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        He’s human. She’s a Bear. Fate doesn’t care about the rules.

        Honor D’Amato has always looked out for his little sister. Hope may be grown, but she’s still family, and nothing comes before family.

        Only now… something’s off. She’s hiding secrets—and Honor isn’t about to let her get hurt.

        Rosalind Carrera knows exactly what Hope is hiding. As a Barvale Bear, it’s her job to keep the humans safe—and clueless—about the Shifter world. That’s why she’s supposed to keep a close eye on Honor. Make sure he never learns the truth.

        There’s just one problem.

        The moment Rosalind lays eyes on him, her Bear roars one undeniable word.

        Mate.

        Honor is stubborn, protective, and very much human. She’s sworn to keep her distance, but every instinct inside her demands otherwise. And when danger creeps closer, Rosalind knows she’ll break every rule to keep him safe—because her Bear insists Honor isn’t just a human she’s protecting.

        He’s the male she was promised long ago, when a little girl asked her mother if she’d have a family of her own someday.

        Now Honor has questions, Rosalind has no more excuses, and fate is about to collide with a love too powerful to resist.
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      “Rosalind? Come on inside.”

      Daniel Devlin—Head Enforcer of the Barvale Clan—stood in the doorway of his office, broad shoulders filling the frame like the living wall he was.

      Even relaxed, the man radiated authority. Power. Bear.

      I rose from the bench outside his office and wiped my palms on my jeans, suddenly aware of every breath, every heartbeat.

      This was it. My first official assignment as part of the Barvale Clan Enforcer Security Unit.

      No pressure or anything.

      Sure, I was sweating.

      Anyone who claimed they wouldn’t be was either lying or suicidal.

      Daniel Devlin was a legend. He was the Head Enforcer for the Barvale Clan.

      The Bears who served under him were legends.

      Barvale Enforcers didn’t just protect the Clan—they were the reason Barvale endured.

      I stepped inside and shut the door behind me.

      The office smelled faintly of pine, leather, and something sharp beneath it—old power, well earned.

      Framed photographs lined the walls.

      Generations of Bears.

      Leaders. Warriors. Family.

      Most Shifter Clans still lived in the eighteenth century when it came to their females.

      Soft voices, softer expectations.

      Protected.

      Sheltered.

      And the more barbaric thought of them as nothing but breeding stock.

      Grrr.

      My Bear really didn’t like that thought.

      And Barvale wasn’t perfect—but it was better.

      And I sure as heck wasn’t fragile.

      I had a seven-hundred-pound Black Bear living inside me, coiled tight and patient beneath my skin.

      She was strength.

      Instinct. Fury.

      She was everything the world pretended females weren’t allowed to be.

      My human body might be soft in places—curves where muscle didn’t live—but I stood five foot ten and weighed a solid one ninety-five.

      No, not all of it was muscle, sure, but enough of it was.

      And the rest? That was power, too.

      Endurance. Balance.

      A body built to survive.

      That was what happened when you were the only daughter of an ex–Army Ranger and your mother died young.

      My father raised me like the son he never had.

      He taught me how to fight.

      Not to flirt or pretend I was weak to assuage the fragile male ego.

      He taught me how to stand my ground. How to take a hit and give one back harder.

      Now was my chance to make him proud.

      “I see you filled out everything correctly,” Devlin said, glancing at the tablet on his desk.

      I nodded.

      “And your father trained you in combat?”

      I nodded again.

      His eyebrows lifted slowly.

      “You know, I once had the chance to fight your father in the training rings when I was younger.”

      My lips twitched.

      “You did?”

      “Seventeen. Cocky as fuck,” he said with a grin. “Your dad handed me my ass in front of my father and three elders. Taught me a lesson I never forgot.”

      I laughed softly, warmth blooming in my chest.

      That sounded like my dad.

      “So?” I asked, unable to keep the edge of hope out of my voice. “Do I get the job?”

      Devlin studied me for a long moment.

      Not assessing my body.

      Not my gender.

      He was looking at my Bear.

      “I don’t see why not,” he said at last. “In fact, we’ve got a rather delicate situation I think you’d be perfect for.”

      My spine straightened instantly.

      My Bear stirred, lifting her head.

      “Yes,” I said, leaning forward. “Absolutely.”

      All my life, I’d dreamed of serving the Clan. Of being useful. Of protecting something bigger than myself.

      I wanted to matter the way my father mattered—to his unit, to his family, to the people he saved.

      What I never told anyone was that I had other dreams, too.

      Ones I’d tucked away long ago.

      Dreams from when I was little and my mother would brush my hair at night, humming softly, telling me stories she swore weren’t just fairy tales.

      Stories about fated mates.

      About love that burned brighter than fear.

      “Will I grow up and have a mate, Mommy?” I’d asked once, my voice barely more than a whisper.

      “Of course you will, sweetheart,” she’d said, kissing my forehead. “You’ll have a mate the Fates chose just for you. And a family. Just like ours.”

      I loved my mother fiercely—but I never told anyone else about our talks or the dreams I still held deep in my heart because of them.

      See, most of the males in the Clan saw me as a sister.

      Or worse.

      A sparring buddy.

      Devlin slid the tablet across the desk toward me.

      “Your assignment involves a human. A civilian male.”

      My Bear growled softly, curious now.

      “We believe he’s close to learning more than he should about our world,” Devlin continued. “Your job is simple. Keep an eye on him. Protect him if necessary. And make sure he stays human-clueless.”

      A human.

      I nodded. Professional. Focused.

      But somewhere deep inside my chest, my Bear stirred again—uneasy, alert, as if fate itself had just shifted its weight.

      “His name is Honor D’Amato,” Daniel said.

      The moment the name left his mouth, something inside me shifted.

      Not a sound. Not a movement.

      A pulse—deep and sudden—like a drumbeat echoing through my chest.

      “Honor D’Amato,” I repeated slowly, testing the weight of it on my tongue.

      “Yes. He’s the older brother of a newly changed she-Bear in our Clan.”

      My head snapped up. “Sir?”

      Questions crowded my mouth, tripping over one another.

      Newly changed Bears were rarely heard of.

      Even still, what I knew was they were volatile. Raw. Dangerous—to themselves and everyone around them.

      Daniel leaned back in his chair, fingers steepled.

      “It appears a dormant Shifter gene was activated when Hope D’Amato met her mate.”

      “Mate?” I breathed.

      “Miles Orson.”

      My brows shot up. “But he’s Enforcer Security.”

      “That’s right,” Daniel said with a nod. “Grizzly Shifter. Solid. Loyal. Now a full member in good standing of the Barvale Clan—along with his mate, Hope.”

      That explained the uptick in patrol rotations.

      The increased security near town.

      “And her brother?” I asked.

      Daniel’s gaze sharpened.

      “Is back in Barvale.”

      A ripple of unease moved through me.

      “And he’s fully human.”

      “As far as we know,” Daniel confirmed. “Which makes him a problem.”

      My stomach tightened.

      Hope was still learning to control her Bear.

      Freshly awakened Shifters struggled with scent control, instinctive reactions, and emotional surges.

      A human sibling in close proximity could pose all kinds of risks the supernatural world at large couldn’t afford.

      “He can’t know about us, Rosalind,” Daniel said quietly. “Not yet. Maybe not ever.”

      I nodded, even as my chest felt tight.

      “So you want me to monitor him, sir?”

      “Protect him,” Daniel corrected. “Discreetly. If Honor connects the dots—if he figures out what his sister really is—it could destabilize her. And compromise us.”

      I understood. Completely.

      And yet, my Bear stirred.

      Not restless.

      Alert.

      She rose within me, slow and deliberate, eyes burning bright in the dark of my mind. Focused. Fixated.

      On a human male she’d never seen.

      On a name that sounded like virtue and felt like strength.

      Honor.

      Curiosity hit me then—sharp and undeniable—like something ancient reaching out from the depths of my blood.

      Not instinct.

      More like recognition.

      For the first time in my life, I felt it—the unmistakable tension of fate drawing tight, stretching thin, as if some promise made long ago was finally being tested.

      Waiting.

      Poised to snap.

      My Bear rose inside me, ready for it.

      But my human side?

      Well, that side wasn’t so sure.
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      Moving back to Barvale was always going to come with a certain level of anxiety.

      I just didn’t expect it to hit me like this—slow and heavy, settling into my bones like a bad ache that never quite goes away.

      Seven years in a special ops unit will do that to a guy.

      Seven years of doing things I can’t ever talk about.

      Things that don’t fit into polite conversation or suburbia or the kind of life people assume you’re supposed to come home to.

      Somewhere along the way, I lost whatever rosy outlook I once had.

      How could I not when I saw humanity stripped down to its rawest parts?

      Ugly. Medieval. Soulless.

      So yeah—coming back to quiet streets and trimmed hedges and neighbors who wave like the world hasn’t shown them its teeth has been difficult.

      Doesn’t help that I’m crashing in the apartment over the garage of what used to be our childhood home.

      Hope bought the place from our mom while I was gone.

      Fixed it up. Made it hers. And now I’m here, living in the shadow of memories I didn’t ask to revisit, sleeping under the same roof where I learned how to throw a punch and pretend everything was fine.

      I’ve got money.

      Plenty of it.

      That’s not the problem.

      The problem is I don’t know where home is anymore—or if I even deserve one.

      This seemed like a plan.

      Temporary. Safe.

      Hope’s living here with someone now.

      Her husband. Technically.

      Miles Orson.

      He’s okay, I suppose. I mean, he treats her right, and that’s saying something.

      I’m a big guy. Always have been. But Orson’s got a good three inches on me and shoulders like he was carved out of hardwood.

      Pretty sure I could take him in a fight if it came down to it, though.

      Not that I want to.

      Truth is, I’m secretly glad I don’t have to test that theory.

      I’m actually working with him—helping out with his company.

      He started his own thing, building decks and custom outdoor furniture.

      Calls it Orson Outdoors Co.

      It’s honest work.

      Solid work.

      The kind that smells like sawdust instead of gun oil.

      It’s not how I pictured my life turning out.

      But it gives me something to do with my hands.

      And that matters.

      Because hands like mine?

      They don’t do well idle.

      There’s an old saying about idle hands and the devil—but hands like mine have already been there.

      Already done the damage.

      They’re not clean. Never will be.

      They’ve got more blood on them than I care to admit.

      That’s why I came home.

      Not to relive the past.

      Not to play happy family.

      To get away from the war.

      To find something resembling peace.

      And I am happy for Hope.

      Truly.

      Seeing her safe. Loved. Stronger than she ever was before—it helps more than she knows.

      I just didn’t expect that in gaining her future, I’d lose my place in it.

      Didn’t expect to feel this alone standing in the middle of the town that raised us.

      Like I came back whole—only to realize I didn’t belong anywhere anymore.

      That feeling doesn’t hit all at once. It creeps in when the house is quiet and the world finally stops demanding things from me.

      When the night settles heavy on my chest and there’s nothing left to distract me from my own thoughts.

      It wakes me in a cold sweat, heart hammering like I’m back on foreign ground, waiting for the next order that never comes.

      For a split second, I don’t know where I am—or who I’m supposed to be now that the war is over.

      Those are the moments I wish I was somebody else.

      Anybody else.

      A guy who sleeps through the night.

      A guy whose hands don’t remember every life they’ve taken.

      A guy who fits neatly into the world he’s standing in.

      But I’m not that man.

      So I lie there and breathe through it. Let the panic burn itself out. Let the memories loosen their grip.

      I wait for the feeling to pass, the way I’ve learned to wait out everything that wants to break me.

      I know there are still things worth holding on to—work that leaves my hands sore for the right reasons, a sister who looks at me like I’m still her big brother, mornings that don’t smell like smoke and blood.

      And maybe—just maybe—there’s something here I haven’t found yet.

      Something I didn’t come back for.

      A goodness I might find despite all the bad I’ve seen and done.

      Because if there’s one thing I know for damn sure, it’s this—this world isn’t done with me.

      Because even if I feel hopeless some nights, I’m just not ready to give up.

      Not yet.
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      As if living in the garage apartment of my childhood home wasn’t weird enough—with my now-married baby sister and her big, gruff husband, who also happens to be my boss—I come home to find out the universe has decided to make things worse.

      Much worse.

      Don’t get me wrong.

      Miles Orson’s a solid guy.

      Reliable. Built like a freight train. Treats Hope well.

      He’s the kind of man you want standing between you and danger.

      And I’m working on getting him to see me less like the wayward brother-in-law and more like an actual business partner, though that’s slow going—mostly because his monstrous ass doesn’t know how to use a fucking computer.

      So I handle the invoicing.

      The ordering.

      The scheduling.

      All the behind-the-scenes shit that keeps Orson Outdoors Co. running without falling apart.

      It’s not glamorous, but it’s honest.

      Which is more than I can say for today.

      I’ve just survived eight hours with our most difficult client—Mrs. Seder.

      Divorcee. No kids. Too much money. Too much time.

      The kind of woman who thinks changing her mind counts as a personality trait.

      She’s had us redo the gazebo attached to her outdoor spa three times in the last two weeks.

      Three.

      Fucking.

      Times.

      And today, she asked me if I’d like to take my shirt off since it peaked at eighty degrees by noon.

      I declined.

      It’s only April, but spring in New Jersey means the weather is up in arms and Mother Nature can’t decide what she wants to be.

      Still, I don’t take my clothes off for customers—especially when they’re entitled, bossy, and generally disagreeable.

      By the time I pulled into the driveway, my phone pinged. Mrs. Seder’s review of Orson Outdoors Co. had dropped from four stars to three.

      Great.

      So now I was dusty, sweaty, and questioning every decision that brought me back to Barvale.

      Which was right about when the universe decided to add fuel to the fire that was my fucked-up day.

      I walked into the main house.

      And froze right fucking in place.

      Because Hope was standing in the kitchen, all domestic and glowing and annoyingly happy.

      Beside her—leaning against the counter like she belonged there—was a woman who immediately hijacked every functioning thought in my brain.

      Tall. Brunette. Curves for miles.

      The kind of body that makes you rethink gravity.

      Baby-blue eyes that felt like they locked onto me on a cellular level.

      Cute as fuck didn’t even begin to cover it.

      I’m suddenly aware that I smell like sweat and sawdust and defeat.

      “Honor,” Hope says, grinning like the little menace she’s always been. “This is my friend, Rosalind.”

      I just stand there.

      Like an idiot.

      “Rosalind,” I repeat, because apparently my vocabulary has abandoned ship. “That’s a… big name.”

      Real smooth.

      She arches a brow, lips twitching like she’s trying not to laugh.

      “I’m a big girl.”

      My gaze immediately drops to her impressive tits, which are straining against the thin cotton of her shirt.

      My sister snorts, and I close my eyes, forcing myself to blink.

      Great. Now I feel even dumber.

      Before I can dig myself any deeper, Hope cuts in, mercifully.

      “Wow. Really smooth, Honor,” she says, clearly enjoying my discomfort far too much. “Anyway—bro, can you work the grill for me? I had to send Miles to the store, and for some reason the thought of touching raw chicken is making me want to puke.”

      I blink.

      “Uh, yeah. Sure.” I clear my throat, painfully aware that Rosalind is still watching me. “Just, uh, give me ten minutes to shower.”

      Hope waves me off.

      “Take your time.”

      I don’t miss the way her eyes sparkle.

      Traitor.

      I head for the stairs, heart pounding way harder than it has any right to.

      I tell myself it’s nothing.

      Just a pretty woman.

      Just a friend of my sister’s.

      But as I climb, I can’t shake the feeling that something just shifted.

      Like the world leaned a little closer.

      And whatever was waiting for me down in that kitchen?

      It wasn’t going to let me walk away untouched.
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      I don’t know Hope Orson.

      Okay—that’s not entirely true.

      I know her in the way you know someone who’s handed you a coffee and smiled while your car was getting an oil change.

      I took my purple Wrangler into Lance’s Auto last month, and she was my mechanic. There was a line, then a little hiccup while they were waiting on a part, hence the coffee.

      First impression? She was sweet. Polite. Pretty in that freshly awakened, still-finding-her-balance kind of way.

      For a newly shifted Bear, she was doing more than alright.

      But we weren’t friends.

      And Shifters hate lies.

      Pretending to be Hope’s “friend” sat wrong in my chest—tight and itchy—like a sweater that almost fit but rubbed you raw if you wore it too long.

      My Bear didn’t like it either.

      She paced, restless and unhappy, because jobs that involved deception always came with a cost.

      Still, it was part of the assignment.

      So here I was, standing in Hope’s kitchen, playing the role, nodding along and smiling like this was all perfectly normal.

      What I didn’t expect?

      What I absolutely, categorically did not prepare for?

      Was for my Bear to lose her damn mind the second the front door opened.

      He walked in like he owned the place.

      Which, fine.

      Technically, I suppose he does.

      Or he had.

      Once upon a time.

      Childhood home and all that.

      But the confidence in his stride—the heavy, unhurried way he moved—sent a shock straight through my spine.

      Big. Gruff. Built like a man who worked with his body and trusted it to do exactly what he told it to.

      Dark brown hair damp with sweat.

      Shoulders dusted in sawdust.

      Heat clinging to him like a second skin.

      My Bear went apeshit.

      She reared up inside me with a low, feral, “Mine,” that stole the breath right out of my lungs.

      Mate.

      The word slammed through me, instinctive and absolute.

      Oh shit. Oh shit. Oh shit.

      I stiffened, fingers curling at my sides as if that might anchor me to my human half.

      No. Absolutely not.

      He’s human. Off-limits.

      I tried my best to remain unaffected throughout our encounter, but Honor D’Amato is a complication I so do not need.

      But hunger bloomed anyway.

      Slow. Dangerous.

      The kind that didn’t ask permission.

      He froze the second he saw me.

      Good. At least I wasn’t alone in this.

      His gaze hit me like a physical thing—wide, stunned, a little too intense—and I had the ridiculous, mortifying thought that I should apologize for existing in my own body.

      I know what I am. The tall girl. Big boned. Pleasantly plump.

      Or whatever fake thing people tried to say to play off my size when we were with company.

      Hope introduced us, and he repeated my name like it tasted strange in his mouth.

      I snapped back with a quip—I’m a big girl—because sarcasm was safer than admitting my Bear wanted to shove him against the nearest wall and inhale him like oxygen.

      Professional.

      I could do professional.

      Barely.

      While Hope teased him and sent him to shower before working the grill, I focused on breathing.

      On keeping my expression neutral.

      On ignoring the way my Bear leaned toward him, hungry and aching, like she’d been waiting her entire life for this exact moment.

      I’m here to protect him.

      To keep him in the dark.

      To do my job.

      Not to jump him like my Bear has apparently forgotten every rule we’ve ever lived by.

      But as Honor disappears up the stairs—heat trailing behind him like a promise my body is far too aware of—my Bear does the craziest damn thing.

      She purrs.

      Slow.

      Low.

      Satisfied.

      The sound curls through my chest like she’s already won something.

      I swallow hard.

      Because beneath the rules and the lies and the careful distance I’m supposed to maintain, I know one terrifying truth with absolute certainty.

      This assignment is going to ruin me.

      And my Bear?

      She’s already planning how.

      “So,” Hope says, dragging my attention back to the kitchen.

      “Um. Yeah?” I manage, a beat too slow.

      She’s watching me now—head tilted, eyes curious.

      Not suspicious.

      Not yet.

      Just observant in that way newly awakened Bears tend to be when their instincts are learning how to listen.

      “That’s my brother,” she says again.

      For no reason whatsoever.

      “Yep,” I reply brilliantly.

      She doesn’t smile.

      Instead, she lowers her voice, leaning in just enough that it feels conspiratorial. Dangerous.

      “Did your Bear…” Hope hesitates, then whispers, “…say anything when he came in?”

      My heart tries to beat its way out of my chest.

      Every instinct I have screams to lie. Deflect. Laugh it off.

      Shifters don’t like lies—but sometimes they’re necessary.

      I force a shrug, schooling my expression into something neutral.

      Casual. Harmless.

      “She noticed him,” I say carefully. “Big human males tend to register.”

      Hope studies me for a long second.

      Then she nods, satisfied. “Yeah. That makes sense.”

      I exhale silently.

      But my Bear doesn’t.

      She shifts inside me, restless now—alert, focused, and far too interested in the man upstairs who smells like heat and sawdust and trouble.

      And as Hope turns back to the counter, humming softly, I realize something else too.

      This isn’t just about keeping Honor safe anymore.

      It’s about keeping myself under control.

      Because if my Bear has her way Honor D’Amato won’t stay in the dark for long.

      And neither will I.
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