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      He just arrested his fated mate.

      

      Nori

      I’m just supposed to be passing through town.

      I’m in a hurry to put some much-needed distance between me and my hometown, and I may have been speeding.

      So, I guess the sheriff has a good reason to pull me over.

      But he definitely doesn’t have a reason to arrest me.

      

      Tucker

      When I pull over the car for speeding, I’m expecting to give them a warning or write a ticket.

      That is until she rolls down her window, and I realize that I’ve just found my fated mate.

      Now I have a problem.

      I need to find a way to keep her in town until I can show her that we’re meant to be.

      Arresting her wasn’t my brightest idea, but I panicked and now I have to roll with it.

      We might have started off on the wrong foot, but I know that I can fix that.

      I don’t have a choice, because now that I found my fated mate, I’m never going to let her go.
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      Just another half an hour.

      It feels like I’m not going to make it.

      I’ve been driving for days now and I’m so sick of being stuck in the car and of sitting down. I can’t wait to get to my uncle’s place and walk around a bit. I can explore my new town and stretch my legs for a bit. That sounds like heaven right about now.

      My phone rings, and I grit my teeth as I see my uncle’s name come up on the screen. This isn’t the first time that he’s called me. He’s been checking in with me at least twice a day since I left Tempe to head up here. At first, I thought that he was just looking out for me, but now I’m just annoyed. He keeps calling and interrupting my favorite true crime podcast right when it’s getting really good.

      He’s called me four times already today, each time just to anxiously ask me when I’ll be arriving. He never sounds concerned about me in the calls, or even excited to see me. He almost sounds annoyed. I don’t know, but something about these calls has the hairs on the back of my neck standing on edge.

      My mom was never close with him, at least not that I remember. We didn’t see much of him when I was growing up. My mom always said it was because we lived too far away, but I don’t remember ever really talking to him on the phone even. There were no Christmas or birthday calls, no phone calls, or video chats. Nothing. She never even really talked about him.

      I always wondered why, but she never wanted to talk about him or his parents, and I hated seeing her upset, so I never pried. When he called me after her funeral a few weeks ago, I was hesitant to talk to him, but curiosity won out.

      When he found out that I had to sell our house and was looking for a new apartment, he invited me to move up to Red Fog, Oregon. I thought that it sounded like a good time to start over somewhere fresh, plus, I didn’t really have any other option, so I took him up on it. He’s the only family that I have left now, and I’m hoping that maybe we’ll be close.

      Although, with each call from him, that hope dies more and more.

      I sigh as I hit accept and try to sound upbeat as I greet him.

      “Hey, Uncle Jim! I’m almost to Red Fog. Just driving through…” I pause as I squint to read the upcoming town sign. “Through Twisted Oak.”

      “Ugh,” he says in disgust, and I wonder about his reaction.

      Twisted Oak actually looks really nice, from what I’ve seen so far, anyway. It’s close to the shore and if I were to roll the windows down, I would hear the crashing of the waves along the rocks. It seems like most small towns. There’s no traffic, no tall buildings, no crowds. I actually kind of like it.

      Snow is still coating some of the roofs of houses and it gives the town a cozy feel. The houses are all pretty spread out, and it seems like a laid-back, relaxing place to live.

      I wonder why Uncle Jim doesn’t like it.

      “So, you’ll be here soon then?” He asks, that annoyed tone in his voice, and I bite back another sigh.

      “Yep. I think about thirty minutes.”

      “Sir,” he snaps, and I blink.

      “What?”

      “Show me some respect. You’ll address me as sir.”

      I tense at his tone, and for a moment, I think about stopping in Twisted Oak and putting down roots here instead.

      Uncle Jim is starting to seem more and more like an asshole, and I think that I’m starting to see why my mom went low contact with him. He’s only been in my life for a few weeks, and already I’m ready to kick him out of it.

      An ache forms in my chest as I think about my mom, and I push down the memories before I can start crying.

      “Nora!” My uncle yells, and I blink.

      “Nori. My name is Nori,” I remind him.

      “Sir,” he seethes, and I’m close to telling him that I’m not coming when the call drops.

      I pick my cell phone up out of the cupholder and frown as I see that I don’t have any service here.

      It’s probably for the best.

      My mind races as I wonder what the hell to do now. I don’t have anywhere to go. I don’t have a job, aside from the one that my uncle said he would line up for me. I have a small savings, but I know that I’ll go through that quickly.

      I don’t have a choice, I realize. I’ll just have to suck it up, put up a happy face, and go work for my uncle for a little bit. Just until I can come up with a plan and find a new place to live and a new job.

      My podcast starts playing again as my phone finds service, and I smile slightly. That’s my dream. I’d love to be able to have my own podcast. I went to school for broadcast management, and back in Tempe, I worked at a radio station. I loved it, but having a podcast would let me combine my interest in true crime with that passion.

      Maybe I could start one here. I’d just need a little apartment, a space that I could turn into a recording space, and I’d be set.

      I smile at the idea, but that smile quickly drops when I see the red and blue lights flashing in my rearview mirror.

      “Shit,” I groan as I look for a place to pull over.

      There’s not really anywhere to pull off to on these backwoods roads, so it takes me a minute before I find a little turnaround area and pull in.

      I shift into park and close my eyes, trying to take a deep, steadying breath as I wait for the police officer to come up to my window.

      It doesn’t really work.

      A knock sounds on my window, and I paste on a smile as I roll down the window and wait to hear why I’m being pulled over.
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      Tourists, I think as I head up to the old hatchback.

      It’s been a slow morning. Normally, I wouldn’t bother pulling over a car going a few miles over the speed limit, but I’m bored. I needed to do something, so I turned on the lights. I’m sure that I’ll let them off with a warning, but it will break up the monotony of my day.

      I scan the car, taking note of the license plate as I make my way up to the driver’s side door. The car is packed to the brim, and I wonder where they’re headed.

      I knock on the window and the woman turns, a fake smile curving her lips as she starts to roll down the window.

      She’s pretty, my wolf says, and I nod.

      She is pretty, beautiful even. Her pale blonde hair is pulled up into a messy bun, soft-looking tendrils hanging by her neck and face. She looks tired and…sad. There’s something in her blue eyes that has me pausing as she rolls down the window.

      “Officer,” she says softly.

      “Do you know how fast you were…” I trail off as I take a deep breath and tense all over.

      My wolf snaps at me, lunging to try to break free, and I grit my teeth as I hold him back and try to make sense of what’s happening right now.

      Bite her! My wolf yells at me, and I blink.

      What? Why?

      Mate! She’s our mate!

      Mate? Wait, really?

      Yes, idiot! Breathe. Can’t you smell her?

      “Was I speeding?” She asks, breaking me out of my argument with my wolf.

      I take a deep breath, and now that I know what it is, I can make sense of what I’m smelling. Lilacs. She smells like lilacs and something so damn good that I can’t quite explain.

      “Yeah,” I grunt.

      I’m trying to hide the fact that my canines have elongated as I hold my wolf back and fight to keep from shifting.

      “I’m sorry, I-I… I was distracted,” she finishes, looking upset, and I instantly want to fix whatever has put that look on her face.

      “By what?” I bark, and she jumps, clearly startled by my tone.

      “I was just… thinking.”

      “About what?” I press, and she frowns slightly at me.

      Win her over, my wolf orders.

      I’m trying. It would be easier to be charming if I wasn’t holding a freaking animal back, I snap back, and he growls in return.

      “I’m sorry, I’ve never been pulled over before. Is this how that usually goes?” She asks, and I shake my head.

      “What’s your name, ma-er, ma’am,” I finish lamely.

      She looks at me oddly, and I wonder if she can see me starting to shift slowly in front of her.

      Knock it off! I yell at my wolf.

      He flashes his teeth at me in return.

      “Nori,” she says, and I blink.

      “What?”

      “My name is Nori.”

      I don’t bother asking for her last name. It will be Blake like mine soon enough.

      “Are you moving to town?” I ask her hopefully, but she shakes her head.

      “No, the next town over. Red Fog.”

      “Oh.”

      She cocks her head at my tone, and I clear my throat.

      “So, if that’s all…” she says, trailing off.

      She’s clearly anxious to get to where she’s going, and that’s a problem for me, because I need her to stay here. I need her to realize that she’s mine.

      How do I get her to stay, though?

      None of my training or life experiences are helping me now. I spent six years in the Army with my best friend Crew before we both got out and moved to Twisted Oak.

      The military taught me discipline, and it helped me see more of the world, but when I realized that it was holding me back from finding my fated mate, I decided to get out, and since Crew also wanted his mate, he got out too. We moved to Twisted Oak and got jobs at the police station. We quickly rose up the ranks there, and I became Sheriff, with Crew becoming my deputy just a few months ago.

      We’ve been in this small town for close to two years now and so far, neither of us has had any luck. Now that I’ve found my fated mate, though, I’m never going to let her go.

      Bite her and take her to the ground right here and now, my wolf orders, and I snort.

      She wouldn’t find that romantic.

      We can explain that we’re meant to be after. Just make her ours now.

      I ignore him and try to come up with a plan to convince her to stay and give me a chance. Red Fog isn’t that far. Maybe I could just ask her out and then drive up to see her.

      No, my wolf snarls.

      I don’t love that idea either, but I can’t come up with anything else in the moment.

      “Want to have dinner with me?” I blurt out, and she blinks, her blue eyes widening in surprise.

      “Um, I can’t.”

      Panic fills me, all of those emotions amplified by my wolf also feeling them, and before I can think it through, I’m reaching for my handcuffs.

      “Step out of the car.”

      “What?” She asks in shock.

      “Step out of the car,” I repeat, and she slowly does it.

      I can tell that she’s in shock, and truthfully, so am I.

      This is a terrible idea.

      Do it! My wolf urges.

      You’re a terrible influence.

      She steps to the side, closing the driver’s side door, and I slide the first handcuff around her wrist.

      “What the hell are you doing?!” She screams as I put the other handcuff on her wrist.

      I can’t answer her. I’m too busy gritting my teeth. She’s closer to me like this, and her sweet scent is enveloping me.

      “You can’t do this!” She argues, and I clear my throat.

      “I have to.”

      “Why?” She demands, but I can’t answer her.

      I’m having a hard enough time keeping my wolf in check and holding myself back, too. Without a word, I turn and march her over to my patrol car and into the backseat.

      This is bad.

      We have our mate. This is a good thing, my wolf argues, and I groan as I tilt my head up and stare up at the darkening sky.

      What the hell am I doing?

      And what the hell do I do now?
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      I can’t believe I just got arrested.

      For speeding!

      I didn’t even think people could get arrested for speeding unless they were doing something completely reckless, like leading the police on a high-speed chase or going fifty miles over the limit. I glance around the small jail cell, the cold metal bars and dull gray walls reinforcing how surreal this all feels.

      The sharp clink of the cell door locking jolts me out of my stupor, and I whirl around to glare at the man who arrested me.

      The ridiculously handsome man who arrested me.

      “You can’t do this,” I snap, trying to channel my mothers don’t-mess-with-me tone.

      He doesn’t even flinch. Instead, he walks over to the desk, tosses his keys down, and leans against the edge like he doesn’t have a care in the world.

      “I already did,” he replies, his deep voice sending an annoying shiver down my spine.

      The audacity.

      I start pacing the cell, my boots clinking softly against the concrete floor. Anger bubbles in my chest but so does panic. What am I supposed to do now? My first instinct is to call someone, anyone—but who?

      Uncle Jim.

      Of course. I pull up short, my stomach twisting. He’ll come bail me out, won’t he? He has to. But then I think about his snippy tone during our phone calls, the way he demanded to be addressed as “sir,” and my confidence falters. How much would bail even cost? Could I really ask him to shell out that kind of money for me?

      My gaze flickers back to the sheriff.

      I can’t help but take him in—broad shoulders straining against his uniform shirt, dark brown hair just brushing his forehead, and sharp green eyes that seem to see everything. He’s tall, easily a foot taller than my 5’4”, and fit in a way that practically screams small-town sheriff.

      He’s the kind of man I would’ve swooned over in another life, one where he hadn’t locked me up like a criminal.

      I try to stay mad, but my body betrays me. The memory of his intense gaze when he pulled me over rushes back, how his voice sent a spark straight to my chest.

      Focus, Nori.

      Right now, he’s the enemy.

      My irritation flares as I notice his expression. He looks almost… uncomfortable. His jaw tightens, and he keeps glancing at me before looking away, like he’s trying to figure something out.

      “Is this your first time arresting someone?” I blurt out, my words cutting through the heavy silence.

      His head snaps up, and those green eyes lock onto mine.

      “No,” he says, his voice clipped.

      “Just your first time arresting someone innocent, then?” I quip, crossing my arms over my chest.

      His lips twitch, and for a second, I think he’s going to smile. Instead, he shakes his head.

      “You were speeding,” he says, as if that’s the end of the argument.

      “And that’s an arrestable offense in this town?”

      “Yep.”

      He looks away as he says it, and I can tell he’s lying.

      “Then I want my phone call,” I demand. “I want a lawyer. Or,” I add pointedly, “you can admit you made a mistake, let me out of here, and I’ll be on my way.”

      “You’re not going anywhere,” he growls, his voice suddenly rough.

      He spins on his heel and stomps out of the room, the door slamming shut behind him.

      I let out a frustrated groan and resume pacing the cell. My boots scuff against the floor as I mutter under my breath, anger mixing with the prick of tears.

      Get it together, Nori.

      I sink down onto the cot, the thin mattress creaking under my weight. This is ridiculous. Who gets arrested for speeding? My brain scrambles for answers, cycling through every crime drama and podcast I’ve ever binged. But none of them are helping me now.

      How long can he keep me here?

      I wrap my arms around myself, trying to ward off the chill in the air. My uncle will come looking for me if I don’t show up in Red Fog. He’ll get me out of this mess. And if not, I’ll use my one phone call to make him.

      It’s fine.

      Everything will be fine.

      I take a deep breath, willing the tension in my shoulders to ease. The station is oddly quiet. The air smells faintly of coffee and cleaning supplies, and everything looks spotless, like it’s barely been used. How many arrests do they even make in a town this small?

      I’m finally starting to calm down when the door swings open, and Sheriff Hottie Pants—I mean, Sheriff Tucker—walks back in.

      Our eyes meet, and something about his expression makes my stomach flip. He looks conflicted, like he’s torn between duty and something else entirely.

      I take a deep breath and push to my feet, squaring my shoulders.

      Time for round two.
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      “Logan!” I shout as I round the corner into the fire station.

      I saw Crew’s police cruiser out front so I know that he’s here too, and probably the rest of the guys.

      Six heads poke out of the break room, and Crew comes running over to my side.

      “What’s wrong?” He asks me urgently.

      “I just made an arrest,” I start, and he frowns.

      “You need back up or something?”

      I can see the other guys looking me over for injuries, and I open my mouth, but no words come out.

      Spit it out, my wolf barks, and I roll my eyes at him.

      Stay out of it. You’re the reason that we’re in this mess.

      He bares his teeth at me, and I push him down.

      “I made a mistake,” I tell them right as our pack’s Alphas, Ryker and Griffin, come into the station.

      “What’s going on?” Griffin asks.

      “I messed up,” I admit and they both frown.

      “What happened?” Crew asks me, sounding impatient and worried.

      I get it. I don’t often make mistakes, and I never rush into a room anxiously like I just did.

      “Calm down,” Logan says, taking control. He’s the fire chief for the station here in Twisted Oak and is always calm, cool, and collected.

      “Yeah, man. It can’t be that bad,” Miles, the head EMT, agrees.

      “I just arrested my fated mate,” I tell them, and all seven of them stare at me in shock and varying ranges of disbelief and horror.

      “What?” Crew chokes out, and I nod.

      “Why!?” Jensen shouts, and I wince.

      “She’s human, and she was trying to leave me,” I say, trying to defend my actions.

      My wolf rolls his eyes, just happy that our mate is safe and secure back at the station.

      God, I hate him.

      He growls at me, and I ignore him.

      “Let her go. Right now,” Ryker says urgently.

      He looks freaked out, and seeing the normally confident Alpha looking worried only has me freaking out even more.

      See! I scream at my wolf, and he snorts and starts to pace inside of me.

      “Yeah, let her out and explain everything to her. She’ll change her mind then,” Griffin says, and I shake my head.

      “And if she doesn’t? I mean, she’s pretty pissed at me right now.”

      “No shit!” Crew says, starting to pace.

      “Wait. What did she do? Why did you arrest her?” Harris, a firefighter, asks curiously.

      “She was speeding.”

      “Please tell me that she was going a hundred miles an hour,” Crew says desperately, and I shake my head silently.

      “Fifty?” He asks, and I sigh.

      “Forty in a thirty-five.”

      “Dammit, Tucker!” He yells, and I scrub my hands down my face.

      “I know,” I say miserably.

      This is not going how I hoped it would. I was expecting them to reassure me that everything was going to be okay and send me back to the station with a solid plan. Instead, now all eight of us are freaking out.

      “What do I do?” I ask, and they all stare at me blankly.

      Logan takes a deep breath and lets it out slowly. Then he breaks the silence.

      “Go back and beg for forgiveness. Maybe if you apologize, you can shift and tell her about shifters and fated mates and then go from there.”

      “Yeah, that seems like your only option. Maybe if you can win her over, things will be smoother,” Ryker adds.

      “Alright. I can do that.”

      I think.

      “Good luck,” Crew says, clapping me on the back.

      “Thanks,” I mumble as I turn and trudge back towards the police station.

      Okay, so we just need to win her over. If we can charm her, then we can explain all of this and get our mate.

      Or, counteroffer, my wolf starts, we can bite her and skip the other part.

      No. We need to give her a chance and let her choose us.

      Right, but if she doesn’t choose us, then we bite her and make her ours.

      No!

      Ugh.

      I ignore him as I head into the police station. My eyes go right to the cell that my mate is in, and my eyes lock with her pale blue ones.

      “Hey,” I say, and she glares at me.

      Alright, we’re off to a rocky start, but we can come back from this.

      Yeah, by biting her, my wolf says.

      No! That is only going to make everything worse. Stop suggesting it.

      He growls, and I try to smile at Nori. She ignores me and goes back to pacing her cell like a caged tiger.

      “What’s your favorite animal?” I blurt, and she pauses to stare at me in disbelief.

      “Let me out of here, and I’ll tell you.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Then I can’t talk to you. Get me a phone or a lawyer.”

      “Nori, I…”

      I want to explain, but I don’t know how to. I don’t know where to start or how to get her to see.

      “Are you hungry?” I ask her, but she ignores me.

      I head over to my desk and take a seat. Maybe she just needs some time, and then we can talk. I just need to wait her out. I can do that. I’ve been waiting all my life to find my fated mate. What’s a little bit longer?

      I get started on some paperwork and try to lose myself in the monotony, but it’s no use. I’m hyper-focused on Nori. Every movement she makes, every breath she takes, I’m aware of all of it.

      When I’ve read the same line a dozen times, I decide to give up on the pretense of working. At this time of night, I should be headed home, but I don’t want to leave Nori. I can’t leave her. She might not be talking to me, but I still want to be in her presence. My wolf nods, and for once today, we’re finally in agreement.

      I shuffle papers around my desk, pretending to work while really trying to look at my mate. She gave up pacing a while ago, and now she’s lying down on the cot in there.

      She should be in our bed, my wolf growls, and I sigh.

      She will be. Soon, I promise him.

      We watch her as she lays there, and soon enough, her breathing has evened out, and I know that she’s asleep. She must have been tired from traveling.

      We didn’t feed her, my wolf reminds me, and I wince.

      We’ll bring her a big breakfast. Maybe we can talk and take her out for something to eat.

      My wolf likes the idea of that, and I smile as I push to my feet and head off to find a blanket for her. I grab one out of the small supply closet in the hall and head back to her cell. She’s out cold now, and I head inside and cover her, making sure that she’s covered and warm enough.

      The wind whistles outside as I take a seat on the ground next to the cot and watch over her. I know that nothing bad will happen to her inside of the station, but I can’t bring myself to leave her. So, I settle in, determined to spend as much time with my mate as I can.

      It’s going to be a long boring night…and also the best night that I’ve ever had, because I’m finally with my fated mate.

      I smile softly as I watch her and wonder if she’s dreaming of me.
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      “Morning!” Comes a cheery male voice behind me, and I groan.

      “Oh my god,” I grumble, burying my face in my pillow.

      It’s too early to be awake. What time even is it? I think as I peek one eye open, looking for my alarm clock.

      Wait.

      Male voice?

      I shoot up in bed and whip around to face the guy. It takes me a moment to place him and the cell I’m in, and then I remember everything that happened yesterday, and I glare at Sheriff Tucker.

      “Go away.”

      “I thought you might be hungry so I grabbed us some breakfast sandwiches from the diner down the street,” he says, ignoring my dark looks.

      “I’d rather have a phone call,” I snap back, and he smiles.

      “Who would you call?”

      “A lawyer,” I say right away. “Or maybe my uncle.”

      “Are you two close?” He asks and I frown, looking away.

      “No, I’ve never met him before,” I admit.

      “And he would be your first call?” Tucker asks in surprise.

      I glare at him, crossing my arms over my chest.

      “I don’t have any other family and no friends nearby.”

      “I’m sorry,” he says softly, and I nod curtly.

      He passes me a sandwich and we’re silent for a few moments as we both eat. I finish off my breakfast in record time, and he takes the trash and passes me a cup of coffee.

      “Since we’re getting to know each other,” he starts, and I snort.

      “Terrible segue.”

      He ignores me.

      “I wanted to talk to you about something.”

      “Is it about letting me go?” I ask, and he shakes his head.

      “I need to tell you something.”

      He’s got that whole nauseous look that he had yesterday after he put me in this cell on his face again, and I sit back and sip my coffee, deciding to hear him out.

      “Alright.”

      He seems relieved that I’m willing to give him a chance, but I can tell that he’s still anxious. He keeps wiping his hands off on his pants and tapping his foot nervously.

      “What-er-I…” he starts, trailing off, and I bite back a smile at how adorable he is when he’s flustered.

      He takes a deep breath and squares his shoulders, and I straighten on my cot too.

      “Have you ever heard of shifters?” He asks, and I frown.

      Okay, that’s not what I thought he was going to say. Not even close.

      “Uh, yeah, sure,” I say slowly.

      “Really?” He asks excitedly, shooting to his feet and I stare up at him in confusion.

      “Yeah, I mean, I don’t really know that much about them.”

      “That’s okay, I can answer any questions that you have,” he rushes to assure me.

      He looks so happy, like a kid on Christmas morning, but I don’t get it. Why are car shifters having this effect on him? Was there something wrong with my car?

      “Is my car okay?” I ask him worriedly, and he cocks his head and stares at me for a beat.

      “Yeah, it was brought to the lot yesterday. Why? Oh, do you want a change of clothes or something? Shit, I’m sorry. I should have thought about that. Hang tight. I’ll be right back.”

      With that, he grabs my keys off his desk and jogs out the front door. I blink as I stare after him and then bolt to my feet.

      He left my cell open.

      I rush out of the cell and look around.

      What the heck do I do now? He took my keys with him, and I would really be in trouble if I stole a police car.

      Could I walk? Maybe go out and find someone in town who would help me? Maybe if I told them that he was holding me without cause, I could get out of here.

      “Here you are!” Tucker says as he comes back into the station with my suitcases in hand.

      “Thanks,” I say, and he just smiles.

      He doesn’t seem worried about me being out of the cell, so I try not to draw attention to it, either. I’ll just wait, and then I can grab my keys and my bags and get out of here.

      He sets my bags down at my feet, and I unzip the one with my clothes in it and find some clean ones.

      “You can change in there,” he tells me, pointing me over to the restrooms, and I cradle the clothes to my chest and head over to the women’s room and inside.

      I rush to get changed and come up with a plan. I throw on my clean clothes, go to the bathroom, wash my hands, and then stand on the sink to try to see out of the tiny bathroom window. It’s too small for me to fit through, but maybe I can spot my car or get an idea of the layout of town and which way I should run if I get the chance.

      Unfortunately for me, the window seems to face the park across the street and all I can see is trees and some bushes.

      “Dammit.”

      “Everything okay?” Tucker calls, startling me.

      I almost fall off of the sink, but I catch myself just in time.

      “Yep! Be right out!” I yell back.

      I climb off the counter as quietly as I can and gather up my dirty clothes before I head back out and dump them in my suitcase.

      “What were you saying about shifters?” I ask, trying to distract him as I zip up my suitcase and edge towards the front door.

      “Just that I am one,” he says, and I blink.

      I must have heard him wrong.

      “You mean you have one?” I ask.

      I try to remember his car, but the ride here was just filled with me pleading with him to let me go and then screaming at him to stop the car and uncuff me. I wasn’t exactly admiring his police cruiser.

      “What?” He asks and now we’re both frowning at the other.

      “Shifter. Like car shifter,” I say slowly, and understanding dawns in his eyes.

      Some of the happiness from earlier fades, and he looks sad all of a sudden. I take a step towards him to comfort him before I can process what I’m doing and freeze.

      “Right? Car shifter? Or… what were you talking about?” I ask, and he clears his throat.

      “I meant a shifter. Someone who can change between being a human and an animal.”

      He says it so easy, so nonchalant.

      It’s freaking weird.

      He’s freaking weird.

      “Oh.”

      That’s all I can think to say because clearly, I’m dealing with a crazy person.

      I try to think about how the people in my true crime podcasts dealt with the insane person who kidnapped them. I’m starting to realize that I might be in the exact same situation as them, and I hate it.

      What do I do? I need a plan.

      I take a deep breath and try to come up with a way out of this.

      Okay, step one. Remain calm.

      Two, I need my keys or any car keys so I can get the hell out of this place.

      Three, drive like hell to my uncle’s place and tell him what happened.

      Maybe this whole town is crazy. Maybe that’s why my uncle hates it so much.

      “I’m a wolf shifter,” he says, and I nod.

      “Well, sure. It’s obvious.”

      He cocks his head in confusion, and I paste a smile on my face.

      “Shifters can be anything, though. We have bears and coyotes, even rabbits and hawks here in town,” he explains.

      “How neat!” I say, my voice coming out way too high-pitched and excited.

      I decide to abandon my bags and start to inch backward towards the front door.

      His eyes lock on the movement, and I freeze, pretending to lean against the nearest desk.

      “And all shifters have a fated mate, someone who fate picks to be yours.”

      “Oh no,” I whisper, and he nods.

      “And you’re mine.”

      “Am I?” I ask, and he nods.

      “Yes.”

      “Listen, maybe you, or fate,” I rush to add, “Maybe they made a mistake.”

      “They didn’t. Fate doesn’t make mistakes. I knew that you were meant to be mine the moment that I smelled you.”

      “Smelled?!”

      He nods, smiling at my outburst.

      “Oh, well, I use this body wash that’s super common. You can get it literally anywhere. So, see? It’s just a mix up.”

      “It’s not your body wash or any other shampoo or perfume. It’s you,” he insists.

      “Could it not be?”

      “No.”

      We stare at each other for a minute, and I take a deep breath.

      “This is going to suck,” I mumble, and he frowns, opening his mouth to, I’m sure, ask me what is going to suck, but I don’t give him the chance.

      I tip over the chair behind the desk I was leaning on and take off. I run as fast as my little legs will carry me and I make it all of the way to the front door before I collide with a strong chest.

      “Stop her!” Tucker yells behind me as the guy grabs me.

      “I don’t want to be part of this,” the new guy yells back, and I stomp on his toes.

      “I don’t want to be part of this either,” I add, but they both ignore me.

      Tucker grabs me and carries me back over to the cell. I glare daggers at the guy who stopped me, and he rubs his foot, staring back at me.

      “You have to let me go!” I scream at Tucker, but he shakes his head.

      “I can’t do that. You belong with me, and I can’t risk you leaving. I can’t lose you. Not now that I finally found you.”

      “So, what’s the plan then? Just keep me as your prisoner forever?” I spit at him, and he turns around and doesn’t answer me.

      He heads over to his desk, and I look toward the front door, but his friend is long gone.

      “You can’t keep me here forever,” I tell him, and he nods, but doesn’t answer me.

      The crackle of his radio interrupts me before I can say anything else, and he gives me an apologetic look before he grabs his things and takes off.

      “Dammit!” I shout once I’m alone.

      I’m not sure how long I’m alone before the man from earlier comes back in. He’s got a bottle of water and some chips in hand, and he gives me a worried smile as he heads my way and passes me the food through the cell.

      “Thanks,” I grumble.

      “Sure.”

      “Can you let me out?” I ask him, knowing that it’s a long shot.

      “No.”

      I sigh and sit down on my cot.

      “Who are you?” I ask after a bit.

      “Crew. I’m the deputy around here.”

      I nod and pop a chip in my mouth.

      “You know that your sheriff is crazy, right?” I ask, and he smiles slightly.

      “So, you two talked then?”

      “He thinks that he’s an animal. A wolf,” I add, and he nods.

      “He is.”

      “Oh my god, you’re just as crazy.”

      He laughs slightly and then nods.

      “It is true though. You should ask him to show you.”

      I stare at him in bewilderment, and he nods once before he starts to do some work at his desk. I can only watch him and wonder if maybe what Tucker said really is true, or if this whole town is batshit crazy.
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      “I figured that I’d find you over here,” Crew says as he heads my way.

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah. I knew that you wouldn’t be able to go far.”

      He’s right. I can’t leave my mate. Not for more than a few minutes, anyway.

      We’re both silent for a few minutes, and my mind drifts back to my mate. I wonder what she’s doing right now. She’s probably still pissed at me. Is she pacing the cell? Or maybe she’s already fallen asleep. It is starting to get kind of late.

      “Dude,” Crew says as he drops down on the bench next to me, and I groan, tilting my head back and looking up at the darkening sky.

      “I know,” I croak, and he sighs as he sits down next to me on the bench.

      “You have to let her go. You can’t hold her indefinitely. You’re only going to push her away.”

      “I know,” I say glumly. “I just can’t. Not yet.”

      “It’s not going to get any easier,” he warns me, and I nod.

      “I know.”

      We’re silent for a few minutes. My wolf is pacing inside of me. He’s even more anxious and on edge after our mate tried to run from us. He keeps trying to talk me into just biting her, but I can’t do that. I want our mate to choose us too. Things would only be harder if I bit her and we were bonded, and she still chose to leave.

      Would it? My wolf snarks, and I ignore him.

      “What would you do?” I ask Crew. “If you were in my position. What would you do?”

      “I don’t know. I’d like to say not lock my mate in a cell, but truthfully, I’m not so sure. I know how long we’ve both been looking for our mates. I wouldn’t want to just let her go without a fight either.”

      I nod, and we stare off at the sinking sun.

      “You have to go back and talk to her.”

      “I tried,” I tell him, and he shakes his head.

      “You need to shift. You need to make her see it. Right now, she just thinks that you’re crazy.”

      “I was so excited when she said she had heard of shifters,” I admit. “I thought the whole conversation would go smoothly. And then she bolted.”

      “Well, to humans, you sound insane. You need to prove it to her and then explain everything. She’ll believe you then.”

      I nod, liking that I have a plan in place. It’s just…

      “I’m not sure that I can let my wolf be around her. He wants to bite her and claim her so badly. I don’t know that I’ll be able to hold him back,” I admit.

      “Get on the same page with him and then go do it. And do it fast. The full moon is coming up fast, and you know how bad that will be if she’s not yours by then.”

      His face is grim, and I shudder as I imagine it and how painful it would be.

      “I’ll talk to her tonight,” I promise him.

      He nods once, stands, and claps me on the shoulder before he heads towards the precinct parking lot. I watch him go until he climbs into his police cruiser and heads home. Then I push to my feet and head back inside the police station.

      My eyes lock with Nori’s as soon as I step inside, and I pause, taking a deep breath.

      “I have to show you something,” I announce, and she eyes me warily.

      “If it’s your dick, I’m going to lose it,” she warns me, and I bark out a laugh.

      “It’s not that, but I’m curious about why your brain went there.”

      Her face flushes with a scarlet red blush, and she glares at me, but it doesn’t quite hide her embarrassment.

      She wants us too! Bite her! My wolf orders, and I push him down.

      “What do you need to show me?” She asks as I walk closer to her cell.

      “I know that you don’t believe me about us being fated mates and me being a shifter, so I want to prove it to you.”

      “How?” She asks me warily, and I smile, trying to put her at ease.

      “I’m going to shift for you. Then you’ll have to believe me.”

      She looks doubtful, and I know that she doesn’t believe me still. She nods, and I know that she thinks that nothing is going to happen. My wolf smiles inside of me, excited to be let out and to prove ourselves to our mate.

      “Ready?” I ask her, and she nods.

      “Yeah, let’s get this over with.”

      That’s the spirit.

      I take another deep breath and then reach for my shirt and start to unbutton it. I move quickly and then reach for my belt.

      “Whoa!” Nori exclaims. “You said you weren’t showing me your dick.”

      “I have to strip, or I’ll rip my clothes,” I explain, and she gives me a dry look, clearly not believing me.

      “Just trust me,” I implore her, and she sighs.

      “You’re making it kind of hard,” she says, wrapping her hands around the bars of the cell.

      “I’m sorry.”

      We share a look, and she lets out a deep breath.

      “Alright. Show me.”

      I push down my pants and kick off my boots. I’m standing before my mate in just my boxers, and my heart is racing out of control. If this doesn’t work, then I’m going to lose her. My wolf growls and I grit my teeth and push my boxers down.

      “Watch,” I say and then I shift.

      Fur starts to cover me, replacing my skin. My teeth and nails elongate, and in seconds, I’m landing on all fours in front of her.

      When I look at Nori, she’s staring at me in shock, her blue eyes wide, her mouth open. I pad towards her, and my wolf sticks his nose through the bars and into her cell.

      “Holy shit,” she gasps, jumping back.

      I can smell her fear, can hear how fast her heart is racing, so I sit down, giving her a minute to adjust and get used to seeing my wolf. It takes a few minutes, but then her breathing evens out, and she takes a tentative step towards me.

      She reaches a hand out, and I smile as her fingers sink into my fur.

      “It’s so soft,” she whispers, and I tilt my head, offering her better access.

      She pets me for a few moments and then steps back and I move back to my clothes and shift back to my human form.

      “So?” I ask as I pull my clothes on. “Do you believe me now?”

      “Yeah.”

      I finish getting dressed and turn to face her.

      “What happens now?” She asks me.

      She still looks kind of shell-shocked and I take a deep, steadying breath as I think of how to answer her. I don’t want to throw too much at her. She needs to get used to the fact that I’m a shifter and that we’re fated mates. We don’t have much time, though.

      “That’s kind of up to you. You already know what I want. We’re fated mates and I know that we’re meant to be, but it’s different for you, being human. I’ll follow your lead from here on out.”

      She nods, looking deep in thought.

      “But I should warn you, the full moon is coming up, and you’ll need to make a decision before then.”

      “Why?”

      “Because we’ll both…react on the full moon.”

      “React how?” She asks.

      “We’ll both want each other. Desperately.”

      “Like…” she starts, trailing off.

      “Like badly, Nori. I already want you, and maybe you’re attracted to me too, but it will be nothing compared to the night of the full moon. We won’t be able to resist each other.”

      “So, what happens if I say no?”

      “Then I let you go and try to stay away from you. It will kill me, but I would do anything for you.”

      “Except let me go,” she says, and I wince.

      “I’m sorry for locking you up. I just, I don’t think that you understand how mates work. You are the only one for me. Shifters only love one person, and it’s not a normal kind of love. It’s intense and all consuming. You became the center of my world the second that I scented you. You’ll remain the most important thing to me for the rest of our lives.”

      “That…actually sounds kind of nice,” she says, catching me off guard.

      I nod, my hopes rising.

      “If you want to be with me, then I’ll mark you on the night of the full moon and make you mine. Officially.”

      She seems to be mulling over my words, and I leave her to digest what we’ve discussed as I head back to my desk and finish up some work.

      Are we really going to let her go if she doesn’t choose us? My wolf asks, and I hesitate.

      I don’t know. We can’t keep her against her will.

      Sure, we can, he argues, and I shake my head.

      No, we can’t, and deep down, you know that too.

      He ignores me then, turning his back on me and curling up inside of me.

      I try not to get too anxious as I finish up work and wonder about what’s to come next.
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      Somehow, I’m not surprised when I wake up the next morning to find Tucker fast asleep on the floor of my cell. I’m still trying to wrap my brain around all of this shifter and fated mate business, but I can’t deny that some of what he said at least is true, which means that it probably all is.

      If he really knew that I was meant to be his when he first smelled me, then that explains why he was acting so strange, and why he arrested me for speeding instead of giving me a ticket. If we’re really fated mates, then that explains why he was obsessed with me from the second that he saw me.

      I can wrap my head around all of that, around his feelings. It’s mine that are giving me the trouble.

      If I’m really meant only for him, then is that why I’ve never been attracted to anyone besides Tucker? Is that why I had such strong feelings for him too, when I first saw him?

      This all feels like it’s going so fast, but if I’m honest with myself, my body agrees with him. It’s my head and my heart that are holding me back.

      I flashback to when he shifted for me. I had been shocked and scared shitless when the wolf was in front of me, but part of me was also strangely calm. It was like I knew that I would be okay.

      The wolf was so much bigger than I expected, and it left me with a million questions. Ones that I should probably ask before tomorrow when I need to decide if I want him to mark me and make me his.

      Tucker starts to stir, and I sit up on my cot.

      “Morning,” I say, and he smiles.

      “Morning,” he croaks, wincing as he sits up.

      “What are you in for?” I joke, and he grins.

      “I couldn’t leave my mate alone.”

      “So, then, last night…” I say, trailing off, and he nods.

      “I slept in here last night, too,” he confirms.

      “So, if we’re mates, do you just never leave my side?” I ask him, and he shakes his head.

      “No, I mean, my wolf and I would like that, but we won’t suffocate you. Once we’re mated, and you’re mine, then there won’t be this frantic need inside of me to claim you. It will ease.”

      I nod, chewing on my bottom lip and he pushes to his feet.

      “Does that mean that you’re agreeing to be mine?” He asks hopefully and I shake my head.

      “I’m still thinking. I have so many questions.”

      “I’ll answer all of them. Let me go grab us some breakfast first.”

      I nod and he heads out of the cell, hesitating at the door. I can see that he’s torn about keeping me locked up, that he hates doing it, but he can’t risk me leaving. A weird part of me kind of gets it.

      The door rattles as he slides it closed and then he’s clearing his throat.

      “What are you hungry for?”

      “Something light. I’d kill for a smoothie right now.”

      “I can do that. What kind?”

      “Strawberry? I’m not that picky.”

      “Is that what you usually have for breakfast?” He asks, and I nod.

      “Yeah, my mom was obsessed with fruit. She always had to have a smoothie or a smoothie bowl every morning, and I always joined her.”

      I smile wistfully as I think about our quiet mornings together.

      “She loved acai bowls too. Or if we could find them, she’d get papayas and cut up some strawberries, throw some blueberries and granola in, and then cover it with whipped cream. She called it her papaya passion,” I say with a laugh.

      “You miss her.”

      It’s a statement, not a question, but I still answer.

      “So much. She was all that I had. Now…”

      “I’m sorry, Nori.”

      My throat feels like it’s on fire as I try to hold back the tears, so I just nod.

      “I’ll be right back.”

      He heads out, and I take a few moments to compose myself. Normally, I hate talking about my mom. After she died, I just kind of shut down, but with Tucker, remembering her was actually nice. Sure, it made me sad, but it also made me smile as I remembered all of the small details about her and our life together.

      I stand, stretching, and Tucker comes rushing back in, his arms full of bags and two smoothies.

      “Hold on, and I’ll let you out. We can eat at my desk,” he says as he sets everything down.

      I raise an eyebrow but don’t comment as he heads over and unlocks my cell.

      “I got you strawberries and cream,” he says, passing me one of the smoothies. “Or there’s a kiwi strawberry one here, too.”

      “Thanks.”

      He nods, digging around in the plastic bags on his desk.

      “Then there’s these,” he says, holding up three papayas.

      I blink at the fruit and then to the nervous look on his face. I’m not sure what to say or how I’m feeling right now, and I search for the words to explain that.

      Instead, what ends up coming out is, “they’re not ripe.”

      He deflates instantly, and I feel guilty.

      “Ripe ones won’t be this green. And they’ll be softer,” I explain. “But thank you. That was really sweet of you.”

      “Well, we can eat them in a few days when they’re ripe, then?”

      “Yeah.”

      There’s a moment that passes between us, and I can tell that we’re both wondering if I’ll still be here in a few days when the papayas are good to eat.

      We both sit down, and he grabs his own smoothie, taking a sip.

      “Is Nori a family name?” He asks me, and I shake my head.

      “No, that was all my mom. She loved the names Nora and Evie and decided to just smash them together.”

      “It’s cute. I like it.”

      “Thanks. What about Tucker?”

      “Nah, as far as I can tell, my parents just liked the name.”

      “Tell me more about shifters and fated mates,” I say, and he seems encouraged by my interest.

      He tells me about the first time that he shifted, growing up in his old pack, and how he came to join the one here.

      “I didn’t realize that you could leave one pack and join another so easily,” I comment, and he shrugs.

      “They’re not that exclusive. Or most of them aren’t anyway. There are a few more remote ones that are wary of outsiders, but for the most part, it’s just like moving. It probably helps that all shifters follow the same rules. Don’t shift in front of humans, don’t talk about shifting or shifters to anyone that doesn’t need to know, be discrete, that kind of stuff.”

      “What if I had talked about shifters to other people? Would you be kicked out?” I ask, and he shakes his head.

      “Probably not, though no one in town would be happy with me.”

      “You really never wanted anyone before me?” I blurt out, and he shakes his head.

      “No, that’s not how things work for shifters. We will always only love or want our fated mate.”

      “What if I died before we met?”

      “Then I would have never found my fated mate, and I would have died alone.”

      “That’s so sad,” I say softly, and he nods.

      He tells me more about what being my mate feels like for him, what to expect tomorrow on the full moon, and more about his time as sheriff here in Twisted Oak.

      Before I know it, a few hours have gone by, and my stomach growls.

      “I’ll grab us lunch!” He says, shooting to his feet so fast that he knocks over his chair. “What would you like?”

      I can’t lie, I love how attentive he is, how obsessed he is with meeting every single one of my needs or wants. How much he seems to need and crave me being happy.

      “How about a burger?”

      “You got it. Be right back!”

      He races out the door, and I watch him go. I could get used to this. To being pampered and spoiled. To being taken care of by someone again. Hell, it’s nice just opening up to someone and sharing a piece of myself with them.

      I can’t deny that I’m attracted to him. I want him. I have since I first laid eyes on him.

      So, what’s stopping me from saying yes to him and being his? I think.

      Time.

      The answer is there so fast. It’s true. I’m used to human love lives. To people dating for months or years before they tie themselves to each other. All of this seems too fast.

      It feels right, though.

      It does, but what happens if this feeling fades? I doubt that shifters do divorce.

      I mull over my thoughts, trying to decide if I should listen to my head or my body and heart. Tucker walks back in a few minutes later with a greasy paper bag in his hands, and he grins at me, brightening as soon as he sees me. He looks so happy, and I find myself smiling back as he takes a seat across from me and passes me a burger and some fries.

      It takes me a few minutes to realize that he didn’t put me back in the cell.

      And that I never once thought about leaving.
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not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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