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We begin with our archaeologist. This novella is set simultaneously with the first half of DEATH-TOUCHED, and features the first appearance of Faith and the return of Laurence. Laurence was introduced way back in SILVER, along with Rory, the former alpha who still looms large in his life.
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Chapter 1
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Faith’s GPS smugly announced that she’d reached her destination beside the state park’s impressive, carved sign, about a mile and a half of indifferently paved road before she actually found the venue. Fortunately, good old-fashioned road signs directed her the rest of the way to the hall. Half a gate was shut over her lane at one point, announcing the park was closed, but she followed her boss’s directions and drove around. The day was working up to be a hot one—in Seattle terms—but the sweep of shadows from the evergreen boughs overhanging the road made all the difference when she opened the car windows.

The hall was pretty obvious when she reached it. Blending into the landscape with the same weathered wood siding and dark green metal roof as the other park office buildings she’d passed along the way, it looked big enough to host a substantial crowd for whatever public classes, presentations, or other events the park wanted to put on. The parking lot was packed. When she’d gotten the details about this job, Faith had thought it was a weird place to hold a wedding, especially a summer one, but maybe the couple hadn’t had many choices with this many relatives. She’d bet it was less expensive than some ballroom downtown. 

And had better ambiance, in her opinion. The forest was quiet and beautiful, especially since she wasn’t looking at it with all her gear on her back, wondering how many more shovel probes she could finish that day. She couldn’t see any empty parking spaces, so Faith turned the car down the service road leading to the back of the building and pulled off onto the shoulder. 

A couple of guys were just heading inside from consultation with a third, who headed in her direction instead. Faith would have expected from their location that this would be the smokers’ huddle, but the air was clean and the guy coming up to her had empty hands.

She stepped out of her car, but stayed standing behind the open door. “Hey, I’m with the catering company.” Not that her bland black slacks and white shirt didn’t shout “server” already. A lock of black hair slipped out of her professional ponytail, and Faith shoved it quickly behind her ear. One of the perils of changing her mind between layered short and ponytail long: the growing out time was a pain in the ass.

“Can I park back here, do you know?” She didn’t see any of the company’s vehicles, but they usually encouraged the employees not to take spaces guests might want. 

“We don’t need any servers. We already told your company that.” The snap to the man’s tone made Faith’s eyebrows go up. She looked him over again. He was a little small for what she expected of bouncers, but he looked well muscled despite his slim frame. Taller than her, but that really wasn’t hard. He was the kind of guy with such a washed-out blond coloring that he probably wouldn’t show a five-o’clock shadow for three days. What was his problem?

He seemed to read from her silence that he’d overstepped. “It’s a private party.” His voice warmed with a little embarrassment. “Maybe they didn’t remember to tell you? We already hashed out the miscommunication when they first showed to set up.”

Faith leaned back over to grab her purse from the passenger seat, and checked her phone. No new voicemails or texts. Then again, she was one of the most sporadic servers, picking up hours between field projects. She wouldn’t be shocked if her boss had run down the list of people she had to notify and forgotten about Faith. But she didn’t even know who this guy was. Why should she take his word for it?

“Let me call my boss.” Faith held up a finger while she listened to the line ring, and the guy subsided against the wall beside the door. No answer. Now what? She bit her lip. How much due diligence did she do before blowing off the stupid wedding she hadn’t really wanted to work anyway?

A happy kid laugh dopplered toward her from somewhere inside. A six-year-old boy sprinted through the doorway and launched himself off the threshold like a superhero who could clear the concrete step down from the door in a single bound. He smashed into Faith’s knees and then fell back on his butt. His face creased for half a second with the quintessentially kid expression of trying to figure out not how hurt he was, but whether it was worth bursting into tears about it. Apparently he liked his audience, so he did.

Faith slipped her phone into her pocket and lifted the boy gently with a grip under his arms. “Sorry, kid. You’ve got to look before you leap. Where’re your parents?”

A new man arrived in the open door and gave the kid an exasperated look. “Just inside,” he told Faith. He was tall and striking, almost intimidatingly so in a celebrity sort of way, though she didn’t recognize him. Maybe an actor, with those two white locks of hair at his temples.

A hand lightly on his back, Faith ushered the boy up onto the step, and the bouncer guy made a strangled noise of protest. Now she could see inside a little, through the open door, oh no! Faith really didn’t understand the problem—so it was a private party. What made this wedding so super secret? If they were pinching pennies by refusing servers, she doubted they had the money to employ bouncers, even short, clean-cut ones.

Now her curiosity was aroused, and she angled herself to get the best view inside she could. The decorations did look more inexpensive than many weddings she’d seen in the months since she’d picked up the second job with the caterers, but Faith liked them better for it. Small discs of cut glass had been hung in all the windows to catch the sun. The only tables were the banquet tables around the edges, so apparently everyone was going to stand to eat—and for the ceremony as well. Faith didn’t see any chairs for that. The banquet tables had white cloths, which picked up the rainbows nicely. Small strings of crystal beads were strung along the edge of the tables, alternating circles and half circles.

The guy in the doorway smoothed the boy’s hair, then turned to guide him firmly into the hall. “Edmond, you’ve got to stay inside, all right? Go find your father.” The kid resisted for a moment, wanting to stare at Faith, but finally he gave in and bounded off.

He slipped into a crowd that was fairly informal to match the decorations. Most of the women were in blouses and skirts rather than dresses. It made one woman stand out at the edge of the crowd, though Faith supposed up close her hair was probably platinum blonde, not actually white. Her dress was very elegant, with a long skirt of fabric light enough to waft around her ankles, dark blue with points of white and gold embroidery like stars. She had her hand stuffed into a pocket on one hip that completely spoiled the line of the dress, but Faith supposed some women just didn’t know what to do with their hands.

The crowd was also very diverse, much more than she would have expected when most weddings had such large contingents from the same families. Everyone also seemed somehow really energetic or graceful or something. Maybe one or other of the couple was a sports star, with teammates past and present attending. Soccer, maybe? Some of the men looked bulky enough for football.

The guy in the doorway shifted to block it, and Faith settled her weight back before her curiosity could get rude. “I’m—I’m one of the servers. This guy said there was a mix-up and you don’t need anyone?” She tipped her head to the bouncer guy. Maybe it was also a little rude not to take his word for it, but all of this just seemed slightly weird somehow. “I mean, they didn’t leave me a voicemail or anything, but I don’t work as many events as everyone else, so I guess it’s not that surprising. So it’s a pretty exclusive event?”

The guy in the doorway relaxed a little, like he finally understood what she was worried about. Maybe he’d worked in the service sector before himself. “Yeah, Laurence is right. We told them that when they arrived to drop off the food. I’m sorry it didn’t make it to you.” He got out his wallet and pulled out and offered a couple bills. “For lost tips.”

Faith brightened. “Thanks, I appreciate it.” At least the drive out here wasn’t a total loss. On her way past where Laurence was propping up the wall, she offered him an apologetic smile. She hoped he could go in soon and enjoy himself. 

Instead, he pushed off the wall to trail after her at a polite distance. “You do many weddings?” His voice was awkward, and Faith suddenly wondered if he was hanging around to hit on her. That was...well, really flattering, actually. He was pretty good looking, and she’d been using her variable schedule at work as an excuse not to bother dating for too long. He’d been an ass at first, but right now he seemed faintly apologetic. He’d probably just been following his boss’s directions. She flicked her eyes down. No wedding ring. 

She checked her phone’s clock while she decided whether to plead urgent chores at home to let the guy down easy. But she found she liked the idea of chatting for a bit, so she slid the phone away again rather than use the excuse. “Nah, I just pick up hours when I’m not out in the field for my main job.” She braced herself. This guy looked like the bullwhip-joke type. Which was preferable to the serious-questions-about-dinosaurs type, at least. “I’m an archaeologist, actually.”

Laurence shoved his hands into his pockets. “That sounds cool.” Faith waited for his next comment long enough that he started to look uncomfortable. “I’m, uh, kind of between jobs at the moment myself.”

Faith dipped her head in a quick apology. “No, sorry. I just couldn’t believe you didn’t make an Indiana Jones joke. Or ask if I’d ever been to Egypt.” She laughed. “You kinda just won yourself major points with that, by the way.” And she’d better hope he didn’t have a girlfriend because she’d let herself in for awkwardness now if she’d misread his initial comment.

“Oh. Uh, good.” Laurence looked at his feet. He seemed pleased in his awkwardness at least.

Faith decided to change the subject. “You here for the bride or the groom?” 

“I’ve known him longer.” Laurence pulled a face and rolled his shoulders like maybe he didn’t care for the groom, then tried to turn the gesture into a shrug. “Sorry if he was a bit intense. He’s like that.” He looked back at the hall. 

He meant the man with the white locks of hair, Faith realized. That was the groom? He’d been wearing a sport coat, not a tux. “Was the bride the woman in blue, then?” She’d been the most formal of those inside, without similar dresses anywhere to mark bridesmaids. But the bride should have been in the back somewhere, before the ceremony, shouldn’t she? But Laurence nodded. Huh. “It’s interesting they’re not going too traditional. Not even a pastel color.”

Laurence wandered a few steps closer, in a casual pacing way. “Pastel? What are you talking about?”

As she tried to puzzle out his confusion, Faith suddenly realized her mistake. This was obviously a reception. Her boss had miscommunicated that as well. “I thought this was the ceremony, so I was surprised she wasn’t wearing white.” That didn’t seem to help. Faith didn’t expect him to know all the ins and outs of the garter and something blue, but she’d have thought white wedding dresses were pretty pervasive, if he’d been part of Western culture long enough to have accentless English.

More awkward silence fell for a beat. “So, archaeology, huh?” Laurence said finally. 

Faith leaned a hip against the car. “Not like you’re thinking. I’m a shovelbum. When the government or a developer has some big construction project, it’s the job of the company I work for to check the land first, to make sure they’re not going to destroy any archaeological resources when they start digging. Or hurt any historical buildings either.” She gestured off into the trees. “So mostly it means a lot of tromping around and digging test holes without finding anything in them.”

Laurence’s gaze followed her gesture. “Is there a lot of stuff to find around here?”

“Pre-contact, there’s a ton—Native American before contact with Europeans, that means. Prime real estate is prime real estate, so most places we want to build now, like on the waterfront, were places where people used to like to live. And there’s more historic resources than people might think. The remains of early cities under the foundations of modern buildings, and things like homesteads and logging railroad grades. It’s not as old as on the East Coast, but there’s certainly stuff to find.”

Someone moved on the trails among the trees to their side. Laurence turned as two men stepped out onto the gravel of the access road behind him, one black-haired like a Native himself, Inuit maybe, and the other with darker skin. The Native guy raised a hand in vague greeting and Laurence gave an “ugh, you again” grimace and pointedly looked away again, back to Faith. A couple other guests, clearly. 

“What’s the coolest thing you’ve ever found?” Laurence asked her.

Faith laughed, and rubbed at her lip as she stalled. She hated that question. There were a lot of cool things that she’d found—and a lot of things that didn’t seem cool on the surface, but were scientifically important. And a lot of garbage with no scientific value. She never quite knew how to convey that middle category to laypeople. 

Since her car was taking up a good portion of the gravel, the two new men had to thread past the two of them on their way to the main parking lot and presumably the front entrance. She leaned into her car to give the first one a bit more room as he passed.

But rather than following, the second guy stopped behind Laurence. Faster than Faith could process, he had one hand around Laurence’s mouth. In the other he had a knife he slashed diagonally up Laurence’s abdomen so blood spattered as far as her and a shiny red mass bulged out of the cut and Laurence struggled but the man was much taller and had a good grip on him.

Faith could hardly—think, but she couldn’t just stand there stunned; she had to scream, to run for help. She drew a breath, but there was the other man, the one she’d forgotten, and he was behind her. He got something over her mouth, and when she tried to breathe, the world spun and then fuzzed out.
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Faith’s cheek was smashed against something unyielding and chill. She was lying on something hard. That much came to her in a half-awake haze, and then adrenaline burst through her body. Her heart pounded as her eyes snapped open. Those men. They’d killed Laurence and kidnapped her. 

She was lying on industrial tile and staring at an industrial table leg bolted to the floor. Beyond it, there were floor-level cabinets under a counter at the edge of the room. Everything was lit with the slightly harsh wash of cheap fluorescent light banks, though with a hole of dimness in the center of the room like a single bank had burned out. Faith sat up, swiping at her mouth and nose, though of course there was nothing there now, and the weird lingering chemical-y scent in every breath was just her imagination. 

Everything was silent, but she peered into every corner anyway. Nothing moved, no sign of the kidnappers, though there was a person-sized lump on the floor on the other side of the table. Faith’s pounding heart made her peer into every corner a second time, before she moved. God, if that was Laurence’s body she’d probably puke or something, but she absolutely had to know.

He still had a cloth over his mouth and nose, slid slightly off center, so maybe the chemical smell wasn’t her imagination after all. Faith yanked it off and tossed it as far as she could. He was breathing. She could see that even before she took his pulse. It felt strong enough, but she didn’t have much basis for comparison, especially since her hands were shaking so hard she wasn’t sure she had her fingers placed exactly right on his neck. He was flat on his back, though his arms were flopped, one on his chest, one up near his head, like someone had dragged him in by the ankles and not worried about how his arms knocked around.

His shirt was completely soaked with blood from chest to hem, the fabric bunched up around the jagged tear crossing it. The top of his jeans was black and damp, though it looked like the denim hadn’t wicked as far. Reminded of the splatter, she looked down at her own shirt, but the brown dots there seemed so polite in comparison.

Faith groped for her first-aid training, but her thoughts felt like they were shaking at the same frequency as her hands. Put pressure on the wound to stop the bleeding, but the blood she could see was browning, drying. So the bleeding had already stopped. You weren’t supposed to ever remove the compress, just keep up the pressure until help arrived, but when were they going to get help? She knew she should leave it alone, but she couldn’t help herself. She needed to know how bad it was. She took one side of the shirt between thumb and forefinger and lifted it away, wincing at the blood sticking it down.

Nothing. Bloody skin, yes, but it looked smooth. Faith moved around to kneel at Laurence’s side, and carefully rolled the shirt fabric as high as possible over his chest. She couldn’t see even a scratch. But that couldn’t be right. It had to be under there somewhere. She reached out to wipe at the blood, but stopped herself. She was in enough danger from disease as it was. She pushed to her feet. Maybe there was something around here to wipe with, before she went so far as sacrificing her shirt. She didn’t think kidnappers usually left paper towels lying around in their basement prisons, but basement prisons didn’t usually have sturdy tables and cabinets. 

When she surveyed the room again in the patchy light, she suddenly realized what it reminded her of: Chem 101. It was like an abandoned classroom, or maybe a low-level industrial lab. Something with a lot of workspace and supplies, but no facilities for really heavy chemicals. 

There were three doors. One behind them, which Faith set aside for the moment. Laurence’s head was pointed in that direction, so whoever had dragged him in had probably left the same way and locked it behind themselves. That left one door at the back of the room, and one at the side. She went around the other side of the huge central table to avoid stepping on Laurence, and arrived at the back door first. As she got closer, she saw it even had an official exit sign above, but smashed so it no longer illuminated. She tried the handle, and it turned like it wasn’t locked, but the door wouldn’t move a millimeter. Blocked. Faith kicked it experimentally, and it thudded dully. No give. Her brain caught up a second later, and she stopped breathing for a second. What if the kidnappers heard the noise and came running?

She forced herself to take a breath. Come running to see what? That their kidnappees were banging around, trying to get out? That couldn’t be unexpected. If they didn’t trust all the doors to hold, they would have tied them up.

If the kidnappers had meant to let them go, they would have hidden their faces. Faith braced herself on the door handle again as the thought bubbled up. The light-headedness was probably left over from the chloroform or whatever had been used to knock her out, she told herself. Where did she know that from? Somewhere real, or a mystery novel? Or worse, her far-too-extensive CSI viewing habits? She knew better than to accept those as the full truth.

Anyway, it didn’t matter. She could still scout their prison. And help Laurence.

The second door had no handle, but when she hooked her fingers into the hole where the entire assembly had been removed, it opened onto a tiny, windowless bathroom. The room had a toilet, a mirror, and a sink with an eye-wash attachment bolted onto the side. And a stack of one-ply institutional-looking toilet paper rolls in the corner. Faith grabbed one, ripped off the outer wrapper, and wrapped herself a nice wad around her hand before dampening it at the sink.

When she returned to Laurence, the blood resisted her, too sticky to wipe without so much pressure that the toilet paper wore away. But she managed to remove enough to be sure. 

He had no injury. Whatsoever. 

Faith sat back on her heels and shucked the bloody mass of paper off her hand. A voice at the back of her head lectured about washing her hands immediately, but she ignored it. Had this been staged? Was Laurence working with the kidnappers? They’d slashed some fake blood pouch and then—dumped him in here with her? Why? He could be off showering and then giggling with his compatriots over a hot meal while she assumed he was dead. 

Faith pinched the inside of Laurence’s forearm, digging her fingernails in. He had better not be faking unconsciousness. He moaned and weakly pulled that arm away, ending with it only flopped a little closer to his body.

“What the fuck.” Saying it out loud helped Faith focus a little. She had some questions for Laurence, so maybe it was time to help him wake up. She stood and returned to the bathroom to wash her hands thoroughly. She drank straight from the faucet, and then cupped her hands underneath for lack of anything better to carry water in. 

Most of it leaked out before she made it to Laurence, but enough remained to spatter his face when she opened her hands. On the second trip, she had more success, and opened her hands fast enough the water fell all at once and made a satisfying splat noise.

Laurence sputtered, coughed, and dragged his forearm over his face to clear the worst of the water before he opened his eyes. “Lady.”

Faith presumed he meant her. She stepped back a little, to be out of range if he sat up and reached for her. “What? I needed you awake. You have some explaining to do. What was all that with the fake blood? Are you with those guys?”

Instead of sitting up, Laurence fanned fingertips over the side of his face like his head was killing him. “Fake—?” His other hand went to this stomach, and slid over the damp, smooth skin. “No, they definitely got me—small cuts can still bleed—” His excuse stumbled over itself, like he was trying to remember a script through a hangover.

Locks clunked on the other side of the door Faith had picked as their entry point, and she ignored Laurence to retreat to the end of the table farthest from that door. She had nowhere to go if the kidnappers did come after her—the bathroom door swung outward, so she could hardly barricade herself in there—but she felt at least a little better with the table between her and them. She gritted her teeth, and told herself that if they’d wanted her dead, she would be dead. Or raped. Or maybe they’d wanted her to wake up first—fuck. Faith clenched her fists. Just let them try.

The dark-skinned man entered alone, a huge dog at his heels. It was whitish gray and lean like it was a wolf cross. The dog growled, a low, warning sound rather than something that sounded like a prelude to an attack. In contrast, the man held his hands open, pretending he was nonthreatening. “You’re awake. Good.” He nodded to Laurence, who struggled into a sitting position, panting as if in great pain. “Sorry you got dragged along, but you were in the way. Don’t worry, though. When the Roanokes ransom Susan, we’ll throw you in for free.” He laughed. “Think of it like a vacation.”

Faith tried to measure the man’s distance from the open door behind him from the corner of her eye, but the dog looked at her and paced over to stand more directly in her path. It was like he’d sensed she was thinking of making a run for it. She focused her attention on the man again. He didn’t sound like a kidnapper. He sounded like a frat boy assuring a school administrator that the beer he’d just dumped on his head would wash out, barely able to hold in his snickers long enough to get the words out.

It took her longer than it should have to process that, because it made no sense. “Susan? What the fuck are you talking about? I’m not Susan.” Did she even look like Susan? She hadn’t seen her own doppelganger in the crowd, but she hadn’t had long to look. There had been other women with Asian features, but Faith’s had been diluted since her Thai grandmother. She’d have thought she could never be mistaken for white or Thai. 

Laurence got a good grip on the table and hauled himself up. He growled, sounding remarkably canine himself. Once there, he swayed, deathly pale, and failed to launch himself at the kidnapper in a whirlwind of violence, as had clearly been his intention.

The kidnapper chuckled. “I’d heal up for a bit before you try anything, if I were you. We had to keep adding chloroform for longer than we’d intended. You probably lost some brain cells.” He paused, and Faith’s words finally seemed to catch up with him. He frowned at her, seeming to see her properly for the first time. “Oh, please. The only human at the Were wedding? You think we’re stupid?”

“Shut. Up.” Laurence got paler, if that was possible. “She’s not Susan. She’s some—waitress.”

The kidnapper rounded on the dog. “You said it was her, Amak!”

Faith drew in a deep breath. Insane. At least one of their kidnappers was stark fucking nuts, blaming his pet when things went wrong. Maybe that was good? Maybe it meant he’d make more mistakes? Her heart was beating so fast she could hardly breathe, though. She had a terrible feeling that insanity in her captors would make her situation even worse.

And then the dog sort of—stretched and twisted and then there was a naked man straightening to his feet, and Faith backed up until she hit the counter behind her. In the movies, reality blipped like that and you didn’t even blink, but she was looking at this with her eyes, and deep in her mind she knew that and so her brain ground to a stop. It couldn’t—the dog hadn’t—

“You saw her too,” the naked man said. He had black hair, like the second kidnapper. He was the second kidnapper. “Talking to her son.” He tipped his nose up, inhaled deeply. “It’s not like you can mistake the scent.”

“But what if she’s the wrong human?” The dark-skinned man whined. 

Amak crossed his arms. He seemed to be answering his friend, but he looked at Faith as he spoke. “If she is, we’ll have to find somewhere to dump the body. She just saw me shift, after all.” He shook his head with simulated frustration. “What a pain in the tail.”

Clarity snatched Faith up and held her above the situation for a breath, two. If she wasn’t Susan, these men would kill her. Right now he was just threatening her to make her drop what he thought was an act, but something told her they really would carry out that threat if they became convinced of the truth. Laurence was in no shape to do anything, and she couldn’t take the kidnappers on unarmed, two to one. Ergo, she needed to be Susan.

Two to one when one of the men had been a dog. Or a wolf. 

Faith ruthlessly pushed that aside. She could think about special effects or hallucinations after anesthesia later. Right now, she needed to be Susan, and stay alive. “All right, fine. We can stop the act, Laurence. It’s clear they’re not going to let me go.” She curved her lips up in an expression that was nothing like a smile at Amak. “Can’t blame a girl for trying, can you?”

Laurence twisted to face her, a complicated maneuver involving both his head and how he balanced his weight against the table. “You’re not—”

“I am Susan,” Faith spoke over him. She wanted to scream at him to play along, but she didn’t dare even glare at him. 

“Thought so.” Amak crossed his arms and looked smug. “Well, both of you can get comfortable. The Roanokes may take some convincing.” He gestured and the as-yet-unnamed kidnapper went back to the doorway, leaned around into the hall behind, and straightened with a couple stuffed fast-food bags held in one hand. 

Amak strolled up to Laurence at the same time. He laid his hand against Laurence’s throat, thumb against the hollow, fingers lightly cradling the side. “If we are forced to hurt the little fragile human, it’ll be your job to explain it to the beta. But there’s no need for that if you don’t cause any trouble.”

Given the way he’d fought his way to his feet, eager for violence, Faith would have expected Laurence to have snarled now, snapped at the man. Instead, Laurence folded, cringing like an abused dog. Amak smiled, malicious in his enjoyment, and then walked back out of the door as his friend tossed in the food and closed it with a thunk behind him.

Faith walked over to the bags, but didn’t pick them up. She stared down at them until her eyes got tired of focusing and she let them slip to blur. “Did you see that too?”

Laurence tried to make it to the floor in a controlled manner, and ended up just slumping down to hands and knees, too fast. “I—see what—?”

Again, it sounded like he was desperately trying to cling to a script that had long since stopped fitting the situation. Faith strode over. “Don’t lie to me!” she screamed down at him. “It was real, wasn’t it?”

Belatedly, she thought about the kidnappers hearing her, and then it hit her. They could have cameras in here. They could be watching everything. She spread her palm at Laurence. “Don’t answer that.”

Laurence’s expression looked briefly like he’d received a stay of execution. He lowered himself to the floor to rest on his back, one arm beneath his head. Faith did a circuit of the room, climbing onto counters and table to peer into every corner of the ceiling and walls. Then she opened all the empty cupboards set into the counters, checking for listening devices. She couldn’t find a single thing that looked remotely electronic.

“They won’t have thought of cameras.” Laurence’s voice came from a different direction than Faith had expected, and she pulled her head out of a cupboard to find he’d crawled to the fast-food bags and spilled one out over the floor to form a small sea of paper-wrapped burgers. 

The sight wrenched Faith’s attention off herself, finally. Laurence may not have had a huge, bleeding gut wound, but he looked terrible. She hurried over and unwrapped a burger for him, and helped him to scoot so he could lean his back against the nearest table leg to eat it.

She pulled the other bags over and peered into them. One was nothing but fries, and the third was full to the top with more burgers. “How many people do they think they kidnapped?” she said with weak humor, and frowned at the scribbles on top of the paper. The burgers apparently came in several different varieties. 

Laurence fumbled for another burger, and she unwrapped one that looked like chicken, though it was hard to tell when it wasn’t fluffed for an ad camera. It disappeared in a few bites, as did a third, and a fourth. Faith wondered vaguely where he was putting all of them. He was not a big guy. His stomach seemed to agree, because it rumbled and gurgled suddenly in protest.

Laurence squeezed his eyes shut and tilted his head back. “Lady, I forgot about gut wounds.”

Faith looked down at the sesame seeds dotting the bun half exposed on the next one she’d been unwrapping. She almost wished she still was confused, that all that was wrong was one moment that could have been an optical illusion. Things fit together too much. A guy who had all the blood from a wound, but no wound. A guy who ate like a much bigger guy. Like, for instance, he’d healed a lot and needed energy. “When he cut you, I could swear I saw intestines. Then again, if I’m trusting my eyes, I saw a dog turn into a man.”

Laurence looked pained, pressed his lips together, and didn’t answer. Even with digestive difficulties, his color seemed to be returning slowly. Faith set the burger she had in her hands on his lap, and started sorting through the rest to find one she might like for herself. Most of them seemed to have cheese, and she hated fast-food processed cheese. “So here’s the thing. Either I’m dreaming—or hallucinating so comprehensively that I might as well be—or this is really happening. If it’s really happening, if I don’t play along, I might get killed. If I’m dreaming, I’m passed out somewhere and I can’t do a damn thing about it. So better I play along like it’s real.”

“You’re very practical.” Laurence spread the paper on his burger wide, corner by corner, like a flower. 

“It’s that or go catatonic.” Every time Faith tried to trace the other possibilities too far, her chest felt too tight to breathe. When she focused on practical action, the clarity felt artificial, like too much caffeine after a week of all-nighters, but better that than the alternative. “Unless this is some kind of stunt, organized by crazed horror-movie fans.”

Laurence’s look at her was so incredulous that she laughed. Only a little bit hysterically. “Okay, not that, then.”

“The—” Laurence scrubbed at his jaw. “The people this is aimed at. They won’t leave you here. You can ignore all this weirdness, and then you’ll be back to normal life soon enough.”

Faith gave up on her no-cheese search and munched on a fry. She was too keyed up to be hungry, and everything was stone cold anyway. “And you? They’ll be happy to leave you?”

Laurence dropped his head, though not before she saw him set the muscles in his jaw. “No. I mean, it seems rather like Lady’s justice that I got hurt, after what I did...But they won’t leave me. They’re not like that.”

“Good.” Faith knelt up and pressed her lips together. Here went nothing. “Look at me.” She put as much intensity as she could into her voice, and waited until he followed the order, surprised. Even then, he avoided her eyes, keeping his gaze near her ear or over her shoulder. “I can’t just forget it, though. They think I’m Susan, and Susan obviously knows all of this stuff, or they wouldn’t have been talking like that in front of her. So I have to know everything Susan would know.” 

Laurence dropped his head, face settling into stubborn lines. Faith wasn’t surprised. Clearly everyone involved in this was trained to lie instantly and comprehensively, and to keep it up as long as possible. “Everything!”

Laurence hunched his shoulders, letting silence be his answer. Faith settled back on her heels, and tried to turn her caffeine-hangover thought processes to another approach. She could just act like she knew what was going on? Smile—well, frown—enigmatically? They’d talked about a beta—and “Were” for that matter. And with that healing and impulse to violence, it had to be werewolves she was dealing with. She wasn’t wearing any silver, unfortunately. 

But what about all the other crap? Roanoke and all that? Maybe she could brazen it out, but Faith didn’t want to rely on that. She didn’t want to die, just because her boss had forgotten to phone her and tell her not to show up to the fucking werewolf wedding.

Laurence’s gaze jerked to her like her emotional outburst had been out loud. Something about his expression eased more sympathetic.

Faith decided not to waste the opportunity. “So what does this have to do with Virginians?” She settled down cross-legged and leaned forward over her lap. 

Laurence looked blank for a moment, then understanding dawned visibly. “Oh. Roanoke. It’s a title. Nothing to do with the city. The couple getting married. Silver and Andrew Dare. They’re the Roanokes.”

Faith waited, but he seemed to actually think that was a real answer. “And the Roanokes, everyone at the wedding, even you, are...werewolves.” She felt stupid just saying it out loud.

“Yes.” The word sounded dragged out of Laurence. With that admission made, the rest of his words tumbled out. “The title comes from the colony. Those were the first Were to come to North America. Now we’re all part of the united Roanoke pack, but organized into sub-packs. Sub-alphas take the name of their city. I used to be Richmond.”

The bitterness in his words when he said “used to” held an entire other story, but Faith didn’t have time to do more than note it for later before he continued. “Susan—you—are married to the Roanoke beta, John. You two have a son, Edmond.” 

Faith looked down at her hands. She didn’t normally wear rings, so she didn’t have anything to switch to the correct finger. She’d have to keep her left hand out of sight and hope their kidnappers weren’t very observant. “Is Edmond a werewolf too?”

“Werewolf blood always breeds true.” Laurence’s attention went internal for a second. After that pause, he started eating again, with no digestive protests this time. “You know, I don’t think I could tell you everything even if I wanted to. The Roanokes and, therefore, their betas are based out here in Seattle. I live...back East.” Again, bitterness. “I’ve only met Susan a few times.”

“Probably more times than those assholes.” Faith waved a hand toward the door. She thought she’d convinced Laurence to talk. Was she going to have to pause and reconvince him every five minutes? But then she noticed he hadn’t picked up another burger, and his eyelids were sliding lower. “I guess it can wait a while, though.”

“I need to...” Laurence stalled by crumpling up several burger wrappers into a huge ball and tossing it as far as he could. Unaerodynamic, it flopped about three feet. “I mean...” He actually flushed.

Faith flipped through her vague cultural knowledge of movies. Why hadn’t she read more horror? Detective novels weren’t pulling much weight at the moment. Laurence had been injured, and he was still acting like he needed more time to recover. So it was either something like “eat of human flesh,” or... “You need to turn into a wolf?” Was it a full moon tonight? Was it even evening? The wedding had been in the afternoon. 

“Shift.” Laurence stood and then shrugged out of the bloody remains of his shirt. A thought seemed to strike him, and he nudged the bag still full of burgers toward her. “You should eat a couple before they go bad. I wouldn’t put it past Alaskans to forget we need to eat more than once a day.” He leaned his weight on the table as he pulled off shoes and socks. He seemed to sense rather than see her opening her mouth for a follow-up question because he answered without looking up. “That pack isn’t part of Roanoke. They’re wild and independent, which mostly just means they run around in wolf most of the time.”

He pulled off his jeans and boxers next, apparently with no modesty at all. Faith jerked her head to the side and thought hard about the Alaskans instead. She seemed to remember that wolves only ate every few days or something, so if the Alaskans were wolves most of the time, that must be why they forgot about three meals. 

And then she heard the ear-flapping, fur-shaking noise that dogs made when they shook off water droplets or shed hairs into a cloud. Faith looked back quickly, but her politeness about the nudity had already missed her the chance to see another...shift?

The wolf flopped onto its side, flaked out like any domestic dog. It was a mix of gray with washes of lighter color, especially on its belly. Faith couldn’t tell precisely with it lying down, but it looked smaller than the other one she’d seen. It looked asleep already.

Faith scooted closer and reached out to touch—who was she kidding anyway?—him. Laurence. His guard hairs tickled her fingertips, not soft but very smooth.

He certainly felt real.
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Chapter 3
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Faith circled the room at least twice over while Laurence slept. She kicked the wall—the drywall dented like there was concrete beneath—and tried to loosen the bolts on the central table, should it be any use as a ram. All that got her was smarting fingers. Finally she gave up and curled on the floor, head pillowed on her arm, and stared at the cabinets. The concrete below the tile sapped her body heat, so she climbed on the table. She lay there until she felt like she’d go crazy from staring at the same wall while her thoughts circled around with the sluggishness of sticky-eyed exhaustion that still wouldn’t let her sleep. Werewolves. Werewolves.

In the end, she must have dozed, because the passage of time stopped being quite so excruciating as to seem like physical pain. She opened her eyes when she heard Laurence snuffling around in the pile of abandoned burgers. She waited without getting up for him to turn back into a human, but he seemed content to slurp and gnaw away the wrappers, like a real dog. At least, that’s what all the noises sounded like.

Faith sighed and sat up. She ached, and rubbing her eyes didn’t do anything to dispel the vague fog in her vision and brain. “Let me,” she said, and jumped down to unwrap a row of cold burgers for him. He snarfed them one by one, while giving the impression that if she hadn’t been there, he would have tried to eat them all in one mouthful. 

Not wanting food poisoning herself, Faith dug into the fries instead. They were fairly unappetizing, but better than nothing. At least they were starchy enough she could close her eyes and think of real breakfast foods, like hash browns.

Laurence grabbed his underwear and jeans in his mouth and padded off to the bathroom. He must have turned back into a human in there because she heard the toilet flush and the sink turn on. The water continued for long enough that she figured he must be washing as much of the remaining blood off as he could. She wondered why he’d bothered hiding out to—change? Shift? She’d seen it already. But maybe this was like the kind of drunken one-night stand that made you overly modest in the morning out of general regret.

Faith wished everything were that simple. He could just suck it as far as his insistence on secrecy, though. All her thinking overnight had only made her more sure she needed to continue with her plan to be Susan. 

Laurence padded out in just his jeans and went to pull on his socks and shoes, one hand braced against the counter. He looked completely healthy—better than healthy, deliciously muscled—but Faith pushed that thought away. “What time is it?” she said.

Laurence looked up after pulling on his second shoe. “Why are you asking me?”

Trying to find the words to explain something she’d blurted out without really thinking, Faith flushed. She gestured vaguely at the ceiling. “You know. The moon. And stuff.”

Laurence scrubbed his face, and his skin rasped on bristles that, as Faith had expected, were too light to see from her distance. “Lady, how did John put up with this?” The husband, Faith remembered after a beat. “First—” Laurence held up a finger. “The moon’s also up during the day. Second, I have no idea if it’s up or not. It’s still there, whether our time zone is looking at it or not. It’s nearly full, if you happen to care.”

“John probably helped the process by not being rude.” Faith skewered Laurence with a glare, and he dropped his head immediately, apologetic. “I’m sorry, but I don’t know anything, so it’s hard to even structure questions.” She set down the bag of fries and detoured around the other side of the table to use the bathroom herself.

Washing her face and swishing out her mouth made her feel a bit more alert, at least. When she returned, she sat on the table and swung her feet as Laurence walked around doing all the same things she had—kicking the wall, shoving at the locked door, testing if the table could be moved—and chiseled out of him a few basic facts that seemed relevant to their situation. 

Werewolves were a separate species, so their captors couldn’t turn her with an accidental bite. One horror movie worry laid to rest. Faith still felt like her cop shows were standing her in better stead—or leading her completely astray—with this kidnapping situation. Laurence could heal a hell of a lot of stuff, given food and rest, as she’d seen, but he’d still die from the heavy stuff, like being shot in the head. He especially didn’t want to admit to that, but Faith got it out of him by loudly wondering how he could possibly hurt their captors when they could heal practically everything. Silver burned them, and didn’t heal, but she was fresh out of that, so it wasn’t much help. 

And werewolves could apparently hear really well. Laurence didn’t say that, but he suddenly interrupted her with a growl as he stared at the bolted door. Faith stared at it too, until the locks scraped and Laurence gestured her urgently behind him. Faith wasn’t going to cower behind anyone, but Laurence was the one who could magically heal, and besides, keeping out of reach of the kidnappers was just a good general strategy. She thumped off the table and took up her earlier place with the length of it between her and the door.

A new man entered, with two dogs—wolves, Faith reminded herself—behind him. She recognized one from before, so she assumed the second was the second of the two kidnappers. The new man moved like a serious martial artist, smoothness combined with the subtle threat of violence. His dark gold hair was cropped short, still a little raw like it was a recent change from a longer style. 

The two wolves focused on Laurence at a gesture from the new man, and backed him slowly into a corner. Laurence looked from one to the other, arms held loose like he was considering the attack possibilities, but fortunately seemed to realize the odds were against him.

The new man strolled around the table, passing in and out of the dim bar from the dead bank of lights. Faith backed up until her back was against the counter, but then she tried to make her body language casual, like she was just leaning against it. She wasn’t any good for a kidnapping exchange if they killed her. She repeated that to herself several times.

“You don’t look like much,” the man said. “Small even for a human.” His Russian accent was so thick and unexpected that Faith almost burst into hysterical giggles. God, he was just like a TV crime family heir, swanning around with an immaculate suit and product-filled hair in a room full of thugs with prison tats and shaved heads. 

“Who are you?” Faith asked, when the worst of the inappropriate impulse to humor had passed. Her voice shook a little anyway.

“Someone doing his job.” He reached out and took her chin. He did it slowly enough that Faith let him. If he wanted to grab her in some immobilizing hold, she doubted she’d see it coming. He was gentle enough as he tipped her head from one side to the other, and Faith almost expected him to check her teeth like she was a racehorse he was considering buying. “I can’t promise your time here will be short, I’m sorry. The Roanokes may take some time to be reasonable. But I see no reason to hurt you. At the moment.”

With as little warning as Faith had feared, he was suddenly holding her against him in a parody of a romantic embrace, tipping his head to whisper into her ear. She froze as her heart raced absolutely out of control. “We get what we want. Always.”

“Get your Lady-fucking hands off her,” Laurence spat, and just before Faith couldn’t stand it anymore and shoved herself away from the Russian, whatever the consequences, he was suddenly gone and over by Laurence. 

The Russian got a good grip on Laurence’s throat and slammed his head into the wall with a crack that made Faith feel like gagging. “Watch your mouth. Show some respect.”

Laurence blinked several times as if stunned, and Faith dragged her attention away to the open door. But the two stooges wolves had moved over to cover it when the Russian took over for them in menacing Laurence. No opportunity for her to make a run for it. What the
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