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“There!” Faris gave the bow one last tug and wrapped her arms around her daughter. Michaela was too old for it, but she leaned into the embrace, anyway. 
“What if I don’t like him?” She stared out the narrow window frame, and Faris followed her gaze out into the misty distance, over the unending sea of rustling leaves, just unfurled. Here and there, a dark conifer stood out against the pale new growth.
“Don’t worry about that, Junebug. Dad and I will take care of it.” The breeze licked a strand of her daughter’s hair loose, but Faris didn’t pin it back.
“We need him to secure the outpost against the forest.” The heavy thunk of an axe rhythmically chopping wood floated up to punctuate Michaela’s words.
Sandrel shouldn’t have mentioned the possible advantages of the alliance to their daughter. Too late now. “We have so many options to keep the forest in check. Forcing you to marry someone you hate isn’t one of them.”
Michaela sighed.
Faris gently turned her daughter so that they were face to face, but Michaela’s eyes remained downcast. “I’m serious, Ela. You tell us if he turns into a dipshit when we’re not around. I’ll have your dad sic the dogs on him.”
That got a chuckle out of Michaela, but it died too quickly. She smoothed the front of her dress. “What if he doesn’t like me?”
Not like my daughter?
Ela’s frown melted into a half-hearted smile; Faris’s eyes must have visibly flashed their rage. Still something Faris couldn’t control, even after all these years.
“Dogs get sicced on him. Got it.” Ela’s smile faded, but the frown didn’t return. It was something, but Faris’s rage didn’t abate.
Ela was really asking: What if he finds out I’m a wolf shifter and thinks I’m a disgusting beast? That was a distinct possibility. I’m sure he’s not like that: her daughter would immediately see the comforting words as the lie they were. If the new Lord of Aran River Keep was a raging bigot, Sandrel would probably brush it off. He’d think that Lord Heinrich would come around, once he got to know Michaela. But Sandrel would never go so far as to force the marriage. He wasn’t like their parents . . .
Faris’s first glimpse of her human betrothed had been at the front of the empty temple, waiting to be joined. Sandrel had been as large as a wolf shifter from home and had caught her gaze to give her a reassuring, if slightly tense, smile.
None of her people had come with her across the sea, so Faris was accompanied by a grizzled woman with an axe on her hip—Julia—who stood silently by as if to head her off if she bolted. But one look at Sandrel and her wolf had—thankfully—given a yip of approval.
After the short ceremony, they’d taken a hired carriage straight to her new home. Julia and her counterpart, a greying man with a quarterstaff—MacIntosh—rode up top, leaving her alone with her new husband. They didn’t speak on the journey, except for the few times that Sandrel drew her attention to landmarks they passed.
The carriage had lurched to a halt, and Sandrel hopped down, the tension that had characterized him from the moment they met nowhere in evidence. Someone had called to him, and he’d hollered back, letting out a boisterous laugh. His sword had tapped at his leg as he’d turned back to her, amusement still alight in his previously stoic dark eyes.
“Welcome home,” he’d said and handed her down from the carriage.
She had craned her neck to take in the outpost, which stretched up to a tower three stories high. Sandrel had watched her, giving her a moment to absorb her new home.
She’d pasted on a smile. “It’s lovely.”
The windows up higher were mostly small—probably to keep anyone from falling out. Shifters lived sensibly on, or sometimes under, the ground, but her brother’s words had come back to her: They’ll treat you like a beast unless you act like them. She’d squared her shoulders and prepared to climb the wooden stairs up to the entryway.
“Come in with me, my wife.” Sandrel had extended his hand, palm up, and waited. He wasn’t trying to make her roll over. Shouldn’t he be cementing his dominance over her?
She’d put her hand in his large, warm palm and let him lead her through their cozy kitchen where something at least smelled good enough to eat, not like the fare on the ship, thank the gods. The thought of eating that gruel for the rest of her life had almost made her jump overboard.
Sandrel wasn’t stopping for food, though. She gripped his hand more tightly as he led her up a twisting stone stairway, the arrow slits showing the ground retreating below them. He had continued through a doorway—there were windows in this room as well, big ones—and as she’d retreated into the most solid-looking corner, he’d shut the door. The look her new husband had turned on her was familiar to both her and her wolf, who had immediately tensed to spring, to pounce and pin him beneath her—
But he was a human, and humans didn’t want beastly wives. They wanted refined ladies, and that’s what Sandrel expected from her, a lord’s daughter from across the sea. Faris tamped down her wolf, locked it away. Sandrel must have seen some shadow of its longing, though, because he’d stalked toward her slowly.
“I’m not going to hurt you, wife.”
“Please, call me Faris.” They may have been married by his standards, but they were not yet properly mates. To become mates, she’d have to sink her teeth into his thick neck, bite down until the taste of his blood filled her senses, and—
No, that could never happen. She would never let it happen. The very thought of his reaction—fear, anger, disgust, rejection—had her clamping down ever harder on her wolf.
“Faris.” He was close enough now to brush her hair off her neck, and she shuddered. His marking her was somehow just as tantalizing, despite the thought having repulsed her before now—before Sandrel.
“Not the neck, please.”
He nodded. “Anything else I should know? I’m not familiar with . . . your culture.”
“Just treat me like one of your women.”
“Except for the neck?”
“Except for the neck.”
He wove his fingers through her hair and brought their lips together. She relaxed into his touch; she wouldn’t betray the secret that led to her exile by taking control now. If Sandrel had discarded her as Martin had, she would have been truly alone in a strange land of humans.
All these years later, Sandrel still hadn’t rejected her, and her hold on her wolf remained iron clad, never once slipping, especially not with Sandrel.
Ela was well practised in the same art—she’d never even shifted—and she could handle Lord Heinrich in the same way.
Faris kissed Ela’s forehead. “Let’s get down there. I bet Lord Heinrich and your father are already getting on well.”
Michaela smoothed her dress again and nodded, taking a deep breath as if she were about to jump off the tall rock at the lake.
Faris ushered her out before taking a deep breath of her own. The new lord was a complete unknown. He could just as easily install a new outpost lord as he could agree to ally with them in marriage.
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Revellers already lined the long tables set out for Lord Heinrich’s welcome feast when Faris and Ela entered. Lord Heinrich and Sandrel had their heads together, but when they caught sight of the two women over the gathered folks, they both stood. Sandrel was a head taller than Heinrich and twice as broad. He’d been working here on the edge of the forest since before Heinrich existed, and it showed. The young lord ran a smooth hand through his wavy hair and looked down his nose at them. 
Faris held Ela’s fingers firmly around her arm and guided her up onto the dais. Faris shot Sandrel a smile and bowed her head in a curtsy that Ela echoed. When they rose, Sandrel extended his hand to Faris, but Heinrich just jerked his head at them. Was he trying to bid them come closer?
Whispers flowed through the room behind them, their people forming their own opinions of this new lord of Aran River Keep. The old lord had hardly given them the bare necessities, absorbed as he was in women and drink. It was a wonder he’d died without an heir, though he’d never had the stones to actually choose a wife. Heinrich wore a plain black doublet, brocade though it may be, and a simple silver pendant that marked him as lord of the keep. No rings adorned his fingers, no circlet on his brow. No sword at his waist, either.
Still holding Ela firmly to her, Faris circled the table and stepped onto the dais to take her husband’s warm hand. Sandrel clasped Ela’s shoulder briefly and guided her around to face her suitor.
Faris took a moment to survey the court gathered before her. Most were artisans and guild members from the outpost or those visiting. Many were farmers or woodcutters, men and women who had taken her in without question when she’d arrived, Sandrel’s new wife from across the sea. Yes, they would have opinions about Ela’s suitor. A few unfamiliar faces greeted her, men Lord Heinrich had brought with him for protection, their arms marking them plainly. Doubtless, Heinrich had never been this close to the forest before. Faris stepped around Sandrel and focused on her daughter.
“Lord Heinrich, may I present Michaela Lunala of the Gantry Forest Outpost.”
“My lord.” Ela’s voice was barely more than a whisper, her eyes downcast. Thankfully, a hush had fallen over the hall, and she didn’t need to repeat herself. A log fell in the fireplace.
Heinrich didn’t hide his perusal: his gaze raked her body from her scuffed shoes to the strand of hair that had come loose from its net. Maybe Faris should have pinned it back when she first noticed it. Wishing wouldn’t do any good now.
“Delighted,” said Heinrich. His accent was as circumscribed as the rest of his appearance. He lifted a hand and waved, earning a quirked eyebrow from Ela, but before she could speak up, a man from the court below strode to his side. “Now that I’ve seen you, I can deliver my terms.”
The man handed Heinrich a folded parchment and shouldered his way back down to the floor. Faris’s wolf bared her teeth at him, and Faris didn’t blame her: the way he fingered the pommel of his sword when he looked at Ela was equally unsettling to wolf and woman alike.
Heinrich held the parchment out to Sandrel, not sparing a glance for Faris at all. “I’d like to officially request your daughter’s hand. Here are my terms. I trust you will find them to be fair. If at all possible, an agreement will be in place before Earl Anders’s tournament.”
Sandrel took the parchment and broke the Aran River Keep seal. Faris stepped to his shoulder to read it, Sandrel angling the page toward her. Heinrich cleared his throat but wisely didn’t comment.
If the two of them had been any other outpost lord and lady, they would likely have had to admit to being illiterate. Sandrel having ended up here as punishment, a younger son of some far-off lord, and her having come from across the sea, the eldest daughter of a wolven lord herself, they were not the typical woodcutters’ offspring one would expect to find as Lord and Lady Forest Outpost.
The agreement was standard. Dowry terms, alliance terms . . . lupine heritage. Her
Should the Lady show any signs of her lupine heritage (or progeny likewise), she shall at minimum be returned (no dowry to be repaid) or, if no other viable progeny have been produced, disposed of that the Lord may be free to enter into a new arrangement.
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