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      In the shadows of Night Grove Falls, fate always finds a way.

      

      These fierce, possessive heroes will do anything to protect the women meant for them… even if it means facing rival packs, deadly enemies, and the scars of the past.

      

      Featuring protective alpha heroes, curvy heroines, fated mates, found family, forced proximity, and steamy instalove romance, this binge-worthy paranormal romance collection is packed with heart, heat, and happily ever afters.

      

      Once these wolves claim their mates… they never let go.

      

      Books in this boxset include:

      Defended By My Mate

      Freed By My Mate

      Healed By My Mate

      Guarded By My Mate
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      He’ll do anything to defend her… and prove that they’re meant to be.

      

      Jameson

      When I was injured on my last deployment, I thought moving back to Night Grove Falls was the worst thing to ever happen to me.

      Then I learn about the danger here in town and realize that my pack needs me and my skills now more than ever.

      So, I take over running the Midnight Haven, a rescue group here in town.

      I’m expecting to handle threats and maybe get my hands dirty.

      What I’m not expecting is to find my fated mate.

      

      Fern

      I’d like to say that I can’t believe that my dad sold me off, but I can.

      He’s been a terrible father for my whole life, and this whole situation is right on brand for him.

      While my hand in marriage might have been sold, that doesn’t mean that I’m going to go along with it.

      I have a plan.

      As soon as this truck gets wherever it’s going, I’m going to jump out and make a run for it.

      That plan goes right off the rails when I bolt… straight into Jameson’s arms.

      He says that we’re meant to be together and that he’ll do anything for me, but how can I trust anything that a man I just met says when the ones that I’ve known my whole life have done nothing but lie to me?
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      Fern

      

      I yelp and glare through the rearview window at the two men sitting in their comfortable seats with their nice, safe seatbelts.

      They ignore me.

      They’ve been doing that ever since my dad handed me over to them. Well, I shouldn’t say handed me over. That makes the exchange seem pleasant.

      What actually happened was my dad drove me to this abandoned warehouse. When we were in the parking lot, a truck pulled up, and my dad told me he’d sold me into marriage to some stranger.

      I tried to bolt out of his car, but they caught me. They tied my wrists, bound my ankles, and tossed me into the bed of their pickup truck. I kicked and screamed and glared at my father as the two men tossed an envelope at him and hopped into the truck.

      We sped away, and we’ve been driving ever since.

      We take another turn, and I brace myself this time so I don’t bounce off the side again. My shoulder and arm are bruised from the bumpy ride. I’m sore, grumpy, and heartbroken.

      My dad and I used to be close. I was a total daddy’s girl when I was younger, but then my mom left, and things changed. My dad became strict. He started drinking more and more, and then gambling.

      We lost our house when I was twelve because of his debts. We moved to a rough part of town and started living in this crappy apartment. I hated it. I think that’s when I started to hate him, too.

      Instead of using the loss of our house as a wake-up call and trying to get help and change, he became worse. He drank and gambled more, and he blamed me for all his problems. It was my fault that Mom left. It was my fault that he had to drink. I was the unlucky one who made him lose all his bets. It was all on me.

      I started saving all of my money when I was fourteen. I had a plan to save up and leave. I’d move somewhere new and start over with my best friend, Roxie.

      We were close to being able to leave when all this happened, and now I know I’ve missed my window. All my possessions and money are back in the apartment, and I have a feeling my dad will find them before I can get back there.

      I curse as I loosen the knot around my ankles, almost cheering when I get it undone. My knees and hips are killing me, and I sigh as I stretch them out in the truck bed. We bounce over a few more potholes, and I wince as I’m tossed around.

      It’s getting dark now. We’ve been driving all day, taking the back roads. I’m not sure if it’s because they’re worried about me being spotted or waving for help, or if this is just the best route to take. We’ve been driving for hours, and I wonder if we’re close or if we’ll be stopping for the night soon.

      I stuff the rope from my ankles behind me and get to work on my hands. The angle is wrong, though, and the rope is tied too tightly. Every time I move, it rubs against my sensitive skin. My wrists are red and swollen, but I don’t give up. I can’t. I need to get free.

      My new plan is to jump out and make a run for it as soon as we stop, and it would be a lot easier to run if my hands weren’t tied together.

      As if on cue, the truck slows. I sit up straighter, peeking over the edge. We’re still on the back roads, still in a forest.

      I frown. Where could we be going? What’s out here?

      I don’t even know where we are. Are we still in Oregon?

      The second half of my plan of escape was to find someone to help me, someone friendly or maybe a police officer, and explain the situation to them. Then they could turn me in the right direction so I can call Roxie and we can figure out our next steps. I don’t think that’s going to happen now. Not when I haven’t seen another car or person in hours. Not when we’re in the middle of nowhere.

      Tears sting the back of my eyes, and I cry out as the rope twists against my wrists. Blood drips down my hand, dripping off my fingers, and I choke on a sob.

      It will be okay, I tell myself. It will be okay, it will be okay, it will be okay.

      We take another turn, and I cry out as I tip sideways, hitting my head against the side of the truck bed. For a second, I see stars. I reach up, rubbing the sore spot on my head.

      The men inside the truck don’t so much as glance at me. I’m hoping that works in my favor in a minute.

      The truck slows even more, and my heart races faster.

      This is my chance.

      I give up on untying my hands and prepare to run. I peek over the side, spotting a gate in the distance, and I know it’s now or never. This is my chance to escape.

      I grip the edge of the truck. My hands are sweaty and slick with blood. I curse as my grip slips.

      The gate is so close now…

      I grab the edge of the truck bed with all my strength and haul myself up and over.

      This is going to hurt, I think, as I go airborne.

      I close my eyes, bracing for the impact. It comes a lot sooner than I expected.

      “Oomph!” someone grunts at the same time as me.

      I open my eyes.

      And stare into the face of the most handsome man I’ve ever seen.
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      Jameson

      

      Night Grove Falls is supposed to feel like home. It is my home. Has been my whole life. The mountains still rise the same way they always have, jagged and proud, cutting against the sky. The air still smells like pine and rain and woodsmoke. The river still runs cold and fast at the edge of town.

      On the surface, nothing has changed.

      But I have.

      I roll my stiff shoulder as I move along the tree line, the old injury twinging with every step. It’s a familiar pain now. One I earned overseas. One that ended my career in the Army and sent me straight back to the town I once couldn’t wait to escape.

      I loved the Army. The structure. The brotherhood. The missions. I felt like I was helping people, like I was making a difference, like what I was doing mattered. I was good at it, too. Damn good. For the first time in my life, I knew exactly who I was and what I was meant to do.

      Then, on my last deployment, everything went wrong.

      A blast. A medic shouting my name. The sharp, blinding heat of pain. My bear howling in my head.

      And just like that, it was over.

      The doctors called it “career-ending.” I called it hell.

      Coming back to Night Grove Falls felt like a punishment at first. Like I was being benched while the world kept moving without me. But then I learned the truth about what had been happening here while I was gone.

      When my Alpha, Foster, first told me about the cult, I was surprised. Night Grove Falls, and this area is nothing but small, sleepy towns. Nothing ever happened here when I was younger, but that’s changed.

      Foster told me about the disappearances, the kidnappings, the growing darkness creeping beneath the surface of this quiet little town.

      Then he asked me to help.

      Told me about their idea for Midnight Haven, a rescue and protection group formed in secret here in town. A safe place for anyone trying to escape the cult’s grip or who needed help. The Alphas told me they needed leadership, someone trained, someone who wouldn’t hesitate.

      Someone like me.

      So, I took the job.

      Being in charge of Midnight Haven gave me a purpose again. Helping people. Using my skills to keep everyone safe. It’s given me something to fight for. I may not be on a battlefield anymore, but this is war. It’s just as real, and just as deadly.

      My bear stirs beneath my skin as I patrol the outer perimeter near the cult’s land. He’s restless tonight. Pacing. Snarling.

      We need our mate, he reminds me, as he always does.

      “I know,” I mutter under my breath.

      We’ve both felt it for months now, that pulling ache of emptiness. The sense that someone important is missing. That our other half is out there somewhere in the world.

      Soon, my bear insists. We will find her soon. We need her.

      I know, I agree. We just need to get things settled here. Then we’ll find her.

      My bear growls low inside me and resumes his pacing. I try to ignore him as I patrol my section.

      Headlights break through the darkness ahead, cutting through the trees. Instantly, my body goes still. A truck crawls down the dirt road toward the cult’s outer gate.

      Too late for a visitor. My instincts light up like a warning flare.

      I move silently closer, staying hidden in the shadows, every muscle coiled and ready.

      That’s when it happens.

      Something launches from the back of the truck. It takes me a second to realize that it’s someone jumping out, and by then, they’re already colliding into me.

      The impact knocks the air straight out of my lungs as we crash to the ground in a tangle of limbs. Pain blooms across my ribs, but I barely feel it because…

      Because I’m staring into the wide, terrified eyes of the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen.

      Mate, my bear howls.

      The word slams through me with the force of destiny itself.

      My bear is losing his damn mind. Her. It’s her. OURS. Mark her! Claim her!

      She yelps softly beneath me, and I lift myself off her curvy body so I don’t crush her. The scent of fear and pain wraps around me so tightly it nearly steals my breath.

      The truck slows at the gate, and reality snaps back into place.

      We’re exposed here.

      I roll us both behind a thick cluster of bushes as the truck comes to a stop. My body shields hers completely as voices drift through the trees—men laughing, the creak of the gate opening.

      They don’t know she’s gone yet, but I know they will soon. Real soon.

      My bear snarls at me to move, to get her to safety.

      I roll, taking my mate with me. I grip her gently but firmly, lifting her over my shoulder in one smooth motion. She doesn’t fight me. Doesn’t scream. Doesn’t make a single sound as I take off at a dead sprint through the forest.

      Good. That tells me everything I need to know. She didn’t want to be with those men.

      Now she’s with me, exactly where she belongs.

      Branches whip past us as I run through the woods. My shoulder screams in pain, but I don’t slow down or loosen my grip on my mate. Adrenaline drowns it out. I don’t slow until the sounds of the truck fade completely into the distance, until I can see the chimney of my house. Only then do I finally stop.

      I lower her carefully to the ground and step back so she can see my face.

      She’s shaking, terrified, but I can see that she’s trying to hide it.

      God, she’s brave as hell.

      “What’s your name?”

      She licks her lips, her eyes darting to the forest and back to me. “Fern.”

      My heart kicks against my ribs.

      “Fern,” I repeat, testing her name on my tongue. “My name is Jameson. And you’re safe now.”

      My bear growls softly inside my chest, on edge but content at the same time.

      We have our mate, I tell him.

      Good, he says. Now keep her safe and convince her she’s ours.

      Yeah, that might be a little harder to do…
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      Fern

      

      I don’t have time to respond to him before he picks me up again and strides through the trees. The second my stomach lands on his shoulder, panic slams into my chest.

      The big guy—Jameson—doesn’t slow as he carries me straight up the porch steps of a house tucked deep into the trees. Warm light spills from the windows. It looks safe. Cozy, even.

      Which is precisely why I start fighting.

      “No—no, no, no!” I twist in his grip, kicking and squirming as hard as I can. “Put me down!”

      He barely reacts to my attack, which only makes my fear spike higher. I know I could never take him in a fight, so that lonely eaves running.

      “Fern,” he says firmly, like he has every right to say my name. “You’re safe here.”

      “Easy for you to say!” I shout.

      I try to remember every true-crime show I’ve ever seen. What did they say about kidnappings? Something about not being taken to a second location.

      “This is a second location!” I scream at him.

      His steps pause. “What?”

      I kick out again. “You’re not supposed to go to a second location!”

      “This is the first place I’ve taken you,” he says as he opens the front door.

      The second he crosses the threshold, I grab the doorframe with everything I have, fingers locking around the wood. Pain shoots up my arms, but I cling to it like it’s my last lifeline.

      “I am not going to a second location,” I snap, heart hammering wildly. “That’s literally how people disappear. I never should’ve let you carry me anywhere!”

      “I was helping you,” he says, frustration creeping into his deep voice.

      “Oh, is that what we’re calling kidnapping now?” I glare over my shoulder at him. “Because that’s what it feels like!”

      Footsteps crunch on the gravel behind us. I look up to see three more men approaching the porch. They look relaxed. Amused, even.

      Great. Of course they are. Now I’ve traded two men in the truck for four men and a cabin.

      I bare my teeth at them in a silent challenge.

      Jameson turns his head toward them and lets out a low, dangerous growl. “I’ve got this.”

      One of the guys chuckles. “Yeah? Looks like you do.”

      “I said I’ve got it,” he snaps.

      They lift their hands in surrender and back off, still grinning like this is the best entertainment they’ve had all night.

      “Yeah,” I mutter. “We’ll see about that.”

      Jameson exhales sharply, clearly reaching the end of his patience. I tense, expecting him to tug my hands free and carry me inside, but he surprises me and sets me down.

      My feet land on the porch. I blink, stunned into silence. Before I can think about what to do, he’s there, shifting closer, too close, caging me against the wall with his body.

      My breath stutters out as I stare up at him. He doesn’t touch me, but I feel him everywhere.

      “You let me carry you here,” he says quietly. “That means something, Fern. You have to trust me.”

      “I don’t,” I fire back. “You were just the better option in the moment.”

      Something dark flickers behind his eyes, but he nods once. “I’m always going to be the better option for you. I’m the only option.”

      I frown. “Let me go.”

      “I can’t. It’s not safe out there for you.”

      “I’ll be okay,” I say stubbornly, even though I know that he’s right. If those guys aren’t looking for me, my dad could be.

      “We need to talk,” he says.

      I glare up at him. “Out here.”

      He growls again, clearly hating my idea, but finally says, “Fine.”

      Jameson steps back and drops onto the porch steps, elbows resting on his knees. I stay standing, arms crossed tight over my chest, every nerve still buzzing with adrenaline.

      The truth is that I am wary of him, but the terrifying part is that he’s right. I do trust him. As absolutely insane as that sounds.

      “Why were you with those men?” he asks quietly.

      The question cracks something open in me, and I debate how much I should tell him. I decide to go with the truth. Maybe he can help me if I’m honest with him.

      “My dad sold me,” I say flatly. “Sold me into marriage.”

      Jameson freezes.

      I shrug, even though my throat burns. “I’m not sure for how much,” I say, and then wonder why I added that.

      His jaw tightens so hard I hear his teeth grind. “You’re not marrying any of those men.”

      “Yeah, I know. Hence my throwing myself out of the truck at you back there.” I hold up my hands, pointing back to the forest.

      His eyes drop to my wrists then, and the rage that crosses his face is terrifying.

      “Jesus fucking…”

      He’s on his feet in an instant, pulling a knife from somewhere I didn’t even see. Before I can react, he gently takes my bound hands and slices through the rope.

      The pressure disappears. So does the pain.

      Blood rushes back into my fingers, and I gasp in relief. I flex my fingers as Jameson glares at the bloody rope in his hands. Blood drips from the cut on my wrists, and I wince as I roll out my hands.

      “You’re staying here,” he says firmly, “where you’ll be safe.”

      Then he turns and walks inside without another word.

      I stare after him, debating what to do. I look into the darkening forest, then at the house—warm light, solid door, safety I don’t trust.

      Running would be the smart thing to do, but my body moves forward anyway.

      I step inside the house.

      And pray I haven’t made another terrible mistake.
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      Thank God she didn’t run.

      The second Fern crosses the threshold on her own, my entire body finally loosens for the first time since she flew into my arms at the gate. If she’d bolted, I would’ve chased her. No hesitation. I would’ve caught her, wrestled her back inside, and—if that’s what it took—tied her to my bed until she came to terms with the truth that she’s mine. That I will protect her. That no one will ever touch her without going through me first.

      My bear rumbles in sharp agreement. She chose us, he says. Even afraid, she chose us.

      She chose safety, I tell him.

      Same thing.

      I want to argue that it was more her choosing self-preservation than us, but I can’t fight with him and my fated mate at the same time, so I let it drop.

      Fern stands inside the doorway, eyes darting around like she expects someone to jump out at her. The house is quiet and the safest place she could ever be, but she doesn’t know that yet.

      “Are you hungry?” I ask gruffly.

      She hesitates, then gives a tiny nod.

      I move into the kitchen, needing motion, needing something normal to anchor this moment. I throw together sandwiches and heat a can of soup—something fast and warm—while she perches stiffly at the edge of the table like she might launch herself out of a window at any second.

      Once the food’s going, I step out onto the back porch and dial patrol.

      “Stay sharp tonight,” I tell Abe as soon as he answers. “Cult’s going to realize I intercepted their girl. They might get sloppy.”

      A low whistle sounds on the other end. I roll my eyes at Abe’s reaction. He’s my second in command, a wolf shifter. He likes to act as if he doesn’t care, but I know he’s a solid dude and has my back. He would be there for anyone in an emergency, so he’s a great guy to have for Midnight Haven.

      “You sure know how to stir the nest, boss.”

      “They’re agitated, they make mistakes,” I reply. “We catch more of them that way.”

      “We’ll keep eyes everywhere.”

      “Good.”

      I end the call and glance inside to see Fern helping herself to the food. Fuck, she’s so cute. Her eyes dart out the window as she ladles soup into a bowl before retreating to the table.

      I watch as she eats, slowly at first, then faster, as if she hasn’t had a meal in days. Maybe she hasn’t. How long was she held captive in that truck?

      I swallow the sharp ache in my throat and call the doctor next.

      “Hey, Jameson. I was about to call you. Heard you rescued someone,” Dr. Christian McAdams says.

      “Yeah. I’ve got her here with me.”

      “Are you bringing her to the cabin? Should I meet you there?”

      “No!” I bark, then clear my throat and soften my tone. “She’s mine. She stays here.”

      I don’t need to explain what I mean by she’s mine; he knows that I mean she’s my fated mate and doesn’t say anything else.

      “Okay. I’ll head to your place. How is she?”

      “She’s scraped up, wrists bound too tight,” I tell him. “She needs stitches in one spot, I think.”

      “I’ll be there in twenty,” he says without hesitation.

      I head back inside to see Fern practically licking her bowl clean.

      “Help yourself to more,” I say, waving at the stove.

      She nods but makes no move to stand and get more food, so I grab the other sandwich and add the rest of the soup to the other bowl. I carry both over to the table and set them in front of her.

      “I’ll make more,” I say when she opens her mouth to protest.

      She frowns, but doesn’t argue, and I watch as she digs into the sandwich.

      Christian arrives as she finishes eating, carrying his bag. Fern eyes him warily.

      My bear paws at me, and I try to calm him.

      He’s just here to help.

      “Christian, this is Fern. Fern, this is the town doctor. He’s going to bandage your wrists and check out that mark on your forehead,” I explain calmly.

      Fern relaxes a bit as Christian cleans and bandages her wrists. I hover as he checks her over, scanning her body. She’s a little banged up, her shoulder bruised from hitting the side of the truck, but her wrists are the worst by far.

      My bear paces restlessly beneath my skin while Christian cleans, stitches, and wraps her wounds. Every whimper of pain cuts straight through us.

      Ours, he growls. Never again.

      “That should do it,” Christian says as he finishes packing up. “Call me if you need anything else or if anything changes. In the meantime, you need to rest.”

      “I’ll make sure she does,” I say.

      Fern rolls her eyes at me.

      Christian turns to me on the porch as I walk him out. “Good luck.”

      I glare at him as he smirks. “I don’t need luck. Things are going well here.”

      “Sure,” he says as he jogs down the porch steps and over to his car.

      I watch him leave and go back inside to my mate. She’s still in the kitchen, and I pause as I take her in. She looks smaller somehow. Bandaged. Exhausted. Still standing because of sheer stubborn will.

      “I have questions.”

      She glances over at me warily. “About what?”

      “Come on.” I head down the hall and into the living room.

      It takes a moment, but eventually, Fern appears in the doorway. I take a seat on the couch, and she makes her way nimbly over to sit across from me in the armchair. Her eyes dart to the front door, and I know she’s judging the distance, weighing if she could make it outside before I got to her if she had to run.

      I don’t tell her that I would be on her before she could even stand from the chair.

      “Why don’t you tell me where you’re from?” I ask, deciding to start with something easy.

      “Why do you want to know?”

      It seems I’m going to have to earn every single piece of information from my mate. “I need to know if someone is going to come looking for you. I need to know so I can keep you safe.”

      “That isn’t your responsibility. I can take care of myself,” she argues.

      I bite back a growl. “I want to keep you safe.”

      That seems to startle her. She stares at me unblinking, and I stare right back. I know she’s not ready for the truth, not all of it. If I tell her I’m a bear shifter and we’re fated mates, she’ll probably laugh in my face or run for the hills. Still, I give her a bit of the truth.

      “I need you to be okay. To be safe.”

      She licks her lips and takes a deep breath. “Tacoma,” she says finally.

      “That’s not too far away. A day’s drive,” I say more to myself than her. “Was it just you and your dad?”

      “Yeah, my mom passed away.”

      “And you said he sold you?” I ask, my voice harsh. I can’t say it without sounding like a beast. Hell, whenever I think about her dad selling her into a marriage that she didn’t want, I want to rip his head off.

      “Yeah,” she whispers.

      I clear my throat. “I fucking hate him.”

      She blinks at me in surprise. “He’s not my favorite person either.”

      “Was he always an asshole?”

      She sighs. “No. I remember him being nice when I was young. He started drinking and gambling, and things went downhill from there. I kept hoping he would snap out of it, that it would go back to him being my dad, to him being nice, but…” She trails off.

      I swallow hard. “I’m sorry, Fern.”

      “Me too,” she says quietly.

      “Why stay there with him?” I ask her gently.

      “I thought I had more time,” she whispers. “I was saving. I almost got out.”

      Rage burns steady and hot in my chest. “You’re out now.”

      She swallows. “Yeah, but for how long?”

      “Forever. I won’t ever let him or those men take you. I told you I’d keep you safe, and I meant it.”

      I push to my feet as she stifles a yawn. “Come on, I’ll show you to your room and get you some clean clothes.”

      She follows me as I take her to my room. I turn on the lights and grab a shirt, a pair of boxers, and sweatpants from the closet for her to wear.

      “Here you go,” I say, passing her the clothes.

      “Thanks.”

      “The bathroom is right through there. Help yourself to whatever. We can go into town tomorrow and get you some new things.”

      She nods, looking around the room. “Where will you sleep?”

      “I’ll take the couch. If you need anything, I’ll be right down the hall.”

      She nods again. Always those hesitant nods.

      “Let me know if you need anything,” I repeat, backing toward the door.

      She watches me go, and I smile as I pull the door partly closed and return to the living room.

      I make up the couch, but even lying still in the dark, my bear stays wide awake.

      Watching her door.

      Guarding what’s ours.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Fern

      

      I wake up warm.

      That’s the first thing I notice. Not the panic. Not the ache. Not the terror clawing at my chest the way it has every morning for the last decade.

      Just warmth.

      Soft sheets. A quiet room. No shouting. No slamming doors. No smell of alcohol in the air.

      It takes my brain a second to catch up.

      Oh. I’m not home.

      The memories come rushing back all at once: the truck, the ropes, the forest, the gate. Jameson’s arms catching me. The porch. The fight. The way he cut the ropes from my wrists like it was nothing.

      My heart stutters as I sit up.

      Right.

      I’m in Night Grove Falls, at Jameson’s house. I remember the doctor examining and bandaging me up.

      I look around the room and wonder what to do now. I’m stuck in this house, in the middle of nowhere, so close to the men who wanted to take me. I need to come up with a plan.

      I need to call Roxie.

      I scramble out of bed and pad down the hall to the living room. Jameson is fast asleep, and I creep closer, studying his face. He’s so handsome. His dark brown hair falls over his forehead, and he looks so peaceful, not at all the intense, brooding man I met yesterday.

      I hover over him, looking around for his phone so I can call Roxie.

      “Fern?”

      I yelp, jumping away from him.

      Jameson sits up in a rush. I back up. My legs hit the edge of the armchair, and I tumble down onto the cushions.

      “Are you okay?” he asks.

      “Yeah, I was looking for your phone so I could call Roxie.”

      “Who’s Roxie?”

      “My best friend.”

      He rubs the sleep from his eyes, and digs in his pocket, pulling out his phone. I take it eagerly and return to his room. Hopping onto the bed, I dial Roxie’s number. She doesn’t answer, and so I call her again, and then again.

      Finally, on the third try, she picks up.

      “Hello?”

      “Roxie! It’s me!”

      “Oh, my god! Fern!” Roxie bursts into tears.

      I start crying too. “I’m okay,” I tell her, sniffling.

      “Where are you? I was so scared!”

      “I’m in this little town called Night Grove Falls. I’m safe.”

      “Your dad came by late last night.”

      I tense. “What did he want?”

      “He was so freaked out, Fern. Wanted to know if I knew where you were, but I didn’t. He kept asking me. He was so aggravated. I could have sworn he was almost… afraid.”

      “He sold me to some men,” I tell her. “He drove me to the warehouse district and handed me over. Can you believe that?”

      “I mean, I had a feeling he was going to do something shitty. But I thought he would kick you out or something. This is… insane.”

      “I know.”

      “Wait, if you’re safe, what happened?”

      “I jumped out of the truck and landed on this guy. He took me home with him and called a doctor to bandage up my wrists and stuff.”

      She laughs. “Talk about a meet-cute!”

      “It’s not like that.”

      She snorts. “Sure, okay.”

      “We need to come up with a new plan,” I say, changing the subject.

      “I’ll come there. We can find somewhere new to move to once I get there.”

      “Okay, that sounds good. Let me get the address for you.”

      I head back to the living room and wave to get Jameson’s attention. “What’s your address?”

      He rattles it off to me, and I text it to Roxie.

      “Okay, it says ten hours. I need to get packed up here and finalize some stuff. Are you going to be okay there for a few days?”

      “Yeah, I’ll be okay.”

      “Can I call you on this number?”

      “Yeah. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

      She hums. “Be careful.”

      “I will. Let me know if my dad comes around again.”

      “Will do,” she promises.

      We hang up, and I pass the phone back to Jameson.

      “Thanks.”

      “Anytime.”

      I return to the bedroom and go into the bathroom. Turning on the shower, I strip, sighing as I step under the spray.

      I feel better now that I know Roxie will be here in a few days. My dad freaking out and asking her where I am is alarming, but I know Roxie won’t tell him anything. Soon, we’ll be back together, and we’ll figure out a plan from there.

      I towel off and flex my fingers carefully. My wrists ache beneath the bandages, but the pain is dull now instead of screaming. Manageable.

      I borrow some more clothes from Jameson, and my stomach growls as the scent of food drifts down the hallway. I follow the smell to the kitchen and stop inside the doorway.

      Jameson stands at the stove in a dark T-shirt and worn jeans, broad shoulders filling the small space. He moves with easy confidence, like he belongs behind that counter, like this is normal. Like he makes breakfast for terrified strangers every morning.

      Something low and warm curls in my stomach. My body reacts before my brain can catch it, and that… that makes me frown.

      I’ve always been wary of men. Always. For as long as I can remember. Too many broken promises. Too many hands that weren’t gentle. Too many smiles that hid something ugly underneath.

      So why does my pulse stumble at the sight of him? He may have saved me, but that doesn’t mean I can trust him.

      I clear my throat.

      He glances over his shoulder, eyes softening instantly. “Morning.”

      “Morning,” I echo, still stiff.

      “You sleep okay?”

      I hesitate, then nod. “Yeah. I… yeah.”

      He smiles faintly and turns back to the stove. “Good.”

      He sets a plate down in front of me and sits at the table across from me. We eat together in a strange, careful quiet. Not awkward exactly. Just cautious. Like we’re both circling the same invisible line.

      After breakfast, we sit on the porch. We’re silent for a long stretch of time before he clears his throat.

      “Do you want to go into town? We can get you some things. New clothes.”

      “Is it safe? What if someone sees me?” I ask.

      “No one here will tell those men about you,” he promises.

      “Okay,” I agree after a minute. “If it’s safe. I don’t have much money on me.”

      “It’s on me.”

      “You don’t have to do that,” I protest.

      “I know. I want to. Come on.”

      He stands, and I follow him to the truck. He opens the passenger door and helps me in. I look out the window as we drive toward town, taking in the scenery.

      “Do you remember anything about the men who drove you here? Did you catch a name or anything?” he asks.

      “No, but they kept talking about some guy named Michael. He was going to be my husband.”

      Jameson’s hands tighten on the steering wheel, and his jaw pops.

      “They took the back roads the whole way,” I add quietly. “I never saw a city or any signs, really. Just… trees. Dirt roads. And that gate.”

      The longer I talk, the darker Jameson’s expression becomes.

      “They knew what they were doing.”

      We park outside the general store, and Jameson hops out to help me out of the truck. He holds my hand as we head inside, and I stay close to his side as we make our way down the aisles.

      “What do you think?” he asks, holding up two bottles of body wash.

      “Whichever is cheaper.”

      He frowns. “Which scent do you like better?”

      “That one.” I point to the strawberry bottle.

      We move to the shampoo and conditioner section next. We make our way up and down the toiletry aisle, and I grab face wash, moisturizer, lip balm, toothpaste, toothbrush, a brush, and hair ties.

      The clothing section is tiny, but I’m able to grab some socks, underwear, sports bras, pajamas, shirts, a hoodie, and yoga pants.

      “Thanks,” I say gratefully as we load my bags into the back of his truck.

      “Don’t mention it.”

      He helps me into the passenger seat, and we drive back to his house. He carries the bags inside, and I fold and stack them on the dresser.

      “Are you hungry?” Jameson asks.

      “No, I’m good.”

      “We should talk.”

      I turn to face him. “I really don’t remember anything else about the men who took me, or the one who bought me.”

      “No, not about that. There’s something I need to tell you.”

      My stomach twists. “Okay.”

      He hesitates. “And… it’s not small.”

      I clutch my hands in my lap. “Okay.”

      He turns to face me fully. “There’s more to this town than you think.”

      I wait for him to elaborate.

      “There are shifters here,” he continues carefully. “Bears, like me, and wolves, rabbits, hawks, elk, all the animals.”

      “I’m sorry? Shifters?”

      He nods. “Shifters. Humans who can change between human and animal forms. In my case, I can turn into a bear.”

      He says it so confidently that I can’t tell if he’s joking.

      I blink once.

      Twice.

      Then I say slowly, “Right. Okay.”

      He stiffens, not seeming to know what to do now.

      That makes two of us.

      “You’re… taking that better than expected,” he says.

      “There are cults and kidnappings and secret rescue groups,” I reply dryly. “My life is crazy, and the guy I’m staying with is also crazy. Makes sense.”

      “I’m not crazy. I’m telling the truth. I can prove it.”

      “Sure, you can.”

      “I can! Just… watch.”

      He stands, and I stare at him.

      Until he starts to strip.

      “Whoa! What are you doing?” I shout, covering my eyes.

      “I have to take my clothes off.”

      “Why?”

      “You’ll see in a second. Just look.”

      I peek out from between my fingers to see him naked, and I slam my eyes closed. “Dude! It’s not cool that you keep trying to get me to see you naked.”

      “I’m not. Just trust me and look for ten seconds.”

      I debate whether I should trust him, then decide I have nothing to lose right now. I groan and drop my hands.

      Jameson nods, and right in front of my eyes, he transforms.

      One second, he’s standing before me on two feet, and the next, a giant bear is in his place.

      “Holy shit!” I shout, scrambling back a few feet.

      The bear rumbles low, taking a step closer to me. I back up another step and freeze as I stare at the giant animal.

      “Okay, you’re not crazy,” I blurt.

      A second later, the bear changes back into Jameson. He tugs on his clothes in a hurry and sits, giving me a hopeful smile. I walk toward him carefully, dropping into the seat across from him.

      “There’s more,” he says.

      I swallow hard. “Of course there is.”

      His voice lowers. “There’s something called a fated mate. It means… one person. One bond. Chosen by instinct, not choice.”

      A strange chill slides down my spine, and I tense. “Okay…”

      And then he says it.

      “You’re mine.”

      The world stops.

      The air thickens between us.

      My heartbeat roars in my ears.

      Holy crap.
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