more than two decades later? If there was, surely they wouldn’t be so reckless as to leave it where she could see it.

“I know.” He rubbed his eyes. “You don’t have to decide now. Just think about it. For humanity’s sake.”

No pressure or anything. She gripped the back of the visitor’s chair in front of the desk. The leather groaned beneath her desperate grip. “I’ll do it,” she choked out before she could talk herself out of it.

“Are you sure?”

Faith wasn’t, but she nodded anyway. “Are you?” She lifted her hand, stopping him from giving a quick answer. “Have you really thought this through? What will your friends from HASS think if they find out your daughter is dating a shifter?”

“If we’re lucky, it won’t take long for you to dig up dirt on the shifters, so it won’t become an issue. But if it does, they’ll eventually find out it was all for a good cause.” He studied her intently. “Are you worried about your friends?”

Faith didn’t have to think about it for long. Or maybe she didn’t want to think about it—otherwise, she would talk herself out of going through with the entire scheme. Besides, it wasn’t as if she had a ton of friends anyway, at least not friends she hung out with regularly. Most of her free time was spent with Chloe, so it had been ages since she had seen her friends from the kayak club. The only one she still made time for was her best friend, Sabina. “No,” she finally said. “You know my friends. They’re all pretty liberal.”

Her father playfully wrinkled his nose. Then he sobered. He got up, rounded the desk, and pulled her into a tight embrace. “Please be careful,” he whispered into her hair. “If it gets too dangerous, you can walk away at any time. I don’t want to lose you too.”

“You won’t,” she whispered against his shoulder, praying that it was the truth.


 

Chapter 4

Tala hated hotel rooms. With every breath, a barrage of smells assaulted her sensitive nose: the sharp tang of bleach from the bathroom, musty air circulating through the AC, and the faint trace of human sweat from previous occupants.

What she hated even more than hotel rooms, though, was failing. She had never had a reason to get used to it since she’d always excelled at whatever she did. But after her big fuck-up with Kelsey, it seemed to have become a streak.

She wrenched the comforter off the bed and hurled it into a corner. When a quick sniff revealed nothing more than the odor of industrial-grade laundry detergent, she kicked off her boots and sank onto the bed. Morosely, she gazed through the large window at the city skyline beyond.

This time, it wasn’t her fault. Failure had been inevitable. When she’d approached Faith, she had known nothing would come of it. Despite Jorie’s dream, there was no way MacAllister’s daughter would ever agree to help them. Tala had seen the wary expression on her face, the tension in her body as Faith had stared up at her outside the coffee shop earlier today. Even her scent had clearly revealed how shocked, angry, and distrustful she’d been.

To be fair, Tala couldn’t blame her. Their fake-dating plan did sound silly, especially to someone who didn’t know about Jorie’s vision.

Part of her was relieved, even though she didn’t look forward to reporting back to Madsen and the other councilors. She was good at many things, but fake-dating a human probably wasn’t one of her many talents. She had never been attracted to a human. Had never even liked them.

A knock on the door made her pulse leap into overdrive.

Calm down. It’s probably just room service. She had ordered enough food to feed a team of football players…or a single hungry Wrasa.

But it wasn’t the scent of fried chicken, crab cakes, and grilled salmon drifting through the door.

Instead, Faith MacAllister’s milk-and-honey scent tickled her nose, mixed with nervous sweat.

What was she doing here? How had she even found her? Tala had made sure not to check into a hotel Faith’s father owned.

As she sat up and reached for her boots, a second knock came.

Dammit! No time to put on her shoes or Faith might change her mind and run. Without their chunky soles, the height difference between them would be even more pronounced, and she hated how much that bothered her.

Tala wrinkled her nose, trying not to think of the unsavory hotel room carpet as she strode to the door and pulled it open.

Faith stood in the hall. She was wearing the same outfit as this morning—formfitting jeans so light blue they were nearly white and a blouse that seemed pastel yellow to Tala but might be greenish or red to the human eye. Only the jacket Tala had grabbed off the back of Faith’s chair earlier was missing.

Was that why she was here—to get her jacket back?

Tala had already dropped it off at the art gallery that functioned as a front for the Wrasa headquarters in DC. Jeff Madsen had told her they would need an article of clothing from Faith if she agreed to their plan, so just in case, Tala had taken it after Faith had left it behind.

Faith shifted her weight from one foot to the other and tucked an errant lock behind her ear. Her hair flowed loosely over her shoulders, giving her a youthful and carefree appearance. Her stance, however, was anything but carefree. She had raised her shoulders as if unconsciously trying to protect her vulnerable neck, and one hand rested on the doorframe, seeking reassurance. “Um, hi. Can we talk?”

That didn’t sound as if she was here to get her jacket back.

Why did she suddenly want to talk after storming off in a fury earlier today? Tala wasn’t sure she should trust that change of mind. Was this some kind of trap?

But Tala didn’t smell or hear other humans nearby, and Faith reeked only of nervousness, not of aggression. “Of course,” Tala said as if she weren’t surprised to find Faith on her doorstep at all. She moved aside to let her in.

Faith hesitated. She glanced from Tala to the threshold and back as if reconsidering her decision.

Tala waited with the patience of a predator watching her prey while at the same time trying not to look like the big, bad wolf inviting Little Red Riding Hood in for a snack.

With a subtle inhale and exhale, Faith crossed the threshold. Her gaze swept over the room, lingering on the painting above the bed.

It hung the slightest bit askew, Tala noticed only now. Had Faith instantly registered that little detail because she was a hospitality professional, used to inspecting hotel rooms, or was she this observant in general?

Tala would have to be careful.

“How did you find me?” she finally asked.

Faith fluttered her hand in a no-big-deal gesture. “I’ve got a lot of friends in the hotel business. I guessed your flight back to wherever you live wouldn’t be today since you probably hoped I would agree to your suggestion. It only took a few calls to find out where you’re staying.”

“I didn’t even use my real last name when I checked in,” Tala replied.

“But you didn’t change your hair color.” Faith pointed at Tala’s hair, which probably gleamed like burnished copper in the afternoon sun. “There aren’t a lot of short, red-haired women with golden eyes staying in a hotel in DC right now.”

Oh yeah, Tala definitely would have to be careful around her. She couldn’t afford to underestimate her. “Take a seat, please.”

Faith looked from the ergonomic chair in front of the desk to the bed, then to the armchair in the corner, half covered by the comforter Tala had thrown across the room. “Thanks. I’m fine. This won’t take long. I just wanted to talk about…your proposal. Um, not proposal proposal. Your suggestion about the two of us fake-dating. If the offer is still on the table, I’d like to take you up on it.”

In ten years as a tracker for the Saru, Tala had seen everything under the sun. Not much could still surprise her, but now she found herself completely stupefied. “You’ll do it?”

Lips forming a thin line, Faith nodded.

So Jorie had interpreted her dream correctly after all. That was good news. Great news. She wouldn’t have to tell Madsen and the other councilors she had failed again. But Tala couldn’t rejoice. Something didn’t feel right. It was as obvious to her as the crooked painting had been to Faith. “Why the sudden change of heart?”

“Oh, you know…” Faith tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “You caught me off guard this morning, but once I had a chance to think about it, I came to the conclusion that you’re right. I don’t want my daughter to grow up in a world ruled by hate and prejudice.”

Tala inconspicuously inhaled through her nose, trying to sniff out Faith’s emotions.

The sulfurous smell of a lie was absent. Instead, the metallic odor of fear wafted around her in waves so dense that it was hard to detect any nuances. But Tala didn’t need her nose to know Faith was hiding something. There was more to her motivation than wanting to spare her daughter from having to live in a world full of hate.

“All right.” For now, Tala would play along and pretend to have bought it hook, line, and sinker. There would be time to find out Faith’s true intentions later. “Then let’s do this.”

“How do we get started?” Faith asked.

“I’ll have to report back to my superiors. I imagine they’ll want to meet you to discuss the details.”

Faith’s shoulders lifted even higher, and the cloud of fear surrounding her nearly made Tala sneeze.

“What? You think they’ll have me murder you and bury your body?” Tala couldn’t help commenting. She knew she should have kept her muzzle shut, but the constant suspicion against her kind grated on her.

Faith met her gaze. “If they gave the order, would you do it?”

“Bury you? Nah,” Tala drawled. “Why go to the trouble when I could just eat you?” She made a show of licking her lips.

Faith blanched.

“Great Hunter, it was a joke!” Tala threw up her hands. “Don’t you have a sense of humor?”

“Not about this,” Faith said quietly. She looked Tala in the eyes with the strangest mix of vulnerability and strength Tala had ever seen.

There was more to Faith MacAllister than she had first thought.

“Is that the first ground rule of fake-dating a human?” Tala asked. “No jokes?”

Faith shook her head. “I’m fine with jokes in general. Just not that one. The first ground rule is: We’ll leave my daughter out of it. She won’t meet you or any of the other shifters or even find out about the scheme.”

“Agreed,” Tala said without having to think about it. As a Saru, she had done things for the council she wasn’t proud of, but she had always drawn the line at pups—even human pups. “If you give me your number, I’ll let you know when and where my superiors want to meet with you.”

Faith hesitated, then pulled her phone from her back pocket and put the number Tala rattled off into her contacts. Her thumbs flew across the tiny screen. “I just sent you a text, so you have my number.”

Footfalls approached, and the scent of fried chicken drifted over from the corridor seconds before a knock sounded at the door.

Faith jumped and nearly dropped her phone. Her free hand went to her chest as if warding off a knife attack—or an attack involving claws and fangs.

“Just my dinner.” Tala eyed her. Clearly, Faith was even more scared than she let on. Again, Tala wondered why she had agreed to this pretend relationship.

When she opened the door to let room service in, Faith slipped past the serving cart with a quick goodbye as if in a hurry to escape.

She was hiding something, and Tala intended to find out what it was.


 

Chapter 5

Even three days later, that surreal feeling of being trapped in a James Bond movie with a paranormal twist hadn’t faded. Faith couldn’t believe she was about to meet with a bunch of shifters to discuss the details of her fake relationship with one of them.

Tala had texted her the time and location—a well-known art gallery Faith had been meaning to visit for some time. Their choice of meeting place had surprised her. She hadn’t expected the shifters to have an affinity for art.

And maybe that was exactly why they had picked this location. Few humans would expect shifters to hang out in a gallery.

God, they had really perfected hiding in plain sight.

She clamped her hand around the strap of her purse, hoping it would hide the slight tremble of her fingers. Come on. You can do this. For Chloe.

After a steadying breath, she entered the art gallery. It felt like walking into the lion’s den. Or maybe the fox’s den, since that was the kind of animal Tala could turn into, according to the tabloid article.

To her left was a section with sculptures made of household objects, while the larger area straight ahead showed paintings on plain white walls, each one illuminated by strategically placed spotlights. Soft classical music played in the background, and patrons commented quietly on the pieces.

Everything looked real, not like a place that had only been set up as a cover-up for shifter operations.

A gallery employee in dress pants and a white shirt approached her. “Good morning. How may I help you?”

Faith forced herself to return his friendly smile. “I’m Faith MacAllister. I’m here to meet—”

“Yes, of course,” he said before she could finish her sentence. “If you’d follow me, please.”

He led her along a dimly lit corridor, the walls to both sides adorned with watercolor sketches. His steps were light, his shoes not making any sound on the marble floor.

Was he a shifter too? Did he know why she was here?

He turned left, into a hidden alcove, and paused in front of a door with a small brass plaque engraved with the words private viewings.

No wonder the shifters had lived among humans without being detected for centuries! They were very good at this cloak-and-dagger thing.

“Your guest has arrived, sir,” he called through the door without opening it.

Almost immediately, the door swung open, and a burly man with military-short hair peeked out. He raked his gaze over Faith as if he had X-ray vision and could search her for weapons with a single look, then he opened the door wider and gestured at her to come in.

Her heart thudded against her ribs as she stepped inside.

At first glance, this room resembled the other parts of the gallery, but Faith didn’t take the time to study the artwork on the walls. Her attention was immediately drawn to the long table in the center of the room.

Two people rose from behind it—Tala and a tall man with silver-gray hair who had claimed the seat at the head of the table.

Faith recognized him immediately. She had seen the leader of the Wrasa on TV hundreds of times in the past year, since the shifters had revealed their existence.

“Welcome, Ms. MacAllister,” he said, his voice deep and commanding. “I hope you don’t mind us picking an art gallery as the location for our meeting.” He swept his arm toward the huge painting directly behind him, like an art aficionado showing off the favorite piece in his collection.

But Faith could tell there was more to it, so she took a closer look.

Flanked by smaller canvasses depicting dense forests and winding rivers hung the portrait of a majestic wolf. He stood tall and proud on a rock, ears perked forward and nose lifted as if he was about to howl. His silvery fur had been painted in remarkable detail, making Faith feel as if she could reach out and touch every single strand.

“Stunning, isn’t it?” Madsen asked.

Faith hadn’t noticed his eye color during any of his TV appearances. Now she realized they were the same yellowish brown as the wolf’s.

Was this him? His animal form? Faith had a feeling the answer was yes—and that he had wanted her to realize it. Was it just vanity or an attempt to intimidate her and remind her his kind could turn into predators with sharp fangs at the blink of an eye?

She realized he was still waiting for her reply.

Faith had no idea what the correct answer was. Yes, you are? She glanced at Tala, who regarded her with a level gaze.

The guy with the military haircut was no help either. He had retreated to the back of the room, where he stood with his arms folded across his chest.

All three shape-shifters studied her closely as if gauging her reaction.

“Yes,” Faith finally said. “Exquisite brushwork, Mr. Madsen.”

The corner of Tala’s mouth gave the tiniest twitch.

“Ah, so I see introductions won’t be necessary,” Jeff Madsen said. “Good. Then let’s get started. We have a lot to talk about.”

On legs that felt a little unsteady, Faith crossed the room and sat facing Tala, while Madsen retook his seat at the head of the table.

There were no lawyers present, no contracts or NDAs ready for her to sign resting on the table. Would the shifters just trust her word—or did they have other means to make sure she would honor their agreement? Was that why Madsen had pointed out the portrait of his wolf form?

A shiver went through her.

“Rest assured, we mean you no harm. We’re here to discuss the details of our…arrangement.” Madsen softened his voice to a grandfatherly tone.

Had he noticed the slight tremor?

Faith sat up straight, hoping to appear more confident than she felt. “I’m glad to hear that. So, what exactly do you expect of me? Of us?” She flicked her gaze at Tala, who sat at attention, hands resting palm-down on the table, her expression unreadable. She didn’t exactly give off “we’re in this together” vibes.

“Starting tomorrow, the two of you will be seen in public together,” Madsen said. “At first, it’ll be just romantic couples’ activities—candlelight dinners in cozy restaurants, love-struck photos on social media, that kind of thing. Of course, we will cover all costs.”

Money was the least of Faith’s concerns. She imagined posting a selfie of Tala and her with their cheeks pressed together. What would her colleagues and neighbors think? How would her father’s friends react? Would they judge her—the way some of them had when she’d come out as bisexual?

She hoped her dad had carefully considered the consequences. The longer she thought about it, the less sure she became. Was it really worth it?

In any case, she had to tell Jon. Even if they left everyone else in the dark, she had to let her ex-husband in on their plan.

“Once we’ve established your whirlwind romance with the tabloids and the social media influencers, we’ll start phase two of Operation Make-Believe Mate,” Madsen continued.

Operation Make-Believe Mate? Was that what the shifters called their bizarre idea? Faith swallowed. “Phase two?” That sounded like a battle plan put together with military precision.

Madsen nodded. “You’ll start to attend charity galas and political events that indicate a shift in your attitude toward a pro-Wrasa rights stance.”

So that was what they wanted? For her to publicly speak up for their rights—and against her own father?

This confirmed Faith’s earlier impression that they hadn’t picked her for this fake relationship at random, just because of the tabloid article. Tala wasn’t supposed to date Faith; she was supposed to date Peter MacAllister’s daughter.

Had her dad considered the effects it might have when he had encouraged her to agree to the pretend relationship? Some members of HASS might start to turn against him.

“You want me to speak up for shifter rights? Would people really buy that? I have always stayed out of politics.”

Tala gave a low grunt. “That’s a privilege only humans have,” she muttered. “We Wrasa can’t stay out of politics when our mere existence is political.”

Madsen ignored her comment. “There doesn’t have to be much speaking involved. Just you showing up at a Wrasa rights protest or fundraiser hand in hand with one of us will speak for itself.”

Hand in hand. Faith licked her dry lips and peeked at Tala’s hands, which were still resting on the table. They were small yet strong and capable, with graceful fingers. Muscles flexed subtly beneath her smooth skin, hinting at their latent power. Even though they lay very still, coiled energy seemed to vibrate through them as if they were ready to spring into action at Madsen’s order.

“Um, speaking of holding hands… What exactly would I be agreeing to in terms of PDAs?”

“Well,” Madsen said. “I’ll leave the details up to you two, but it’s paramount to convince everyone you’re in love with—”

“You won’t have to do anything that makes you uncomfortable,” Tala said firmly.

So far, she had come across as pretty harsh, so Faith had expected her to demand a convincing performance at all costs. She certainly hadn’t anticipated Tala interrupting her head of government, who didn’t seem amused by it.

“Humans vary in their comfort levels with public displays of affection, right?” Tala continued.

“Right,” Faith said, trying not to sound relieved. “Maybe we could make everyone think we prefer to keep our affection private.”

Tala nodded. “Fine with me.”

Madsen pierced her with a chiding glare. “I couldn’t care less whether you tear each other’s clothes off in the middle of a gala dinner or always keep a chaste distance, as long as you sell being head over tail in love. But you’re forgetting one thing.”

“Which is, sir?”

“We’re not just trying to fool humans. We need our fellow Wrasa to fall for it too.”

What was that supposed to mean? Faith looked back and forth between them. Did shifters behave differently when it came to relationships and PDAs?

Finally, it was Tala who interrupted their intense stare-down. “We’ll make it work, sir.”

“See that you do,” Madsen replied. “We can’t afford any slip-ups. Understood?”

His tone was laced with a meaning Faith didn’t understand.

Tala clearly did, though. Her back went even more rigid, and she clamped her hands around the edge of the table. “Understood, sir. I won’t fail you.”

“No dating other people. No talking about this with anyone.” Madsen’s piercing gaze seared into Faith, making her start to sweat. “No lovers’ spats in public. You’ll have to present a united front at all times. And make sure your stories align.”

“Where will we say we met?” Faith asked, partly to ease the tension in the room and partly out of genuine curiosity.

“Easy,” Tala answered. “At the parade. Like the tabloids said, you were instantly captivated by my pretty golden eyes.”

Faith waved her hand. “Oh, are they golden?”

The corners of Tala’s lips curved up into a smirk. “As if you didn’t notice.”

Okay, she had. But only because that color was so rare. At least among humans. Not because they were pretty.

“Good.” Madsen gave them an approving nod. “Keep up the flirting. Very believable.”

“Flirting?” they echoed at the same time.

“We weren’t flirting, sir.”

“Not at all,” Faith added. Shifters apparently struggled to interpret human body language correctly.

Madsen grunted. “Like I said, I couldn’t care less as long as you convince the world you’re the modern version of Romeo and Juliette.”

“Um, that story ended with both of them dying,” Faith said. Didn’t that matter to him either, as long as he got what he wanted?

Madsen ignored her remark. “So, do we have a deal? You’ll go through with it and make sure not a word about it gets leaked to anyone?” His attention was solely on Faith, not on Tala, his gaze drilling into her as if he could see through all her defenses and recognize the truth of why she was really doing this.

He didn’t demand to know her motivation, though. Was it a case of not looking a gift horse in the mouth, or was something else going on? Maybe they didn’t care why she’d agreed to help them as long as she did.

It took all of Faith’s self-control not to squirm under Madsen’s probing stare. “Deal.” Her voice came out sounding scratchy.

The word seemed to echo through the room.

Faith’s stomach clenched. Oh God. Had she just made a deal with the devil? She peered at Tala, seeking some form of reassurance, but the shifter’s expression remained inscrutable, so she turned back toward Madsen. “Under one condition.”

“Your daughter stays out of this,” Madsen said before she could. “Yes. Tas Peterson let me know.”

Tas? Was that Tala’s title? Or maybe a rank? So many things she didn’t know. But for now, she had to focus on making sure Chloe wouldn’t get caught up in any of this. “It should be easy to do since my ex-husband and I have shared custody. We can go on our dates on the days Chloe’s with her father, or I can get a babysit—” A thought occurred to her, and her stomach dropped. “We’re not expected to live together, are we?”

“No!” Tala sounded as appalled as if Faith had suggested moving into a glass enclosure full of tarantulas—if shape-shifters had an aversion to spiders too.

A muffled sound came from the back of the room. The burly guard pressed one hand to his mouth, then straightened and put on a neutral expression.

Madsen barked out a laugh. “Not unless you want to make this arrangement a lot more permanent than we’d planned.”

“You really don’t know much about us, do you?” Tala said. “If a Wrasa couple moves in together, everyone considers them mated for life. It’s our equivalent of getting married.”

“Oh.” A nervous chuckle escaped Faith. “Yeah, no. Definitely no U-Hauls on the second date, then.”

Tala’s sharp features softened the tiniest bit, and her lip twitched in the way Faith was coming to recognize as a secret grin.

So she had understood the inside joke. Did that mean she was a lesbian or bi? So far, no one had even mentioned them both being women, as if that was no big deal to the shape-shifters at all. Was it?

“A lifetime commitment won’t be necessary,” Madsen said. “It shouldn’t take long before the tabloids lose interest in your harmonious, drama-free relationship. We figured six months, tops, then you can amicably split up.”

Six months? Faith was determined to end this farce much sooner. Hopefully, it wouldn’t take long to find some incriminating evidence against the shifters.

“Are you okay with that?” Madsen asked when Faith didn’t say anything. “This won’t be something you can hide from your father. How do you think he’ll react?”

It felt as if he had tiptoed up to the one topic that really mattered: her father. “It’s no secret that he’s not a fan of shifters,” Faith said as honestly as possible.

“That’s like saying I don’t mind fried chicken,” Tala muttered. “Talk about an understatement.”

Faith chose to ignore her. “But he loves me and would never do anything to hurt me or the people I love. As long as Tala treats me well, she’s got nothing to fear.” A bit of a silent warning couldn’t hurt, right?

Tala met her gaze with a glint in her eyes, yet Faith couldn’t tell whether it was challenging or amused or both.

“Good,” Madsen said, drawing Faith’s attention back to him. “If you’re available tomorrow evening, you two could get your first date over with.”

Tomorrow? The shifters seemed to be in a hurry. But dragging it out would only make Faith more nervous, so she nodded.

A low sound from the door made all three Wrasa turn toward it.

“Tell them I’ll be right there,” Madsen said without raising his voice, as if fully expecting whoever was on the other side of the door to hear him even through that barrier.

So what they said about shifter hearing was true. One more reason to be careful around them.

Madsen turned back toward her. “I have an important matter to attend to. It was a pleasure to meet you, Ms. MacAllister. I’m sure our cooperation will be mutually beneficial and help us work toward a peaceful coexistence. Tas Peterson will pick you up for your first date tomorrow at a quarter past five.”

“Um, why don’t I pick her up?” Faith didn’t want Tala in her home. Besides, her father expected her to bug Tala’s apartment, and she could only do that if she got to see Tala’s den.

“I’ll leave the details up to you two.” Madsen waved at the burly guy leaning against the wall. “Brett, please make sure Ms. MacAllister gets to her car safely.”

“Yes, sir.” Brett walked over and lingered next to her until Faith stood.

Clearly, this wasn’t so much about ensuring she made it to her car safely but more about her not stopping anywhere along the way to sniff around the art gallery. She just hoped Brett wouldn’t come along as a bodyguard on their dates, or she wouldn’t get a chance to spy on the shifters.

She nodded at her fake girlfriend across the table. “Tala.”

Tala nodded back. “Faith.”

“Great Hunter,” Madsen muttered. “Such heartfelt emotion. What a touching goodbye. I can only hope you two will do a better job in public.”

“Don’t worry, sir,” Tala said. “We will.”

Faith walked to the door, with Brett shadowing her closely.

“Wait,” Madsen called after her. “I nearly forgot something really important.”

Tension crept up Faith’s neck. She carefully turned her head. “Yes?”

“Before you go, I need you both to see Jean-Paul. He prepared something we want you to wear for your date.”

The shifters had spared no expense. Apparently, they had hired a haughty French designer to create outfits for them.

“Brett will walk you over. Oh, one last thing. You’re not prone to seasickness, are you?”

“No.” Faith felt sick to her stomach, but that had nothing to do with getting queasy on the water. “Why?”

He flashed her a wolfish grin. “You’ll find out tomorrow.”

~ ~ ~

Clearly, Jean-Paul wasn’t what Faith had expected, judging by the pause in her step as Brett led them into the room. Truth be told, he wasn’t what Tala had expected either.

Instead of an elegant Frenchman in an impeccably tailored suit and a silk scarf, Brett introduced them to a tired-looking coyote-shifter in jeans and a rumpled lab coat. Gray stubble grew on his chin and cheeks, as if he hadn’t had the time to shave in days.

“Ah, Tas Peterson, what an honor! I can’t wait for you to see our project…or rather smell it.” He bustled to the back of the room, which looked like a laboratory, and returned with two small vials.

Faith eyed them with obvious hesitance. “This isn’t a love potion, is it?”

Jean-Paul chuckled. “Why do humans always think Wrasa deal in magic and supernatural stuff?”

“I don’t know,” Faith muttered. “Maybe because you can turn into bears, wolves, foxes, and other wild animals?”

Tala bit back a grin. She had to admit her fake mate was amusing at times. However, the comment also showed how she viewed the Wrasa: as wild, dangerous animals.

“Well, there’s that,” Jean-Paul said. “But no, this is all science. We’ve been working on this for quite some time, hoping to use it for commercial purposes, and were already close to a breakthrough when the council contacted us. We’ve been working on it twenty-four seven since then, and I think we finally got it right—or as close to right as we’ll ever get.”

Tala waved her fingers in a spit-it-out gesture. “So? What is it?”

Instead of explaining, Jean-Paul uncapped one of the vials and lifted it toward her nose.

The room filled with a heady fragrance.

Tala’s nostrils flared as she breathed it in. The sweet yet musky scent evoked images of enjoying hot milk with honey on a rainy fall day.

The aroma was strangely familiar. Of course she’d had milk with honey before, but that wasn’t why.

She sucked in another lungful of the essence and started coughing. Great Hunter! It was Faith’s scent, which reminded her of milk and a creamy bar of honey soap. But this time, it was blended with her own tangier essence!

Like most Wrasa, Tala had never been able to describe her own scent, yet others had told her she smelled like crisp fall leaves and an invigorating rain shower.

The liquid in the vial smelled exactly like that, combined with Faith’s scent, plus an extra note that blended the two others and added to their appeal.

Tala’s head spun. Her gaze darted back and forth between Jean-Paul and the vial in his hand. “Is that…us?”

Jean-Paul beamed as proudly as a father cradling his firstborn. “Yes! My team and I created our very first mate scent perfume!”

Of course! Without it, their plan was doomed to fail. Why hadn’t Tala thought of that before?

Probably because she still couldn’t believe they would go through with this weird scheme. A part of her was convinced someone would come up with a better, less risky idea to improve the Wrasa’s public image.

“Mate scent perfume?” Faith repeated as if they were words in a foreign language. “Can someone please tell me what on earth you’re talking about?”

“Oh, my mistake!” Jean-Paul said. “I thought Manark Madsen would have explained it to you already. You see, acting all lovey-dovey might be enough to convince humans that you two are a couple, but that alone won’t fool us Wrasa with our keen noses.”

“Keen noses?” Faith asked. “You mean shape-shifters can smell when two people…um…have been intimate?” A subtle pink suffused her pale cheeks with color.

Jean-Paul shook his head. “No. I mean, yes, that too, but mate scent isn’t just about that. For some couples, making love for the first time triggers chemical processes that change the way they smell. But mostly, it’s what happens when a couple bonds so deeply, it affects even their body chemistry. Their scents combine into a fuller, more complex aroma. We call that mate scent.”

“Wow.” Faith still stared at the vials. “And that happens for every couple? Even when one partner is human?”

“It happens for almost every couple if they’re both Wrasa. Sometimes it doesn’t, especially when one of them has a chronic illness that affects the way they smell. That’s why we’ve been working on a mate scent perfume,” Jean-Paul said. “As for human/Wrasa couples… We used to think they couldn’t develop a mate scent, but then again, relationships with humans were forbidden in the past, so we didn’t get much of a chance to find out otherwise until fairly recently.”

“But Tala and I wouldn’t have mate scent since we’re not actually a couple, so the perfume imitates it?” Faith asked.

“Exactly,” Jean-Paul said. “It’s not perfect, but it’s as close as we can get. Replicating the scent of a human…of any person…is impossible, so this is just an approximation of what your scents together might smell like if a bonded pair note was added. The good thing is that there still aren’t many Wrasa/human couples, so most of us have no idea what their mate scent would smell like.”

He walked around his work table, opened a drawer, and pulled out a big Ziploc bag. “Speaking of replicating your scent… I thought you might want to have this back.” A hint of a blush appeared beneath his stubble. “I swear I only sniffed it for professional reasons.”

Tala took a closer look at the bag. It held a neatly folded garment. Ah, so that was why Madsen had her bring in Faith’s jacket.

“Hey, that’s mine!” Faith sent her an accusatory glare.

“Stop looking at me like I’m a criminal. It’s not like I stole it.” But the snarl in Tala’s voice was half-hearted because she had broken into a human’s home once or twice when it had become necessary to protect her kind. “You left it on the back of your chair when you stormed off at the café.”

Faith took the jacket and hugged it to her chest. “You took it without my permission to recreate my scent. You have to admit that’s pretty creepy.”

Jean-Paul bristled. “It’s not creepy! It’s an amazing scientific accomplishment.” He handed one vial to Tala, the other to Faith. “Here. Put some on. Let’s see how it smells on you.”

Faith eyed the vial as if it contained poison. Carefully, she unstoppered it and applied only the merest hint of the perfume to her neck.

Tala tilted the small bottle and allowed a drop to gather on her fingertip. She dabbed the perfume onto her pulse points. The liquid seemed to warm against her skin, and the scent intensified as it mingled with her natural aroma.

It made her a bit dizzy. She had never before smelled her own scent as a component of mate scent, and inhaling it now was thoroughly confusing. How weird to smell it blended with Faith MacAllister’s essence!

But she had to admit the scent was pleasant. “Very clever.” She gave Jean-Paul a nod of acknowledgment. “You added some ingredient that will appeal to Wrasa, making sure they’ll like us as a couple.”

Jean-Paul stuck his nose in the air and sniffed as if to double-check. “Um, no, we actually didn’t. I’m sure it will appeal to some Wrasa, but others might not care for it. Kind of like with any perfume. We didn’t create it to appeal to people, just to fool them into believing you’re a mated couple. As an added bonus, it will also help mask the scent of your emotions. That’s why we think you should wear it even on your first date.”

“But most couples don’t develop a mate scent until months into their relationship,” Tala protested.

“Just let them assume you fell in love at first sight,” Jean-Paul said. “You need the perfume; otherwise, every Wrasa within smelling distance will be able to sniff out the lies you’ll tell them.”

The hint of a blush on Faith’s cheeks was replaced by an ashen pallor. Various test tubes and beakers rattled as she sank against the nearby counter. “Sniff out?” she whispered. “A-are you saying you can smell when someone is lying?”

Tala shot him a warning look. If Faith didn’t already know, she had no intention of telling her. After all, she was still Peter MacAllister’s daughter.

“Not the lie per se, but the emotional response behind it—like guilt or nervousness. But with the right context, we can conclude that someone is—”

Tala let out a growl to shut him up. Dammit! What was wrong with this blabbermouth scientist? Hadn’t he had the same briefing the council had given her on what he could and couldn’t tell Faith? Being able to smell deception was a huge advantage they had over humans—and now that advantage was gone.

Jean-Paul ducked his head but said, “What? If you want her to be convincing as your mate, she needs to know at least the basics about us.”

Still growling under her breath, Tala shoved the cap back onto the vial and slid it into her pocket. He wasn’t completely wrong, and she hated that. She had spent the last decade protecting the Wrasa’s secrets from humans, and now she was suddenly expected to blab at least some of them to the daughter of their worst enemy?

The Great Hunter had a strange sense of humor.

“She also needs to know about one problem we haven’t been able to solve yet,” Jean-Paul continued. “Any Wrasa you meet while you’re wearing the perfume will wonder why they can’t smell your emotions. Let’s just hope they’ll give you as a newly mated couple as much privacy as possible by not sniffing around.”

“That won’t be a problem,” Tala said. “At least for me. I’ve learned to control my chemical reactions so no one can tell my emotions—unless it’s a really strong one. My family is used to that, and everyone else won’t dare ask.”

Jean-Paul chuckled. “Right. I did notice but hesitated to ask. You can be kind of…um, intimidating.”

Tala didn’t care—quite the opposite. “As for Faith, maybe they’ll assume her emotions are hard to detect because she’s one half of a Wrasa/human couple. It’s not like most people have ever met someone in an interspecies relationship, so they won’t know any better.”

Except right now, Faith’s emotions weren’t hard to sniff out even with the perfume. The stench of her panic hit Tala’s nostrils. She whirled around to see what was going on.

Brett, who had lurked near the door so he could walk Faith out, had crossed the room toward her. He leaned closer and sniffed Faith’s neck to check out the perfume.

Faith shrank back, but the counter behind her stopped her retreat.

“Brett!” Tala flashed her teeth at him. “Back off! Can’t you smell you’re scaring her?”

He looked up. “I just wanted to see if it’s working.”

“It is! Back off! Now!”

He raised both hands and jumped back. “No offense. I didn’t know you were already getting into the protective mate role.”

She wasn’t. Of course not. She just couldn’t stand big guys like him cornering a much smaller woman. Faith was obviously scared, and the last thing they needed was for her to back out now.

But even once Brett had backed off, the odor of panic still clung to Faith like a too-tight suit, despite the perfume that masked most of her emotions.

Tala cocked her head and eyed Faith. Damn. Did she really scare so easily? Tala would have to keep an eye on her. “You okay?” she asked gruffly, not wanting Brett to think he was right about the protective mate thing.

“Yeah. Of course. He just startled me for a second.” Faith frantically rubbed the side of her neck as if trying to remove the mate scent perfume—or maybe to spread it over more of her skin; Tala wasn’t sure which. Apparently, humans did strange things when they were scared.

“I think we’re done here. You can go, Brett,” Tala said. “I’ll walk Faith to her car.”

Brett shook his head. “With all due respect, Manark Madsen told me to—”

“Then go complain to him. And don’t forget to mention how you scared her”—she jerked her head toward Faith without looking away from Brett—“half to death.”

For a few seconds, he faced her in a silent standoff. Finally, he lowered his gaze. “Yes, Tas. But if Manark Madsen has my pelt for not following his orders…”

“I’ll make sure he at least hangs it in a place of honor above his fireplace.” Tala lightly gripped Faith’s elbow and led her to the door and through the labyrinth of hallways toward the exit. The vial of perfume seemed to get heavier in her pocket with every step she took. Its aroma grew stronger, not only from her own pulse points but from Faith’s too, until she could barely smell anything else. Even the odor of Faith’s fear was just a faint trace in comparison.

You’d better get used to it. Starting tomorrow, when they had their first public outing as a couple, she would have to wear the perfume every time she ventured out into public.

~ ~ ~

As Faith scrambled behind the wheel and closed the driver’s side door between herself and Tala, it started to rain. With trembling hands, she started the car and drove away from the art gallery.

“You’re fine, you’re fine, you’re fine,” she repeated to herself. The frantic back-and-forth of the windshield wipers matched her racing heartbeat.

The familiar streets of DC felt like a maze, with potential danger lurking everywhere. As soon as she could no longer see Tala in the rearview mirror, she turned into a side street and pulled over.

She fumbled for her phone, managed to open the contact app, and selected the name at the top of the list.

The phone rang only once before her father answered. Knowing him, he had waited for her call all afternoon. “Faith? Is everything okay? How did it go?”

“They can smell emotions!” The words burst out of Faith. “They are walking, talking lie detectors!”

“What? Tell me what happened—every little detail, starting from the moment you set foot into the art gallery. Don’t leave anything out.”

Her mind still reeling, Faith relayed her conversations with the shape-shifters, from their meeting with Jeff Madsen to the short conversation with Tala before she’d finally escaped into her car.

Outside, the rain intensified, adding to the doom and gloom she was feeling.

“Mate scent,” her father muttered once she had finished. “Lord help us. They are nothing but animals.”

“Very sophisticated animals. I’m not sure I can pull this off, Dad. If I try to bug Tala’s apartment like you told me to, she’ll know right away I’ve done something sneaky. They’ll be on to me before I can find out a thing.”

“I know it’s risky,” her father said. “And I hate putting you in such a tough situation. But just look at what you already found out before this scheme has even really started! I have kept a close eye on the shifters for a year, and yet I had no clue they can sniff out what we humans are feeling. Just imagine what else you might find out if you hang in there.”

Faith gripped the steering wheel with her free hand. “But how can I find out anything without them knowing immediately what I’m up to?”

“The French chemist guy said the perfume will help mask your emotions, right? And it sounds like they can smell what you’re feeling but not why you’re feeling it. Just make them think you’re nervous about fake-dating a shifter, not because you’re spying on them.”

Her father had always managed to calm her down, and now wasn’t an exception. She breathed in through her nose, then out through her mouth. “Okay. I can do that. And I’ll stick to the truth as much as possible. But what if they catch me in a lie?”

“What are they supposed to do?” her father asked. “End your fake-dating arrangement? I doubt they would. They want something from you.”

“They could…hurt me.” Vivid images of her mother, lying on the forest floor, her throat torn out by sharp fangs, rose in front of her mind’s eye, even though she had never seen her mom’s body.

“They wouldn’t dare,” her father said fiercely. “If they harm even one hair on your head, I’ll torch down that art gallery and every other place associated with those monsters. I won’t rest until Congress revokes their citizenship, bans them to restricted zones, and strips them of every right.”

The cold fury in her father’s voice sent a shiver through Faith.

“You’re going to be fine,” he added more softly. “Just slather on as much perfume as you can, and stay calm.”

That’s what she had done earlier. Well, not the stay calm part. She had royally failed at that. But she had secretly applied more perfume, and come to think of it, maybe it had helped.

Tala had clearly known she was panicking, but she hadn’t sensed that it was the revelation about them being able to sniff out emotions that had scared her. She had assumed Faith was afraid of the shape-shifter guard.

If she could do something like that tomorrow, she would be fine. She would smuggle a bug into Tala’s home by giving her flowers when she picked her up for their date, and if she was lucky, the device would capture damning information about the shifters before she’d have to go on a second date.

This could all be over before the end of the week.

The rain lightened to a gentle patter against the windshield.

She took another deep breath. “Okay, Dad. I can do this.”

“I know you can, sweetheart. Call me as soon as you make it home from your date—or if anything goes wrong. I can drum up a dozen members of HASS within a few minutes, all heavily armed.”

“No, Dad. No guns or pitchforks. Let’s try the bug first.”

“All right. Did you find out where you’re going for your…date?” He spat out the last word.

“We’ll have dinner tomorrow. Tala wouldn’t say where exactly we’ll be going, but she suggested we meet at the Wharf at a quarter to six.”

Her father frowned. “The Wharf? How will you be able to plant the bug in her place if you’re meeting her there?”

“Don’t worry. We’re not actually meeting there. I told her our date will be more convincing to humans if I pick her up. I’ll use the same excuse—it coming across as more romantic to her human neighbors—when she questions why I would bring flowers to a fake date.”

“Well done. I’ll send someone over with the flowers and the bug before your date tomorrow.” He chuckled. “I never thought I’d ever encourage you to give flowers to a woman.”

A smile eased the tension in Faith’s jaw. “Me neither.”

Silence filtered through the phone for several seconds, but it wasn’t strained the way it had been a couple of years ago.

“I love you,” her father finally said. “Please be careful.”

“I will. Love you too.”

After a few more seconds of companionable silence, they ended the call.

Faith sat there for a while longer, then pulled back onto the street. She had a date to mentally prepare for.


 

Chapter 6

When Faith answered the door the following afternoon, she was greeted by the biggest bouquet of flowers she had ever seen. It boasted three dozen pink and purple tulips, interspersed with lilac carnations and a few other types of spring flowers she didn’t recognize. They were cradled in a sturdy ceramic vase with a floral pattern in soft pastel tones.

Jon held the vase out to her with a boyish grin. “Maybe if I had done this more often, we wouldn’t be divorced.”

They both knew it wasn’t that easy, of course, but Faith chose not to say it. “You know they’re not for me, don’t you?”

He instantly sobered. “I know.”

Faith bit her lip. She should have known her father had already clued him in—and that he would send him to deliver the flowers. Jon wasn’t only his director of finance; he was his right-hand man at Humans Against Shape-Shifters and the son he’d never had. So far, she had put off talking to him about the fake-dating-a-shifter scheme, unsure how he’d react, but now she could no longer avoid it. “Come on in.” She took the bouquet from him and walked into the kitchen to fill the vase with water so the flowers would stay fresh until she left for her first fake date in a few hours.

He followed her and leaned against the counter.

“Where’s Chloe?” Faith asked over her shoulder.

“With my cousin. She talked Allison into making Christmas cookies.”

Faith chuckled. “Christmas cookies in April?”

“What can I say? You know our daughter. If she wants something, good luck convincing her otherwise. She gets it from her mom.” He cleared his throat. “That probably means I shouldn’t even try to convince you not to do this, right?”

Faith put the vase down and turned toward him. “Trust me, I’m not eager to do it either, but Dad thinks it could be a once-in-a-lifetime chance to prove the shifters are up to something evil.”

He nodded. “Yeah, I know. That’s the only reason I’m letting you do this.”

“Letting me?” Faith echoed. “Just in case there’s any confusion: I’m not six, like Chloe. I’m an adult, and we’re no longer married, which means I don’t have to ask you for your opinion, much less permission.”

They’d had variations of this conversation a couple of times at the beginning of their relationship. Jon had grown up in a conservative family with very traditional ideas of gender roles, but she had thought he had changed since then.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean it like that. I just…” Jon clutched the counter behind him with both hands and intently studied the kitchen floor.

“Don’t worry,” Faith said more softly. “I made sure they keep Chloe out of this. She won’t even meet any of the shifters.”

“I don’t just worry about Chloe. I worry about you too. That doesn’t stop because we got a divorce, you know? You’re still the mother of my child and”—he peeked up at her—“someone I care about.”

As always, she had a hard time staying angry with him. “You can care. But you can’t make my decisions for me.”

“Noted. Just be careful, please,” he said quietly. “These creatures are dangerous, and you’re not James Bond.”

Unexpected laughter bubbled up from her chest. “I know. If I were, I’d have dated a string of hot Bond girls after we split up instead of staying home to pick up Legos and scrub finger paint off the couch.”

The words hung in the air between them.

Jon blinked, looking as surprised as Faith felt.

She hadn’t planned on saying that. While she had told him she was bisexual before their divorce, she usually didn’t discuss her sexual orientation with him.

Faith stopped herself from apologizing. She was done feeling guilty for who she was. “You know that might happen, right? Not the Bond girls part, obviously, but me dating a woman. For real, I mean, not just a scheme to expose the shifters. I’m not expecting you to be thrilled about it, but—”

“Actually,” he said, “I am. Okay, maybe not thrilled, but I’m fine with it. At least then I’ll know your new partner won’t try to replace me as Chloe’s daddy.”

Had he been afraid of that happening all along? She regarded his familiar face. “That won’t happen, no matter who I end up with. Chloe already has a dad, and I happen to think he’s a fantastic one.”

He straightened, and a pleased grin lit up his face. “Fantastic, huh? Well, her mother isn’t bad either.”

They chuckled together.

How weird that they got along much better now, as divorced co-parents, than they ever had as a married couple.

“So…” he said after a while. “You haven’t dated at all?”

Faith rearranged a couple of the carnations. “A few dates here and there. But it never got to a point where I would even consider introducing them to Chloe, or I would have told you. You?”

“Same. Nothing like good old Mr. Bond’s love life, that’s for sure,” Jon said with a wry smile. “Your father keeps me in the office until late whenever I don’t have Chloe. Sometimes, I think he’s doing it on purpose to keep me from going out with other women. He’s still hoping we’ll reconcile.”

“We won’t,” she answered in a soft but firm tone.

“I know.”

They had tried to reconcile for Chloe’s sake, but it hadn’t worked. Over the years, they had grown in different directions until they were no longer a good match.

Jon cleared his throat. “So yeah, clearly, 007’s dating escapades are out of reach for both of us, but I think I make a decent Q.”

“Q?” Faith repeated. “From Star Trek?”

“No. You’ve never actually seen a Bond movie, have you?”

“I’ve seen enough to know how sexist they are.”

Jon looked as if she had insulted his beloved Washington Commanders. “Sexist? They’re not—” He raised both hands, forestalling any objections. “Anyway, Q is the guy who supplies Bond with his spy gadgets. Check out the vase.”

Faith picked up the vase and studied it from all sides. At first glance, it appeared entirely normal. The light reflected in the glaze, casting additional patterns onto the ceramic. She set it back down and traced the shape of its curve.

When she reached the base, her fingertips encountered the tiniest unevenness. She took a closer look. A faint, almost imperceptible seam ran along the base, like a hairline fracture in the ceramic.

“The base twists off,” Jon said with obvious pride. “There’s a hidden compartment. It holds a tiny radio transmitter and a microphone.” He held his thumb and index finger half an inch apart, indicating the size of the bug.

Faith let her hand drop away from the vase as her palms grew damp. Her spy mission had become a lot more real. “What do I need to do when I plant it?”

“Nothing,” he replied. “It’s sound-activated and runs on batteries. Just make sure the shifter puts the vase somewhere central in her apartment, where she’ll spend most of her time. It’ll transmit any conversation to your father’s computer for about a week, until the battery runs out.”

She regarded him with a shake of her head. “How do you know all of this?”

He shrugged as if it were no big deal. “Maybe I have a bit of James Bond in me after all. I’ve picked up a few things from other members of HASS over the past few months.”

That sounded as if HASS members were regularly using listening devices. What else had Jon done for the group? And how far had her father gone in his attempts to expose the shifters?

She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, not sure how to ask…or if she wanted to hear the answer.

“What?” Jon asked.

“This”—she gestured at the vase and the tiny listening device hidden inside—“isn’t exactly legal, is it?” She hadn’t questioned it when her father had first suggested it, but now doubts were starting to creep in.

“It might not be legal, but it’s the right thing to do.” His voice resonated with passionate conviction, and his intense gaze never wavered. “We’re not dealing with ordinary people, Faith, so ordinary methods won’t work. These shifters are vicious and manipulative. We have to use every means at our disposal to protect ourselves and our fellow humans. If we shy away from making the hard choices, we’re doomed.”

Maybe he was right. Her father had said the same thing when he had first suggested bugging Tala’s home. But the uneasy feeling in the pit of her stomach wouldn’t go away. Her mind still raced with questions.

“Do you think you can do this?” Jon leaned forward as if to touch her, then seemed to think better of it.

Faith glanced at the vase. Could she do this? Should she?

In the face of Jon’s conviction, she swallowed down her own doubts. She would make sure the vase wasn’t placed in the bathroom or bedroom, where the bug could record more…intimate moments. If the shifters were the upstanding citizens they pretended to be, they wouldn’t have anything to hide. Her father would listen in on whatever phone calls Tala made or conversations she might have with visitors for a few days, then the battery would run out and they could all go back to their normal, non-James Bond lives.

But if the shifters were indeed hiding something, the world needed to know before it was too late.

Faith nodded stiffly. “Of course I can.”

“Good,” Jon said. “And remember you’re not in this alone. At the tiniest hint of danger or even if you just think something is off, call us immediately. Your father and I will be on standby for every second of that date.”

Her throat was too tight to answer, so she nodded again and clutched the vase with both hands. What on earth had she signed up for?


 

Chapter 7

Faith clutched the heavy vase with damp hands as she walked up to the historic apartment building on Connecticut Avenue where Tala lived for the time being. The imposing nine-story structure rose up in front of her like a stoic sentinel, adding to the feeling of impending doom.

It was beyond her how Tala had managed to secure a place in such an exclusive community so fast. Apparently, the shifters really were well-connected—and they hadn’t spared any expense either.

This fake-dating scheme was clearly important to them, and that sped up Faith’s frenzied pulse even more.

Blood rushed in her ears, mingling with the babble of the fountain in front of the building, which shot three columns of water into the air.

Faith gazed up at the tan brick-and-limestone exterior.

Eagles were carved into the facade, two on the left and two on the right of the main entrance. One on each side glared fiercely at her, while the other faced away. Higher up, right below the pyramidal copper roof, two giant winged griffins adorned the tower.

Faith’s steps faltered.

Was it just a coincidence that the shifters had chosen to house Tala in a building guarded by mythological creatures—half lion, half eagle? Or was it a secret way to let other Wrasa know who lived here? Was maybe every tenant one of them?

Mouth dry, she passed beneath the gleaming aluminum marquee that stretched out over the front entrance.

A doorman opened the door for her, and she entered an opulent lobby.

It was like setting foot into a time capsule.

The blue, green, and golden stained glass over the entrance filled the lobby with a warm glow as the late-afternoon sunlight filtered through it. An enormous chandelier dangled from the ceiling, which was painted in golden tones. To the left and right, two ten-foot mirrors hung on the walls, while straight ahead, a majestic staircase led downstairs, where—according to a discreet sign—an indoor pool, a gym, and a hair salon were located. A round table presented a bouquet of colorful flowers even bigger than the one Faith clutched in her hands.

Why had the shifters put Tala in such a luxury apartment building instead of a more inconspicuous one? Maybe it was because people tended to expect the rich to be eccentric, so they wouldn’t think much of any weird quirks they might observe.

Sea-green carpet muffled Faith’s steps as she walked up to the front desk.

A young woman greeted her with a friendly smile.

“Hi,” Faith said. “I’m Faith MacAllister. I’m here to visit a…um…friend. Tala Peterson.”

The young woman’s brow crinkled as she studied the flowers Faith was clutching. Her nostrils flared, then her smile broadened.

Was she a shifter? Had she smelled the perfume and assumed Tala was her mate?

Faith glanced at the young woman’s neck. She was wearing a silver chain and one of the stainless-steel tags that identified her as a shape-shifter.

It resembled the ID tags members of the military wore, but instead of a rectangle with rounded edges, this one was a perfect circle.

Some humans called them dog tags. Every shape-shifter was required to wear one and keep it visible at all times.

This law had been the first one passed after the Wrasa had revealed their existence, and it was supposed to make it harder for shifters to fool humans and pretend they were one of them.

The Wrasa council had reluctantly agreed, hoping to ease human fears about shape-shifters living undetected among them.

Knowing the young woman was a shifter didn’t make Faith feel any more at ease, though. She tried not to squirm.

The woman looked at her tablet. “Yes. I have Ms. Peterson listed as expecting a visitor.” She pointed toward the rear of the lobby. “Take the elevator up to the top floor. Ms. Peterson’s apartment will be on your left once you get off.”

Top floor? The shape-shifters hadn’t just managed to get an apartment in this posh building at such short notice but one on the top floor! They had more influence than she had suspected. Another shiver ran through Faith. “Thanks so much.” She crossed the lobby on slightly unsteady legs.

The ride to the top floor passed in a blur.

Before she knew it, she stood before a beautiful apartment door inlaid with little golden triangles.

A trickle of moisture gathered between her shoulder blades as she clutched the vase to her chest with one hand, freeing the other so she could ring the doorbell.

Oh God. She’ll be able to smell my anxiety! She’ll know I’m up to something!

Faith focused on drawing air into her lungs. In. Out. Calm down.

If the mate scent perfume worked, Tala wouldn’t be able to sniff out her emotions. Faith had put on so much of it that her eyes had watered.

Even now, the strong aroma filled her nostrils every time she inhaled. It was bolder than her usual style and not a perfume she would have picked for herself, yet she found it surprisingly alluring. An earthy note with a hint of something spicy, like cedar, made her think of the forest. She had expected an aroma like that to make her anxious, but instead, it seemed to ground her.

As she breathed in again, she detected a softer, sweeter note that perfectly balanced the forest scents.

How did Tala, with her keener nose, experience the perfume? Did she like it or find it too overwhelming?

The door swung open, and Tala stood in front of her.

Both froze in place and stared at each other.

No. Tala wasn’t staring at her. Her focus was on the flowers Faith held out like a protective shield. Then, slowly, her gaze raked up to Faith’s face. Tala’s golden eyes locked onto hers, and the intensity of her attention made Faith’s skin prickle. She felt like a rabbit caught in a predator’s sight.

“Hi,” Faith said, just to interrupt the silence stretching between them. “Here. For you.” She thrust the vase toward Tala, who made no move to take it.

“You brought me flowers?” Tala’s eyebrows arched, and she glanced at the bouquet as if it were a live grenade.

Acid rose up Faith’s throat. Did Tala suspect that they were bugged? Faith had made up a reasonable-sounding excuse at home, but for a moment, her mind went blank, and she couldn’t remember a word. “Um, yeah, I… I thought it would make it look real. To anyone who might be watching,” she finally got out and jerked her head up and down the hallway, to the neighboring units. “And I wasn’t sure if you had a vase, so I brought one.”

“I see.” Finally, Tala reached out and took the vase.

Their fingers brushed.

A rush of energy zinged through Faith. She dropped the vase before Tala had fully grasped it.

With quick reflexes, Tala caught it. She tilted her head, and her nostrils flared as she studied Faith. “Why are you so jumpy?”

“Oh, you know. First date nerves.” Faith forced a laugh that sounded a tad too hysterical. “Plus I’ve never dated a shifter before.” She lowered her voice. “Or fake-dated one.”

“That much is obvious,” Tala muttered as if more to herself than to Faith. “If you had, you’d have brought a smoked ham instead of flowers.”

“Smoked…what?”

Tala sighed. “For future reference, just to make this”—she gestured back and forth between them—“look more convincing: Wrasa don’t bring flowers to a date.”

Ah. So that was why the young woman at the front desk had stared at the flowers in confusion. “Why not? You’re not allergic, are you?”

“Hardly. We don’t like cutting off plants from their life source and watching them wither away and die.”

“Oh.” Great, now Faith felt like a plant killer. Good thing this wasn’t a real date because it hadn’t gotten off to a good start.

“If you want to court one of us, you bring food,” Tala added.

And how on earth would she hide a listening device in a smoked ham? Not even James Bond’s Q could solve that problem. “I’ll try to remember that for next time.”

If there would be a next time. Hopefully, Tala would accept the flowers anyway, and the bug would pick up a conversation between Tala and another shifter and get them all the evidence they needed to convince the world that the Wrasa couldn’t be trusted. “But since I already bought the flowers, there’s no sense wasting them, right?”

Tala reluctantly nodded. “Be right back.” She whirled around and carried the flowers into her apartment.

Faith caught a glimpse of polished hardwood floors, a high ceiling, and a sofa curving around a bean-shaped coffee table. She wasn’t sure what she had expected a shifter’s home to look like, but it appeared entirely normal. Which wasn’t surprising since the shifters had learned to fit in centuries ago. Besides, the apartment had probably come fully furnished, so it didn’t reflect Tala’s personality.

Tala put the vase down on the coffee table.

Yes! That spot was perfect so the tiny microphone could pick up any sound in the apartment.

When Tala turned back around, Faith quickly schooled her features.

As they got into the elevator and then walked down the street to where Faith had parked, she kept glancing at Tala out of the corner of her eye.

Earlier, with the bugged vase in her hands, she had been too nervous to register what Tala was wearing, but now she took a moment to check out what shifters considered proper dating attire.

A cream-colored silk shirt clung to Tala’s lithe form. Its polo-style collar revealed a hint of her collarbone and a silver necklace—likely her ID tag, though it wasn’t visible enough for Faith to be certain. Tala’s coppery-red hair stood out against the shirt’s muted tone like a flame. She had chosen a pair of sleek, black pants that stretched over her athletic legs. Black leather boots with a subtle heel added several inches to her height.

Her style—a mix of casual chic and practicality—would have appealed to Faith…if Tala were human, of course.

Tala didn’t merely walk down the street, she prowled with her shoulders square, spine ramrod straight, and her gaze darting left and right, taking in every inch of her surroundings.

“What?” Tala growled as if sensing her attention.

Faith jumped, but she was determined not to let Tala intimidate her. “Nothing. Just…you don’t exactly look like someone heading out to a romantic dinner.”

Frowning, Tala peered down at her outfit. “Of course I do.”

“No. I mean, you look fine—”

“Fine?” Tala smoothed her hand over the collar of her shirt. “If that’s your idea of a compliment, you need practice. I look a lot better than fine.”

Her indignant sniff almost made Faith smile despite her nerves. “Okay, you look…” Under the weight of Tala’s warning glare, she finally added, “Really nice. Better?”

“Marginally. As long as you come up with a more enthusiastic description when someone is around.”

“Hey, it’s not like you complimented my outfit. Or don’t shifters do that?”

“We do. If it’s warranted.” Tala gave her a quick side-glance, taking in Faith’s lavender midi dress with an expression of complete indifference. “You look nice too.”

Faith forced herself not to react to it. After all, she didn’t care what Tala thought of her appearance, right? She hadn’t even meant to comment on Tala’s outfit. “What I actually wanted to say was that you look pretty nervous too.”

Tala huffed. “Please. I’m not nervous. I’m merely vigilant. We Wrasa have to be whenever we’re among humans.”

Oh, come on. Surely that was an exaggeration. Faith had never seen humans attack a shifter. Now, the other way around… She firmly shoved the image of her mother, lying on the bloodstained forest floor, away. “So what if you were nervous? You could admit it, you know? It’s only human after all.”

“I’m not,” Tala said.

“Nervous?”

“Human.”

It was only then that Faith realized what she’d said. Her cheeks heated. Fake-dating a shifter would take some getting used to.

Tala stopped at Faith’s blue Toyota RAV4.

Faith tensed. How had Tala known it was her car without her pointing it out? Had the shifters spied on Faith and found out what kind of vehicle she drove? Or could Tala identify it by Faith’s scent clinging to it? She wasn’t sure which option felt less threatening.

Then she remembered that Tala had walked her to her car after that meeting with Madsen at the gallery. Well, more like escorted her.

Faith blew out a breath. She really needed to calm down. This entire situation was making her paranoid.

“What?” Tala asked.

“Nothing.” Faith quickly unlocked the car and opened the passenger-side door for Tala as a faux romantic gesture before getting in on the driver’s side. “So, where exactly are we going for our fake date? Del Mar?” Their Spanish cured meats or the seafood tower for two might appeal to shifters and their ideas of courtship.

Tala clicked her seat belt into place. “No.”

“Mi Vida?” Faith asked as she started the car.

“No. We’re not going to a restaurant.”

Faith frowned, and she couldn’t keep her pulse from speeding up again. What was Tala up to? “But you said we’d be going out for dinner.”

“We will have dinner. Just not in a restaurant.”

Faith’s mind raced as she put together all the puzzle pieces. The Wharf. Dinner. Then she remembered Jeff Madsen asking whether she was prone to seasickness.

Oh no. Her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth, and it took a moment before she could speak. “You got us tickets for a dinner cruise on the Potomac.”

“Yes,” Tala said, grinning like a dog who’d brought home a bone. “Checking out the cherry blossoms along the shore, watching the sun set from the observation deck… It will look very romantic to anyone who sees us.”

Faith didn’t need to be able to sniff out emotions to know she was lying. The romantic perks weren’t why the shifters had picked a ship as the location of their first date. Once it pulled away from the dock, no one could get on or off. They would have complete control.

She clamped her hands around the steering wheel to hide the tremor running through them.

No escape.

~ ~ ~

Tala had lived among humans all her life, but it still amazed her how noisy they could be.

Pier 4 bustled with activity. People waiting to board the ship chattered excitedly, footsteps echoed across the wooden planks, and someone shouted over to the ticket booth.

Out of habit, she scanned the crowd and inhaled the smells drifting on the breeze.

The strong aroma of the mate scent perfume coming from Faith instantly hit her nose, and she had to inhale again to detect anything else.

Most people in the crowd smelled human, but a few yards behind her, she could make out the carefully controlled scent of two Saru on duty.

Even without turning around to check, she knew they were her backup, which Madsen had sent along just in case.

She could practically feel their gazes on the back of her head.

Wait. That itchy feeling wasn’t coming from their direction. It also wasn’t caused by the paparazzo who had been tipped off by the council. He had been following them since they’d gotten out of the car. Every now and then, he snapped a discreet photo, but now he sat on a bollard and fiddled with his phone.

Pretending to tilt her face into the descending sun, she peeked over her shoulder.

A tall man in a suit and a woman in a sundress were leaning against the pier’s railing. They didn’t stand out from the crowd, but the way the guy quickly averted his gaze gave him away.

Amateurs. Tala would have bet the luxury apartment the council had put her in against the modest guest room in Rue and Kelsey’s house that they were members of HASS.

She wasn’t surprised that Peter MacAllister had sent his people to follow them. In fact, she would have been more baffled if he hadn’t. Surely Faith had told him about their date, and whether she had pretended it was real or told him it was fake, he wouldn’t just tell her to have fun. He would never trust a Wrasa with his only daughter.

Faith didn’t seem to notice they were being followed. She had glanced at the paparazzo every now and then after Tala had pointed him out to her earlier, but she hadn’t looked in the direction of the Saru or the HASS members even once, and her scent had stayed the same. Had her father not told her he would have his people follow them?

The throng of passengers ahead of them surged forward as boarding started. But there was a method to the chaos. Everyone had lined up in pairs, and now one couple after another strolled down the gangway hand in hand.

Tala looked around.

There were humans holding hands everywhere.

She leaned closer to Faith and whispered, “What’s this?” She gestured at the couples around them. “Why is everyone lining up like kindergartners at a school trip, clutching someone’s hand?”

Faith burst out laughing. “It has a Noah’s ark vibe, doesn’t it?”

“Noah’s ark?”

“It’s a reference from the Bible.” Faith sobered, maybe at the reminder that Tala didn’t share her religious beliefs—or her species. “Animals were lining up in pairs to board the ark.”

“Ah.” Tala had tried to read the Bible once, just out of curiosity, but had become bored within a few pages, probably because it was all about humans.

“Well,” Faith said, “it’s a romantic sunset cruise, so of course it’s going to appeal to couples. That’s why you booked it, right?”

“Right.” Actually, it had been one of the councilors’ aides who had booked it. If it had been up to her, they would have gone to a steakhouse or something. Being trapped on a ship with hundreds of humans wasn’t Tala’s idea of a pleasant evening. She tugged on her collar, making sure the metal tag that identified her as a Wrasa stayed hidden beneath her shirt. “Should we…do that too? Hold hands?”

“Um, sure,” Faith said but didn’t sound sure at all.

Tala hesitated. Great Hunter, they were both making this more complicated than it needed to be. It was a little hand-holding, not cunnilingus in public. She gave herself a mental kick, reached over, and took Faith’s hand.

Her skin was very soft, yet despite the pleasantly warm evening sun, her fingers were cold and clammy.

Tala knew humans had lower body temperature compared to her own kind. Still, it didn’t feel normal.

Even though the mate scent perfume mostly drowned out the odor of her emotions, Faith was clearly scared.

Scared of her.

That thought sat like a jagged rock in the pit of Tala’s stomach. While she didn’t like humans and didn’t trust Faith, she didn’t want to terrify her either—if for no other reason than that it would endanger her mission. If Faith was scared of her, she wouldn’t be able to play her smitten lover convincingly.

Tala loosened her grip on Faith’s hand, very aware of how much stronger she was, even though she might not look it. “Listen.” She lowered her voice and made an effort to soften it to what she hoped was a tone humans would find soothing. “I know your father made you think we’re monsters. But I don’t mean you any harm. All I want right now is to make sure I don’t disappoint my superiors.” She stopped herself from adding the word again. “Well, that and a huge plateful of whatever food they serve on board. That’s the entire evil agenda I have for tonight.”

Faith studied her intently, as if searching for the tiniest hint of deceit. Finally, her fingers curled around Tala’s, and the faintest of smiles darted across her face. “If that’s evil, I guess I’m going to hell too because, truth be told, I skipped lunch and feel like I could eat a horse.”

“Ooh, horse!” Tala made a show of licking her lips. “You think that’ll be on the menu?”

A horrified look crossed Faith’s face. Her hand jerked in Tala’s as if she was about to pull away. “You’re kidding…right?”

“Of course I am. We Wrasa do have a sense of humor, you know?”

“A weird one,” Faith muttered, but her hand relaxed.

Tala cursed herself inwardly. She really had to stop those jokes, especially since the peace between them was fragile, but for some reason, Faith seemed to bring out the urge to tease her. She wasn’t sure why, and before she could figure it out, the line moved forward and it was their turn to have their tickets scanned.

Tala held out her phone with the digital tickets to the uniformed crew member.

The scanner beeped, and he let them pass with a nod.

Side by side, they walked across the long gangway toward the sleek, glass-enclosed ship.

Right before they could climb on board, the gangway widened. A man with a professional camera stood on a little platform to the right and waved at them. “Would you like to have your picture taken? You can purchase them at the end of the cruise.”

Tala had never liked photos of herself, but several of the human couples had stopped for pictures, so maybe it was considered a romantic thing. Plus the paparazzo could take the opportunity to snap a photo of them too. “What do you think, hon?”

Faith gave her a look but gamely nodded. “Sure thing, babe. Let’s capture this special evening.”

“Great! If you’d step over here…” The photographer gestured at them to take up position behind a decorative life ring, adorned with the name of the ship, Odyssey.

Faith smoothed her fingers down her dress, letting go of Tala’s hand in the process.

The photographer lifted his camera and peered through the viewfinder but then paused and lowered it again. “Why don’t you put your arms around each other? Don’t be shy. You two are a couple, right?”

Tala bit back a “no, I grabbed the hand of the nearest stranger so I would be allowed onto Noah’s ark.” She had to be nice to the humans…and more convincing! If he had to ask to make sure they were together, they had been doing a shitty job.

Come on. You can do this. She had been pretending to be someone she wasn’t—a human—all her life. Faking to be Faith’s date should be as easy as stealing a bone from a pup in comparison.

They shuffled closer to each other.

Tala lifted her arm, carefully wrapped it around Faith’s waist, and pulled her against her side.

In return, Faith slipped her arm around Tala’s shoulders. Her hand came to rest against Tala’s arm. It wasn’t as cold as earlier, maybe because Tala had warmed up Faith’s fingers with her own or, hopefully, because she was no longer as scared.

This close, the mate scent perfume engulfed Tala. It mingled with Faith’s own scent, making it even more convincing. Incredible. The scientist would have been awarded the Nobel Prize if the Wrasa had something like it.

Tala found herself leaning in and tilting her head to breathe in the aroma.

The camera clicked. “Perfect,” the photographer called. “One more. Why don’t you face each other for this one and hold hands?”

They swiveled, and again, it was Tala who reached out and clasped Faith’s hands, this time both of them. As the photographer snapped away, they looked into each other’s eyes.

For the first time, Tala realized Faith’s eyes were brown. A shade darker than her chestnut hair, they appeared as calm as a tranquil forest lake at night, yet a subtle wariness lurked like ripples disturbing its surface.

“All done. I think they’ll come out great.” The photographer walked over and handed Tala his card.

She stuffed it into her pants pocket without checking it out, then gestured at Faith to step on board ahead of her.

The Odyssey was a long ship with just one level, built low so it could pass beneath the bridges across the Potomac. That was one of the reasons they had chosen this vessel for their first fake date—unlike other ships, there was only one dining room, so her Saru backup would have an easier time keeping an eye on them. Unfortunately, it also meant Peter MacAllister’s people could follow them more easily too.

“Welcome aboard.” A uniformed hostess greeted them. Tala instantly recognized her as another Saru.

She gritted her teeth. Why had Madsen sent so many Saru? Didn’t he trust her to handle this on her own? She would have to talk to him before the next fake date.

The hostess led them into a dining room with a glass roof, past a long bar, and to their table for two right next to the panoramic window.

Tala pulled out Faith’s chair for her.

Faith glanced up at her as she settled into her seat. “Thank you.” A note of surprise vibrated in her tone.

“What?” Tala asked as she sat too. “Don’t tell me the human guys you date don’t do that for you?”

Faith lifted her chin in a silent challenge and met her gaze. “Who says I date guys?”

Tala leaned against the back of her chair and regarded her. “You don’t?” Hadn’t the council said Faith had been married to a man?

“I date people.” Faith spoke calmly, yet there was an edge to her tone that revealed she was used to getting pushback on that topic.

She wouldn’t get it from Tala. “So you’re pansexual, then?”

“Technically, yes. But I use bisexual because it’s easier for my family to understand.”

If anyone could understand adjusting to fulfill family expectations, it was Tala. Although in her case, family meant a huge pack with siblings, aunts, uncles, and cousins, while for Faith, it was basically just her father since her mother was dead and she was an only child. Faith had conformed to Peter MacAllister’s norms. “Family can be complicated,” Tala finally said.

“Yes.” Faith directed her attention toward the glittering waters of the Potomac, a clear signal that her father wasn’t a topic she was willing to discuss with Tala. After a few moments, she turned her head back around to face her. “What about you?”

“No guys for me,” Tala said.

“What about humans?” Faith asked. “Have you dated one before? You’re clearly familiar with human dating customs.” She gestured at the chair Tala had pulled out for her.

“No, never.” Tala put one elbow on the table, leaning closer, and winked at her. “You’re the lucky first.”

Faith chuckled. “That winking thing… Just in case you’re trying to fit in, I’ve got to tell you, humans don’t do that.”

“What are you talking about? Of course they do.”

“No, they don’t.”

Tala fiercely shook her head. “I’ve studied humans. They wink all the time.”

“Studied them how?” Faith asked. “By reading romance novels?”

Tala kept a blank expression. No way would she admit that she had been reading human romances—just for research purposes, of course.

“Because that’s the only place where humans do that,” Faith added. “I can say with confidence that I haven’t winked even once in all my life.”

A black-clad waitress walked up to their table. She wasn’t wearing an ID tag, but she moved with a controlled power that unmistakably revealed her as a Puwar, even if the subtle tiger musk emanating from her hadn’t. Something about her stance indicated that she was a fellow Saru. “Good evening. My name is Erika. I’ll be your server tonight. Can I start you off with something to drink? Our bartender makes a great mimosa.” She addressed only Faith, since she knew no Wrasa would ever order alcohol.

“Just water is fine, thanks,” Faith replied.

Apparently, she was determined to remain sober and not let her guard down on this date. Tala couldn’t blame her.

She nodded, indicating that all she wanted was water too.

“But you could help me settle a little argument my, um, girlfriend and I are having, please,” Faith added.

The waitress looked up from where she was pouring their water. “Sure. What’s the argument?”

“How often do you see people…humans wink at someone?” Faith asked.

Erika peered at Tala, clearly trying to find out what answer she wanted her to give.

Tala shrugged in a “whatever” gesture.

Erika put the water jug down. “All the time.”

A triumphant grin tugged on Tala’s lips. “Ha! See? I was right!”

The waitress left them with the menu and prowled away.

Faith’s gaze followed her until Erika disappeared somewhere behind the bar. Slowly, she turned back around. The teasing smile from before was gone, replaced by a wary expression. “She’s one of you, isn’t she?”

“What?” Tala asked, mostly to buy herself some time to figure out how to respond. How in the Great Hunter’s name had Faith known? Erika had done a great job blending in, even adjusting the way she walked to appear human. “Why would you think that? Just because she said that humans are winking all the time?”

“That and she didn’t even blink when I called you my girlfriend. That seems to be common among shifters—they don’t seem to care whether someone’s gay or bi.”

Damn. Faith was observant and clever. Of course Erika hadn’t batted an eye—she had already known Tala and Faith were out on a fake date because the council had sent her. “So? Maybe she’s queer and has excellent gaydar. Or she’s just an ally. I think you’ve been spending too much time around Christians and homophobic conservatives.”

Faith picked up her water glass, but instead of drinking, she held it in her hand and studied the clear liquid. Finally, she looked back up. The tension had fled from her expression. “You might be right about that.” She took a sip of her water, then added, “But you’re still wrong about the winking thing, no matter what our waitress says.”

Tala laughed, trying not to let her relief leak into the sound. She made a mental note to talk to her superiors. That humans-don’t-wink phenomenon had to go into the training manual for Saru recruits!

~ ~ ~

Faith tried not to stare as Tala devoured a huge slice of apple pie, piled high with vanilla ice cream and whipped cream.

Her own dessert—a triple chocolate mud pie—sat mostly uneaten in front of her because she felt stuffed to the gills.

Tala, however, showed no signs of slowing down, even after consuming Maryland crab cakes as an appetizer and pasta with honey sesame chicken as an entree.

Once she had cleared her plate, she put her dessert fork down. Her gaze darted over to Faith’s side of the table, and she licked her lips.

Faith slid the plate over to her. “Go ahead.”

Tala reared back as if a rattlesnake was slithering toward her. “No, thanks.”

“Really, you can have it. I can’t eat another bite.” Faith lowered her voice. “And we’re supposed to be a couple, so you finishing my food would only make it look more real.”

“No, thanks,” Tala repeated more firmly.

Why was she reacting like that? Tala had said that it was custom among her people to bring food to a date, so why was she refusing to finish Faith’s dessert now? She eyed the slice of pie, then Tala. “Is there a custom that says shifters can’t eat chocolate pie?”

Tala hesitated as if she had asked her to reveal the nuclear codes.

“Jean-Paul was right, you know?” Faith said quietly. “If you don’t tell me anything about shifters, we will fail. It’ll be obvious to everyone who sees us interact that I don’t know the first thing about you or your kind, and it’s not like I can google ‘how to fake-date a shifter.’”

Tala turned her fork on her plate until it was in a perfect nine o’clock position. “There’s no custom that forbids Wrasa from eating chocolate,” she finally said. “It’s just that it’s poisonous to us.”

Faith pulled her plate back to her side of the table. Oh. So that was why shifters didn’t drink hot chocolate either. “Sorry. I had no idea.”

“It wouldn’t kill me,” Tala said. “Just make me queasy.”

She had added that detail so quickly as if she was afraid Faith would use the newly won information as a weapon against her…or tell her father about it.

Will you? a little voice in the back of her mind asked.

Faith ignored it. She would confront that question later. “Okay, so feeding you chocolate while gazing lovingly into your eyes to convince others we’re in love is not an option. What do shifters do to show affection on a date?”

“Wrasa,” Tala said.

“Pardon me?”

“You keep calling us shifters,” Tala said. “If you want to be convincing as my lover, the first thing you need to do is to stop calling us that. It’s the name humans gave us. Anyone who respects us calls us by our preferred name—Wrasa. It simply means living being.”

Faith’s cheeks warmed. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean any offense. It’s just the term I hear most often.”

“Which tells me a lot about the company you keep,” Tala muttered.

“There are a lot of decent people in HASS.” Faith tried not to become defensive, but even she could hear in her tone that she hadn’t quite succeeded. “I know Wrasa think they’re a hate group, but that’s not true. Some of its members have been friends of my family for decades, long before we found out about the Wrasa. They were there for me and my dad when my mother…” She bit her lip. “Anyway, they’re good people. They’re just…”

“Just what?” Tala prompted, her golden eyes nearly glowing with intensity.

“Scared,” Faith whispered. “They think it’s important for humans to protect ourselves.”

Tala huffed. “Now imagine how we feel. You outnumber us a hundred to one.”

So it was true that the Wrasa made up about one percent of the population? Faith’s father was convinced the council had provided the government with incorrect information, deliberately downplaying their numbers.

“If we want to be convincing as lovers, maybe we both need to stop calling each other that,” Faith said quietly.

“Calling each other what?”

“That us versus you thing.”

Tala swirled the remaining water in her glass in a slow circle and watched it for a moment before looking back up and nodding. “You’re—”

The live band that had been setting up at the end of the dance floor started to play, drowning out Tala’s voice.

“I’m what?” Faith shouted and cupped her hand around her ear to indicate she hadn’t understood.

Multicolored lights flashed on the dance floor, and the DJ loudly encouraged people to join them in some kind of line dance.

Tala mumbled something Faith didn’t catch. From the expression on her face, it had been a curse.

“Let me guess,” Faith said, voice raised. “Dancing isn’t on the list of shifter…Wrasa courtship rituals.”

Tala wrinkled her nose. “It’s not. At least not to the blaring noise you call music.” She rose abruptly and held out her hand. “Let’s get out of here.”

Um… Out of here? They were on a ship in the middle of the Potomac.

A grin darted across Tala’s face. “Don’t worry. I’m not planning on turning into a fish and swimming to shore. I meant the observation deck.”

Faith got up and put her hand into Tala’s, which felt steady and warm. “Could you? Turn into a fish, I mean.”

Tala led her past the rows of tables, pulled the door open, and held it for her. “You really don’t know much about us, do you?”

“I heard a lot,” Faith answered as she let go of her hand and stepped outside. “But never from one of…from a Wrasa, so it’s hard to say what is or isn’t true.”

They strolled along the side of the ship.

When the door creaked open, and someone followed them out, Faith slipped her hand back into Tala’s because she knew it was probably the paparazzo.

Tala’s fingers in hers were warm, which wasn’t unpleasant at all, now that the air was turning cool. Their hands were a surprisingly good fit.

The observation deck at the stern of the ship was nearly empty since most people were still inside, finishing their dinner. They paused at the railing, the silence between them interrupted only by the churn of the water, the hum of the ship’s engines, and the US flag fluttering in the wind above them.

“No,” Tala finally said. “I can’t turn into a fish. And our dating habits probably aren’t all that different from yours. We’re exactly like you—just trying to live our lives.”

That was what all the Wrasa leaders kept saying in TV interviews. We’re just like you. Chances are you know several of us without realizing. We’re your friends, your colleagues, your neighbors.

They probably thought that sounded reassuring to humans, but to Faith, it was anything but. The thought of shape-shifters living hidden among them, pretending to be human, sent a shiver down her spine.

“Is it too cold out here?” Tala asked. “I keep forgetting how sensitive humans are to cooler temperatures.”

“It’s fine. Just a bit windy.” It was true, even though it wasn’t the reason she had shivered. The sun was setting, so it had gotten cooler, and she had forgotten to bring a jacket.

Tala tugged on her hand and led her over to a wicker love seat at the other end of the observation deck, where she sat, spread her arm along its back, and glanced up at Faith expectantly.

“Oh.” Tala was offering to keep her warm by cuddling up to her! Gingerly, Faith sank onto the love seat next to her but kept her posture very erect.

Tala’s body heat instantly engulfed her.

“Wow. You Wrasa”—she was getting better at calling them that—“are like walking, talking space heaters!”

“And you humans are breathing refrigerators,” Tala shot back. “I bet you stick your ice-cold feet onto your partner’s side of the bed at night.”

Faith was thankful for the glow of the setting sun, which hopefully hid her blush. She did have a habit of doing that, but Tala didn’t need to know that. It wasn’t as if they would ever share a bed. “So…” She cleared her throat. “Wrasa do cuddle?”

“Of course we do. And from the looks of this”—Tala jostled her gently and pulled her closer against her side—“we’re better at it than you are.”

Faith’s body temperature rose, either from another blush or because their closeness warmed her up. She made a conscious effort to relax her tense muscles and sink against Tala.

For a few moments, they sat in silence, watching the golden glow over the water as the Odyssey glided upstream. The Lincoln Memorial appeared to their right, its marble columns illuminated by the rays of the setting sun.

“Do Wrasa find this”—Faith tilted her head toward the sunset, the memorial, and the Washington Monument towering behind it—“romantic?”

Tala shrugged. Since her arm was still draped along the back of the love seat, practically wrapped around Faith, the movement made the outer curve of her breast brush along Faith’s upper arm.

More heat spread through Faith, but she ignored it, knowing it was just an automatic physical reaction. After all, it wasn’t as if she was attracted to a Wrasa.

“I guess,” Tala said. “Not as romantic as a moonlit stroll through the forest, of course.”

An image of a dark forest and sharp, bloodstained canines flashing in the moonlight rose in Faith’s mind’s eye. Another shiver went through her.

Tala pressed even closer and curled her arm more tightly around Faith’s shoulders as if trying to keep her from freezing to death.

Suddenly, Faith couldn’t breathe. She fought the impulse to struggle against Tala’s grip and run.

“You okay?” Tala turned on the love seat to study her, which loosened her hold.

Faith sucked in a lungful of air and nodded frantically. Telling Tala about the horrific images flashing through her mind wasn’t an option. No way would she make herself that vulnerable.

An airplane flew over the ship, heading toward Ronald Reagan Washington National Airport.

As Tala glanced up, Faith took the opportunity to gather herself. “Okay, so cuddling and strolls through the forest. What else? Writing love poems? Serenading each other? What?”

Tala eyed her. “Why are you so eager to know all the details about Wrasa courtship? We can just do what looks convincing to humans and let my people believe I’m adjusting to your customs.”

At their meeting with Jeff Madsen, when they had talked about PDAs, the council’s speaker had warned them that they’d have to convince Wrasa of their relationship too, not only humans, making Faith think there was something different about how shape-shifters behaved on a date. But neither he nor Tala had seemed eager to share any details with her—which made her even more curious to find out. “Because that’s not how relationships work. Both partners have to adjust and meet in the middle.”

“I’ll have to take your word for it,” Tala muttered.

Now Faith was the one who studied her. “Does that mean…you’ve never been in a relationship?”

Tala hesitated as if not sure she should trust her with any personal information. “Once,” she finally said. “But I was barely more than a pup back then. After I left my pack, my job made it difficult. I was never in one place for too long.”

So a group of fox-shifters was called a pack too, like wolves? Faith opened her mouth to ask and to inquire about Tala’s job.

“We went on runs together, if you absolutely have to know what Wrasa couples do,” Tala said before Faith could speak. “And I gave her my favorite sweatshirt so she could breathe in my scent when I wasn’t around.”

Scent seemed to be very powerful for Wrasa. Could it somehow be used against them when push came to shove?

Instantly, the thought made guilt wash through her.

Why would you feel guilty? she firmly told herself. You’re only protecting yourself and your fellow humans.

“And, of course, there was a lot of nuzzling and grooming,” Tala added.

“Grooming?”

Tala reached over with the arm not wrapped around Faith, combed her fingers through her hair, then tucked a strand of it behind Faith’s ear.

“Oh. That’s…not too bad.” It didn’t seem too different from what humans did, but she couldn’t help thinking Tala was holding something back. “Anything else I should know about dating…fake-dating a Wrasa?”

“Well,” Tala drawled. “If anyone asks, you didn’t hear it from me, but there’s one more thing you should be aware of.”

Faith’s breath caught. “Yes?”

Tala leaned toward her and lowered her voice as if revealing a secret. “Once a month, usually around the full moon, we go into heat.”

A flush swept up Faith’s neck, and she frantically tried to remember what phase the moon was in. Oh my God! It wasn’t a full moon tonight, was it? “W-what happens?”

“We become…shall we say…more intense in our affections.” Tala’s gaze seemed to sear into her, and her voice dropped a register, vibrating through Faith. “Things can get a little…wild. Especially if you’re with an alpha like me.”

Faith somehow managed not to gulp. Probably because her mouth had gone bone-dry and she couldn’t have swallowed even if her life depended on it.

Tala wrapped her free arm around her own middle, bent forward, and burst out laughing. “Oh Great Hunter, you should see your face!”

“You were joking?” Faith flopped against the back of the love seat. “Please tell me you were joking?”

“Of course I was,” Tala got out between fits of laughter. “It seems I’m not the only one who got my information from romance novels. That going-into-heat thing only happens in paranormal romances.”

For a second, Faith wanted to reach over and pinch her. But that wasn’t a good idea. Very likely, not everything that happened in paranormal romances was a myth, so she didn’t want to find out how Tala would react to a playful attack.

Finally, Tala’s laughter trailed off, but a grin still curled up the edges of her usually stern mouth.

The teasing had caught Faith unaware—and it wasn’t the first time it had happened tonight. Tala appeared so fierce and intimidating that Faith hadn’t expected her to have a sense of humor.

A middle-aged guy pulled his companion up from the love seat next to theirs. “Come on, Darcy.” He pierced Tala with a glare. “Let’s go back inside. We don’t have to watch this despicable behavior.”

Tala stiffened next to Faith. Her body vibrated, either with a subvocal growl or because she had to restrain herself. But she didn’t say anything.

As the woman strode past them, her nose crinkled with disgust. She raised her hand and pointed straight at Faith. “If you keep straying from God’s path like this, you’ll go to hell.”

For a moment, the familiar surge of shame flooded Faith’s belly, and she fought the urge to huddle against the side of the love seat, distancing herself from Tala.

But then anger rose just as swiftly. After coming out as bisexual, she had encountered that attitude more than once in the church her father went to, and it cut deeply. “Why do you think hurling hateful comments at us is the Christian thing to do? Last I checked, the Bible says not to judge your fellow human beings.”

The expression of disgust on the woman’s face only deepened. “This”—she stabbed her finger in Tala’s direction—“is not a human. And if you really knew the Bible, you’d know it says, ‘Cursed be anyone who has sexual relations with any kind of animal.’”

Her companion nodded. “Deuteronomy 27:21. Look it up and repent.” Then they disappeared around the corner.

Faith stared after them. She had assumed their reaction had been about Tala and her both being women. But, apparently, it hadn’t been. “What was that?”

“A couple of Bible-quoting Wrasa-phobes,” Tala said as calmly as if it were an everyday occurrence.

Faith wrenched her gaze from where the couple had disappeared and turned toward Tala. “How did they even know you’re…?”

“An animal?” Tala’s tone dripped with bitterness.

“A Wrasa,” Faith said. “It’s not like you’re wearing a sign.”

“I’m wearing this.” Tala touched her chest.

Faith glanced down.

Despite the cool temperatures, Tala hadn’t put on a jacket, and the two buttons on her shirt’s polo-style collar stood open. When she had bent forward, clutching her stomach with laughter, her silver necklace had slid out from beneath her shirt, and a stainless-steel ID tag now lay against her upper chest.

A serial number and a barcode were etched into the metal, and a capital letter F identified Tala as a fox-shifter.

The ID tag had been hidden beneath Tala’s shirt earlier, despite the thousand-dollar fine for failing to keep it visible.

One of the bellhops at work—the only shape-shifter on Faith’s team—often slid his beneath his uniform too.

Truth be told, Faith had always thought hiding the tag was deceptive. Why else would the Wrasa keep their identity secret if not to manipulate humans?

But maybe this was why.

Maybe it wasn’t all that different from her choosing not the wear her bracelet with the colors of the bisexual flag at work.

The expression of disgust and the Bible quote certainly weren’t that different.

“Is it always like this for you?” Faith nodded in the direction the couple had disappeared in.

“Sometimes, it’s more subtle, but basically…yeah. It happens every single day.”

Faith stared at her. Every single day? Was she exaggerating? “Really? This is the first time I’ve witnessed anything like this.”

“I find that hard to believe,” Tala muttered.

“No, I swear. Nothing like that ever happened around me.”

“It did,” Tala said, no room for doubt in her tone. “You just didn’t pay it any attention because it didn’t concern you.”

Faith opened her mouth to protest.

Before she could think of something to say, Tala stood. “Come on. Let’s head back inside. I need another piece of cake to get rid of the bitter taste in my mouth.”


 

Chapter 8

The next day around noon, Faith moved purposefully through the hotel’s lobby, scanning the entrance and the reception area for any problems.

Luckily, everything was running smoothly, despite Saturday being their busiest day. The whirlwind of checkouts had ended an hour ago, and it would be two more hours before the first guests arrived for an early check-in.

She sent a smile over to the lone guest service agent behind the front desk, then entered the back office behind the reception area.

Ben was on the phone, probably handling reservations, and Sabina—their conference services manager and Faith’s best friend—was leaning against one of the desks, studying a conference schedule. Three other employees huddled together in the middle of the large room.

Was there a problem with Delphi, their software system, again?

Faith walked over, her steps silent on the plush carpet, and craned her neck to see the screen.

But the front desk staff wasn’t looking at the computer. They were bending their heads over someone’s phone.

“Twisted double life revealed,” one of the interns read aloud, her voice pitched to a dramatic tone. “Peter MacAllister’s daughter caught on a romantic sunset cruise with a shifter!”

Oh. Faith’s steps faltered. She had known a paparazzo had been following them around the previous night, even though he’d been discreet. But somehow, she hadn’t been prepared to handle the gossip it would cause at her workplace.

Sabina joined their gossiping colleagues and let out a huff. “Come on. What do you expect? It’s a gossip website! You can’t take them seriously. Just because Faith was sitting next to someone on a cruise ship’s observation deck doesn’t mean they’re dating!”

Faith was grateful that Sabina was defending her, but guilt knotted her stomach because this time, the gossip website hadn’t fabricated the story. She was dating Tala.

Well, kind of. Unfortunately, she couldn’t reveal the full truth to any of her colleagues.

The intern scrolled down. “Maybe not, but check out this pic.”

Faith fake-coughed before they could study the second photo.

The group froze, then scattered like a flock of pigeons until only Sabina remained.

Sabina grinned and shook her head. “I can’t believe they fell for that silly article. People really need to use their brain, not just believe every conspiracy theory they read online.”

Faith looked away. If she and Tala continued their charade, the hotel rumor mill would spin out of control, and she didn’t want to drag her friend into this web of deception. She had to say something. “Do you have a minute?”

“Sure,” Sabina said. “But if this is about the glitch with the AV setup in ballroom two—”

“It’s not.” Faith dragged her out of the room, down the hallway, and to her own office. She firmly closed the door behind them, which she rarely did.

Sabina raised her brows. “What’s going on?”

Faith sank onto the two-seater sofa and pulled Sabina down with her. “Um, that gossip article…”

“Don’t worry.” Sabina patted her knee. “No one but the intern believed it.”

“I…” Faith couldn’t hold her gaze.

Sabina’s fingers on her knee stilled. “It’s true?” she asked in a near whisper. “You’re dating a shifter?”

Should she tell her the truth? Sabina deserved it. She had been there for Faith during her coming-out and her divorce. But she wasn’t just Faith’s best friend and her daughter’s godmother. She was also her father’s employee, and he had repeatedly told Faith how important it was to keep the circle of people who knew the truth as small as possible.

So Faith nodded without looking at her. “Her name is Tala.”

“Hey.” Sabina grasped both of her shoulders and pulled Faith around until she was facing her. “You could have told me.”

“I know.”

“Then why didn’t you? You know I’ve got nothing against shape-shifters.”

Faith looked up into her friend’s kind dark eyes. “It’s still very new, and I don’t know where it’s going and…” She waved her hand in a vague circle. “It’s complicated.”

Sabina chuckled huskily. “You can say that again! Does your father know?”

While Faith couldn’t tell her the truth, she wanted to stay as close to it as possible, so she said, “He knows.”

“Oh boy. Let me guess… The way he reacted when he found out you’re bi seemed like a big celebration in comparison?”

“Something like that,” Faith mumbled.

Right on cue, her father’s unmistakable baritone filtered through the door.

Sabina stiffened. “He probably saw the gossip article too. Do you need me to run interference?”

Gratefully, Faith squeezed her hand. “No, it’s fine.”

“Are you sure?” Sabina searched her face. “I don’t want him to disinherit you or something. You know I’m counting on you being my boss one day so I can slack off at work without consequences.”

Faith laughed. “That’s your grand master plan?”

“Yep. Casual Fridays, paid nap breaks, free hotel stays for employees…”

A knock came at the door.

They looked at each other.

“It’s fine,” Faith said again. Then she called, “Come on in.”

As the door swung open, Sabina rose and smoothed down her pantsuit with both hands. “Hi, Mr. MacAllister. Good to see you. I was just about to check on ballroom two.” Without staying around to chat, as she normally did, she slipped past him, and the door clicked shut.

Faith’s father glanced over his shoulder. “What was that?”

“She read a gossip article about yesterday’s date.” Faith scratched a speck of Play-Doh from one of Chloe’s visits off the couch. “The entire front desk staff did.”

Her father crossed the room and sat next to her. “We knew this would get complicated.”

Did we? Faith had to admit she hadn’t thought this through. She had said yes because he had asked her to, but she hadn’t considered all the consequences for her own life. “I hope it was worth it. Did the bug transmit any interesting conversations?”

He grimaced. “If you find endless discussions about grocery lists interesting…”

“What?” Faith really couldn’t see Tala having boring conversations. Their fake date the day before had been many things, but boring hadn’t been one of them.

“Apparently, she gave the flowers to her elderly human neighbors.”

Faith slumped against the back of the sofa and rubbed her forehead. “So it was all for nothing.”

Her father reached over and patted her shoulder. “Don’t say it like that. You found out a lot of details that might be helpful down the road.”

Faith snorted. “Which details? That Wrasa eat a lot, don’t like loud music, and are good cuddlers?”

He stared at her.

Ugh. Faith had shared everything about her date as soon as she had returned from it. Well, almost everything. She had left out the little tidbit about Wrasa being good cuddlers…and for some reason she didn’t fully understand, she also hadn’t mentioned chocolate being poisonous to them. Maybe because she didn’t want to prove Tala right by immediately reporting that fact to her dad and HASS.

Her father scratched his beard. “I don’t want to know how you found out that piece of information, do I?”

“It was completely innocent,” Faith said, but her cheeks warmed.

“I know. Noah and Violet would have stepped in if the shifter had crossed a line.”

Faith turned on the couch to face him. “Noah and Violet? You mean, they were there? On the ship?”

Her father nodded. “I sent them to keep an eye on the shifter. Make sure you’re safe.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“It was better that way,” he answered. “If you didn’t know, you couldn’t accidentally give it away by looking around for them.”

His logic was sound, but still… Faith wasn’t sure she liked having two members of HASS follow her without her knowledge. “But what if Tala noticed? Maybe that was the reason she was so reluctant to reveal any information about the shifters.” Faith paused. Damn. She had slipped back into the old habit of calling the Wrasa that because her father kept using the term.

“Hmm. We’ll have to think of something for the next date.”

Next date… Faith swallowed. “So we’ll keep going?”

“Of course,” her father said fiercely. “If she was that secretive, they’re hiding something. You need to gain her trust and find out what.”

Faith sighed. It seemed she would have to figure out how to bug a smoked ham after all.

~ ~ ~

Tala stared at the faces of the nine councilors on the Zoom call. “Could you repeat that, sir? I think the connection cut out.”

“No, it didn’t.” Jeff Madsen snarled. “You heard me just fine, and you’ll follow orders.”

Tala struggled against the urge to smash the lid of her laptop shut and end the call. “I’m a highly decorated Saru. A member of one of the most powerful Syak families in the country. A respected alpha. I don’t do TikTok.”

“You’re doing it now,” Madsen said. “We can’t rely on human tabloids and their unpredictable reporting, if you can even call it that. We need to control the narrative, and in this day and age, the best way to do that is through social media.”

Dammit. He was probably right, but that didn’t mean Tala had to like it.

“We’ll send you a social media consultant from our PR unit to help you,” Madsen said.

A fellow Saru to witness her humiliation? No, thank you. “I don’t think that’s necessary, sir. I’m sure we can manage a few social media posts.” Madsen didn’t look convinced, so she quickly added, “This isn’t about creating highly polished posts; it’s about coming across as authentic, right?”

Even through the screen, Madsen’s gaze seemed to drill into her. “Right. But you’d better not mess this up. I’m expecting to see at least three different disgustingly cute couples’ activity reels from you before the end of next week!”

He ended the call without waiting for a reply. Not that Tala could have answered with anything but “yes, sir.”

She let out a sound that was half growl, half groan. “But I’m not doing any dance challenges,” she said to the now-empty screen, then smashed her laptop closed.


 

Chapter 9

The clanging of weights and rhythmic thumping from the treadmills greeted Faith as she and Tala stepped out of the locker room and onto the gym floor.

The main workout area was surprisingly busy for a Friday early evening.

She hadn’t expected this many people so close to the weekend, but Tala crossed the room with an easy stride, unfazed by the bustle.

Faith sent her a doubtful look. “Are you sure Wrasa consider this romantic?”

Distractedly, Tala turned toward her. She’d been busy sniffing the air, as if using her nose to find out the identity of the gym goers half-hidden by workout machines. “Well, when I said sharing a run is a popular couples’ activity, I didn’t mean putting on your workout clothes and hopping on the treadmill. I meant shifting shape and running through the forest together.”

“Oh.”

“But this”—Tala swept her arm along the rows of stationary bikes and weight machines—“is the next best thing. I mean, inhaling the scent of your mate’s sweat, seeing a flush on her face and the way her muscles play under soft skin…” A seductive rumble rose in her chest.

Was Tala messing with her, as she had last week, when she had told her Wrasa went into heat once a month? Faith could never quite tell when she was joking, but the intense expression in Tala’s eyes made her think she was serious.

Faith licked her dry lips. “Um, how about we start with some stretches?”

“Stretches?” Tala asked as if she had never heard of that activity.

“Wrasa don’t stretch?”

Tala raised her eyebrows. “Have you ever seen a pack of wolves stretch before a hunt?”

“I guess that’s a no. Not that I have ever seen wolves outside of a zoo. But humans need to stretch to prevent injury.”

“Of course. Wouldn’t want anything to happen to those lovely limbs,” Tala said loudly enough for half of the gym to hear. Gently, she grasped Faith’s hand, raised it to her lips, and brushed a soft kiss across Faith’s knuckles. “We’re being watched,” she whispered, her hot breath washing over Faith’s fingers.

A shiver went through Faith—from being watched, not from Tala’s lips on her skin, of course. She peered left and right.

A big, muscle-bound guy observed them from the weights section.

“Damn,” Tala muttered, still leaning close so no one could overhear them. “Of course the first person to pay us much attention has to be the only Maki in the gym.”

“What’s that again?” Faith whispered. She still hadn’t learned all the terms for the different Wrasa subspecies.

“A bear-shifter.”

Faith’s throat tightened. “Are they dangerous?”

“No. While they have short fuses, they’re just big…well, teddy bears at heart. But they’ve got the keenest sense of smell among all Wrasa. So far, the mate scent perfume seems to go unchallenged. If this guy gets too close, though…” Tala’s lips compressed into a hard line.

Another shiver went through Faith. “Then let’s stay away from him.” More loudly, she added, “Come on, babe. I’ll show you how to stretch.” She hooked her arm through Tala’s and pulled her over to the warm-up area along the wall opposite of the weights section.

Tala wore black workout shorts and a tank top the same coppery color as her hair, revealing her toned physique. The bare skin touching Faith’s felt soft and so warm that heat swept through Faith.

Quickly, she pulled her hand away and guided Tala through a series of quad stretches.

It didn’t take long for her to realize Tala didn’t need any help. She copied each of Faith’s movements with fluid grace, pulling her leg up behind herself and effortlessly balancing on the other.

Faith transitioned into hamstring stretches.

Again, Tala executed the exercise without showing any signs of strain. Her agility was impressive, and Faith wasn’t the only person in the gym staring.

“Wow,” Faith couldn’t help saying. “You’re really flexible.”

Tala flashed her a coy smirk. “And that’s just what I can do in the gym. Imagine what I can do in other locations.”

Faith nearly lost her balance and swayed on her back leg. But no way would she give Tala the upper hand, so she sent her a grin in return and replied loudly enough for the Maki and any other Wrasa in the gym to hear, “Well, since I’m coming home with you, I won’t have to imagine it, will I?”

Tala paused in the middle of the exercise.

Faith’s grin broadened. Ha! This was fun! It had been way too long since she had flirted with anyone. Too bad it was just for show.

The corner of Tala’s mouth twitched, and she gave Faith the tiniest nod of respect. “No, you won’t. I don’t plan to leave anything up to imagination.”

Their gazes seared into each other.

Faith wouldn’t give her the satisfaction of blushing and looking away. She could only hope the gym goers would interpret their intense stare-off as a charged moment of desire.

Finally, Tala was the one who glanced away as she pulled her phone from the armband she was wearing around one toned biceps. “Mind if I record us for”—she wrinkled her nose—“social media?”

Faith hesitated. She wasn’t one to post photos or videos of herself online, partly because Chloe was a big part of her life and she didn’t want pictures of her daughter on social media and partly because her social circles clashed.

Her father’s employees and his church-going friends didn’t want to see her attend Pride parades, and her queer acquaintances would scratch their heads if they saw pictures of her hanging out with conservative HASS members.

But if she wanted the Wrasa to believe she was on board with their fake-dating scheme, she couldn’t refuse. “Sure. Go ahead.”

They continued to stretch, and Tala went back and forth between directing the camera at Faith and filming both of their reflections in the mirrored wall of the gym.

“Okay, last exercise,” Faith called out. “Let’s finish up with some hip circles.”

“Hip circles, huh?” Tala replied. “Sure, opening up those hips is important.”

Faith managed not to roll her eyes. She lifted her knee up and swung it to the side.

Once again, Tala completed the exercise with perfect precision. “What’s next?” she asked when Faith paused to take a swig of her water.

“Let’s head over to the treadmill and see if you can keep up.”

A glint flashed through Tala’s golden eyes. “Challenge accepted.”

They crossed the gym and stepped onto treadmills side by side.

The belt below Faith’s feet whirred to life, and she started out with a light jog.

Tala, however, immediately set her speed to a blistering pace.

Faith adjusted her own settings, not wanting to fall behind. She matched Tala stride for stride, but within minutes, it became a struggle.

Next to her, Tala sprinted effortlessly, every motion precise, controlled, and powerful, as if she could keep up this pace for hours. Her sneakers seemed to barely make contact with the treadmill belt, and her toned arms swung back and forth in an easy rhythm.

Faith had a feeling her mouth hung open—to suck air into her burning lungs, but also because she was gaping at Tala. She was transfixed by the play of lithe muscles beneath Tala’s smooth skin. Truly captivating.

Nonsense, she firmly told herself. It wasn’t as if she was attracted to Tala. She was probably just delirious from the lack of oxygen.

Still, she couldn’t look away as Tala picked up her pace even more.

Jesus, what was she, a fox or a cheetah?

Tala’s lean thigh muscles flexed with each long, smooth stride. She was running with a relaxed smile on her face, not struggling at all. The thrill of the competition made her golden eyes seem to glow.

Not that Faith was much competition. Of course, she had known that the Wrasa were physically superior, but this was the first time she’d encountered their abilities up close and personal.

If they ever decided to turn against humans, how could Faith’s kind defend themselves against such incredible strength and stamina?

“Don’t tell me you’re already tired,” Tala shouted over the rhythmic thumping of their feet on the treadmill belts.

“Tired?” Faith panted. “No. Just getting warmed up.”

She pumped her legs as she tried to keep up. Her breath came in ragged gasps, and every muscle in her body protested. Sweat dripped down her forehead and into her eyes, but she couldn’t wipe it off because she was clinging to the treadmill’s handles for dear life.

Tala kept glancing over. She must have realized Faith was struggling, but thankfully, she abstained from taunting her.

Just when Faith was about to give up, Tala tapped the display in front of her and slowed her pace to a walk.

Faith nearly collapsed on the spot. Every cell in her body screamed in relief as she followed suit. She would have cheered if there was any air left in her lungs.

Their treadmills wound down, then whirred to a stop.

Tala gracefully leaped to the floor.

When Faith stepped off, her legs wobbled beneath her.

Before she could end up face-first on the gym floor, Tala dashed over and caught her around the waist. “Easy there. You okay?”

“Yeah,” Faith mumbled, trying not to sound out of breath. “Just getting my sea legs.” She draped one arm over Tala’s shoulders to steady herself.

“You know,” Tala whispered, indicating the way Faith clung to her, “I think we’re really selling this couple thing.”

Her sweaty skin was pressed against Tala’s. For the first time, Faith’s overheated body was the same temperature. Tala’s rib cage rose and fell, slow and steady, against her own heaving chest.

How could Tala still smell fresh as a daisy, while Faith probably reeked like a bag full of old gym socks?

Tala’s nostrils flared as if to confirm it, but she didn’t back away. She leaned closer and sniffed her.

Faith’s already burning cheeks heated even more. “W-what are you doing?”

“Is she okay?” a deep voice said before Tala could answer.

Arm still draped over Tala, Faith looked up.

The bear-shifter had left the weights section and stood directly before them. He leaned down and eyed Faith with concern—then paused and audibly drew air in through his nose. His brow crinkled.

Oh shit. Faith stiffened. Could he tell that their mate scent was as fake as they were as a couple?

Tala let out a growl that made her sound like an entire pack of bloodthirsty wolves, not just a single fox. “Back off from my mate!”

Her five-foot-two frame appeared like that of a child compared to the hulk towering over them, but she stepped between them and shoved against his muscular chest with both hands, managing to push him back.

For a moment, his eyes went feral. His fingers flexed as if he expected sharp claws to sprout from them, and he pulled back his lip as if about to roar.

Faith’s overheated body went cold and clammy. “Um, Tala, maybe we should…” She tried to tug her back.

But Tala didn’t move an inch. She pierced the bear-shifter with a warning glare, as if she were the more dangerous predator who could slash him into pieces with a single strike.

The bear-shifter’s chest heaved as he took several calming breaths. His nostrils quivered. Then he lifted his hands, palms out. “No harm intended. Word of advice, though: You two might want to switch to a new deodorant. Yours smells a bit…off.”

While Faith nearly sank to her knees for the second time within minutes, Tala’s face remained completely impassive. “Probably can’t keep up with the kind of…exercise we’ve been doing.” Her tone left no doubt that she wasn’t talking about their warm-up routine or the treadmill.

“Ugh. Spare me the details. One of us should never be with her kind.” Nose wrinkled in disgust, he whirled around and strode away.

Faith slumped against Tala again.

Tala wrapped a steadying arm around her. “Come on. Let’s get out of here before his brain catches up with his nose and he realizes why we smell off.”

“Speaking of brains not catching up… What were you doing squaring off against him like that?” Faith whispered as she stumbled out of the workout area and into the women’s locker room next to Tala. “He could have ripped you apart!”

“He could have tried,” Tala said with a chilling calm.

“Oh, get real! He was twice your size!”

Tala shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. I had a role to play. Alphas are very protective of their mates. He would have known something wasn’t right if I had let him sniff you.”

Faith stared at her. Tala had risked ending up in the hospital just to make their fake-dating scheme more convincing?

Of course. Why else would she get between Faith and an intimidating bear-shifter? Certainly not because she was jealous. It wasn’t as if Tala even liked her…or as if Faith was disappointed it had all been for show.

She was just surprised at how far Tala would go to play the protective lover. Why on earth was this silly plan that important to her? She really had to step up her James Bond game and find out.

As soon as her legs stopped shaking.


 

Chapter 10

The next day, Faith felt as if she was experiencing déjà vu.

As she entered the lobby of Tala’s apartment building, the young woman behind the front desk eyed the gift in Faith’s hands with a crinkled brow.

What was up with that look? This time, Faith had brought food instead of flowers—a beautifully arranged gift basket filled to the brim with cured meats, different cheeses, crackers, olives, nuts, and a bottle of Dutch gin, which came in a ceramic bottle depicting a windmill.

Hopefully, a little alcohol would loosen Tala’s tongue and make her more likely to slip up and reveal helpful information about the Wrasa.

But even if it didn’t, the listening device in the hidden compartment at the bottom of the bottle should do the trick.

She took the elevator up to the top floor and rang the doorbell. While she waited, she switched the basket to her left arm, tugged up the V-neck of her soft-pink wrap-style top, and sniffed to ensure the mate scent perfume was still strong enough to cover the smell of her emotions.

The door swung open faster than expected, and Tala caught her sniffing herself. She leaned in the doorway and cocked her head with an amused grin, dressed in slim-fit charcoal-gray chinos that accentuated her lithe build and an emerald-green top that contrasted with her copper hair. “Was our friend the bear-shifter right and your deodorant isn’t working?”

Flushing, Faith let go of her shirt. “Of course it’s working. I’m just making sure I didn’t forget to put on the mate scent perfume, in case we run into any of your Wrasa neighbors.”

“You didn’t forget,” Tala said. “I could smell it before you even rang the doorbell.”

Ah, that was why Tala had opened the door within seconds.

Tala stepped back, and Faith realized only then that she was barefoot. “Come on in.”

“Do you want me to take my shoes off?” Faith asked.

“I don’t care. I just prefer being barefoot.”

Faith hesitated, then decided to keep her shoes on, not wanting to let her guard down too much.

As Faith entered the luxurious apartment, Tala craned her neck and peeked into the basket. “What’ve you got there?”

Despite being a fox-shifter, she seemed to be as curious as a cat. Faith held the gift out to her. “I brought us a little something for tonight. I hope you like it better than the flowers.”

Tala took the basket from her. “Smoked ham?”

“I thought you Wrasa have the best noses in the universe? Can’t you smell what it is?”

Tala shook her head. “With you so close, the only thing I can smell is you. Um, the perfume.”

So the perfume basically acted as some kind of cloaking device, not only for emotions but for all kinds of scents too. Faith made a mental note. Maybe they could use it in the future. “It’s cured meats and artisan cheeses.”

Tala nodded appreciatively. “Never let it be said that you can’t teach a human new tricks. Why don’t you grab a seat in the living room? I’ll arrange two plates for us.”

While Tala disappeared around the corner, Faith stepped farther into the living room. She had already caught a glimpse of the bean-shaped coffee table and the large couch that curved around it when she had picked up Tala for their dinner cruise date last week. Now she took in more details she wasn’t sure had been there last time. Maybe Tala had added them.

Lush green plants were everywhere, as if Tala had wanted to bring a little forest to the city apartment. Potted ferns flanked the huge flat-screen TV at the head of the room; an indoor palm stretched toward the nine-foot ceiling next to the balcony door, and a variety of succulents were arranged on the shelf above the small desk in the corner.

Instead of taking a seat on the couch, Faith tiptoed across the living room and looked around. Preparing a tray of snacks for them would keep Tala busy for a few minutes. This was her chance to snoop a little and see if she could find anything that might give her some insight into Tala, the Wrasa, and what they were planning.

The shelves were bare of any personal knickknacks—no framed photographs, no trinkets from past vacations, no items that hinted at hobbies or interests. Either Tala hadn’t had time to put them up, or she didn’t want Faith to find out anything about her life.

A black laptop bag rested on the desk. Even with the zipper closed, Faith could tell there wasn’t just a laptop inside. The bag bulged, straining at the seams, as if Tala had shoved a lot of documents inside.

Faith tiptoed over to it. Should she…? She paused and peered through the open archway that separated the living room from a small dining area. Beyond it was a door that led to the kitchen. The clanking of cutlery on porcelain drifted over, indicating that Tala was still preparing their snacks.

Her heart raced as she carefully, one tiny tooth after another, unzipped the main compartment.

One more glance toward the kitchen, then she slid her hand inside.

A neatly rolled-up power cord and a computer mouse rested on top of the laptop.

With her bottom lip clamped between her teeth, she opened the second compartment and pulled out a slim folder.

She peeked inside.

Her own face stared back at her.

Faith’s fingers shook as she flipped through the document. Tala had a three-page profile on her and a longer one on her father!

The thump of a kitchen cabinet closing made her jump.

Hastily, she shoved the folder back into the laptop bag.

Her fingers encountered something else.

A USB stick!

Faith hesitated. Should she take it? She had never stolen anything in her life. Even now, it felt wrong.

Jon’s words echoed through her mind: We have to use every means at our disposal to protect ourselves and our fellow humans. If we shy away from making the hard choices, we’re doomed.

But what if it was a trap? The USB drive could contain a virus or spyware.

No, that was paranoid. If the Wrasa had wanted her to find the USB stick, surely they wouldn’t have left their profiles in the same bag.

Before she could talk herself out of it, she snatched the tiny device and closed the zipper.

The kitchen door creaked open.

Faith jumped. For a second, she stood frozen, like a burglar who’d been caught red-handed. Then she hurriedly shoved the USB stick into her jeans pocket and pretended to enjoy the view of Rock Creek Park through the balcony door next to the desk.

Tala entered the living room, carrying a tray.

“Nice view.” Faith gestured through the glass door and tried to sound calm, even though her heart felt as if it were about to beat out of her chest.

“Mm-hmm. I’m right next to the zoo. When the wind is just right and I have the balcony door open, I can hear the bleating of the zebras.”

“Oh, cool. Chloe would love that.”

“Well, if you ever want to bring her… It would certainly make our relationship appear more real.”

“No!” Faith said, then realized how sharp her voice had sounded. She hadn’t intended to ever mention her daughter, and she certainly didn’t plan to introduce her to Tala. “No,” she repeated more softly. “Chloe stays out of this. That’s still my condition.”

“Of course. I don’t even know why I suggested that. I’m fine with leaving your pup out of it.” Tala turned away and carried the tray over to the coffee table.

While she was busy setting down their snacks, Faith quickly shoved the USB stick deeper into her front pocket. “Why do we even have to go through with the entire date if we’re staying in? Couldn’t we just take a few pictures, maybe record a short video for social media, and be done with it?”

“That’s what I said,” Tala grumbled. “But my superiors insisted it would appear more authentic and we’d come across more natural as a couple if we actually spent time together and got to know each other a bit.”

Faith had to admit it made sense. She directed her attention toward the snacks on the table.

Instead of arranging the sliced prosciutto, salami, camembert, and spicy cheddar on a charcuterie board for them to share, Tala had placed everything on two separate plates. Each of them even had their own small bowls of parmesan crackers, pistachios, and stuffed olives.

Two glasses and a bottle of water in the middle of the table formed a demarcation line between Faith’s food and Tala’s.

Okay, that seemed a little over-the-top. Was Tala afraid Faith would have eaten more than her share?

Wait a minute…water? The gin was nowhere to be seen.

“Didn’t you want to try the gin?” Faith asked as casually as possible.

Tala turned toward her. Her golden eyes were so unusual and intense that Faith felt their gaze like the buzzing of an electric fence. “Lesson number two on how to fake-date a Wrasa: we don’t drink alcohol.”

“Oh.” Damn. That expensive bottle of gin, along with the bug, would probably end up like the flowers—with Tala’s human neighbors. “For religious reasons?”

Tala didn’t answer right away, as if she was debating whether to reply at all. Finally, she shook her head. “For the same reason we don’t eat chocolate.”

That was a surprise. Faith had always viewed the Wrasa as powerful, invincible creatures. But within just three dates, she had already found two substances that could make them sick. Maybe shape-shifters were more fragile than they wanted humans to know.

A new wave of guilt swept over Faith. The USB stick seemed to burn a hole into her pocket, scalding the skin beneath.

“But if you want a drink, I can get you a glass,” Tala said.

“No, thanks. Just water is fine.” No way would she end up being the one whose tongue got loosened.

Tala settled cross-legged on the couch and eyed her plate as if she hadn’t eaten in days. She pulled out her phone and hastily snapped a few pictures for social media, as if she couldn’t wait to devour every morsel.

With a low groan, Faith sank onto the other end of the sofa.

Tala lifted her gaze off the food to study her. “You okay? You seem a little…tense.”

Faith’s breath hitched. Oh God. Tala could tell something was off! Say something. “I’m fine. Just very sore from our workout yesterday.” That was the truth, so she didn’t even need the mate scent perfume to cover for her. “I could barely walk this morning.”

A satisfied smirk spread across Tala’s face. “Good.”

“Good?” Faith echoed. “I’m suffering here! How’s that good?”

“Because people will think you’ve got trouble walking after being ravaged all night by your passionate Wrasa lover.”

“R-ravaged…” Faith stammered through a mouth that had gone dry.

Tala’s grin broadened. “Ravaged,” she repeated with a nod, drawing out every syllable. “Thoroughly.”

Faith reached into one of the little bowls and threw an olive at her.

Agilely, Tala snatched it out of mid-air with her mouth. Somehow, she managed to chew and keep grinning at the same time.

God, she was insufferable. Faith lifted her chin. “Why wouldn’t they assume I was the one doing all the ravaging?”

“Because I’m walking just fine. Wrasa don’t get sore muscles.”

“Maybe you would if you took human lovers.”

Tala stopped chewing as if that comeback had stunned her.

Now Faith was the one grinning as she popped an olive into her mouth.

Maybe it was a good thing the bottle of gin with the listening device had stayed behind in the kitchen, where it hopefully couldn’t pick up their conversation.

Faith really didn’t want her father to hear her exchange flirty banter with Tala—even though it was, of course, just meant to put Tala more at ease with her.

~ ~ ~

“Um, you might want to pick one of the babies,” Faith said half an hour later.

Tala gave her an incredulous look. She couldn’t be serious. “Babies?” she repeated as if she had suddenly lost the ability to understand any and all human languages.

Faith gestured at the TV screen with her controller. “Baby Mario is usually a good choice for beginners.”

“I’m not playing as a baby.” Tala scowled at her, then popped the last slice of salami into her mouth and chose the most intimidating creature on the character selection screen. She wasn’t sure if it was a dragon or a warrior turtle, but it sported large fangs, a spiky shell, and horns on its head. Much more appropriate for a Saru. After glancing at her vehicle choices, she paired it with a sleek Formula One racing car.

Faith shrugged. “Suit yourself. But don’t come whining if you lose.”

Tala lifted her upper lip into an inaudible snarl. “I’m a Syak. We don’t whine.”

“We’ll see.”

Earlier, when they had first settled down on the couch, Faith had been as jumpy as a pup during its first thunderstorm. Her scent had taken on an acrid tang, as if she was feeling guilty about something.

But with the mate scent perfume heavy in the air between them, Tala couldn’t be sure.

What had Faith done—bathed in the stuff before coming over?

Whatever it had been that Tala had smelled, it had been replaced with a bold, crisp scent that telegraphed confidence.

Clearly, Faith expected to win this Mario Kart thing. It had gotten dark outside, and the lamp on the side table next to the couch cast a warm, golden glow over Faith’s intensely focused features.

But Tala was just as determined to win this digital battle as their characters waited behind the starting line.

As soon as the countdown began, Tala pressed down on the acceleration button so her kart would jump ahead once the race started.

“You might want to ease up on that button,” Faith said.

“Why? Afraid your human reflexes can’t keep up?” Tala taunted.

“No. Because—”

The race car’s engine burned out with a boom. Sparks flew, leaving Tala’s character dazed.

“Because of that,” Faith said, her triumphant grin practically audible.

The word Go! flashed across the screen, and Faith’s boring standard kart with the equally boring green turtle behind the wheel surged forward, leaving the stalled race car in its dust.

Tala clenched her jaw and sped after her as soon as her engine started working again.

Faith’s kart drifted around the first turn in a tight line, while Tala struggled with the unfamiliar controller and hit a patch of grass, which slowed her down.

The plastic groaned under her fingers as she pressed the A button harder, but it seemed to take forever for her bulky character to accelerate.

Damn. Was that why Faith had told her to choose the lighter Baby Mario?

Ahead of her, Faith expertly drifted around the next turn. She used a mini turbo to zoom up a ramp. Her kart soared through the air, and Faith let out an exuberant “whoop” as her character executed a graceful mid-flight spin before smoothly landing back on the track.

Tala couldn’t help marveling at the precision with which Faith’s fingers flew across the controller.

Her own kart wobbled like a drunk dragon, crashing into walls, bouncing against barrels, and collecting more dents than coins.

Thankfully, she was a fast learner and quickly got a feel for how to steer.

She glided around the next bend and even managed to use a mushroom to take a shortcut.

But try as she might, she couldn’t seem to gain an edge over Faith, who even managed to widen the gap between them. She was only seconds away from crossing the finish line.

Time to attack!

Tala zoomed through an item box and grabbed a red shell.

She hoped she wasn’t misremembering Faith’s earlier explanation about what this item did. There was no time to think about it as she pressed the button to launch the shell. “Take this!”

In her mind’s eye, she saw it hit Faith’s vehicle and send it spinning.

Instead, Faith stabbed a button on her own controller and placed a banana peel behind her.

The red shell collided with the peel and exploded into a burst of sparks and banana mush, without doing any harm.

Tala watched helplessly as Faith’s kart rushed across the finish line.

“Yes!” Faith jumped up from the couch, waved the controller in the air, and did a little victory dance.

A pretty sensual victory dance. Her hips swayed in a mesmerizing rhythm.

Tala tore her gaze away. Hmph. Wolf poop. Of course she didn’t find that silly little dance sexy. Her heartbeat had only sped up from the thrill of their competition.

“Not fair,” she grumbled. “You’ve clearly played before and know every inch of that track.”

Faith paused her victory dance and cupped her hand around her ear. “Is that whining I hear?”

“Of course not. Syak don’t—”

“Whine. Could have fooled me,” Faith muttered. “I don’t get how you can own a console yet be so bad at such a simple game!”

“It’s not mine,” Tala replied. “It came with the apartment. We used this place as a safe house in the past, and sometimes, we had to keep a bunch of pups entertained indoors for a while.”

Faith furrowed her brow at the mention of the safe house, but instead of asking about it, she grinned. “I wonder if they whined too when they lost.”

“I didn’t whine,” Tala said with all the dignity she could muster—which wasn’t as much as she wanted, considering her once shiny race car had ended up in a puddle of banana mush. “And I haven’t lost yet. Best of three wins.”

The amused glint in Faith’s eye didn’t dim. “You’re on. But first, let’s snap a selfie of us with the victory screen. After all, we need to document every moment of our whirlwind romance for our social media followers, right?”

The thought of the world seeing her defeat—even if it was just a temporary one—made Tala grit her teeth. But then again, Jeff Madsen would probably love it since it would prove to their human audience that Wrasa weren’t superior or a threat at all.

Scowling, Tala posed with the winner screen behind her.

Faith slipped her arm around her. With her other hand, she held her phone away from them. “Say cheese.”

“The cheese is gone,” Tala said. “Prepare to eat dust instead when I beat you in the next race.”

The flash of the camera illuminated Faith’s broadening grin.


 

Chapter 11

Faith quietly unlocked her front door and tiptoed into the house, even though it wasn’t necessary since Chloe was with Jon until tomorrow. At this point, it was just habit.

She kicked off her shoes, sank onto the couch, and retrieved the USB stick that had sat in her pocket like a rock the entire night.

It appeared entirely inconspicuous—a simple black device with nothing on it but the brand’s logo and 64GB in tiny letters.

A wave of guilt washed over her. Stealing the USB drive still didn’t feel right. But if there was something incriminating on it—or something that could prove the Wrasa’s innocence—maybe it would be worth it.

She pulled her phone from her back pocket. Her finger hovered over the contacts app.

Should she FaceTime her father so they could check out what was on the USB stick together? Or was it better to take a look first and call him if there was anything he needed to know?

Her phone rang before she could decide.

Faith flinched and nearly dropped it.

Dad flashed across the screen.

Hastily, she swiped to accept the call. “Hi, Dad.”

“How did it go?” her father asked without a greeting.

If this had been any other date—a real one—the answer would have been easy. She’d actually had fun.

Was that weird?

They had bantered back and forth all evening, and Tala had only grumbled a little when she’d followed Faith’s advice and picked Baby Mario for their second round. Faith had even thrown an olive at her and had teased her mercilessly for losing two of their three races.

If Faith hadn’t felt the USB stick in her pocket the entire time, reminding her why she had been there, she would have had a wonderful evening.

And if Tala had been human, she reminded herself.

How startling that this addition felt like an afterthought.

Had she allowed Tala to lure her into a false sense of security?

“Faith? Are you there?”

Her father’s voice wrenched her from her thoughts.

“Yeah, sorry. How do you know I made it home?” she asked instead of answering his initial question. He wouldn’t have risked calling if there was a chance she was still at Tala’s; she knew that.

“I sent Noah and Violet,” her father said. “They sat in their car across the street from the shifter’s apartment, just to be close in case you called for help.”

That no longer surprised Faith. But the surge of defensiveness that swept through her did. “That wasn’t necessary, Dad. Tala was a perfect gentlewoman.”

“Yeah. Until she isn’t,” her father muttered. “So, how did it go? I tried to listen in via the bug, but all I heard was some clanking and clinking.”

Faith sighed. “Don’t be surprised if the next thing you hear is another discussion about a grocery list.”

“What?”

“Apparently, Wrasa don’t drink alcohol. She put the bottle with the bug in the kitchen, and I bet she’ll give it to her neighbors too, like she did with the flowers.”

Her father groaned. “We really have the worst of luck.” He was silent for a moment as if he needed to wrestle down his disappointment. “Did you find out anything helpful?”

Faith curled her fist around the USB stick. “Actually…” She cleared her throat. “I rummaged through her laptop bag. She had a folder with a dossier on me…and one on you too.”

“I knew it!” Something clattered in the background, probably as her father had jumped up. “This is all part of a bigger plan.”

That much was obvious. She opened her fingers, which had turned pale from her tight grip, and glanced at the tiny device. “Maybe the USB drive I, um, swiped will tell us what they’re planning.”

“You got your hands on a USB drive?” Her father’s voice went up an octave. “What’s on it?”

“I haven’t had the time to look at it yet,” Faith said.

“What are you waiting for? Let’s find out!”

Faith put him on speakerphone so she had both hands free as she pulled out her laptop and inserted the USB stick. Her heart pounded, and she couldn’t say whether it was with excitement or dread. “Okay, I’ve got it.”

“Good. Let’s see what those monsters are hiding.”

Faith clicked open the USB drive and scanned its contents. “It’s five folders. The first one says Undercover Ops. The others are Tortured, Doomsday, Deadly Beasts, and Not Safe.”

“This is it,” her father whispered. “Their secret plans. Open one.”

Faith double-clicked the first folder. “There must be at least fifty files. And their names…” Each one sounded more alarming than the one before. Faith pressed her free hand to her chest while she scrolled. “Clean Kill, Art of the Chase, A Quiet Death, Murder by Tradition…”

“Dear God!” Her father’s voice cracked. “It’s their secret handbook on how to murder humans and get away with it!”

With shaking fingers, Faith scrolled down on her trackpad and paused on a file. “Oh no. There’s a file named Informants.”

Her father inhaled sharply. “I can’t believe any human would work with the shifters and betray their own kind! Does it have any names?”

“Let’s see…” Faith held her breath as she opened the file and started to read.

“Say something. Please.”

Jordan appeared stunned, and Ellie admitted to herself that she could have handled the situation better.

What? Faith’s gaze darted to the top of the page.

Two words in bold letters jumped out at her: 

Chapter One.

This wasn’t a list of informants.

It was a detective novel.

“Faith?” her father asked. “What did you find?”

“I’m not sure. Give me one second.” Quickly, she closed the file and opened another. Its title was The Red Files.

Wait a minute!

Faith scanned the first page. A very familiar page. The title of chapter one was unmistakable too: I’ll Show You My Goats.

“What did you find?” her father asked again, sounding more urgent.

“They’re novels.” Sapphic suspense novels, but she didn’t want to mention that to her father.

“Of course it’s all novel. These monsters are usually much too nefarious to leave any evidence lying around. No one has ever come across their secret handbook.”

Faith shook her head, even though her father couldn’t see it. “No, Dad. Not novel. Novels. Mysteries. Thrillers. Romantic suspense. That kind of thing.”

“What? That can’t be right. Open another folder.”

She clicked on the folder named Doomsday. “Looks like dystopian fiction.”

“Keep going.” Her father’s voice became more strained with every word. “There has to be something on there!”

Faith opened the folder tagged Deadly Beasts. It contained dozens of vampire and werewolf romances, all of them sapphic. “Just books here too.”

“Next one!”

The folder titled Tortured included Faith’s favorite grumpy/sunshine romance, The Roommate Arrangement. Apparently, it stood for heroines with a tortured past. “More novels.”

“Next!” her father barked.

“Dad, calm down. Your blood pressure is probably through the roof.”

“Next,” he said again, only marginally calmer.

When she opened the last folder, Not Safe, she already had an inkling of what she might find. She peeked at the opening scene of one ebook and instantly fanned herself.

Oh yeah. Not Safe definitely stood for Not Safe For Work.

She closed the file and slammed her laptop shut. “It’s all just fiction, Dad.”

Not a piece of damning evidence to be found on the entire USB drive.

Although a few HASS members might think otherwise, since some of them considered homosexuality a sin.

Her father was quiet for some time. “Are you sure you’re reading this right?” he finally asked. “Maybe they’re using novels as a disguise to hide secret instructions on how to kill and torture humans. Send them over so I can read them!”

Heat shot into Faith’s cheeks at the thought of her father reading Thirteen Hours and the other sapphic romances with graphic love scenes. “No! Um, I mean, I don’t think that’s necessary. I recognize several of those novels. They’re published works of fiction, and from what I can tell, the ebooks on Tala’s USB drive are identical to the versions I have read.”

“Dammit,” her father grumbled. “So the USB stick is a dead end too. But we’re not giving up. I’m sure there’s proof of their sinister plans somewhere; we just have to find it.”

Faith made a noncommittal sound. Deep down, a kernel of doubt started to grow. “What if there isn’t?” she asked quietly.

“Of course there is. The shifters might be cunning, but they’re not criminal masterminds who can make every bit of evidence disappear.”

That hadn’t been what Faith meant. What if there wasn’t anything sinister to find, not just on the USB drive but anywhere? Maybe the Wrasa were as harmless as they insisted.

She stared at the shiny black surface of the USB stick, but, of course, it held no answers.

Well, maybe one.

It was pretty clear where Tala had gotten the impression that humans winked all the time.

“Did you just…giggle?” her father asked, sounding perplexed.

“No, of course not.” She hadn’t chuckled, had she? Faith pressed her hand to her lips. Probably just the tension she’d been under draining way. “I know this is serious.”

“It is. Deadly serious. Human lives are at stake, Faith.” He sighed. “And as much as I hate to say it, that’s why I have to ask you to go on another date with that monster.”

Faith winced at his choice of words. She inhaled, then exhaled slowly. “Okay. I’ll do it.” At least that way, she might be able to return Tala’s digital library before she noticed the ebooks were gone.

~ ~ ~

Jeff Madsen’s face appeared on the Zoom screen, but instead of saying anything, he pressed his index finger to his lips.

Tala froze. What was going on?

A notification pinged at the bottom of the screen.

Tala glanced at it.

A message from Madsen had popped up in the Zoom chat. Don’t say anything, he had typed. Where’s the bottle?

What bottle, sir? she messaged back.

He waved impatiently, then typed: The bottle of alcohol Ms. MacAllister brought to your apartment.

Tala frowned. Was I supposed to keep it? I gave it to my human neighbors. Even if she couldn’t convince Faith the Wrasa were the good guys, she was starting to win the Lawsons over with all the presents she gave them.

Madsen leaned back in his leather chair. “Good. We can speak freely, then.”

“What’s going on, sir?”

“We have reason to believe Peter MacAllister and his people bugged the bottle,” Madsen said. “And the flowers she gave you on the first date have been bugged too.”

“That lousy human scum! Did Faith know?” Tala held up her hand before he could answer. “Of course she knew.”

Madsen nodded. “She knew.”

Why was he so calm? Maybe because, unlike her, he had expected Faith to do something like that all along.

With her soft features, friendly smile, and warm brown eyes, Faith appeared harmless—and Tala had bought her innocent act hook, line, and sinker. Dammit! Tala was the best Saru on the East Coast! She wasn’t supposed to let a human civilian trick her!

Especially not again, after Rue and Kelsey had tricked her, leading to the Wrasa being outed on national TV.

“So?” Jeff Madsen’s intense gaze zeroed in on Tala through the Zoom screen. “How did tonight go?”

Tala gave him a nod. “It worked, sir. I checked as soon as she left. She took the USB drive.”

Madsen didn’t seem surprised at all, as if he had already known that. “Very good.”

Yeah, it was very good. Their plan had worked. But Tala couldn’t help being disappointed.

Not only had Faith tried to plant a bug in her apartment, she had also failed their little test. She had taken the first opportunity to steal information and deliver it straight to Daddy.

That wasn’t a big surprise. She had warned Madsen all along that it would happen. At the same time, a part of her had hoped Faith would prove her wrong.

At least Faith seemed to feel guilty about it. That was probably why her scent had changed and she’d been so jumpy when Tala had stepped back into the living room.

“What now?” Tala asked. “Are we stopping this fake-relationship experiment?”

Madsen looked at her as if she had suggested every wolf-shifter in North America should go vegan. “Of course not. We’ll continue Operation Make-Believe Mate.”

He couldn’t be serious, could he? “But, sir, clearly we can’t trust her. Every little thing I tell her, she’ll take straight to Daddy and his organization of Wrasa haters!”

“Actually,” Madsen said. “She didn’t.”

“What?”

“She took the USB stick home but didn’t call her father. He called her.”

“Same difference,” Tala grumbled. Then she paused. “Wait, how do you even know that?”

Madsen showed his teeth in a superior grin. “We bugged the USB drive before you downloaded the ebooks to it. Our techs put in the tiniest listening device I have ever seen.”

Tala stared at him. That meant the council had listened in on every word she and Faith had said tonight. “You bugged the USB drive?” she echoed.

Madsen shrugged. “We considered going with spyware, but even the best one can be detected if someone does a deep enough check, and we didn’t want to risk tipping off HASS. Besides, Ms. MacAllister likely talks to her father on the phone or in person rather than via email.”

“So you planted a bug in my apartment without telling me?”

“It’s the council’s apartment,” Madsen said. “And we decided to eliminate any chance of you accidentally giving it away by not telling you ahead of time.”

Tala gritted her teeth. Clearly, the council thought she was incompetent. One fuck-up and her hard-won reputation was ruined.

“We didn’t think you’d object,” Madsen added. “It’s not like you have anything to hide, is it?”

“Of course not.” She had only flirted with Faith because it was part of her mission. “But I would have appreciated a heads-up.”

“Noted,” Madsen said.

What he didn’t say was that he’d keep her in the loop from now on.

Tala had a feeling there was more about this mission he hadn’t shared with her.

At least she now understood why Madsen had been so calm about Faith planting a bug—because the council had done the same.

Apparently, they were at an impasse. This entire situation was so messed up, with humans and Wrasa trying to spy on each other, not trusting the other even the tiniest bit. Tala didn’t see a way forward. Certainly their fake relationship wouldn’t make a difference.

“So,” she finally said, “what did we find out?”

“She told her father that the two HASS goons who watched your apartment all night were unnecessary because you were a perfect gentlewoman.”

Faith had said that? Tala sat a little straighter. But then again, not attacking or molesting her was a low bar, so it wasn’t exactly high praise.

“She told him that we don’t drink alcohol but didn’t mention why,” Madsen continued.

Tala rubbed her chin. Okay, that was interesting. Why hadn’t Faith immediately told her father about a weak spot they could use to harm all Wrasa?

“So she kept some of the information she found out to herself, at least for now,” Tala said, more to herself than to Madsen. “I wonder why.”

“Hopefully, it’s because she’s starting to realize how paranoid her father is and that the Wrasa are hiding nothing more than bad romance novels.”

Tala bit back a passionate protest. Defending romance novels probably wouldn’t help her reputation as a tough Saru commander.

“It’s your mission to give her more nudges in that direction,” Madsen added.

So now she was supposed to focus on Faith? “I thought my mission was to convince the world that we’re dating?”

“That too,” Madsen answered. “A mission you’re failing at spectacularly.”

“Pardon me?” Tala tapped her laptop’s speakers, sure she hadn’t heard him correctly.

“The video material from the gym required serious editing before we could post it on social media.”

Tala squinted at him. “What was wrong with the video?”

“It was too confrontational. You were competing like mortal enemies, for the Great Hunter’s sake! You came across like a predator who needs to win at all costs.”

Tala had opened her mouth to protest. Now she snapped it closed. Okay, she could see his point. She had underestimated how much Faith had struggled to keep up on the treadmill, maybe because the drive to outrun Faith had distracted her. That and the intoxicating aroma of the mate scent perfume mingling with Faith’s sweat. “But tonight’s material is much better.”

“That’s not what our PR people are telling me,” Madsen replied.

“What?” Tala barked out. “It was a friendly game of Mario Kart. How could humans possibly misinterpret that?”

“It doesn’t sound very friendly when you growl every time you lose!” Madsen replied, a growl of his own in his voice.

Every time? Tala mentally echoed. She had lost exactly twice and had won the last race, so it could hardly be called every time. “I wasn’t growling. It was more of a…” She cut herself off before she could say, whine. Because no matter what Faith said, she hadn’t whined.

“You growled! Which is ridiculous anyway because Rtar don’t growl.”

“Fox-shifters might not growl, but Syak do.” Tala barely resisted the urge to snarl at him to prove her point. She stared directly into the camera, despite knowing she should have lowered her gaze and accepted whatever he said. He was the speaker of the High Council and the Syak’s most powerful alpha. Challenging him was just not done. It was career suicide, and yet she couldn’t give in. Not on this—her very identity. She had fought too hard to be accepted as a wolf.

Finally, Madsen huffed and waved his hand as if swatting at an annoying fly. “Then you’re a Syak who needs to rein in her animalistic tendencies. No growling on the next date. No competing. We need something romantic and tender.”

“Tender?” Tala echoed.

One corner of Madsen’s mouth twitched with a smirk. “Well, if you read some of those romance novels, you probably have a good idea what humans consider a tender, romantic moment between lovers. Think of something.” Then he ended the call without waiting for an answer.


 

Chapter 12

How was it that the dirty dishes in her kitchen seemed to multiply every time Faith wasn’t paying attention?

She had caught up on chores while Chloe had been with her dad, but within an hour of Chloe’s return, the house looked as though a tornado had torn through it.

A six-year-old tornado.

Toys were scattered across the living room floor; a trail of cookie crumbs led from the kitchen to the couch, and the dishes from dinner were still sitting in the sink.

Sighing, Faith pushed up her sleeves and started loading the dishwasher.

Chloe burst into the kitchen. “Can I have another cookie, Mom?”

Faith shook her head. “No more cookies. It’s time for bed. Did you brush your teeth?”

“I’m a dragon. Dragons don’t need to brush their teeth. Rawr!” Chloe puffed her cheeks out and pretended to blow fire.

“Very impressive,” Faith replied. “But dragons need clean teeth too. Otherwise, how would you scare the knights?”

The cutest little wrinkle formed between Chloe’s brows as she seemed to consider it. “Don’t knights get scared of dirty teeth?”

“No,” Faith said, trying to keep a straight face. “Shiny teeth are the scariest.”

“Okay! I’ll scrub them until they’re scarily clean!” Chloe darted from the kitchen, then trampled up the stairs.

Chuckling, Faith turned back toward the dishes.

Her phone buzzed on the counter.

Faith picked it up and unlocked the screen.

She had a new message from Tala—hopefully a reply to Faith’s earlier text, the one where she’d asked Tala for another date. Well, fake date.

Her stomach had been in knots ever since she’d stolen the USB drive the day before. She desperately needed to sneak it back into the laptop bag before Tala noticed it was missing.

Random question, Tala’s message said. What’s the most tender, romantic gesture anyone’s ever done for you?

Faith stared at the screen. Was this about planning another fake date? Are you trying to out-romance humans and impress our audience on social media?

Something like that, came Tala’s reply. So?

God, Tala was so competitive! Faith thought for a moment. Jon hadn’t been the most creative when it came to romantic gestures, so nothing really stood out. If I say giving me flowers or perfume, that’s probably not going to work for a Wrasa, is it? she typed.

No, Tala replied. Tell me something else.

Hey, I’m divorced for a reason.

Okay, then think about it differently, Tala typed back. What would be the most tender, romantic thing someone could do for you right now?

Faith looked around her chaotic kitchen. Come over and help me clean the kitchen?

It took a while before Tala’s reply arrived. Clean the kitchen? Is that a human fetish?

Faith laughed. Who knows? Maybe it is. I have a thing for clean dishes and sparkling countertops.

She paused and reread the message she’d just sent. Why did bantering with Tala seem to come so naturally? It really shouldn’t. They had nothing in common—they didn’t even belong to the same species!

Chloe skidded into the kitchen and flashed her a broad grin. “Are you scared?”

Faith blinked. Was she? She should be. Tala was still a shape-shifter, not someone she could trust, and yet she kept catching herself starting to relax around her! “Um, yes?” she finally said. It sounded more like a question than an answer.

“Good. Because they’re scary clean now.” Chloe showed off her teeth again.

Oh. Of course. She was talking about her teeth. “Great. The knights will tremble in their boots when they see your shiny dragon teeth.”

“Knights don’t wear boots, Mom. They wear armor.”

“Right,” Faith said with a smile. “Well, your teeth now outshine their armor. Why don’t you pick a story, hop into bed, and I’ll be right there?”

Chloe nodded and ran from the room.

Faith glanced at her phone.

Not sure the majority of our audience shares your fetish, Tala had written. But it gives me an idea I can work with.

What idea? Faith asked.

We’ll do the one thing humans and Wrasa seem to have in common.

Faith racked her brain. What did both species have in common, other than their distrust for each other? Maybe she had stayed up too late, reading one of the spicy romances on Tala’s USB drive, but right now, only one thing came to mind. You’re not talking about sex, are you?

Is that an offer? Tala replied, and Faith could almost see the mischievous curl of her lips.

Before she could think of an answer, Tala added, Keep dreaming, human. I was talking about food. We’ll cook a romantic meal together. Maybe a Wrasa entree and a human dessert.

Right. Of course that’s what she’d meant.

“Mom!” Chloe shouted from upstairs.

“Coming,” Faith shouted back. She typed out a quick reply. Deal. As long as you clean the kitchen afterward. With a slight grin, she pocketed the phone and climbed the stairs.

~ ~ ~

Maybe cooking together wasn’t the tender, romantic couples’ activity Madsen had asked for after all.

On Friday evening, Tala’s kitchen was a battlefield of culinary philosophies.

“Wrasa don’t have recipes?” Faith asked for the third time. She stared at Tala as if she had said they preferred to eat their meat raw. “None at all?”

Tala shook her head. “We prefer to improvise and rely on our keen senses to adjust flavors and add ingredients. Besides, few things in our culture have been handed down in a written format. It was simply too dangerous.”

Faith turned away from the stove, leaned one hip against the counter, and regarded her. “Dangerous? What do you mean?”

“During the Inquisition, my kind was hunted relentlessly and nearly driven to extinction. Any hint of being different could mean being burned at the stake or killed some other way. We started passing down knowledge only orally to avoid leaving any evidence. A lot of our culture and Old Language was lost over the centuries.” Tala rubbed her breastbone as the familiar ache welled up. The lost songs, stories, and traditions seemed to linger like ghosts.

Faith stepped closer and reached out as if to touch her, then stopped and let her hand drop back to her side. “I’m sorry. But that was the Middle Ages. Couldn’t you try to preserve parts of your culture before they’re lost completely? I mean, now that things have changed…”

“Have they?” Tala asked in a rough whisper. “We might not be burned at the stake anymore, but what people like your father want to do to us is probably not much better.”

“That’s not… I don’t… I…” Faith bit her lip.

They looked at each other.

Faith’s gaze was open and compassionate. She probably thought she was just asking or making a helpful suggestion.

Tala sighed. She knew she could turn this into a bitter fight, but what good would it do? It certainly wouldn’t help her mission. Their PR unit would already have to edit out this part of their interaction, which she was recording via the tripod and camera she’d set up in the corner of the kitchen.

So she forced the corners of her mouth up into the semblance of a smile. “Maybe we should have gone with sex.”

They were so close that Faith couldn’t hide her blush. “Pardon me?”

“The one activity both of our species have in common,” Tala said. “Maybe we should have gone with—”

“Cooking,” Faith said firmly. “And since there’s no recipe, you’ll have to talk me through the steps.”

“All right. You can be my sous chef.”

“Only if you’ll be my sous chef when we’re making dessert,” Faith replied.

Great Hunter, this woman didn’t give an inch. Secretly, Tala admired her for it, but, of course, she would never admit it. “Deal.” She took two aprons from one of the drawers in the kitchen, which had come fully equipped, and put on one of them. Instead of handing over the other one, she slid the neck strap over Faith’s head and adjusted it for her.

The mate scent perfume wafted up, and she inadvertently leaned closer. Great Hunter, that stuff was like a drug!

Her fingers grazed Faith’s neck.

Goose bumps spread beneath her fingertips.

Were they the pleasant kind, or was Faith still afraid of having her close?

The amounts of perfume Faith must have put on made it hard to tell, so Tala snatched her hands away. She tied the apron strings at the small of Faith’s back before heading to the fridge to give her some space.

“Why did you put on the perfume even though it’s just the two of us tonight?” she asked, her back turned to Faith.

“To fool any Wrasa I might run into—like the woman behind the front desk downstairs.”

Faith’s answer came promptly. Maybe a little too promptly. Tala had a feeling Faith had put on the perfume mostly to fool her, masking whenever she was lying. “What makes you think she’s one of us?”

“Well, she’s wearing an ID tag. Plus she had the most judgmental look on her face when I showed up with flowers for our first date…and with a bottle of gin for the second.”

Tala chuckled, but at the same time, she told herself to be careful and not let her guard down around Faith. The woman was too observant for her own good.

When Tala returned from the fridge with a big container and took the lid off, Faith peeked over. “What are we making?”

“Lamb stew Peterson family style.”

“So your family is coming too? Because this”—Faith pointed at the five pounds of cubed lamb leg Tala had bought—“would be enough to feed all of them.”

Tala burst out laughing. “You have no idea.”

“Big family?” Faith asked.

“Big family, big eaters. This wouldn’t even be an appetizer.”

Faith probably assumed she was exaggerating. Humans had no concept of Wrasa portion sizes.

Tala washed her hands, then seasoned the meat, adding a bit more pepper and salt than she usually would because she knew it would appeal to human taste buds.

“Need me to chop anything?” Faith asked as they waited for the olive oil to heat up. “Onions? Garlic?”

“There aren’t any onions or garlic in this dish.”

Faith grinned. “You are not, by any chance, hoping for a good-night kiss, are you?”

Warmth welled up from the pit of Tala’s belly. But, of course, she knew Faith was only saying that for the sake of the camera. For the same reason, she let her gaze trail over Faith’s lips. Besides, she wouldn’t tell thousands of humans on social media that garlic and onions were mildly toxic to Wrasa. “Well,” she said, her voice dipping low, “you said you’d provide dessert, so…”

Faith flushed so hard, even the tips of her ears turned red.

Kinda cute. Was that a human thing or a Faith thing?

It’s a thing you should not find cute, Tala firmly told herself. She’s spying for HASS! Faith might even have another listening device on her person.

Under the pretense of browning the meat, Tala turned away. “You can get started on the potatoes, if you want.”

Soon, they were working side by side, peeling and chopping.

Tala was starting to see why cooking could be considered a romantic activity because they kept leaning close and stretching past each other to reach for an ingredient or a utensil.

“You’re very good at this.” Faith glanced over at Tala, who was slicing the carrots while she waited for the vegetable stock she had added to the pot to boil.

Tala paused and shrugged. “Most Wrasa are.”

“Really?”

“What, you thought we would just slap a raw steak onto the table and call it cooking?” Tala shook her head. “We love to eat, and human cuisine doesn’t always agree with our digestive system, so cooking it is.”

“I know what you mean. Chloe is lactose-intolerant, so I cook a lot too.” The potato she’d been peeling slipped from Faith’s grasp, as if she was surprised at having mentioned her daughter again.

Tala lunged and caught it before it could end up on the floor. “Here.” She handed it back.

Their fingers brushed.

Tala’s nostrils flared as she breathed in the mate scent perfume. That stuff was really messing with her mind! She quickly backed away and busied herself adding more thyme and mint flakes.

Soon, the kitchen filled with delicious aromas that, thankfully, distracted Tala from the perfume.

“What now?” Faith asked once they’d added all the ingredients. “Are we going to transfer it to the oven?”

Tala’s stomach rumbled in protest at the thought of slow-cooking the stew for several hours. “No. We just cook it on the stove for another half hour. Slow-cooking isn’t a thing in Wrasa cuisine. We’d have an entire ravenous pack clawing and snarling at the kitchen door if we did that.”

Faith hunched her shoulders and rubbed her arms as if a shudder had gone through her.

She couldn’t possibly be cold in the balmy warm kitchen, could she?

“Okay,” Faith said, sounding reasonably normal. “That gives us just enough time to prepare dessert.”

Tala flashed her a wolfish grin. “Nah. Half an hour isn’t nearly enough time to thoroughly kiss you.” She made sure she wasn’t blocking the camera from capturing Faith’s blush.

“Not that kind of dessert.” Faith playfully threw something in her direction.

Thinking it was a piece of carrot, Tala snatched it up the way she had the olive on their Mario Kart date.

An earthy taste filled her mouth. Ugh. It was a bit of potato peel. Tala spat it into the sink.

Faith bent over laughing.

Tala resisted the urge to pounce on her to… She wasn’t even sure what for. Certainly not to tickle her into submission since Wrasa didn’t do that.

“I was thinking we could make a berry crumble from the berries I brought,” Faith said. “But if you’d rather eat potato peels…”

Tala’s mouth watered, and she could already taste the tangy yet sweet aroma on her tongue. Berries were her secret weakness, but unlike most fox-shifters, her pack didn’t care for them, so she faked indifference. It had been years since she’d last had them. “No, berry crumble is acceptable. Barely.” She scrunched up her nose and made sure the camera caught it, just in case some wolf-shifters would end up watching the reel. With a dramatic flair, she added, “Oh, the things we do for love.”

Faith pressed a package of oats into her hands. “Here. You can make the crumble while I prepare the berry mix. Unless you’re afraid to get your hands dirty. I use coconut oil instead of melted butter, and you have to really rub it into the oats, the coconut sugar, and the other dry ingredients.”

Tala smirked. “No problem. I’m really good at rubbing until everything is nice and slippery.”

This time, it was a strawberry Faith threw at her, and Tala caught it in her mouth with an inaudible excited yip.

~ ~ ~

By the time they slid the berry crumble into the oven, the lamb stew simmering on the stove seemed ready to be devoured.

When Faith lifted the lid off the pot, a heavenly aroma drifted up. It reminded her of the stew her mother used to make on cold winter days when Faith had been little. How strange that the Wrasa had something similar. Or maybe it wasn’t so strange after all. With the Wrasa relying solely on oral tradition to pass on the recipe to the next generation, it had probably been altered by the influence of human cuisine over the centuries.

“How’s it looking?” Tala asked from close behind her—so close that Faith could feel her heat against her back. Tala leaned up on her tiptoes to peek into the pot and noisily inhaled, then exhaled. Her breath brushed Faith’s ear, sending a shiver through her.

“Um, I think it’s ready for a taste test.” Faith dipped a clean spoon into the stew, then blew on it to cool it down. Carefully, she slid it into her mouth.

Complex flavors mingled on her tongue. The broth was thick and rich. The sweetness of the carrots contrasted with a hint of acidity from the tomatoes and the fresh note of mint.

“Yum.” She hummed as she turned toward Tala and pulled the spoon from her mouth. “It’s delicious. But I think it needs a little something. Maybe some chili powder.”

“Chili powder?” Tala arched her brows. “Into a perfectly good stew? We’re not trying to set our mouths on fire.”

“Hey, a little spice never hurt anyone.” Faith paused. Well, at least not a human. But the Wrasa’s digestive system seemed a lot more fragile than she had realized. What if spicy food ended up making Tala sick? “Here. See what you think.” She dipped a new spoon into the stew, turned, and brought it to Tala’s mouth.

Tala froze. Her nostrils flared, and her tongue darted out, wetting her lips. But instead of opening her mouth wider and tasting the stew, she tried to take the spoon from her.

Faith held on. “Our human followers will consider this very romantic,” she whispered.

Tala frantically shook her head. “That’s not a good idea, Faith.”

“What do you mean?” Seriously? Tala had joked around and spewed innuendo about having sex and kissing her, but this was what gave her pause?

“If I accept the food you’re offering and let you feed me like this, every Wrasa watching the video will think…” Tala trailed off.

“Will think what?” Faith prompted.

Tala stood frozen to the spot, her expression serious, as if they were discussing an action of grave consequences. “They’ll think…” Her pupils widened as if a sudden realization had struck her. “Hmm. Exactly what we want them to think.” She hesitated for a moment longer, then leaned forward and closed her lips around the spoon Faith still held out to her.

A deep moan rumbled up from her chest.

The sensual sound made Faith flush again. She stepped back quickly. A little noise shouldn’t affect her like that. But then again, she’d been single for ages, and she was only human.

Yeah, but Tala isn’t. And that was why she shouldn’t react to her at all. If her father ever found out…

Tala licked a dab of sauce off her bottom lip. “I was right. It’s perfect the way it is. If we add any heat, we’d just spoil it.”

“Right. No more heat.” Faith dropped the spoon into the sink. “Now excuse me while I go lounge on the couch until the berry crumble is done.”

Tala narrowed her eyes at her. “You mean we, don’t you? It’s my territory…um, I mean, couch after all.”

“Yeah, but you promised to clean the kitchen.” Before Tala could protest, Faith chuckled and sauntered past her, glad to get some much-needed distance…and a chance to put the USB drive back into the laptop bag without Tala noticing.


 

Chapter 13

The next morning, Faith yawned, scrubbed her face with both hands, and reread the paragraph for the third time. She was starting to regret her decision to come into the office on her day off.

Usually, she tried to keep Saturdays free, but since Chloe was with Jon this weekend, she had decided to catch up on work.

Yet despite her best intentions, she wasn’t getting much done. Her gaze drifted over the report on her desk without her grasping what she was reading.

Her mind still swirled with memories of the previous night’s dinner with Tala—their flirty banter, Tala’s moan as she tasted the stew from the spoon Faith held out to her…all for the camera, of course. She had barely slept, and it wasn’t just because she had eaten too much lamb stew and berry crumble. Thoughts of her father’s expectations had also kept her awake. He was hell-bent on continuing their attempts to bug Tala’s apartment and search for proof of the Wrasa’s evil intents.

She knew he wouldn’t give up. If she told him she wanted out, he would only come up with an even more daring plan.

A knock at the door interrupted her worrying.

“Come in,” she called, grateful for the interruption.

Faith’s best friend, Sabina, entered her office, both hands hidden behind her back. “How much do you love me?”

“Hey, what are you doing here?” Faith asked instead of answering. “It’s the weekend!”

“I came in to check on things for that Women in Business conference tonight. What’s your excuse for being here?”

Faith gestured at the report. “Clearly, I’m a sucker for punishment.”

Sabina smirked and plopped herself down on the edge of Faith’s desk. “Well, if you’re going to suffer, you might as well have some good company. So…you didn’t answer my question. How much do you love me?”

“Depends on what you’re holding behind your back,” Faith replied. “If it’s a guest complaint, I don’t know you. If it contains caffeine, I might put you into my will.”

“You mean I’m not already in there?” Sabina produced two paper cups, one of which she held out to Faith.

“Ooh, you’re a lifesaver! Thank you, thank you, thank you!” Faith snatched it from her hand and took a big gulp.

Sabina watched her with a smirk. “Long night with the Wrasa hottie?”

Faith pretended the heat trickling through her was merely a result from another sip of coffee. “What? No, that’s not—”

“So you don’t think she’s hot?”

The words of denial got stuck in Faith’s throat. With her lithe, agile body, her sharp cheekbones, and those intense golden eyes, Tala was attractive. Objectively speaking, of course. Plus Faith was supposed to make everyone think they were dating. “No, she totally is. Super hot.” She made a show of fanning herself with her free hand.

Sabina sipped her own coffee and regarded her across the paper cup. “How are things going between the two of you? Two weeks ago, you said you didn’t know where it was going. Have you figured it out?”

Shit, shit, shit! What was she supposed to say now? She hated lying to her best friend, but she couldn’t tell her the truth either. She looked away and swiped a speck of dust off her desk. “I…I think I like her.”

To her surprise, she found that it was the truth. At first, Tala had come across like a cold, arrogant, domineering shape-shifter with a Napoleon complex.

And she really could be all of that.

But during the last couple of fake dates, Faith had also started to catch glimpses of a different side—a side that was smart, had a mischievous sense of humor, and deeply grieved the aspects of Wrasa culture that had been lost.

Sabina sent her a knowing grin. “You like like her, don’t you? As in: you’re falling for her. That’s why you’ve been so secretive!”

“No!” Faith struggled not to shout it out. God, she was getting more and more tangled up in her web of lies. “It’s much too soon for anything like that. I’m just saying she’s a lot of fun to be around; that’s all for now.”

“I can’t wait to meet her,” Sabina said. “Let’s go out for drinks tonight and bring her along.”

Faith nearly dropped her coffee. “That’s not a good idea.”

“Why not?”

Crap. She didn’t want to drag Sabina into this mess of a fauxmance. Her mind scrambled for an excuse. “Um, because Wrasa don’t drink.”

Sabina shrugged. “Then let’s do something else. How about dinner at The Melting Pot? They have a heavenly chocolate fondue on their dessert menu.”

“Won’t work either,” Faith said quickly. “Wrasa don’t eat chocolate.” Of course, The Melting Pot had other kinds of fondue too, but she hoped Sabina would take the hint and stop asking to meet Tala.

Sabina grabbed her chest with her free hand and widened her eyes in exaggerated disbelief. “No alcohol. No chocolate. Jesus, they live like nuns during Lent! Please tell me they do have sex!”

A flush warmed Faith’s cheeks as she remembered Tala’s comment about being ravaged by a passionate Wrasa lover all night. “Um…”

Sabina burst into laughter. “No need to answer. Your face tells me all I need to know.”

Now even Faith’s earlobes were burning—for no reason at all, which was really annoying!

“Okay, so drinks are out. Chocolate fondue is out.” Sabina drummed her nails against the paper cup. “How about…bowling?”

“Bowling?” Faith echoed.

“Isn’t that the lesbian thing to do?”

Faith flicked a paper clip in her direction. “I’m bi.”

Sabina caught it and sent it back. “Come on. It’ll be fun. I really want to meet her.”

“Tala is a very busy woman,” was the only other excuse Faith could come up with, although she had no idea what Tala did all day.

Sabina scoffed. “Too busy to meet her girlfriend’s bestie? C’mon, text her and ask if she’s free tonight. If she says no, I’ll shut up.”

Under Sabina’s watchful gaze, Faith pulled out her phone and tapped out a text to Tala, striving for a casual, familiar tone because she knew Sabina could read upside down. Hey you. How’s your day? Want to go bowling with me and my best friend Sabina tonight? She couldn’t add any kind of warning or a Please say no since Sabina was reading every word, but she did add a winking smiley face.

Tala replied within seconds. Bowling?

Sabina leaned across the desk to read the answer. “Tell her it’s where you throw a heavy ball down a lane to knock down pins.”

“I think she knows what bowling is, Sabina. The Wrasa grew up among humans. It’s not like they’re from another planet.”

Now Sabina was the one who blushed. “Right. Sorry.”

Scared to lose again? Faith typed back, and this time, she added half a dozen winking smiley faces, hoping Tala would finally notice what she was trying to tell her.

Ha! Not a chance, Tala replied. This time, I won’t go easy on you. When and where?

Sabina squealed. “Yes! She’s in! See? That wasn’t so hard, was it? Tell her I’ll reserve a lane for seven at Pin Pals.” She practically skipped from the office, whistling a cheerful tune.

When the door closed behind her, Faith slumped against the back of her chair. DAMMIT, TALA! she typed in all caps. Why didn’t you say no? I sent you like a million winking smiley faces!

Let me guess, Tala texted back. Humans don’t send winking smiley faces?

Well, they do, but… Faith groaned. Forget it. But I hope you know we’ll have to up our game now.

Don’t worry. I’m a natural when it comes to pretty much all sports.

Faith shook her head and typed quickly. I’m not talking about bowling. I’m talking about convincing my best friend we’re dating.

Are you alone? Tala asked.

Yes, Faith typed back. Why?

Instead of a text reply, her phone rang with a video call from Tala.

Sighing, Faith accepted.

“You’re not getting cold feet, are you?” Tala asked as soon as her face popped up on the small screen.

Faith hesitated. This was getting way too complicated for her liking. So far, she had managed to keep their fake relationship more or less separate from the rest of her life. But she’d been naive to think that would keep working, now that it was becoming clear Operation Make-Believe Mate wouldn’t be wrapped up within a week or two, as she had initially hoped.

Up until now, all the lying and pretending had been confined to strangers—random people who had no reason to scrutinize or question their relationship.

Tonight, she’d have to make her best friend believe she was dating Tala, and that was a whole other ball game.

Could she still back out?

Faith didn’t think so. She had already lied to Sabina, who was now looking forward to meeting her new girlfriend.

Maybe it would be better to go through with it and then, later, tell her it hadn’t worked out between them after all. Sabina would commiserate, take her out for drinks and chocolate fondue, and that would be that.

“Faith?” Tala asked when she didn’t reply. Her golden eyes drilled into her, even through the phone camera.

“I’m not backing out,” Faith finally said, already sure she would regret it. “I’m just worried. Sabina knows me well. She knows how I act when I’m dating someone. If our behavior is off, she’ll spot it.”

“How do you act when you’re dating someone, then?” Tala studied her with almost scientific curiosity. “You’d better give me a list of dos and don’ts. We can’t have Sabina catch us with our pants down…so to speak.”

Faith grimaced at Tala’s choice of words. “Hard to explain. I think it’s mostly little things. Making frequent eye contact, casual touches, laughing at each other’s jokes.”

Tala nodded confidently. “I can totally do that.”

“Don’t overdo it, though,” Faith said. “If it feels forced or over-the-top, Sabina will see right through it.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll be your most convincing fake girlfriend ever.” The corners of Tala’s mouth curled up into the semi-smirk that was starting to become familiar.

“You’re the only fake girlfriend I ever had,” Faith replied with a Chloe-inspired eye roll.

“Good,” Tala answered dryly. “Not much competition, then. I’ll pick you up at six thirty.”

Faith firmly shook her head. While she had reluctantly agreed to lie to her best friend, she drew the line at welcoming Tala into her home—into Chloe’s home, even though Chloe wouldn’t be there. “I’ll pick you up.”

Tala squinted at her. “Are you like that with other dates too? Just so I know what Sabina will expect.”

“Yes,” Faith said, and it wasn’t a lie. “No one gets through my front door until I’m ready to introduce them to Chloe.”

“And what does a date have to do to be introduced to Chloe?” Tala asked. “Not be a Wrasa?” Her voice turned sharp and laced with bitterness.

Faith stiffened. “It’s not personal, okay? But you agreed to leave Chloe out of this.”

“That’s where you’re wrong,” Tala muttered. “Everything about this is personal for us Wrasa. But fine. So you’ll pick me up at six thirty?”

Faith nodded. “Yes. See you tonight.” With a weak smile, she ended the call.

Great. If any of this tension crept up between them at the bowling alley, it would take Sabina all of three seconds to figure out their relationship was as fake as a steak in a vegan restaurant.

Oh God, what had she gotten herself into?

~ ~ ~

“So you’re really going to wear that?” Faith pointed at Tala’s choice of attire as they walked up to the entrance of Pin Pals.

Tala paused at the door to hold it open for Faith and glanced down at the retro bowling shirt she had bought after doing a bit of research. It was black, with two broad teal stripes running down the front, and she thought the relaxed collar gave her an effortlessly cool look. “Why not? It’s a great way to blend in.”

Faith laughed. “If you say so. God, I have no idea how your kind managed to keep its existence hidden for so long!”

A teasing reply had already been on the tip of Tala’s tongue, but now she sobered. Faith could never find out what the Saru had done to keep humans from finding out shape-shifters existed.

She followed Faith into the building.

The odors of worn-out shoes, rubber, melted cheese, and some kind of oil instantly hit Tala. The sharp cracks of balls as they collided with the pins reverberated through the bowling alley. Neon lights cast a glow over about a dozen glossy lanes.

Tala looked around. It all seemed very…human. She couldn’t make out a single Wrasa. And weirdly, no one was wearing a bowling shirt.

“There’s Sabina!” Faith waved to someone in line at the counter.

Tension knotted Tala’s shoulders. This was it. They would be getting only one chance to convince Faith’s best friend they were a couple—and this time, the mate scent perfume wouldn’t help them. They had to be convincing.

Faith seemed to think the same because she reached for Tala’s hand in a gesture that was meant to appear casual but felt anything but.

With all her senses heightened, Tala could feel the stiffness in Faith’s fingers and the way she clung to her just a little too tightly.

She gave Faith’s hand an encouraging squeeze as she followed her over to Sabina.

Faith’s best friend was at least half a head taller than Tala. Her dark, nearly black hair—worn in a low ponytail—shone beneath the neon lights. Her strong features with an aquiline nose softened as she warmly smiled at Faith.

Faith let go of Tala’s hand and opened her arms wide. They hugged with the ease of two people who’d done that a hundred times before.

A twinge of envy pierced Tala’s gut—just because she didn’t have a close friend like that, not because she wanted to be the one to hug Faith, of course.

When the embrace ended, Sabina turned toward her. “Hi. I’m Sabina. And you must be Tala. I’ve heard so much about you.”

Tala flicked her gaze to Faith, who shook her head with tiny movements to indicate she hadn’t told her best friend anything. “Hi,” she replied, switching to greeting-humans protocol. “Nice to meet you. I’ve heard a lot about you too—all of it good, of course.”

She held out her hand, but Sabina leaned in for a quick hug instead.

Tala used the opportunity to discreetly breathe in her scent.

Sabina smelled of peonies, but with a peppery undertone that indicated she wasn’t all smiles and sunshine, despite the friendly greeting. That sharper note revealed that she could be as fiercely protective as a mama bear of her cub. She wasn’t just here for a fun night of bowling; she was here to size Tala up and to make sure she was treating her best friend right.

Tala could respect that.

“I’m really glad I was able to talk Faith into going out tonight.” Sabina lightly backhanded Faith’s shoulder. “She can be such a hermit.”

“Hey!” Faith protested and nudged her with her hip. “I’m not a hermit. Just a busy divorced mom.”

“Tomayto, tomahto,” Sabina said. “Come on. Let’s get our shoes.”

Within a few minutes, they received their bowling shoes from the guy behind the rental counter.

Tala wrinkled her nose as she carried them over to their lane. The battered black-and-red leather stank of sweaty human feet.

At the end of the lane, two padded benches flanked a low table.

“Is something wrong?” Faith whispered as she sat next to Tala.

Tala bent to tie her shoes so she could hide her expression of disgust. “No, everything’s fine.”

“No whining if you lose,” Faith playfully warned her. She looked at Sabina, who had chosen the bench on the other side of the table. “Tala is super competitive. She pouts whenever she loses. It’s the cutest thing.”

Tala bristled. Okay, now Faith was overselling this bantering couple thing. “I don’t pout. Or whine. Nor will I lose. I’m a quick learner.”

“So you’ve never gone bowling before?” Sabina asked.

“No, but like I said, I’m a quick learner.”

“There’s not much to it,” Sabina said. “Just pick a ball, take a few steps, and roll it down the lane, trying to knock down as many pins as possible. Oh, and never forget the most important rule.”

“Which is?” Tala asked.

Sabina flashed her a grin. “Never stand behind Faith when it’s her turn.”

Faith groaned and reached across the table to pinch her, but Sabina easily dodged the playful attack. “Not that old story! It happened once!”

“Once was enough. I was limping for a week!”

Faith flushed.

Still grinning, Sabina turned back toward Tala. “She’s really bad. Once, the ball slipped from her hand and flew backward, crashing into me.”

“It barely grazed you!” Faith shot back. “And it’s not my fault you stood there gaping instead of getting out of the way.”

Tala watched them interact. The mutual teasing, the inside jokes, the little touches… Now she was starting to understand what Faith had meant when she’d said they would have to up their game. At this point, Sabina and Faith looked more like a couple than she and Faith did!

Can’t have that! She slid closer to Faith on the bench and was about to put one arm around her when Faith stood.

“Come on. I’ll show you how it’s done.”

They each chose a ball.

“See that black line at the start of the lane?” Faith pointed at it. “That’s the foul line. Don’t cross it, or you’ll score zero for that roll. Stop just short of it and release the ball.”

Tala nodded. “No crossing the line. Got it.”

“You start about four and a half steps back from the line.”

They took the steps together, and their shoulders brushed as they turned and lined up next to each other.

Not exactly a romantic gesture, but better than nothing.

“Slide your fingers into the ball like this. Use three fingers.” Faith wiggled her thumb, her middle finger, and her ring finger and demonstrated, her movements slow and sensual.

Was it just the neon lights, or was it hot in here? Tala raised her brows. She had to wonder if Faith had phrased her instructions like that on purpose. She copied Faith’s grip. “Like this?”

“Slide your thumb in a little deeper.”

The timbre of her voice sent a shiver through Tala. Oh yeah. She was doing it on purpose! Achingly slow, Tala slid her fingers deeper while making eye contact. “Am I hitting the right spot now?”

“Um, hello?” Sabina waved both arms as if flagging down an airplane coming in to land. “Impressionable straight, single woman here!”

“Okay, okay.” Faith sounded a little hoarse. “Let me go first and show you.”

Tala retreated to the bench to watch.

To her untrained eye, Faith looked pretty good as she assumed position and took four smooth steps toward the foul line. But when she released the ball, it quickly veered off course and ended up in the gutter.

Sabina laughed. “See? She’s hopeless at bowling! Hey, Faith, want me to ask them to put the bumpers up, so you can actually knock down a pin for a change?”

A low growl formed in Tala’s throat, but she bit it back. The urge to defend Faith surprised her, especially since Sabina was clearly right—Faith was hopeless at bowling.

After rolling the ball a second time, toppling two pins, Faith returned to the bench. “Now you try,” she said to Tala.

Tala stood, picked a ball, and tested its weight in her hands. It was the heaviest one at the bowling alley, but her superior Wrasa strength made handling it feel effortless. She gazed down the lane and visualized the pins toppling. With a swift motion, she swung her right arm backward, then brought it forward and released it in time with her last step.

The ball glided down the lane and crashed into the pins. The last one standing swayed, then fell.

A thrill shot through Tala. Maybe this weird human game wasn’t so bad after all, despite the smelly shoes.

“Strike!” Faith hopped up and down next to the bench and clapped her hands together.

“Wow!” Sabina called. “I can’t believe she got a strike on her first try! She’s a natural!”

Then it was Sabina’s turn, while Tala sat next to Faith on the bench.

Finally, her chance to make them look like a couple had come! She wrapped one arm around Faith, hoping it appeared natural. “I had a great teacher, babe.”

For a fraction of a second, Faith stiffened. Then she leaned into Tala. Her cooler body temperature felt nice against Tala’s side in the overly warm bowling alley, and the mate scent perfume drowned out the odor of the worn shoes.

But their acting skills went entirely unappreciated because Sabina was focused on her own turn. On her second try, she managed to knock down all the remaining pins, which, apparently, was called a spare.

“Your turn again,” she told Faith.

She didn’t fare much better this time but didn’t seem to mind.

When Tala’s turn came around again, she let her arm brush Faith’s as she slipped past her to pick a ball. She lined up her shot and swung her arm, aiming slightly to the side of the pin in the front.

The ball hit the pins with a satisfying crack and sent them all scattering like startled prey.

Faith and Sabina cheered.

“Remind me not to play darts with you,” Sabina said. “Or pool. Or anything involving aim or physical skill.”

People from the other lanes paused their own games to stare over. Some whispered to each other. One guy raised his phone to film her.

She couldn’t be the first bowler to score two strikes in a row. Humans weren’t this mediocre at bowling, were they? Maybe people were starting to recognize her and Faith from social media.

Her skin itched. She hated the feeling of being watched—being recorded. However, people recognizing them was good, she told herself. It meant that Operation Make-Believe Mate was on track.

The next time it was Tala’s turn, Faith sent her off with an encouraging pat on the shoulder. “If you score another strike, you’ll get a turkey.”

“A turkey?” Tala’s stomach let out an enthusiastic growl. “I didn’t know humans played for food, or I would have gone bowling sooner!”

Sabina and Faith laughed.

“No, not a real turkey. Sorry, honey,” Faith said. “It’s just called turkey when you score three strikes in a row.”

“Oh.” As usual, humans made no sense at all. Tala checked the electronic scoreboard as she walked to the ball return. She was leading by a mile. Yes! But then she remembered what Madsen had said about her being too competitive on their fake dates.

She peered at the other lanes.

A couple of teens were glancing over.

Damn. Scoring a turkey was out of the question. Gritting her teeth, she swallowed her pride and rolled the ball straight into the gutter—then did it again for her second throw.

“What was that?” Faith asked as Tala returned to the bench.

“Come on! It’s obvious,” Sabina called. “She’s letting you win. Aww!”

“Maybe she’s letting you win,” Faith shot back.

Sabina snorted. “Yeah, right.” As if proving her point, she managed to score a strike on her next roll.

As Tala watched Faith’s next ball hit a single pin, she felt Sabina’s gaze on her. She looked up and met her dark eyes across the low table. “So,” she said, beating Sabina to the draw before she could ask a question, “how did you and Faith meet?”

Sabina crossed her legs at the ankles and flashed her a broad grin. “Faith told you I’m the conference services manager at Hearthstone’s flagship hotel, right?”

Faith hadn’t, but Tala nodded anyway because that was probably something Faith would have told her if they really were a couple.

“When Faith first started at the hotel, I had already been working there for a couple years. She came in fresh out of college, all bright-eyed and eager, and her first day was the worst day of the year.”

“Not because of me,” Faith shouted from where she was lining up her second roll.

“We had a huge corporate event in the house, and for some reason, everything that could go wrong went wrong. The catering messed up, the DJ was sick, and the flower deco was late, so I was racing around like a chicken with its head cut off when the new girl walks in, looking completely unfazed. I had no clue who she was, so I called out to her, ‘Hey, you, new girl! Can you help me with the flowers? They were supposed to be here, like, yesterday!’” A chuckle escaped Sabina. “And she smiled and said, ‘Sure, I’ll call Mr. MacAllister.’”

Faith’s second ball ended up taking down two more pins, and she gave Sabina a light shove as she returned to the table. “I’m pretty sure I called the florist, not my father.”

“That’s not how I remember it.” Sabina directed her gaze back to Tala. “She pulled out her phone and started chatting like it’s no big deal. I thought she’d get us all fired. But not even ten minutes later, our flower order showed up!”

“Because I talked to the florist,” Faith muttered as she took a seat next to Tala.

“If you’d talked to the florist, you would have mentioned your name—and then I wouldn’t have called you ‘new girl’ for hours until someone finally told me who you were!”

Tala looked back and forth between them. She had to adjust her previous evaluation. They weren’t acting like a couple. Their interaction reminded Tala of the exchanges she shared with her siblings.

“What about you?” Sabina finally asked before Tala could stand and take her turn bowling. “How did the two of you meet?”

So far, they hadn’t had to use their cover story, but now Tala was glad they had prepared one. “It was about four weeks ago, at the Wrasa Pride parade.”

“So the tabloids weren’t making that up? I thought for sure they pulled that part out of their asses. I mean”—Sabina waved her hand—“a parade to protest for Wrasa rights doesn’t exactly seem like a place Peter MacAllister’s daughter would go looking for romance.”

“I didn’t,” Faith said quietly. “I hadn’t even planned to go to the parade. Chloe begged until I gave in. But then she slipped from my hand and ducked beneath the barricades, chasing after her balloon. I nearly had a heart attack when she ran right up to a growling Wrasa and hugged her!”

“How on earth did that turn into the two of you dating?” Sabina asked with a shake of her head.

“Would you believe it was her pretty golden eyes?” Faith regarded Tala with a dreamy expression.

“No,” Sabina answered. “Not for a second.”

Shit. Tala froze. Had Sabina really seen through their charade so easily?

“We both know you’ve got a tendency to go along with whatever your father wants,” Sabina added.

Faith frowned. “Oh, come on. You’re making it sound as if I don’t have an opinion of my own!”

“No, that’s not what I’m trying to say. It’s just that… I don’t believe you would have risked upsetting your father by going out with someone he considers his mortal enemy, simply because of a pair of dazzling eyes.”

Okay, don’t panic. Tala tried to think of something to say, but she had no idea what would draw Faith to a woman and make her take that risk.

“You’re right,” Faith said quietly. “It had nothing to do with her eyes—although they are pretty.” She raised her hand and cupped Tala’s cheek while looking deeply into her eyes. With her thumb, she lightly caressed Tala’s cheek.

Damn, she was convincing! Even Tala’s body bought the tender gesture. Goose bumps formed everywhere.

“It was the way she tied the string of the balloon around Chloe’s wrist,” Faith continued. “She acted all gruff, like a tough alpha with a don’t-hug-me-or-I’ll-kill-you attitude, but she jumped for that silly balloon not once but twice, and she was so careful, almost tender, when she tied the string around Chloe’s wrist. That’s what made me say yes when we ran into each other at Blue Bottle Coffee a week later and Tala asked me out.”

Sabina glanced at them for a few moments longer, then finally smiled and nodded. “Ah. Chloe. That makes sense.”

Tala slowly exhaled, and Faith’s hand slipped from her cheek. Who knew that Faith was such a good actress!

But before Tala could fully relax, Sabina turned toward her. “And you? What made you decide to ask her out?”

In all of Tala’s undercover missions, she had learned one thing: staying as close to the truth as possible was always the best tactic. She tried to think back to her first impression of Faith. “The way she stood up to her father and told him to let our parade pass.”

Of course, they both knew Faith hadn’t done it for the Wrasa. She just hadn’t wanted things to escalate while kids were watching.

Sabina’s jaw dropped. She swiveled on the bench to stare at Faith. “You stood up to your father to protect the Wrasa?”

Faith’s shoulder, which rested against Tala’s, tensed. “Hey, don’t make it sound like I defied an evil overlord. My dad isn’t a supervillain!” Despite the mate scent perfume cloaking most of her emotions, the metallic odor of defensiveness wafted up from her—and that gave Tala a good idea of how strong Faith’s emotional reaction was.

She filed it away to put into her report. Clearly, Faith would never see her father as the bad guy and would always be ready to defend him. Once again, Tala wondered what Jorie had seen in her dream vision that had made her so certain Faith would ever publicly take their side against her own father. Right now, she couldn’t imagine that ever happening, no matter how creative Faith got when it came to convincing others of their fauxmance.

“I know he isn’t. He’s a softie, at least when it comes to you,” Sabina answered. “Anyway, that’s what I call a wild meet-cute!”

Tala quickly stood and picked up a ball before Sabina could ask another question.

For a while, they took turns without talking much, other than exchanging bits of encouragement, banter, and trash talk.

Great Hunter, this really reminded Tala of her siblings and cousins.

Sabina’s cheeky grin whenever she achieved a strike or a spare sparked her competitiveness and made her forget her earlier intention to hold back.

Their friendly rivalry even seemed to spur Faith on. Her stance telegraphed determination as she took up position again and then sent the ball down the lane.

It curved a little, and Tala thought it would end up in the gutter again.

“Come on, come on,” she murmured, her gaze never leaving the ball.

A loud crash rang out.

Eight of the pins toppled over. Then another started to wobble.

Faith made blowing noises as if that would make it fall.

And then it did fall, bringing down the tenth pin with it too.

Faith stood completely still for a moment before letting out a loud whoop. “Strike! I can’t believe it! My first ever strike!” Beaming as if she had just won the Bowling World Cup, she rushed back to the bench.

Tala leaped up, cheering along with her.

Faith surged forward and threw her arms around her in a jubilant embrace.

Tala caught her and twirled her around in a tight circle.

A squeak escaped Faith. She clung to Tala with a death grip as if afraid of being dropped.

But Tala was much stronger than she looked and held her securely, and after a second, Faith relaxed. Her laughter filled Tala’s ears as she spun them around and around.

When they finally stopped and Tala put her down, their faces were inches from each other—so close that Faith’s breathless gasps sent puffs of air across Tala’s mouth.

Tala’s pulse hammered—from their wild spin, presumably. Certainly not from Faith’s closeness. They were only pretending after all.

But before she could back away, Sabina waved her hand at them. “You don’t have to hold back on my account, you know? I’m not homophobic.”

Faith’s hands jerked on Tala’s shoulders, her fingers clutching the fabric of her bowling shirt as if unsure whether to hold on or let go. Her pupils were so wide that Tala couldn’t tell where they ended and her brown irises began. “Um, we don’t…”

Her whisper sent more warm air across Tala’s face.

Don’t what? Don’t have to kiss? Yeah, clearly, they had to. As Faith had said, she was the type to exchange PDAs with the people she dated, and her best friend knew that. She would get suspicious if they didn’t celebrate Faith’s first strike with a kiss.

Slowly, clearly announcing what she was about to do, Tala leaned forward.

Faith clutched Tala’s biceps with both hands, her fingers cool on Tala’s hot skin below the short sleeves of the bowling shirt.

Was she nervous, maybe even scared?

This up close and personal, the mate scent perfume was so strong that Tala couldn’t tell.

But Faith didn’t pull away. Her grip on Tala’s arms even seemed to draw her closer.

Very aware of Sabina’s gaze on them, Tala leaned up and brushed her lips against Faith’s in the briefest whisper of a kiss—just long enough for her to marvel at how soft Faith’s lips were.

Then the fleeting connection was gone.

They pulled back at the same time, and Faith’s fingers dropped away from Tala’s arms.

Tala struggled to catch her breath. Great Hunter! It had only been a light peck! It shouldn’t have left her heart racing like this.

But Faith seemed just as affected. Her cheeks flushed a deep pink.

Sabina chuckled, drawing Tala’s attention back to their audience. “You two are adorable. Are Wrasa always this shy when it comes to PDAs?”

“Shy?” Tala let out a growl. “I’m not shy! I just didn’t want to give him and half of TikTok a free show.” She jerked her head toward the guy who had filmed them earlier.

“Right,” Sabina said, still grinning.

Tala tried not to scowl at her. She strode to the ball return to take her turn. This time, she would be careful not to roll a strike so Sabina wouldn’t encourage another celebratory kiss.

~ ~ ~

After Sabina said goodbye with a hug and a whispered, “She’s fun. Don’t mess this up, MacAllister,” Faith and Tala walked to the car in silence.

The night air was brisk, a chill lingering even though it was the third week of April.

Faith shivered in her thin sweater and quickly slid into the driver’s seat.

They both exhaled at the same time.

Faith let her head sink against the backrest. “I can’t believe we managed to trick her! For a second there, I thought she was on to us, when she didn’t buy me falling for your pretty golden eyes!”

“Clearly, she knows you well.” Tala’s eyes weren’t golden right now. They glistened eerily in the dim glow of a streetlamp, reflecting its light as she studied Faith, unnecessarily reminding her that Tala wasn’t human. “She’s pack, isn’t she?”

The word caught Faith off guard, and it took her a moment to figure out what Tala meant. “Yeah. I guess she is. I don’t really have a lot of close friends.” God, that sounded pathetic. Faith lowered her head, but for some reason, she couldn’t stop the words from coming. “I lost touch with most people from school. They didn’t know what to do with me after…after my mom died. And I never fit in with the folks at church or with Jon’s friends, so we stopped hanging out after the divorce.”

“I can understand that.” Tala’s voice was unexpectedly soft, not judgmental at all. “I never fit in with my—” She cut herself off as if feeling she’d said too much. “Forget it.” Her tone turned sharp, like a steel door slamming shut, cutting off that fleeting connection.

Tala always seemed hesitant to reveal anything about herself. Was it just part of her personality, or did she have something to hide? Maybe she was also feeling vulnerable after the kiss and needed to distance herself.

“Um, listen…” Faith fiddled with the sleeve of her shirt. “I think I owe you an apology for practically jumping into your arms after I got that strike. I should’ve known Sabina would try to get us to kiss.”

Tala waved her hand, her expression in the dim light completely neutral. “No big deal. It was over so fast, it probably doesn’t even deserve to be called a kiss.”

“Right.” Faith nodded several times. “I mean, I’ve kissed Sabina like that.”

Tala, who had been about to click her seat belt into place, paused. “You have? Do humans go around kissing their friends?”

“No! But it happened once or twice, like for New Year’s. It’s not a romantic thing at all. Just a peck.” Why was she justifying herself? It wasn’t as if Tala really was her girlfriend!

“Right.” This time, it was Tala who said it. “Like ours. Just a fleeting, split-second touch.”

“Exactly.” And yet that fleeting touch of their lips hadn’t felt anything like kissing Sabina.

No. Of course not. Sabina was pack, as Tala had said. Family. And Tala…wasn’t. She also wasn’t human. So it was only natural that even that short kiss had felt too intimate…like too much…even while her body had insisted it hadn’t been nearly enough.

Had Tala noticed her reaction to the kiss? Had it affected her too?

Her face had been completely composed right afterward, just as it was now.

She likely hadn’t noticed a thing, nor would she have cared if she had.

Faith yanked the seat belt across her chest and snapped it into place with a sharp click.

When this scheme was over, she vowed to start dating for real. It clearly had been too long. No wonder her poor neglected libido was losing track of what was real and what was merely pretending!

She pressed her tingling lips together and started the car.


 

Chapter 14

Two days later, on Monday afternoon, Faith peered through the window on the passenger side of her car and watched as children streamed out of the elementary school building.

As always, Chloe was one of the last kids out because she couldn’t tear herself away from her friends or the teacher. Then she made up for it by racing toward the car. Her purple backpack bobbed up and down, and her wild curls bounced with every step.

Chloe yanked the car door open. “Hi, Mom!” She tossed her backpack in and clambered into her high-back booster seat.

“Hi, sweetie.”

Chloe’s tongue poked out as she focused on buckling herself in. She had only mastered it this year, so the task needed her full concentration.

Faith got out to double-check if she had done it correctly and closed the door once Chloe was safely buckled in. Then she climbed back behind the wheel and eased the car away from the curb. “How was school?”

“It was great,” Chloe said.

Faith expected a steady stream of chatter about art class or an exciting thing Chloe had learned that day.

Instead, her daughter was silent. Her sneakers scuffed against the back of the passenger seat.

Something wasn’t right. Faith glanced into the rearview mirror.

“Mommy?” Chloe finally said, which ratcheted up Faith’s concern even more. Her daughter only called her that when she was really excited or scared and forgot that she had recently decided she was too old to say “Mommy.”

Faith gripped the steering wheel more tightly. “Yes?”

“Is Tala your girlfriend?”

Faith nearly hit the brake. Her heart thrummed in her ears. She gaped at her daughter in the rearview mirror. “What? Who told you that?” Okay, that sounded like a confirmation. “I mean, who said she is? And how do you even know her name?”

“The woman at the parade called her Tala,” Chloe said. “Don’t you remember?”

No, she didn’t. But for some reason, Chloe had been fascinated by Tala from the moment she had caught sight of her. She still seemed to remember every second of their short interaction at the Wrasa Pride parade.

“Mia showed me a photo,” Chloe added when Faith just kept looking back and forth between the rearview mirror and the traffic ahead of them.

“What photo?”

“Of you and Tala playing Mario Kart. It was on Instagram.”

No, no, no, no! Chloe wasn’t supposed to ever find out! That hadn’t been part of the plan. Faith gripped the steering wheel so tightly that her fingers ached. At the next red light, she braked and turned to stare at her daughter. “Why on earth does a six-year-old have a phone of her own? And why is she on Instagram?”

“Mia is seven,” Chloe said as if that made any difference. “And it’s her big sister’s phone.”

That didn’t explain why a seven-year-old would have it.

“Is it true?” Chloe asked. “Is Tala your girlfriend?”

Faith’s thoughts tumbled over each other as she furiously tried to think of an answer. Telling her the truth was out of the question; it would only scare Chloe. She also hated the thought of lying to her, especially since it meant denying her sexual orientation—something she had done for her father’s sake for much too long already. She had promised herself to be honest with Chloe when the time came. Faith just hadn’t expected to be having this conversation so soon—and definitely not while she wasn’t even dating a woman for real!

But if she told her Tala was her girlfriend—or even simply a friend—she would also imply that Tala was a decent person. Someone to be trusted. It would influence the way Chloe saw the Wrasa.

Could she really be sure her father was wrong about them?

“It’s okay, Mom,” Chloe said when Faith kept hesitating.

The driver in the car behind them honked.

Faith jumped and turned back around. The light had turned green. Quickly, she navigated the car across the intersection. “Um, what do you mean?”

“It’s okay to like boys and girls.” Chloe sounded very mature and matter-of-fact. “I love kittens and puppies the same too.”

Oh my God. Faith couldn’t keep up with this conversation. It was completely out of control. “I… Um, that’s a good way to put it, Chloe. I do like boys and girls. Well, men and women. And that’s completely fine, no matter what anyone might say. I want you to know that.”

“I know,” Chloe said as if it was no big deal to her at all.

If only Faith could have grown up with that belief.

“And Tala,” Chloe added. “You like her…right?”

Faith hesitated. “Yes.” Not in a girlfriend way, of course, but she was starting to enjoy her sharp wit. “I do like her. But, sweetie, she’s not my girlfriend. We’re just… We’re going on some dates. So please don’t think she’s going to be your new mommy, okay?” She chuckled nervously as she watched her daughter’s reaction in the rearview mirror.

“Okay.” Chloe looked disappointed. “But it would be really cool to have a mom who can turn into a fox. They’re so cute!”

Faith groaned. She wanted to bury her face against the steering wheel. “Sorry, kiddo. Can’t help you there. You’ll have to cope with having a boring human mother.”

“That’s okay.”

“Hey, you’re supposed to say, ‘You’re not boring, Mom.’” Faith tried to keep her tone light and teasing, even though she was still shaking on the inside.

Chloe giggled. “You’re not boring, Mom,” she repeated obediently.

“Thanks.” At the Waterfront, Faith took a right onto Wisconsin Avenue. Almost home.

“Can Tala come over and play Mario Kart with us for the next date?” Chloe asked just as Faith thought she had successfully made it through this conversation.

“Um, I don’t think that’s a good idea, Chloe.”

“Why not?” Chloe’s little face scrunched up as if she was thinking hard. “Is it because Grandpa doesn’t like people who can turn into animals?”

Faith swallowed. She had tried hard to keep Chloe away from that part of her grandfather’s life, but Chloe had always been very perceptive for her age. How could she explain his attitude toward the Wrasa without scaring her?

“It’s…complicated, Chloe.”

Shit. Now she was the kind of parent who used cop-outs like that, even though she had promised herself she would never do that.

She cleared her throat. Twice.

“It could be our secret,” Chloe whispered before Faith could speak.

This situation was rapidly going downhill! Faith pulled into the parking garage that belonged to the converted Paper Mill complex and parked the car in their assigned spot.

“No secrets,” she said firmly. “Your grandpa knows about me going out with Tala. He’s okay with it.” Of course, that was only because he had sent her to spy on the Wrasa.

“Then why can’t I meet her?” Chloe asked. “Doesn’t she like kids?”

Faith turned off the engine. Sudden silence filled the car, making her lack of an answer even more glaring. “I have no idea, Chloe. That’s not something adults ask on the first few dates. We’ll see how it goes, okay?”

Chloe dangled her legs against the back of the seat and sighed. “Okay,” she said in a resigned tone. “Can we have pizza for dinner?”

“Sure,” Faith said. She would have said yes to ice cream for dinner if it meant getting out of this conversation.

“Yes! Pizza!”

Faith climbed out and opened the back door to help Chloe, her mind already on the three phone calls she had to make—to their favorite pizza place, to Mia’s parents, and to Tala.

~ ~ ~

As soon as Chloe was in bed, Faith settled down on the couch with her phone and a glass of red wine—she had a feeling she would need it.

Jeff Madsen’s people had set up Instagram profiles for both Tala and her before they had gone on their first date. But so far, Faith hadn’t posted anything, nor had she paid any attention to what Tala was sharing on social media. Truth be told, she hadn’t wanted to know. But now she opened Instagram and typed Tala’s name into the search bar.

Tala’s profile picture popped up. It was a photo of her staring directly into the camera with her intense golden eyes. She was grinning, but the expression didn’t appear authentic—more as if she’d been told to smile.

Why on earth had the Wrasa chosen Tala for this fake-relationship scheme? While she was certainly fascinating, she wasn’t what Faith would call a people person. Most of the time, she came across as aloof, blunt, and arrogant—not exactly traits that would endear her to the human public.

The grid of Tala’s feed didn’t show any pictures of her with family or friends. It was just photos and a couple of videos from their dates.

Tala had tagged her in each of them.

Slowly, Faith scrolled through the posts—a Titanic-esque selfie from their dinner cruise, a beaming Faith and a grumpy-looking Tala in front of the Mario Kart winning screen, and a photo of Tala twirling her around in the bowling alley.

Had Sabina taken that last picture and sent it to Tala? Or had someone from Madsen’s team followed them to take photos?

Faith stared at the image.

Both of them were flushed and laughing without restraint. She had her arms wrapped around Tala’s neck while Tala held her safely by her hips. They looked deeply into each other’s eyes.

No wonder they had tricked Sabina into thinking they were a couple! It certainly appeared convincing!

Faith tapped on a random reel. It showed a montage of their cooking adventure.

She wasn’t sure what she had expected. But not…this.

The video showed Tala adjusting the strap of Faith’s apron, her fingers grazing her neck. Even now, as Faith watched it on the small screen, goose bumps trailed down her body.

The next shot had captured her feeding Tala a spoonful of the stew, their gazes locking.

God, she hadn’t realized how intimate it would come across.

The laughter was a surprise too. She hadn’t noticed how often they had made each other laugh during their cooking experiment. Come to think of it, they had shared plenty of humorous moments during all of their dates.

None of it looked fake. They appeared like a couple with sizzling chemistry.

She marveled at the skills of the Wrasa’s PR team. Their editing and the romantic music they’d added would have made a boxing match appear tender and heartfelt!

But did it seem as convincing to their audience?

Faith checked the comments.

The video had garnered a lot of attention. It had nearly two hundred comments!

She read a few of them.

@christiedroemer Why would you tarnish your reputation by being with a monster?

@mavericksfan7 Disgusting! There should be laws against this shit!

@literallylegendary Why can’t you date one of your own kind? Leave our women alone, you beast!

With each comment, Faith’s grip around the phone tightened more. Of course she had known there would be backlash. A human and a Wrasa together wasn’t just any relationship; it was a political statement, so everyone felt entitled to comment on it.

But she hadn’t expected this much hate from hundreds of total strangers! What on earth was wrong with people? Why couldn’t they scroll past a post that had nothing to do with them?

The vicious words made her eyes burn and her hackles rise, which was silly since their relationship wasn’t real. But somehow, it felt personal—maybe because she suspected she would get a similar reaction if she ever walked into her dad’s church holding hands with a woman…even if she wasn’t a Wrasa.

Most of the comments seemed to be from humans, but some Wrasa had lashed out too:

@prideofthepack1 They have killed and oppressed us for centuries. Why would you be with one of them? This is a betrayal of our heritage!

@corbinfenwick You’re engaged to MacAllister’s daughter of all people? Traitor!

Engaged? Wow, people on the Internet were really jumping to conclusions!

Just when Faith wanted to toss the phone to the other end of the couch and never look at it again, she found a few positive comments.

@NylaRozakis Don’t listen to the haters. It’s great to see another Wrasa/human couple! #LoveIsLove

@suziegearsh OMG! You two are so cute together! #WroupiesForever

The comment was followed by three heart-eyes emojis.

Wroupies? Like Wrasa groupies?

Faith pinched the bridge of her nose.

Had Chloe and her friend read any of the comments beneath the post they had discovered? The thought of her daughter being exposed to so much hate twisted Faith’s stomach like a dishrag wrung dry.

It hadn’t sounded as if Chloe had read the comments, but Faith would have to do some careful digging tomorrow to make sure. But even if Chloe hadn’t seen anything this time, how long until she did?

Hot and cold chills skittered down her spine. God, she’d been naive, thinking she could keep her daughter out of this mess, as if she could build a bubble around her and trust it would hold. Why hadn’t she seen this coming?

She had let her father talk her into agreeing to the scheme, and with every date, she had gotten more and more entangled in this web of lies. Lying to her best friend had been bad enough, but this was where she drew the line.

She had to protect Chloe. Faith had always promised herself that she would give Chloe the carefree childhood she’d been denied after her mother’s death, and she would keep that promise, no matter what.

Besides, she was half convinced her father was wrong about the Wrasa being dangerous, so what reason did she have to continue?

A surge of determination swept through her.

With a stiff finger, she slashed across the screen to close Instagram, then stabbed at her contacts.

Time to call Tala and tell her to cancel Operation Make-Believe Mate.

~ ~ ~

The insistent buzz of her phone pulled Tala’s attention away from her laptop. She paused the video of Peter MacAllister’s latest speech, in which he advocated for what he called shifter sanctuaries—nothing more than reservations, in Tala’s opinion.

A glance at the caller ID revealed that it was her mother.

Tala quickly accepted the call. “Hi, Mom. How are things with you and the pack? Is anyone pregnant or getting engaged?”

Because that’s what her mother mostly talked about during their weekly calls. She always tried to keep Tala as involved as possible in pack life.

“Oh, I don’t know, Tala.” Her usually warm and easygoing mother sounded strange. “You tell me.”

“Um, what? How would I know?” While Tala regularly exchanged texts with her siblings and cousins, her job made it impossible for her to be involved in pack affairs on a daily basis.

Her mother snarled. “Stop denying it! I saw the video!”

A sinking feeling spiraled through Tala’s gut. “What video?”

“The video of you getting engaged!”

What was she talking about? Tala roughly shook her head. “Why would you think I got enga—” She stopped mid-word when it finally dawned on her. Oh Great Hunter! Her mother had seen the reel of her eating stew from the spoon Faith had held out to her! Now she was in a heap of wolf poop! “You, um, saw that?” was all she could think of to say.

“Of course I saw it! On Instagram! I had to find out from the Internet that my oldest is engaged!” Stomping footsteps indicated that her mother was pacing. “Why didn’t you tell us you found a mate? I’m your mother, Tala.” Her voice became quieter, but that wasn’t any better because now she sounded hurt. “I know I didn’t give birth to you, and maybe that makes you feel—”

“No!” Tala realized she’d been shouting and quickly lowered her voice. “I swear to you that’s not why I didn’t say anything, Ammakki.” She used the word for Mom in the Old Language. “You’re my mother, and I’ll have the pelt of anyone who dares to say different.”

“Then why didn’t you tell us?” her mother asked quietly.

Tala reached up with her free hand and massaged her stiff neck. How was she supposed to explain? Sure, she could say feeding each other was a meaningless romantic gesture to humans, and she’d only done it to humor Faith.

But that wouldn’t explain why she had posted the video on social media, where humans and Wrasa alike would see it, instead of just deleting it afterward. Her mother knew her better than anyone else in the world. She wouldn’t believe that Tala would be so cavalier with Wrasa traditions and her pack’s reputation without a much better reason.

And she had one, but she couldn’t tell her mother that. Madsen had forbidden her from revealing the truth to anyone, and that included her family. “I was going to tell you, but…”

“Is it because she’s human?” her mother asked.

Ugh. This was going from bad to worse. Did her mom know Faith was MacAllister’s daughter? Tala decided not to mention it, just in case her family hadn’t found out yet. “That’s part of it. Until the Wrasa Rights Act passes and interspecies marriage becomes legal, we can’t even get married, so our engagement was more of a symbolic thing.”

“Tala Peterson!” Her mother put a growl into her voice. “Since when do we let humans define our relationships? Just because the government wouldn’t recognize your marriage right now doesn’t mean we can’t have a twere for you two. In fact, your brother and you could celebrate both of your tweres together—make it one big celebration! Ooh! Wouldn’t that be nice?”

“No!” Tala shouted into the phone, then took a steadying breath and repeated more quietly, “No, Ammakki, that’s not a good idea. Rey will think I’m doing it to overshadow his engagement.”

Her mother made a reluctant sound of agreement. “Fine. We’ll let him and Mirella have their twere all to themselves. You and your mate can have yours in a few weeks. I always thought May tweres were the nicest anyway.”

Tala suppressed a desperate groan. “Stop it, Mom. There’s no need for a twere anytime soon. Faith and I…we’re planning a really long engagement.”

“Why’s that?”

“Look, it’s… It’s complicated. There are things you don’t know about her.”

“Well, obviously! How would we know anything about her since you kept her from us?”

“Mom…”

“But that’s going to change.” A note of determination entered her mother’s voice. “We’ll get to know her when you bring her home for your brother’s twere this weekend.”

Absolutely not. No way. She would not take Faith home to introduce her to the pack. Faith had stolen the USB drive and tried to bug her apartment. She was spying for her father—for HASS! She would use the family celebration as an opportunity to gather information MacAllister could use against the Wrasa. Besides, Tala’s standing in the pack was already on shaky ground, and bringing home a human mate wouldn’t help. “That’s not a good idea. Maybe I’ll bring her another time. But Rey’s twere isn’t the time or place to—”

“Nonsense.” Her mother rarely used the authority she had as part of the pack’s alpha couple, but now her voice carried the weight of a centuries-old lineage of leaders. “The twere is a family event, and your fiancée is now part of the family. You’ll bring her so we can give her a proper welcome to the pack.”

“But—”

“Bring her,” her mother repeated. “We’ll sort out any complications together, as a pack, like we always do.”

Tala hung her head. She knew arguing further would be futile. “Yes, Ammakki. I’ll bring her.” Unless, of course, a work obligation called her away at the last minute. Even her parents, powerful alphas in their own right, couldn’t protest when the council sent her on a top secret mission.

“Good,” her mother said. “Tell your mate I look forward to meeting her. I’ll read Humans for Dummies to make sure we’re not accidentally poisoning her.”

Humans for Dummies? That wasn’t a thing, was it?

Before Tala could answer, her mother said “love you” and ended the call.

Groaning, Tala sank against the back of the couch. She nodded grimly to herself. Yes. Jeff Madsen was the only person who could get her out of this clusterfuck.

Hastily, she called him.

“Yes?”

To her surprise, it was Madsen himself, not one of his aides, who answered. Apparently, Operation Make-Believe Mate was the council’s top priority.

“Manark, something unforeseen happened.” Okay, if she had stopped to think about it, she should have expected it. Her pack was big and well-connected. The chances of one of her many cousins stumbling across her new Instagram account were pretty good, and if one pack member knew, it wasn’t long before the entire clan found out. Thinking she could keep this from them had been naive. But Tala had been focused solely on the success of her mission—convincing everyone that she and Faith were a couple. She hadn’t taken into consideration that everyone would include her family.

“Don’t tell me you fucked up the mission!” Madsen snarled.

“No! No, sir. Quite the opposite. Apparently, we were a little too convincing. Now my parents think we’re engaged and insist I bring Faith home to meet them at my brother’s twere.”

Madsen went very quiet. Seconds ticked by like eons while Tala waited for him to explode.

“But it should be easy to remedy, sir,” Tala added when he didn’t speak. “I’ll tell them you need me elsewhere for—”

“Are you out of your mind? Why would you do that?” Madsen huffed. “No. Do what your family suggested and bring her home to meet the pack. This is a great opportunity.”

What? He couldn’t be serious! “Yeah, a great opportunity for Faith to spy on us!”

“Watch your tone, soldier!” Madsen barked.

Tala lowered her head, closed her eyes, and counted to three—first in English, then in the Old Language. “Sir, may I remind you that she stole a USB drive and tried to bug my apartment, not once but twice? What stops her from trying again at my brother’s twere?”

“So what?” Madsen said. “Even if she did that, all she would record would be promises of eternal devotion between two Wrasa lovebirds. Humans love weddings, engagement parties, the whole deal. It’ll help convince humans we’re just like them.”

“It’s an arranged marriage, sir.”

“So? Plenty of human cultures have arranged marriages. Didn’t you read Humans for Dummies?”

Apparently, that was a thing. “I didn’t have to read it. I worked with humans all my life.”

“Hunting them is not the same as knowing them,” Madsen said. “Your pack owns a huge territory. They can avoid any contacts with humans if they want to.”

“That’s my point, Manark. Taking a human—Faith MacAllister—into our territory is not a good idea,” Tala said. “So far, we had all our dates in places we could control. She came over to my place or we went out for a few hours, then she went home. Having her there for the twere means she’ll have full access to a pack of Syak for three days—Syak who won’t know she can’t be trusted. Anything could happen.”

“Are you saying you can’t handle it?” Madsen asked.

Tala stiffened. “Of course I can.”

“Your brother’s mate is a Saru,” Madsen said. “So you’ll have backup if push comes to shove.”

“With all due respect, sir, I doubt Mirella will be helpful. She works in our IT department. She’s not a field agent, so she’s not trained to control her chemical reactions, and she doesn’t have a mate scent perfume to cover for her. If we tell her about Operation Make-Believe Mate, she’ll accidentally give us away.”

“So we won’t tell her unless it becomes necessary,” Madsen replied. “She can still sweep your parents’ home for bugs after you two leave, if that’ll help you sleep.”

Tala’s stomach felt as if she’d eaten a bag of spicy chilis. “What’ll keep me up at night is having to lie to my pack,” she said quietly. Now she understood how Faith must have felt when she’d had to lie to her best friend.

Madsen sighed. “I know it’s not ideal.”

Not ideal? Tala pressed her lips together so she wouldn’t repeat his words out loud.

“I wish it weren’t necessary, but it is,” Madsen added. “You can tell them once this is all over. I bet they’ll be proud of you.”

Proud wasn’t the first word that came to mind when Tala thought about how her family would feel when they found out her engagement to a human had been a lie. “All right. I’ll do it.”

“Not like you have a choice, Saru.”

Tala grimaced. Leave it to an old alpha to point that out.

Like her mother, he ended the call before she could think of something to say.

Almost instantly, the phone rang again.

Tala nearly hurled it against the wall. She stabbed the accept call button without looking at the caller ID.

~ ~ ~

After fifteen minutes of Faith’s calls going straight to voicemail, Tala finally answered. “What?” she snarled.

Faith wasn’t in the mood to be shouted at. If anyone had a reason to shout, it was her. Only knowing that Chloe was upstairs, asleep, kept her from raising her voice. “Yeah, that’s exactly what I said when my six-year-old asked me if you were my girlfriend!”

A beat of silence stretched between them.

“Let me guess,” Tala finally said. “She saw one of the Instagram posts too.”

“Yeah.”

“What did you tell her?”

Faith hesitated. She should get this over with and tell Tala she was done. But it wasn’t as easy as she had anticipated. Guilt twisted in her stomach. What if Tala and the Wrasa truly had good intentions, and she was about to sabotage them?

If only she had someone she could talk to, but her usual confidant—her father—couldn’t be objective about anything to do with the Wrasa, and she couldn’t discuss it with Sabina either.

Unsure what to do, she allowed Tala’s question to delay the inevitable for a minute. “Uh, I told her…that it’s complicated. Yes, I know, shitty non-answer. But what else was I supposed to say? I’m not going to lie to her, but I can’t very well tell her the truth either.” She ran her free hand through her hair. “I finally ended up telling her we’re just going on some dates.”

“Sounds like you found a satisfying compromise,” Tala said as if she couldn’t see the problem with that.

“No,” Faith replied sharply. “That’s not satisfying at all. Our fake relationship forced me to come out to my daughter. I so wasn’t prepared for that, especially not under these circumstances. I thought if I ever have a girlfriend, I would come out to Chloe by introducing them to each other, but I can’t exactly do that with you.”

“How did it go?” Tala asked more softly than Faith had expected.

“She informed me being bi was perfectly normal since she likes both puppies and kittens.”

Tala chuckled. “Personally, I find canines much more interesting than felines. But I’m glad she took it well.”

“Me too. But that’s not the point.” Faith fisted a handful of her hair. “I told you from the start that I don’t want Chloe being dragged into any of this. That was my one condition. You and your boss promised to keep her out of it.”

Tala made a growly little sound. “We didn’t drag your daughter into this, but people talk. In fact, we want them to. People talking about our forbidden love is what this is all about.”

“Maybe for you,” Faith blurted, then snapped her mouth shut. For her, the goal had never been to convince the world of their supposed love story. She had agreed to their arrangement to gather information on the Wrasa, but she couldn’t very well tell Tala that. “My top priority has always been my daughter. What if she’d seen the comments on your Instagram posts? Have you read them?”

“I did,” Tala said quietly.

“Then you know how hateful they are. I’m not going to expose her to that!”

“Other Wrasa/human couples don’t have that luxury. They can’t just walk away.” The bitterness in Tala’s voice cut like a knife.

“Other couples? We’re not a couple, Tala!” Faith took several breaths to calm herself down. “Don’t think I’m not sympathetic, but I have to protect my daughter. Tell Mr. Madsen I’m done.”

An enraged howl echoed through the phone. “No! You can’t do that!”

“What are you planning to do to stop me?” Faith fired back. “Kill me?”

Tala went very quiet. “Is that what you still think of me?” she asked in a strained whisper. “That I’m nothing but a bloodthirsty killer?”

At the pain in Tala’s voice, Faith’s anger faded away like a flame being doused by a bucket of ice-cold water. “I…” She flashed back to Tala snatching up a strawberry with a wide grin, to Tala pouting as she lost at Mario Kart, and to the way Tala had kept her warm on the river cruise ship. “No.” She still didn’t know a lot about Tala, but nothing she had learned about her indicated she was the monster Faith’s father had made her out to be. “I don’t think that. But you don’t understand. I’ve got so much more at stake than you. I have a child. I’m not just making decisions for myself. Everything I do will affect Chloe.”

“And you think my actions affect only me?” Tala’s voice went from a whisper to a booming bark that made the phone vibrate in Faith’s hand. “I have an entire species depending on me! The very existence of my kind might rest on my shoulders! Operation Make-Believe Mate is the only thing that can stop humans from taking away our rights and achieve a lasting peace.”

A sound of disbelief escaped Faith. How could their charade have such a huge effect on the course of world history? It seemed ridiculous to think that. “That can’t be true, Tala. Surely politicians have better ways to ensure humans and Wrasa can peacefully live together.”

Tala snorted into the phone. “Have you listened to some of the human politicians lately? They’re not condemning hateful rhetoric. Quite the opposite. Some of them are spewing the same anti-Wrasa nonsense to gain votes, and it’s getting worse by the day. But, of course, keep telling yourself you’re the only one with high stakes.” Beneath the anger, there was something else in Tala’s voice—a deep fear and vulnerability that echoed how Faith felt. “Keep telling yourself your family is the only one who saw our social media posts!”

To be honest, Faith had never paused to consider whether Tala had a family or how they might be affected by their fake relationship. Now she felt like a selfish ass. “Does that mean…your family saw the posts too?”

“Yes.” Tala’s voice sounded as rough as sandpaper scraping over wood.

“Please tell me they already knew you’re gay.”

Tala let out a dismissive huff. “They knew. That’s not the problem. But now they expect me to bring you to my brother’s engagement party so you can meet the pack.”

“What?” Faith swayed on the couch, glad she was already sitting. “Why didn’t you tell them what I told Chloe—that we’ve only been on a few dates, so it’s much too soon to meet the family?”

“My mother would never believe that,” Tala said. “She saw the video.”

Faith couldn’t follow. “What video?”

“The reel of you feeding me a spoonful of the stew.”

“So what?” Faith laughed nervously. “I admit it looked more, um, intimate than I expected. But it’s hardly a marriage proposal.”

Tala cleared her throat. “Actually… That’s exactly what it is. In Wrasa culture, sharing food is like exchanging engagement rings.”

The sofa seemed to tilt beneath Faith. Was that why Tala had arranged the cheeses and meats she had brought to the Mario Kart date on separate plates? “But…but when I threw an olive at you, you snatched it right up! The strawberry too!”

Tala inhaled sharply, as if she hadn’t realized it until now. “I…uh… That was just my quick Wrasa reflexes. I wasn’t thinking, okay?”

“But when I held out the spoon for you to taste the stew, that wasn’t a reflex. Why didn’t you refuse to taste it? And why did you post the video? You knew what every Wrasa would think!”

“I messed up, okay?” The words burst out of Tala. “I need this mission to succeed, and that’s the only thing I was thinking of—how to convince our followers we’re in a relationship. I didn’t stop to consider who else might see the reel.”

Faith slumped against the back of the couch. So they had both gone into this naively, focused only on their goals, and had failed to think through all personal consequences.

Ending this scheme wasn’t going to be as easy as she had thought. It would have consequences too.

What a mess! How could they get out of this?

“Can’t you tell your family the truth?” Faith finally asked.

Tala sighed. “Madsen made it clear that we can’t tell anyone. Besides, I’d have to tell far too many people. We Wrasa live in a small, tightly intertwined world. By now, my pack has probably told every Wrasa within a five-hundred-mile radius of Silver Falls that I’m engaged.”

Wait! Silver Falls? As far as Faith knew, there was just one Silver Falls on the East Coast—and it was only a few miles from where her mother had died, in the Shenandoah National Park.

Was it pure coincidence that Tala’s family lived in that very area? Her father wouldn’t think so.

“Silver Falls, Virginia?” she asked as inconspicuously as possible. “Is that where you grew up?”

“Yeah,” Tala said.

Which meant her family had already lived in the area when Faith’s mother had died.

“Not that it would matter anymore if you just walk away. I can’t let you do that, Faith.” It didn’t sound quite like a threat, but Faith could hear the determination behind it. “Not when we have a real chance to improve the relationship between our kinds. Tell me what it’ll take to get you to continue.”

A few minutes ago, nothing could have changed Faith’s mind. But now two words reverberated through her mind on auto-repeat. Silver Falls. Silver Falls. Silver Falls.

She glanced at the huge framed photo above the fireplace. It showed her at about Chloe’s age, clutching a handful of daisies. Her mother knelt next to her, one arm around her, wearing a daisy chain and beaming into the camera.

If she ended their scheme, she would be giving up a chance to find out what had happened to her mother.

Realistically, it was a very slim chance. Just because Tala’s family lived in the area didn’t mean they knew anything about her mother’s death, even if her father was right and the Wrasa had been involved.

But then again, Tala had said the Wrasa were a tightly intertwined community, so her pack probably knew every shape-shifter in the area. Maybe they’d heard rumors.

And wasn’t a tiny chance better than none at all?

Her father would definitely think so. He would never forgive her if he found out she had rejected an opportunity to spy on the Wrasa in Silver Falls.

Perhaps rightfully so. He needed closure. Even if she couldn’t give him closure about what had happened to her mother, maybe she could at least put his mind at ease about the Wrasa. Surrounded by her family, Tala wouldn’t be able to hide behind a mask of professionalism. She would have a harder time keeping up pretenses.

But what about protecting Chloe? She glanced at the photo next to her mother’s, showing Chloe blowing out the candles on her last birthday.

Well, keeping up this ruse for a few days longer probably wouldn’t make much of a difference. The hateful comments were already out there, and Mia’s parents had promised to make sure their daughter wouldn’t get access to her sister’s Instagram account again.

For now, Chloe was safe.

Plus Chloe needed closure too. It wouldn’t be long before she was old enough to start asking about what had happened to her grandmother, and Faith didn’t have any answers.

Truth be told, she also wanted those answers for herself.

“Faith?” Tala called her name with a hint of impatience. “You still there?”

“I’m here, just thinking.” Faith clutched one of the throw pillows with her free hand. “If I agree to come with you, I have one condition.”

Tala inhaled sharply. “You’ll continue with Operation Make-Believe Mate?”

“On one condition,” Faith repeated.

“What is it?” Tala asked, relief and suspicion mingling in her tone.

“That we don’t post on social media during your brother’s engagement party,” Faith said. “Let’s give all the haters a chance to move on.”

“No problem,” Tala replied without hesitation. “Our traditions forbid photos during most parts of the twere anyway.”

That sounded ominous. “What exactly goes on during a Wrasa engagement party? And I swear to God, if you make a joke about sacrificing a human on a moonlit clearing, I’ll hang up.” Faith forced a lighter tone, trying to get back to the playfulness they had established on their past few dates, but she could tell she hadn’t quite achieved it.

“Nah,” Tala said. “The only thing that’s sacrificed is all restraint at the buffet. There’ll be a lot of food, a lot of toasts and speeches, and a lot of elders coming by to give their blessings.”

Faith breathed a little more easily. “That doesn’t sound so different from human engagement parties.”

“Well…” Tala paused as if she was debating whether she should tell her the truth. “There’s one ritual that is a little different.” Before Faith could ask for details, Tala quickly continued: “But no one would expect you to join us for that. You could stay home and rest.”

Or use the opportunity to search the house for any information about her mother or other matters the Wrasa might not want humans to see.

“Okay,” Faith said through a dry mouth. “I’ll come with you.”

Tala mumbled something that sounded like “Oh thank the Great Hunter,” then asked, “What made you change your mind?”

“I’m not heartless, you know? I realized I was too hasty. And, um, a little selfish. I thought I could just drop everything and walk away, but you’re right—I’m not the only one who’s affected by our charade. If you’re honestly convinced Operation Make-Believe will make a difference for the Wrasa, I’ll hang in there for a while longer.”

“It’ll make a difference for both of our species,” Tala said quietly. “When I approached you at that café and asked you to agree to our plan so your daughter didn’t have to grow up in a world full of hate, I didn’t just say that to manipulate you.”

Faith believed her, and that thought sent a chill down her spine. She was heading into what might be enemy territory. While she didn’t want to assume Tala’s family had anything to do with her mother’s death, she couldn’t rule it out either. She had to keep her guard up. “My other condition still stands too,” she said, her tone firm. “Chloe stays out of this.”

Tala sighed. “I won’t mention her again.”

“Good. So…when is this engagement party supposed to happen?”

“This weekend,” Tala said.

Oh shit. Faith’s pulse drummed a staccato beat in her ears. She wasn’t prepared. “So soon?” she squeaked out.

“Yeah. Sorry for the short notice. I’ll text you the details as soon as I know them.”

“Okay. Talk to you soon. Good night.” Suddenly, Faith couldn’t wait to get off the phone so she could scream into a pillow. This so hadn’t gone according to plan.

“Night,” Tala replied. Just as Faith was about to end the call, she quickly added, “Faith?”

Faith’s heart beat even faster. Would Tala reveal more details about the ominous part of the Wrasa’s engagement ritual? “Yes?”

“Um, thank you,” Tala said, then ended the call before Faith could answer.

Faith dropped her phone onto the couch, reached for her wine glass with both hands, and gulped down the remainder of its contents.

The reality of what she’d just agreed to sank in, cold and heavy. She would go undercover as Tala’s fiancée and spend the day surrounded by a huge pack of Wrasa, in the very area where her mother had died!


 

Chapter 15

It turned out Wrasa engagement parties weren’t like human ones after all. Faith had assumed they would spend a few hours with Tala’s family, but Tala had finally confessed that the twere, as she called the event, would last for three days.

Apparently, there wouldn’t be a big wedding ceremony—the couple would merely move in with each other and be considered married. Instead, everyone came together to celebrate the engagement for an entire weekend.

An entire weekend in a house full of Wrasa! Faith hadn’t been able to think of anything else since. With every mile Tala drove them westward along Interstate 66, heading into Virginia, Faith’s sense of dread increased.

At first, her father had been hesitant to let her go, torn between fearing for her safety and wanting to take this unique opportunity to spy on the Wrasa in their own den.

But once she had told him where Tala’s family lived, he had practically begged her to go and find out whatever she could.

He had sent her off with yet another bug to plant and a long list of advice meant to keep her safe—“lock the door at night, never head into the forest with them, and if you have to defend yourself, aim for the eyes.”

She didn’t think she had anything to fear from Tala’s family, but just in case, it was a soothing thought that they were all foxes. To her, they were the least intimidating among all Wrasa subspecies. Present company excluded because Tala could be plenty intimidating if she wanted to be.

Still, even an entire family of Talas would be better than a pack of wolves or other big predators. She shivered at the thought.

Granted, the only time Faith had personally encountered wolf-shifters had been at the Wrasa Pride parade. They had been wearing red velvet skirts and hooded capes in a parody of Little Red Riding Hood, clearly in an attempt to make themselves appear less threatening. But Faith had seen how they had snarled and growled at her father when HASS had tried to stop the parade.

Every time Faith thought about the way her mother had died, alone in the forest, she imagined glowing wolf eyes and flashing canines. It was probably her overactive imagination since there wasn’t any proof wolf-shifters—or any other Wrasa—had anything to do with her mom’s death, but she was still relieved she wouldn’t encounter them at the twere.

Tala glanced away from the road ahead and over to her. “You keep shivering. Want me to turn the heat on?”

“Um, no, thanks.” She was already bathed in sweat. “I was just thinking about the outfits I packed. I hope they’ll be warm enough for up in the mountains. I tried to guess the dress code since you didn’t tell me anything.”

Tala returned her gaze to the interstate. “Dress code?” Amusement colored her tone. “The dress code at a twere is ‘anything you can take off quickly.’”

Faith swiveled her head around to stare at her. “That mysterious ritual you hinted at… It’s not an orgy, is it?”

Tala snort-laughed. “Get your mind out of the gutter, human! It’s nothing like that.”

She didn’t elaborate.

Hmm. Why was she so secretive about that ritual? Faith would do her best to find out more about it.

“So,” she said when Tala remained silent, “who’s going to be there?”

“The entire pack,” Tala said.

Faith waved her hand in a go-on gesture. “Which is?”

“My parents, my grandmother, my four siblings, three uncles, four aunts, twenty-one cousins, two nephews, and one niece.”

Faith gripped the door handle and tried to do the math even though her head was spinning. “That’s…thirty-eight people!”

“More than that, actually. Some of their mates are also going to be there. Plus, of course, Rey’s mate and her pack. But Mirella’s family is much smaller than mine.”

“Wow,” was all Faith could say. “My parents are both only children. I can’t even imagine having four siblings and twenty-one cousins!”

“What can I say?” A smirk played on Tala’s face. “My family did their part to prevent our kind from going extinct.”

Tala had mentioned that several times now. “Is that really a concern?” Sometimes, she still couldn’t tell whether Tala was joking.

The grin on Tala’s lips disappeared. “Yes. My family is the exception. They own ten acres of land in a secluded area, right next to three thousand acres of government-protected land and just a few miles from a national park. We Wrasa need space to thrive and to teach our pups how to shift without running the risk of being discovered by humans. Unlike my pack, most Wrasa don’t have that luxury. Our territories have been shrinking for centuries. Plus we eat a lot, and food is expensive, so many of us don’t have any pups…or maybe one at most.”

“What about your brother?” Faith asked. “Will he and Mirella be able to have kids once they’re married?”

“Oh yeah. They could have enough to start their own choir if they wanted,” Tala said. “That’s why Rey is marrying Mirella.”

“Because she wants a lot of kids too?”

Tala shook her head. “Her pack and ours used to have border disputes over where our territory ended and theirs began. Our grandparents fought each other tooth and nail—sometimes literally. Their marriage will end those conflicts.”

For a few moments, everything went quiet in Tala’s Subaru Forester, with only the thrum of the engine and Faith’s loud gulp interrupting the sudden silence.

She gaped at Tala. “You mean…your packs killed each other over land?”

There it was—the proof that the Wrasa weren’t as civilized as they wanted humans to think. Was her father right after all?

Tala hurled a glare over at her. “Oh come on. Humans didn’t exactly cover themselves in glory in that regard either. How many wars and conflicts have you fought over land, all of them with weapons much more destructive than fangs and claws?”

Shame sliced through Faith. She ducked her head and stared at her knees, then peeked at Tala.

The light of the slowly setting sun streaming through the windshield caught Tala’s hair, making it glow like a beacon. Her jaw was set, and her gaze fixed on the road ahead with fierce intensity.

Faith swallowed against a burning throat. “I’m sorry. You’re right. Humans are no better.”

“They’re worse.” Tala growled. “You’re to blame for our natural habitats shrinking so we had to fight each other for the remaining land and resources.”

Faith struggled against the impulse to defend herself—or her entire species—because as painful as it was to admit it, she knew Tala was speaking the truth. “You’re right,” she repeated because she didn’t know what else to say.

Tala glanced over again. Something like surprise darted across her face, as if she hadn’t expected Faith to give in. Her features softened. “Try not to judge us at every point this weekend, okay? My standing with the pack already isn’t the easiest, and bringing home a judgmental human mate wouldn’t make it any easier.”

“I’ll try.” Faith turned as fully toward her as the seat belt allowed and studied her. “Why’s your standing not the easiest?”

“It’s complicated,” Tala mumbled and returned her full attention to the road ahead, as if trying to signal that the conversation was over.

“I don’t mean to stick my nose into your business, but shouldn’t I at least know a little about your family situation since they all believe I’m your future wife? They’ll be on to us within two seconds if I clearly don’t know a thing about you.”

A low grumble came from Tala, but finally, she relented. “I’m the oldest. More often than not, the natak’s oldest offspring takes over as the pack’s natak, provided they have the personality for it and aren’t a submissive.”

“Natak?” Faith repeated. “Is that like the alpha? The head of the family?”

“A natak is much more than that, especially for a big, powerful pack like mine. More like a mayor of a town or an entire region.”

Faith could easily see Tala in such a role of authority. “But if you’re next in line to become the natak, why do you say your standing with the pack isn’t the easiest?”

“Because not everyone agrees that I should have the right to claim that role. Some think it should be Rey’s—my brother included.”

“Because he’s a man?” Faith asked. “Sounds like Wrasa women struggle with the same misogynistic bullshit we do.”

“No. I mean, yes, we do, but that’s not why.” Tala hesitated. “Like I said, it’s complicated.”

Faith was really starting to dislike that conversation stopper, even though she had used it herself not too long ago. She gave Tala an expectant look and waited for more of an explanation.

“Rey and I…we were close when we were pups, but the older we got, the more he seemed to see me as a rival instead of a sibling. He’s constantly trying to outdo me. He couldn’t join the Saru like I did, so he’s getting married instead.”

“Saru?” Faith hoped she could remember all the new Wrasa terms she was learning.

Tala bit her lip as if she’d said too much. “Kind of like a mix between your police and your military.”

“So you’re like…a soldier?”

Tala nodded.

A chill that had nothing to do with the temperature in the mountains seeped into Faith’s bones. So Tala wasn’t simply a bodyguard, as her father had assumed. She was a Wrasa soldier.

That explained a lot. Tala had been clearly just as reluctant about faking a relationship as Faith was, yet she was going through with it, even taking her home to meet the family. She was probably acting on orders from Madsen or other superiors and didn’t have much of a choice.

“So this”—Faith waved her hand back and forth between them—“really is a military operation?” She had assumed they called it Operation Make-Believe Mate as a tongue-in-cheek joke.

Tala drew in an audible breath, then noisily released it. “Yes.”

The confirmation settled over Faith like the weight of an anchor, dragging her thoughts down into a dark abyss. All the things her father kept repeating about the manipulative nature of the Wrasa and their evil plans played through her mind.

“But that makes it sound so sinister,” Tala quickly added. “It’s not.”

Faith gave her a skeptical look.

“It’s not,” Tala repeated even more firmly. “Not every military operation is an act of aggression. This one is supposed to prevent an outright war. Believe me; no one appreciates peace more than a soldier because we know the cost of war better than anyone.”

That sounded almost as if she was speaking from experience. Had she fought in a war?

Even if she hadn’t, her words rang true. The weight dragging Faith down became lighter. For a while, she stared out the window and watched as the landscape flew by and occasional breaks in the tree line revealed rolling hills. “So…” She struggled to gather her thoughts and pick up the previous thread of conversation. “How is your brother getting married like becoming a soldier?”

“Having a Saru in the family comes with a certain prestige, so Rey apparently decided if he can’t become a Saru, he’s going to marry one.”

“Mirella is a Saru?”

Tala nodded. “Plus their marriage will create an alliance between our packs and stop the fights, contributing to the good of the pack. With Mirella at his side, he’s in a good position to take over as our father’s successor.”

“Sounds pretty pragmatic,” Faith commented. “Almost like an arranged marriage.”

“It is.” Tala made it sound as if it was no big deal at all.

Faith tried not to judge but had a feeling she was failing. It just sounded so outdated. “Is your brother okay with that?”

Tala’s brow furrowed. “Why wouldn’t he be? He chose Mirella. No one is forcing him.”

“Yes, but…what about love?”

“He is marrying for love,” Tala said. “Love and loyalty toward our pack.”

Their pack…their families seemed to be the most important thing in the world for the Wrasa.

It actually wasn’t that different from the values her father and his conservative friends cherished. The Wrasa’s willingness to sacrifice personal happiness for the good of their families seemed even stronger.

Faith knew she certainly wouldn’t go as far as marrying someone for her family’s…her father’s sake.

Wouldn’t you? a little voice in the back of her mind whispered.

Truth be told, she had married a man who was the type of son-in-law her father had always dreamed of.

She shook off the thought. It wasn’t as if she had married Jon just to make her father happy. Besides, this was about Tala’s family and the Wrasa, not about her and her ex.

“What about you?” she asked. “Will you enter an arranged marriage too?”

Tala smirked. “I kind of already am.”

“It’s a fake relationship.” Faith used the stern voice she reserved for moments when she caught Chloe sneakily climbing on a chair to steal a cookie from the cabinet. “We’re not going to get married, no matter what your family might think.”

Tala held the steering wheel with relaxed confidence, entirely unimpressed by Faith’s mom tone.

“So what are you going to do when your beautiful, clever, entirely amazing human fiancée breaks up with you?” Faith asked.

Tala huffed. “If she were that clever, why would she break up with me?”

A chuckle escaped Faith. “Right. Let’s blame her faulty human genes.”

“Sounds plausible,” Tala said with a nod.

“So? After you heal from your heartbreak, will you consider an arranged marriage?”

Tala shrugged. “Why not? If an opportunity arises, it would make sense to consider it.”

At the thought of Tala entering an arranged marriage, an uncomfortable sensation Faith couldn’t name settled beneath her ribs. Probably just sadness for Tala. “But what about love?” she asked quietly. “Romantic love?”

“That’s a luxury not all Wrasa can afford,” Tala replied as she switched to the right lane and then took the next exit. “It can make you vulnerable instead of strengthening the pack the way an arranged marriage would.”

They weren’t exactly friends, yet Faith couldn’t help wanting more than a pragmatic alliance for Tala. “That sounds lonely.”

“Lonely?” Tala echoed. She made a left turn at a traffic light. “No one can live in a pack and be lonely.”

“But you don’t, do you? Live with them.”

Tala swiped her thumb up and down the steering wheel as if to brush off the question. “No. I don’t.”

“Why do you—?”

Abruptly, Tala raised her hand. “We’re getting close. Are you ready to meet the family?”

Not really. Faith pressed a hand to her fluttery stomach. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”

~ ~ ~

Soon after, they passed a sign that said Welcome to Silver Falls, then a scattering of houses. Instead of continuing straight ahead to the downtown area, Tala took a left onto Peterson Ridge Drive.

“Wait a minute!” Faith turned her head to stare at the street sign as they drove past. “The street isn’t named for your family, is it?”

“It is. Back when the road was built, ours was the only house up there.” Tala skillfully navigated the SUV along the bumpy country road.

Soon, they left the last buildings behind and wound their way up a mountain and through lush forest. The road seemed to be getting steeper, more narrow and uneven by the mile. The woods closed in on either side, pressing closer until Faith could barely breathe. The dense foliage swallowed all sound, so an eerie silence stretched around them.

Faith ducked down as the trees formed a canopy overhead that blocked the light of the setting sun and bathed the road in an ominous twilight.

Her gaze darted from tree to tree. Was something moving in the shadows, lurking in the forest…watching her through glowing eyes?

Don’t be silly, she told herself. Probably just her mind playing tricks on her. The wolf eyes flashing through her mind weren’t real. But her thumping heartbeat refused to settle down.

Tala glanced over. “You okay?”

Faith pressed her lips together and nodded because she didn’t trust her voice.

“Are you sure? You don’t smell okay—and that’s saying something with all the perfume you put on. Here. Maybe some fresh air will help.” Tala tapped a button and rolled down the window on Faith’s side a couple of inches.

A cool, crisp breeze swept into the car, bringing with it the scent of damp earth and pine needles.

The smells made the experience of being trapped in the forest even more vivid.

Oh shit! Faith sucked in several rapid breaths, but none of the air seemed to reach her burning lungs.

Frowning, Tala closed the window and shut out the scents. “Are you—?”

“I’m fine,” Faith got out.

Just when it seemed the road would end in the middle of nowhere, they rounded a final bend.

The trees to their right parted, revealing a huge stately two-story house perched on a rise like a castle overlooking the valley below.

Faith’s rapid pulse slowed as the forest retreated or at least no longer seemed to close in. Air rushed back into her lungs.

What was that? It had felt like a panic attack! Since her mother’s death, she had never again felt comfortable in the forest, but it had never been anything like this.

Faith knew why, of course. She was about to spend the weekend with several dozen Wrasa she’d never met, only miles from where her mother had died.

To distract herself, she studied the Petersons’ home.

Two tall brick chimneys rose up into the sky.

A lawn, flowerbeds, and bushes stretched in front of the structure, and a magnolia tree in full bloom wound its branches up toward a large balcony on top of a glass-fronted sunroom. Forest surrounded the property on all sides. It was a mix of carefully maintained gardens and untamed nature.

Mom would have loved it.

The thought came out of nowhere and surprised her, but she knew it was true. Her mother’s two favorite places in the world had been her beloved garden and the forest.

Gravel crunched beneath the SUV’s tires as Tala steered the car past a second, smaller building that sat nearby—maybe a guest cottage or a workshop—and up a circular driveway, where several vehicles were already parked.

The road really did end here, Faith realized as they got out of the car. The house was nestled in the woods at the end of a cul-de-sac, but rather than being threatening, the forest seemed to protect the building’s inhabitants.

The setting sun made its red brick facade seem to glow. Someone had turned on several of the lights inside, making it appear even more inviting, like a sanctuary in the middle of the forest.

Sanctuary? Hardly. She reminded herself of who lived in this house. While she had found no proof of the Wrasa’s ill intentions, she also couldn’t be sure yet they were as harmless as they wanted her to believe.

As they walked up to the house, something about the front door caught her attention. A doggy door had been installed in it, unusually large for most pets. Was it for the Wrasa themselves so they could come and go in their animal forms?

The thought of them slipping into the house at night, paws silent as they snuck upstairs, sent a shiver through her.

The front door swung open before they reached it. “Tala’s home,” a young, exuberant voice hollered. “And she brought her mate!”

A multitude of steps sounded from inside—as if a stampede was charging toward them.

Faith’s heartbeat picked up.

A smile curved up Tala’s lips even as she groaned and mumbled something about “embarrassing siblings.” She rested her hand in the small of Faith’s back, and to Faith’s surprise, she found herself leaning into the soothing touch instead of feeling even more trapped.

“Come on,” Tala said. “Let’s meet my family.”


 

Chapter 16

Even though a young man had been the first out the door, he wasn’t the first to approach them. He quickly stepped aside as a tall, older guy appeared in the doorway.

His charcoal-black hair held streaks of silver that only made him look more distinguished and powerful rather than old.

“Tala,” was all he said. His deep, booming voice stopped the excited chatter of the other pack members.

“Dad,” Tala replied with a respectful nod that seemed almost like a bow.

His stern expression softened into a smile, which transformed his weathered face into a landscape of laugh lines around his mouth and yellowish-brown eyes.

Each member of the family gracefully moved aside as he approached Tala and pulled her into a bear hug.

Well, fox hug. Although there was nothing foxlike about him.

He didn’t resemble Tala at all—none of her family members did, Faith realized as she scanned each person who left the house to greet them. Everyone else was taller. Tala was also the only redhead in the family and the only one with those fascinating golden eyes.

Tala’s father let go of her and turned toward Faith.

Under his intense scrutiny, Faith stood rooted to the spot. Belatedly, she stuck out her hand. “Hi, Mr. Peterson. I’m Faith. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

He ignored her outstretched hand and settled both of his big hands on her shoulders to pull her closer and study her even more intensely. His nostrils quivered.

Oh God. Was he sniffing her? Faith prayed that the mate scent perfume was still holding up and her anxiety wasn’t leaking from her every pore.

Tala stepped closer and pressed against Faith’s side. “Appo, humans don’t—”

Her father held up his hand, silencing her. His gaze remained on Faith. “Humans don’t hug new family members to welcome them?”

Faith stared at him. She couldn’t even blink. “Uh, they do.”

“Good.” He pulled her into an embrace.

For a second, Faith stiffened. But then she realized how gentle his hands on her back were. He wasn’t holding her as close or as fiercely as he had Tala. Clearly, he was cradling her like a fragile piece of glass that might shatter under too much pressure.

“I’m Brennan,” he said as he moved her back to arms’ length to study her again.

“Faith,” she replied. Ugh. She had said that already.

The edges of his lips twitched up into a hint of a smile, and for a moment, he did resemble Tala a little.

“Don’t hog her all to yourself, old man.” A woman almost as tall as he leaned against him, shouldering him aside.

Her hair was a beautiful blend of several different hues—a soft gray at the base, which then transitioned into a warm golden brown and ended in a chocolate brown at the tips.

Faith only had time to admire it for a few seconds before she was pulled into another, closer embrace.

“I’m Jemma, Tala’s mom. Welcome to our home—and to the family.”

“Thank you for having me,” Faith replied, grateful for her training in hospitality management that automatically took over.

As soon as Jemma let go to greet Tala, a younger woman—probably around Faith’s age—walked over. Her approach didn’t have the same Moses-parting-the-Red-Sea effect on the pack as Brennan’s had. Rather, everyone seemed to adjust their stance in an instinctive way, allowing her to slip by with quiet grace.

Golden-brown and tan hair, resembling Jemma’s, fell in soft waves around her shoulders. She studied Faith with the same thoroughness Brennan had, but her gaze was calm and methodical where his had been intense.

Her eyes were stunning. Flecks of amber and caramel danced around her pupils, creating an illusion of moving flames.

Faith had a feeling that a lot happened behind those fascinating eyes. God, she couldn’t even say which member of this family made her most nervous.

“This is Arlyn, my sister,” Tala said for her.

Arlyn engulfed Tala in a tight embrace. She didn’t hug Faith, but her handshake was warm and steady.

“One of her sisters,” another woman, a couple of years younger than Arlyn, threw in. “I’m Kiera, her other sister.” She dashed over and threw her arms around both Tala and Faith, pulling them into a group hug.

Two kids of around Chloe’s age—a boy and a girl—followed her and added their little arms to the embrace.

Faith was pressed against Tala’s side and nearly lost her balance.

As if sensing it, Tala wrapped an arm around her.

“Everyone, back off!” Tala’s voice boomed across the driveway. “You’re scaring off my mate before she even sets foot into the house!”

Within seconds, all arms were gone from around Faith, and she could breathe again.

A lanky man in his early twenties approached next but gave Faith a respectful berth. He grinned at Tala. “Well, well, look who decided to finally show up half a day late!”

Tala scowled at him. “Faith had to finish work before we could leave, unlike you, slacker.”

Was this Rey, the asshole brother who saw Tala as a rival?

But their embrace was heartfelt.

“This is Felix,” Tala said when he let go of her. “The baby of the family.”

He made a sound of protest but didn’t stop grinning as he took Faith’s hand in a gentle grip and shook it.

Amazing how four siblings could all be so different, none of them resembling Tala or each other in looks or personality.

Even more amazing was how different Tala seemed from the fierce woman Faith had gotten to know in DC. She freely traded hugs and didn’t stop smiling as she greeted her relatives.

More pack members followed—aunts, uncles, cousins, their mates, and a few neighbors—until faces and names blurred together.

“Okay, everyone!” Tala’s mother finally shouted over the chaos. “Let them come in so they can settle in before we eat. Dinner will be ready in fifteen minutes.”

The mention of food made them all troop inside at record speed.

Jemma turned toward Faith. “This”—she nodded toward the quickly retreating backs of her family—“is how you get your pups to move. Just for future reference.” Then she winked at her and entered the house too.

Faith’s face heated, and she gave Tala a wide-eyed look. “Did she just imply…?”

“Yeah.” Tala scowled. “She’s giving you Wrasa parenting advice. But don’t worry. I’ll tell her to cut it out. And the winking too. Now come on. We don’t want to be late for dinner.”

Her younger brother stuck his head back out. “Need any help with your bags?”

“No, thanks.” Tala lifted her own overnight bag and Faith’s suitcase out of the SUV.

When Faith tried to take the suitcase from her, Tala didn’t let go. “I’ve got it.” Despite her slight frame, she carried both pieces of luggage inside as if they weighed nothing.

“Don’t you need to lock the car?” Faith asked as she followed her into the house. She was the last one in.

“Up here?” Tala shook her head. “No one steals from a Peterson.”

Faith remembered what Tala had said about a natak being like a mayor. Clearly, her family held a lot of sway in this area.

A foyer with a crystal chandelier hanging from the high ceiling greeted Faith. A plush, colorful rug covered the gleaming hardwood floor. Somehow, it didn’t seem posh, just cozy.

To the left, a door stood open, revealing a library or office with a floor-to-ceiling bookcase.

Pots clanked from straight ahead, where Faith assumed the kitchen was, and the scent of sizzling meat hung in the air. The hum of lively conversation, interspersed with laughter, came from the same direction. A curved staircase with beautiful wooden steps ascended to the second floor.

Tala’s mother had waited for them in the foyer. She led them upstairs, even though Tala was, of course, familiar with the house.

Dozens of framed photos adorned the curved wall to Faith’s right. She paused to study them.

They were all family pictures—Brennan and Jemma as a young couple, their arms around each other; elderly people with wrinkled faces and alert gazes; a younger Jemma with a red-haired woman; and various pictures of the five kids at all ages.

Tala was prominent in most of them, even though, as they got older, her siblings grew taller than her.

In one, Tala seemed to be eight or nine. She and a thin boy who could only be her oldest brother, Rey, were playing in a pile of fall leaves, tossing them at each other, lips pulled back in wild laughter.

Why had Tala said her standing with the pack was difficult? From what Faith had seen so far, everyone loved and respected her.

“Babe?” Tala called from the top of the stairs. “Are you coming?”

The unexpected term of affection sent a jolt of warmth through Faith. Quickly, she tore herself away from the photos and hurried to catch up with them.

“Don’t worry.” Jemma patted her arm. “I can get out the photo album for you tomorrow. There’s this cute photo of Tala when she was three or four and tried to—”

A loud growl from Tala interrupted. “Ammakki! I’m hoping to become natak one day. There should be a law that mandates all embarrassing childhood photos of me have to be destroyed.”

Her mother tsked. “There’s no such thing as embarrassing when it’s your mate. I’ve seen photos of your father in which he—”

“I’m sure Faith does not want to know that,” Tala’s father called from downstairs, reminding Faith of how acute the Wrasa’s hearing was.

Jemma chuckled and led them down the hallway, past four doors to a fifth one. “You’re in Tala’s room,” she said to Faith.

Tala’s room. Not Tala’s old room, just her room, as if her family had been waiting for her to return.

Jemma pushed the door open and let them enter ahead of her.

Faith had expected to step into some sort of time capsule, with posters from Tala’s teenage years on the walls.

Instead, the room looked as if an adult had lived here all along. It was more spacious than expected too.

The soothing colors of nature dominated the room. The walls were painted in a very light moss green, and the queen-sized bed in the center was covered by a quilt adorned with autumn leaves in shades of yellow, orange, red, and rust brown. A beige rug with golden, fern-like patterns stretched across the hardwood floor in front of the bed.

The entire room exuded a sense of calm that contrasted with the bustling family life downstairs. Faith guessed it had been Tala’s oasis when she needed some alone time.

Large windows, unobstructed by curtains, offered views of the backyard and the forest. A glass door led outside, to a spacious balcony with a small table and several chairs.

Two trailing ivy plants cascaded down either side of a bookshelf that housed books on bird-watching and several sports trophies.

Faith stepped closer and read the inscriptions. Most of them were for track and field, but nearly hidden behind the others was a single medal for gymnastics.

An image of a younger Tala in a leotard flashed across her mind’s eye. Faith bit back a giggle.

“I put fresh sheets on the bed and dusted,” Jemma said. “It’s been a while since anyone has used this room.” Gentle reproach colored her tone.

Tala scraped her booted foot across the floor. “You know I have a job.”

“Didn’t stop you from coming home in the past,” her mother murmured.

“Ammakki…”

Jemma lifted her hands. “I’ll leave you two to get settled in. Come downstairs right away once you’ve freshened up, or the hungry masses will start dinner without you.” At the door, she turned back and faced Faith. “The book I read said humans get cold easily, so let me know if you need extra blankets. But knowing how Tala was with Lasandra, I don’t think you will.” She left them alone but didn’t bother to close the door behind her.

Faith stared after her, then sent Tala a questioning look. “What does she mean?”

Tala heaved a sigh and closed the door. “Lasandra is my ex. My mom was referring to the higher Wrasa body temperature.” She waved at the bed in the center of the room.

The bed they were supposed to share.

It suddenly hit Faith. A buzzing sound started in her ears. “Oh. They expect us to”—she gestured at the bed—“sleep together. Uh, I mean, in the same bed.”

Tala nodded grimly. “Yes. But don’t worry. I can sleep on the floor or on the ottoman.”

That didn’t sound like a realistic solution. “That can’t be comfortable.”

“It is…if I am in my animal form. I can just curl into a ball and use my tail as a blanket.”

Part of Faith was curious. She had never seen a Wrasa shift in person, and she would have loved to get a glimpse of Tala’s fox form. But at the same time, the thought made her entire body go cold. No, she wasn’t ready to come face-to-face with Tala’s animal side. “Um, not a good idea. If someone peeks in to let us know breakfast is ready and sees us sleeping apart…”

“True. There’s no such thing as privacy in a pack.”

“It’s okay.” Faith managed to sound almost normal. “We can share the bed. It’s no big deal.”

Tala gave a casual shrug. “Right. It’s a big bed.”

It really wasn’t, but Faith nodded. “It’ll be fine.”

“Yeah. Just fine. It’s not like I’ve ever been attracted to a human anyway.”

“Nor I to a Wrasa.”

So that was settled, then. If only Faith’s body would get the message. Her heartbeat felt anything but settled, and she couldn’t tell if it was nervousness or…

Nonsense. Of course it was nervousness.

“Ten-minute warning!” Jemma shouted from downstairs, making them both jump.

Faith realized that they stood much closer than she had been aware of.

Tala abruptly backed away, turned, and rummaged through her bag. “Let’s reapply the perfume and head downstairs.”

~ ~ ~

“Hurry up!” Tala gruffly waved the perfume flask at Faith.

Faith took her own bottle from her suitcase and pulled out the stopper.

Immediately, the milk-with-honey-on-a-rainy-day scent filled the room, wrapping around Tala like an intimate embrace.

Her nostrils quivered at the effort it took not to breathe it in.

Faith brushed her long, rich brown hair back on one side and tilted her head to expose her neck. Gracefully, she touched her fingertip to her pulse point.

Tala’s gaze tracked the glistening droplet as it slowly made a sensual path down her bare neck, leaving a trace of dampness on her soft-looking skin.

For a moment, a vivid image flashed through Tala’s mind, and she saw herself leaning forward and pressing her mouth to the sensitive skin. She could almost feel the flutter of Faith’s pulse beneath her lips.

Great Hunter, what was wrong with her? Faith was merely putting on perfume—a necessary evil that was part of their scheme.

Not attracted to humans, huh?

It was only that damn perfume, she told herself. Smelling Faith’s essence merging with her own was as intimate as sex. No wonder her poor brain was getting confused!

Tala realized she was still clutching the forgotten perfume bottle as she watched Faith. Quickly, she dabbed a bit of the fragrance onto her neck. The cool liquid on her overheated skin made her shiver.

She took off her ID tag and dropped it onto the nightstand. The piece of metal clanked as it hit the wooden surface.

At the sound, Faith looked up and eyed the ID tag. “Don’t you have to wear that or risk a hefty fine?”

“Not here,” Tala said. “There are no government officials or human tattletales around.”

Faith peered back and forth between Tala and the floor. “So…I’m not a human tattletale?” she asked with the tiniest of smiles.

“I hope not,” Tala murmured.

Their gazes caught and held.

Of course, Tala knew otherwise. Faith was a human tattletale. She had tried to plant a bug in her apartment.

But those dark brown eyes met hers with such sincerity, deep and tranquil like a forest lake at night. Tala could almost believe Faith wouldn’t try to bug her pack’s home.

As a teenager, Tala had practiced for hours to never look away first because it implied submission. But now she lowered her gaze under the pretense of glancing at the necklace Faith wore. She pointed at the small silver cross resting in the hollow of Faith’s throat. “You might want to take that off too.”

Faith’s eyes widened. “Um, my top?”

“No! The necklace.”

Faith’s hand went to the cross pendant in an almost protective gesture. “It was my mother’s,” she said quietly.

“Oh. Okay.” Tala rubbed the back of her neck, not wanting to be an ass by forcing her to take it off anyway. “Maybe you could at least tuck the cross inside your shirt.”

“Why?” Faith asked. “Is silver harmful to you?”

Tala snorted. “No. We’re not werewolves. Silver doesn’t bother us—the cross does. Wrasa aren’t keen on organized religion.”

“So…you don’t believe in God?” Faith sounded stunned, as if she couldn’t imagine that. “Any god?”

“We do. Kind of. It’s…complicated.” No way would she tell Faith about the Great Hunter or dream seers. Jorie was the only maharsi they had left and needed to be protected.

Dream seeing was one of only two things about her kind she could never reveal to Faith. The other, of course, being the true role of the Saru and what they had done to protect the Wrasa’s secret existence.

“After what was done to us in the name of religion during the Inquisition, we’re not big on the Christian God,” she added. “A few of the elders might consider it disrespectful to wear a cross at their table.”

“Oh. Of course.” After a moment’s hesitation, Faith took off the necklace and softly slid it onto the nightstand next to the ID tag.

Seeing them side by side was strange.

“Three minutes,” her mother called from downstairs.

“Come on. We’ve got a hundred and eighty seconds until the best food is gone.” Tala rushed to the door.

In the hallway, she nearly collided with her brother Rey, who had stepped out of his room.

“What are you doing here?” she blurted. Okay, that had come out wrong. But it was the first night of the twere, so according to tradition, Rey was supposed to spend dinner and the night with his mate’s pack, while Mirella would stay with his.

Rey scowled at her, and as always, Tala hated that he had inherited their father’s height and could look down at her. “Unlike you, I live here.”

“No, I mean, why aren’t you with the Cranfields?”

“I’m on my way over there. Just had to fix a leaky faucet for Grandma before I’m leaving.” His gaze went to Faith. “So you really brought a mate.”

There was no joy or welcome in his tone or his scent, only accusation.

Tala sighed. Some things never changed. “Faith, this is my brother Rey. Rey, this is Faith. My mate.” It felt strange to say that.

“Not Rey,” he said. “Reynard.”

Tala let out a snort. “Since when? You hated that name as a pup!”

“Yeah, well, I’m no longer a pup.” He squared his muscular shoulders. “Reynard is a name fitting for a future natak.”

Oh please. Tala barely resisted the urge to roll her eyes.

Faith held out her hand to shake his, then froze. She stared at his right arm, which ended above the elbow.

“I see my sister didn’t tell you about this.” He waved his stump, nearly hitting Faith’s still-outstretched hand.

A growl rumbled up Tala’s chest. She would not allow him to treat her mate this way. Well, fake mate, but he didn’t know that.

But before she could reprimand him, Faith dropped her right hand and held out her left one instead. “No, she didn’t. Probably because to her it’s not the most important thing about her brother.”

Rey didn’t reach for her hand. He regarded her, still scowling, but Tala detected a hint of surprise and admiration in his scent. “Then what is? What did she tell you about me?”

Tala opened her mouth to tell him she was standing right here. If he had a problem, he could take it up with her.

But Faith brushed her pinkie with her own in silent communication. “She told me how much you value your pack, loyalty, and duty. And how the two of you used to love playing together when you were growing up, wrestling each other in a pile of leaves every fall.”

Tala had told her no such thing. She glanced toward the framed pictures on the stairs. Faith had probably caught a glimpse of the photo, and now she was using it to create the illusion that she and Tala were much more familiar with each other and their families than they really were.

Damn. She’s good. Tala hadn’t expected that.

“She did?” For a second, Rey looked stunned and almost…happy. Then his scowl was back. “Yeah, well, I rubbed her face in leaves every time, even after losing the arm.”

“Ten, nine, eight,” Tala’s mother shouted from downstairs.

“Come on, hon. We’ve got something more important to do than to argue about who won silly leaf fights.” Tala grabbed Faith’s hand, intertwined their fingers, and tugged her toward the stairs.

Rey’s gaze drilled into her back, but Tala ignored it.

Which wasn’t hard, because the feeling of Faith’s hand in hers was very distracting.

Faith’s fingers were cooler than her own, which she had expected. What did surprise her was the urge to rub some warmth into those clammy fingers.

As they navigated the stairs side by side, she leaned toward her and whispered, “Pick a safe word.”

Faith nearly stumbled down the stairs.

Laughter burst from Tala, easing the tension in her shoulder muscles. “You humans really have dirty minds…or is it only you?”

“What? No, I…” Then Faith seemed to catch the grin curving up Tala’s lips.

They reached the end of the stairs, and Tala sobered. “I know you aren’t used to being around such a large, loud pack. If you start to feel overwhelmed or uncomfortable, just say…berry crumble, and I’ll make up an excuse to get you out of there.”

Faith chuckled. “My safe word is berry crumble?”

Tala shrugged. “My family thinks berries are a waste of space in their stomachs, so there won’t be any reason to use that word tonight. If you say it, I’ll know you want out of there.”

Faith’s fingers tightened around hers. “Thank you.”

Her mother’s countdown had reached zero before they had hit the bottom of the stairs, so there was no time to linger.

Tala gave her a nod and pulled her toward the dining room.

~ ~ ~

Faith tightened her grip on Tala’s hand as they entered the dining room.

It blended seamlessly into the kitchen to their left, separated only by a counter. On the other side, the kitchen flowed into the family room, basically creating one big area that was clearly the heart of the Petersons’ home.

About two dozen people were squeezed around a long, sturdy table in the dining room. Despite the festive occasion, no white linen covered the expanse of dark wood, so various dents and marks from years of use were visible.

A big bay window on the other side of the table revealed glimpses of a kidney-shaped pool, tucked away under a slate-gray cover. Twilight had settled over the property, and the lights strung around a nearby gazebo cast a soft glow on the surrounding garden.

Did the Petersons ever shift shape and dive into the pool? Could foxes even swim?

Rambunctious laughter caught her attention. Tala’s younger cousins were sprawled on two long leather couches in the family room, their legs tangled together like a pile of puppies.

When Tala and Faith entered, the buzz of conversation stopped, and everyone looked at them.

God, their gazes were intense. Faith felt like a trapped rabbit. She swallowed hard. Berry crumble, berry crumble, berry crumble. She repeated it in her mind like a protective spell.

Tala led her over to the only two free seats, near the head of the table.

Faith squeezed in between Tala and a bearded man who resembled Brennan, Tala’s father. After a moment, she remembered that he was one of the uncles. Zeke?

No, Seth.

Across from her, Tala’s sister Arlyn was seated next to a stranger, a stunning young woman.

“Finally!” Brennan rose, his empty plate in hand, and strode over to the kitchen, where every available surface was covered with platters and bowls.

Apparently, the Wrasa weren’t big on long speeches—at least not before they ate.

She had expected a stampede toward the lovingly prepared buffet, but so far, only Brennan and Jemma had gotten up to serve themselves.

Maybe she should get herself some food too. That way, she could pretend to be entirely focused on eating and wouldn’t have to talk to the intimidating guy next to her.

But as if sensing the tension in Faith’s muscles as she prepared to rise, Tala put a hand on her thigh and gently stopped her. “No,” she said quietly. “Not yet. The natak and his mate always get their food first, then the pack member who’s next in line to be natak and their mate.”

“Oh.” Faith stayed seated, very aware of Tala’s hand, which still rested on her leg.

As if only now noticing that she was touching Faith, Tala quickly withdrew her hand. When her parents returned to the table, she hopped up and gestured for Faith to follow her.

Across from them, the beautiful stranger rose.

Was she another guest clueless about the rules regarding food?

The room fell silent.

“Mirella.” Tala nodded at her—respectful, but not with the same deference she had used with her father.

This was Rey’s future wife? She was stunning! Raven-black hair cascaded down her toned shoulders, framing her high cheekbones and piercing green eyes.

“Good to see you. Congratulations on your upcoming svayampar,” Tala said. “How’s your pack?”

“Everyone’s good. Looking forward to seeing you tomorrow.” Mirella chuckled. “My sister in particular.”

Everyone swiveled around and stared at Faith, who broke out in a sweat. Were they waiting for some kind of reaction from her?

Tala took Faith’s hand and urgently tapped her thumb against Faith’s index finger.

What was she trying to tell her?

Faith was hopelessly lost, so she took a wild guess. “We’re really looking forward to seeing her too,” she said with an emphasis on the we.

Tala stopped tapping and smoothed her finger along Faith’s in a silent “well done” caress.

A warm sensation spread along Faith’s hand and up her arm. She blamed Tala’s higher body temperature.

Ah. So she had guessed correctly. Mirella’s sister was interested in Tala and looked forward to tomorrow’s feast, where the two packs would get together, so she could sniff around Tala!

Faith gritted her teeth. She couldn’t allow that. She had a role to play after all.

Mirella turned toward her as if noticing her for the first time. A reluctant smile crept onto her beautiful face. “I’m sure Lasandra will be delighted to meet you too.”

Wait! Lasandra? Mirella’s sister was Tala’s ex? Faith struggled to keep her face impassive, as if she had already known.

“Since we’re celebrating your twere, let me honor you by allowing you to go first.” Tala put emphasis on allowing and gestured toward the food-laden counters.

The two looked into each other’s eyes. Both appeared friendly enough, but Faith sensed an undercurrent of tension.

It was probably about the order in which pack members were allowed to get food. Mirella getting up right after Tala’s parents was a power move. Clearly, she thought her future husband would succeed Brennan as the pack’s alpha, so she should be allowed to serve herself before Tala did.

Mirella was a full head taller, but Tala didn’t back down.

Faith shifted closer and leaned her shoulder against Tala’s in a silent gesture of support.

Finally, Mirella was the first to lower her gaze. “I’m honored,” she murmured and walked past them to fill her plate.

Faith exhaled quietly.

Once Mirella had served herself, Faith followed Tala to the buffet.

The kitchen island seemed to nearly groan under the weight of a dozen platters of meats—ribs slathered in barbecue sauce, venison stew, lamb chops, fried chicken, and three whole turkeys.

The Petersons’ idea of a salad appeared to be a huge bowl of potato salad decorated with slices of hard-boiled eggs.

Faith served herself little bits of several dishes, including one that looked like a lasagna.

Once she was done, she turned toward Tala, who had heaped her plate high.

A chicken leg wobbled precariously on top of a pile of mashed potatoes as Tala carried her plate back to the table, moving like a gymnast on a balance beam.

“Your gold medal in gymnastics is coming in handy,” Faith commented.

Tala’s cheeks flushed as if she was embarrassed at the mention of her past as a gymnast, but she chuckled. “I knew it would be good for something one day.”

As soon as they sat, Tala’s oldest sister got up to serve herself, then the bearded uncle followed.

Everyone seemed to know exactly when it was their turn.

Their interactions had seemed completely random and chaotic to Faith at first, but the longer she watched them, the more she realized that they followed strict rules and hierarchies. Who was asked to refill everyone’s water glasses, who dared reach for the salt first, who got most space at the table…it all adhered to intricate, unspoken rules Faith didn’t understand.

Even touch seemed to be influenced by their pecking order. The higher-ranking pack members were usually the ones who established contact, she understood after a while.

Couples seemed to be the exception. Both partners touched each other freely and often…which meant she and Tala would have to do the same.

“Hand me the rolls,” Brennan said to no one in particular, as if trusting that someone would get him what he wanted.

Faith leaned across the table and reached for the basket of rolls, which rested next to Arlyn’s plate.

But Tala put her hand on Faith’s arm. “No. This”—she waved her free hand at the space around her sister—“is her territory. You don’t enter it unless you have permission…or a higher rank.”

“Don’t I?” Faith whispered back. “You’re the future natak, so you outrank her, and I’m your…mate.”

Tala twitched as if still getting used to the term. “Yes, but…Arlyn is special.”

Her sister handed Brennan the basket of rolls, then sent a gentle grin over at Tala. “Of course I am.”

Tala huffed at her. “I meant your job is.” She treated her siblings with a mix of authority, affection, and annoyance, but Faith sensed that the latter was as fake as their relationship.

Faith pierced a bit of the lasagna on her fork and studied Arlyn. “What do you do for a living?”

“I’m a physician,” Arlyn said. She seemed quiet and unassuming, clearly not an alpha, but now a proud strength shone in her amber-and-caramel eyes.

“That’s great. Do you work in the hospital in Silver Falls?” Did the little town even have a hospital?

Arlyn looked almost insulted. “No. I don’t treat humans. I studied Wrasa medicine under Doctors Brian and Gus Eldridge.”

Was she supposed to know who they were? Faith had no idea what to say, so she slid the fork into her mouth—and froze. What was that? Clearly, not lasagna. Probably some kind of root vegetable. It tasted like earth. She chucked down half her water.

Jemma beamed over at her. “Do you like it? It’s skiyo. My late father’s favorite dish. We make it for every family celebration to honor him.”

Oh damn. She would have to eat every last bite of it so she wouldn’t insult Tala’s grandfather. “Love it,” she mumbled and hoped that the mate scent perfume did its job and covered her lie.

She ate slowly, bravely swallowing the skiyo almost without chewing it, while she watched Tala’s family devour piles of food in record time.

When Tala had said “big family, big eaters,” she hadn’t been kidding!

Now Faith understood why they had two giant fridges in the kitchen.

She listened to the family’s lively chatter, which never stopped despite them shoveling down food as if there were no tomorrow. At the other end of the table, two of Tala’s aunts debated pack politics, while everyone else listened, spellbound, as Uncle Seth entertained them with a story about the forbidden romance between two colleagues who belonged to different Wrasa subspecies.

Faith bit back a grin. Who would have known! Fox-shifters were gossips!

Bursts of laughter came from the family room, where the younger cousins balanced their heaping plates on their knees. Every now and then, one of the youngsters came to the table to steal a roll.

Tala pretended to defend the basket with a fierce growl but then ruffled the boy’s hair and handed him a roll.

She was different here, with her family. One moment, she appeared fierce and primal, maybe because she competed with her brother for the role of future natak…or because she had to play the protective mate.

Yet at times, she was unexpectedly gentle and affectionate. Her love for her family radiated from her every pore, even though she tried to hide it behind a gruff exterior.

She was more touchy-feely than she was in DC too—not just with her family but with Faith too, and Faith wasn’t sure if the frequent touches were unconscious gestures or calculated moves to convince everyone their fake relationship was real.

Faith hadn’t expected any of it.

Truth be told, she hadn’t expected any Wrasa to be a family person. Her father had always told her they were primitive, with no real sense of loyalty and love.

Clearly, he was wrong. Their warm interaction sent a pang of longing through Faith because she hadn’t had that in too long. For most of her life, it had been only her father and her. The more time she spent with the Wrasa, the more she wondered if he was wrong about his other convictions about them too.

“You know, it’s considered rude to stare at a Wrasa while they eat,” Tala said without even glancing her way, as if she could feel Faith’s gaze on her.

“Maybe you should have taught your human wifey at least the basics of our culture before you brought her here,” Brennan’s youngest brother said from the other end of the table.

Faith flinched. So not everyone was as welcoming as it had appeared so far.

Tala glowered at him. Her hand tightened around her fork as if she was about to hurl it at him. “Maybe you need a few reminders of the dos and don’ts too—especially when it comes to hospitality.” She touched her shoulders to Faith’s. “Ignore Uncle Arnold. It’s not a big deal. It’s just that watching someone eat could make them think you want their food.”

“Oh God, no.” Faith pressed one hand against her belly. “I can barely finish my own plate as it is. Do you like these?” She gestured at the root vegetables.

“Sure.”

“Then help me finish them.” Faith quickly nudged a few forkfuls onto Tala’s plate, hoping Jemma wouldn’t see it—or if she did, would think she really was just stuffed.

Tala stared at the skiyo. “Uh…”

It was only then that Faith remembered what sharing food meant to the Wrasa.

Uncle Seth’s booming laughter nearly made Faith put her hands over her ears. “No need to hide it. Within half an hour of Trish discovering that Instagram reel, every last pack member knew you two were engaged.”

“I didn’t,” Tala’s silver-haired grandmother said from the other end of the table. She had been the only family member who hadn’t stepped outside to welcome them earlier. “Why didn’t anyone tell me?” She glared at her oldest son, then her daughter-in-law, and finally her grandchildren.

Each looked away—even Brennan!

What was happening?

“I thought she was just a kanme.”

Faith had no idea what that meant, but the expression on the old woman’s face made it sound like little plaything.

“Really?” Uncle Seth said quietly. “I know your nose is no longer the best, Ammakki, but I thought even you can’t miss their mate scent. It’s so strong, it’s making me a little dizzy.”

“Dizzy?” Seth’s mate, a clean-shaven guy who sat next to him, murmured. “It’s making me horny.” He fanned himself with both hands.

Tala’s grandmother shook her head. “It’s not real. Can’t you smell that?”

Faith’s heart started a rapid staccato beat against her ribs. Oh God! She was on to them! How could she tell? Her gaze darted to the rest of the pack to see how they would react.

Tala’s face was nearly as red as her hair, though Faith couldn’t tell if she was ashamed or furious. She threw her fork down and shoved her plate back. “Grandmother, with all due respect, I won’t let you—”

“Quiet!” Brennan snarled.

Silence enveloped the room. Even the teenagers and kids in the family room went quiet.

A shadow fell over the table as Brennan rose. “Faith is Tala’s mate and a guest in our home, Mother. You don’t have to like her, but I won’t let you treat her like this.”

The old woman slowly rose too. She hurled a few sentences across the table, in a language Faith didn’t understand, then nodded at the man to her right—Brennan’s youngest brother, Arnold.

He jumped up and escorted her out.

The dining room door closed after them with a resounding thud, echoing through the house.

Brennan’s shoulders heaved with a sigh.

Silence settled over the table, heavy and awkward, before everyone gradually resumed eating.

Tala wolfed down the skiyo Faith had heaped onto her plate with a defiant expression.

Jemma, who hadn’t said anything during the confrontation with Tala’s grandmother, pushed back her plate and stood.

Oh no. Was she about to walk out in protest too? Jemma had seemed so warm and welcoming so far.

“Time for dessert,” Jemma declared. She marched to the kitchen and returned with a baking dish. “I made something special for the two of you. I had no idea how much you love it until I saw the video, Tala.” She put the dish down between them.

It was a gesture that meant so much more than just going to the trouble to make a special dessert. She clearly intended them to share it—demonstrating that she accepted their relationship as something meaningful and lasting.

Too bad it wasn’t real.

Faith hung her head—and her gaze fell onto the dessert in the baking dish.

“Berry crumble!” she and Tala said at the same time.

They looked at each other.

Laughter threatened to bubble up. It was entirely inappropriate after Tala’s grandmother had walked out, so Faith tried with all her willpower to suppress it.

But when Tala burst out laughing, Faith completely lost it too.

She slumped against Tala and gripped her arm as laughter shook her in a release of tension.


 

Chapter 17

After dinner, Tala had shown Faith around the first floor, so they were the last ones to head upstairs.

The rest of the house was mostly quiet—or Tala at least guessed it would seem like that to Faith’s human ears.

Tala could hear her parents whispering to each other in her father’s office, their voices tinged with worry.

Of course they were concerned. What if her grandmother made a scene like that tomorrow, during the feast with Mirella’s pack or at the yasi makamar ritual?

Others might back her up. Rey and Uncle Arnold for sure would, and they might sway others who disliked humans too.

To be honest, Tala had been one of them not long ago. She still didn’t trust most humans. But Faith didn’t deserve to be treated like that.

Tala wouldn’t have been able to explain why not—after all, Faith might still be spying for her father.

But maybe Jorie and Madsen were right and getting Faith on their side was essential for the Wrasa’s future somehow. Tala hoped she was well on her way to succeeding.

When the door to Tala’s room clicked shut behind them, Faith paced back and forth between the bed and the ottoman. “Oh God, what do we do? Your grandmother could smell it! She knows our mate scent isn’t—”

Quickly, Tala blocked her path and pressed her index finger to Faith’s lips to silence her. “Shh,” she whispered. “Lower your voice. There are very sharp ears everywhere.”

Faith’s pupils flared wide.

Had Tala scared her with the mention of sharp ears listening to their every word if they spoke too loudly?

Then she realized that Faith was nearly going cross-eyed, staring down at the finger on her lips.

Oh. She hastily pulled her hand away. “I’m not sure Grandma really could smell the truth,” she said in a low whisper. “I have a feeling she would think our mate scent was off even if it was real, just because she hates the thought of her granddaughter with someone like you.”

“Someone like me,” Faith repeated quietly. Her brown eyes, which had sparkled with mirth when they had laughed about the berry crumble, were now filled with sadness. “What’s so horrible about me? She didn’t seem to care that your uncle Seth is gay, so it’s not that I’m a woman, is it?”

“She has no problem with you being a woman. Wrasa being homophobic wouldn’t make any sense because a quarter of us are gay or bi.”

“A quarter!” Faith let out a low whistle. “But then again, homophobia makes no sense at any percentage.”

“True,” Tala said. “But my kind actually thinks being gay can be good. It makes our packs stronger because, traditionally, many queer Wrasa didn’t have pups of their own but helped raise their siblings’ young ones, increasing the chance that the pack’s genes would survive.”

“So her reaction was about me being human.”

It was a statement, not a question, yet Tala nodded anyway. “She’s got her reasons. When she was young, her favorite cousin was killed by a human hunter, and Grandma felt as if she wasn’t even allowed to be angry.”

Faith went pale. “Killed? My God! Why wouldn’t she be allowed to be angry about that?”

“Because our laws said if one of us was killed by a human while in animal form, it was to be considered an accident. It was the price we had to pay for keeping our existence hidden. We were supposed to shrug it off and keep going.”

Faith pressed both hands to her mouth for a moment. “That’s terrible. I can’t even imagine how devastating that must have been for her. For all of you.”

Having Faith acknowledge what her kind had been through felt unexpectedly good. “Yeah. But unfortunately, that’s not the only tragedy in our family that revolves around humans. It was really hard on Grandma—on all of us—when we had to watch helplessly as Rey lost his arm.”

Faith’s hands flew to her mouth again. “He lost it because of a human?”

“Not a human—humans in general.”

Faith tilted her head to one side as if trying to make sense of what Tala had said.

Tala hesitated. She had never told this story to anyone who wasn’t part of the pack. If anyone had predicted she would ever consider telling a human, she would have laughed. But Uncle Arnold, Rey, and their grandmother would probably continue to treat Faith like shit, and Faith at least deserved to know why. “When Rey and I were little, we were inseparable. I was small for my age, so even though he’s almost two years younger, he always acted like my protector—as if he were the big brother.”

“And you resented it,” Faith said.

“Passionately. It made me work harder to prove that I was tougher, faster, and smarter and didn’t need his protection…which in turn made him shadow me even more closely so he could watch over me.”

“Not a healthy dynamic,” Faith murmured.

Tala sighed. “No. It’s a wonder we both survived to adulthood. Although Rey nearly didn’t.”

Faith gently urged her to sit on the edge of the bed and took a seat next to her. “What happened?”

“When I was nine, I climbed a tree. Of course, Rey followed me, warning me repeatedly that I would fall. Well, I didn’t.” Tala squeezed her eyes shut, but that didn’t stop the memories from flashing through her mind. “He did.”

Faith’s fingers dug into her thigh.

Tala opened her eyes and stared down at them. Why didn’t the touch feel invasive, like something she wanted to brush off?

Finally, Faith snatched her hand away. Her cheeks flushed. “Sorry. What happened?”

“He landed badly.” Tala tried to relay it matter-of-factly, but she couldn’t stop her voice from becoming hoarser with every word. “The skin at his elbow was torn open, and a jagged fragment of bone was jutting out. I raced home to get my parents, but without a doctor nearby, there wasn’t much they could do.”

Faith’s face had gone pale. “What do you mean? There must have been doctors around, even in Silver Falls.”

“Yeah. Human doctors. But we couldn’t go to one of them. They would have immediately discovered that there’s something very off about Rey. They would have figured out eventually that he’s not human.” She shuddered at the thought of the tests they might have run on her brother and what would have happened afterward. “We couldn’t risk that.”

“Why couldn’t he just shift and heal himself?” Faith asked. “I don’t know if it’s true, but I read somewhere that shifting accelerates the healing process.”

“It is true. But Rey was too young back then. Our pups can’t shift before they reach puberty. That’s when the mutaline—the hormone that controls shifting—kicks in.” Tala surprised herself by revealing that information without any hesitation. But Faith was a mother, and Tala knew instinctively that she would never do anything to harm a Wrasa child. “So my parents had only one option: to take Rey to a Wrasa physician. But back then, there wasn’t a single doctor trained in Wrasa medicine in all of northern Virginia. By the time they found one, the bone had gotten infected. To stop the infection from spreading to the rest of his body, they had to amputate his arm.”

Faith sucked in a strangled breath. Tears glistened in her eyes. “Tala, that’s horrible! I’m so sorry! I can’t imagine having to watch Chloe suffer like that and not being able to help her.”

“I won’t lie. It was horrible,” Tala said quietly. “It affected the entire pack.”

“It’s why Arlyn studied Wrasa medicine, isn’t it?”

Tala nodded. “And why she returned to live with the pack. She wanted to spare other family members from going through what Rey did.”

Faith’s gaze darted left and right as if she was connecting all the dots. “And because there are so few Wrasa physicians, she’s got a special status.”

“Yeah. Each of us siblings managed to do something to increase the power of the pack—Arlyn became a doctor; I joined the Saru; Kiera is an artist working in publishing and trying to keep our Old Language alive, and Felix is studying to follow in Arlyn’s footsteps. Just Rey couldn’t contribute because of his arm. At least that’s how he felt. I tried to help him afterward, but that only made him feel weak. Now suddenly he was the one who felt he had to prove himself all the time.” Truth be told, they both did, and that had ruined their relationship.

Faith put her hand on top of Tala’s, which gripped the edge of the bed. “I’m really sorry.”

Tala glanced down at Faith’s hand on her own. Faith’s attempt to comfort her should have felt strange, maybe even unwanted since Tala had never thought she needed such a thing—especially not from a human—but the coolness of Faith’s fingers was soothing.

“Anyway…” Tala straightened her shoulders but left her hand where it was. “That’s why my grandmother can’t stand humans. I think deep down, she feels guilty because she convinced my grandfather to build a house up here, in a secluded area, far away from humans. Unfortunately, that also meant far away from the nearest Wrasa healer. Ever since then, she has hated humans even more.”

“And now a human invades her sanctuary—as her granddaughter’s mate.”

Tala was surprised to see understanding and compassion written all over Faith’s face. What surprised her even more, though, was that she had told Faith all of that. “Yeah. I should have expected her to walk out.”

“Do you think your grandmother and Arnold will be back?” Faith asked.

“Back?” Tala shook her head. “They didn’t go anywhere—just to the in-law suite in the basement. That’s where my grandmother lives as the matriarch of the pack.”

Faith nibbled her lip. “Matriarch. So that means she’s got influence in the pack. Is my being here…everyone thinking we’re engaged…is it making things harder for you? Is it endangering your chances of becoming natak?”

Again, honest concern seemed to darken her eyes. Did she really care about Tala’s future?

Because of the perfume, Tala’s nose was useless and didn’t allow her to confirm it, but she found herself believing it was real.

Great Hunter, what was happening to her? She had always been a solitary tracker who barely trusted anyone and preferred to work alone. And now she naively believed in a human—in Peter MacAllister’s daughter of all people?

She was too tired to think about it. Maybe by tomorrow morning, she would be back to being her skeptical self.

“Don’t worry. The only relationship diminishing my chances of becoming natak is Rey’s, not ours. Um, our scheme, I mean.”

“How so?” Faith asked.

“A natak is only ever as strong as their mate. Mirella is a Saru and the offspring of one of the oldest Wrasa families in the area. Some members of my pack really like the idea of her and Rey taking over as the alpha pair. But if we”—Tala gestured between them with her free hand—“can pull this off and contribute to peace between our species, I might gain their respect.”

Faith gave her a skeptical look. “Are you sure? Some didn’t seem like big fans of humans.”

“The younger generations are starting to see things differently. As much as people like my grandmother want to cling to hating and distrusting humans, most of us know there’s no future for that. Now that we’re out to the human public, we have to learn to coexist, or we’re doomed.” Tala had struggled to reach that insight, but by now, she realized it was true. She pulled her hand from beneath Faith’s, patted it once, then stood. “Come on. Let’s go to bed. It was a long day, and tomorrow will be just as busy. Want the bathroom first?”

“Yes, thanks.”

Fifteen minutes later, once Tala had taken her turn and stepped out of the bathroom, she found Faith sitting up in bed, the covers pulled up around her waist and her phone pressed to her ear.

She was wearing a pair of pajamas. Its silky fabric shimmered in the light of the lamp on the nightstand, and its midnight-blue color contrasted with her fair skin. Her hair fell in soft, messy waves around her shoulders, as if she hadn’t brushed it after her shower.

“I miss you too, sweetie. But I’ll see you soon. Just two more days.” Faith’s tone and her smile were tender. She brought her other hand up to hold the phone too, cradling it almost intimately. “Now be a good girl and go back to bed, okay?”

“But what if the monsters come back?” a tiny voice whimpered.

Tala tried not to listen in, wanting to give Faith her privacy, especially since Faith probably didn’t realize Wrasa could hear both sides of a phone conversation. But it was hard not to pay attention. Watching Faith interact as a mother was too fascinating.

“They won’t,” Faith answered. “I promise. I had your dad check, and he says there are no monsters in your closet, only too many clothes—and that’s not scary, is it?”

Chloe giggled. “No.”

“Want me to give you a minute alone?” Tala mouthed.

Faith shook her head and made an “I’m nearly done” gesture. “Hug Mr. Snugglefluff tight, okay? He’ll keep the bad dreams away.”

“Okay, Mommy. I love you.”

“I love you too. Sweet dreams. Night, Chloe.” Slowly, as if hesitant to severe the connection with her daughter, she lowered the phone and tapped the screen to end the call. A tender expression lingered on her face. Then she glanced up at Tala. “Sorry. Bad dream and Jon couldn’t get her to go back to sleep.”

“Never apologize for being a good mother.”

Faith blinked as if surprised by the response.

Truth be told, Tala was a bit surprised herself, mostly by how passionately it had come out. But as far as she could tell, Faith really did a great job as a mother, even if some Wrasa held a low opinion of human parenting skills.

“I won’t.” Faith put the phone down, plugged it into the charger on the nightstand, and slid down in bed, apparently ready to go to sleep.

Tala frowned. Faith had chosen the side closer to the door, away from the window, where Tala couldn’t protect her from anyone barging in.

Okay, this was getting ridiculous. That overprotective mate thing is a role, remember? Not real. Besides, they were in the safest place on earth—with her pack. Even though some pack members weren’t overjoyed at Faith’s presence, they would never do anything to harm her. She hoped Faith knew that.

Tala turned off the light, slipped into bed on the other side, and settled under the covers, careful not to touch her.

Faith lay on her back with her hands pressed to her sides, not moving. Even though she had taken a quick shower, she still smelled of the mate scent perfume. Had she reapplied it, like a protective layer?

“You know you’re safe here, right?” Tala asked quietly. “With my pack. With me.”

Faith cleared her throat. “Yes.”

Tala hoped she really believed it.

They lay without speaking for a while. Had this bed always been so small? Tala felt as if she couldn’t even roll over without brushing against Faith. She would never be able to go to sleep with her so close. Sighing, she resigned herself to a sleepless night.


 

Chapter 18

Faith had learned a lot about the Wrasa today, and now she found out another piece of information about them: apparently, they snored.

At least Tala did.

That wasn’t what kept Faith up, though. The soft snoring, interspersed with the occasional snuffling sound, was more cute than annoying.

Her thoughts swirled through her mind like little tornados. All the impressions of the day were too much for her brain to process.

She felt as if she was getting emotional whiplash. All day, she had gone back and forth between believing the Wrasa were warm-hearted, loyal folks who valued family and community and fearing they were master manipulators who had tricked her into thinking that.

Was it possible they were both? Could they switch between those two personalities as easily as they shifted from human to animal form?

Slowly, careful not to jostle the bed and wake Tala, Faith rolled onto her side to watch her.

Tala was curled up on her side too, facing her. In the moonlight filtering in through the window and the glass door, her face appeared more relaxed than Faith had ever seen her, as if she was completely unguarded and able to unwind now that she was home and surrounded by her pack.

Faith couldn’t believe how much Tala had told her about her family—about her complicated relationship with her brother, the reason her grandmother hated humans, and the way Rey had lost his arm.

Tala had been only nine when that had happened—the same age Faith had been when she’d lost her mother.

The accident had clearly shaken the entire family in a similar way her mom’s death had changed hers.

Faith had seen the pain in Tala’s eyes and another familiar emotion too: guilt. A part of Tala probably thought that she was to blame for Rey’s accident since he had followed her up the tree. Plus she hadn’t been able to help him afterward, just as Faith had always felt guilty for not being able to save her mother.

Tala smacked her lips, apparently dreaming about tasting something yummy, then a soft, inquisitive sniffle followed. “Mmmh… Milk and honey,” she mumbled.

Faith couldn’t help smiling. How bad could the Wrasa be if their tough future natak was dreaming about sipping a mug of milk with honey?

A sudden pain ripped through Faith’s body. She clutched her belly. Ugh. Apparently, that root vegetable dish hadn’t agreed with her.

Nausea rose, and with it another, more concerning thought: What if the dish or something else she had eaten was toxic to humans? Tala’s family lived pretty secluded, so maybe they didn’t have a lot of interactions with humans and didn’t know what they could safely eat.

Or maybe someone had poisoned her food to stop their future alpha from marrying a human, a little voice in the back of her mind added.

Cold sweat broke out along her entire body, and she couldn’t tell if it was another symptom or merely panic.

Should she wake Tala? Get some help? Or was Tala in on it?

No. She didn’t want to believe that.

Another cramp tore through her. She pressed both hands onto her lower abdomen.

Then she froze. Oh for crying out loud! She took one hand off her belly and covered her mouth so she wouldn’t burst out laughing.

It wasn’t her stomach that was cramping. She hadn’t been poisoned or accidentally ingested something toxic. Her period had probably started; that was all. Normally, it arrived like clockwork, but now it was early, so she hadn’t expected it.

She slipped out from under the covers and tiptoed to her suitcase. As quietly as possible, she unzipped it, pulled out a clean pair of underwear, and then snuck to the bathroom. Once she had closed the door behind her, she flicked on the light.

The sudden brightness made her squint. Barefoot, she padded over to the toilet, lifted the lid, and pulled down her pajama pants and underwear.

The dull ache in her belly had spread to that familiar spot at her lower back, so she wasn’t surprised to confirm her period had started.

No one was trying to kill her. How embarrassing! Good thing she hadn’t woken Tala. Her father had really managed to make her paranoid. She had to stop always assuming the worst about the Wrasa for no reason at all.

She reached for her toiletry bag, unzipped it, and retrieved a pad. The wrapper rustled softly as she removed it. She stuck the pad onto the clean pair of panties and changed into them.

As she washed her hands at the sink, she glanced at the small clock on the shelf above.

It was nearly one a.m.

She dried off her hands and dug through her bag. Had she remembered to pack any painkillers?

Instead of Tylenol, her fingers encountered a tiny piece of technology—the bug her father had told her to hide in a central location of the Petersons’ home.

Faith had nearly forgotten about it…or had maybe tried to repress any thought of it.

She stared at the device. Should she put it back in the bag and tell her father there hadn’t been an opportunity to hide it?

Which would be a blatant lie. Now was the ideal opportunity. The entire house was quiet. After the huge meal she had eaten at dinner, Tala slept like a log, and her family was probably dead to the world too. This could be her chance.

But her muscles refused to move. Placing a listening device in Jemma’s kitchen—the heart of the home—felt like a betrayal. Tala had trusted her by taking her home and opening up about some very painful memories. Most of the family had welcomed Faith warmly. Tala’s father had even stood up and defended her against his own mother and brother.

Should she really repay their kindness by sneaking downstairs and planting a spy device?

Even if she did, it was highly unlikely she would find out anything about her mother’s death. Twenty-two years had passed. Why would Tala’s family talk about a stranger’s demise from two decades ago the weekend of their son’s engagement party?

But what would happen if she didn’t plant the bug? What if she returned empty-handed, with none of the information her father was desperately looking for?

He wouldn’t give up; she knew that. If he couldn’t find any evidence that the Wrasa had killed her mother, he would at least try to discover proof of their evilness. He would urge her to continue spying on Tala until he found something…or until she proved to him that there was nothing to find.

Maybe she needed to do what her father had told her—not for the reason he insisted she do it but for the exact opposite. What if she used the bug to show him how much he had misjudged the Wrasa?

Sure, there were a few shape-shifters who hated humans, like Arnold or Tala’s grandmother. Some might have a good reason for their dislike, while others were just assholes who enjoyed stirring up trouble, but that wasn’t so different from some humans.

For most of the night, Faith had marveled at the warmth and closeness she had sensed between the Wrasa. Maybe her father needed to witness their interactions for himself, as she had, so he could finally believe they weren’t killers, let go of his obsession, and move on with his life instead of wasting it on hate.

Then maybe she, herself, could put it behind her once and for all too and stop being influenced by his paranoia.

That was what her mother would have wanted for both of them.

Sudden certainty gripped her.

Clutching the bug in the palm of her hand, she put on the robe that hung on the bathroom door, applied an extra spray of the mate scent perfume just in case, turned off the light, and snuck back into the bedroom.

Tala was still asleep.

Faith tiptoed to the door and opened it inch by inch, hoping it wouldn’t creak.

Thankfully, it didn’t.

Moonlight filtered through the windows, casting eerie shadows through the hallway. No sounds came from behind the other doors as Faith snuck past them.

Her heart raced, and she paused at the top of the staircase to draw breath and listen again.

When everything remained quiet, she tiptoed downstairs. The wood was cool under her bare feet, and she shifted her weight carefully. If one of the steps creaked, half a dozen Wrasa might burst through the doors.

By the time she made it to the first floor, she was drenched in sweat.

Finally, she reached the kitchen. She didn’t turn on the light as she crossed toward the cabinet to the left of the oven. Somewhere high up was the best place to hide the bug, her father had said, because no one ever looked there.

Faith didn’t want to know why he was suddenly such an expert on the placement of bugs. She curled her clammy fingers around the device and pulled one of the chairs from the kitchen island over to the cabinet. But instead of climbing up, she hesitated. Should she really do this?

She had demanded that the Wrasa keep her daughter out of this. If she now recorded Tala’s family—including the pups—without their knowledge, dragging them into this mess, she would be a hypocrite. It would be a betrayal that Tala might never forgive.

Faith knew what her father would say: So what?

But she couldn’t shrug it off so easily. The thought of forever shattering the fragile trust she and Tala had built was surprisingly unbearable.

A scraping sound came from the hallway.

Faith’s heart slammed against her ribs. She spun around.

The light in the kitchen flared on.

Tala’s mother stood in the doorway, with Mirella hovering behind her. Both stared at her.

Faith stuffed the bug into the pocket of her robe. Oh God! Had they seen what she might have been about to do?

“Faith?” Jemma asked. “What are you doing up?” Curiosity and bafflement mingled in her tone, but Faith thought she could also hear a hint of suspicion. But maybe that was only her guilty conscience.

“Uh, I was just…” Her mind scrambled for a plausible-sounding explanation. “Looking for a heating pad.”

“Heating pad?” they echoed as if they had never heard of that invention.

Faith ducked her head and pretended it was embarrassment and not shame at having been caught spying. “Um, this is a bit embarrassing, but my period started, and I forgot to bring painkillers for the cramps. I didn’t want to wake Tala, so I thought I would see if I could find a heating pad or a hot water bottle.”

“Oh.” Jemma’s expression changed to one of concern, while Mirella continued to study her intently for a few more seconds.

“Sorry,” Jemma said. “We don’t have one. We Wrasa are our own heating pad.”

Part of the tension fled from Faith’s muscles. Apparently, they had bought her excuse. “That’s okay. I’m sure I’ll survive. I’m sorry for disturbing you—and I’m also sorry for spoiling part of your twere earlier, Mirella.”

“You’ve got nothing to apologize for,” Jemma said before Rey’s mate could reply. “My mother-in-law and Arnold chose to walk out. That was on them, not you.”

Finally, Mirella nodded. “Don’t worry about it.”

“Thank you.” They were both so kind and generous. A fresh wave of guilt swept over Faith. “I’d better go back to bed before Tala finds me missing.” She tried to squeeze past them, but Jemma gripped the sleeve of her robe and held on.

Faith froze. Her pulse spiked. Did Jemma suspect what she had nearly done after all?

But instead of gripping her roughly, Jemma stroked her fingers along Faith’s arm in a soothing gesture.

Faith ached at how much she had missed that kind of motherly comfort. How surreal to find it now—with a Wrasa she was trying to spy on.

“Let me make you something to eat,” Jemma said. “Maybe that’ll help with the cramps.”

“God, no!” Faith blurted. Apparently, the Wrasa thought serving up more food would cure anything, but her stomach didn’t agree. The mere thought of the dish that tasted like earth made her queasy. “Um, I mean, I don’t think I could eat anything.”

“Some tea, then.” Jemma’s tone allowed for only one response—a grateful “yes, please.” She glanced at Mirella. “Go on to bed, sweetie. It’s your yasi makamar tomorrow. You need to be well-rested.”

Mirella hesitated as if not sure she should leave her future mother-in-law alone with a human. Then she pressed a kiss onto Jemma’s cheek, nodded at Faith, and was gone. Her steps were inaudible as she climbed the stairs.

Jemma turned toward Faith. “Sit while I make the tea.”

Faith pushed the chair back toward the kitchen island and sank onto it.

“I grow some of the herbs myself and gathered the others,” Jemma said as she bustled around the kitchen, filling a stainless-steel kettle with water. “They should be safe for humans too. We can talk and get to know each other a bit better while we wait for it to steep.”

Crap. Jemma wanted to have a conversation with her daughter’s mate! “Uh, sure,” she said as calmly as possible, hoping her voice wasn’t squeaky. “What would you like to talk about?”

Jemma chuckled. “You, of course. Tell me more about yourself. Tala was as tight-lipped as usual and didn’t tell me a thing about her mate.”

“Um, what would you like to know?”

“What do you love most in this world?” Jemma asked.

She had immediately zeroed in on the one topic Faith didn’t want to talk about. Faith swiped a bread crumb, left over from dinner, off the kitchen island to win some time as she feverishly tried to think of something to say.

The soft hum of the kettle filled the kitchen, emphasizing Faith’s silence.

Jemma moved with practiced ease, retrieving two cups. When Faith didn’t answer right away, she turned toward her and studied her with a curious expression.

Under that watchful gaze, Faith found herself unable to lie. “Family,” she said quietly.

Jemma crossed toward the kitchen island and sank onto a chair across from her. “Great Hunter! You have a pup…a child! How wonderful!”

Faith lifted her head so abruptly that her teeth clacked together. “How did you know?”

“Please!” Jemma laughed, her hand still pressed to her chest in delight. “That look on your face is universal. I bet I had the same one since the day we adopted Tala.”

Adopted? A jolt of surprise rippled through Faith, but she squashed it and forced a calm expression back onto her face.

A deep line etched itself between Jemma’s eyebrows. “You didn’t know?”

“Oh, no, of course I knew,” Faith said quickly. After all, if she and Tala really were engaged, she should have known this information. “I just never got all the details.”

Jemma sighed. “I’m not surprised. Tala doesn’t like to talk about it. She prefers to pretend she was born into the pack. Not that it would have made a difference to her father and me.”

The kettle emitted a rumble that quickly grew louder.

Jemma stood and poured the boiling water into a teapot.

The scent of ginger, fennel, licorice, and other herbs Faith couldn’t identify filled the kitchen.

Jemma returned with the teapot and two mugs. She slid back onto her seat, and her gaze went out of focus, as if she was seeing a scene from her past. “It happened shortly after I had conceived Rey, our oldest son. Back then, I was an educational consultant. I frequently traveled to conduct workshops designed to help our teachers support Wrasa children struggling in the human school system while at the same time hiding the true reason for their struggles.”

Faith couldn’t even imagine the kind of pressure Wrasa school staff and parents had been under. “I don’t know how you managed to keep your existence hidden for so long. I couldn’t even keep my daughter from blurting out the surprise party I had planned for her grandfather.”

Argh. She had mentioned Chloe without even thinking about it. Why did that keep happening? But then again, Jemma trusted her with the details of a very personal story, so maybe opening up the tiniest bit was only natural.

A tired smile dashed across Jemma’s face. “It’s amazing what you can do if you have no other choice. Anyway, I was supposed to go to Boston to give a presentation, but the hormonal changes hit me harder than expected, so I couldn’t travel.”

Faith nodded. “It’s the same for pregnant humans. I had horrible morning sickness.”

Jemma reached across the kitchen island and patted her hand. “It’s a little different. For us, it’s not just pregnancy hormones flooding our bodies. Our entire hormone system changes drastically. It’s necessary to stop our bodies from shifting shape while pregnant.”

“Oh. Right.” Faith had never even thought about how that would work, but it made sense.

“My colleague and best friend, Caissie, offered to go instead. She said she could take her husband and their one-year-old and make it a fun family trip.” Jemma paused to pour them each a cup of tea. Her hand was shaking, and this time, it was Faith who reached out to cover her fingers with her own. “They never made it to Boston. They got into a bad car accident.”

Her voice became more husky with every word, and Faith tightened her grip until their fingers formed a tangle around the handle of the teapot.

“The baby—Tala—was the only survivor,” Jemma finally continued. “Not a single scratch on her. Wrasa don’t believe in miracles, but that…that was one.”

“Thank God,” Faith whispered, partly because she knew it was expected of her as Tala’s supposed mate…and partly because she really was glad Tala had survived.

She was also grateful she hadn’t planted the bug yet. Thankfully, this one was manually activated by pressing a tiny button, so it wasn’t transmitting sound yet. This conversation was much too personal to be recorded without Jemma’s knowledge.

But then again… Maybe it would have helped her father to hear the pain in Jemma’s voice when she’d talked about losing her best friend. It was as real as the pain he and Faith had gone through when her mom had died.

“Neither of Tala’s parents had siblings, and her only surviving grandparent was too old to raise her. Her mother was like a sister to me, so I instantly knew I wanted us to take her in.” Jemma finally poured them a cup of tea, and they both took a careful sip.

The sweet note of licorice blended with the fennel and a spicy ginger kick. She gave Jemma an appreciative nod and took a second sip. “I’m really glad you did.”

“Me too.” Jemma’s hazel eyes seemed to glow with pride. “She grew into an amazing woman.”

They sipped their tea in companionable silence for a minute.

Faith’s head spun as she tried to process everything she had found out. “Is that why some pack members don’t want Tala to take over as a natak? Because she’s adopted?”

“Some pack members,” Jemma repeated, sounding bitter. “You mean Rey. It’s a lot more complicated than that. Their relationship always has been. I think, deep down, he feels guilty.”

“Guilty?” Faith repeated. Nothing about Rey’s behavior toward Tala had seemed like guilt to her. “Why?”

“Because if I hadn’t been pregnant with him, her parents wouldn’t have been killed on their way to Boston.”

“But that’s not his fault!”

“Of course it’s not,” Jemma said firmly. “But from the moment he was old enough to understand what had happened, he was obsessed with trying to protect her—as if he had something to make up for.”

“Oh no!” Faith slapped her forehead with her free hand. “That’s what made their relationship go wrong! He was trying to protect her, and she resented it because she thought he wasn’t taking her seriously because she was adopted and smaller than everyone else!”

A soft smile grew on Jemma’s face until she was beaming. She set her teacup down to wrap both of her hands around Faith’s. “I can’t tell you how happy it makes me that she found someone who really understands her.”

Faith bit her lip hard. The Petersons seemed like good people. With every second she spent in their home, she felt shittier for deceiving them. She smiled awkwardly, not knowing what to say without adding to the lies.

“How are the cramps?” Jemma asked. “Any better?”

Faith nodded. “Yes, a little.” She hastily gulped down the remainder of her tea. “I think I’ll go back to bed now. Sorry for keeping you up.”

“I don’t mind at all. I’m glad we had a chance to talk.” Jemma squeezed Faith’s hand one last time, then let go and waved her away when Faith wanted to carry her mug to the sink. “Go back to bed before Tala comes looking for you.”

As Faith climbed the stairs, her belly ached, but she had a feeling it had nothing to do with her period and everything to do with the dilemma she found herself in.

~ ~ ~

When Faith snuck back into the bedroom they shared, Tala appeared to still be asleep.

Phew. She tiptoed toward the bed.

Just as she reached it, Tala opened her eyes. They seemed to glow, reflecting back the moonlight.

Faith nearly let out a scream. She pressed a hand to her chest. Her heart hammered a rapid staccato beneath her palm.

“You okay?” Tala asked, sounding wide awake.

“Yes. Of course. I’m fine. I was…” She struggled for an explanation, then remembered the excuse she had used earlier. “I went downstairs to look for a heating pad.”

“Heating pad?” Tala repeated as if she had asked for her very own lava pit. “Are you cold? It’s really balmy in here.”

“No. I just started my period, and heat usually helps with the cramps.” Faith carefully slid off her robe and hung it on the bathroom door, very aware of the bug hidden in its pocket and the glowing eyes still watching her.

“Oh. I forgot that human women go through that every month. Human biology is weird.”

Faith slipped beneath the covers and lay on her back, careful to stay close to the edge so she wouldn’t encroach on Tala’s space. “Wrasa don’t get cramps?”

“We don’t get periods,” Tala replied.

“What? No periods?” Faith swiveled her head around and tried to make out Tala’s expression in the moonlight. “Are you serious?”

Tala nodded. “Which makes sense, because pain tends to make us shift.”

“No periods,” Faith mumbled again. She couldn’t get over it. “You don’t even know how lucky you are. You can’t, by any chance, bite me and turn me into one of you?”

Then she dug her fingers into the sheet and clutched two handfuls of it. Had she really just joked about a Wrasa biting her? Only a few weeks ago, that thought would have made her panic.

Tala chuckled. “Sorry. It doesn’t work like that. But there’s something else I can do. Turn around, facing away from me.”

Faith hesitated. “What—?”

“Trust me,” Tala said.

Faith inhaled, then rolled over to face the door.

The mattress dipped as Tala moved closer—so close that Faith could feel her body heat against her back, even through the layers of their pajamas.

The covers rustled. Tala reached across her body, slid up Faith’s pajama top a little, and then paused. “Is this okay?”

“Um, what are you doing?” Faith asked, sounding much too hoarse. She was very aware of Tala’s fingertips lingering only inches from her exposed skin.

“Just trying to help with your cramps. But I’ll have to touch you.”

Like a secret Wrasa pressure point or something? “Yeah, okay,” Faith whispered huskily.

Tala lowered her hand. The heat of her fingertips seared across Faith’s sensitized skin as she slid them down her belly.

Arousal flared through Faith’s body. Desperately, she grabbed Tala’s hand. For a second, she didn’t know whether she wanted to shove it away or guide it down. Jesus. This was definitely not a pressure point technique. “Um, what…?”

“Relax,” Tala whispered. Her breath brushed Faith’s ear and made her shiver. “I’m not going to hurt you. I’m only trying to help; I promise.”

Hesitantly, Faith let go. But Tala’s fingers trailing lower and her warm breath against her skin weren’t conducive to relaxing.

Then Tala’s hand stilled against her lower abdomen. She flattened her palm against the achy spot, acting as Faith’s personal heating pad.

Faith let out a low moan of relief as the cramps eased. “Oh my God, marry me!”

The sound of Tala’s laughter vibrated through her. “Didn’t you say we won’t be getting married?”

“Right,” Faith said. “But I admit having a spouse with a built-in heating pad could come in handy once a month.”

Tala cuddled closer, curling herself around Faith. Her toned belly pressed against Faith’s lower back, acting like a second heating pad. “Is this okay?” she asked again.

It was much too intimate. What are you doing? Faith asked herself. Their relationship was as fake as the jewelry set she had given Chloe for Christmas, and her coming-out as bisexual would appear like a joyous occasion in comparison if she ever admitted even the most fleeting attraction toward a Wrasa to her father.

She should protest, tell her the cramps had stopped, and move away.

Instead, she put her hand on top of Tala’s, holding it in place. “Perfect. Thank you.”

“No need to thank me. After all, my status within the pack would take a hit if anyone found out I let my mate suffer.”

Faith chuckled. “Can’t have that.”

“No, we can’t. Do you think you can sleep like this?” Tala settled her arm more tightly around Faith to indicate what she meant.

Faith shook her head. Earlier, she hadn’t even been able to sleep with Tala in the same bed, much less plastered against her back. “I don’t think so.”

“Then tell me when you’ve had enough heat, and I’ll back off.”

“Just another minute,” Faith murmured and closed her eyes to soak up a few more seconds of the cramp-easing warmth.


 

Chapter 19

Tala stirred awake and blinked her eyes open.

The pale, silvery-blue light of dawn filtered in through the window and the glass door leading to the balcony.

Slowly, her senses sharpened, and she took stock of the situation.

Her arm was draped over Faith’s waist as if it were the most natural thing in the world. One hand cradled the gentle curve of her belly, and her breasts pressed against Faith’s back. Faith’s hair tickled her nose, and every breath Tala took filled her lungs with that intoxicating milk-and-honey scent.

So that had really happened—she hadn’t just dreamed it. She had played personal heating pad for a human all night.

For Faith.

And Faith had let her.

Probably because she’d had no idea how tempted Tala had been to slide her hand lower, to stroke more of that incredibly soft skin and find other, more pleasant ways to ease the cramps.

But Faith wasn’t merely a passive participant. Even in her sleep, she still had her hand on top of Tala’s, trapping it against her belly. Despite her insistence that she wouldn’t be able to fall asleep with Tala plastered against her back, she had nodded off almost instantly. At some point during the night, she had slid her cold feet onto Tala’s side of the bed, against her warmer limbs, as Tala had predicted on their first fake date.

Back then, she would have never in a million years imagined their bodies would fit together like this, yet they did. They were even breathing in the same rhythm, and it was freaking Tala out!

Their relationship was supposed to be a charade. But deep down, she knew putting her hand on Faith to ease her cramps hadn’t been about their scheme. No one was around to watch them, and yet here they were, tangled together in a bed that smelled of their combined scent, looking like a newly mated couple!

Shrill alarms blared in the back of her mind. Her Saru instincts screamed at her to be careful and keep her guard up.

Faith hid her own secrets, just as Tala did. So what if she had the softest skin Tala had ever touched and this incredible scent that made Tala want to sniff and nibble and lick her all over?

That was only hormones.

And if her Saru training had taught Tala one thing, it was to control her hormones because they regulated the shifting process.

Shifting. Yeah. That was exactly what she needed—an early-morning run through the forest in her animal form. That would help her clear her mind.

Carefully, she slid her hand out from beneath Faith’s and extricated herself from the tangle of limbs.

Faith grumbled in her sleep.

As Tala slipped out of bed, she cuddled against the warm spot where Tala had been.

Tala didn’t stop to watch her or to get dressed. She would strip off her clothes in a minute anyway.

Barefoot, she padded downstairs and left the house.

The air up here in the mountains was crisp and cool even at the end of April. Wisps of mist drifted around the bottom of dogwood, oak, and maple trees, while dawn cast a warm glow over the treetops. She inhaled the fresh aroma of pine and wildflowers until it drowned out the lingering scent of milk and honey.

The forest called to her, so she broke into a light jog.

Dew clung to the grass, and a chill seeped into her skin as she crossed the lawn toward the forest, reminding her of Faith’s cold feet against her own.

She snarled and tore her pajama top up over her head, impatient to get lost in the simplicity of being her animal self and get rid of the annoying thoughts that plagued her in her humanoid form.

Within seconds, she shed the remainder of her clothes and draped them over a branch.

The cool air nipped at her bare skin as she crouched on the forest floor.

She called up the mental image of her fox form, visualized its orange-reddish pelt, the white bib along its throat and chest, and the black “socks” on its lower legs.

A tingling, burning sensation swept over her skin as the tiny hairs along her forearms and legs lengthened. Fur rippled down her back.

Then came the pain—it surged through her joints and face. The searing pressure in her skull brought tears to her eyes. Her groan turned into a high-pitched whine as her mouth and nose morphed into a long, pointed snout. Bones cracked, and her spine extended into a bushy tail with a white tip.

Her vision blurred, the colors softening to pastel tones, while the sounds and smells of the forest snapped into sharper focus. Birdsong seemed to grow louder. The earthy odor of moss and the faint musk of deer filled her nostrils.

She stood still, nose in the air, whiskers twitching.

To her right, leaves rustled as a mouse moved through the underbrush.

The thrill of the hunt surged through her, but she held back an excited yip and went very still so she wouldn’t startle away her prey. Her ears swiveled to pinpoint its exact location. Eyes locked onto the spot, she crouched low. Every muscle coiled, ready to pounce.

When the mouse moved again, scurrying for cover, she leaped high up in the air, then dove headfirst into the underbrush.

The chase was on.

~ ~ ~

The sunroom had always been Tala’s favorite place in the house. With glass walls on three sides, it offered unobstructed views of the backyard, the garden, and the dense woods beyond. She almost felt as if she was still in the middle of the forest.

When she’d returned from her run, she had curled up on a love seat with a mug of tea and two plates piled high with food. After depleting so much energy shifting, she was starving and wolfed down most of it without stopping to taste what she was eating.

Then, belly sated, she leaned back and watched a pair of wild turkeys strut along the forest’s edge.

Her muscles twitched as hunting fever stirred.

The floorboards creaked, and a whiff of herbs and lavender from the garden announced her mother’s presence. In a worn-out sweatshirt she had owned since Tala had been a teenager, she settled on a chair opposite Tala, a mug in her hand. “Good morning. How was your run?”

Somehow, Tala wasn’t surprised her mother knew. She always seemed to sense these things. “Relaxing.”

“Good. I have a feeling you needed that, so I won’t even scold you for going alone.”

Tala swirled around the liquid in her mug. The truth was she had always loved solitary runs, but she didn’t want to admit it because it was a fox thing. As a Syak, she was supposed to prefer running with the pack surrounding her.

Her mother took a sip of her tea. “How’s Faith? Any better?”

Tala squinted over at her. How did her mother know Faith had been, as humans called it, under the weather the night before?

“I found her rummaging through the cabinets looking for a heating pad at one a.m.,” her mother said as if reading her mind. “We talked for a while.”

The thought of her mother and Faith talking made her nervous. “She’s better. The heat helped.”

“Oh. Good. So you found a heating pad after all?”

Tala blew onto her tea, even though it had already cooled down to a pleasant temperature, hoping it would hide her face, in case she was blushing. “Something like that.”

Her mother studied her with a knowing grin, as if she knew there’d been no heating pad. “I like her,” she said after a while. “You really didn’t have to stay away for so long to hide her from us, just because she’s human…or Peter MacAllister’s daughter.”

“You know about that?” Tala hadn’t been sure.

“Of course I know. Some of your siblings and cousins are as good at tracking down information online as they are at tracking down a deer. Plus I saw all the hateful comments you got on your Instagram posts.” She reached across the low table to rub Tala’s arm.

“Yet you still told me to bring her?”

Her mother shrugged. “She can’t help who her father is any more than you can help who you fall in love with. And you know me—I’ve always embraced diversity. My best friend was a fox, at a time when each subspecies tended to stay among themselves.”

“I didn’t stay away because of Faith,” Tala mumbled into her tea.

“Why then?” her mother asked. “And don’t tell me it was your new job. Even the head of an important security detail gets time off.”

Tala glanced toward the forest.

The turkeys were gone.

“After Kelsey outed us by shifting on TV, I wasn’t sure how everyone would react.”

“React to what?” her mother asked as if she really didn’t know.

Tala stared at her. Was she pretending to make her feel better?

No. Her scent revealed only puzzlement, curiosity, and concern.

“To my failure.” Tala looked intently into her mug to avoid her mother’s gaze.

Her mother stood.

Shit, would she walk out?

But before Tala could peer up, her mom squeezed onto the love seat next to her. She put down her mug, took Tala’s from her, set it down next to her own, and grasped both of her hands. “What happened…it’s not on you.”

“Yes, it is,” Tala said fiercely. Her mother making excuses for her made her feel even worse.

“It’s not.” Her mother’s tone was just as unyielding.

“Kelsey and Rue were my prisoners. My responsibility.” Tala freed one hand from her mother’s grasp and tapped her chest with her fist. “If I had kept a closer eye on them, they wouldn’t have been able to film Kelsey shifting. Then we wouldn’t be called demons, monsters, and predators by random strangers on the street. We wouldn’t have to wear those damn ID tags and let the Bureau of Shape-Shifter Affairs know when we want to move.” The ache behind her breastbone grew with every word. “The teachers you worked with wouldn’t have been fired, and our athletes wouldn’t have been banned from competitions. We—”

“We wouldn’t be able to go to human hospitals when we’re sick,” her mother said. “We would still be getting killed by clueless hunters. We couldn’t openly sing our songs, write down our legends, or speak the Old Language.” She squeezed Tala’s hands to stop her from interrupting. “And we wouldn’t be able to start a relationship or a close friendship with a human.”

Tala stared off toward the forest. “I’m not sure all of that is worth the hate and restrictions we have to endure.”

“Hey, don’t say that.” Her mother’s grip on her fingers became almost painful. “I’ve watched you with Faith, and seeing you so happy is worth everything to me.”

Tala ducked her head. She couldn’t look at her mother, knowing that it was all a lie.

“This is no longer the world your grandmother grew up in. The planet is overpopulated. We live door to door with humans, and security cameras are everywhere. It was only a matter of time until humans found out about us one way or another, no matter what you did or didn’t do. In fact, I don’t get how we could evade detection for so long.”

Because Saru like Tala had tracked down security footage, destroyed evidence, drugged people until they were convinced what they had seen was only a hallucination, or—if all else failed—killed humans to keep their existence secret.

But, of course, Tala didn’t tell her that.

Maybe her mother suspected at least part of it anyway. Some Wrasa probably did. But, officially, only the Saru and the council knew how far they had gone.

“It might not seem like it right now, but in the long run, I think we’re better off living our lives out in the open,” her mother continued.

Tala felt like puking. Nothing about her life was out in the open—not the details of her job, not the truth about her and Faith’s relationship.

Her mother reached up and gave her a gentle nudge on the chin, as she had when Tala had been a pup. “Stop looking so guilty. No one is blaming you.”

Tala poked at the cushion next to her. “Yeah, right. No one but Grandma, Rey, and Arnold. Probably Aster and Aunt Celia too. They haven’t said a single word to me since I got here, and I’m surprised their glares didn’t set Faith’s hair on fire!”

“Give them some time. They’ll come around. At your twere, Aunt Celia will give a long speech, saying how perfect Faith is for you, and Rey will nod and say if you couldn’t marry one of the Cranfield sisters, like he did, marrying Faith is a close second.”

A chuckle tore from Tala’s throat. Yeah, that sounded like something Rey would say, finding a way to point out his own achievement. At least he might say something like that if he managed to overcome his dislike of humans. And, of course, if Tala’s relationship were real and she would marry Faith.

Her mother didn’t laugh. She regarded Tala with a serious expression. “I’m actually glad you didn’t marry Lasandra.”

What? Tala stared. “I thought you liked her.”

“I did. Still do. But if I’m perfectly honest, I always hoped you’d find a mate who isn’t Syak.”

That made no sense. Until rather recently, Wrasa had found romantic partners only within their subspecies. No Syak parent had ever encouraged their offspring to find a mate who wasn’t a wolf-shifter.

Unless, of course, her mother didn’t really see her as a Syak. Tala’s stomach churned. “You wanted me to find a fox mate?”

“I wanted you to find a mate who brings out your playful, mischievous side, not just the fierce alpha side. Faith does that. The way you cracked up over the berry crumble…” A fond smile spread over her mother’s face.

Dammit! Her mother was right, as much as Tala hated to admit it. Faith brought out a part of her that she hardly recognized. From the beginning, Tala had fought the urge to joke and tease when she was around Faith.

“I haven’t heard you laugh like that since you were a little pup or seen that twinkle in your eyes. You were so mischievous as a child, always teasing, playing good-natured pranks, and having everyone in stitches.”

“Me?” Tala didn’t remember it that way. “You’re confusing me with Kiera.”

Her mother energetically shook her head. “I know my own children. I’m not confusing you with anyone. If you don’t remember, it’s because you actively worked to bury that part of yourself deep down. You set out to out-wolf the toughest wolves in the pack and suppressed your fox side. I’ve always regretted that. It was like losing Caissie all over again.”

At the mention of her birth mother, a scratchy feeling started in the back of Tala’s throat. She coughed to chase it away. “I’m a Syak, Mom.”

Her mother smiled—not in a condescending way but full of pride. “I know. You’re a wolf, but that’s not the only thing you are. You’re also a Rtar, and I wish you’d embrace the fox part of your heritage a little more.”

Tala didn’t know what to say to that—or even what to think. She never would have guessed that her mother felt that way.

A startled cry from upstairs interrupted whatever she might have said.

Tala recognized the voice immediately.

Faith! She was in danger!

Tala jumped up. She leaped across the low table so she didn’t lose a single second by hurrying around it and darted upstairs, taking the steps two at a time.

Fire flared along her skin, and her gums ached as her teeth threatened to lengthen into sharp canines that could tear into the attacker.

A staccato of footfalls behind her let her know the pack was rushing to defend Faith against any intruder too.

Doors flew open, and her siblings fell in behind her as Tala sprinted toward the bedroom and nearly kicked the door down.

Faith stood next to the bed, still in her pajamas. She was deathly pale, and her pupils were wide as if something or someone had scared her. Apparently, she had just gotten out of bed and hadn’t had a chance to reapply the mate scent perfume yet, so for once, Tala could sniff out her emotions with a single inhale.

Beneath the lingering scent of sleep was the metallic odor of fear…and something else—something harder to identify. It almost smelled acrid, like a hint of disgust.

Tala’s gaze darted around for an attacker, then slid over Faith but couldn’t make out any blood or injuries.

She skidded to a stop next to her. “Faith! Are you okay? What happened?” She pulled Faith into her arms, partly to comfort her, partly to get their scents to mingle and distract from the fact that merely a faint trace of mate scent still clung to Faith.

With a shaking finger, Faith pointed at the floor in front of the bed. “There’s a dead mouse! I nearly stepped on it when I got up!”

Tala looked down.

Faith was right. A tiny mouse lay, unmoving, right next to Faith’s slippers.

The tension in the room dissipated as half a dozen pack members—who had stormed in after Tala—relaxed.

Tala’s mother walked closer and peeked around her at the lifeless mouse. Chuckling, she patted Tala’s shoulder. “Such a romantic. You got that from your dad. I remember he once brought me a hare when we were newly mated.”

“Um, what?” Tala had no idea what she was talking about. She hadn’t brought Faith a mouse…had she?

She stared at the small animal. Dimly, she remembered rustling leaves and pouncing on prey. Had she caught it and carried it back to the house?

But that made no sense. Why would her fox do that? After all, it wasn’t in on the scheme to convince everyone Faith was her mate.

Once they transformed into their animal form, the scheming stopped. Life was simple, without the need to lie, compromise, or adjust to complex emotions and tangled relationships. Every decision was straightforward—when you were hungry, you hunted and ate; when you were tired, you slept…and when you found a mate, you brought her little presents.

Even if that mate was just pretend, apparently.

Tala still didn’t understand. She hadn’t even done that for Lasandra.

But then again, as a wolf, Lasandra would have probably laughed at being presented with such tiny prey as a gift.

Arlyn chuckled and slapped her arm. “After the wild night you two had, your fox form apparently thought Faith needed a snack to replenish some calories.”

Tala let go of Faith to scowl at her sister. Wild night? “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” The wildest thing she had done the night before was act as a heating pad, but Tala would rather die than tell her family that.

“Very wild, by the looks of it.” Arlyn teasingly tugged on Tala’s pajama top.

Tala usually preferred to sleep naked, but that hadn’t been an option for this trip. A Saru had picked her up some last-minute sleepwear—a pair of pajamas with way too many buttons.

Now the top button was missing, and the one below was dangling by a thread because she had torn off her clothes, impatient to shift, earlier.

“I was in a rush to get naked,” Tala grumbled.

Her siblings exchanged wolfish smirks.

Her mother playfully clutched her ears. “On that note, I’ll go make breakfast—or a second breakfast for some of us. There are things a mother isn’t supposed to hear.”

“No, Mom, I didn’t mean it that w—”

Faith wrapped both arms around her and squeezed the air from Tala’s lungs, cutting her off. “It was a pretty hot night,” she whispered, knowing full well that every pack member could still hear her. Her eyes twinkled, and the color was returning to her cheeks.

Hot. Right. Just not the way her family thought. Tala bit back a sound that felt suspiciously like a giggle. She slung her arms around Faith and pulled her close again.

With laughter and teasing comments, her siblings and the rest of the pack followed her mother out, closing the door behind them and leaving Tala alone with Faith.

When their footsteps faded away, Faith quickly let go.

Tala scratched the back of her neck. “Sorry about that.” She pointed at the mouse. “The mate scent perfume probably confused the heck out of my poor fox form.”

“As long as you’re the one who gets rid of it, we’re all good. At least it made us more believable as a couple.” Faith strode past her toward the bathroom. At the door, she paused and looked back at her with a grin. “But next time…bring flowers.”


 

Chapter 20

That evening, as the sun started to sink lower behind the Blue Ridge Mountains, the real celebration started.

Booming laughter and conversation echoed across the huge backyard. The scent of roasted meats and herbs hung in the air.

The feast made the previous night’s dinner look like a little snack, but now Faith knew not to stare at the Wrasa while they ate, no matter how much food they devoured. She kept her gaze on her own plate.

This time, the festivities weren’t held in the dining room, probably because there were so many guests, they wouldn’t have all fit.

Benches and tables had been set up outside, around a bonfire. Several smaller fires formed circles around the central one, creating a ring of flickering light.

The seating order appeared to follow the same system as the order in which people had gotten their food at the previous night’s dinner, likely reflecting the pack’s hierarchy. Only the children darted freely between the tables, while the adults each had a designated place that reflected their status.

Faith found herself next to Tala at the center table.

Mirella’s pack seemed to be sizing her up. A few were frowning as if her mere presence was an affront.

Was it because of who her father was? But why was it mostly Mirella’s family giving her those weird looks?

She leaned closer to Tala, their shoulders pressing together. Under the pretense of brushing a light kiss to her cheek, she whispered: “Is it just my imagination, or are Mirella’s people staring at me?”

Tala reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind Faith’s ear.

The intimacy of the gesture sent a shiver through Faith. Her body didn’t seem to remember that it was only an act.

“Don’t let it bother you,” Tala whispered back. “It’s not about you, per se. Some of them aren’t over me and Lasandra breaking up. They don’t like seeing me with someone else.”

Faith glanced toward the other end of their table, where Tala’s ex sat next to Mirella.

She was as stunning as her sister, with the same raven-black hair that gleamed in the light of the fire. Thick lashes framed her green eyes, and her lips were the color of berries—Tala’s favorite dessert.

Faith wondered if Tala had enjoyed nibbling on them as much as she’d loved her berry crumble.

Okay, that’s enough method acting for today! She was getting into her role a little too much. It wasn’t as if she really was jealous.

Still, she couldn’t help asking: “Why did the two of you split up?”

“Our families hoped we’d unite the packs, like Rey and Mirella are doing now,” Tala said quietly. “But we were young, and it was a lot of pressure. I realized I wasn’t ready. I wanted to explore the world and prove myself beyond the confines of our packs before I settled down.”

Confines, Faith mentally repeated. Interesting choice of words for someone who had declared it her life’s goal to take over as the pack’s natak. Had Tala even noticed what she’d said?

Before Faith could decide whether now was the right time to point it out, she felt another gaze on her.

Lasandra was looking back at her—at them. Her smile seemed genuine, but Faith thought she detected a hint of sadness.

“Hello, Tala.” Lasandra’s voice was soft like velvet, and she didn’t raise it, making her greeting seem even more intimate.

The people sitting between them fell silent. Heads swiveled around. Apparently, no one wanted to miss a word of this conversation.

Faith squirmed.

“Hi, Lasandra.” Tala put her hand on Faith’s thigh as if to calm her, but all it did was make Faith jump and hit her knee on the table. “Good to see you.”

“You too,” Lasandra replied. “You’re looking good.”

Faith frowned. Was she supposed to react? Maybe growl at Lasandra and tell her off for complimenting her mate so openly?

Well, Faith couldn’t blame her. Tala did look good. The flickering firelight cast a warm glow over her angular face with its high cheekbones, and the hues of her hair reflected all the colors of the quilt on the bed they had shared the night before.

The memory made Faith blush.

Lasandra glanced at her. “Happy,” she added quietly.

Tala took Faith’s hand and tangled their fingers together on top of the table for everyone to see. “I am.” Her fingers felt stiff in Faith’s and her grip tighter than usual.

Clearly, there was some unfinished business between these two. Did Tala regret their breakup?

“That’s wonderful to see.” Somehow, Lasandra managed to sound both genuine and forced at the same time.

“How about you?” Tala asked. “How are you doing?”

“I’m great. I’m working on a children’s book in the Old Language to help teach our pups before it gets lost completely.”

No mention of a new relationship, Faith noticed.

Had Lasandra stayed single because she held out hope that she and Tala would get back together?

“That’s fantastic.” A hint of warmth softened Tala’s usually fierce demeanor.

Lasandra nodded. “It is. Your sister”—she pointed at Kiera, Tala’s youngest sister—“is providing the illustrations, so I’m over here at your parents’ house almost every day.”

“Easy there,” Tala whispered out of the corner of her mouth. “I didn’t know humans had such a strong grip. Don’t break my hand please, or I might accidentally shift.”

What? She hadn’t been holding on that tightly, had she? Faith quickly loosened her grip. “Sorry.”

A few of Tala’s older cousins nudged each other, grinning. They probably thought she was jealous of her mate’s ex.

“So, how did the two of you meet?” Lasandra’s gaze rested on Faith for a moment before returning to Tala.

Faith’s pulse sped up. So far, no one had asked a lot of questions about their relationship. Just their luck that someone would ask now, in front of the entire pack.

They glanced at each other.

“Go ahead and tell her, hon,” Tala said.

Faith gave her a light kick beneath the table for trying to pass the buck to her. “Oh, no, babe. You tell it so much better than I. Especially the part where you heroically rescued a little girl’s balloon.”

Before one of them was forced to give in, Tala’s father rose from the head of the table. “Family, friends, honored guests.” His voice carried over the cacophony of voices, silencing the gathering. He nodded at each of the fires, in an order that seemed to follow a ritual. “Tonight, we came together to celebrate our son, Reynard, and his mate, Mirella, but we are celebrating so much more than a union between two people—we’re celebrating the alliance between two packs. After centuries of fights and hostility, we’ll become family. I hope that going forward, we can leave the past behind us and will be bound together by respect, love…and shared grandchildren.”

The two packs erupted into cheers and laughter.

Brennan lifted his hand, silencing them. He turned toward his future daughter-in-law. “Mirella, we welcome you with open arms and open hearts. It’s always a happy day when we can add a new member to the pack, and tonight, we are blessed with having not one but two new members with us.” He grinned and pointed at Faith.

A few murmurs rose. Not all of them sounded like approval.

Rey’s jaw had tightened, and his grandmother scowled from her seat.

Tala put her other hand on top of Faith’s too, cradling it gently. It was supposed to be a show of support to make the pack believe they were really in love, but the gesture warmed Faith anyway.

Mirella’s father stood, his silver hair gleaming in the firelight.

For a moment, Faith thought he would speak out against her, but instead, he launched into a short speech, welcoming Reynard into the family. He finished by saying, “Mirella and Reynard, may your bond grow stronger with each passing moon. It is my hope that one day, the two of you will lead the Silver Falls pack with wisdom and strength.”

Several pack members turned their heads and glanced at Tala as if to check her reaction.

Tala sat with her head held high, pretending to be unworried about what her brother’s marriage would mean for her chances of becoming natak. But her grip on Faith’s hand tightened.

Faith turned her hand and tangled their fingers together.

Brennan and Mirella’s father turned toward the couple and spoke together: “Our home is now your home; our family is your family, and our food is your food.”

“Let us eat together, as a pack, before we head out to the yasi makamar,” Brennan added. Instead of raising his glass for a toast, as Faith had expected, he picked up his plate, walked over to Mirella, and deposited a small piece of wild boar on her plate.

His wife followed, leaving a potato on Mirella’s plate.

“What are they doing?” Faith whispered to Tala. Sharing food seemed to have a special meaning in Wrasa culture, but she didn’t know what it meant in this context.

Tala leaned closer. “It’s part of the twere ritual.” Her warm breath tickled Faith’s ear, sending goose bumps down her body. “Every member of the pack offers her a morsel of their own food, and then Mirella’s pack will do the same for Rey. It indicates that they’re not just marrying each other; they’re marrying into the pack.”

“Oh. That’s really beautiful.”

Tala nodded. She disentangled her fingers from Faith’s and rested a hand on her shoulder as she climbed off the bench and carried her plate over to Mirella.

Was Faith supposed to get up too? But she and Tala weren’t married yet, so despite Brennan’s words, she wasn’t an official member of the pack.

Yet? Faith realized what she’d just thought. They wouldn’t get married, not even once it was legally possible, but the pack couldn’t know that.

One after the other, all pack members got up and deposited morsels from their own plates onto Mirella’s until it was heaping with food.

Did the poor woman have to eat all of that to complete the ritual?

But Mirella didn’t seem to mind, and neither did Rey. They both wolfed down every bit of food on their plates and tenderly fed each other the best morsels—then even got up to get more of the wild boar that was roasting over one of the fires.

Incredible. How could they eat like that?

Even Tala, smaller than most other pack members, rose again to refill her plate.

Without Tala’s heat next to her, Faith shivered. Now that the sun had gone down, it was cold outside despite the fires. The Wrasa didn’t seem to mind…or maybe they didn’t even notice.

“Are you cold?”

Startled, Faith looked up.

Several pack members had gotten up to get more food, and Lasandra had slid closer on the long bench so she was now next to her.

“Um, yeah, a little.” Faith tried to sound casual, as if she weren’t nervous to find herself more or less alone with her pretend mate’s ex. “My favorite heat source seems to have momentarily left me for the boar.”

“I can relate,” Lasandra muttered.

Was she talking about the heat emanating from Tala? Or about Tala leaving her?

“I just realized that I never got to hear the story of how you met our Tala,” Lasandra said.

Our Tala. The possessive pronoun wasn’t lost on Faith.

“We both attended the Wrasa Pride parade in DC,” Tala said.

A huff came from the end of the table, where Tala’s grandmother held a place of honor. “Attended. Right. You were there with your father—Peter MacAllister—setting up barricades to stop the parade and protest our rights.”

Loud murmurs and growls rippled through the two gathered packs.

Someone gasped. “She’s MacAllister’s daughter?”

“Why would Tala get involved with her?” another voice muttered.

The air was thick with tension.

Cold sweat beaded on Faith’s forehead. Oh shit. The atmosphere seemed to shift against her. She looked around for Tala, hoping she was on her way back.

Her gaze immediately found Tala’s slim form. She stood next to the bonfire. Its light made her hair shimmer with streaks of copper and gold and cast shadows over her tense face.

Her brother Rey stood directly in front of Tala, leaning forward, into her space.

Over the noise of the celebration, Faith couldn’t hear what they were saying. She didn’t need to. By now, she knew Tala well enough to interpret her body language. Her stiff posture spoke volumes. She was in the middle of a fiery argument with her brother.

Faith swallowed. Tala couldn’t rush over to help her. She was on her own, and she couldn’t just meekly duck her head and say nothing.

The pack thought she was Tala’s mate. She had to take a stand and show that she was worthy of their respect, or Tala’s position in the pack could be weakened.

She lifted her head, chin held high, and looked Tala’s grandmother in the eyes. “I wasn’t at the parade to support my father,” she said, trying to keep her voice firm. That much was true. “I was there because I was curious. I had a feeling that there was more to the Wrasa than the things my father told me, and I wanted to see if I was right.”

Okay, that wasn’t true. At least it hadn’t been true when she had attended the Pride parade. Chloe had been the one who’d been fascinated by the Wrasa, while Faith had longed for the peaceful life before the shape-shifters had come out to the human public and her father had become preoccupied with them.

But now, she found it was true.

“Tala rescued my daughter’s balloon when it flew away, and we started talking. It didn’t take me long to realize the Wrasa aren’t the monsters my father made you out to be. We have more in common than I’d thought.” It was easy to hold the matriarch’s gaze because it was the truth.

“Nonsense.” Tala’s grandmother swiped her hand through the air so vehemently that she nearly knocked over a jug of water. “We don’t have a single thing in common!”

“I didn’t want to believe it either, but we do,” Faith said softly. “For one thing, we both value family. Or at least I thought we both did.”

The matriarch rose from her seat and let out a low growl, then hurled words in a language Faith didn’t understand at her. “How dare you insinuate—”

“Look,” Faith said calmly, even though she was shaking inside. She stood too so the older woman wouldn’t tower over her. “You can hate me all you want. I know you’ve got your reasons. But tonight isn’t my twere. It’s Rey and Mirella’s celebration you’re interrupting with your hate.”

A stunned silence settled over the table. Clearly, no one had expected a mere human to stand up to their alpha’s mother.

Then all hell broke loose as everyone started shouting at the same time.

~ ~ ~

With her attention fully fixed on the boar roasting over the fire, Tala reached for the carving knife.

Another hand shot out and gripped it before she could.

Tala didn’t even have to look up to know whose hand it was. She lifted her top lip but kept her snarl inaudible out of respect for the traditions of the twere. “Rey.”

“Reynard,” he said. “At least pay me that much respect.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Tala put her hands on her hips, making herself appear broader.

“You know exactly what it means. You’ve done nothing but disrespect me since you got back.”

Tala snorted. “We talked for all of ten seconds. How am I supposed to have disrespected you?”

Mirella joined them, taking up a supportive position next to Rey, but didn’t interrupt them.

“This is my…our twere, but, as always, you couldn’t stand that I was the one in the limelight.” Rey shifted closer to Mirella, until they were shoulder to shoulder, forming a bulwark against Tala. “You had to get Dad to welcome your little human girlfriend, like it was your twere!”

Tala clenched her fists so tightly that her knuckles cracked, audible even over the popping of the fire. “I didn’t get him to do anything. He did that all on his own—because unlike you, he has manners and wanted to be nice.”

“Nice. Right.” Rey kicked a branch into the fire. “It wasn’t nice for me or Mirella to have the spotlight stolen from us at our twere!”

“Oh Great Hunter! Would you get over it? The twere has never been solely about the couple. It has always been about the pack.”

“It’s been years since you fully lived with the pack, and now you’re suddenly the expert on our rituals?”

Tala’s skin ached as if her fox threatened to burst through it and leap at him. “I’m as much of an expert as you are. And it’s not like I was gone because I didn’t appreciate the pack. I was doing my job—an important job that I took a break from to come home and support you!”

“Who do you think you’re kidding? I know why you came home—and why you brought her.” He stabbed his thumb over his shoulder toward Faith.

Tala resisted the urge to grab his hand and rip off his offending thumb. “I brought her because she’s my mate.”

“Right. You’ve shown absolutely no interest in relationships for years, but now that I got engaged, you suddenly show up with a fiancée.”

“You seriously think I got engaged because you did?”

“What else am I supposed to think? No one even knew you’re seeing someone, and the moment Mirella and I set the date for our twere, boom, you’re engaged!”

“Exactly,” Mirella said. “You weren’t interested in marriage when you were with my sister, but now you suddenly are?”

“That had nothing to do with you two getting married.” Of course, she couldn’t tell them the true reason. “Besides, what you’re saying makes no sense, Rey…Reynard. If I wanted to compete with you, why would I show up with a human mate, knowing it wouldn’t earn me any bonus points with Grandma? I bet you’re secretly glad because now you’re her favorite since you’re marrying a Syak, while I brought home a human!”

“But she’s not just any human, is she?” Rey glowered at her. “I’m uniting two packs by getting married, so you had to outdo me by trying to unite two species!”

His accusation made her speechless for a second, even though he was right about her trying to create peace between the two species. “You seriously think I would marry a human just to get a leg up on you?”

Before Rey could answer, a weird shift in the energy surrounding them made Tala pause.

The table had gone silent.

Shit. Was everyone watching their fight? Tala swiveled her head.

But her family wasn’t focusing on her, Rey, and Mirella. They were staring at Faith, who was clutching the edge of the table with both hands.

Tala’s grandmother had risen from her seat so she was towering over Faith. She was calling her names in the Old Language.

Fire flared over Tala’s skin. She whirled around, ignoring Rey, and stormed toward the table. No one, not even her grandmother, was allowed to speak to Faith that way!

But Faith calmly rose from the table and faced Tala’s grandmother. “Look. You can hate me all you want. I know you’ve got your reasons. But tonight isn’t my twere. It’s Rey and Mirella’s celebration you’re interrupting with your hate.”

Despite her tension, a proud grin spread over Tala’s face. There was something incredibly sexy about a woman standing up for herself.

Uh, generally speaking, of course. Not just Faith specifically.

Everyone started shouting—at Faith, at each other.

“She’s right,” a quiet but clear voice spoke up over the chaos before Tala could.

It was the last person Tala had expected to intervene on Faith’s behalf: Lasandra.

“Tonight isn’t the right time for this,” Lasandra added. “My sister and her mate deserve a twere they can remember with a smile, not one that makes them cringe.”

But Tala’s grandmother refused to back down. “Then Tala shouldn’t have brought—”

“Enough.” Tala projected her voice across the table.

“Yes, Mother,” Brennan added. “You said your piece. Now it’s—”

“Let me do this, Dad. There’s something that I’ve been meaning to tell her since last night.” Tala stepped closer to her grandmother and lowered her voice to a hoarse whisper. “You were my biggest supporter when I was little. Whenever someone dared to say that I didn’t belong…that I wasn’t part of the pack, you tore into them until they slunk away in shame. And now you’re doing to Faith what they did to me back then, just because she’s human?”

Her grandmother had already opened her mouth for a passionate response, but now she closed it without saying anything. Her shoulders drooped, and for the first time, she looked each of her eighty-four years. “It’s not the same,” she finally whispered. “They’re not the same as us.”

“How do you know?” Tala asked. “You never spent enough time around a human to find out otherwise. Faith is as clever and kind as any of us, and she’s as loyal and protective of her family as you are.”

“Yes, but her family is Peter MacAllister,” her grandmother said with a pained expression. “Of all humans, did it have to be her?”

Tala reached out without looking. Even without inhaling the mate scent perfume, her body knew exactly where Faith was. She wrapped one arm around her and pulled her close.

Faith latched on to her. As she pressed against Tala’s side, Tala could sense a light tremor going through her.

She wrapped her other arm around her too, protectively cradling Faith against her body, and held her grandmother’s gaze. “Yes, Grandma. It had to be her.”

The wave of hostility surrounding them began to ebb.

Her grandmother sighed and sat back down. “Enough of this nonsense. As much as I hate to agree with a human, she was right about one thing: this is Reynard and Mirella’s twere. Let’s focus on that.”

Tala’s father rose. “Right. It’s time to leave for the yasi makamar. Everyone, help clear the tables and then go get changed. We’ll meet at the cars in half an hour.”

~ ~ ~

Faith was very quiet as they climbed the stairs so Tala could get changed.

Tala watched her out of the corner of her eye. Usually, conversation flowed easily between them, so now Faith’s silence was concerning. Had the confrontation with her grandmother scared her? Had she thought the pack might turn on her like the wild animals she had assumed they were at the beginning of their acquaintance? She didn’t still believe that, did she?

“I’m sorry,” Tala said as soon as the door to their bedroom closed behind them.

Well, her bedroom. Just because she shared it with Faith for the weekend didn’t make it theirs.

Faith looked at her as if an apology was the last thing she had expected.

It was the last thing Tala would do under normal circumstances, but when she had taken Faith home with her, she had assumed the role of her protector. And she had failed at that role. “I shouldn’t have left you alone for so long. I should have walked away from my brother and returned to the table, but he just gets under my skin.”

“I know.” Faith brushed her fingertips along Tala’s forearm.

Normally, Tala didn’t appreciate uninvited touches from someone who wasn’t part of her pack. But the fleeting brush of Faith’s fingers didn’t set off the urge to snarl at her. Maybe that shouldn’t have surprised her after the heating pad incident.

“I feel like I’m the one who should apologize,” Faith added.

“You? Why would you apologize?” Tala shook her head at her. “You did great, standing up to my grandmother! I can’t remember the last time that happened.”

But Faith seemed anything but proud. “Yeah, but my being here is causing conflicts within your family, on a day that should be a happy day full of celebrations. Maybe I shouldn’t have come.”

“No,” Tala said vehemently. “If this silly argument proves one thing, it’s that you need to be here. People like my grandmother need to interact with a human who’s decent so they realize you’re not all selfish, ignorant assholes.”

A grin chased away the somber expression on Faith’s face. “So I managed to convince you I’m not an ass?”

Tala put on a nonchalant expression. “You’re all right. For a human.”

Faith’s grin grew. “You’re not so bad either. For a Wrasa.”

They stood in the middle of the bedroom, smiling at each other.

“Five minutes!”

Her mother’s shout from downstairs made Tala jump. “Um, I need to get changed.” She got the outfit she had packed for the yasi makamar from her bag and ducked into the bathroom but left the door open while she stripped off her pants and top so they could keep talking. “Are you sure you are okay staying here on your own?”

“I’ll be fine,” Faith answered from the bedroom. “And I will hardly be on my own. There’ll be a few others who aren’t going…right?”

“Yeah, that’s why I asked if you’re okay with it. My grandmother will be one of the few adults who’ll stay behind. She’s the babysitter in charge.”

“I’ll be fine,” Faith repeated.

She didn’t sound too sure, though. Or was Tala just imagining it—maybe projecting her own hesitancy onto Faith? For some reason, she found herself strangely reluctant to leave her behind. And this time, it wasn’t because she was concerned Faith would use the opportunity to spy on her pack.

Maybe it was naive, but it felt as if something had shifted between them since they had arrived in Silver Falls.

She stuck her head and shoulders around the doorframe to get a look at Faith.

Faith stared back wide-eyed, but the expression on her face wasn’t exactly one of fear. She whirled around, turning her back on Tala.

“What….?”

“You’re naked!” Faith squeaked.

Tala quickly shushed her. “We don’t want my siblings wondering why you’re panicking at the sight of your mate naked.”

“I’m not panicking.”

“And I’m not naked. I’m wearing socks.” Tala stripped them off. “Now I’m naked.”

Faith made a strangled sound.

“Great Hunter, you humans are such prudes.” Tala chuckled but couldn’t help wondering if Faith had liked what she’d seen. She pushed the thought away and slipped the simple, loose-fitting shirt—no buttons or zippers—over her head, then put on a pair of pants with an elastic waistband.

“I’m not a prude! I just didn’t think you would be so…so…” Faith trailed off.

Tala stepped back into the bedroom, fully dressed now, and flashed a grin at Faith’s turned back. “Would be…what? Attractive? Beautiful? Breathtaking?”

Faith muttered something that even Tala’s sharp ears couldn’t catch. “An exhibitionist!” Faith said.

Tala shrugged. “It makes no sense for a Wrasa to be shy about their body. You can turn around now, by the way.”

“Are you decent?”

“Depends on who you ask,” Tala said with a smirk. “But I’m dressed.”

Faith turned around. A tinge of red still lingered on her cheeks, making Tala smile.

“Two minutes,” her mother called from downstairs.

Tala ran her gaze over Faith one last time. “Are you really okay?”

“Yes, of course. You’re not the first woman I’ve seen naked, you know? Just because I haven’t had a serious girlfriend doesn’t mean I’m completely inexperienced when it comes to…uh, women. Naked women.”

“I meant are you okay staying behind alone.”

“Oh.” The rosy hue on Faith’s cheeks turned into a deep crimson.

Tala chuckled. “But thanks for that enlightening information.”

“You’d better go before I hit you over the head with your own pillow!”

Still grinning, Tala slipped into her shoes without putting her socks back on. The less she had to take off later, during the yasi makamar, the better. She wanted to be the first to shift shape so she could take her position directly behind her parents before Rey could. “All right. I’m off, then.”

~ ~ ~

Faith walked back downstairs with Tala, trying to get the mental image of creamy skin and small, firm breasts out of her mind—not an easy task because Tala was beautiful.

At the foot of the stairs, they encountered an unexpected obstacle.

One of Tala’s cousins was sitting on the bottom step, watching as the rest of the pack got ready to leave. If Faith remembered correctly, she was Uncle Seth and his husband’s youngest, a teenager of around fourteen.

“Hey, Sutton.” Tala paused on the step above her cousin. “Aren’t you getting ready too?”

Her uncle turned around from where he’d been putting his shoes on and made a throat-cutting gesture to silence her.

But it was too late.

The teen hung her head and kicked at the rug. “I can’t go. I have to stay behind with the little pups because I haven’t had my Awakening yet.”

Faith wasn’t sure what that was. Another ritual?

“Oh.” Even though everyone was waiting, Tala sat next to her cousin as if she had all the time in the world. She put her arm around her and gently bumped the girl’s knee with her own. “Well, you know what? I was a late bloomer too. I was sixteen before I could join the others for the yasi makamar.”

“Really?” Sutton cuddled against Tala’s side as if seeking comfort.

“Really.”

Faith blinked rapidly as her eyes began to burn. How touching! She knew how hard it must be for a proud alpha like Tala to admit a weakness in front of half the pack, but she had done it to cheer up her cousin and make her feel less alone.

Sutton straightened. “It’s not going to take me that long. Uncle Rey said he’ll be my mentor, so I bet I’ll learn fast. I’ll run with the pack for your and Faith’s twere.”

Faith suppressed a cough.

Tala glanced over her shoulder and sent her a wide-eyed look before turning back to Sutton. “I’m sure you will.” She patted the teen’s shoulder, then rose. “Walk me to the car?” she said to Faith, as if reluctant to say goodbye.

“Sure.”

They followed behind the pack at some distance.

“You’re great with kids,” Faith said, nodding back toward the house.

“Why do you sound so surprised?”

Because I’m a silly human who allowed herself to believe all the anti-Wrasa propaganda, Faith thought. But what she said was: “Because you carefully maintain a persona that isn’t exactly warm and fuzzy.”

“Good. Because I’m not.”

“Right. You’re cold and mean.”

Tala nodded. “I can be.”

“Just not with your pack,” Faith said.

“Not with my pack.” Tala turned as they reached the driveway, where several cars were parked. Instead of getting into one of them, she hesitated and ran her gaze over Faith. “Be careful please.”

A shiver ran through Faith—half because of the intimacy in Tala’s tone, half because of the concern in her eyes. “You don’t think someone will try to harm me while you’re gone, do you?”

“No.” The word sounded like a bark. “No one will lift a claw against you. I promise. I just don’t want my grandmother or anyone else to corner you with their hateful comments.”

“I’ll stay out of her way,” Faith said.

“Good. But if it gets to be too much and you need to get away for a while…” Tala held out her car keys.

Faith hesitated. “Aren’t you driving?”

“I’m riding with Arlyn.” Tala pointed at her sister, who was leaning against a car, impatiently tapping her fingers against it.

Car doors slammed shut as the pack dispersed into various vehicles. Engines roared to life.

“Tala!” Arlyn shouted, holding open the passenger-side door for her. “Come on!”

“I have to…” Tala gestured toward her sister.

“Yeah.” Faith quickly took the keys from her.

Their fingers brushed, sending warmth up Faith’s arm.

They lingered two feet apart.

For a moment, Faith thought Tala would hug her. Or kiss her.

But she didn’t.

Of course not. Most of her family had already driven off, so there was no reason to act like a besotted couple.

Abruptly, Tala strode toward her sister’s car. A short nod, then she banged the door shut between them.

Seconds later, Arlyn steered the vehicle along the gravel driveway, leaving Faith behind.


 

Chapter 21

When Faith re-entered the house, everything was strangely quiet.

It reminded her of nights when she had gone to a concert with loud music, then returned back home to a silent house.

The constant interaction with Tala’s big, boisterous family had been a steady background noise for the past thirty hours, and Faith realized only now how quickly she had gotten used to it.

For the first time since Faith had gotten here, no one seemed to be around. Even Sutton was no longer sitting on the stairs.

Now would be the ideal moment to plant the bug, which she had taken from the robe pocket and hidden in her toiletry bag after the mouse scare this morning.

But Faith made no move to head upstairs and get it, nor did she search the house for evidence, as she had initially planned.

She had made that plan a few days ago, before meeting Tala’s family—back when they had just been anonymous creatures to her. But now they were real people with feelings, painful pasts, and—for the most part—big hearts. People who didn’t deserve to have their privacy invaded by a stranger they had invited into their home as if she were one of them.

Tala’s pack members weren’t saints. Like most human families, they had their fair share of problems and conflicts.

But they weren’t criminals, monsters, or co-conspirators in her mother’s death, and Faith could no longer treat them as if they were—as if some deep, dark secret was lurking beneath the surface.

Faith would not prove Tala’s grandmother right by continuing to spy on them. There had to be a better way to find out what had happened to her mother. Maybe once the festivities were over, she could ask Tala’s family if they had heard anything about it.

Of course, her father wouldn’t trust their answer, no matter what they said. But one thing was sure: she was done spying. She just had no idea how she was going to break it to her father. However, that was something she would worry about when she was back in DC.

A sigh from the sunroom made her steer that way instead of heading upstairs.

Sutton was curled up on the love seat, morosely staring at her iPad.

So far, Faith hadn’t entered the sunroom. It was glass-enclosed and surrounded by dense trees on three sides, making it seem almost like a clearing in the middle of the woods. Even though it was completely dark outside, the lights in the backyard illuminated the edge of the forest, making the trees appear tall and imposing.

It was probably what drew the Wrasa to this room and exactly what made Faith stay away.

“Hey, Sutton,” she said from the doorway.

The teen looked up. The tablet cast a bluish light over her sad expression.

Faith gave herself a mental kick and crossed the room toward her. “Do you mind some company?”

Sutton shook her head and quickly moved to the side, making space for Faith on the love seat instead of gesturing for her to sit on the other side of the low table.

It was as unexpected as it was touching. When Faith sat down next to Sutton, her side was instantly enveloped in toasty warmth. It seemed Wrasa teenagers were walking, talking heating pads too. “Still sad you couldn’t go?”

“No,” Sutton muttered, but her tone said something else. “I’m fine. The yasi makamar isn’t that exciting anyway.”

Faith smiled at her. “Maybe when you can finally join them, you’ll find ways to make it more interesting.”

Sutton raised her chin. “Yeah. For sure.” She lowered her head and stared at the iPad on her lap.

Faith glanced at it too.

Google Maps was open. A little red pin marked a location surrounded by a large green area, probably all woods.

“Planning your escape to somewhere more exciting?” Faith asked with a grin.

“No. That’s our ritual spot. Where we go for the yasi makamar.”

Faith tried to gauge how far it was from Silver Falls. She traced Skyline Drive south—and then froze.

She would know the spot with the little red pin anywhere.

Not that she had ever been there. But she had looked it up a thousand times.

It was where her mother had died…or at least where her body had been found.

Cold dread seeped through her bones. The trees surrounding the house seemed to close in on her.

“Faith?” Sutton’s voice was filled with concern. “Are you okay?”

Faith struggled to form a reply. “I—”

“There you are!”

A voice from the doorway made Faith jump.

Tala’s grandmother swept into the room. “Time for bed, Sutton, and no more screen time.”

The girl grumbled under her breath but put the iPad down. “Okay, Grandma.” She offered Faith a small smile before trudging from the room.

Tala’s grandmother pierced Faith with a cool glare before swiveling around.

Faith didn’t watch her leave. Her full attention was on the iPad, which now sat abandoned on the low table. Its screen still displayed the map.

With shaking fingers, she zoomed in.

There could be no doubt. The little red pin was in the exact spot, not far from a small, hidden waterfall.

Shenandoah National Park stretched over two hundred thousand acres—a sprawling wilderness where nearly any point could have been chosen for the pack’s ritual spot. What were the chances Tala’s family had picked the site of her mom’s death by complete coincidence?

She tried to come up with an innocuous explanation, but none came to mind. Was she just not thinking clearly? She needed some air!

On shaky legs, she snuck out of the house and paced the driveway, where no one could hear her. She pulled her phone from her back pocket and stared at it.

Should she call her father? She wasn’t sure it was a good idea. He couldn’t help her anyway since he was almost eighty miles away, and as far as Faith knew, there weren’t any HASS members in the vicinity he could send either.

Not that she wanted him to because they might shoot first and ask questions later.

But he and Jon were the only two people who knew of her secret mission to spy on the Wrasa, and she needed someone to help her make sense of this confusing mess and decide what to do.

Calling Jon wasn’t an option since Chloe was with him, so that left only her father.

Her pulse raced as the call connected.

“Faith.” Her father’s voice filtered through the phone almost immediately, as if he had spent the entire weekend waiting for a call. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” She tried to speak calmly so she wouldn’t scare him or make him overreact, but she could hear that she was failing. “Hopefully. I don’t know. Tala’s pack went out, doing some kind of ritual, and I just got a glimpse of a map that showed the location. It could be a weird coincidence, but…it’s the exact spot where they found Mom.”

A thumping noise reverberated through the phone, as if her father had hit something—or dropped onto a chair. “I knew it! It’s true what profilers always say: killers often return to the scene of their crime.”

That made no sense to Faith. The Petersons weren’t killers…were they? There had to be an alternative explanation. Maybe the map was off and their ritual spot was not the place where her mother had been killed after all. But the location was burned into her memory, and it was exactly where the little red pin had been.

“I bet their ritual involves human sacrifice, and they went out to kill someone else.” Heavy footfalls indicated that her father was pacing too. “That’s why they were so secretive about that damn ritual!”

True, Tala hadn’t exactly been forthcoming with information about the ritual, even though it seemed to be the most important part of the twere. But that couldn’t be the reason…could it?

Acid burned up Faith’s throat. She remembered the comment she’d jokingly made to Tala about sacrificing a human on a moonlit clearing during the ritual.

Tala hadn’t laughed.

She didn’t laugh because it’s not funny—not because it’s true, she told herself, but that didn’t stop the horrible images from flashing through her mind.

Her father’s steps paused abruptly. “Get out of there, Faith. Right now. I’ll send Noah and Violet to that location so they can catch them red-handed.”

“They’ll be long gone by the time Noah and Violet make it there from DC.”

“They’re not in DC,” her father said. “They’re already in Silver Falls. You didn’t think I’d let you spend an entire weekend with those monsters without making sure you have some backup nearby, did you?”

Faith should have known. “That’s not a good idea, Dad. Noah is a hothead; you know that. If you send them in, things could escalate.”

She had no idea what was going on, but she knew one thing: she didn’t want anything to happen to Tala or her family.

“That’s a risk we’ll have to take,” her father said, voice fierce. “This might be the only chance we’ll ever get to catch your mom’s killers—and to stop them from murdering someone else! And it’s not like we can call the police. The shifters might have infiltrated them. It’s on us to bring them to justice.”

“Then I’ll follow them,” Faith blurted before she could think about it. She needed answers, once and for all. “But I’m going alone, without Noah and Violet.”

“Over my dead body! I’m not letting you face a bunch of these monsters alone!”

“They won’t even see me, Dad. I’ll keep my distance and get just close enough to see what they are doing.” If she stayed downwind, the Wrasa couldn’t catch her scent. Even if they did, they might think they were smelling Tala, since she was still wearing the mate scent perfume.

“No!”

For the first time in her life, Faith didn’t back down and do whatever her father wanted. “If you send in Noah, you know it won’t end well. I’m not letting innocent people get hurt.”

“They’re not people, Faith!” her father spat. “And how can you call them innocent after what they might have done to your mother?”

“There are teenagers in Tala’s pack, Dad. They weren’t even born when Mom died. It’s impossible for them to have anything to do with her death. Mom wouldn’t want anyone to harm them.”

Her father was breathing harshly, as if he had just run a marathon. “Fine.”

“Fine?” Faith hadn’t expected him to back down so fast. “You promise you won’t send Noah and Violet?”

“I promise—if you agree to take a weapon,” her father said. “Check your suitcase.”

Faith chuckled nervously. “Um, I don’t think my nail clippers will impress a pack of Wrasa.”

“Unzip the inner compartment, where you put your dirty laundry,” her father replied. “I hid my Sig Sauer in there before you left. It’s fully loaded. Take it—and use it if you have to. I need you to stay safe.”

He had put a gun in her suitcase without telling her? She didn’t like that at all. What if the Wrasa had found it and thought it was a threat? But now was not the time to discuss it. “All right. I’ll take it.”

“And get out of there before anyone can see you. Don’t take any risks, do you hear me? If anything happens to you…” His voice broke.

“I’ll be fine.” She still hoped it would all turn out to be one big coincidence.

“You’d better be!” Her father’s voice shook. “If I don’t hear back from you within the next three hours, I’ll send in every member of HASS within a hundred-mile radius.”

Faith’s palms went clammy. “I’ll call or text as soon as I know more. I’m going to get the gun, then leave right away.”

“Stay safe, sweetie. I love you.”

“I love you too, Dad.” She ended the call and stood there for a moment, her heart pounding. How on earth had she become a special ops soldier heading out on a high-stakes mission?

~ ~ ~

The headlights of Tala’s Subaru cut through the darkness ahead of Faith as she drove south.

Every now and then, their beam caught a pair of glowing eyes at the side of the road, and once, a deer darted across Skyline Drive ahead of her.

She’d been driving for nearly half an hour, and with every minute, her tension rose.

There!

A small parking lot appeared to the right. Even though it was nearly midnight, it was filled with cars.

That had to be it.

Faith pulled in behind the car she recognized as Arlyn’s and shut off the engine. Parking here might not be the best idea, but there weren’t exactly a lot of options. Hopefully, she would be back before the pack. One quick peek at the yasi makamar, then she would head back before anyone could discover Tala’s SUV.

But instead of getting out, she sat behind the wheel in the eerie silence, interrupted only by the ticking of the engine as it cooled off.

What was she doing? She hadn’t dared to set foot in a forest since her mother’s death. It scared her even in broad daylight, and now she was about to head into the woods in pitch darkness, not knowing what she would find?

But this was the only way to find out if something sinister was going on at the pack’s ritual spot—or to prove the Petersons’ innocence. Either way, she needed to know.

Faith got out, her phone clutched in one hand, her dad’s Sig Sauer in the other. She flicked the safety off with her thumb but kept her index finger off the trigger, as her father had taught her. The chilly air made her shiver. Or maybe it was her nerves. The soft thud of the car door sounded overly loud in the quiet night.

She switched on the flashlight on her phone and adjusted it to maximum brightness. Its beam didn’t reach very far, illuminating only the area immediately in front of her.

Faith wished she had a regular flashlight, but she hadn’t packed one, and she hadn’t wasted time searching the Petersons’ house for one. She had a feeling they could see in the dark, like the foxes they turned into, so she doubted they even owned a flashlight.

Her phone would have to do. It was better than nothing and would at least keep her from stumbling.

She crossed the parking lot to where a sign said, Fire road. No trespassing. That had to be the road she needed to follow. Other signs pronounced, Hunting prohibited and Caution: Black bears in area!

Faith swallowed against her dry throat. She gripped the gun more tightly, its cold metal reassuring in her hand.

Her pulse thudded in her ears as she stepped onto the gravel path that led downhill.

The forest seemed to envelop her from all sides. The night air was thick with the scent of damp earth and pine needles. Her fingers trembled, making the weak beam of the phone flashlight dance erratically along the trail. It revealed only a small patch of ground at a time, while the rest of the forest remained an impenetrable darkness.

To her left, the terrain sloped upward; to her right, the land dipped down sharply, but she couldn’t see how far it went.

The cacophony of sounds from the dense woods was unnerving. Gravel crunched, and a twig snapped under her boots. Leaves rustled as a small animal darted through the underbrush to her left.

Faith jumped and walked faster.

The faint glow of the moon through the canopy made the trees appear like lurking beasts reaching for her with their gnarled limbs.

Something brushed against her cheek.

She bit back a scream. Calm down. Just a low-hanging branch.

Faith felt as if she was trapped in one of the nightmares she’d had as a child, in which she’d stumbled through the forest trying to find her mother. She never did. But this time, she had the chance to at least find out what had happened to her.

The thought made her press on.

She followed the fire road as it wound downhill through the forest for about a mile. Maybe it was less, but the path seemed to stretch on forever.

A stream gurgled somewhere.

When the path twisted sharply to the right, she followed it.

The sound of rushing water grew louder with every step.

A creek passed beneath the trail.

Faith knew there was a small waterfall somewhere to her right, but she couldn’t see it.

She had to be getting close now.

Senses on high alert, she let the beam of her flashlight dart from side to side as she walked.

Wait! She backtracked a few yards, moved closer to the edge of the trail, and swept the beam to the left.

An overgrown path intersected with the fire road. It seemed to be an old, abandoned route that went up the side of the mountain and led deeper into the forest. Only traces of it remained, so she had almost missed it in the dim light.

She knelt and brought the phone closer to the ground to examine it more thoroughly.

Small branches had been broken and greenery pushed aside where it had obstructed the old path.

Someone had been here! This had to be the route the pack had taken.

She glanced at her cell phone to make sure she had plenty of battery. It was at seventy-nine percent.

Her knees felt rubbery as she stepped onto the overgrown path and began the uphill climb to wherever it was leading.

~ ~ ~

Leaves rustled somewhere above Faith, followed by faint, rhythmic thuds.

Faith froze in the middle of the old path, breathing hard—partly from the exertion of her uphill climb, partly from fear of what might lurk in the darkness. She strained her ears and scanned the pitch-black areas beyond the beam of her phone flashlight for any signs of movement. Had that been…?

Another sound came. Not quite a howl or a bark, but definitely something emitted by an animal—and it was coming closer.

Her heart pounded against her ribs. She fought the urge to bolt. Instead, she crouched behind a tree and shut off the flashlight, leaving only the moon to cast its light through the canopy.

Was the animal still heading toward her? Or had it changed direction? Was it a fox? Maybe Tala or a family member?

When she didn’t hear anything, she peeked out from behind the tree.

~ ~ ~

Her paws pounded the earth as she charged through the forest. Around her, the two packs ran as one, their two alphas leading them side by side.

Her muscles coiled and stretched with each leap and bound. The tang of pine and damp earth trailed on the night breeze that ruffled her fur. Exhilaration surged through her, and she let out a yip that was echoed by others.

Then a familiar scent cut through the forest’s aromas.

Her mate!

The sharp odor of panic mingled with her gentle scent.

With a fierce growl, she veered off course and charged toward her mate.

Protect! Protect!

She ran down a hill so fast that the trees blurred on either side of her. Her ears pricked forward, and her eyes pierced the darkness in search of her mate. All her senses were so focused on her that she could taste her panic, hear her frantic heartbeat.

She burst into a small clearing.

There!

Her mate’s familiar face peeked out from behind a tree, her eyes wide with fear.

With a loud growl, her brother charged ahead. Despite his lolloping gait, his three paws propelled him forward with surprising speed and carried him past her, toward her mate.

The other pack members weren’t far behind. With their longer legs and stronger bodies, they quickly gained on her.

No! Get away from her! Mine!

She pushed her muscles harder in a desperate race. Just as she had nearly closed the distance to her brother, a scream pierced the night air.

~ ~ ~

A scream tore from Faith’s throat as a pair of glowing eyes broke through the underbrush directly above her.

Then another.

And another.

Dozens of them were charging toward her!

She didn’t stick around long enough to take measurements, but even in the dim light of the moon, they seemed too large to be foxes.

Faith jumped up from behind the tree, whirled around, and ran.

Her breath came in ragged bursts as she sprinted down the hill. The cold air sliced through her lungs. Even though her eyes had adjusted to the darkness, she could barely see a thing. She slid and slipped, her boots scrambling for traction on the rocky terrain, but she didn’t dare slow down.

Wild animals snarled behind her, closing in.

Faith let out a shriek and tried to run faster.

Branches clawed at her as if trying to hold her back. One hit her in the face like the lash of a whip.

Her foot caught on a root, sending her sprawling.

She crashed hard onto the forest floor. The impact drove all air from her lungs. Her phone skidded across the damp earth, and for a few feet, so did she. Pain flared through her hand and knees.

Pure adrenaline made her roll over and scramble backward like a crab.

A tree against her back stopped her.

Her right hand still had a death grip on the gun. Fingers trembling, she pointed it into the darkness. She tried to aim, but the barrel wavered.

The animals hunting her slowed their dash and stalked closer.

In the moonlight, Faith caught glimpses of dense fur—some gray, some black—and long, sharp canines.

Oh God! Wolves!

A huge pack surrounded her, their eyes glinting like those of demons.

It was her nightmares come to life.

No, no, please, no! Panic surged through her. Her finger twitched on the trigger, but there were too many of them. If she shot one, the rest would tear her apart.

A blur of motion leaped between her and the wolves, facing them down. This animal was smaller than the others. Moonlight shimmered on bristled orange fur.

A fox!

“Tala?” Faith whispered.

A throaty rattling sound rose from the fox’s chest. Its ears flattened themselves against the sides of its skull, and its pointed snout opened wide, revealing sharp teeth.

The big wolf closest to Faith paused. One of its front paws was missing, but that didn’t seem to hinder its movements or make it appear any less dangerous as it growled at the much smaller fox.

Wait! Was that…Rey? No, that couldn’t be!

The fox didn’t back down. Hackles raised, it stood between Faith and the wolf until the bigger animal let out a noise that sounded like a huff as it sank onto its hunches.

The other wolves followed suit. They sat in a semi-circle around Faith, cocking their heads as they studied her.

The fox gave one last warning snarl before it trotted toward Faith. It sniffed her boot, her calf, the shaking hand that still clutched the gun. Then it put one paw on her knee and tapped it as if to ask: “Hey, you okay?”

“What the fuck?” Faith slumped against the tree. No, she was not okay at all.

A tremor rippled through the fox.

Was it…she…all right?

The fox let out a low whine, nearly drowned out by the crunching of bones and popping of joints. The bristled tail shrank and then disappeared entirely. Her limbs lengthened into arms and legs, and her muzzle separated into a human nose and full lips. The once oval pupils became round, and her eyes lost their eerie glow.

The rusty-red fur receded until Tala crouched next to her, stark naked.

Faith gaped slack-jawed. Of course she had known Tala could shape-shift, but her brain still struggled to grasp what she had witnessed.

Tala blinked twice, as if having to adjust to human eyesight, then zeroed in on her. A deep line etched itself between her brows. “What in the Great Hunter’s name are you doing here—with a gun?”

Faith lowered her gaze to the weapon. She had almost forgotten she still held it. Its muzzle pointed straight at Tala.

She lowered it and slid her finger off the trigger but didn’t put the weapon away, too aware of the wolves hovering nearby.

Tala’s head snapped around. She stared into the darkness. “Someone is coming,” she whispered.

Please, not more wolves!

“Humans!” Tala hissed. “They smell aggressive—like they’re out for blood!”

Humans—here, in the middle of the night? That could only mean one thing: her father had sent Noah and Violet after her, even though he’d promised not to.

Shit, shit, shit.

“Go!” Tala shouted at the wolves and made a swiping motion toward the forest.

A large wolf, his fur black with a gray-tinged muzzle, gave a short bark and shot off.

The wolf who had threatened Faith whirled around and lolloped after him with surprising agility.

The rest of the pack followed, quickly disappearing into the forest.

“Give me that and run!” Tala wrenched the gun from Faith’s hand and gripped her upper arm. She yanked Faith in the opposite direction that the pack had gone. But instead of making a stealthy escape, she stomped on fallen branches and let out occasional short howls.

She was luring their pursuers away from the pack, keeping her family safe!

Faith’s boots slid and skidded down a steep slope, kicking up loose dirt and pebbles with every step.

Unlike her, Tala was barefoot. Sharp sticks and jagged stones had to hurt, but she didn’t slow down or show any sign of discomfort. Her iron grip on Faith’s arm never wavered.

The pounding of Faith’s pulse drowned out any other sound so she couldn’t hear whether Noah and Violet were hot on their heels or falling behind.

After a while, Tala halted and listened into the dark.

Abruptly, she shoved Faith off the overgrown path and behind a tree. What little air Faith had left whooshed out of her lungs as Tala pressed her against the knotted trunk with her own body.

The heat of Tala’s bare skin seared into Faith, reminding her that Tala was stark naked. Her slim but strong frame pinned Faith in place, leaving not even an inch of space between them. She covered Faith’s mouth with the hand that wasn’t holding the gun. The movement lifted her small breasts and pressed them more firmly against Faith.

Tala’s eyes, just inches from Faith, were wild and glowed eerily, and her hot breath fanned Faith’s cheek, sending shivers down her body.

Faith was acutely aware of the contrast between the smooth skin against her front and the coarse bark digging into her back. Heart slamming hard against her ribs, she stood frozen. She didn’t try to free herself or make a sound. They would shoot Tala if she did.

That was why her heart was racing—just because of the adrenaline pumping through her body. Not because Tala’s scent—a mix of the perfume and something muskier and wilder—made her lightheaded. And definitely not because of Tala’s bare thigh pressing between hers.

Branches cracked nearby. A male voice cursed. Flashes of light broke through the leaves.

Tala’s muscles tensed against Faith.

She could feel the erratic thud of Tala’s heart against her own chest.

“Dammit! These flashlights are useless,” a man grumbled. “I can’t see a thing!”

“Let’s turn around,” a female voice answered. “This is ridiculous.”

Faith recognized Noah and Violet, the two HASS members her father trusted most.

“Do you really want to go back and confess that we left Faith alone in the woods with those monsters?” Noah asked.

“She has a gun. If she’s in danger, why isn’t she using it?” Violet answered. “Why isn’t she calling for help? And why didn’t she want us to follow her? Something isn’t right here.”

Tala pressed her hand more tightly against Faith’s mouth.

Faith lightly shook her head, trying to tell her she wouldn’t call out.

Noah and Violet were right next to them now—not even two yards from the tree they were hiding behind. If they left the path, they would see them.

Tala’s bare chest, which had been rising and falling against her own, stilled as if she had stopped breathing.

One of the HASS members lifted their flashlight higher and directed the weak beam over the surrounding trees.

Oh shit. If that light hit Tala’s fox eyes, they would surely reflect like gleaming mirrors! She had to do something!

Faith managed to free one arm that was half-trapped between their bodies. She cupped the back of Tala’s head.

The heat radiating off Tala’s body seemed to intensify, searing Faith’s skin and scattering her thoughts.

Tala’s wide-eyed gaze snapped to hers. In the dim moonlight, something flickered in her expression—surprise, confusion, maybe even anticipation.

For a fleeting, wild second, Faith thought Tala expected her to do something reckless—like pull Tala’s hand away from her mouth and kiss her.

Kiss her? What the hell was wrong with her?

Of course she hadn’t been about to do that!

Instead, she pulled Tala’s head down against her collarbone.

Tala tensed for a heartbeat, as if suspecting an attack, but then her muscles softened, and she let Faith guide her head down. Strands of her hair tickled Faith’s neck.

Faith clenched her teeth and tried to ignore the confusing signals her body sent her. This wasn’t about attraction or whatever erratic ideas her adrenaline-fueled brain was conjuring up.

With her forehead pressed against the top of Faith’s shoulder, Tala stood still until Violet and Noah passed them.

Eventually, their voices and steps faded away.

Tala let out a quiet exhale. Her warm breath brushed against Faith’s collarbone, sending a tingling heat down her body.

Faith let her hand drop away from the back of Tala’s head.

Tala looked up and into Faith’s eyes. Emotions Faith couldn’t quite name darted across Tala’s face, then they were gone, replaced by a grim mask. With a barely perceptible nod, Tala slid her hand off Faith’s mouth and pressed her index finger to her own lips in a silent warning before pulling away.

Faith had just one second to take in a much-needed gulp of air before Tala gripped her arm again and dragged her deeper into the forest.

She changed directions, taking them away from the overgrown path.

The woods were dense here. No moonlight fell through the canopy. It was so pitch-dark Faith couldn’t see a thing.

Unlike before, Tala now moved quietly, avoiding roots and branches as if she could see every little detail.

Faith’s knees shook, and her lungs burned. She stumbled every few yards, and only Tala’s grip on her arm prevented her from falling.

She nearly sank to her knees in relief when the trees retreated and she found herself in the small parking lot where she had left Tala’s car.

“Keys!”

The authority in Tala’s voice made Faith reach into her pants pocket without thinking. When she pulled out the keys with trembling fingers, Tala snatched them from her hand and unlocked the car.

“Get in!” Tala tore open the passenger-side door and nearly shoved Faith into the car before rushing around and getting behind the wheel…still without a shred of clothing on.

Within seconds, they sped away from the forest.


 

Chapter 22

Faith’s pulse raced as she glanced sideways at Tala, who tightly gripped the steering wheel.

Tension radiated off Tala in thick waves. She stared into the rearview mirror, then hurled a furious glare at Faith. “What the fuck is going on? What are you doing here, in the middle of the night—with a gun? And who are they?” She jerked her head back toward the forest, likely talking about Noah and Violet. “They’re your father’s people, aren’t they?”

Faith shrank back from her booming voice. But then seething anger bubbled up inside her too. “The better question is: Who are they? The wolves?”

“You know who they are. My family!”

Her family were wolves, and Tala had never told her? Faith couldn’t believe it.

“Who you put into grave danger!” Tala added. She sped along Skyline Drive, ignoring the speed limit. Her chest was heaving, either from anger or from the exertion of their mad dash through the forest.

Faith suddenly realized she was staring at Tala’s naked breasts in the glow of the Subaru’s dashboard lights. She snatched her gaze away. It made her even more furious that her body kept reacting to Tala’s nakedness…and that she still found her beautiful.

“Will you please stop and put some clothes on!” The words burst out of her.

Tala hit the brakes.

The seat belt dug into Faith’s chest as she was jerked forward.

The car slid to an abrupt stop on a patch of grass on the shoulder of the road. Tala shut off the engine, grabbed the key fob from the cup holder, and pulled the gun from the compartment in the driver’s side door, where she had stashed it earlier with the safety on. “Stay in the car!” She threw the door open, then got out and slammed it shut with a force that rocked the SUV, echoing through the darkness.

Then she was gone, leaving Faith behind with a still-racing heart and many unanswered questions.

After their frenzied escape from the forest, the sudden silence was jarring.

The adrenaline that had kept her going was ebbing, leaving her weak and trembling. Her entire body ached.

Images replayed through Faith’s mind. Glowing eyes. The wolves closing in. Tala leaping between her and the pack, protecting her. Then the frantic run through the pitch-black forest, with Noah and Violet hot on their heels.

Faith shuddered and rubbed her arms with both hands. Her palms stung, but the ache in her heart was stronger.

Tala’s pack had charged after her, growling and snarling, the way Faith had always seen her mother being hunted down in her nightmares. And yet Tala had defended her—even against her own family.

What did it all mean?

The silence in the car held no answers, only another question: What would Tala do now? She wouldn’t storm off in anger, leaving Faith behind…would she?

The sound of the hatch opening answered her question.

Faith quietly exhaled.

Tala wasn’t abandoning her.

Relief flooded her, even though she knew she probably shouldn’t feel it—not after everything that had happened.

~ ~ ~

Barefoot, Tala stalked around to the back of the SUV and yanked open the hatch.

Like most Wrasa, she always kept a change of clothes in her car. She pulled on jeans, sneakers, and a sweatshirt with jerky movements.

Then she hesitated with the gun in her hand. She had half a mind to take it and head back into the forest to hunt down their attackers and protect her pack.

But as a Saru, she had been trained not to engage humans unless absolutely necessary. Shoot-outs never ended well—especially not now, at a time when the media already made the Wrasa out to be the bad guys. Her pack would be safer fleeing in their wolf forms, especially since she had lured the pursuers away from them. They knew every inch of the forest and could hide until it was safe to return to their cars.

Sighing, she lifted the panel of the spare tire compartment, placed the gun inside, and slammed the hatch shut.

Her skin still burned with the urge to shift, so she inhaled and exhaled deeply, trying to calm the storm raging within her before she got back into the car.

Faith sat rigidly in the passenger seat, her face pale except for a red welt marring her cheek.

Tala sucked in a breath. Earlier, she’d been so angry that the small injury hadn’t registered. She reached out to turn Faith’s head toward her and examine the welt, then stopped herself.

Faith had interrupted a sacred ritual and sent her entire family fleeing through the forest like hunted prey. She wasn’t the victim here, and Tala needed to remember that.

“Why were you hunting us down with a gun? Did your father send you to kill us while we were shifting and defenseless?”

“What? No!” Faith shrank back against the passenger-side door. “I wasn’t there to kill you!”

Tala snorted. “Right! You were wandering through the forest in the middle of the night with a gun in your hand to congratulate Rey and Mirella on their engagement.”

“I was there because I needed answers.”

“And you thought pointing a gun at us was the best way to get them?”

Faith wrapped both arms around herself. “No, I… The gun was just for my protection. To avoid—”

“Avoid what?” Tala snarled.

“Ending up like my mother,” Faith shot back, her tone becoming more heated.

Tala paused. “What does your mother have to do with—”

“You killed her!” The words tore from Faith’s throat, her voice so hoarse Tala barely understood her. Her shoulders fluttered up and down under her ragged breaths. “Or you might have. I don’t know. I don’t know what to believe anymore.” The last few words ended in a whisper, her voice choked with tears. She scrubbed her face with both hands, then flinched as her fingers raked over the red welt on her cheek.

“Killed her? What are you talking about?”

Faith gestured in the direction they had come from. “My mother died in that forest more than twenty years ago. She was found with teeth marks from either wolves or dogs on her bones. Right where your ritual spot is. Are you going to tell me that’s just a big coincidence?”

Tala struggled to make sense of what Faith was saying. Twenty years ago… Right where our ritual spot is… Oh Great Hunter! She couldn’t believe it, nor did she know what to say. Finally, what she got out through a dry mouth was: “That…that was your mother?”

“You know about her?” Faith’s voice was pitched high, like an alarm bell.

Tala nodded and suddenly couldn’t look her in the eyes—not because she felt guilty but because she knew the pain she would see there all too well.

“So I was right?” Faith squeaked out. “It’s not a coincidence?”

“It’s not,” Tala said quietly.

Faith went even paler, though Tala hadn’t thought that was possible. “Y-you admit—?”

Tala held up a hand. “That doesn’t mean we killed her. Please stop assuming the worst of us. We chose that spot for our rituals about twenty years ago because the old location had too many tourists and hikers around, and we realized the new spot was the one place in the entire national park humans tended to avoid like the plague. I heard it was because someone had been found dead there, but I didn’t know it was…” She cut herself off, realizing that she was talking about Faith’s mother as if she were just a dead body found in a crime show.

They sat without moving and stared at each other.

Conflicting emotions warred within Tala. She was still angry, but the pain and grief in Faith’s eyes was unmistakable, and she couldn’t help feeling for her. She knew what it was like to lose a mother, even though she had never gotten to know her biological parents. If she had reason to believe that the accident that had killed them hadn’t been an accident after all, wouldn’t she have tried to find out who was behind it too?

“I’m sorry about your mom, Faith,” she said in a soft whisper. “Really sorry.” Tala only realized she had reached out and put her hand on Faith’s arm when Faith’s muscles stiffened beneath her touch. She quickly pulled her fingers away. “But it wasn’t my pack. We had nothing to do with your mother’s death. You’ve got to believe me.”

“I want to,” Faith whispered, an expression of longing on her face. “But I don’t know what to think anymore. You lied and deceived me all weekend, just when I was starting to believe my father was wrong and you aren’t all manipulative liars. How can I trust you’re telling the truth now?”

“When did I deceive you?” Tala had no idea what Faith was talking about. “This weekend, I told you things about myself and my family that I never…” She bit her lip and stopped short, not wanting to finish the sentence and make herself even more vulnerable. But it was true. She had shared things with Faith that she had never dreamed she would tell anyone, least of all a human—things about Rey, her grandmother, and her relationship with Lasandra. How was that deception?

“That’s true,” Faith said with a nod. “You did tell me a lot about your family…which makes it even worse that you failed to mention one very fundamental thing. You let me believe they’re all foxes. You had a million opportunities to mention that they’re wolves, but you didn’t. And that makes me think you purposefully hid it from me.”

Tala shook her head so firmly that she got dizzy for a moment. “No. No, Faith. That’s not…” She licked her lips, which felt stiff and almost unable to form words, but she forced herself to say them. “I wasn’t hiding the fact that they are wolves. I was hiding that I’m not.”

“Huh? That makes no sense. I already knew you’re a fox. It was even in the tabloid article.”

A growl escaped Tala. “Human tabloids don’t know shit about who I am. Remember what I told Sutton earlier? That I was a late bloomer too?”

Faith nodded, her forehead still furrowed.

“I was talking about the first time I managed to shift shape. All the pups my age had been running with the pack for years. Even Rey had his First Change before I did. I tried and tried, but the change wouldn’t come.” Tala squeezed her eyes shut. “It was humiliating, especially since some pack members already thought I was different and weak.”

Why on earth was she telling Faith all of that—baring her deepest, most personal secrets to this human, even after everything that had happened tonight? But for some reason, the admissions kept tumbling from her mouth.

A ghost of a touch brushed her arm, but when Tala opened her eyes, Faith’s hands rested on her own lap.

“It took me ages to figure out why I couldn’t shift,” Tala finally continued. Her throat felt raw, and yet she couldn’t stop the words. “I needed to picture a fox to initiate the transformation, but all this time, I had visualized a wolf. Because that’s how I saw myself. Telling you my family aren’t foxes would have only called attention to the fact that I am, and I didn’t want you to see me like that.”

Faith’s features softened. “Can’t you be both? I mean, I’m starting to understand that the Wrasa are just as complex as humans, so why should you be only one thing?”

It sounded like what her mother had told her this morning, in the sunroom. Tala hadn’t been ready to hear it earlier, and she wasn’t sure she was ready now. “I only ever wanted to be one thing. A strong Syak—a wolf. Not a weak fox.”

“I did see you earlier, in the forest,” Faith said. “I mean, I saw your fox. There was nothing weak about her. About you. You jumped between me and the pack and saved me from that huge scary black wolf—”

“Rey,” Tala threw in. “He wouldn’t have hurt you. He just had to assert his authority and show off in front of his future wife’s pack.”

“I’ll have to take your word for it,” Faith muttered.

Tala studied her. “Will you? Will you believe me when I tell you my pack and I have no intention of harming you and that we didn’t kill your mother?”

Faith breathed deeply and stared through the window into the dark forest to her right. Then she turned back toward Tala. “I…” She swallowed heavily. “I do believe you.”

Tala had received several commendations for her work as a Saru, but this felt bigger. Monumental.

She studied Faith in the moonlight filtering in through the windshield.

Faith’s brown eyes were damp and filled with emotions—bone-deep exhaustion and grief, but also trust and a new openness, raw and unguarded.

“And I hope you believe that I never meant to harm you or your pack,” Faith added quietly.

Tala did. Faith had carried a gun. She could have easily used it against them or called out for help, but she hadn’t.

They looked at each other.

A glint of light in the rearview mirror wrenched Tala’s attention away from Faith. She whirled around in the driver’s seat.

Headlights approached from behind, quickly coming closer.

Faith craned her neck. “Oh shit! I need to call my father! Tell him I’m fine. He needs to call them off!”

Adrenaline surged through Tala, making fire flare along her skin. Cursing, she started the car and hit the gas. “The two humans in the forest… They were HASS, weren’t they?” she shouted over the roar of the engine. “Your father sent them to kill us, and you knew!” The realization hit Tala like a punch in the gut.

“No! I mean…yes, they’re HASS, but I didn’t know they had followed me to Silver Falls or that Dad would send them after me. He promised not to.” Faith gripped the dashboard with one hand while frantically digging through her pants pockets. Then she stilled as if dimly remembering something. “Crap. I lost my phone in the forest. Give me yours!”

“It’s with my clothes, in my sister’s car,” Tala shouted, her focus on the road ahead. “My fur suit doesn’t have any pockets.”

The headlights behind them grew brighter.

Shit. Tala gritted her teeth and pressed her foot onto the gas even harder. Great Hunter, she really wished she hadn’t left the gun in the back.

The lights behind them turned off.

Then flared back on.

Only to flicker off and on again.

“What are they doing?” Faith asked. “Is that supposed to be Morse code or something? Because it’s not.”

Peter MacAllister’s goons liked playing soldier. They would probably know proper Morse code, wouldn’t they? Tala exhaled sharply and eased up on the gas pedal.

Faith, who had twisted around to see the car behind them, whirled back around to face her. “What are you doing?”

“It’s not your father’s people; it’s my pack!” Tala could now make out other sets of headlights in the rearview mirror.

Faith slumped against the back of her seat. “I think this is when you say: ‘Oh thank the Great Hunter!’”

But Tala wasn’t in the mood to joke. “I can’t believe you brought this hate group down on us, putting my entire family at risk!”

Faith ducked her head. “I didn’t know he would send them after me. I made him promise he wouldn’t. I didn’t want them to hurt any of you. That’s why I followed you alone.”

Tala didn’t answer. She believed Faith, and a part of her could even understand her. The pack having a mysterious ritual at the site where Faith’s mother had died had to appear suspicious to someone who had been influenced by Peter MacAllister’s rhetoric ever since the Wrasa had first come out.

But a spark of anger still smoldered deep inside of Tala. Or maybe it wasn’t so much anger. If she was honest with herself, she was hurt—hurt that after everything she had shared with Faith, she’d still believed the worst about her and her pack and had followed them to prove they were killers.

She slowed the car and then pulled to a stop on the shoulder of the road. “Let’s flag down Arlyn and get my phone. You have to call your father before he sends every HASS member in Virginia after us.”


 

Chapter 23

Faith leaned against the side of Tala’s car, the phone pressed to her ear, as bone-deep exhaustion overcame her.

They were alone on the dark road now. The pack’s vehicles had disappeared into the night a few minutes ago.

After getting Tala’s phone from Arlyn, Tala had managed to send her family home ahead of them. She had told them there was no time to explain because Faith had to make an urgent phone call. But Faith knew that as soon as she set foot into the Petersons’ home, they would demand answers.

That was a problem for future Faith, though. First, she had to stop her father from sending out every HASS member in Virginia to search for her.

“Calm down, Dad. I’m fine. I promise.” Faith repeated it for the fifth time, but she wasn’t sure her father heard her.

He was shouting so loudly his voice was cracking. Or maybe it was cracking because he was trying to hold back a sob.

It stunned Faith. She had only heard him sob once—right after they had found her mother’s body, late at night, when he’d thought she’d been asleep in her room.

“I never should have let you follow them,” he said. “I thought you were… that they had—”

“I’m fine,” she repeated, even though she felt anything but. “My battery just died because I used my phone as a flashlight. I never should have called you in the first place. I overreacted. Turns out it was all completely harmless.”

“Harmless?” her father echoed. “That’s not what Noah said. They saw wolves in those woods! Dozens of them!”

“Of course they did,” Faith replied, trying hard to sound as if she had never expected to find anything else. “I told you Tala’s family was heading to the woods for a ritual.”

“She’s a fox.”

Faith glanced over at Tala, who was leaning against the other side of the car, staring off into the night. “She’s a Syak, Dad.”

“A…what?”

“She was raised by wolves,” Faith said.

Her father paused. “You’re not talking about her table manners, are you?”

“No. The Petersons are Syak. Wolf-shifters.”

“That makes them even more suspicious! The autopsy report said—”

“It said inconclusive,” Faith interrupted before he could start his wild accusations again.

“Don’t you think I know that?” Her father sounded tortured. “I know every line of that report by heart. It’ll be burned into my brain until the day I die. Inconclusive.” He said it as if it were the most horrible word in the English language. “I won’t accept that. I can’t. Inconclusive just means we need more evidence to prove that the shifters hunted her through the woods until she fell to her death.”

“That’s why I followed them into the forest, but there was no evidence to be found, Dad.” Faith reined in her impatience. “I watched them long enough to make sure nothing sinister was going on. They sat in a circle, surrounded by flowers, and sang a song. Then they shifted into their animal forms and ran around the clearing like a bunch of huskies after the first snow fell.”

Tala made a choking sound. “Flowers?” she mouthed. “Huskies?”

Faith shrugged. If she told her father the truth and even hinted at how scared she had been, there was no telling what he would do—probably send Noah and Violet to the Petersons’ house to kidnap her.

“They’re fooling you. If you keep watching them long enough, you’ll see that.”

Faith didn’t have the energy to continue this discussion, and with Tala listening to every word, she didn’t want to talk about his plan to have her keep spying on the Wrasa. “I need to go. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Are you sure you want to stay with them until tomorrow?” her father asked. “I can send Noah and—”

“No!” Now Faith was the one who was nearly shouting. She drew in a steadying breath and repeated more calmly, “No. Don’t send them. And if you’ve sent out anyone else from HASS, call them back right now!”

He was quiet for a moment. “Fine.”

“I mean it, Dad. Never send them after me again when I specifically tell you not to.”

“I can’t promise you that. You’re my daughter. I need to keep you safe.”

“I would have been a lot safer if Noah and Violet hadn’t shown up like a SWAT team on steroids!”

He sighed. “We’ll talk about it when you’re home. Please be careful. I love you.”

“I will. Love you too.” She ended the call and stood with the phone in her hand for several seconds before handing it back.

Tala made a quick call to her superiors but stalked away from Faith while she spoke so Faith couldn’t hear her.

Once she was done, they got back into the car.

“You lied to him,” Tala said after starting the engine, a note of surprise in her voice.

Faith stared through the windshield. “I’m not proud of it, but I didn’t see another way.”

“Well, he lied to you first—about not sending his goons to follow you.”

Faith studied her. Was Tala trying to make her feel better? Did that mean she had forgiven her for bringing two HASS members down on her family? “I know he did it because he thought he needed to protect me. And that’s also why I had to lie to him now—to protect your family. I honestly didn’t mean to harm them. Or you. I just saw Sutton’s map and…”

“And every doubt, every bad thing you had ever heard about the Wrasa came flooding back,” Tala finished for her when Faith trailed off.

Faith could no longer look at her. She hung her head. “Yeah. Something like that. I didn’t want to believe it, but I needed to see what was going on with my own eyes.”

Tala didn’t reply.

“What happens now?” Faith asked as they passed the sign at the entrance of Silver Falls. “I mean, obviously, I’ll have to apologize to your family…explain everything, including this entire fake-relationship scheme…right?”

Tala sharply turned her head to face her. “No! They can’t find out about that.”

“You want to keep making them think we’re a couple?”

“Yes, of course,” Tala replied. “Nothing has changed.”

Did she really believe that? Faith felt as if everything had changed this weekend—her view of the Wrasa, Tala, and maybe even herself.

“At least that hasn’t,” Tala added, as if hearing Faith’s thoughts. “If your reaction proves one thing, it’s that we need to…uh, humanize, for lack of a better word, us Wrasa in the eyes of the public. If we broke up, or made people think we did, we wouldn’t achieve that.” She glanced away from the road and at Faith. “So, are you still in?”

Faith had wanted to back out of their scheme after their visit with Tala’s family in order to protect Chloe. But Chloe wasn’t the only one who needed protection; the Wrasa did too. Plus after the mess she had created, she owed Tala, so she nodded. “Yes. But what do we tell your family?”

“I’ll think of something.”

Faith gave her a doubtful look. “Something that would explain why I showed up to the yasi makasar with a gun?”

“It’s yasi makamar,” Tala said. “And my pack won’t remember the gun or anything that was said in the forest. They were in their wolf forms, where they don’t understand human concepts or language. But they will remember you being there, reeking of fear, and two humans chasing them through the woods.”

The SUV made it around the last bend, and the Petersons’ house loomed before them. Despite the late hour, lights shone inside.

Faith swallowed, knowing she’d have to face the entire pack in a few seconds.

“It’ll be fine,” Tala said. “Just let me do the talking.”

They got out of the car and headed inside.

Tala’s parents, siblings, aunts, uncles, and cousins awaited them in the entryway. A cacophony of voices rained down on Faith.

“What in the Great Hunter’s name is going on?”

“How did those humans know where to find us?”

“What was she doing out there?”

Their voices overlapped so Faith didn’t understand half of what they shouted, but what she caught was more than enough.

They formed a semi-circle around her and Tala, and it seemed to tighten around them with every shouted question. Their faces were a mixture of concern, confusion, suspicion, and outright hostility.

Faith felt their scrutiny as if they were slicing into her with their fangs. She took an instinctive step back and bumped into Tala, who wrapped a steadying arm around her waist and snarled at her family. “Back off, everyone! Give us some space.”

For once, no one listened. Questions continued to fly at them from all directions. Tala’s grandmother drowned out everyone else: “I bet she’s in league with them!”

“Everyone, shut up!” Finally, it was Brennan’s voice that cut through the chaos.

Faith’s stomach dropped to her knees. She had hoped Jemma, Tala’s friendly mother, would be the one to take over the conversation. Instead, she was now facing the stern alpha.

He looked at them with a stare that sliced through Faith. “Explain!” was all he said.

Tala’s grip on her tightened. “I…”

Faith couldn’t let her flounder or force her to lie to her family. If someone had to do it, it had to be her. “To be honest, my father doesn’t approve of our relationship.”

“Big surprise.” Tala’s grandmother huffed.

“Let her talk,” Brennan said.

“I’m not trying to make excuses for him, but he’s got his reasons,” Faith continued, even though it wasn’t easy to talk about it in front of so many near strangers. “He’s convinced Wrasa have something to do with my mother’s death.”

“Right,” Arnold muttered. “We’re also to blame for dinosaurs dying out.”

Tala bared her teeth at him. “Hear her out. I used to think MacAllister was just a bigoted asshole. Okay, I still think that.” She glanced at Faith, took her right hand, and pressed a kiss to her knuckles. “Sorry, babe.”

Warmth spread through Faith’s body, and she wasn’t sure if it was annoyance or a flicker of attraction. After this horrible day, her emotions were a tangled mess.

Tala turned back toward her uncle. “But I have a little more compassion for him now. In his mind, he has a good reason for hating us. Faith’s mother died in Shenandoah National Park—right where our ritual spot is today—and they can’t rule out that wolves or Syak were involved.”

Gasps and murmurs rippled through the pack.

“Great Hunter! You poor child!” Jemma rushed over and engulfed Faith in a tight hug, forcing Tala to let go of her.

Faith stiffened in her arms, overly aware that she was being held by a wolf-shifter. But Jemma’s warmth…her forgiveness…felt so good that she couldn’t help relaxing. She clung to her.

“That’s why MacAllister had us followed,” Tala continued. “He probably thought we were out there, sacrificing humans or something. When she found out, Faith went after us to warn us.”

“Thank you,” Jemma whispered into Faith’s ear.

Apparently, the mate scent perfume they had applied before the feast was still masking their scents, so everyone had bought the lie. But instead of being a relief, it made Faith feel worse. She wanted to dig a hole, crawl in, and never come out again.

Jemma cradled her in a gentle embrace for a few seconds longer before letting go. “There’s no need to feel guilty, sweetheart. You’re not responsible for your father’s actions.”

It seemed the perfume hadn’t entirely covered her scent, but luckily, Jemma had misinterpreted the reason Faith felt guilty.

“So what?” Tala’s grandmother said loudly. “That’s not an excuse for what he’s doing to us. I lost loved ones to humans, and you don’t see me on TV every five seconds, preaching hate.”

Tala planted herself between her grandmother and Faith as if protecting her with her own body. Her golden eyes blazed. “You might not be on TV, but you’ve been preaching hate against humans all my life, Grandma. Just look at how you’ve been treating Faith—how you are treating her right now. She lost her mother when she was just a child, and all you can say is ‘so what?’”

It felt surprisingly good to have Tala stand up for her, like another warm hug.

Arlyn shoved through the crowd. “I think we’ve all had enough excitement for one day. Faith and Tala can explain all the details tomorrow, but now I need to check Faith out.”

“Check her out?” Tala asked with a frown.

Arlyn rolled her eyes. “Not that way. Humans are much too complicated for me. I’m talking about her hand—and whatever other injuries she might have sustained.”

Gently, Tala pulled Faith closer and ran her gaze over every inch of her, pausing on her face and hand. “She’s right. You’re hurt!”

“What? No. I…” Faith paused and took stock of her body. Her adrenaline had been pumping nonstop since she had seen the map on Sutton’s iPad. Now that it slowly started to fade away, she became aware of dozens of aches. Her knees stung, and her left hand burned.

When she turned it palm-up, the skin on the heel of her hand was broken and oozing. It was barely bleeding anymore, but earth and leaf particles from the forest were embedded in the scrapes.

Tala cradled her hand gently between both of hers and studied the abrasion as if it were a deadly wound.

Was she playing the concerned lover in front of her family, or was the compassion on her face real?

“It’s nothing,” Faith said. “Just a few scrapes. You don’t have to bother.” All she wanted was to escape the pack’s attention and to crawl into bed. Besides, after the chaos she had created, she wasn’t sure she deserved Arlyn’s help.

“Nonsense,” Tala said. “Arlyn, grab your bag!”

Her tone didn’t leave room for objections, so Faith sighed and gave in.

~ ~ ~

How could she have missed that Faith was hurt beyond the welt on her cheek? She had assumed the coppery tang emanating from her mate was from her period. Still, she should have noticed.

She was the Saru’s best tracker, for the Great Hunter’s sake!

Tala nearly kicked down the door to her bedroom instead of opening it.

“Are you that angry?” Faith asked in a whisper after glancing back as if to make sure Arlyn hadn’t caught up with them yet. “Again, I’m very sorry for putting your family in danger and making you lie to them.”

“No!” Tala wasn’t angry at Faith; she was angry at herself. “I just…slipped.”

Faith arched both brows. “Into a kick that nearly lifted the door off its hinges?”

Tala didn’t reply. She gently placed a steadying hand beneath Faith’s elbow, careful not to aggravate any other injuries that might be hidden beneath her clothes, and guided her into the room.

“Um, I’m perfectly capable of walking on my own.”

Arlyn caught up with them, her doctor’s bag in hand, and laughed. “Don’t bother. Dominant Syak go into hyperprotective mode whenever their mate is hurt.”

“I’m not—”

Tala gave her an alarmed look, hoping Faith wasn’t about to reveal they weren’t really a couple.

“—hurt,” Faith finished. “It’s a little scrape. No big deal. You don’t have to bother. Besides, didn’t you say you don’t treat humans?”

Arlyn shrugged. “I make exceptions for family. You’re part of the pack, and we take care of our own. Get used to it.”

Faith blinked several times, then lowered her gaze.

Tala didn’t need to be able to smell her emotions to know what she was feeling. Either her emotions were so strong that they were obvious to anyone despite the mate scent perfume, or Tala had gotten to know Faith better and could read her facial expressions.

Whatever the reason, she could tell that Faith felt guilty—and deeply touched. Clearly, she wasn’t used to having a big family that took care of her and didn’t feel as if she deserved it now.

Tala fought the urge to wrap both arms around her for comfort. Damn. When had she gotten so soft?

Arlyn put her doctor’s bag down on the bed, opened it, and prepared everything she would need. Then she led Faith over to the bathroom to clean the wound.

“Whew,” she said after the bathroom door swung open. “Why is your mate scent so strong in here?”

Oh shit! Of course it was strongest in the bathroom—that was where they usually applied the perfume. Would her sister start to suspect that something was off about their mate scent? Maybe even follow the scent trail and find the bottles? Tala tried not to let her panic show. “Not that it’s any of your business,” she said as calmly as possible, “but if you absolutely have to know…yes, we did spend some quality adult time in here. Humans have a thing for shower sex.”

Faith’s cheeks flushed bright red.

For the first time in hours, a smile curled up Tala’s lips. Who knew humans could be this cute?

“Oh, just humans, huh?” Faith nudged her. “So it wasn’t you who pulled me back under the spray to—”

“Lalalalala!” Arlyn clutched her ears. “I don’t need any details, thanks.”

Phew. Apparently, Arlyn had bought their excuse.

Arlyn washed her hands at the sink, then rinsed the scrape on Faith’s palm beneath running water.

Tala watched over Arlyn’s shoulder to make sure her sister knew how to patch up a human and didn’t cause more pain.

The smell of rubbing alcohol stung Tala’s nose as Arlyn cleaned a pair of tweezers, then used them to remove small pieces of leaves and wood from the wound.

When Faith winced, a snarl escaped Tala. “Hey, careful! You’re hurting her!”

Arlyn glanced over her shoulder. “You’re hovering. Why don’t you give us some space?”

“I’m not hovering. I’m just making sure you know what you’re doing.”

“Of course I know what I’m doing,” Arlyn said. “I’m a doctor.”

“A doctor of Wrasa medicine. For a simple scrape, all you’d have to do for your usual patients is tell them to shift. This is more complicated than that.”

Arlyn let out an exasperated sigh. “I treat pups too, so I can’t tell all of my patients to shift. Besides, it’s a scrape, Tala, not an organ transplant.”

“Thank God,” Faith muttered. “Because if it were, I’d bleed to death while the two of you bickered over the correct treatment.”

Tala and her sister looked at each other.

Arlyn laughed. “I like her,” she said to Tala, as if Faith wasn’t standing right there. “Now get out of the way. I want to apply the ointment in the bedroom before I pass out from inhaling this cloud of mate scent.”

Tala backed out of the room and turned on the light on the nightstand.

Faith sank onto the edge of the bed as if her legs felt shaky. Gingerly, she held out her hand for Arlyn to see.

Tala peeked at the scrape. It was clean now but covered the entire heel of her palm. She winced in sympathy.

Gently, Arlyn patted the wound dry with sterile gauze, then applied a thin layer of antibiotic ointment and covered the scrape with a bandage.

Tala watched her every move, glad to see her sister’s practiced efficiency. But the bandage didn’t seem impressive. “Do you think that’s enough? Maybe you should add some padding or another layer. We don’t want the wound to get bumped or infected.”

Arlyn gave her a long, exasperated look. “Sure, Dr. Tala, and while I’m at it, why don’t I wrap her entire body in bubble wrap?”

A muffled sound escaped Faith, as if she was stifling a laugh. “It’s okay, Tala, really. My daughter had worse scrapes than this, and they healed just fine with only a bandage.”

“All right,” Tala grumbled. “You’re the expert when it comes to human injuries.”

“I am the expert,” Arlyn said.

Finally, she finished up the treatment by applying ointment to the welt on Faith’s cheek. But instead of closing her doctor’s bag, she gestured at Faith’s jeans and her top. “Now take off your clothes. My nose is numb after inhaling that overdose of mate scent, so I can’t smell if there are other injuries or not.”

Faith hesitated. “It’s fine. I think I scraped my knees a little, but my hand probably took the brunt of it.”

Arlyn fixed her with a commanding stare. “Let me see.”

A renewed flush tinged Faith’s cheeks, and her gaze went to Tala, who all of a sudden felt overly warm too.

“Your mentors didn’t teach you proper bedside manner around humans, did they, sis? Humans aren’t as casual about nudity as we are.”

“What’s the big deal?” Arlyn looked back and forth between them. “As a doctor, I see naked bodies every day, and you’ve seen each other naked plenty of times.”

Except, of course, that they hadn’t. Truth be told, Tala really wouldn’t mind seeing more of that smooth skin, but Faith was clearly uncomfortable, and that was the last thing Tala wanted.

“Right,” she said, her mouth dry. “No big deal at all. But you know what? I’ll get out of your hair and go get myself a snack. After shifting earlier, I’m starving.” She reached down and squeezed Faith’s uninjured hand. “I’ll bring you back a cookie or something.”

Faith curled her fingers around Tala’s thumb and returned the gentle pressure. “Thank you.”

Tala nodded, knowing Faith meant more than the cookie. “Be right back.”

Her grandmother was nowhere to be seen as Tala headed downstairs, and the younger cousins had been sent to bed, but the rest of the pack descended on her as soon as she entered the kitchen.

Tala started making sandwiches and putting together a mini picnic, even though she knew she couldn’t avoid their questions.

“How is she?” her father asked while her mother filled the kettle to make tea.

“She’s fine,” Tala said without turning around to face them. “Just a few scrapes.”

“She didn’t smell fine in the forest,” her brother Felix spoke up. “The last time I smelled such panic from a human was right after we came out and they all thought the werewolf apocalypse had started or something.”

He was right. Tala’s nose still itched at the memory of it. She didn’t want to lie to her family again, so she decided to reveal as much of the truth as possible. “After what happened to her mother, the forest is a scary place for her,” she said quietly. Only now did she understand why Faith had seemed so tense when they had driven up to her pack’s home for the first time.

“And so are Syak,” her mother said just as quietly.

Without turning around, Tala nodded grimly.

“But she’s with you,” Kiera said, a silent question in her tone.

Tala’s grip on the bread knife tightened. She turned around to face her family.

Rey, Mirella, and Lasandra had joined them. Even Uncle Arnold and Aunt Celia, two of her biggest critics in the pack, were leaning against the island separating the kitchen from the dining room. A “gotcha” grin spread over Uncle Arnold’s bearded face.

“Yes, she’s with me.” Tala spoke with her head held high, ignoring how stiff her jaw felt. “But that doesn’t mean she doesn’t see me as a Syak.”

“Right,” Uncle Arnold drawled. “Why would she share the bed with someone whose bloodkin might have killed her mother?” He shook his head. “I guarantee she sees you as a cute little fox. An exotic pet. I hear they’re all the rage with humans in Russia right now.”

Silence descended on the kitchen, interrupted only by her mother’s gasp.

Gazes rested on Tala like weights as everyone waited for what she would do.

Blood roared through Tala’s ears, and a burning sensation flared along her forearms as the need to shift overcame her. Her fox clawed at the walls of her self-control, and for a second, she toyed with the thought of letting the change take over and showing Arnold just how scary that “cute little fox” could be.

Breath by breath, she fought down the urge until the burning lessened.

“Enough, Arnold!” Her father snarled. “I won’t have you talk to my daughter like—”

“Let me handle this, Appo,” Tala cut him off. If she didn’t stand up to Uncle Arnold now, she would lose her position in the pack. “When I turn into my animal form, it’s that of a fox. Don’t think I’m not aware of that. People like you never let me forget it for a second.” She swallowed down the bitter taste in her mouth and took two long steps toward him, right into his personal space. Her gaze locked onto his without wavering. “But you know what? I’m done being ashamed of it. You know what happened earlier, in the forest? Faith was scared to death of the huge pack of wolves charging toward her. Even in my fox form, I jumped between her and the pack without hesitation, ready to defend my mate.”

“And that’s why I trust her, even though I know she’s a Syak,” came Faith’s voice from the doorway.

Tala’s head jerked up. She had been so focused on Uncle Arnold that all her senses had been locked on him and she hadn’t heard or smelled Faith approach.

Arlyn lingered behind Faith and sent Tala a “sorry, couldn’t stop her” look.

“Tala is strong, loyal, and brave, and she would stand up for me no matter what form she’s in.” Faith crossed the kitchen, past staring pack members, without paying them any attention. Her stride was that of an alpha—not a hint of a limp or fear of the two dozen Syak who slowly backed away to let her through.

Tala’s mouth went dry. The presence of the pack, even Uncle Arnold, faded away until the only one she could see was Faith. She couldn’t look away from her.

The fire in Faith’s deep brown eyes was a sight to behold. Her hair cascaded in loose waves over her shoulders. The chestnut strands were tangled, and a few leaves stuck to them from their wild chase through the forest.

A pull that came from deep inside of Tala made her step toward Faith until only inches separated them. The connection between them made Tala’s body tingle in a way that not even an impending transformation could.

A visible jolt went through Faith. She whirled around to face Tala’s family, now side by side with her. “I have no idea why some of you”—she zeroed in on Uncle Arnold, then on Rey—“keep treating her as if she were less than! Scratch that. I know why. It’s for the same reason my father treats all of you the same way—out of a deep-rooted fear and insecurity. It’s a you issue, not a Tala issue, and if you can’t see that, you don’t deserve her as your natak!”

Then, not waiting for a reply, she marched past them and out of the kitchen.

Like everyone else, Tala stared after her for several seconds. Wow. What was that? How had Faith, injured, probably still scared, and after spending time around a pack of Syak for the first time in her life, managed to say what Tala should have told them years ago instead of ducking her head in shame?

She tossed the bread knife into the sink with a clatter, picked up the heaping tray, and hurried after Faith.

At the door, she paused and glanced back over her shoulder.

Everyone still stood frozen.

Tala wanted to laugh at their slack-jawed faces, but her own expression probably resembled theirs and her throat felt too tight. “She’s right,” she finally got out, her voice hoarse. “If a single human woman can stand up to you, why can’t you believe that a Syak who was born a Rtar can lead this pack? Courage, loyalty, and leadership can come in any form!”

She didn’t wait around to hear their answers. As she followed Faith up the stairs, she realized it didn’t matter anymore. Her sense of worth was no longer dependent on whether they accepted her as a fellow Syak and their leader or not.

A low whistle was the last thing she heard from the kitchen, then a mutter from Felix, “It’s not that I don’t believe in Tala, but if natak were an elected position, I’d vote for Faith right now.”

Tala couldn’t help grinning. So would I, brother. So would I.

~ ~ ~

Faith rushed up the stairs and paced back and forth in Tala’s bedroom. Shit, shit, shit! She had messed up—again! First, she had followed them into the forest with a gun and brought two HASS members down on Tala’s family, destroying whatever trust had been building between them, and now she had interrupted a family discussion, probably undermining Tala’s authority.

She knew it had been a mistake, but when Arlyn had told her she could hear Arnold laying into Tala in the kitchen, Faith hadn’t been able to stay upstairs and let her fight this battle alone. She’d paused only long enough to put her clothes back on before rushing downstairs.

Tala barged into the bedroom, carrying a tray heaped high with food. She kicked the door shut with her heel and put the tray down on the nightstand, but instead of devouring the sandwiches, she paid them no attention at all.

Her golden eyes were fixated intensely on Faith, and the expression on her face was one Faith had never seen on her before. “Do you know what you just did?” she asked, a strange vibration in her voice.

Was she trying hard not to shout so her family wouldn’t overhear their conversation?

“I know, I know.” Faith covered her face with her uninjured hand and groaned. “I’m sorry. I keep messing up, don’t I? I probably broke about a hundred pack rules by interrupting and speaking to them like that.” She peeked through her fingers as if she were watching a horror movie—scared of Tala’s reaction yet at the same time wanting to know.

“You did.” Tala rounded the bed toward Faith. “And I can’t even begin to tell you how much I loved it!”

“I know. I’m sor—” Faith stopped mid-word, her mouth still open. She must have misheard…right? “Did you just say…? You loved it?”

Tala let out an exuberant laugh, for the first time sounding all fox. “It was glorious! Did you see Uncle Arnold’s face? He looked like you’d poured a bucket of mud down his pants!”

The mental image made Faith crack up too.

They laughed together until they were bent over, gasping for breath, the tension of the day dissipating.

Finally, they straightened and gazed at each other.

The corner of Tala’s mouth still twitched, and Faith loved that look on her.

“Tala?” she said quietly.

“Yes?”

For a moment, Tala studied her so intently that Faith forgot what she’d wanted to say. She licked her lips, then remembered. “I really am sorry. For everything.”

Tala sighed. “I know.”

“I also want you to know… What Arnold said…about me seeing you as an exotic pet… It’s not true. You’re not one bit less impressive or less intimidating than any of the other Syak.”

Instead of turning Tala’s twitching lips into a full-on smile, her words made Tala frown. “Not sure I want that anymore.”

“What? Being like the other Syak?”

Tala shook her head. “Being intimidating to you.”

Faith stared into those fascinating golden eyes. The look in them was open and vulnerable. All the barriers they had put up between them were down.

“You’re not,” Faith whispered. “It feels like…we’re partners now. A team.”

“Partners,” Tala repeated.

Faith nodded. She found herself leaning toward Tala, reaching out a hand to…what? Cradle Tala’s cheek? Weave her fingers through Tala’s hair and…kiss her?

No. Bad idea. Horrible idea.

It had been an emotional night; she was exhausted and not thinking clearly. She couldn’t trust whatever she was feeling right now.

Quickly, she dropped her hand and backed away.

Tala did the same, the open and vulnerable expression in her eyes now gone. “Let’s eat and get ready for bed,” she said gruffly. “It’s late.”

“I’m not hungry. The sandwiches are all yours.” Faith grabbed her pajamas and ducked into the bathroom.

~ ~ ~

Partners… The word still echoed through Tala’s mind as they lay in bed, each staying on her own side.

Faith hadn’t meant it in a romantic way, of course. That moment between them earlier had been just an overload of emotions. Faith had referred to being partners in crime…or in this fake-relationship scheme.

Even that was something Tala had never had. She had worked with other Saru, of course, but they had never stood up to her and for her the way Faith had.

She rolled over toward Faith, who lay facing her. Tala studied her features in the moonlight bathing the room in a faint glow.

With her superior night vision, she could make out the welt on Faith’s cheek where a branch had hit her. It made her look vulnerable and at the same time like a warrior who had braved battle and come out stronger on the other side.

She wasn’t asleep either—Tala could hear it by the way she was breathing.

“Cramps?” Tala whispered.

Faith’s eyes flew open. “What?”

“Are the cramps keeping you up?”

The covers rustled as if Faith was touching her belly. “No. No cramps today.”

“Good.”

“Yeah,” Faith said. “I mean, having to play heating pad for two nights in a row would be beneath a future natak, right?”

“Right. How are your knees and your hand?”

“I’m fine, Tala. Really. Just can’t sleep.”

Tala sighed. “Me neither.”

They were silent for a while, but neither closed her eyes.

“Can I ask about your mom?” Tala finally asked. “If it hurts too much to talk about it, you don’t have to, but…”

“No, it’s fine,” Faith said quietly. “You can ask.”

“What happened to her?”

Faith smoothed her hand across the covers as if taking a moment to gather herself. “When I was growing up, my mom and I often went for walks in the forest, then short hikes as I grew older.”

“Just you and your mom? What about your father?” Tala asked. “Didn’t he join you?”

Faith shook her head. “Rarely. He was always working and only took time off for church on Sundays. He didn’t get why she would rather wander around the woods than attend mass with him, but he stood up to the gossips and defended her when they started talking about her absence. Mom always said she got the same feeling of peace and awe of God’s creation from being in the forest.”

“She’s right,” Tala said quietly. “I didn’t know humans could feel it too.”

“She could. And so could I when I was little. I loved going with her.” Faith squeezed her eyes shut and turned her face into the pillow. “But I didn’t that weekend. One of my friends had invited me to go to a water park with her family, and that was more important to me.”

She hadn’t put on the mate scent perfume after taking a shower, and now the bitter smell of her guilt hit Tala like a punch in the face.

“Hey.” Tala reached over and gently touched Faith’s shoulder, relieved when Faith didn’t flinch or pull away. “Look at me.”

It took several moments for Faith to unbury her face from the pillow.

“Whatever happened, it’s not your fault. You know that, right?”

“I know. Kind of. But I can’t help wondering… If I had gone with her that day, would I have been able to do something to save her?” Faith’s voice was a shaky whisper.

“You were just…what? Nine?”

Faith stared at her. “How do you know that?”

Tala lowered her head. “They gave me a brief version of your bio when the council picked me to be your fake mate. They told me your mom died when you were a little pup…um, girl. So what were you supposed to do?”

Faith shrugged, then didn’t drop her shoulders back down. They remained hunched as if she were hiding or protecting herself. “I don’t know. Something. Anything. Run to get help. Distract her attackers.”

“Attackers?” Tala echoed. “You think she was attacked? The council told me it was a hiking accident.”

“I don’t know what to think,” Faith said with a weary sigh that carried the weight of decades of frustration and uncertainty. “They couldn’t say for sure. My mom had left the marked trail, so her body wasn’t found until weeks later. She had a head trauma, which was the likely cause of death, and the M.E. found teeth marks from large canines on her bones. But because decomposition had progressed, they couldn’t tell whether those marks were caused by a wolf or a large dog. They couldn’t even say for sure whether it was a hiking accident and the marks were left by scavenging animals after she died…or predators hunted her through the forest and she fell while running for her life and they…finished her off. That’s what my father believes.”

Faith trembled so violently that the bed shook beneath her.

Great Hunter! How traumatizing it must have been for Faith to encounter a pack of wolves in the forest earlier today! And Tala had contributed to it by grabbing her by the arm and dragging her deeper into the dark woods. It also explained why Faith had reacted so strongly when Tala had made a joke about killing and eating her when Faith had first agreed to their fake-relationship scheme.

Never before had Tala felt like such an asshole.

She inched closer, wanting to offer comfort but not knowing if it would be welcome or make things worse. For the first time in her life, she wished she were just a Rtar, born into a fox-shifter family—so she could pull Faith into her arms and hold her without reminding her of the predators who might have killed her mother. Her hand hovered over Faith’s shoulder. “I’m sorry. Sorry your mom died. Sorry you never got any answers to the many questions you must have. Sorry I didn’t understand—”

With a sound like a hurt, scared little animal, Faith grabbed hold of Tala and buried her face against Tala’s chest, her mouth warm against the upper slope of Tala’s breast.

Tala tried to ignore the shiver that rushed down her body. She lowered both hands onto her back and cradled Faith against her, careful not to aggravate her scrapes and bruises. As Faith’s tears soaked her pajama top, she lifted her head and whispered soothing words into Faith’s hair. A weird feeling overcame her, but she couldn’t put her finger on what it was. She only knew that this was the most powerful yet the most helpless she had ever felt in her life.

Finally, Faith went quiet and looked up. Tears still shone in her eyes, but they had stopped falling. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make you wet. Um, I mean, your shirt.” She wiped at Tala’s pajama top with her uninjured hand.

Oh Great Hunter! Tala struggled to keep breathing normally because Faith was rubbing a spot dangerously close to her nipple. If Faith wasn’t careful, she would make her wet.

Faith snatched her hand away as if only now realizing she was stroking Tala’s breast. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to—”

“It’s okay.” Tala pretended she hadn’t even noticed. The husky tone of her voice sabotaged her Oscar-worthy performance, though.

Faith withdrew to her side of the bed, and Tala instantly missed the feel of her body against her own.

“Was that what you said earlier?” Faith asked.

“Hmm?”

“When I was crying, you kept whispering the same words over and over. I think it was something in what you call the Old Language.”

“Really?” Tala hadn’t realized, nor did she remember what she’d said. Probably a nursery rhyme from her childhood—something she had instinctively resorted to. “What did I say?”

“It sounded like callani nemi,” Faith said.

Callani ne— Oh shit. She hadn’t said that, had she? “Kalyani, nemi?”

“Yes! That’s it! What does it mean?”

Tala’s head spun. “It means something like: everything’s going to be okay.”

That was the truth. At least half of it. It meant It’s okay, sweetheart, but not in the way some humans used endearments with everyone, even strangers. Nemi literally meant jewel or precious one and was only used with one’s mate.

This time, she couldn’t even blame the mate scent perfume for messing with her emotions, because neither of them had applied any.

It was a good thing they were going home tomorrow, back to DC, where they would spend most of their time apart.

She needed some distance.

A fake relationship with a human was complicated enough. A real one was out of the question.

Besides, she wasn’t even sure Faith was interested in her, at least as far as a real relationship went. She might be misreading things. Even if she wasn’t, Faith would probably run, scared to confess to her father if they ever became involved for real. She had already attempted once to back out of Operation Make-Believe Mate, and Tala couldn’t take the chance of Faith doing it again, this time for good. No. She had fucked up one mission; she wouldn’t fuck up this one too.

Faith sighed. “I don’t think it’ll ever be okay. I finally had to accept that I’ll never get any answers about what happened to my mom. If your family doesn’t know, even though it happened in their territory, then neither will anyone else.”

“I can’t make any promises, but I’ll look into it.”

“Thanks, but my father has been looking into it for over twenty years,” Faith said. “There’s no more evidence to be found.”

“Maybe not for him,” Tala replied. “But I’m a Saru. I have connections he doesn’t have. If there’s anything to find, I’ll find it.”

Faith was silent for a moment. “If you discover a Wrasa killed her, would you tell me?”

Would she? A month ago, Tala would have considered it a betrayal of her kind to even consider the question. “I really don’t think it was one of us.” Certainly not a Saru operation or Jeff Madsen would have known. “But if I find out otherwise… Yes, I’d tell you.” She searched Faith’s face. “What if I find out my kind had nothing to do with it? Would you believe me?”

“Yes, I would,” Faith said, with a note of wonder in her voice. “I…I trust you.”

The steady, clean scent of the truth filled Tala’s nose. Wow. Tala hadn’t expected that. It felt like getting a medal pinned to her chest. She had never thought she would crave anyone’s trust, but now she realized she desperately wanted Faith to trust her.

“Tala?” Faith said so quietly even Tala with her superior hearing had to strain to hear her.

“Yes?”

“There’s something I have to tell you.”

Tala’s heartbeat picked up, which was silly. It wasn’t as if Faith was about to confess her undying love or something. “What is it?”

“The reason I agreed to date…fake-date you… It was so I could spy on you. Find proof that you—all Wrasa—are evil.” The smell of guilt and shame stung Tala’s nose. “Please don’t hate me, but…I tried to bug your apartment. Twice. And I brought a bug with me here too, but I didn’t go through with it.”

Faith blurted it all out as if she had wanted to confess it for some time.

“I know,” Tala said quietly.

Faith abruptly sat up in bed. “What?” She groped for something on the nightstand, then the light flared on.

Tala squinted against the sudden brightness.

“You knew?”

“Yes. At least about the first two bugs.” Tala hesitated. Madsen and the council hadn’t approved her putting all her cards on the table and telling Faith the truth. But after Faith’s confession, there was no way she could lie. She didn’t want to. “Because we bugged you too.”

Faith flopped back onto the mattress and stared at the ceiling. “God. This is all so messed up.”

“I know,” Tala said.

“If you bugged my house… Does that mean…? Is Chloe…?”

“No,” Tala said quickly. “It never recorded her. The listening device was on the USB stick you stole from me. Since you snuck it back into my laptop bag, it’s no longer in your house.”

A squeak escaped Faith. “You knew about that too?”

“Yes.”

Faith rolled onto her side and looked at her. Slowly, the stunned expression on her face softened. “Okay. We can’t change what we did in the past, before we got to know and trust each other. But from now on, no more games. No more bugs. No more secrets. Let’s work together for real. Can you do that?”

A twisting sensation knotted Tala’s gut. She wanted to do it. But could she? No more bugs and no more games was an easy promise to make, but no more secrets…

It wasn’t her choice to make—not when her entire species could suffer the consequences. They already had to deal with the fallout from Tala’s failure to keep an eye on Kelsey and Rue. She couldn’t risk telling Faith what the Saru had done to keep the Wrasa’s existence secret. With Faith’s history—her mother possibly being murdered by a Syak—she wouldn’t understand why they had thought it necessary to kill humans.

But maybe telling her the truth about everything else would be enough.

“Yes,” she said, trying to sound upbeat and confident. “Let’s work together for real.”

And that was all it could be—working together, without getting emotionally involved because the closer she got to Faith, the harder it would be to keep the truth from her.

Faith flicked off the light, settled her head on the pillow, and exhaled as if the tension of the day finally fled her body. She found Tala’s hand in the darkness and squeezed it. “Thank you for telling me the truth,” she murmured, her voice heavy with exhaustion. “And for listening and”—a yawn interrupted her—“for protecting me today.”

Tala gently squeezed back, careful not to put any pressure on the bandaged part of Faith’s hand. “Thank you for trusting me and for standing up for me.”

“You’re very welcome.” Every word came softer and slower than the one before. Faith withdrew her hand but let it rest just an inch from Tala’s pillow. It wasn’t long before her breathing indicated that she’d fallen asleep.

Tala lay awake, her mind still reeling with everything that had happened that day.

When two cold feet snuck onto her side of the bed, she jumped, then chuckled.

Apparently, she would play heating pad for her human bedmate for a second night in a row after all.


 

Chapter 24

A soft tap on the door wrenched Faith from a deep sleep. She opened her eyes and blearily blinked into the bright morning sunshine.

The space next to her was empty.

Tala stuck her head into the bedroom. Her hair was damp and darkened to a rich auburn. Had she taken a shower without Faith waking up, or had she shifted shape and run through the wet grass behind the house? “Good morning.”

Faith rubbed her eyes. “Morning. Come on in.”

Tala entered, closed the door behind her, and studied Faith. “How do you feel?”

Surrounded by cozy covers, in a toasty bed, after sleeping the entire night without waking up once, Faith felt amazingly good, despite the sting in her hand and knees. It wasn’t just a good night’s sleep, though. What made her feel so much lighter was that she had finally told Tala about her mother—and about spying on the Wrasa for her father. She realized it had been weighing on her, making her feel more and more conflicted every day. Now that heavy weight was gone.

“So far, so good,” she said with a small smile. “Ask me again once I’m out of bed.”

“Do you want to come down and join us for breakfast? It’ll be our last meal together as a pack before we and the other out-of-town folks head back. But if you don’t feel up to it, I can bring up a tray for you.”

Faith swallowed. The thought of facing two dozen Syak made her nervous, and the main reason wasn’t that she knew they could turn into wolves with sharp fangs. It was because she was afraid they would judge her for what she had done the night before. “Do they want me to join you?”

Tala huffed. “Mom already has your special tea on the table, and Sutton has been reading the dietary habits chapter of Humans for Dummies to make sure there’s enough food you’ll enjoy.”

“Aww. Okay, I’ll get dressed and be right down.”

Tala’s golden eyes lit up as if she was pleased with that decision. “Take your time. I’ll go back downstairs and make sure no one starts without you.”

When the door clicked shut, Faith peeked over the edge of the bed.

No mouse.

She shoved back the covers and swung her legs out of bed.

Ouch. Her entire body ached as if she had…run for her life, through a pitch-dark forest, and crashed to the ground hard.

She got dressed as quickly as her aching muscles allowed, knowing how hard it was for Wrasa to control themselves around food.

When she headed downstairs, laughter and the scent of bacon and freshly baked bread drifted toward her.

Everyone was sitting at the long table, and Faith felt two dozen gazes on her as she walked toward the only free chair, next to Tala. “Good morning.” She gave a quick wave without making eye contact with anyone.

Tala jumped up and pulled out the chair for her.

Hmmm. She smelled heavenly. Had the mate scent perfume always been this enchanting, or was it something else she was smelling?

Then she froze. Oh shit. The perfume! In her hurry to get downstairs, she had forgotten to put it on!

“Are you okay?” Tala asked, still lingering next to her with her hands on the back of the chair.

“The perfume,” Faith whispered close to Tala’s ear so no one else would hear. “I forgot to apply it!”

Tala frowned. Her nose twitched as if she was inhaling Faith’s scent. “Are you sure? I could swear—”

“Yes! Of course I’m sure.”

“Okay, okay. Just…rub against me.”

“What?”

“Against my neck.”

Ah. Where she had applied perfume to her pulse points. Faith’s face burned as she ducked her head and rubbed her uninjured cheek against the side of Tala’s neck to transfer a bit of perfume to herself.

Tala’s skin against her own was hot and incredibly soft. Mmm. She slid her cheek along it a second, then a third time…only to make sure she’d rubbed enough perfume on herself, of course.

“Humans are strange,” Rey muttered.

Faith’s eyes flew open. When had she closed them?

Tala sent her brother a glare. “You’re just jealous.”

“Oh, please!” Rey wrapped one arm around Mirella and pulled her against him. “Why would I be jealous? I’m about to be married to the hottest woman in the room.”

“Second-hottest, maybe.” Tala’s gaze brushed over Faith, her irises glowing like flames.

Heat pooled low in Faith’s belly. “Um, can you two stop the pissing contest, please? I happen to think Mirella is beautiful.”

Now Tala was the one whose cheeks went red. “I wasn’t implying otherwise. I simply meant that to me—”

Her father barked out a laugh and patted her shoulder. “You’d better not say anything else and sit down, daughter.”

Grumbling, Tala sat.

Faith quickly followed suit.

Everyone’s attention was still on her. Mirella was regarding her through narrowed eyes, as if she couldn’t quite figure out what to make of Faith’s compliment.

Her sister, however, wasn’t looking at Faith. Lasandra was staring at Tala, then down at her still-empty plate. Clearly, that display of affection between Tala and her had been hard for Lasandra to watch.

Beneath everyone’s scrutiny, Faith was very aware of how close she and Tala sat at the packed table. Tala’s thigh pressed against her own, and her heat filtered through Faith’s blouse where their arms brushed.

“All right. Let’s get some breakfast!” Brennan’s announcement wrenched everyone’s attention away from Faith and Tala.

Rey scowled at Tala for a second longer before turning away and grabbing his plate.

This time, Faith knew the correct order and got up when it was her turn to serve herself.

But once she sat back at the table, Jemma nudged a jar toward her. “I got you some strawberry jam. I hear humans love that.”

Sutton skidded to a stop next to Faith’s chair. “I had my dads pick up some muesli for you.” She placed a small bowl next to Faith’s plate.

“You might want to eat some of these.” Arlyn set down a bowl of blueberries. “They’re full of vitamin C and antioxidants, which reduce inflammation and are essential for the healing process.”

Within a minute, half a dozen additional bowls and plates surrounded Faith. She stared at it all, then leaned over and whispered to Tala, “What does this mean?”

“Mean?” Tala repeated.

“Yeah. Food always means something in Wrasa culture. Like during the twere or when we got, um, engaged.”

A soft smile curved up Tala’s lips. “It means they care.”

Faith’s chest tightened. She dabbed her sleeve against her damp eyes. How could she ever have thought the Wrasa were monsters or that the Petersons had anything to do with her mother’s death? She looked up and let her gaze travel along the table. “Thank you, everyone. This has been, by far, the best twere I’ve ever been to.”

Several pack members beamed at her.

Tala leaned over. Her warm breath washed over Faith’s ear, sending goose bumps down her body. “Um, this has been the first and only twere you’ve ever been to,” she whispered.

Grinning, Faith shrugged and put a handful of blueberries into her muesli. “Two things can be true at the same time,” she said, quoting what her dad always said to Chloe.

~ ~ ~

“Do Syak goodbyes always last this long?” Faith whispered to Arlyn as the entire pack walked her and Tala to their car.

They had said goodbye three separate times already, only for someone to remember something else they wanted to say or another item they wanted to send home with them.

Arlyn laughed. “No—this is the abbreviated version.”

They stopped in front of the passenger-side door, while the rest of the pack followed Tala over to the driver’s side.

Arlyn lightly tapped Faith’s hand. “Don’t forget to have Tala change the dressing once a day or—knowing your penchant for long showers—whenever it gets wet.”

“Long show—? Oh.” Faith flushed. She couldn’t tell her that there would be no adult showers…or that Tala wouldn’t come over to change her bandage every day. Once they returned to DC, they would go back to their separate lives and probably just meet up for an hour or two once a week.

It was strange to realize she would miss Tala—would maybe even miss the entire pack.

She glanced over at Arnold and his mother, who hung back with grim expressions.

Okay, almost the entire pack.

As if sensing her gaze, Tala’s grandmother walked toward her. Several cousins stepped back respectfully to let her pass.

Uh-oh. She was coming over to her, not to Tala! Faith fought the urge to duck behind Arlyn. She was the future natak’s future mate…or at least everyone thought she was. She had a reputation to uphold. So she stood her ground, hoping Tala’s grandmother couldn’t hear how fast her heart was beating.

The elderly woman stopped in front of her and flicked her hand in Arlyn’s direction, clearly dismissing her.

“Uh, I’ll go say goodbye to Tala.” Without waiting for a reply, Arlyn hurried off.

Faith shifted the thermos of tea Jemma had given her for the drive home. “Um, ma’am…” She realized she had never found out the matriarch’s first name.

“It wasn’t right,” Tala’s grandmother said, her voice gruff.

“I’m sorry,” Faith replied, even though she didn’t know what exactly the older woman was referring to.

The matriarch held up a hand. “It wasn’t right when I said ‘so what?’ when Tala told us about your mother. No child deserves to lose a parent, not even a human.”

“Oh. I…uh…” What did she say to that? Her brain was completely blank of words.

“I still don’t like you one bit.” Tala’s grandmother pointed a gnarled finger at her. “Just so we’re clear.”

Faith couldn’t help it—she smiled at her. The elderly woman reminded her of Tala when she’d first met her. “Crystal clear, ma’am.”

“Me neither,” Arnold said from behind his mother. “But—here. Found it in the forest.” He thrust something at her, then took his mother’s elbow and led her back toward the house.

Faith stared after them, then glanced down at the object in her hand. It was her phone.

~ ~ ~

Tala craned her neck, trying to peer around various uncles, aunts, and cousins as they hugged her goodbye so she could keep an eye on Faith.

Or rather on her grandmother, who had gone over to talk to Faith.

As much as she tried, she couldn’t make out what they were saying over the chatter of her other relatives, and it made her nervous. At least Grandma wasn’t shouting at Faith.

Finally, the last cousin had gotten their hug.

But before Tala could hurry around the car to check on Faith, Rey and Mirella walked over.

Tala hadn’t been sure her brother would say goodbye. Maybe she had hoped he wouldn’t because then she wouldn’t have to say what she was about to say—in front of the entire pack. “Rey, Mirella.” She nodded at them. “It was a great twere. I’m sorry two HASS goons interrupted it because of us.”

Rey waved his hand. “It’s okay. Faith already apologized, and thankfully, Dad and I managed to lead the pack to safety. That’s all that counts.”

It took all of Tala’s considerable self-control to hold back a snort. Of course he would pretend to be the pack’s heroic savior, even though it had been Tala who had lured MacAllister’s people away, allowing the pack to escape. But now wasn’t the time to debate that.

Rey gave her the shortest of hugs, and Mirella followed suit. “Thank you for visiting,” she said.

Visiting. Tala bit her lip at the reminder that she was just a temporary guest, not a part of the pack—much less its future leader—in Mirella’s eyes.

As soon as they walked away, she turned to check on Faith, who was now talking to Arnold.

Lasandra came over. She followed Tala’s gaze across the roof of the car and studied Faith for a moment. “You’re different with her,” she said quietly.

Tala had no idea what to say to that. She turned away from Faith to give Lasandra her full attention. She deserved that much. “Sorry we didn’t get to talk this weekend.”

“Why?” Lasandra asked with a bit of a challenge in her voice that had never been there when they’d been younger. “Was there something you wanted to say?”

“Yes. Not this weekend. There’s something I should have said years ago. I should have talked to you and explained that I wasn’t ready for a lifelong commitment. That I wasn’t sure about…” Tala gestured back and forth between them. “I’m sorry I didn’t.”

Lasandra blinked. “You really have changed. The Tala I knew never apologized or showed any weakness.”

Tala knew it was true. She’d been too busy trying to out-wolf her brother. “Yeah, well…” She rubbed the back of her neck. “I guess I had some growing up to do, and I could only do it on my own. Away from the pack.”

“And now that you did, will you be back?”

Tala hesitated. She had enjoyed parts of this weekend immensely. The house and the forest felt like home, and the pack was her family. She had expected to cement her role as their future natak during the visit, and amazingly, she had—with Faith’s help. But was leading the pack really what she wanted?

She had always thought so, yet now she was no longer sure. If she didn’t, what else was there for her to do with her life?

“Of course,” she finally said, aware that Lasandra was waiting for a reply. “I’ll see you at the next family celebration.”

It hadn’t been what Lasandra had been asking, and they both knew it, but her ex smiled and let it slide.

“I expect it’ll be your twere,” Lasandra said. “Yours and Faith’s.”

She was wrong about that, of course, but… Tala searched her eyes. “Would you be okay with that?”

“I was prepared to hate her.” Lasandra looked over at Faith, so Tala allowed herself to do the same.

Thankfully, her grandmother and Arnold had walked away. Now Faith was standing alone, staring at an object in her hand.

“But the way she stood up to the entire pack yesterday and how she told you off earlier, in front of everyone…” Lasandra shook her head. “I never could have done that. As much as I hate to admit it, she’s the better mate for you.”

Tala tried to swallow down the lump in her throat, but the damn thing wouldn’t budge.

“So yes,” Lasandra said. “I’ll be at your twere. After all, we’re family now.”

A sound that was half cough, half laugh wrenched from Tala’s chest. “Yes, I guess we are.” She pulled Lasandra into a short hug. “Take care of yourself, okay?”

Lasandra nodded. “You too.” She squeezed Tala’s shoulders, then let go, turned, and walked away.

Tala’s parents watched her go before coming over.

“I never understood why the two of you broke up,” her father said. Before either Tala or her mother could say anything, he held up his hands and added, “But clearly, it worked out for the best.” He pointed at Faith. “Next time you two come home, bring her pup. We want to meet her.”

“H-her pup?” Great. Now she was in trouble. She couldn’t very well tell her parents Faith didn’t want her daughter to ever meet a Wrasa. The thought sent a stab through her chest.

“Yes, of course! Did you think we wouldn’t accept her? Oh Tala!” Her mother wrapped both hands around Tala’s upper arm and lightly shook her. “I want you to know we’ll consider her our grandchild, and, of course, the same is true for any child you two might have together.”

Tala nearly choked on her own spit. “Uh…thanks, Mom.” She hugged them both, aware of how lucky she was to have them. Quickly, she unlocked the car and jumped in, eager to leave before someone else walked up to her for another emotionally taxing talk.

“Call me as soon as you and Faith have decided on a date for your twere,” her mother said before Tala could close the door between them.

Tala pretended not to have heard as she slammed the driver’s side door shut and sank back against the seat.

Faith got in on the passenger side and closed her door much more quietly than Tala had. “You okay? I saw you talk to your brother…and to Lasandra. It looked pretty intense.”

“It was. But not necessarily in a bad way—at least when it comes to Lasandra.” Tala hadn’t fully processed either conversation yet, nor had she processed the entire weekend.

What a whirlwind of a twere! Nothing seemed to be the same as it had been when they had left DC.

Their fake relationship had matured into something else—a true alliance with a new shared goal instead of each of them pursuing their individual interests.

Her gaze flicked over to Faith, who looked just as overwhelmed. Tala barely stopped herself from reaching over and taking her hand. They had already convinced the pack they were a happy couple, so one last PDA wasn’t necessary. “Ready to head back?”

“Ready,” Faith said, yet she sounded anything but.

Tala could empathize. Even though she had been reluctant to attend the twere, especially with Faith in tow, she now found herself strangely unsettled at the prospect of leaving Silver Falls. She had no idea how things would be once they were back in DC. Would this feeling of being a team continue to exist, or would it all unravel as soon as Faith was back under her father’s influence?

Her chest tightened at the thought.

Despite her concern, she couldn’t help feeling that this weekend was the beginning of something bigger—something she didn’t yet understand.

Sighing, Tala started the engine and navigated the SUV along the circular driveway, then watched the pack become smaller and smaller in the rearview mirror.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~

END BOOK ONE

Tala and Faith’s story continues in Shifting Nature, the next novel in the shape-shifter series.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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