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Blurb





Jenna 

Find a guy, screw him senseless, lock it down, and live a life full of luxury and bottomless mimosas. Is that such a bad dream?

Too bad step one keeps blowing up in my face. Especially once they find out I’m a fox shifter. Apparently being clever and curvy is some kind of “red flag.” Whatever.

Then I meet Fenton. He’s a bobcat shifter, a gorgeous one, and surprisingly charming. He doesn’t flinch when I let my ambition show. After a few dates, I’m starting to think I can skip the whole gold-digging plan and just fall for him.

But there’s one little problem.

He’s not rich. He’s a hacker. The righteous, steal-from-the-corrupt-and-dismantle-their-empires kind.

And he needs a fake wife to pull off the biggest con of his life.

Fenton

I don’t date. I infiltrate.

But this time, to get close to the man who destroyed my family, I need more than just a good backstory, I need a wife. Someone who can play the part, smile at the right people, and sell the fantasy while I work behind the scenes.

Jenna is a luscious curveball I didn’t see coming. Sharp tongue. Sharper grin. And no hesitation when it comes to breaking into my apartment in a trench coat.

When she finds out who I really am, she doesn’t run. And when I ask to put a fake ring on her real finger, she’s game.

Now we’re the hottest new couple in town, charming the elite while plotting their downfall.

It’s just pretend, right?

Except it’s not long before it doesn’t feel like we’re pretending. At all.
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Chapter 1


Jenna





“You’ve got to be kidding me.” 

I stare at my own stiletto heel embedded in the drywall a few inches above my couch and exactly where my head was three minutes ago. The matching shoe is lying on the floor beside a shattered wine bottle and what’s left of my dignity. 

My forehead throbs. I dab at the sting and come away with blood. That bottle was vintage something-or-other, brought by a man who called himself Ralph and claimed to be “between homes” while finalizing a very amicable divorce.

Apparently “between homes” means he still shares one with his wife, who stormed into my apartment not ten minutes ago and turned it into a combat zone before storming out.

One minute, we were about to uncork the wine and were flirting about travel plans, and the next, my front door slammed open and a blonde in yoga pants let loose like she was clearing a training course. Ralph ran straight out the door without so much as a sorry. She screeched about the wine and picked it up, throwing it against the coffee table. The bottle shattered, sending shards of glass into my wall. One scratched my face. The shoe came last, a clean overhand throw that would’ve decapitated me if I hadn’t ducked.

With a smirk, the blonde strolled out after that. Now I’ve got wine on my rug, glass in my couch and wall, blood on my temple, and a high heel sticking out of the drywall like modern art.

I lower myself onto the arm of the chair since the couch is a crime scene and stare at the wreckage. It’s overwhelming, and I don’t know where to begin with cleaning up. At least my forehead is only lightly bleeding when I check again, so I probably won’t die from this. Lucky me.

My phone buzzes with a text from an unknown number: Thanks for the entertainment, honey. Next time, do your research. —Mrs. Davidson

I blink at the message, tightening my hand around the phone before loosening it again when I remember I can’t afford a new one. I didn’t know. I never would’ve let him through the door if I’d known. I’m a lot of things, but I don’t poach from the married shelf, especially not from women who can throw like that.

I delete the message and set the phone on a dry spot of the coffee table and mutter, “That’s one for the hall of fame.” Step one of the master plan—find a rich man with taste and bad judgment—has officially imploded.

Again.

The eviction notice crinkles under my elbow as I shift position. It says Final Notice. I don’t have much time to come up with rent money or Mr. Kowalski gets to legally toss my stuff onto the sidewalk. I’ve been here before but never with only twenty-three dollars in my checking account and a maxed-out credit card.

My stomach growls, and I glare at the last packet of ramen on my kitchen counter. Chicken flavor again. Ah, the glamorous life of a failed gold digger.

A soft knock interrupts my pity party. Through the peephole, I spot Mr. Kowalski holding another piece of paper. His weathered face looks genuinely apologetic as he slides it under my door with a resigned shrug. The man’s been my landlord for two years. He understands my situation better than anyone.

I don’t bother reading the notice. More of the same, probably with additional late fees and legal jargon designed to make me miserable about my life choices.

Before starting the ramen, I go to the bathroom. The mirror above my sink reflects someone I barely recognize. My hair is tangled from stress-grooming, my amber eyes are red-rimmed from crying, and soon a small bandage covers the cut on my forehead. My parents would take one look at me and launch into their favorite lecture about fox shifters and our “naturally destructive tendencies.”

“This is what happens when you chase after things that aren’t meant for you, Jenna,” I mutter in my mother’s disapproving tone. “Fox shifters are meant to be clever, not greedy.”

Clever wasn’t paying my bills. Clever wasn’t getting me out of this cramped apartment in the worst part of town. Clever definitely wasn’t landing me a man who could give me the life I deserved.

I practice my most vulnerable expression in the mirror. Wide eyes, trembling lower lip, and just a hint of desperation without looking completely pathetic. There’s a fine line between damsel in distress and hot mess, and I’ve been walking it for years.

My phone buzzes again. This time, it’s Chloe from next door.

Coffee later? You look like you need it.

I text back: Broke. Rain check?

My treat. Trouble in paradise?

If only she knew paradise involved a married man and flying footwear. Chloe’s the friend who asks just enough questions to show she cares but never enough to make me feel cornered. It’s one of the reasons I actually like her.

Thanks. Maybe tomorrow.

I need to figure out my next move before I can face her concerned rabbit shifter energy. Chloe means well, but her solution to every problem involves herbal tea and positive thinking. My problems require more aggressive intervention.

The business card for Romance Expected Dating Service falls out of my jacket pocket when I reach for my wallet to count my pathetic remaining funds. I picked it up last week at the coffee shop where Chloe works part time. The woman behind me in line was gushing to her friend about how Red had matched her with a tiger shifter who owned three restaurants.

Three restaurants. That’s a problem I need solving.

Her friend had “accidentally” left the card on the counter, so I’d swooped by and picked it up on my way out the door after finishing my cheap Americano.

I flip over the card again now. Specialized matchmaking for unique shifters who don’t fit traditional molds. The tagline makes me snort. If fox shifters don’t fit traditional molds, I’m the poster child for nonconformity. What have I got to lose? A quick call yields me an immediate appointment.

The walk to Romance Expected takes twenty minutes through downtown traffic, because no way can I afford a cab. I practice my sob story the entire way, perfecting the right balance of vulnerability and strength. My fox instincts make it difficult to appear genuinely helpless rather than calculating, but I’ve had years of practice.

The building’s wedged between a nail salon and a ramen shop, which seems like the universe mocking my current diet. A modest sign in swirling script beckons from the glass door. I climb the narrow stairs, trying to calm the flutter in my stomach. This has to work. I’m running out of options.

The waiting room surprises me with its welcomeness. The walls are painted a cheerful red, adorned with floral patterns, while a small table holds a neat stack of magazines about shifter culture and relationships. A tall shelf displays Polaroid photos of smiling couples in cheap but colorful heart-decorated frames. Some look like awkward prom pictures, but they’re all genuinely happy.

I study the photos while waiting. A massive bear shifter stands with his arms wrapped around a tiny hummingbird shifter. A serious-looking wolf woman poses next to a grinning golden retriever shifter. Each couple appears mismatched by traditional standards, yet they exude a sense of contentment and joy.

Maybe there’s hope for me after all.

“Hello, there. Give me just a second.”

The voice comes from behind the front desk before a woman emerges with a wide smile. She’s about my height with vibrant auburn hair styled in a sleek bob. The subtle markings around her eyes remind me of red panda coloring, and her bold red kaftan accentuates both the room’s color theme and her curvy frame.

“You must be here about our services. I’m Regina Carrington, but everyone calls me Red.”

Her smile seems genuine. “I’m Jenna Johnson.” I smooth my jacket nervously. “I called earlier about a consultation?”

“Of course. Let’s chat in my office.”

I follow her down a short hallway, automatically cataloging escape routes and noting the security camera in the corner. Just a precaution from my years of…experiences. Her office explodes with color. A shelf behind her desk is overflowing with red panda figurines along with a bulletin board covered in more successful match photos labeled with names and dates.

“Have a seat.” She gestures to a comfortable armchair. The scent of vanilla and something faintly fruity wafts around me, likely her perfume. “So, tell me what brings you to Romance Expected.”

I settle into the chair and launch into my prepared speech. “I’m having trouble finding compatible partners through traditional dating methods. I’ve heard wonderful things about your success with unusual shifters, and I thought—”

“Hold up.” Red raises a hand, her eyes twinkling with amusement. “Let’s skip the rehearsed part and talk about what you really want.”

Heat floods my cheeks. “I’m not sure what you mean.”

“You’ve been practicing that speech. Your scent shifted when you started talking, and your body language is completely different from when you walked in.” She leans back in her chair. “Fox shifter, right? You’re reading me just as hard as I’m reading you.”

My judiciously constructed mask crumbles. “Is it that obvious?”

“Only to someone who spends all day with shifters trying to be someone they’re not.” Her expression softens. “Let’s try again. What do you really want from a relationship?”

The honest answer sits in my throat like a stone. Financial security. A man who can take care of me so I never have to worry about eviction notices or ramen dinners again. Someone rich enough that I never have to go back to my parents and acknowledge they were right about my “unrealistic expectations.”

Looking at Red’s kind, knowing expression, a different truth spills out. “I want someone who doesn’t immediately assume I’m trying to con them.” The words surprise me with their rawness. “Every time someone finds out I’m a fox shifter, they either expect me to be some master manipulator or they think I’m going to steal their wallet while they’re distracted.”

Red nods thoughtfully. “The stereotypes are frustrating.”

“It’s more than that. I am cunning. I am strategic. Those aren’t character flaws. They’re survival skills. Every guy I’ve dated either wants me to tone it down, or he thinks it’s some kind of sexy game until he realizes I’m actually smarter than him.”

“That threatens them.”

“Exactly.” I lean forward, surprised by how good it feels to say this out loud. “I don’t want to be someone’s pet fox or their exotic conquest. I want a partner who appreciates my mind, not just tolerates it.”

Red’s smile widens. “Now we’re getting somewhere. What about financial stability? Is that important to you?”

I hesitate. Admitting I want a rich boyfriend makes me sound shallow, but lying to a professional matchmaker seems counterproductive. “I’ve been broke my entire adult life,” I say. “I’d like to not worry about money for once. Does that make me a gold digger?”

“It makes you practical. There’s nothing wrong with wanting security.” She pulls out a tablet and starts tapping notes. “Anything else I should know?”

“I have terrible taste in men.”

She laughs. “Most people do. That’s why I have job security.”

I’m cautiously optimistic that this might lead somewhere. Red doesn’t seem judgmental or shocked by my honesty. She’s treating my desires like legitimate preferences instead of character flaws.

“I think I have someone perfect for you,” she says, scrolling through her tablet. “Fenton Nielsen. He’s a bobcat shifter, thirty-one, and works in technology consulting. He’s intelligent, financially stable, and specifically requested someone who can match his mental agility.”

My ears perk up at “financially stable” and “technology consulting.” Tech money is good money. “What’s the catch?”

She laughs. “No catch, though he has had some challenging experiences with traditional dating approaches. Sound familiar?”

“Very.” I try not to seem too eager. “When can I meet him?”

“Tomorrow night, assuming he agrees. There’s an upscale restaurant I like to use for first meetings. Neutral territory, good atmosphere.” Red hands me a business card with the restaurant’s information. “Seven o’clock?”

I take the card, trying not to think about how I can’t afford a meal at a place like this. “That sounds perfect.”

“Excellent. One last thing, Jenna.” Her expression grows serious. “Be yourself. Don’t try to be who you think he wants. The right person will appreciate exactly who you are.”

I nod, though privately I’m already planning my outfit and conversation strategy. Being myself hasn’t worked out so well lately. Red’s confidence is infectious, though, and for the first time in months, I think maybe my luck is about to change.

The walk back to my apartment gives me time to process what just happened. Red saw through my act immediately but didn’t judge me for it. She listened to my actual concerns and treated them as valid. Most importantly, she matched me with someone who sounds promising.

Fenton Nielsen, bobcat shifter, technology consultant, intelligent, and financially stable. The combination sends a thrill through me that has nothing to do with money and everything to do with the possibility of finding someone who might actually understand me.

I stop at a corner bodega and use three of my precious remaining dollars to buy a cup of coffee and a packet of breath mints. It’s a celebration and preparation all in one. The elderly man behind the counter looks at my bandaged forehead with concern.

“You okay, miss?”

“Getting better,” I tell him, and for the first time today, I mean it.

The stiletto heel is still embedded in my wall when I get home, but somehow, it doesn’t look quite so threatening anymore. I pull it free and return it to my closet along with its mate before I start cleaning up the mess. I sweep up and throw away the wine bottle fragments before stepping on the wine stain with a dark towel. I should have tackled it earlier, but I couldn’t face it then. When I pull away the soaked towel, the damp spot on the rug blends okay-ish with the rest of the print, so it’ll have to do.

It’s time to start fresh. I lay the restaurant’s business card on my coffee table and start planning. 

My phone buzzes with another text from Chloe: If you don’t want coffee, do you want company while you figure out whatever’s going on? You seemed off earlier in the lobby when we were both getting our mail.

I consider her offer. Chloe’s the friend who brings cookies when you’re down and never asks uncomfortable questions.

Actually, yes. Come over. I have news.

Good news or bad news?

Potentially amazing news.

On my way.

While I wait for her, I head to my tiny closet and start assessing my options. Most of my clothes are either too casual for an upscale restaurant or too obviously cheap. I need something that says, “sophisticated woman worth getting to know,” without screaming, “desperate fox shifter who can’t afford rent.”

The black dress Chloe loaned me for a job interview last month still hangs in the back. It’s simple but elegant with clean lines that flatter my curves without being too revealing. She said I could keep it since it was too long for her anyway.

Perfect.

A knock at my door announces Chloe’s arrival. She bounces in carrying a bakery box and wearing her usual bright smile. Her dark hair is pulled back in a practical ponytail, and she’s traded her work apron for a pink T-shirt and white jeans.

“Okay, spill. What’s this amazing news?” She sets the box on my kitchen counter and opens it to reveal chocolate chip cookies that smell like heaven.

“I have a date tomorrow night.”

Her eyebrows shoot up. “With whom? Is it that Ralph guy you’ve been talking about? He sounds too good to be true.”

I touch my forehead without thought. “He was.”

Her mouth drops open. “He hit you?”

I shake my head. “Worse…his wife did, indirectly.”

She gasps. “That sleaze was married?”

I nod. “I discovered that earlier today, when he came over for lunch, and the Mrs. followed him.”

She looks sympathetic. “What a jerk. You’d never date a married man.”

I nod in agreement. “That’s like 101 of Dating, but his wife wasn’t in the mood to hear my side.” I shrug. “It’s okay. Ralph had moist hands anyway.”

Chloe grimaces. “Yuck. I don’t think I could let a guy with moist hands touch me.”

I could for the money Ralph seemed to have, but a wife is a dealbreaker. “Yeah. Anyway, this next guy is definitely not married. His name is Fenton, and he’s a bobcat shifter who works in tech.” I grab two cookies and settle on the couch, which has dried out. The wine stain will be permanent, but it kind of fades into the ugly brown fabric. “I went to a professional matchmaker.”

“A matchmaker? That’s so old-fashioned. I love it.” Chloe joins me, cookie in hand. “Tell me everything.”

I give her the edited version—leaving out the part about specifically targeting wealthy men since she doesn’t know about my aspirations—and focus on Red’s understanding approach and the promising match she made.

“She sounds amazing. It’s so nice when someone actually listens instead of just assuming they know what’s best for you.” Chloe takes a bite of her cookie. “What’s he like?”

“I don’t really know yet. We haven’t met in person. Red said he’s intelligent and specifically wanted someone who could match his mental agility. That’s encouraging.”

She nods. “Very encouraging. Brains are so much better than just looks.” She pauses mid-chew. “I hope he’s cute, too.”

“Red showed me his photo. He’s definitely attractive.” The understatement of the year. Fenton Nielsen looked like he stepped out of a magazine spread about successful young professionals with his dark hair, intense green eyes, and bone structure that suggested good genetics and expensive skincare.

“Where’s he taking you?” I show her the restaurant card, and her eyes widen. “Wow. This place is fancy. Like, really fancy. I’ve never been there, but I’ve heard their appetizers cost more than I make in tips on a good night.”

My stomach clenches. “That expensive?”

“Don’t worry about it. If he or Red suggested this place, he can afford it. Just enjoy yourself.” She studies my face. “You’re nervous.”

“Terrified.” I bite my lip. “This feels different from my usual dates. More important somehow.”

“Because you actually want it to work out?”

The observation hits closer to home than I’m comfortable acknowledging. Most of my recent dates were purely transactional in my mind. Find a rich guy, charm him, and secure my future. Simple, but something about Fenton already feels more complicated.

“Maybe. Red mentioned he’s had some challenging dating experiences, too. It might be nice to meet someone who understands what it’s like to be misjudged.”

She nods enthusiastically. “That’s the foundation of every good relationship. Mutual understanding and respect.”

“Is that your professional opinion, Dr. Martinez?”

She laughs. “That’s my opinion as someone who’s watched you go through a string of jerks who didn’t appreciate how amazing you are.”

Her loyalty touches me. Chloe doesn’t know the full truth about my dating strategy, but she’s been a constant source of support through all my romantic disasters.

“You’re going to knock his socks off,” she says. 

“You think so?”

She grins and finishes off her cookie before answering. “I know so. You clean up really well when you’re not stressed about money.”

The comment stings because it’s true. Financial pressure has been affecting every aspect of my life, including how I present myself to the world. Tomorrow night, I get a chance to be the woman I want to be instead of the one I’ve been forced to become.

After Chloe leaves, I spend the evening preparing. I research the restaurant online, memorizing the menu and wine list so I don’t look completely lost. I practice conversation topics that show intelligence without being pretentious. I even watch a few YouTube videos about first date etiquette, though most of the advice seems geared toward humans rather than shifters.

The biggest challenge is managing my expectations. Part of me wants to treat this like any other mark by identifying his weaknesses, exploiting his desires, and securing my financial future, but Red’s words keep echoing in my head: “Be yourself. The right person will appreciate exactly who you are.”

What if being myself is enough? What if I don’t have to perform or manipulate or scheme my way into love? The thought terrifies and thrills me in equal measure.
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Chapter 2


Fenton





The encrypted hard drive clicks into place with a satisfying sound that means another piece of Garret Anklor’s empire is about to crumble. I lean back in my ergonomic chair and crack my knuckles, studying the lines of code scrolling across my center monitor. Three years of planning, eighteen months of active infiltration, and six different false identities have led to this moment. 

Almost there.

The financial records I’ve been tracking show a clear pattern of bid rigging, money laundering, and the systematic destruction of small construction companies across the state, including my father’s, Nelson’s Family Construction. The bastard has been more wary lately, routing transactions through multiple shell companies and offshore accounts, but digital breadcrumbs always lead somewhere.

My secure phone buzzes with an incoming call. The caller ID shows Romance Expected, which means Red Carrington is about to complicate my evening. I consider letting it go to voicemail, but Red has been part of establishing my current cover identity by providing me with dates and another point of social proof that I am who I’m pretending to be. Fenton Nielsen, successful technology consultant, needs to maintain his social connections. “Fenton speaking.”

“Hello, handsome. How’s the tech consulting business treating you?” Her cheerful voice fills my hidden office. 

“Can’t complain. What can I do for you, Red?”

I can hear the smile in her voice. “I have fantastic news. I found your perfect match.”

I pause the data analysis running on my secondary monitor. Perfect match. Right. I’d registered with Romance Expected six months ago as part of building Fenton Nielsen’s backstory. A successful single man his age would naturally be looking for companionship, and having a dating service and occasional dates in my background adds authenticity to the identity.

“Really? Like the last few.” I sound as skeptical as I feel.

“Every new match is a blank slate,” she says airily. “Sometimes the stars align. Her name is Jenna Johnson, she’s a fox shifter, and she’s exactly who you’ve been looking for.” Her enthusiasm practically vibrates through the phone. “She’s smart, thinks deliberately, isn’t intimidated by success, and appreciates men who use their intelligence.”

Fox shifter. Interesting. Foxes are known for their cunning and adaptability, which are traits that could be useful or dangerous, depending on which side they’re on. “Tell me more about her.”

“Twenty-eight years old, gorgeous copper hair, and intelligent amber eyes. I can text or email you a photo if you’re interested. She’s had some challenging experiences with traditional dating, so she understands what it’s like when people make assumptions based on species stereotypes.”

The irony isn’t lost on me. I’ve spent the last three years pretending to be someone I’m not, building false identities and manipulating social situations. Meeting someone else who’s been misjudged might actually be refreshing. “What kind of challenging experiences?”

“The usual fox shifter problems. People expect her to be manipulative or they fetishize her species. She’s looking for someone who appreciates her mind as much as her other assets.” Red pauses. “I think you two will have a lot to talk about.”

“When were you thinking?”

“Tomorrow night. I’ve already made reservations at Meridian for seven o’clock. You know the place?”

I do. It’s upscale, sophisticated, and exactly the sort of place where Fenton Nielsen would take a promising date. “Perfect. Should I call her, or—”

“I’ll handle the coordination. She’s already agreed to the time and place, so you just need to show up looking devastatingly handsome and be your charming self.”

Charming self. If only Red knew how much of my Fenton Nielsen personality is constructed performance art compared to Finn Nelson, who I used to be before Anklor caused my family’s downfall. I had to reinvent myself to get revenge, and I have. “I’ll do my best.”

“Wonderful. Oh, and Fenton? Don’t overthink this one. I have a good feeling about her.”

After she hangs up, I stare at the phone for a long moment. A date tomorrow night. The timing is less than ideal since I’m in the final stages of gathering evidence against Anklor, but maintaining my cover requires some semblance of a normal social life.

I turn back to my monitors and pull up the financial data I’ve been tracking. Anklor’s latest scheme involves a series of municipal contracts that he’s rigging through a network of bribes and kickbacks. He used the same playbook to destroy my father’s company, just on a larger scale.

Dad would have been sixty-three next month. Instead, he’s been dead for four years, killed by the stress of watching everything he built get systematically dismantled by a man with more money than morals. Mom followed eighteen months later, her heart giving out from grief and the financial strain of Dad’s medical bills.

My hands clench involuntarily. I need to focus. Emotions lead to mistakes, and I can’t afford mistakes this close to the end.

The Anklor investigation consumes the rest of my evening. By the time I shut down my systems and activate the security protocols, it’s past midnight. The hidden panels slide back into place, transforming my high-tech command center into an ordinary home office. From the outside, it looks like any other wealthy professional’s workspace with expensive furniture, a few motivational books, and a single desktop computer for checking email and managing investments.

An inheritance from my grandmother funds this lifestyle along with cautious wealth management. I excel at that, and it’s a lot easier to pursue vengeance…uh, justice…with vast resources available.

The reflection in my bathroom mirror shows a man who’s been living a lie for so long he sometimes forgets what the truth looks like. Tomorrow I’ll be Fenton Nielsen, successful consultant, charming dinner companion, and potential romantic interest for a fox shifter named Jenna Johnson. Tonight, I’m just a man whose real name died with his parents and whose only purpose is bringing down the monster who destroyed his family.


      [image: ]The next morning I’ve got an encrypted message from my contact at the municipal planning office. Anklor’s construction bid for the new civic center has been approved, despite being thirty percent higher than the nearest competitor. It’s more evidence for the file but also a reminder that every day this takes is another day he gets richer off other people’s misery. 

I shower, dress in a casual-but-expensive outfit that broadcasts success without trying too hard, and head to my cover job. Nielsen Consulting actually exists. I handle legitimate technology contracts for three small businesses, but it’s more window dressing than actual career. The real work happens in my hidden office after hours.

“Morning, Mr. Nielsen.” Vera, the receptionist at the building where I rent office space, waves as I pass her desk. “You have a call holding on line one.”

I thank her and check my messages. I have two client requests, a follow-up from a networking event, and a reminder about my dental appointment next week. These mundane details of Fenton Nielsen’s life keep the identity convincing.

The day passes in a blur of legitimate work and prudently maintained routine. I return client calls, review a proposal for upgrading someone’s database system, and have lunch with a business contact who’s been useful for establishing my reputation in the local business community.

I don’t let myself think about tonight’s date until five o’clock.

I mentally review what I know. Jenna Johnson. Fox shifter. Strategic thinking. Challenging dating experiences. I’ve memorized the limited information Red provided, but going in partially blind is probably for the best. Too much preparation might make me seem scripted, and fox shifters are notoriously good at detecting deception.

The irony of worrying about seeming fake while living an entirely false identity would be funny if it weren’t my reality.

I drive home through evening traffic, using the time to shift mental gears from work mode to date mode. Fenton Nielsen is confident but not arrogant, successful but not flashy, and intelligent but not condescending. He’s interested in finding a genuine connection with someone who can match his intellectual energy.

None of that is technically untrue. It’s just incomplete.

My apartment reflects constructed taste with modern furniture, expensive but understated art, and a kitchen for someone who enjoys cooking, though I don’t have much time for it. Everything is clean, organized, and utterly impersonal. I’ve been living here for eighteen months, and it still feels like a hotel room.

I change into a charcoal suit with a dark blue shirt and no tie. I’m sophisticated but approachable. The outfit works equally well for a business dinner or a romantic evening. My reflection looks like a man any reasonable woman would want to date.

Unless she knew who I really am.

The drive to Meridian takes twenty minutes through downtown traffic. I arrive ten minutes early and request a table with good sight lines since exits matter more than ambiance. The restaurant is exactly what I expected with its elegant lighting, soft jazz, and atmosphere that encourages intimate conversation.

I order a whiskey and water while I wait, using the time to observe the other diners. The restaurant attracts a mix of business professionals, wealthy retirees, and couples celebrating special occasions. It is the type of place where Fenton Nielsen seamlessly belongs, though my true self would feel out of place, like an imposter. I grew up upper-middle-class, so my family didn’t eat at places like this often. Only when my rich grandmother was visiting, for the most part, so I never got acclimated to such luxuries until assuming the Fenton mantle.

She walks in at exactly seven o’clock.

Red’s description didn’t do her justice. Her copper hair catches my attention right away, and her amber eyes reveal the quick intelligence of someone who automatically catalogs potential threats and opportunities. She’s wearing a simple black dress that somehow manages to be both elegant and approachable, and she moves with the unconscious grace that comes naturally to most shifters.

Our gazes meet across the restaurant, and I stand to wave her over. Her smile seems genuine, but there’s something calculating behind it that I recognize from my own mirror. She’s working just as hard as I am to make a good impression.

“Jenna?”

“That’s me. You must be Fenton.” Her handshake is firm and confident. “Thank you for choosing such a beautiful restaurant.”

“My pleasure, but Red actually chose it.” I smile to put her at ease. “She spoke very highly of you.”

She dips her head slightly as I help her get seated. “She said wonderful things about you, too. Something about appreciating intelligence and strategic thinking?”

A slight emphasis on “strategic” suggests multiple layers of meaning. “I find intelligence attractive. Nothing’s more boring than someone who can’t hold up their end of a conversation.”

She looks a bit startled as she nods. “I couldn’t agree more.”

The server appears to take our drink orders. She requests a glass of the house red wine—nothing too expensive but not the cheapest option, either. The practical choice shows financial awareness without seeming cheap.

“So, technology consulting,” she says once we’re alone again. “That sounds fascinating. What kind of projects do you work on?”

I launch into Fenton’s prepared background, spewing out information about database optimization, security upgrades, and helping small businesses modernize their systems. It’s all technically true, just incomplete. 

She listens with focused attention. “That must require a lot of problem-solving skills.”

“Every day brings a new puzzle. I like the challenge of finding elegant solutions to complex problems.” True enough, though my most complex problems lately involve digital forensics and evidence compilation. “What about you? Red mentioned you’re between careers right now.”

Something flickers across her expression—embarrassment, maybe, or frustration. “I’m exploring my options. I’ve done some administrative work, but I’m looking for something that better utilizes my skill set.”

“What skills are those?”

“Reading people. Strategic planning. Finding creative solutions to difficult situations.” She pauses, seeming to choose her words wisely. “Fox shifters have certain natural advantages that most people either fear or want to exploit. I’m looking for a situation where those advantages are appreciated.”

Her honesty surprises me. Most people try to downplay their species’ stereotypes on first dates. “That sounds frustrating.”

“It is. People hear fox shifter and immediately assume I’m either trying to trick them or I’m some kind of exotic novelty.” Her voice carries genuine annoyance. “I’m just someone who happens to be good at reading situations and adapting accordingly.”

I nod in appreciation. “Adaptability is an asset, not a liability.”

“Try telling that to my last few dates.”

The server returns with our drinks and takes our dinner orders. Jenna chooses the salmon with a side salad—again, mid-range price point. Either she’s genuinely budget-conscious or she’s being considerate about not taking advantage of someone else’s generosity. Both possibilities intrigue me.

“So what went wrong with those dates?” I ask once we’re alone again.

“The usual. They either wanted me to tone down my natural instincts or they expected me to be some kind of master manipulator.” She takes a sip of wine. “One guy actually asked me to teach him how to lie more convincingly for his sales job.”

I nearly choke on my whiskey. “Seriously?”

“Completely serious. Apparently, my species’ reputation preceded me.” She shakes her head. “What about you? Any dating horror stories?”

More than I can count, though most involve maintaining my cover identity rather than genuine romantic incompatibility. “I’ve had a few experiences with people who were more interested in my bank account than my personality.”

Her eye twitches slightly. “The hazards of being successful?”

“Something like that.” I study her face, looking for signs of the same gold-digging tendencies. Her expression seems genuinely sympathetic rather than calculating, aside from the eye twitch. “It gets old, being valued for what you have instead of who you are.”

She seems thoughtful for a moment, as though she’s genuinely contemplating my words. She sounds almost surprised when she responds. “I imagine it does.”

Our conversation flows naturally through dinner. She’s quick-witted and well-read, with opinions on everything from local politics to classic films. There’s something refreshing about talking to someone who doesn’t seem intimidated by intelligence or success.

She also asks excellent questions that reveal she’s paying attention to details and building a comprehensive picture of who she thinks I am. Fox shifter instincts at work, probably, but it’s still more engaging than the usual first-date small talk.

“Can I ask you something?” she says as we finish our main courses.

“Of course.”

“What are you really looking for? In a relationship, I mean. Beyond the obvious compatibility stuff.”

The question catches me by surprise. Most people don’t ask for that level of honesty on a first date. “Someone who understands life is complicated. People aren’t always what they seem on the surface.”

She arches a brow. “That’s very diplomatic.”

“Is that a problem?”

“Not a problem. Just interesting.” She tilts her head, studying me. “Most people want simple. Easy. You’re specifically looking for complicated.”

I give her a half-smile. “Complicated can be more honest than simple.”

She laughs softly. “That’s a very fox shifter philosophy.”

“Maybe I’m more adaptable than most bobcats.”

She laughs once more, and the sound is genuinely delighted rather than politely amused. “I like that answer.”

The server returns with dessert menus, but we both decline in favor of coffee. The conversation continues through two cups each, covering everything from favorite books to travel experiences to theories about why certain shifter species seem naturally compatible.

By the time we leave the restaurant, it’s nearly ten o’clock, and I’ve had one of the most intellectually stimulating evenings I can remember. Walking her to her car, I’m genuinely reluctant for the night to end.

“I had a wonderful time,” she says, fishing her keys out of her purse.

“So did I. Would you like to do this again?”

“I’d like that very much.” She pauses with her hand on the car door. “Can I ask you something else?”

“Sure.”

“Are you always this cautious?”

The question startles me. “What do you mean?”

“You’re very polished and prepared, like you’ve thought through every possible response.” She’s not accusatory, just observant. “It’s not a criticism. I’m naturally cautious, too, so I recognize the signs.”

For a moment, I consider telling her I’m not really Fenton Nielsen, my entire life is a lie designed to bring down a man who destroyed my family, and I haven’t had a genuine conversation with another person in so long, I’d forgotten what it felt like.

Instead, I go with partial honesty. “I’ve learned to be vigilant. Bad experiences tend to make you guarded.”

“I understand that.” She opens her car door but doesn’t get in. “For what it’s worth, I think the watchful version of you is pretty interesting. I’d like to see what the unguarded version looks like sometime.”

With that, she slides behind the wheel, shuts the door, and waves. She drives away before I can respond, leaving me standing in the restaurant parking lot wondering what the hell just happened.

Back home, I skip my usual evening security check and go straight to the kitchen for another whiskey. Jenna Johnson is dangerous in ways I hadn’t anticipated. Not because she’s trying to manipulate me, though she might be, but because she’s perceptive enough to see through my constructed façade.

I pull up her basic information on my secure computer, verifying what I know. She’s twenty-eight years old, has no criminal record, and has bounced between several administrative jobs over the past few years. Her financial records show someone living paycheck to paycheck, which explains the considerate ordering at dinner.

Nothing looks suspicious, but also nothing explains why spending three hours with her felt more real than the last three years of my life combined.

My phone buzzes with a text from Red: How did it go?

I stare at the message for a long time before responding: Better than expected. We’re going out again.

I told you she was perfect for you. Sometimes, I amaze even myself.

With a smile and a shake of my head, I set aside the phone and return to the Anklor files. Surprisingly, my heart isn’t entirely in the work. Part of my mind keeps drifting back to Jenna. I briefly let myself wonder what it would be like to tell someone the truth about who I really am. The thought frightens me almost as much as it tempts me, and I scold myself with reminders to maintain the barriers I’ve erected to ensure Anklor finally pays for what he’s done.
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