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Prologue
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“Please, please, I’ll do anything you ask, anything, I swear to ya!” the man wailed. “Jus’ don’t tell the boss you found me. H-how much is he paying you? I’ll double it. Triple it, even!” 

The man was lying on the floor, blood dripping from his miserable head, with a gaping wound across his shoulder. Unfortunately, the idiot had tried to run from Javi, which meant the bounty hunter had to shift into bear form to grab his prey. 

And sometimes, the bear version of Javi had a mighty bad temper. Especially when dealing with wolf shifters. Their nasty smell and long noses just made Javi angry in the most inexplicable way. 

Not that he’d ever try to explain it to himself. He didn’t care. He’d been at this job for twenty years and learned that the most important thing to do was remain unattached and temperamental. It scared the shit out of any shifter he was hired to capture. 

“I’ve heard this speech before,” Javi growled. “And I don’t care. Now, shut the hell up and wait quietly for your Alpha to arrive. Unless you want me to make sure both of your arms match?” 

Javi grinned wickedly at the weak little man. Sure, the man could have made an attempt to shift, and then Javi might have had a real fight on his hands. But the human body was too weak to sustain a shift without seriously draining his energy supplies. 

The man whimpered but shut his mouth and sagged against the wooden pole Javi had tied him to. Splinters stuck out at all angles and probably stuck the guy in his back, but Javi didn’t care. This warehouse had been the best one he could find on such short notice. He never made a delivery in the same place twice, and he sure as hell made sure none of his clients knew where he lived. Everyone who was anyone in those parts knew what to do if they needed to get ahold of Javi. There was no way he’d let his enemies know his home base. 

Javi was the kind of man some might call a “silver fox.” He had close-cropped gray hair and a full beard. His jawline was as chiseled as if a Renaissance artist had carved it from marble, and his dark amber eyes held domineering energy, the kind that told strangers not to fuck with him. 

He was tall, six foot four, with smooth, tanned skin and bulky muscles. The kind of man women daydreamed about, even when they wouldn’t admit it. Javi knew that, too, and used his charm and good looks to his advantage when he needed a fun night. Which wasn’t very often—without love in the equation, Javi often wasn’t all that interested. 

The man was a bounty hunter. He didn’t run with his clan of bear shifters, or any clan for that matter. Instead, he had struck out on his own, tired of being surrounded by idiots, and made a rather good life for himself with his bounty hunting business. Those he hunted were terrified of him, and those who hired him were in awe. 

It was the perfect life for Javi. 

Just then, his sensitive ears picked up a sound from the front of the old warehouse. Someone had opened the door. 

With a wickedly excited grin, Javi turned back to his captive, whose ears had also picked up the sound. 

“Looks like we’ve got company,” Javi grinned. 

The man shrank back, and terror flooded his gray eyes. 
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Chapter One 
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“Have you heard the news?” Amma Tucker’s best friend, Geneva Roland, rushed up to her and demanded. Geneva was a husky girl, with more than just the normal bear fat on her bones. She had a terrible habit of eating everything she could get her hands on, even when food was at its sparsest in the dead of winter, and it showed on her bones. Amma loved her all the more for it, though, because Geneva couldn’t have cared less what anyone thought. Even her own mother, who insisted that Amma would marry and Geneva would be left an old maid, mateless and cubless for the rest of her life, if she didn’t lose some of the weight, and soon. 

“What news?” Amma asked. She plucked the last blackberry from the bush and dropped it in her basket, then wiped her purple-stained fingers on the torn white cloth she’d layered outside her dress in an effort to protect it. 

Not that it really mattered, though. The dress was already three hibernations old, and no one in the clan had money to spare for a trip to town and some cheap shopping. So instead, they reused what they could until it was completely worn through, and then they’d hunt down some spare cloth somewhere and make something new. 

“Bernard Mowsley is coming to town,” Geneva whispered. She kept her voice hushed, even though they were in the middle of the forest and there wasn’t a soul around to hear them, as if Bernard’s arrival was some big secret. 

“What kind of name is Bernard?” Amma wrinkled her nose and giggled. 

“Don’t you know him?” Geneva demanded earnestly, giving Amma the feeling of being the dumb one in this situation. 

“Um...” she racked her brain for any hints of recognition, but she couldn’t find a single one. 

“He’s the head of the Namoy clan in Portland!” Geneva exclaimed. “The man has more money than any of our ancestors have seen—combined. It’s rumored he got it doing some dirty business.” 

Geneva wiggled her dark brown eyebrows, titillated by the prospect of this bad-boy billionaire. 

Amma, however, was not. 

“Great, so he’s a criminal,” she rolled her eyes. “Remind me to stay away from him during his visit.” 

“But that’s just it,” Geneva shook her head. “You can’t. He’s coming here to find a wife.” 

Amma had been just about to pop a blackberry in her mouth when she nearly choked on Geneva’s announcement. 

“What?” she gasped. “The richest man in Maine has decided to find a wife here, of all places?” 

Amma glanced around at the sparse forest, beyond which lay their little town. Even though she never wanted to say it out loud and sound as if she spoke down about her clan, they were poorer than dirt. They hunted or gathered most, if not all, of their food, hardly ever interacted with humans and their towns, and lived without electricity. Some of the clan elders liked to claim they “wanted it that way,” but the truth was, they had no other choice. There was no money to try to make a change, and no way to get that money without washing away their dignity and assimilating into the human world. 

And that would never, ever happen. 

“Yes!” Geneva nodded furiously. “Have you been out in the woods this whole morning? The entire town’s been positively buzzing with this news. Elder Jacobs announced it just after breakfast.” 

“I wanted to gather the blackberries as early as I could,” Amma sighed. “I didn’t want to leave any for the boys to come and take, because you know they’ll just eat them straight off the vine and let the rest of the village feast on nothing but air for dessert tonight.” 

“True,” Geneva sighed. “Whoever decided the boys should be the ones to do all the work clearly had not met our generation of cubs.” 

“So, when does this rich clan leader arrive?” Amma asked. 

“By evening.” Geneva’s eyes positively sparkled with excitement. “Who do you think he will choose to be his wife?” 

She may not have said it outright, but Amma could hear the longing in her dear friend’s voice. As much as Amma loathed the idea of losing Geneva to a clan in Portland, she wouldn’t be angry if Bernard chose her. At least she would leave their poor little town and begin to live more comfortably. A man like him must have loads of servants, and there was probably never a day where any of his clan went hungry. They probably spent their hibernations in lovely, warm beds instead of the cold hovels Amma and the Jacobs clan lived in during the brief winter hiatus. 

“I suppose we should get ready, then,” Amma pointed out. 

Amma barely touched her own hair and face, though. She let her dark brown hair fall down around her shoulders in waves, only tying a little bit back so she didn’t have to constantly push it out of her face and left her skin free of any rouge or eyeliner. There was not a single cell in her body that wanted to be chosen as this man’s wife, and she would make no effort to stand out from the crowd. 

Instead, Amma focused all of her attention on Geneva. She braided her friend’s dirty blonde hair into a crown across her head, added some rouge and cheap mascara, which had been a treat found in a dumpster the spring before, and tied some flowers around her wrist. 

“What do you think?” Geneva asked nervously as she stood in front of Amma. 

“You look beautiful,” Amma assured her friend. 

“Who do you think he’ll choose?” Geneva asked nervously. “What if he chooses Kayleigh Jacobs? Her father is clan leader, after all. It would make sense.” 

“But her mother is infertile,” Amma pointed out. “Kayleigh was a miracle cub. I don’t think the richest clan in Maine, nor its leader, would choose a woman with those genetics for his wife. Your mother has a hospitable womb.” 

“Yes, but it produced my brother,” Geneva wrinkled her nose in mock annoyance. “No one wants a child like that.” 

“Come on,” Amma laughed. “We don’t want to be late. Bernard might choose someone else for his wife!” 

“No!” Geneva gasped and hurried out the door. 

Amma mulled over who it could be as they made their way to their town center, where the stage was set. It was the place all of the important events happened, like birth and death announcements, marriages, and elder elections. And now, today, it would be the spot where one lucky clan woman would become engaged to the richest man around and move out of their Godforsaken town to a mansion with servants and the comforts of the modern world. 

It was likely that Amma was unique in her wish not to be chosen. But she’d always been a woman who went against the norm. Even as a child, she’d rejected the cleaning and washing her mother insisted she had to do, and instead demanded to learn how to hunt. Her father, bless him, had been more than happy to teach her. 

When Amma and Geneva arrived at the town center, the place was positively electric with excitement. Mothers with their grown daughters mulled about, fussing with their hair, their clothes, their faces as if they could make themselves perfect in the next few minutes. All the usual dirt, which often covered people’s cheeks and clothes, had disappeared from the women who were single and of cub bearing age. For once, the clan actually looked like they might be just the tiniest bit less poor. 

“Amma, darling, how are you?” Hettie Morris, wife to Elder Morris, asked. Hettie was a kind, if nosy, woman with a cherubic face and an eye for love. She was always fixing up young couples and trying to hurry engagements along. Because with engagements came cubs, and that was the real goal. 

“I’m fine,” Amma smiled at her. “Have you seen my parents?” 

“Just over there.” Hettie pointed toward the front of the crowd, near the stage, where Amma spotted her mother’s red head, her father’s bald one, and the tiny forms of her four younger brothers. 

“I have a treat for you,” she announced as she approached her family. “I spent the morning picking blackberries.” 

Amma was just about to unfold the tiny cloth, where she’d saved some of the blackberries for her younger brothers, when Elder Jacobs strutted out with his chest puffed in pride. 

Instantly, the din of conversation fell away as all eyes turned to Jacobs and, more importantly, to the man behind him. 

Even if it weren’t for the tailored suit and tie, the shiny black shoes, and the air of importance that followed him, Amma still would have known that the man behind Elder Jacobs was Bernard Mowsley. 

He just looked rich. He didn’t look like he belonged in Amma’s clan of hunter-gatherers, of poor people who just barely scraped by and hardly ever had enough food stored for hibernation. 

Amma could tell just by looking at him that Bernard had never known the painful rumbles of starvation in all his life. And, just for a split second, Amma almost wanted that for herself. She almost wanted him to pick her as his bride. 

But just as quickly, that insane wish evaporated when Bernard looked out over the crowd with wicked blue eyes, so icy cold they could have chilled the hottest of deserts. He had thick brown hair that was slicked away from his face with some sort of gel, pale skin, and a bristly beard that looked like it would be rather unpleasant to the touch. 

In short, Bernard Mowsley did not look like a kind man. But then again, Amma supposed a kind man could never be that rich. A person had to possess a level of greed and lack of empathy that would render kindness utterly out of reach.

“Brothers and sisters, friends and families, it is a blessed day,” Elder Jacobs announced, beginning the town gathering with his usual greeting. Amma had always tolerated Elder Jacobs, though she did not particularly like him. Like his daughter, he had an extra layer of fat on his bones. Unlike his daughter, he was a man of law and order, strict to some, and too harsh to others. 

As one, the town rumbled back, “Blessing upon the Jacobs Clan.” 

Elder Jacobs swept his hand out to indicate Bernard. 

“As we all well know right now, Brother Mowsley has come from the Namoy clan in Portland to find a wife,” Jacobs said. “He heard that our clan had the prettiest, strongest, and most fertile shifter women and decided to bless us with his presence. And, upon his marriage, he has offered to give us a great sum of money, far greater than we have seen in three generations. Five hundred pounds of gold bars.” 

Amma didn’t even have the brainpower to calculate just how much that could buy for her clan. All she knew, just like the rest of the crowd, was that money like that could finally end their constant struggle. 

A murmur rose from the crowd. Some were shocked, some amazed, some grateful. And a few others were disgusted. Amma’s father, in particular, turned up his nose at the sum. 

“I don’t care how much he offers,” Henry leaned over to whisper to Amma. “It is not worth selling one of our children off.” 

Amma had to agree with her father. 

“Alas, it is not our decision,” Amma’s mother, Virginia, replied. 

“Now, I would like all of the unmarried women of age to join us for a party tonight,” Bernard said, stepping forward to speak for the first time. 

Even the sound of his voice made Amma shiver. As he spoke, those icy eyes roamed the crowd, searching out potential mates. 

“We will have an enjoyable evening, and I will choose a wife,” Bernard continued. “Please, go prepare yourselves. I look forward to meeting each of you.” 

A chill ran down Amma’s spine at his last words. It seemed, though, that she was the only one who found anything wrong with Bernard. The rest of the girls were giggling as they all ran home to prepare for the party. 
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Chapter Two
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“He has yet to dance with either of us,” Geneva hissed. 

She and Amma were huddled near the table, where the Jacobs clan had managed to scrape together some meager snacks for the supposed party. 

There wasn’t all that much excitement. Instead, the Jacobs clan was gathered, watching from the sidelines as Bernard danced with some of the young women. He didn’t seem to be going in any particular order, but rather, simply danced with the girls he wanted. 

Which was, of course, the girls he found the prettiest. 

“Do you really want him to?” Amma asked, turning back to pluck another walnut from the bowl. “If he chooses you, you’ll be carted off to Portland and turned into nothing better than a houseplant. Except, of course, you’ll be expected to produce lots of cubs. Won’t you miss being out here, far from the city, able to shift whenever you want and run in nature?”

That was one of Amma’s favorite past times. She loved moving into bear form and becoming an animal with the most powerful muscles, able to take down even the most monstrous of beasts. 

“I suppose,” Geneva shrugged. 

Suddenly, her eyes widened, and she stumbled back with her mouth agape, staring at something behind Amma. Immediately, Amma turned to find Bernard not six inches from her, with his hand outstretched. 

“And you are?” he smiled at her. 

“Amma,” she said quickly, staring at his hand but not taking it just yet. 

“Well, Amma, would you care to come with me?” She noted his choice of words but also knew she had very little ability to say no. 

“Of course,” she replied, taking his hand. 

To her surprise, Bernard didn’t lead her to the open space in the center, where the dances were happening. Instead, he brought her up to the platform with him. 

Instantly, Amma’s heart sank into the bowels of hell. No way was this happening. 

“I have chosen my wife,” Bernard thundered. 

Everything inside of Amma wanted to run away when those words left his chapped lips. She was barely cognizant of Geneva’s shocked face, of her mother’s tears, of her father’s angry expression. All she could hear was a loud buzzing in her ears, and it was all she could do not to faint. 

“Amma is to be my wife,” the rich man continued. “We will be wed tomorrow, at which point, the Jacobs clan will have their payment.” 

And just like that, Amma’s world went dark. Everything that happened after those words left Bernard’s lips was an absolute blur. She was just barely aware of a smattering of applause from the clan. A few of the other women stomped off in anger, furious they hadn’t been chosen. Amma caught Geneva tearing up, though she wasn’t sure if it was from jealousy or happiness. 

At some point, Amma ended up in the back house where Bernard was staying, surrounded by all of his many servants as they fussed at her clothes, her hair, her face, murmuring to themselves about how awful she looked, how poor. 

“I know they have no money, but does that mean they have to be ugly?” Those were the first words Amma heard when she finally came back to the world, resurfacing from her terrified funk. 

“Sissy, please, she’s not deaf,” another servant said. 

Amma could hardly tell them apart. They all looked the same—blonde, blue-eyed, and pretty. 

If these were the servants, Amma hated to see what the rest of the clan was like. 

“Can you please stop?” Amma demanded suddenly when one of the servants yanked on her hair for no apparent reason. 

“Oh, so now you decide to speak to us,” the first girl sneered, crossing her arms. 

“I’m sorry,” Amma replied quickly, suddenly aware that she’d been in a trance for the better part of an hour. “I was just...in shock, I think. I didn’t expect him to pick me. I didn’t want him to pick me. I don’t want him to pick me!” 

With a sudden burst, Amma’s normal fire had returned and she sprang up from her chair and stomped past the servants, down the hall to where she could hear Elder Jacobs and Bernard discussing the wedding. 

“Brother Mowsley, I am sorry, but you will have to find someone else,” Amma announced, bursting through the wooden door and into the small study. 

Jacobs and Mowsley turned to her in shock. 

“Amma!” Elder Jacobs cried. “You know better than to enter without knocking.” 

“My apologies,” Amma bowed her head, acutely aware that she had stepped far out of line. “But I have just now come to my senses. I cannot marry this man. Surely, there is another girl in the clan you like. Someone more suitable? More...agreeable?”

Amma was aware she was not what anyone would call agreeable. 

Bernard stepped forward, towering over her, and reached out a hand to stroke down her cheek. Amma’s stomach turned over, and she realized, again, that she was not at all fond of this man. Something about him did not sit right with her. 

“You caught my eye,” he replied. “I noticed you before the party. I simply had to make sure my instinct was correct. Elder Jacobs tells me you are fertile and will be able to provide many cubs. He also says your bear form is one of the most powerful in the clan.” 

Amma glanced over to Jacobs, feeling as if he had betrayed her. 

“There are others,” she replied, though she struggled to think of who. 

“Mmm, I do not think so,” Bernard purred. His voice was hot and heavy in her ear, and the way his breath whispered over her skin made Amma want to puke. “But, if you do not wish to marry me, I suppose I could always take my money and go to another clan. I hear the Forsyth clan has extremely fertile women. Many have five cubs or more.” 

Bernard spun away from her casually, with his hands in his pockets, knowing full well what his threat would do. 

“May I have a moment with Amma?” Jacobs asked him politely. 

Bernard nodded and strode from the room, but not before he threw Amma a wicked grin. 

Within seconds, Elder Jacobs was upon her, gripping her bicep so hard Amma was sure his fingers would leave bruises. 

“Do not ruin this for us,” Elder Jacobs spat. “This clan has struggled for far too long. I will not have our one chance at prosperity be derailed by a fool-headed young girl with idiotic dreams of a loving marriage. It does not happen that way!” 

Against her wishes, Amma’s heart was pounding in her chest. She hated to admit it to herself, but Elder Jacobs absolutely terrified her. There was a rumor that, when he was young, he’d torn apart another cub with nothing but his bare hands.

And he hadn’t even been in bear form. 

“I don’t want to be unhappy,” Amma hissed back, attempting to maintain her composure. But she could already feel Elder Jacobs nails lengthening against her skin and could see the hair on his face grow thicker with each passing second. His anger was causing him to shift into bear form, and right now, that was the last thing Amma wanted. 

“You are testing me, girl,” he spat. “Your happiness is worth the money. Do you not want your brothers to finish out their youth in joy, with plenty of food to fill their bellies, and new clothes on their backs after every hibernation?” 

He knew precisely what he was doing. And it was working. 

With a sigh, Amma nodded. 

“Fine,” she whispered. “I will marry him.” 

Amma stood outside the door while Elder Jacobs and Bernard Mowsley finished discussing what was no better than a sale. She watched as Jacobs left. 

“You will sleep separately from me tonight,” Bernard announced as he emerged from the study. “And then tomorrow night, you are all mine.” 

He leered at her, trailing his eyes down her face to her breasts, and then to the spot between her legs. Amma’s blood ran cold, and she turned and dashed away from him to the tiny back bedroom where she was to spend her last night as a free woman. 

But Amma didn’t sleep. She tossed and turned all night as she kept attempting to keep her mind from whispering about all of the terrible things she expected to come. It would be awful, Amma knew, but survivable. She’d have to find a place in the city where she could shift whenever she wanted, and she’d have to try and make friends, and maybe pick up a hobby or two. Something to keep her occupied so she wasn’t constantly reminded of how terrible her life had become. 

At somewhere around midnight, Amma’s mouth started to feel like cotton. Nothing she did helped, and she finally had to give in and leave the warmth of her bed to find water. 

As she was headed down to the kitchen, where a bucket full of well water sat on the table, she heard muffled screams coming from Bernard’s bedroom. Bile rose in her throat at the sound, but she padded toward the open door anyways, peering through the crack to see what was happening. 

Inside the room, Bernard seemed to be on a rampage. Two of his servants stood side by side, one man and one woman, with their heads bowed. The woman was quietly sobbing, and Amma could now see that her sleeve had been torn open and a bright red gash ran the length of her bicep, clearly formed by a bear claw. 

“Did you not hear me when I specifically requested you find me some coffee in this Godforsaken place?” Bernard was hissing. “Why have you brought me this...this disgusting liquid?” 

He motioned to a mug on his bedside table. 

“That is coffee, sir,” his manservant whispered back. 

“It is not!” The roar was very quickly followed by a hard slap, right on his servant’s face. Bernard’s hand was full of rings that split the man’s skin open, and blood began to drip down his cheek. 

Terrified, Amma stumbled backward, careful not to make a sound. She couldn’t witness the horrible scene anymore and turned to flee back to the supposed safety of her bedroom. 

The moment she closed her door, she was reminded that her safety was only temporary. If that was how Bernard treated his servants...

She was loathe to find out how he’d treat his wife. 

With a pounding heart and sweaty palms, Amma came up with a solution. It wasn’t terribly brave, and it definitely wasn’t smart, but she knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that she could not marry Bernard. He was a horrid, evil man, and she’d have no part in his life. 

As quickly and silently as she could, Amma grabbed her bag of clothes, the one her mother had brought earlier that evening. 

Amma hadn’t even gotten a chance to say goodbye to her family. It briefly crossed her mind that they might be shunned for her decision, but even their embarrassment would be worth it if it meant she didn’t have to marry Bernard. Amma knew that if her mother and father found out what kind of man Bernard was, no matter how rich, they wouldn’t want this life for her either. 

So, Amma didn’t think any further on the matter. The sobs of the maid echoed in her mind as she pushed the window up and climbed over the sill. As soon as her feet landed on the soft grass, she called her inner beast forth. 

The shift was quick and practiced. She had done it more than almost anyone her age, seeing as Amma was the one who spent the most time in the woods. Her arms became bulkier and more muscular, her legs shorter, and her entire body hairy. 

As always, there was a flash of white-hot, searing pain as her cells morphed and reconfigured. Her nightgown split apart, the little pieces of blue fabric shedding from her body. 

It was metaphorical, in a way, Amma thought. The fabric fell away from her just as her old life now had to. She might have made a split-second decision, but there was one thing Amma knew for sure: she would never again live as she had before. The Jacobs clan would never accept her back into their ranks. 

Amma turned her now-massive head to glance back at the tiny cabin. She could still see a yellow glow in the bedroom where Bernard stayed. Her bear form, being far more animalistic, let out an angry chuff at the light. 

For a split second, she paused to consider her decision. She knew the entire clan would think she was bullheaded and disobedient. Then again, they already did. Amma had never fit into their mold. She’d hated the idea that women were meant to be less than, soft and pretty but nothing more. 

Maybe, in leaving behind this terrifying marriage prospect, she’d also be able to shed the straight jacket that kept her from being her true self. 

Amma sucked in one last breath, pawing at the ground gently as the breeze blew through her fur. 

Then, she turned and bounded off across the open field, headed in any direction she could. All she knew was that she needed to get far, far away from this place. 

And from Bernard. 
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Chapter Three
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Javi let the wind rustle through his thick fur, enjoying the cool sensation on his skin. The sky overhead was cloudy and gray, signaling that it would probably rain later. He wasn’t sure exactly where he was—Oklahoma, maybe? Not that it mattered. 

He didn’t have a job right now, which was rare. But these rare moments were some of his favorites. It meant he got to enjoy the complete freedom he only found when he was in bear form. 

Javi wasn’t sure how long it had been since he’d transitioned back to two legs. A week, maybe two. Time blended together, and it would keep blending until he was called to another job. 

With a roar, Javi bucked up on his hind legs, allowing his bellow to shake the plains, rustling the grass around him and stirring up a flock of quail. They shot up into the air, but not before Javi swiped at them with his massive paws, managing to spear two of them with his sharp black claws. 

Dinnertime. 

When he was finished enjoying the birds, bones and all, he lumbered back to the cave. In the corner, his pile of human belongings shook and shivered. Music echoed around the empty space. 

His cell phone was going off. 

Sighing, Javi shifted into human form, ignoring the flash of hot pain that ripped through his body. Naked, and with his junk flying completely free, Javi shook off the feeling of being a bear and picked up his cell phone. 

“Yeah,” he barked. 

“Javi,” a smooth voice came across the phone. “Bernard Mowsley. I have a job for you.” 

***
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“THIS IS HER,” BERNARD said, sliding the photograph across his massive oak desk. 

Javi was currently seated in the study of what could only be considered a mansion in Portland, Maine, getting the lowdown on his next job. 

A runaway bride. Of fucking course. Javi couldn’t even count how many times he’d had to track down a runaway for any number of shifter clans, from the bears, to the wolves, even to one of the lion shifter clans all the way in Africa. 

Javi reached down and took hold of the photograph. Surprisingly, his breath caught in his throat when he looked at it. Something warm and fuzzy tickled at his stomach, but he pushed it down and tried to focus. 

It was hard. The girl in the photograph was absolutely breathtaking. She had long, thick brown hair that fell down around her face in waves, framing her high cheekbones and dimpled chin. Her green eyes were bright, but there was a fiery determination in them that intrigued Javi. He wasn’t used to seeing such an expression in any woman’s eyes. 

“This is her?” he growled, looking back up at Bernard. The man squirmed just slightly in his chair, which made Javi grin. 

“Yes,” Bernard replied. “And I have a dress of hers, for you to scent. I heard that’s how you work.” 

Javi raised a brow but said nothing. Bernard’s phrasing made it sound like Javi was a dog and not a highly skilled bounty hunter. 

“Bring it,” Javi said. Instantly, one of Bernard’s blonde servants stepped forward and presented him with a ragged blue dress, one that had clearly been worn a few too many times. 

Javi snatched it from the servant, crumpling it in his grasp before shoving the fabric against his nose and inhaling deeply. 

Her scent was sweet and tangy, like a sugar cookie filled with lemon cream. That tingly feeling rose up in his stomach once more, but Javi refused to even acknowledge it. He had to put his feelings aside for this job. There were other women that would be able to rouse his inner beast. 

He’d yet to meet any of them, though. He’d also yet to imprint on any woman, which was precisely how he was able to convince himself that the warm feeling was nothing. His true mate was out there, somewhere else. 

And she wasn’t betrothed to one of the richest bear shifters that ever lived. 

“I will have her for you by the week’s end,” Javi growled, standing up and shoving the tattered dress deep into the back pocket of his jeans. “I expect the payment to be wired to my bank account today. Half the final amount, to serve as the down payment.” 

“Well, I’d rather wait—”

“Do you want me to find your woman or not?” Javi snapped, not wanting to be toyed with right now. 

Bernard sank back in his chair under the harsh gaze of Javi’s relentless brown eyes. 

“I do,” he nodded vigorously. “Half the money will be in your bank account by today’s end.” 

“Good,” Javi grinned menacingly. “Then you will have your girl.” 

He stomped back through Bernard’s enormous house, enjoying the way the servants and other occupants shrank away from him as he passed. 

This was what power felt like. He would never give this up, not even for a photograph of a pretty girl. Amma had made her bed when she’d agreed to marry Bernard, and Javi simply had to make sure she lay in it. 
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Chapter Four
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Amma had no idea where she was. She’d run and run for the entire night, and most of the morning, making sure to stay off the road and avoid any humans. Her clan had learned the hard way that the humans didn’t discriminate. If they saw a bear too near their civilization, even if that bear was doing nothing and harming no one, they’d shoot to kill at a moment’s notice. More than one foolish teen from the Jacobs clan had been lost to the pellets of a shotgun, ending up as a rug in someone’s study, or buried in a ditch somewhere. 

Amma always wondered if the humans knew the bears they shot weren’t ordinary. Shifters still looked a little human in bear form, with deep, soulful eyes and slightly thinner fur. If the humans did suspect, Amma knew they would simply chalk it up to coincidence. 

Finally, she stopped running, just on the outskirts of some little town in the middle of...she didn’t even know. She could have been all the way in New York at that point, or maybe she’d gone the other direction and was in Canada. 

There was only one thing Amma knew for sure. Wherever she was, it wasn’t nearly far enough away. She’d have to keep running and running until Bernard could never find her again. But for now, she needed a moment to regroup and a place to rest while she figured out her next move. 

Amma shifted back into human form with a low growl and quickly slipped on an old dress from her bag. She wished she’d been smart enough to grab some of Bernard’s money, but she’d been so focused on getting away that she hadn’t thought about what she’d need to survive in the human world. Of course, Amma could have just remained a bear for the rest of her life, but that didn’t exactly appeal to her. Shifters were only comfortable in their animal forms for a few days, a week, tops. They weren’t meant to live like that. 

Amma took stock of her surroundings and spotted a run-down motel across the road. She waited while a beat-up Ford truck passed her and then hurried across the street to duck around the corner, weighing her choices. 

A bed would be so nice. She could get a few hours of sleep and give her mind time to think and plan. But how could she get one with no money? 

Just as she was debating what to do, Amma spotted a maid coming out of one of the rooms about four feet away, pushing a big cart filled with cleaning supplies, and bopping along to the music coming through her headphones. She wasn’t even looking in Amma’s direction. 

Quickly, the brunette slipped around the corner and dashed into the room before the door could swing shut all the way. She locked the deadbolt, just in case anyone tried to come in while she was sleeping, and turned. 

The room was small and dingy, with stained green carpeting and a single bed in the center. The bathroom door was wide open, revealing a rusted toilet and a dripping shower. 

To most, it would have seemed unpleasant, even disgusting. But compared to what Amma was used to, it was positively luxurious. 

Exhaustion took over, and Amma tossed her bag down and just about fell into the bed. She barely had time to acknowledge how much her life had just changed before she closed her eyes and sank into the deep darkness of sleep. 

***
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WHEN SHE WOKE UP IN the morning, the sun was already peering through the curtains, bright and cheerful. 

It was the complete opposite of how Amma felt. 

“I must have slept the whole day,” Amma murmured, sitting up to rub the sleep out of her eyes. She hadn’t planned to stay quite so long, and her heartbeat sped up when she realized how much time she’d lost. 

But she could still spare five minutes for a shower. After all, she had no idea how long it would be before she got another one. 

As she was letting the hot water roll over her skin and drinking in the wonder of it all since the closest she’d ever gotten to a hot shower was a creek bed that had been warmed by the sun, something tickled at Amma’s gut. She wasn’t sure why, but she had a sort of sinking feeling, a dark abyss of dread that had taken ahold of her insides. 

She got dressed quickly and decided now was the time to get out of this motel. She’d shift back into bear form and just keep on running. Where she’d land, she had no idea. 

She would have seen it was all a bit crazy if she’d given herself enough time to stop and think about it. But time was the last thing Amma had. 

She opened the motel door slowly, peeking her head out to make sure there were no maids around. She didn’t really feel like getting arrested for squatting. 

Thankfully, she saw no one. A cool breeze blew across the blacktop, picking up a few leaves and some bits of dirt. There were dusty old cars parked in the lot, but none of them seemed occupied. 

She was alone. 

Amma breathed a sigh of relief, forcing herself not to think beyond this moment. Right now, she was free, and she only had one task—to get away. 

She stepped out of the motel and around the corner, with her eyes fixated on the road. Maybe she’d hitchhike with some long-haul trucker, or shift back into bear form and just keep running, or—

All of Amma’s thoughts were cut off when a pair of rough hands grabbed her. They were warm and calloused, and one clamped down around her torso, while the other slapped across her mouth to stifle the scream that threatened to erupt from her throat. 

Every muscle in her body tensed, and her natural instincts started to kick in. She wanted to shift, desperately, but the arms that bound her were too strong and tight, and her body didn’t have enough space to morph and change. 

But that didn’t mean she’d give in without a fight. Amma had no idea who’d grabbed her, and she didn’t have the brain capacity to figure it out at the moment. Whether it was a random brute or a more sinister enemy working for Bernard, it made no difference to Amma. 

She twisted her body, trying to get free from this stranger’s grasp. His skin rubbed against hers, burning like rope. As much as she tried to force her brain to focus on escaping, she couldn’t help but notice how warm this stranger’s skin was, how he smelled like forest and sweat, a rather intoxicating combination that made Amma’s bear side go wild. 

“Don’t fight me.” His voice was honey warm in her ears, but there was a rough edge to it, a harsh tone that let her know he was not a man to be toyed with. 

That didn’t deter Amma in the least. She was not a woman to be toyed with. She raised her foot and brought it down hard on her attacker’s, right on the top of his arch, thankful when she heard a sickening crack and the would-be kidnapper’s arms flew off of her. 

“What the hell?” he bellowed, falling backward. Amma caught a glimpse of him out of the corner of her eyes as she did. That glimpse was enough for her to note that he was handsome, in a rugged sort of way, with rough features and hairy arms. 

Definitely a shifter. 

He was bent over, one hand grasping his ankle as his face twisted up in pain. Amma latched onto the opportunity and ran with it, dashing forward and heading toward the parking lot. 

Her first instinct was to scream for help, but she squashed it down. This shifter was new to her, foreign, and she didn’t want to risk anyone’s life in her effort to get away. For all Amma knew, this man would have no qualms snapping someone’s neck if they got in his way, and no human could fight off a shifter. 

So she didn’t scream. Instead, she clutched her bag tight to her chest and raced through the parking lot, even as the man’s footsteps started to slap across the pavement behind her. 

Damn. He was already healing if he was able to run like that after she’d all but crushed his foot. This shifter must be powerful. 

“You’re only making this harder on yourself!” he yelled across the parking lot. 

Apparently, he didn’t care about attracting attention to them. 

Instinctively, Amma whipped around, clocking him not more than twenty feet behind her. Blood rushed to her head, and her pulse started to race in her ears, fueled by adrenaline.

The man was a shifter sent by Bernard to find her. There was not a single doubt in her mind. But Amma wouldn’t let him take her. She was terrified to find out what Bernard would do if she was given back to him. 

The man was a monster. 

“Seriously, I don’t like to have to chase my bounty,” the man growled when he saw Amma glancing back at him. “Stop now or I swear to God, I will make you fucking regret it.” 

His words made Amma’s blood run so cold, she nearly stopped right then and there. 

But something told her to keep going. He wouldn’t really hurt her. It was just an empty threat. If this man had wanted to hurt Amma, he would have done it when she was in his clutches. 

She forced herself to keep running, even as he gained on her. She was so close to the road, mere feet away. She could flag down one of the passing trucks and pray the driver could take on a shifter. Some humans could do it. 

Amma was just about to slip between the last row of cars, to where she’d be in perfect view of the street, when a strong hand wrapped around her wrist and yanked her backward, flinging her so hard against a little blue Prius that the breath was knocked right out of her lungs. 

“I told you not to run,” he growled. 

He was right above her, with his nose centimeters away from her own, as he glared down at her with deep brown eyes. They were a soulful mix of chocolate and honey colors. But they didn’t seem evil. In fact, they looked at her with a kind of softness that made Amma’s heart melt. 

“Let me go,” she spat. “I’ll break your other foot.” 

The threat was empty, seeing as this man had both her arms pinned at her sides and was keeping his feet safely away from her own. 

“And it’ll heal,” he replied with a cocky grin. “Now, I have a job to do, and it’s going to be a lot easier on both of us if you’ll let me do it. My truck’s just over there. How about we walk to it, nice and slow, and I’ll take you back to your betrothed?” 

“I have another idea,” Amma hissed. “How about you let me go, and I won’t have to...to...” 

Damn. Normally, Amma was quick with the insults. She had what her mother called a sharp tongue. But no insults came. She knew this man had her, and the only thing she could do was to plead with him. 

But Amma was no beggar. 

“Oooh, I’m terrified,” he laughed ruthlessly at her. “So, I guess you chose to do this the hard way then, huh?” 

“What sort of clichéd—”

Amma didn’t even get the chance to finish her sentence because one of her kidnapper’s massive hands descended over her face with a white cloth. It smelled sickly sweet and invaded her nostrils so far, her brain began to fog over. 

She struggled uselessly against him. After a few seconds, darkness took over her mind and body, and she slumped into his arms, unconscious. 
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Chapter Five
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She was beautiful. This woman, Amma, had what Javi could only describe as an angelic energy. That was a term he’d picked up from his mother, one she’d often used when referring to the girls she’d wanted her son to date and hopefully marry. The moment Javi was old enough, his mother had been focused on having grand-cubs. 

Amma would have been the perfect woman in her eyes. She probably would have cried and kissed the earth if Javi had ever brought home someone like Amma. Of course, his mother was dead now, so her opinion didn’t matter much. 

Still. For the first time in his entire career, Javi was second-guessing this job. He was second-guessing bringing this kind, if feisty, woman back to a man as cruel and heartless as Bernard. 

Sure, the guy was rich. And he’d absolutely tried to hide his vile second identity when Javi was there. But Javi hadn’t come from the world of rich shifters, and he knew more about servants than those they served. Javi had spotted the scars on their arms, the fear in their eyes. 

He knew a man like that would treat his wife no better than his servants. Amma didn’t seem like she deserved that. 

But he had a job to do, he reminded himself. He hadn’t garnered a reputation for being the best bounty hunter in the continental U.S., and Canada, by getting soft whenever he liked one of his captures. 

Javi glanced back at Amma out of the corner of his eye. She was propped up in the passenger seat, still out cold from the chloroform. To any other passing cars, she’d just look like she was asleep. 

But they couldn’t see the ropes around her wrists and ankles, or the way her torso was strapped to the leather seat with a chain. 

Javi forced his attention back to the road. He’d been driving for nearly three hours now, and it was just about time for a bathroom break. But he couldn’t pull over to a gas station and leave Amma in the car. If she woke up, she could get free. And if some stupid human happened to walk by and see her, they’d call the cops on Javi, and then a whole bunch of humans would be involved in his shifter business. 

Humans had a way of being annoyingly nosy like that. 

As if Amma could read his thoughts, she started to stir in her seat, shifting about restlessly. 

“Mmm,” she murmured as she woke up, still not aware of where she was. 

The sound was pretty and musical, despite her tiredness, and Javi couldn’t help but revel in it for just a moment. 

But then, he yanked himself back. This was a job. He had to remember that. 

“Morning, sunshine,” he said instead, attempting to rile her up. Maybe if he could get her to annoy him, then Javi wouldn’t be so attracted to her. 

“Morning,” she replied lazily, still half asleep. 

But it only took Amma two more seconds to sit bolt upright, attempting to break free of her binds, and turn a furious gaze on Javi. 

“You drugged me?” she screeched, attempting to point an accusatory finger his way. It didn’t quite work, though, seeing as she was still tied up. 

“You wouldn’t come politely,” he shrugged in response. 

“Not a single woman in her right mind would go politely with her kidnapper,” Amma snapped. “Let me go. I don’t want to marry your boss.” 

“Listen, sweetheart, let’s get one thing straight right now,” Javi barked, “Bernard Mowsley is not my boss. He’s simply enlisted my services to find you, his runaway bride. Maybe next time, if you don’t want to get kidnapped, don’t run away from your wedding.” 

“I had no choice,” Amma hissed. “That man is crueler than the devil down below us. Not that you would know. So, what, you just take money from whoever offers it? You don’t even check to make sure they’re not awful, evil people?” 

“I doubt Bernard is evil,” Javi replied. But even he could hear the shallowness in his own tone. They both knew the truth. 

“You don’t even believe that,” Amma snorted. 

She was smart and quick. Once again, that fire returned to Javi’s belly, but he forced himself to ignore it. Plenty of women were smart and quick. Ones that weren’t already spoken for. 

“Doesn’t matter what I believe,” he shrugged. “Truth is, I’ve been given the money, now I gotta do the job. Simple as that. Nothing personal.” 

“To you,” Amma grumbled, trying her best to get loose from the binds. Javi knew there was no way she was getting out of them, but he still enjoyed watching her try. The way she jerked her body from side to side was pretty freaking comical. 

“Careful, don’t smash your head through that window,” Javi warned as Amma’s movements got wilder with each passing second. “I just had them re-tinted. Wouldn’t want to have to send you a bill for the damage. Or send it to your fiancé, by the looks of that dress.” 

Suddenly, Amma’s face screwed itself up tight in anger. She pursed her lips and puffed her chest out, letting loose and angry snort.

“Is it in your job description to be rude?” she demanded. 

“No,” Javi replied, glancing at her. “But it’s fun.” 

That wasn’t true. Javi never engaged this much with a mark. It was...strange, to say the least. He’d long ago forced himself to take on the mindset that a mark was nothing more than a name on a list, not a person. 

But with Amma, it was different. And he couldn’t quite explain why. 

“Whatever,” she spat, sitting back in her seat and turning her face to stare out the window, where green fields flashed by. 

For the next hour or so, the two sat in relative silence. Unbeknownst to the other, each kept sneaking glances out of the corner of their eyes, unwilling to admit they were enraptured. Javi knew it was wrong to be having these feelings about a mark. It was immoral. Amma could do nothing to escape, and he sure as hell wouldn’t want her to pick up on his feelings and get scared that he would do something unsavory. Javi wasn’t that kind of guy. In fact, he usually beat up those kinds of guys. 

Finally, Amma turned to Javi with a glare that could melt Antarctica. 

“What?” He asked when he felt her eyes on him. 

“I have to use the bathroom.” The words were even hotter than her glare. Javi wasn’t quite used to this. Normally, at this point in the game, his mark would have shut up by now, either from fear or anger when they realized there was no way they were escaping him. 

Javi glanced down at the clock, and then up at the next road sign. 

They weren’t even in Maine yet. There was no way he could have asked Amma to hold it. 

But going to the bathroom would give her an opportunity to escape. He couldn’t have that. 

“Fine,” he sighed, after a moment thinking about it. “We’ll pull over just up there.” 

“I’m not going on the side of the road!” Amma screamed indignantly as if the very thought were as scandalous as unmarried sex. 

Javi sucked in an angry breath and twisted his mouth up. 

“Fine.” The word came out as a low growl this time. “We’ll pull over at the next rest stop. But I’m going with you, got it?” 

“As you wish,” she snarled, sitting back in her seat, satisfied. 
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Chapter Six
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Amma didn’t have to go to the bathroom at all. Unfortunately, she also had no plan to speak of. But there was one thing she did know: she couldn’t just sit in that truck, all tied up, while this man carted her back to the awful Bernard. 

This man. 

“What’s your name?” Amma suddenly demanded, acutely aware that the stranger next to her had kidnapped her and tied her up, and she still didn’t even know who he was. 

The man slid his brown eyes over to look at her, squinting out of the corners like he needed to consider the pros and cons of telling her something as simple as his name. 

“Javi,” he finally said. “What’s it to you?” 

“I’m just curious,” she replied hotly. “My parents taught me it was rude to meet someone without introducing yourself. Though I highly doubt that extended to kidnappers.” 

“Let’s get one thing straight here, all right: I am not a kidnapper,” Javi spat. “I’m a bounty hunter. Big difference.” 

Amma just shrugged. Right now, with the rope burning her wrists and the chains around her torso nearly suffocating her, she really couldn’t see much of a difference. 

They passed a sign on the road announcing that there was a rest stop in two miles. 

She needed to think. To come up with some sort of escape plan. 

But she was distracted by Javi. His muscles bulged out from under a black t-shirt, taunting her. And the focused expression on his face seemed to hide a depth of emotion and thoughts he was unwilling or unable to express. She couldn’t help but wonder what they were. Why was he so focused on the road and refusing to look at her? 

Amma hated to admit it, but this man intrigued her. She would have loved to write him off, to hate him, seeing as he was kidnapping her. 

But she couldn’t. 

All too soon, he was pulling into the rest stop parking lot and parking the truck at the back corner, where no one could see him untie her. And Amma still didn’t have a plan. 

“Here,” Javi said, leaning over and indicating Amma’s hands, which she’d unknowingly stuffed between her legs. 

Without saying a word, she lifted them back up. As Javi started to untie them, his brow furrowed. 

“They burned you,” he growled as if the ropes were at fault. “I’m sorry.” 

“It’s okay.” Amma was so shocked at the apology that the words tumbled from her lips before she could stop them. 

It really was okay, though, she realized. 

Javi glanced up at her, a ghost of a smile wafting across his lips before he shifted and bent down to untie her ankles. 

Then came the chain around her waist. He was so close to her, his fingertips ghosting over his stomach as he did, that she was suddenly overcome with the intense wish to kiss him. Her heart pounded in her chest as she gazed down at Javi. 

The moment was fleeting, though, and Amma wasn’t afforded the ability to kiss him because the chain came undone and he moved out of her personal space as quickly as he possibly could.

“Get out,” he ordered, jerking his chin toward the door. Amma did as she was told, and Javi shifted over and slid out of the passenger seat right behind her. 

They walked toward the bathrooms with his hand on the small of her back. To all the rest of the world, they looked like nothing more than a loving couple. But Amma knew that hand at her back was a quiet warning. 

“You can’t go into the ladies’ room with me,” she pointed out as they approached the door. 

“Oh, yes, I can,” he growled. “Wouldn’t want you getting any ideas now, would we?” 

Damn. 

But just as Amma thought her hopes were dashed, while they were just about to step through the doorway, a woman with spiky gray hair and deep brown eyes started to come out. She nearly ran into the two of them but looked up just in time. 

“Oh, I’m sorry!” she gasped. But her eyes quickly narrowed when she saw Javi. “You can’t come in here, sir. It’s the ladies' room.” 

Amma could see Javi winding up to refute this woman when she was joined by three others. Amma glanced behind them and saw that there were two men standing there. It seemed that even the humans had picked up on something when Javi tried to go into the restroom. 

“Right, sorry,” he grinned, playing it off. “We were just trying to get a little us time, ya know? Kids.” 

Javi rolled his eyes and pointed vaguely at the parking lot, where their supposed kids were. 

“Uh-huh,” the lady nodded, though it seemed she didn’t believe him. 

“I’ll just be a second,” Amma told Javi, slipping into the restroom quickly. 

The four women backed up and retreated inside once again, letting Javi know they weren’t leaving just yet. 

Amma shut herself in a stall and debated. She was just about to step on the toilet and try to open the little square window above it when there was a knock on the stall door.

“Hey, hun, you all right in there?” It was the same woman who had confronted Javi. 

Amma debated. She wasn’t sure if it was smart to get humans involved in this issue, seeing as any bear shifter could crush them like a bug in seconds. 

But, at the same time, she didn’t see what other choice she had. Even if the window did open, Amma sincerely doubted she could squeeze out of it. 

So, she sucked in a calming breath and opened the stall door to face the woman. 

“I need to get away from that man,” Amma explained, keeping her voice low. Shifters had better hearing than humans, and even though she was all the way in the back of the bathroom, she needed to make sure Javi didn’t hear. 

“I thought so,” the woman nodded. Her three friends all stood behind her, too, nodding along sympathetically. 

Amma realized they probably thought she was some sort of battered wife, or a victim of another sort. And, though the thought made her blood boil, she certainly didn’t have time to go explaining the truth of her situation. 

“Do you think you could help me?” Amma asked quietly. 

“Of course we can,” the woman replied. Her brown eyes were warm and comforting, reminding Amma quite a bit of her mother. “Erica, you take this girl out the back door.” 

“The back door?” Amma asked, eyes wide. But the ladies didn’t respond. Erica, a tall, willowy blonde, stepped forward and took Amma’s arm, leading her the opposite direction of the door she’d come in. Sure enough, there was a second entrance, leading to another parking lot. 

Luck was on her side today. 

“You just ride in our car,” Erica murmured in Amma’s ear. “We’ll take you into town, where you can call someone and get some help.” 

Amma was in a haze of gratitude. She could hardly believe the kindness of absolute strangers, of humans. Shifters were taught to despise the other race. They were greedy and selfish and would surely kill all the clans if they ever found out the truth. 

Not these humans, though. They were kind. 

Within minutes, Erica had helped Amma into the backseat of her Ford and covered her in blankets, so she couldn’t be seen. Then, she called her husband over and told him they had to leave, and stat. 

He didn’t even question her. 

Amma settled into the warm cocoon of blankets and listened to the engine rumble as it started up. Quicker than she could even blink, they were driving away. 

She couldn’t help but smile. There was no way Javi could track her now without her scent. 

Amma was free and clear. 
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Chapter Seven
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Much to her absolute annoyance, Amma couldn’t get Javi’s face out of her head. But it wasn’t in a traumatic sort of way, like she was having flashbacks to the moment he kidnapped her. 

Nope. 

She kept seeing his face and, every time she did, that warm ember would start to burn in her stomach once more. 

Erica and her husband drove Amma all the way to a town about an hour away from the rest stop and dropped her off outside of a diner. Erica seemed to realize something was a little off about Amma and gave her a hundred dollars and her cell phone number. 

“If you need anything, you just call, all right?” Erica said seriously.

“I couldn’t,” Amma told her. “But I appreciate your kindness.” 

She waved as they drove away, smiling, letting this newfound feeling of freedom lift her spirits. 

With a hundred bucks, she could buy a train ticket and really get the hell out of here. There was no way Javi could find her now. 

But first, she needed a warm meal. 

Amma sat down in the diner and ordered a plateful of scrambled eggs and some buttered toast. She’d never had anything like it in her life and all but devoured the delicious food. 

As soon as her stomach stopped consuming her thoughts, they turned back to the problem at hand. 

Actually, problem seemed like far too small a word for it. It was more like a life-altering predicament. 

What was she supposed to do now? After this meal was paid for, she’d have ninety dollars to her name. But Amma didn’t know how to survive in the human world. Or, really, how to survive on her own. She had no skills, or formal education of any kind, or even a birth certificate. Some of the clan children went to human schools for a few years, just to learn the basics, but Amma’s father had never seen the need for that. He’d taught her everything himself. Well, everything that he thought was important. 

Even as she was debating these massive decisions, Amma couldn’t help but think about Javi. It was strange and unexplainable, but she almost...missed him? That seemed about as backward as it could possibly get, but it was the honest truth. Amma barely knew the man, but there was something inside of her that pulled her to him. Something that didn’t feel dark or sinister, as Amma thought it should have, but rather light and fluffy, like a perfect cloud against a bright pink sunset. 

“Get him out of your head,” Amma instructed herself. 

She shook her head and glanced out the window to clear her mind. 

And as she did, she saw Javi, clear as day, driving down the road and searching for her. 

Amma’s heart stopped in fear, and all the sweet thoughts flew from her head. She gasped and slumped down in the booth as far as she possibly could so that Javi wouldn’t see her. 

Even though she wanted him to see her. Which was absolutely crazy. But Amma’s head managed to win out over her heart, and she kept herself far down in the booth until she was sure that the truck must have passed. 

Slowly, she slid upward and peeked her head out to scan the parking lot.

Right there, in the back-right corner, was Javi’s truck. He had just parked and was clambering down from the driver’s seat, sniffing the air as he went. 

He’d scented her. 

Amma’s blood ran cold as Javi came toward the diner, all full of muscle and bad-boy charm. For a moment, she just sat there, watching him. 

Nearly drooling over him. 

But then, she managed to come to her senses and realized that if Javi was coming in the diner, that was the absolute last place she should be. 

Quickly, she slipped out of the booth and dashed toward the back. Amma felt a little bad that she was stiffing the waitress on the bill, but she also knew that it was a hell of a lot better for the diner to lose some money than for Javi to find her. 

“I’m looking for a woman,” his voice rumbled up at the front just as Amma was headed toward the back door. 

She spared a quick glance in his direction, taking note of the way his dark eyes roamed the diner, looking for her. 

Just before they landed on Amma, though, she turned and fled out the back door and through the town. She bumped shoulders and zig-zagged around all of the townspeople just walking down the street, enjoying their days as if there was nothing wrong at all in the entire world. 

Amma didn’t even have to turn around to know Javi was somewhere behind her. Even if he hadn’t spotted her yet, he was on her scent, and it wouldn’t be long before he caught up to her. She knew he was bigger and stronger, but she had to hope beyond hope that she was smarter. 

Not knowing where she was going, Amma turned and ducked into an alleyway between a bar and a local grocery store. 

Just beyond the alley’s edge, Amma could see the blissful, bright green of a lush forest. 

Perfect. She could shift and hopefully outrun Javi. Her bear form was likely smaller than his, and maybe as an animal, she would be awarded the advantage of speed. 

Amma’s heart pounded in her chest, and her sneaker-clad feet slapped against the pavement. The soles were worn so thin, she may as well have been barefoot. 

But her ears weren’t picking up on that. Instead, they were flat against her head, a trait belonging to a shifter in human form, listening. 

For Javi. For the heavy sound of his footsteps, the hard inhale and exhale of his breath. Amma wouldn’t have admitted it right then, but she would have given anything to hear that sound. 

It was almost comforting, strangely enough. 

All she heard was the sound of the town, though. A fact that very much should have relieved her. 

Amma burst out of the alleyway and sprinted into the tree line, only making it about fifteen feet before her adrenaline and animal instincts kicked in. With a huff, she yanked off her clothes and stuffed them into her bag, then fell to all fours with the strap in her mouth. Searing pain overtook her for a brief second before it settled into the background and then faded away. 

Amma was already running. Her massive paws pounded the earth, and her breath came out in giant huffs, blowing up dirt in front of her. 

Her mind was in a million places, and at the same time, it only had one focus. 

Javi. How did he feel? Was he worried about her? 

But then, just as quickly, she reminded herself that she shouldn’t care about Javi. He was literally hunting her, and when he caught her, he’d drag her back to that brute Bernard in exchange for a lump sum. 

So, why should she worry about him? 

Shoving Javi from her mind wasn’t the easiest of tasks, but Amma managed it.

The only lingering Javi problem was the knowledge that he could smell her. It was probably how he’d tracked her before, and she needed to do something about it. Running like this wasn’t all that good if he eventually caught up with her, thanks to her scent trail. 

By the grace of God, Amma stumbled upon a tiny creek that ran through a field of wheat. It was probably used for irrigation of some sort, or possibly acted as a spillway for rainwater, so the fields didn’t become flooded unnecessarily. 

Either way, it would do the job. The water would mask her scent for a little while and hopefully throw Javi off her trail long enough that she could actually get away. 

She jumped down off the little ridge that separated the creek from the field and submerged herself in the shallow water. The cool liquid ran over her like a welcome cleanse, washing away all thoughts of Javi and Bernard. 

Her life was starting anew. It might not have been in the way she wanted or hoped, but it was happening, and there was nothing she could do about it. 

With renewed vigor, Amma rose from the water and splashed down the creek bed for a little way, just long enough that she figured there was no way Javi would be able to smell her scent anymore. 

And then, she started running again. 

Amma just kept on running until she finally found a place where she could rest. The moon was high in the sky, bouncing soft white light off the brown fields, and the exhaustion was threatening to overtake her completely. 

Rather than collapse in the middle of an open field, in full bear form, Amma found an old, abandoned building. There was nothing else around for miles, so she wasn’t the least bit worried that some haphazard old fool would accidentally walk in on her while she was asleep. 

Bear shifters, for all of their wonderful qualities, slept deep and soundly. So much so that they’d never notice an unwelcome visitor creeping in while they were asleep. 

The building was old and dilapidated, something that once might have been a farmhouse but was now nothing better than a stack of wooden logs held up by their own sheer will. Amma stopped just outside, shifting back to her human form and yanking her clothes back over her head. 

She turned her head, glancing around one last time to make sure she hadn’t been followed before she ducked in between two tall wooden planks, on either side of what she was sure must have once been a door. 

Once inside, she drifted through empty, dilapidated rooms and up a rickety staircase that had very clearly been chewed up by termites. She found a room upstairs and toward the back, one that still had an armchair inside. 

The chair was dusty and filled with cobwebs, and there were a few holes that Amma was certain had been left by the rats and mice that she could hear skittering in the corners. But she’d spent more than one hibernation in worse conditions. 

So, with one last glance toward the door, and a quick prayer that Javi wouldn’t manage to find her until she’d gotten a decent night’s sleep, Amma settled into the armchair and fell asleep. 
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Chapter Eight
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Javi was in the diner, and he could smell her. 

Even in human form, Amma had a smell that was uniquely her. She smelled like summer lilies when they bloomed under the hot July sun, mixed in with the cool, clean water of a creek bed in the middle of the forest. The fact that he’d never smelled anything like it before wasn’t lost on him. 

Most shifters smelled nearly the same. The wolf shifters smelled like urine and tree bark, lion shifters smelled like rotten fruit and hot flesh, and the bear shifters smelled like wet rock. 

But not Amma.

Javi didn’t want to focus on that, though. He didn’t want to let it seep into his memory and make him feel those little tingles at the base of his stomach ever again. He had a job. That was where he needed to throw his focus. 

Javi glanced around the diner, sucking in air calmly and trying to pinpoint just where Amma was.

“Would ya like to take a seat?” the host, a young kid who looked about sixteen or seventeen, asked Javi. The kid had a bored expression on his face and seemed to see right through the bounty hunter. 

Good. Javi didn’t really want to be noticed at the moment. 

“I’m looking for my girlfriend,” Javi growled at the kid. “Pretty, brown hair, green eyes. She came in here a few minutes ago.” 

The kid just looked at Javi blankly. 

“Okay,” he shrugged. “Look around, man.” 

Javi swallowed back a feral growl, and instead stepped forward, invading the kid’s space. For the first time, a flash of fear leaped into his gray eyes, and Javi sneered. The bear instincts inside of him wanted to jump out, to shift right there and wipe that bored and dazed expression from the kid’s stupid face. 

But he held himself back, and instead satisfied the beast by scaring the living hell out of this pompous child. 

“I don’t want to look around,” Javi hissed, so close he knew the kid would feel Javi’s spittle on his pockmarked skin. “I asked you a question, and I would like an answer. Where is she?” 

“I—I don’t know,” the host breathed. “She sat in the back, I think. M-my coworker sat her.” 

“Useless,” Javi spat, tossing the kid away from him and stomping toward the back. 

As he marched down the aisle, Amma’s scent got stronger and stronger. It lingered in the air like a heavy spritz of perfume, and it was all Javi could do to keep himself from taking deep breaths in and drinking her smell up like a fresh cup of coffee. 

Then, it was the strongest it had been. He was directly next to a booth, but there was just one problem. 

The booth was completely empty. There was a plate of half-eaten food, an empty glass of water, and a crumpled napkin. But one thing was very clearly missing: there was no Amma. 

Javi’s throat bubbled with an angry growl, but he kept his mouth firmly shut. He knew if he didn’t, the sound would rip from his throat and tear through the diner, and everyone would turn to look at him. 

One of the reasons he was so good at his job was that he managed to fly under most people’s radar. 

Javi had to give it to her—Amma was smart. The little trick she’d managed to pull at the rest stop had been an absolute surprise to him. He’d figured it out as soon as the truck had driven off, of course, carrying Amma’s scent with it. Then, it hadn’t been too much of a stretch to assume they would stop at the first town they came across, just over an hour down the road. 

But now, she was on the run again. And all Javi wanted was to find her and get this job over with. 

It wasn’t even about the very large sum of money Bernard offered him anymore, either. There was something else between him and Amma, something deeper that he didn’t want to acknowledge. The sooner he managed to find her, trap her, and take her back to Bernard, the sooner he could force himself to forget about her. 

He couldn’t let himself have feelings for a mark, or anyone at all, really. Javi’s life worked best when he was on his own, a lone wolf of sorts. It wouldn’t work with another person in the picture. 

Especially when said person was engaged to one of the richest shifters in the continental U.S. As much as Javi hated to admit it, Bernard had power. The man could ruin Javi if he so chose. 

Therefore, Javi would be absolutely damned if he let Amma’s intoxicating scent and her wily ways twist his heart into something that resembled an actual organ. 

Javi whipped away from the empty booth in anger, spying the back door of the diner as he did. That summer lily smell hung in the air lightly. 

That was the way Amma had gone. His nose and his gut said so. 

Javi rushed down the aisle, knocking a waitress and a customer to the side as he went, and completely ignoring their cries of indignation. If they didn’t want to be body-slammed, they shouldn’t have been standing in the middle of the aisle. 

Simple. 

The scent led him out onto the street, where it mingled with other aromas. There was the smell of garbage from the dumpster ten feet away, exhaust from the diesel truck that was stopped at the light, and the thick, heavy scent of human. It pervaded the air like a disease, and Javi was forcefully reminded why he hated the human world. 

They stank. 

But underneath it all was Amma’s scent. She was headed down the street, running in the only direction she could think. 

“I’m coming for you,” Javi murmured. 

He took off down the road, trailing the smell of Amma in the air, almost as if there was an invisible line tethering her to him in the form of smell. 

Just as he was about to turn down an alley, though, headed to the field behind the town where she had likely gone to try to shift, a massive truck pulled into the driveway right in front of him, blocking the alley completely. 

“Sorry, man,” the driver, a burly dude with a beard that was in desperate need of a trim, lifted a hand in apology as if that was meant to make up for the vehicle that now stood in between Javi and Amma. 

“Fuck you,” Javi growled back at the man, taking a second to reassess. 

He needed to get back to that field. 

Just as he was spinning around, trying to find another alley somewhere, his phone went off, blaring that annoying ring tone for the whole town to hear. Javi was about to ignore it when his gut told him that was the wrong move. With a sigh, he pulled it out of his jeans pocket. 

Bernard was calling. 

Without knowing exactly what he was going to say, Javi answered it. He’d learned very early on that answering a call was a lot better than ignoring it. The kind of people that went around hiring bounty hunters generally weren’t the patient types. They’d call, and call, and call until somebody picked up. 

“Javi,” the bounty hunter growled, his tone considerably less rude than it normally was. 

“Javi!” Bernard pompous voice boomed over the speakers, drilling against Javi’s eardrums with such force that he actually had to pull the phone away from his ear for a moment. “How’s our search going? Have you found my girl yet?” 

Javi bristled at the casual way Bernard referred to Amma. That girl was anything but casual. As far as Javi was concerned, she deserved to be called something a lot more special than “my girl.” 

But Bernard was the client. 

“Not yet,” Javi replied, rolling his eyes. It had been less than a day. Bernard needed to get off his case. 

The other end of the phone went silent after Javi answered and, to his surprise, he was actually nervous. 

“Hmmm,” Bernard finally hummed, his voice low and dangerous. 

It was a tone Javi recognized. One he’d used a thousand times before when he wanted to intimidate his marks. The tactic was effective, unless, of course, the receiver was all too familiar with it. 

Javi wouldn’t let Bernard and his quiet humming scare him in the slightest. 

“Listen, you want her found faster, you send me help,” Javi barked. “And an extra half a mil. Your girl’s smart, Bernard. Tricky. This isn’t some run of the mill Backwoods Barbie here.” 

“Is she now?” Bernard replied as if he didn’t even know. 

Of course he has no idea, Javi realized. She’s not a person to him. She’s nothing more than a prize. 

The very idea of that, of Amma being a prize, made Javi’s skin flash as hot as lava, fiery with anger. He barely even knew her, and yet, he could already tell that she deserved the utmost respect. She deserved to be loved and cherished with an animalistic ferocity, the kind only shifters possessed. 

But for that to happen, she would need to imprint with someone. An imprint was a rare occurrence, and Javi doubted that Amma would ever be lucky enough to experience it. But even if she didn’t get that kind of worship, she deserved a hell of a lot more than Bernard Mowsley could possibly give her. 

For the first time in his life, Javi wondered if he should drop this job. The very thought made his insides crawl seeing as it was so against his nature. Who was he to care about other people? No one had ever cared about him. 

Javi lived by a code of his own design. And the base language for that code consisted of four words: no one else matters. 

But even as he reminded himself of that while listening to Bernard’s heavy, gross breathing on the other end of the phone, Javi could already feel the numbers inside of him shifting, rearranging to build an entirely new code. 

One that was centered on Amma. 

“Hello?” Bernard snapped when Javi’s silence had gone on too long for his liking. 

“Yeah, I’m here,” Javi snapped. 

“So when should I expect the job to be finished?” 

Javi’s mouth twisted into a mean snarl, but he managed to keep the majority of the nastiness out of his tone. 

“Look, Bernard, this isn’t a math problem,” he growled. “I can’t tell you that two plus two equals four and you’ll have her on Sunday, okay? I’m on her scent, and I’ll call you when I’ve found her.” 

On the other end of the phone, Bernard let out a heavy sigh, annoyed with the inconvenience. Of course. He probably wanted to get started on having cubs already, so he could ensure that massive fortune of his was left to someone just as hard and nasty as he was. 

“All right,” Bernard finally relented. “But I want to leave you with just one warning, Javi: you came highly recommended from many in my close circle, but that doesn’t mean I won’t use force if necessary. You bring my fiancée back to me within forty-eight hours, or I will have to start taking matters into my own hands.” 

Javi knew the threat Bernard was very thinly veiling, and he didn’t like it. The rich asshole thought he could get away with anything just because he had money. 

But Javi was no fool. He knew that if Bernard could have gotten Amma back himself, Javi wouldn’t be out in the middle of some tiny little town in...New York, maybe? The man liked to talk a big game, but he couldn’t have hit a home run if he tried. 

Still, Javi’s reputation and his ability to get jobs and continue living his life on his terms won out, and he felt himself nodding into the phone. 

“All right, Mowsley, I hear you,” he spat. “You’ll get your girl.” 

“That’s what I like to hear.” 

Those snide last words were all Javi heard before the phone clicked off, and Bernard disappeared from the line. 

“Stupid asshole,” Javi growled, shoving his phone into his pocket and turning around to recenter himself. 

By now, Amma had a fair head start. And if she had shifted after she’d gotten away, Javi could more than double his guess at how far she’d gotten. He had no time to waste with this stupid truck in the middle of the alleyway. 

Even though it risked his exposure, and most certainly turned a few heads, Javi leapt from the ground onto the top of the truck, denting the hood just a bit. 

“Hey, buddy, what are you doing?” the driver demanded. 

But Javi ignored him and stomped off the roof, down onto the hood, and landed in the alley. 

Amma’s scent was back. Javi trailed her down the alley and into the field behind the town, where the summer lilies and cool creek scent turned the slightest bit musky. 

He was right. She had shifted. Javi had to hand it to her—the woman was smart and brave. To shift so near to town was to risk being seen, which was in turn risking being killed or, more likely, captured for the idiotic humans to study for “science.” 

Amma, though, hadn't been caught, and Javi followed her scent through the fields until he came to a place where he could shift, far from prying human eyes. 

The entire time he followed her, though, he couldn’t help the feeling of regret that had settled in his stomach. It had started when Amma had been tied up in the passenger seat of his truck. He’d managed to squelch it, to force any feelings of guilt aside, until then. 

That call with Bernard had set him off. He didn’t know if it was the snide way the man spoke, or the possessive edge in his voice, or just the fact that he was a notoriously rich asshole. 

Or it could have been something deeper. Something between Javi and Amma that had almost nothing to do with Bernard. 

Maybe he was on the wrong path. Not literally, of course. His nose would never lead him astray. 

But this life path of his, always being the lone bear in an empty hotel room, never setting down roots and finding love, then having a family...

Maybe it wasn’t working for him anymore. 

Even as Javi had those thoughts, he knew he should shake them from his head. He’d lived this way for so long, it was ingrained within him. It kept him from getting hurt. 

Because if he allowed himself to feel, then he could allow himself to get hurt. 
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Chapter Nine
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It had been two nights since Amma had found the farmhouse. She’d stayed in it, sleeping most of the time, and shifting into bear form when she needed to find food. 

She knew she should leave and find somewhere else, somewhere safer. But truthfully, she had absolutely no idea where she could possibly go. The last few days had been such a turbulent storm of emotions and fear that she really hadn’t sat down to think about what she’d done. 

Amma knew nothing about the human world. She had no idea how to survive in it, much less live a full life. Sometimes, she thought it might just be best to head back to her clan, apologize and marry Bernard. She could turn a blind eye to his abuse. Or, better yet, maybe she could change him. Maybe she could be the person who would finally help him see the error of his ways and make him a better man. 

Even as the thoughts swirled around her brain, she knew they were useless. They were the shallow hopes of a woman who had nothing. 

But that was okay. Amma knew she could handle anything and everything that came her way. She just needed some time to think. 

She wandered around the farmhouse for the hundredth time that day and decided to give herself an ultimatum. One more night in this abandoned building that had, strangely, started to feel like him, and then she was done. She’d leave and go somewhere far, far away, somewhere Javi and Bernard could never find her. 

Maybe she’d cross the border into Canada. It would be easy, in bear form, and then she’d just shift back to human form on the other side. 

Amma was still deliberating over the possibility of becoming a maple-loving, hockey-playing Canadian when she heard a sound outside. 

It was tiny, barely audible to normal human ears. But her sensitive eardrums picked up on it immediately. 

A twig snapping, followed by the sound of a heavy booted footstep on the soft earth. She could tell that the owner of that foot had made a concerted effort to keep their steps quiet. 

Her heart froze in her chest. There were a few possibilities, but only one of them terrified her. 

That footstep either belonged to a nosy farmer, possibly the owner of this property, or Javi. 

Amma forced herself to keep her breathing even and quiet, letting the air fall in and out of her lungs. Slowly, she backed up across the broken wooden slats that made up the floorboards, attempting to step over the various cracks and holes that had been left behind by termites, wood rot, and various other creatures. Her brain was frozen stiff, and all she could do was slowly climb up the stairs, headed toward the second floor to get away from the dark figure she could now see creeping outside. 

It was Javi. There was not a single doubt in her mind. The last few days, she’d barely been able to get him out of her head. But now that he was here, now that he had found her, she wanted to be anywhere but near him. 

She had deluded herself into thinking that he might be something more than just a bounty hunter, a man sent to do his job and nothing more. Javi had one purpose: to capture Amma and bring her back to Bernard and her clan. She couldn’t lose sight of that. 

When she was about halfway up the staircase, the front door swung open with a terrifying creak. It was a thin, high-pitched sound that sent little tendrils of fear racing up and down her spine, twisting around it to lock her in place. Everything within her was frozen solid, like a block of ice picked up straight from the North Pole. She couldn’t move, speak, breathe, or even think. 

Javi’s massive figure loomed in the entryway. From where Amma stood, she could only see his shadow, long and dark, just like him. His muscles bulged, but he just stood there for a long moment, breathing heavily. 

“Amma,” he finally said, his voice so silkily smooth she wanted to stand there and bathe in it for hours. “Come on. Don’t make this any harder on either of us. I don’t want to...look, we both know there’s no winning for you, okay?” 

He’s wrong, she thought. It was more like an order, though, like she needed to tell her own mind that Javi was incorrect. 

She could win. She would. She just had to figure out how. 

The ice in her veins dissolved once more, and her feet were able to move. She started to back up the steps, slowly, avoiding as much of the creaky floorboards as she possibly could. 

“Amma.” Her name was like a sigh on his lips. Was he savoring it? It almost seemed that way, like Javi wanted to keep the feeling of her name in his mouth for as long as possible.

It took everything in her not to respond. Her own mouth wanted to move, motivated by her heart instead of her brain. 

But her mind ruled over all, and reminded her not to fall for Javi and his smooth voice and his wonderful muscles. It was nothing but a crush, baseless lust propelled forward by the sudden engagement to Bernard. She had been in turmoil when she met Javi a few days ago. She still was in turmoil. As soon as she got away, could clear her head and move on with her life, she’d lose all sense of attachment to Javi. He’d be nothing more than a distant memory. 

Of course, that would only happen if she managed to make it out of this alive. 

Amma backed up onto the landing of the floor above just as Javi’s long shadow shortened, and he appeared around the corner. Quickly, she ducked into the first room on her right, just barely managing to avoid his prying eyes. 

“Amma, come on, I know you’re in here,” he called out as he began to stomp up the stairs. “I can smell you. It was a nice trick, dipping into that creak to try and throw me off your trail. If I may give you a tip, though, for next time: you need to find running water. That still water holds your scent in like you wouldn’t believe.”

Damn. She had wondered how he’d managed to find her in this farmhouse. 

Still, Amma forced herself to keep quiet, ducking behind an old door and into a tiny space that was once probably a closet. 

Where could she go from here? She had no idea. She’d boxed herself in, rather than get out, but there was nothing to be done about it now. Amma just had to hope that her scent covered enough of the house to make it difficult for Javi to find her. 

Javi stopped just outside the doorway, where Amma could barely see him through the holes in the wood. He took a big drink of air in through his nose, tilting his head upward and exposing his razor-sharp jawline. For a moment, he just stood there, deliberating. Amma could tell he wasn’t sure where she was, exactly, and she planned to use that to her advantage. 

She backed up further, into the dust and cobwebs. A spider crawled down her arm, curious as to who this new visitor was, but she forced herself to ignore it. 

Amma wasn’t a big fan of spiders. 

“I can smell you,” Javi said, mostly to himself. “But...where?” 

The words were barely more than a murmur. His brown eyes roved the hallway, skipping over the room where Amma was hidden. She snapped her mouth shut and ground her teeth together so she couldn’t take a breath. Her lungs burned, crying out for relief, but Amma refused. 

He’d hear her. 

Finally, Javi seemed to make some sort of decision. Slowly, he started to edge forward, down the hallway, toward the little room Amma had been using as a bedroom. 

Of course. Her smell would be all over that room and would hopefully confuse him for a few moments. 

This was her chance. 

Amma launched herself up from her position in the dusty little closet and dashed through the room, headed right for the stairs. Fear had overtaken her at that point, and, in her haste to get away, she didn’t care how much noise she was making. 

“Shit!” Javi swore from the other room. Amma was only on the third step when she heard his clunky footsteps start to follow her. “Amma! Come on!” 

“Come on what?” she snapped over her shoulder. “I’m not going to just lay down and let you take me back to that man!” 

She landed on the first floor and dashed toward the opening that was once the front door, managing to slip through the doorframe just as Javi finished running down the stairs. 

Her heart was pounding, and her breaths came in hard little puffs, barely supplying enough oxygen to keep her conscious. 

Amma had no idea where she was going. She was suddenly overcome with the wish that someone had given her a geography lesson at one point or another, but it was far too late now. Javi was behind her, and she was torn. 

Her body wanted to stay. It wanted Javi to catch up to her and grab onto her so that she could feel the warmth of his skin and the tingle of his breath against her neck once more. 

But her head knew that was absolutely idiotic. 

Sunlight poured down over her as she sprinted through a field filled with wild grass, crushing the bright little flowers under her dirty sneakers, running for dear life. 

That’s what this really was, at the end of the day. Life with Bernard might as well have been nonexistent. But life without him, on the run, free...that was real life. 

“Amma, come on!” Javi was close. Too close. His voice sounded like it was almost right in her ear. 

Against her better judgment, Amma whipped her head around to catch a glimpse of him and figure out just where he was. 

That was a mistake. Her momentary loss of concentration meant that her feet slowed, and Javi had the opportunity to catch up with her. He reached a hand out, snatching the back of her dress in his fist, and yanked so hard she was afraid the fabric might rip. 

“Let go!” she screeched, but it was no use. His forceful pull sent her tumbling to the ground, onto the hard, hot earth. 

“Shit,” he grunted as he, too, fell with her. 

Air whooshed from her lungs when she hit the ground, causing her vision to cloud and stars to appear in front of her eyes. Javi thudded down right beside her, but he was quick, more used to this kind of a fight than Amma was. It was his job, whereas the shifter woman hadn’t fought like this since she used to wrestle with her little brothers when she was still young enough to get away with it. 

Javi leaped on top of her, growling in her face in the way a bear shifter did when they were trying to stifle a transformation. 

“Go on,” Amma spat. “Shift. Pin me down with your massive bear. Send me off to Bernard to be nothing more than decorative for the rest of my life. Not that you care about any of it. You just want the money, huh?” 

She was egging him on, and she knew it. 

Javi had her hands pinned above her head and was seated right across her pelvic bone, keeping her weight down even as she tried to kick and squirm and buck him off. 

But something about her words got to him. There was a change in his dark brown eyes, and he pulled his head back like he was shocked. 

That confused Amma. For a second, she stopped struggling, trying, for some insane reason, to read his expression and figure out why he’d suddenly frozen. 

“You think I just care about money?” he finally murmured, staring deep into her green eyes with a furrowed brow. 

Amma was at a loss for words. His face was close to her, only a few inches away, and, for the first time in her life, she wanted to kiss someone. 

Javi, specifically. His full, slightly chapped lips were right there, staring into her face as if they were taunting her. Her mouth flapped open and closed like the fish she hunted in the rivers as she tried to come up with her answer. 

Yes just didn’t quite seem adequate enough. 

“Well, prove me wrong,” Amma finally sighed, her voice bordering on pleading. “Show me you care about other things, too. Don’t take me back to Bernard. Just tell him I escaped, and that you weren’t able to find me. Make up something plausible. Tell him I shifted in front of a human and was shot.” 

“I can’t do that.” Javi shook his head vigorously. “If I tell him any of that, my reputation will be destroyed. You don’t understand how hard I’ve worked to build this life up, Amma.” 

His eyes were so honest. Amma knew he was telling his truth. But just because it was true for Javi didn’t mean it was right, and it certainly didn’t mean that Amma believed in it. 

“How can you be so cold?” she sighed. 

It was at that moment that her mind clicked into the daydream she’d had. Somehow, without realizing it, she’d built up an idea of Javi in her head. Amma had decided that, when and if he found her, he’d suddenly become some sort of magical Prince Charming and turn on Bernard, allowing Amma to be free. 

She was not that kind of woman, though—the kind who relied on a man to save her. She could save herself. 

“It’s not cold, Amma, it’s just business,” Javi sighed. 

The look of sorrow on his face seemed real. He probably thought it was real. 

But Amma knew better. 

With a cry, she ripped her wrists from his grip and managed to land a solid punch right on his nose. She heard the bone crack under the blow. At the same time, Javi was thrown back. He let out a yelp of pain as his hand came up to try and staunch the bright red flow of blood. 

Amma took the opportunity to wiggle out of his grasp and spring to her feet, taking off once more. 

But again, Javi was the more practiced of the two of them. He quickly wiped his bloodied nose off on his shirt, pinching his nostrils as his body started the healing process, and stomped forward, kicking up dirt and dust as he went. 

Amma’s mind had gone haywire, at that point. She had nowhere to go and wasn’t even running in a straight line. Her feet were on autopilot, propelling her forward. 

With a yell, Javi sprang from the ground and launched himself into the air, landing right in front of Amma. 

“What?” she gasped. 

“I ran with some wolf-shifters for a while,” he explained. “They taught me a trick or two.” 

Amma whipped around , headed back in the opposite direction, only for Javi to leap over her head a second time and land in front of her. It was as if they were in a pickle, like in a baseball game. Amma had watched some of the guys get stuck in these more than once while playing baseball on one of the clan’s off days. The person in the middle never managed to escape unscathed. Amma highly doubted she would be any different. 

But that didn’t mean she wouldn’t try. 

She whipped around, but, for the third time, Javi leaped over her head and dropped right in front of her. 

“Stop doing that!” Amma screeched. 

“I can’t,” Javi replied sincerely. There was a tiny bit of sorrow in his expression, a little furrowing of his brow and puckering of his lips that told Amma that neither one of them wanted to be in this situation. 

But only one of them would pay a lifelong price. 

Amma was left with no other choice. Shifting into bear form and fighting off a kinsfolk was completely against the rules for any shifter clan, be they bear, wolf, lion, or even a raccoon. It was an unspoken rule that all shifters were taught from the moment they were old enough to make the transition. 

A fight in shifted form was far more dangerous than a human fight. For starters, inhibitions and the normal voice in the back of one’s head that signaled a person to stop were completely gone. The massive beasts were powerful balls of muscle, claws, and teeth, and could do more damage in ten seconds than a human could do in ten minutes. 

But at this point, Amma wasn’t much in the mood for rules. Not when her very survival was on the line. She dropped down to her hands and knees, not caring that she was still wearing her clothes. They’d be ruined when she made the transition, but if she fought Javi off, she’d bound out of there and find some clothes in a Goodwill donation bin somewhere, just as the Jacobs clan did every few years. 

Amma tried to call up her transition before Javi could figure out what she was doing, but he was smarter than she had given him credit for. 

“Amma, don’t,” he warned. 

But she ignored him. The flash of searing pain started to overtake her and began to feel all of her muscles bulking up, just as Javi lunged at her. He sprang forward, knocking her to the ground and forcing her focus away from the transition. As quickly as they had started, her muscles nearly completely evaporated, returning her to the girl she was before instead of sending her into bear form. 

Javi had her in a chokehold with his massive forearm over her throat, cutting off her oxygen. Amma spazzed and struggled, trying to throw him off, but he had the advantage now. She hadn’t been expecting him to make a move like that. 

“You’d shift on me?” he spat angrily in her ear. 

His scent filled her nostrils, and the feel of his hot skin against her neck threatened to overtake her. Even in the dangerous, compromising position, she was reminded of her desperate wish to kiss him earlier. 

“I—” Amma tried to speak, but his arm around her throat made it absolutely impossible. 

“I can’t believe you.” The genuine disappointment in his voice was astounding to Amma, for reasons she could hardly even comprehend. It was like she’d truly hurt his feelings when she’d tried to shift, betrayed him as deeply as she would have betrayed Geneva had she shifted mid-fight. 

But there could be no betraying Javi. To betray someone, she would have to be on their side. She’d have to...

Like him. 

And she didn’t.

She couldn’t. 

That was the last thought to stick in her mind as darkness crept over the edges of her vision and overtook her. 

She couldn’t like Javi. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter Ten
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Javi was pacing back and forth in what must have been the living room of the farmhouse. 

He’d tied Amma up, again, putting her on the floor against one of the wooden beams that came down from the ceiling. But he hadn’t wanted her to be uncomfortable, so he’d found a few pillows to put behind her back and head. 

Of course, she was still passed out, so he doubted she was all that worried about comfort. 

For the first time in as long as he could remember, Javi felt sick. His stomach was in knots, and there was a lump of bile in his throat that threatened to rise up and spew out at any moment. Javi wasn’t a guy that got sick. His stomach was virtually made of steel. Nothing could get to him. 

Except this. 

Every time he thought of calling Bernard, he thought he might actually throw up. The very notion of sending Amma off to be with him made Javi want to curl up in a ball for ages and just lay there and die. 

He couldn’t think of anything that would be worse. And he didn’t even know why. It was like some deep, primal thing within him had suddenly been called forth during his fight with Amma. He’d looked into her green eyes, and his heart had just about stopped. 

Maybe he did like her. Or more than like her. 

Which was why he was having such a hard time placing that stupid phone call. It should have been easy. Amma was tied up and unconscious. There was nothing stopping Javi from placing that call and then waiting in the other room until Bernard arrived. He could even disappear out the door before they untied Amma. 

And then he’d never have to see her again. 

But that thought alone sent a bullet straight through his heart. It burst all of the ventricles and blood vessels in the organ and made it explode in his chest, painting his ribcage with gooey red innards. 

He couldn’t call Bernard. 

But he had to. 

Javi flipped the cell phone open for what felt like the hundredth time, staring down at Bernard’s contact. 

One button. That was all he had to do—press one button, and then Bernard would be on his way. The job would be done, the money would be in his account, and this would all be over. 

But he couldn’t. 

Javi snapped the cell phone shut again and started to flip it around in his hands, spinning it between his thumb and forefinger as he paced the rickety wooden floor. 

“Get ahold of yourself,” he growled into the empty room. 

What the hell was wrong with him? Maybe he’d have to see one of those head doctors in the human world to figure it out. Though it wasn’t like he could spill all his secrets to them. Call him crazy, but Javi seriously doubted a doctor would take kindly to the fact that he was basically kidnapping Amma. 

Just as he was two boots deep in the pile of cow dung that was his brain right then, Amma started to stir behind him. He heard the light sound of her moans as she came back to consciousness and quickly disappeared from the room. 

For some reason, he couldn’t face her. He couldn’t look into those beautiful green eyes of hers as she likely pleaded for him to let her go. 

“Javi?” 

She sounded pissed. Actually, if he really thought about it, she sounded like a combination between pissed and absolutely terrified. 

It was all his fault. He was the reason she sounded like that. But he still couldn’t bear to face her. He shifted his focus to stare at the dilapidated wooden wall in front of him, where a lone spider was slowly spinning a fly around in its web to save for later. 

The spider was fat and black, with one of those squishy middles that looked like it would just burst apart if Javi pinched it between his thumb and forefinger. 

As he watched, the spider swung the fly around again, and Javi was faced with its bulbous green eyes, wide and dead. 

“Javi, are you there?” She was nervous now, unsure if he’d abandoned her in this place, tied to a wooden beam, like an easily hunted prey animal. 

Everything in him wanted to respond, to comfort her. It was some sort of natural instinct that was kicking in just for Amma. He forced it back, holding himself together as best he could. 

“Javi, don’t be a coward!” she called out, her voice bordering on hysterical. “Just come out here. If you’re going to hand me over to Bernard like a piece of meat, you should at least have the decency to let me see your face.” 

She was right. Javi prided himself on his moral code of decency, and one of his biggest rules was that he would never let his marks waste away alone. But he had to break those rules for Amma because he was afraid others would be broken. Ones that had far more serious consequences on his life. 

“You know what, fine,” Amma spat. “Stay the hell away from me. I don’t want to see your traitorous face anyways. I hope whatever sum Bernard is paying you is worth all of this.” 

It’s not. 

The realization smacked Javi like a lightning bolt. 

No sum of money was worth any of this. He didn’t even know why—some sort of inner pull told him that he couldn’t let this happen. He couldn’t let Amma just fall into captivity. 

He needed to face her. 

Still, he couldn’t bring himself to turn the corner and look her in the eyes. All he could muster up was his voice. 

“I don’t know any other way,” he finally confessed to Amma. 

Her breath caught audibly in her throat, and Javi couldn’t help but smile at that. He brought that reaction out of her. 

“Then let’s talk about it,” she pleaded with him. “Just come out here and face me. There has to be something we can do.” 

Javi paused to think about it. 

Was there? Could he change and start living his life differently? The very thought seemed outrageous, but maybe that was just because it was so new and different to him. Maybe it wasn’t so crazy to think that he might be able to change his ways. 

Javi was just about to step around the corner in actually face Amma, for once, when his cell phone went off. 

They both knew who was calling. The sudden tension in the air was so palpable, Javi could have cut it with a pair of children’s scissors. Amma sucked in a breath and held it, trying to maintain some composure, while Javi bit down on his lip so hard he drew blood. 

He brought his cell phone up to his eye line and, sure enough, Bernard’s name lit up the screen. 

“Javi, don’t answer it.” Amma’s words were little more than a breath, but they still held a strong seriousness in them. 

“He’ll know something’s up.” It was a weak response, and Javi knew it even as the words left his lips. Maybe Bernard wouldn’t care if he didn’t answer the phone. Maybe he’d think Javi was just busy doing his job. 

“You know that’s not true,” Amma sighed, voicing what they both already thought. 

Finally, Javi swung around, turning the corner to face Amma head on for the very first time. All of their interactions had either been physical fights or spats with their words in Javi’s truck. He’d never really gotten a good look at Amma head on like this. At least, when she was conscious. 

“What do you want me to do?” Javi asked. It wasn’t angry, and it certainly wasn’t a demand. He needed a genuine response from Amma because he was completely out. 

“Come here.” 

It wasn’t a solution, but Javi’s body still pulled him toward her. He knelt down in front of her with their faces so close, he could have kissed her. 

He wanted to kiss her. She was looking at him with those wide green eyes, conveying a million things that her mouth wasn’t yet ready to say. 

“I don’t understand this,” Javi murmured. 

His words referenced everything and nothing all at once. He didn’t understand why he was kneeling in front of her instead of answering his phone. But he also didn’t understand why he was so attracted to her, why she was the first person on earth that he wanted to protect, even before he protected himself. It was absolutely backward according to the book of Javi, and yet, it still felt so right. 

Amma’s brow furrowed, and she just nodded, once. 

“Me neither,” she breathed. 

At some point, the ringing of his cell phone had faded away, into background noise, and then finally fell silent. Javi was vaguely aware of the fact that he’d sort of missed his chance to end this easily. If he’d picked up the phone, he would have had almost no part in Amma’s marriage. Answering the phone and telling Bernard his location was so effortless, it didn’t count. 

But now, if he wanted to finish this job, he’d have to make the call himself. 

He wasn’t so sure he could do that. 

“Have you ever loved anyone?” Amma asked suddenly, out of the blue.

“What?” Javi was so taken aback by the question that his eyebrows nearly shot off his forehead. 

But Amma didn’t care. She just tilted her head and looked at him with an expression that made her look like the biggest know it all on the planet. 

“Have you ever loved anyone?” she repeated. “A friend, a sibling, a spouse...anyone?” 

“My mother.” Javi didn’t even need to think about the answer. The words were so quick to jump to his tongue, they were almost like the opposite ends of two magnets. 

It was something he never would have admitted to anyone else. Most people ask that question looking for some big, unrequited love story. Javi didn’t have one of those. He just had his mom, and all of his memories of her. 

“Hmmm.” Amma nodded, completely nonjudgmental. She was quiet for another moment before she leaned forward, nearly closing the gap between them. 

But not quite. The brunette left just enough space for the tingling electricity to erupt between them and tickle both of their lips.

“How would you have felt if someone had tried to marry her off to a man she didn’t even love?” Amma asked quietly. “All for money. Would you let that happen?” 

“Of course not,” Javi growled. His fists bunched up at the thought of it, and he desperately wanted to punch a wall. 

“That’s what I thought,” Amma replied. “So why let it happen to me? Why am I so different from your mother? Because you don’t love me?” 

Javi’s instincts told him to say yes, that was exactly it. He didn’t love Amma, and so her happiness didn’t matter to him the way his mother’s would have. 

The words wouldn’t come to his lips, though. Try as he might, he couldn’t tell Amma that he didn’t love her. 

Because for some reason, that just didn’t seem true. He might not love her right then, in that moment, but it could come. That was what stopped him from denying her right then and there. 

For a moment, they both sat there in unyielding silence, staring each other down in a way that would have been heated and sexual under any other circumstances. 

It was suddenly, monstrously broken by the blaring of his cell phone. Javi hadn’t touched the volume since the last call, but suddenly, it seemed to echo through the entire rundown house. He and Amma leaped apart as if they’d been touched by fire. Amma smacked back against the wooden beam, hard enough to leave a bruise, while Javi nearly leaped across the floor. 

“It’s Bernard again,” Amma murmured. “Just untie me and ignore his call, Javi. It could really be so easy.” 

“You’re right,” he nodded. “It could be so easy. But he’d find us, Amma. He’d find you.” 

So, even as Amma’s wide green eyes begged him not to, Javi hit the answer button and brought the phone to his ear. 

“Bernard,” he said, in his calmest, most even tone. 
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Chapter Eleven
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Amma was staring at Javi with a look of betrayal so twisted and deep, it threatened to rip out his heart. He wasn’t sure what his plan was when he answered that phone call. Truthfully, it could have gone either way. 

He could tell Bernard where they were. It would be hard for him, clearly, but once Amma was out of his life and off his mind, everything would be so much easier. He’d be a much richer man, his reputation would stay solid, and he wouldn’t open himself up to heartbreak. 

Or, he could do the opposite. He could lie, throw Bernard off their trail, and run away with Amma. They couldn’t have that quintessential happy life—after all, they’d both be classless and alone now. And Javi already knew that Amma wasn’t the kind of girl who’d be willing to join in on this bounty hunting business of his. 

It would be difficult for both of them. But then again, Javi’s life was already difficult. At least this way, it could be difficult and happy. 

Either choice seemed like it was just the lesser of two evils. There wasn’t necessarily a good apple among the crop. 

So, even as Javi answered the phone, he had no idea what was about to come out of his mouth and which way his life would go. He was standing at the center of that damned metaphorical fork in the road, and his heart was leading the way. It just hadn’t figured out how to communicate with his head just yet. 

Amma was just as unsure what Javi would do. She wanted so desperately for him to choose her over money, and she wasn’t even completely sure why. Love was still somewhat of a foreign concept to her. As was trust. And human decency. And pretty much anything that had to do with Javi making the right call. She wanted to think he would, but she just plain didn’t know. 

So they were both left hanging after that first word left Javi’s lips. They were on the wrong kind of adventure now, the one that ends in sadness and grief, and only sticks around as a bedtime story meant to warn little kids about the dangers of making mistakes. 

“Javi, I haven’t heard from you,” Bernard’s smooth voice crossed the receiver line, but Javi could hear the danger hidden within. He knew the barely concealed anger Bernard felt, and for the first time, a chill went down his spine. Normally, if a client spoke to him like that, Javi would remind them just who was the powerful one in this situation. 

The only problem was that Javi wasn’t actually the powerful one now. Bernard was too rich, too bold, and too mean. 

“Yeah, I’m having a bit of a hard time,” Javi huffed, making sure to keep his voice even. “She’s a lot smarter than you gave her credit for, Bernard. This might take me more than a few days.” 

A small smile lit up Amma’s face at Javi’s words. She wasn’t sure if he’d completely made up his mind just yet, but at least for the moment, he wasn’t trying to out her to Bernard and send her off. That was hopeful. 

“Please,” Bernard scoffed back. The way he treated Amma with such disrespect made Javi’s blood boil. “That girl comes from one of the poorest, most uneducated clans around. She’s not smart, Javi. Maybe you’re just dumb. Maybe I made a mistake in hiring you.” 

“You really wanna talk to me like that?” Javi bellowed, forcing all of his anger at the situation into his tone. “I’m the one tracking your girlfriend. I think you should try being a little bit nicer to me.” 

“I’ll be perfectly nice when you’ve found her,” Bernard spat. “And, by the way, she is not my girlfriend. She’s my fiancée.” 

“Makes no difference to me.” 

There was silence on the other end of the phone for a long moment. Javi couldn’t tell whether he’d pissed Bernard off astronomically, or if the guy was just thinking. 

Or maybe both. 

He lifted his head to make eye contact with Amma. 

She looked so beautiful sitting there. The sun had started to fall and lit her up from behind like an absolute angel. The little bits of frizzy hair around her face glowed almost orange, and her eyes seemed to sparkle like the purest emeralds. 

Slowly, she smiled at him. It was a smile mixed with hope and wonder. There were so many thoughts and feelings behind it that Javi couldn’t help but become curious. What was going on in her head? What was she thinking? 

Then, she shook her head. Just once, as if there were a million people watching and she only wanted Javi to see. She kept her eyes leveled on him, pleading. 

There was no way he could give her up to Bernard now. 

The silence on the other end of the phone was broken abruptly when Bernard let out a sudden, cruel laugh. 

“There were so many others there,” he cackled. “Beautiful women. They would have had me in an instant. I could have chosen any one of them, and I’d be married already. We’d be making cubs and carrying on my family’s line. But I couldn’t make such an easy choice. No, I had to have her. Why is it that men like us always pick the difficult ones?” 

“Men like us?” Javi was so caught off guard by the statement that he couldn’t stop the words from spewing from his lips. His first instinct was to ask Bernard why the hell he was telling Javi about these other women. If it was so easy, why didn’t he just go back to the Jacobs clan and pick someone else, instead of chasing after Amma? 

“You know what I mean,” Bernard replied as if they were old buddies. “Powerful men. Ones who don’t take shit from anyone. Why do we always go for the women who want nothing more than to give us hell?” 

“I’m nothing like you,” Javi growled. “And I didn’t choose any woman. Let’s get back to business, huh, Bernard? I’ll—”

“You like her, too, though.” 

The words were quiet. But not the good kind of quiet. A dangerous, low sort of quiet reminiscent of the way Javi would speak to someone he was trying to intimidate. He knew all the tricks Bernard was trying to use, but they wouldn’t work on him. 

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Javi spat. “I don’t even know the bitch.” 

Amma flinched at the cold word used to describe her, but Javi forced himself not to feel guilty. Bernard needed to be convinced that he couldn’t care less about Amma. 

“Neither do I,” Bernard responded. “And yet, I already know I want her for the rest of my life. She has a magnetic pull. I don’t think there are many men that could resist that.” 

“Look, Bernard, I’m telling you right now, she’s smart, and she’s difficult,” Javi spat, trying to turn the conversation back to safer ground. “You want her faster, you’re gonna have to give me extra money.” 

“I don’t think so,” Bernard sighed as if the very thought was an extreme grievance. “But I’ll tell you what I am going to do: I’m going to take matters into my own hands. Your services are no longer needed.” 

The click of the phone being hung up might as well have been a bomb exploding. Javi turned toward Amma, eyes wide, trying not to let her know what had just happened. 

But she could tell. It wasn’t a very hard mystery to solve. Cold fear shot its spidery fingers all throughout Javi’s body, but he forced himself to remain calm. 

They would be okay. He just had to think. 

Amma’s small voice interrupted his thoughts, though, and made thinking pretty damn hard. 

“He’s coming for me, isn’t he?” Amma replied. 

“Yes,” Javi said honestly. “But I’m not going to let him.” 
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Chapter Twelve
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“I can’t believe you just did that.” 

Amma was in a state of partial shock, even as Javi bent down to untie her from the wooden beam. Honestly, she was looking for the trick, trying to see if he was really being serious, or if this was just some way for him to get her to trust him, so that he could get his bounty more easily.

That didn’t make sense, though. If that was the case, he would have just left her tied up. 

“Neither can I,” Javi replied seriously. 

The rope fell away from Amma, slapping to the wooden floorboards loudly, but neither one of them moved. Javi was just in front of her, breathing so heavily it was almost like he’d just finished running a marathon. Amma’s heart was ready to skip straight out of her chest, but she held it back. She was desperately trying to quell the growing excitement within her. It had started all the way back in Javi’s truck but, for the longest time, had been mixed in with all sorts of fear. 

Now the fear was gone, though, replaced by a kind of complete certainty she’d never felt before. 

“Thank you?” It was a question. She really wasn’t sure if that was entirely the right thing to say, especially since Javi was risking his entire career and way of life for her. 

Was she really worth it? The Amma from last week would have never hesitated to say yes, absolutely. 

But the Amma she was now wasn’t all that sure. She wanted Javi to be happy more than she wanted her own happiness. 

That had to mean something, right? 

He was so close to her, close enough that she could feel his warm breath blowing over her lips, could smell the minty freshness of the gum he must have been chewing. She let her eyes drift down from his dark browns to settle on his full lips. 

He used Chapstick. 

It was a strange observation to make, maybe, but Amma was so used to being surrounded by poor men who couldn’t care less about their hygiene or appearance that Javi’s smooth, supple lips astounded her. 

“What are you thinking?” he murmured. “I wasn’t trying to...I don’t want to force you into a decision. If you want to just leave, you can. I won’t stop you.” 

“What about Bernard?” She demanded. “What’s he going to do when he finds out you let me go? Javi, I know you’re aware, but he is not a nice man. He is vile and cruel, and I don’t think he’d let you get away with it for a second. He’ll have you killed.” 

“You just let me worry about Bernard,” Javi instructed. “If you choose to run away, to never look back and go build yourself a life somewhere else, I won’t care at all, okay?” 

The idea sounded nice. But Amma couldn’t even consider it for a moment. 

She was overcome with a swell of emotion. The fact that Javi was willing to lay down his life for her flipped a switch inside her soul, like a lightbulb going on in a dark basement. 

Before she could stop herself, she was leaning forward, desperate to know what those full lips of his would feel like against her own. Without the rope to restrain her, she tilted her body until their lips met. 

Javi didn’t make a move to back away. If anything, he leaned right back toward her, sealing their kiss with a white-hot fire. 

And then, suddenly, it was like their lips really were on fire. The pain was searing, but they were stuck together by some invisible force that was so much more than either of them could possibly fight off. 

Not that they wanted to. The pain was intense, like when they shifted, but only in their lips. But neither one of them wanted to move or do anything but sit there and just absolutely revel in it. Something deep within them knew what this pain was. 

An imprint. 

They were imprinting on each other, right then and there, thanks to the power of their kiss. The bond coursed through their veins, tingling as it ran up and down their bodies. 

Then, just as quickly as it had started, it was over. Their lips no longer felt as if they were stuck together, the pain was gone, and the tingling had slowed down to a nice, gentle zing. 

Slowly, they pulled back from each other, eyes wide as they waited for the other’s response. 

“Was that...?” Amma didn’t even need to finish her question. The answer was in the way Javi was looking at her, intensely, as if she was now the only thing that mattered in the entire world. A bomb could have exploded around them, swarms of bees could have flown through the window, and the world could have lit up like a massive fireball, and still, neither one of them would have moved.

“Yeah,” Javi breathed. “We did.” 

There was no question now. Bernard wasn’t getting Amma back. 

An imprint bond is a strange thing. Amma knew this. In fact, she’d actually never met a couple who were bonded through imprint. The people she knew loved each other, that was for sure, but they weren’t so tightly bonded. 

Even though imprint bonds were rare, their power was absolutely notorious. All shifters knew about them, be they wolves, lions, or any other of the shifter species. Once two people were imprinted on each other, that was it. No matter how badly they fought, or how stressed they were, or even how desperately they wanted to explore and court other people, they had no choice in the matter. The pull was that strong. 

But imprint bonds also came with a number of fantastic things. For starters, once two people had imprinted, they would never allow their mate to be hurt. They would protect them with their life. 

That was precisely what Amma needed at that moment, even if she didn’t want to admit it. She needed Javi to protect her with his life. 

“I never thought this would happen to me,” Amma replied with a soft smile. 

They were touching each other gently, letting fingers trail absentmindedly over thighs, brushing dust off clothes. The imprint bond worked fast. They were already more comfortable with the other than with anyone else. 

“Me neither.” Javi shook his head, looking away from Amma for a brief moment. “My parents were imprinted. When my dad died...it just about broke my mom. I told myself I’d never do that to a woman.” 

“Hey, don’t think like that,” Amma instructed, shifting so she could look Javi directly in his eyes. “That wasn’t your dad’s fault. Javi, this is a good thing. Didn’t you learn all the stories as a kid, all the tales of true love?” 

“Of course I did,” he replied quickly. “Amma, I want that for us. But we’ll never have it if Bernard is in our way.” 

“Let’s not talk about that,” Amma murmured, sliding over Javi’s body and straddling him, looking deep into his dark brown eyes. His soul seemed like it would consume her if she looked any longer, but she kept going, staring down into him and soaking it in, as if he was her oxygen and she had been deprived all of her life. 

Slowly, she bent down, pressing their lips together, initiating a heated, passionate kiss. He slid his hands up her back, trailing fingertips across the vertebrae of her spine, soaking in every little piece of her he could get. Finally, Amma began to shed her clothes, moving on instinct, hardly thinking. This was not a time for thinking. 

This was a time for doing. 

Their fingers moved in time with one another, pulling off pieces of cloth and discarding them carelessly to the side, not caring where they ended up. 

Javi beared down up Amma with a ferocity she hadn’t expected. He growled, biting and kissing down her neck and collarbone, lathing her bare skin in his saliva, marking her as he went. 

Claiming her. 

Their hands explored each other, moving between legs and cupping sensitive places. Javi’s thumbs and lips flicked across her nipples as he grazed them with his teeth, causing her to scream out his name, basking in the glow of complete and total ecstasy. 

But as much as Javi loved hearing her scream, and loved the way she fell apart while laying underneath him, his own need grew, taking over everything. 

“Spread your legs,” he growled in her ear. The order made Amma’s insides tingle, sending a gush of wetness to her nether regions. Immediately, she obliged him, preparing herself for what was to come.

Javi pulled back, examining and admiring her with a keen eye. A small smile slithered across her face, making Amma’s chest pound with arousal. She loved that she had the power to make Javi look like that. 

With a growl, he yanked her legs further apart, nearly tearing her in two. But Amma enjoyed it. 

Javi didn’t give any warning before he plunged himself inside of her, burying his cock all the way to the hilt, filling her to the brim. 

“Javi!” Amma screamed, her voice not much more than a shriek, torn between the slight pain and the immense pleasure of being filled so fully and quickly. It was her first time.

“Scream for me,” Javi demanded as he started to pound into her, trailing his fingertips down her stomach to rub her clit, making sure she would feel the pleasure start to pulse and pound in the base of her stomach. 

It was all Amma could do to hold onto sanity. She gripped Javi’s back hard enough to leave claw marks, digging trenches into his skin with her long, sharp nails, leaving her own mark on his wonderful body. 

The sound of their panting and the slick wetness of Javi sliding in and out of her filled the room, turning into music. 

Their own private song. 

Amma was lost in the bowls of her pleasure, shrieking and moaning as she focused on the sensations building between her legs and in the base of her stomach. 

“Come for me,” Javi purred in her ear, sensing she was close. 

Amma was obedient, taking the whispered order in stride, and letting herself go fully. The sounds that came out of her were animalistic- nothing a pure human would ever screech. 

Seeing Amma so filled with bliss sent Javi tumbling over the edge, groaning and grunting as he pushed his seed deep inside of her. 

He continued to slide in and out of Amma’s warm wetness, feeling her walls loosen around his cock, before he was satisfied that he had finally brought her down from her high. 

Amma didn’t seem to notice they had even finished for a long moment, keeping her eyes closed until Javi rolled alongside her, cuddling her close to him. 

“That was amazing,” she murmured, still in her post-sex, post-imprint haze. 

“It was,” Javi sighed, debating how long they should lay there in comfortable bliss. 

But all too soon, the real world came crashing down around them, and they were harshly reminded that they were on the run from a notoriously evil man. 

“We need to go,” Amma announced, shooting up from her seat and heading upstairs to grab her bag. “Do you have any ideas?” 

“I need to get back to my truck,” Javi replied. “I’ve got a list of guys who owe me favors all over the country, from all different clans. We’ll figure out who we’re going to call, and where we’re going to start our new life.” 

It would have seemed crazy to anyone who hadn’t experienced an imprint before. It probably would have seemed crazy to Amma even ten minutes earlier. But now that they were imprinted on each other, it was like the two of them were the only ones in the world. There was no question about what they would do, as long as they had each other. 

“Okay,” Amma told him. “Then that’s what we do.” 

Javi’s brow furrowed, and he just looked at her for a long moment, almost like he was waiting for her to change her mind. Something in her expression must have satisfied him because he gave her a little half-smile, and then bent down to press a long kiss to her lips. 

“Okay,” he murmured. 

They dashed out of the farmhouse, hand in hand, vaguely aware that it was nearly night time. They didn’t want to stay in that old place any longer and risk someone in town spotting Javi’s truck and somehow relaying it to Bernard. The likelihood of him finding them in that tiny town so far off the map was little to none, but neither one of them wanted to take any chances. 

By the time they ran through the fields and made it all the way back to town, it was somewhere near ten o’clock at night. 

Javi’s truck was still parked in the lot to the diner, and they leaped up inside it quickly. 

“Let’s get out of here.” The grin splayed across Javi’s face was something akin to devilish, and Amma absolutely loved it. 

As the tires squealed on the blacktop and they raced off down the road, headed to put as much distance between themselves and Bernard as they possibly could before he came sniffing around for Amma, she couldn’t help but think about what an unlikely pairing the two of them were. 

Javi was this big, rough guy who literally kidnapped people for a living. Sometimes they were bad, sometimes they were good, but they were always nothing up against him. 

He had a good heart, though, Amma could tell. Even before she’d imprinted on him, she’d known that was true. The way he’d looked at her when she spoke of how horrible Bernard was had been empathetic and a little heartbroken. 

And Javi couldn’t believe he’d imprinted on anyone, period. He loved Amma’s fire and spunk, at the way she hadn’t backed down when faced with him, even though Javi knew he could be downright terrifying when he wanted to be. 

But she hadn’t cared. She’d never even tried to grovel and beg the way so many people he captured did. There hadn’t been a single tear that cascaded down her face. 

Javi had a feeling their love would have grown, imprint or not. But this impossibly strong bond had just ensured that they wouldn’t separate before they had a chance to really fall for each other. 

As the truck raced off down the road, their hands slowly crawled over the center console until they intertwined in a way that was so completely natural, they seemed as if they’d been together for years. 

This was it. They were now officially on the run from one of the richest shifters in the entire country. Even though they never would have admitted it, they were both sitting in Javi’s truck silently praying that they’d somehow manage to get away from him. 
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Chapter Thirteen

[image: image]


Amma did her best to stay awake, even as the clock on the dashboard ticked down the hours. 

Ten o’clock. 

Eleven. 

Midnight. 

Somewhere around one a.m., she couldn’t hold it together anymore. She drifted off into black nothingness with her hands intertwined with Javi’s, and a terrified yet excited feeling in the pit of her stomach. 

So many bad things were happening. But so many good things were as well. 

She only woke up when her body felt the truck slowing to a complete stop. When she finally managed to blink her eyes open and look at her surroundings, panic set in for a split second as she tried to remember where she was. 

For a moment, she thought she was tied up again, as if the last twelve hours hadn’t happened and Javi was now carting her off to Bernard just as he’d been hired to do. 

But then, she saw Javi’s face overhead, smiling at her softly. 

“Morning, sleepyhead,” he laughed. 

“Morning?” Amma shot up straight as a board, remembering with a start where she was and what had just happened. 

She was on the run. 

Again. 

But this time, she had Javi with her. 

“Yeah,” he chuckled. 

“Why did you let me sleep so long?” Amma demanded, swatting him lightly on the bicep. “You must be exhausted from all that driving! I could have taken over the wheel if you had needed.” 

Javi lifted one eyebrow as he bit back a laugh. 

“Do you actually know how to drive?” 

“Well, no, not exactly,” she replied sheepishly. Cars were a luxury the Jacobs clan couldn’t exactly afford. “But I wouldn’t want you driving while tired, either.” 

“I’m not,” Javi told her smoothly, and then pointed with his chin at the building in front of him. 

He’d stopped in the parking lot of a motel, similar to the one Amma had slept in when Javi found her. 

“Where are we?” she asked. 

“Not sure,” he replied with a shrug. “Somewhere in the Midwest. Ohio, maybe? I wasn’t paying too much attention. All I know is, we got to get all the way to Seattle. I know a guy who lives there. He specializes in helping lone shifters transition into the human world.” 

“Others have done this?” Amma asked, slightly shocked. 

“You really don’t know too much about the outside world, huh?” It wasn’t a judgment. He actually sounded pretty surprised. 

“Not really,” Amma sighed. “The Jacobs clan prides themselves on being old school. It wasn’t much of a problem, before. But now, well, I suppose it might be.” 

“Don’t worry,” Javi told her seriously. He leaned over and took her cheeks in his hands, making sure Amma looked directly in his eyes as he spoke. “You have me now. You don’t have to worry about a thing from now on.” 

Amma’s breath caught in her throat at those words. They were a promise, one she’d never thought she’d hear leave a man’s lips. And she certainly never thought he’d be speaking to her when he did so. 

“All right,” Amma replied softly. It was the only word she could push out before she all but lunged forward and kissed Javi with enough passion she could have melted a blustery snowstorm. 

And he kissed her back just the same. Before long, their breaths were so hot and heavy, Amma was almost surprised they hadn’t managed to fog up his windshield. 

Javi was the perfect gentleman, keeping his hands squarely above Amma’s shoulders, even though the only thing she wanted was for him to slide them further down, to touch her deeply. She was glad he was the one to take her virginity, and she couldn’t wait until he was inside of her again. 

But all too soon, he was pulling back, panting like an absolute dog. 

“What?” she asked as he looked deep into her eyes with an expression that called her soul from her body. 

“We need to get inside,” he replied seriously. “It’s the imprint.”

The words could have meant a million different things. But Amma knew there was only one real truth behind them. 

Their bodies wanted to further consummate their imprint bond. It was a completely natural urge and yet, at the same time, one that they were unable to resist. 

Not that either of them wanted to. They both saw the little squirms the other did, the way Javi shifted in his seat to hide the bulge in his pants, the way Amma wiggled her hips to try and get some sort of relief down there. 

“Lead the way,” Amma replied with a small smile. 

She and Javi kept their hands on the other at all times. They only parted to get down out of the truck, but once they had the opportunity, their fingers intertwined once more. The two walked hand in hand into the lobby of the little motel, where a bored and tired clerk took Javi’s credit card and handed them one of those awful plastic keys. 

Then, they just about ran down the hallway, hand in hand. It was as if something else had taken hold of them, some natural instinct that gripped the two of them so hard, the outside world was nothing but a blur of bright colors and warm feelings. 

Javi was the only person in the world to Amma. 

Amma crash-landed against the wall, breathless and flushed with excitement as Javi swiped the key. 

And then swiped again when his first attempt missed. 

Amma couldn’t even find it within herself to laugh. All she wanted was to get that door open and jump Javi’s bones. It was a strange, new feeling for her, but she wasn’t at all mad about it. 

The heavy metal door swung open and slammed into the cream-colored wall behind it. Amma took two seconds to glance at the space and take in the room—rough white carpeting, a single bathroom to her left, one huge bed in the center with that ugly floral bedding hotels always seem to be so fond of. 

But that was all she got because within a second, Javi was nearly on top of her, pushing her back up against the wall while he kicked the door shut with his booted foot. 

His lips trailed up and down her neck, marking her, claiming her for the whole world to see. 

And it felt so good. Amma’s entire body was sensitive, as if her skin cells had converged and changed to form one humongous nerve ending. Every touch from Javi felt like a heatwave from a bonfire, pleasant and strong all at the same time. 

She was vaguely aware that moans were escaping her, but the world had fallen away. All she knew was pleasure. 

And it was all she wanted to know. 

Javi trailed his fingers up and down her sides, sending shivers of excitement rolling through her. After a moment, though, he stepped back, looking at Amma with those dark brown eyes of his. Somehow, they’d grown even darker with his newfound sexual hunger. 

“Take off your clothes.” 

Amma didn’t know a person’s voice could go so low. A spark sprang up in her belly, twisting and churning as she lifted the hem of her skirt, following Javi’s orders. 

His eyes roamed hungrily over her as she revealed her naked skin, inch by inch. It was as if every new piece of her exposed body was a gift from God. Growls and moans rose in his throat, barely contained, as he stared at her with a gaze so intense, it would have terrified even the most powerful of men. 

With a gasp, Amma pulled the rest of her dress all the way off. Cold air licked at her skin, hardening her nipples and forming goose pimples all along her arms. 

But she wasn’t completely naked. Her underwear still stood between herself and Javi. 

Underwear now wet with arousal. Amma didn’t know a person could feel like this. 

She was just about to push her panties down when Javi shook his head. That small movement was all it took, and she instantly stopped. 

His gaze never left her face as he slowly kicked off his shoes. Anticipatory excitement flared up inside Amma once more, but this was a different kind. 

Now, it was her green eyes that were insatiably hungry as she watched her imprinted mate begin to take his own clothes off. 

First went his shirt, revealing abs so hard they could have served as a washboard, and well-developed biceps. They were meant for hunting down marks, but Amma could only imagine Javi using those muscles to pick her up and throw her on the bed before he made her forget the rest of the world had ever even existed. 

And then came his jeans, revealing a pair of white and blue checkered briefs, where his erect penis was clearly visible. Amma’s mouth moved on its own, dropping open and salivating, imagining what it would feel like to hold the most special part of Javi in her mouth. 

Javi grinned, fully aware of exactly what he was doing to Amma, because she was doing the same thing to him. 

Then, finally, he pulled down his briefs. Amma gasped when his penis sprang free, ready to come inside of her. 

“Now,” Javi murmured, stepping toward Amma and running his fingers down the flat plane of her stomach. Her head inadvertently fell backward, and she closed her eyes, letting herself revel in the feeling of his touch. “Your turn.” 

Javi dipped his fingers inside her panties, trailing them along her wet, swollen lips and just barely pushing inside of her. 

“Oh my,” she breathed out. “That feels so good.” 

“There’s more where that came from,” he murmured, bending down to latch onto her right nipple with his mouth, relishing the sound of her pleasure. He bit down just slightly, feeling the softness of her nipple between his teeth, and grinning like a Cheshire Cat as she screamed. 

Then, he dropped her panties and guided her to the bed, shoving her down on the soft, cushioned mattress and climbing over her. 

Amma was about to disappear inside her own pleasure. Nothing could have pulled her away from that moment—not even if Bernard himself had burst into their room right then and there. 

From that point onwards, their bodies took over. Javi was gentle and careful with Amma, but always in charge. And that, in and of itself, made her love him even more. 

He spread her legs wide, just as he had the first time, but unlike last time, he didn’t plunge himself inside of her. Instead, he slowly pushed his way between her folds, allowing each of them to relish the feeling of their bodies connecting on such a deep, intimate level. They were like two pieces to a puzzle, moving in perfect time and always the exact right fit. He caressed her insides with his wonderful cock, stroking her sweet silkiness slowly at first. After a long period of heaven, though, the foreplay grew too much and they found themselves moving faster, gliding up and down, slamming together groaning as one. 

The moment of their climaxes came in perfect sync, creating a wall of pleased sound around them that rumbled through the walls, echoing back to their ears. 

By the time they fell asleep, naked and curled up next to each other under the thin covers, their imprint was permanent. 

They were now bonded, forever and completely, in a way that no one could ever destroy. 

Bernard could try his best. But he wouldn’t be getting Amma. 
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Chapter Fourteen
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Javi woke up first. He liked that because it allowed him to watch Amma in her sleep, without any worries or care. She looked so calm and placid, and there was even a little smile on her face, something he’d hardly ever seen. 

Javi wanted to keep it like that forever. She was his job now. It didn’t matter if he never got another bounty again, if they had to settle down outside of Seattle and work at a fast food place for the rest of their lives to stay safe from Bernard. 

If that was what they had to do, Javi was okay with it. He suddenly didn’t care about the reputation he’d built up, or the money he could earn, or any of the other issues that suddenly seemed so shallow compared to loving Amma. 

Loving Amma was everything. It always would be. 

Just as he was falling down the rabbit hole, working his mind to come up with the perfect plan, Amma started to stir, rolling over to grin at him. 

“Mornin’,” she mumbled sleepily. 

For a moment, she was still in that peaceful state she’d been in while she was asleep. But then, suddenly, the rest of the world crashed back down around her. Javi watched as everything fell into place, and she sat bolt upright, her breathing suddenly erratic. 

“Hey,” Javi murmured, rubbing a hand comfortingly down her back, feeling every bump in her spine. “It’s okay.” 

“I’m sorry,” she said quickly, hanging her head in shame. “I didn’t mean to startle you.” 

“You didn’t,” Javi lied. “How are you feeling?” 

Amma turned to look back at him, lifting an eyebrow. 

“How do you think?” she demanded with a light chuckle. “I am absolutely perfect.” 

She was joking to cover up her real feelings, but Javi decided not to push the issue. 

“We should get back on the road,” he told her instead, leaving the warm bed to pull his clothes on. 

He was halfway dressed, with boxers and jeans on, when he noticed that Amma still hadn’t moved. 

“What’s wrong?” he murmured. 

Amma’s green eyes were far away, focused on the blank T.V. as if there were something interesting on. 

“Are we just going to run forever?” 

“No way,” Javi shook his head firmly. “We just need to get to my guy in Seattle. He’ll help us out.” 

“But I can’t see my family again,” she sighed. “And Bernard...Javi, he hired you to find me. What if he hires someone else to find us?” 

“There’s no one else who’s as good as me,” Javi replied seriously. “He won’t find a bounty hunter who can do what I can.” 

“But what if he does?” she cried. “Or what if the person he finds is good enough? Maybe I should just give myself up to him. At least that way I won’t be putting you in danger any longer.” 

White-hot anger rose inside of Javi, but it wasn’t directed at Amma. It was directed at Bernard, at this man who thought he had the right to essentially buy Amma, and then track her down like some wild animal when she ran away. 

And anger at Javi’s part in it. In the part he’d played in these issues before. His bond with Amma had not just changed him but changed the way he thought about things. 

“Listen to me.” Javi’s voice dropped down low as he knelt on the bed in front of Amma, clutching her cheeks in his hands and staring right into her eyes. He needed to know that she truly heard what he was about to say. “You are not giving yourself up to him. Do you trust me?”

“Of course.” The response was immediate. Imprinted mates always trusted each other implicitly. 

“Then you must trust me to keep you safe, all right?” Javi replied. “Here’s what’s going to happen. We’re going to leave this motel, and we’re going to drive until our eyes feel like they’re going to fall out of our head. When we get to Seattle, we’re going to get identities, and we’re going to pretend like we’re normal humans. I’ll show you everything about the human world, the things you never knew you even wanted. We’ll buy new clothes, and eat hamburgers and hot dogs, and go to baseball games. And someday, Bernard’s going to be nothing more than some crappy memory in the back of our minds. But you need to believe me when I say that there is no planet on which I would ever let him take you back.” 

Javi’s words hung in the air, lingering there like the smell of rain after the first storm of the season. 

Amma sucked in an audible, shaky breath, licked her lips, swallowed hard, and lifted her chin defiantly. 

“I trust you,” she finally said in response. 

It was even better than “okay.” It was the best thing she could have said. 

She trusted him, and Javi trusted her. Their life together might be off to a rocky start, but together, they’d get through it. 

“So can we get out of here now?” Javi grinned. “These floral comforters make me want to puke.” 

“I feel it’s only right to tell you that I’m fond of floral,” Amma giggled, rolling her eyes. 

But she climbed out of bed and started pulling on her own clothes. As soon as they were both dressed, they grabbed their few things and left the room, heading down the hallway and out to the empty parking lot. 

The moment they stepped outside, though, something felt off to Javi. It was a foggy morning, with hardly any sun out. 

But that wasn’t it. The night before, despite the late hour, Javi had seen a few other cars parked in the lot. This morning, though, it was just about empty, save for Javi’s truck. 

The little alarm in the bottom of his gut that always told him when there was trouble afoot started blaring like a fire alarm in a big office building. 

Amma noticed as he tensed up beside her and carefully put his arm around her shoulders. 

“What is it?” she breathed, suddenly hyperaware that they were alone, in a parking lot, far away from the nearest town. They’d stopped in one of those motels on the side of the road, normally meant for truckers and travelers who just needed a place to lay their head for the night. 

“Just get to the truck,” he responded, trying not to worry her. 

Their pace quickened, their shoes slapping against the damp pavement. The sound echoed off the empty space until suddenly, it stopped. 

Two guys had come around the side of the truck. Big, burly guys with muscles that rivaled Javi’s. They could have easily taken them, grabbing Amma and throwing her to the side before they went after Javi. 

Amma and Javi froze. Amma sidestepped a little closer to him, clenching her fists like she was preparing for a fight. But Javi knew she wouldn’t stand a chance, no matter how tough she was. The woman didn’t know the first thing about fighting. 

The men stepped forward, bearing down on them with beady black eyes. They were clearly shifters. 

“You know, when you’re on the run, it’s often smart to make sure your cell phone can’t be tracked.” 

Bernard’s cold, smooth voice filled the air around them, sending shivers up and down both of their backs. But they weren’t the pleasant, warm shivers they’d felt the night before. 

These were shivers of absolute terror. They weren’t even cold at this point, just tingly and creepy, racing up and down their spines like loose spiders.

Javi’s hand tensed up, digging into Amma’s shoulder like he thought he could will her to disappear. 

But she was thunderously angry. 

The brunette shifter whipped around, turning her back on the two men that kept bearing down on them, and staring at Bernard like he was the devil incarnate. 

“What will it take for you to leave us alone?” she demanded. 

Javi kept his back to Bernard and his eyes on the first two foes. But Amma turned her focus around completely, trusting him to watch her back. 

In front of her stood Bernard, in a suit. This one was slate gray, with a dark red tie and pristine white shirt. Unlike the two men who stood behind him, his boots were shiny and black, as if they’d just been wiped clean. 

Bernard’s brow furrowed as if he didn’t even understand her question. 

“There isn’t a thing in the world you could do,” he replied smoothly. 

“You’re a horrid man,” she spat back. The words flew from her tongue like hot fire pokers, but Bernard had absolutely no reaction to it. Instead, he just tilted his head and let his eyes roam over her. 

Suddenly, his mouth popped open just a little. He snapped it shut quickly, trying to play off whatever surprise he had just felt. 

“You’ve imprinted on each other.” 

It was a statement. How he could tell, Amma and Javi weren’t sure. They didn’t say a word. 

Then, Bernard spoke again. 

“Get them.” The order was no more than a mean snarl. 

Amma gasped, backtracking quickly, but Javi yanked her to a stop. 

They were surrounded. Every instinct in Javi cried for him to protect Amma, to step in front of her and block off the evil men. 

But there were too many of them. 

Amma and Javi stood with their backs to each other as the shifters circled them. 

“Do we shift?” Amma murmured. 

Fighting in bear form was expressly forbidden in the Jacobs clan, but once again, Amma couldn’t find it within herself to stick to those old rules. Amma suddenly didn’t like her human form. It felt weak in comparison to these huge guys, too small to do much good against four massive men. 

“We can’t,” Javi told her quietly. “By the time we’re in form, they’ll be on top of us.” 

It only took a split second more for the men to be on top of them. 

Like the pure wuss he was, Bernard faded into the background as his four goons descended upon Javi and Amma. 

One of the men who had been behind Bernard lunged forward, grabbing Amma around the waist before she could even blink. At the exact same moment, two guys tackled Javi to the ground. 

“Javi!” Amma screamed as she watched his gray t-shirt disappear under a pile of pure muscle. 

She knew he’d told her not to shift. But imprinted mates don’t always have control of their emotions. It was something Amma hadn’t experienced since she’d been just barely old enough to shift. Little kids often had trouble controlling their shifts and would sometimes morph into bears at the drop of the hat. Amma had ripped up more than a few Goodwill skirts by doing so. 

But this was on an even deeper level. It was as if, no matter how hard she could have tried, her bear would never have stayed contained. The animal inside her needed out, needed to make sure her mate was unharmed. 

Javi was still covered by the massive goons Bernard had carted along with him, but he got a peek at his mate from under one of their bulbous arms. 

“Amma, don’t,” he hollered, even though he knew she wasn’t listening. 

She was in her own head now, panting over and over as she tried to control the beast within. The man who had his arms around her waist could tell she was shifting; he tried to squeeze her tighter, as if he could control her shift from the outside. 

But he couldn’t. Amma started to change, and in a flash, she was ripping out of her clothes and growing bigger and bigger. There wasn’t even the usual flash of pain she was used to, prepared for, even. Instead, shifting was as easy and seamless as walking for her this time. 

A yell echoed from Bernard’s last man, and he ran forward, trying to shift as he went. 

But he was too late. Amma had shifted in a second. 

With a roar, Amma reared up on her hind legs, all muscle and fur and power. The shredded pieces of her dress fell from her body, creating a little circle of cloth around her. 

She whipped around, throwing out an arm and smacking her initial attacker right in his gut. He went flying backward, mid-shift, and crashed down against a car, quickly melting back into his human form. A few ribs must have cracked, because he rolled over onto his stomach and then just laid there, clutching his side and groaning. 

“Shift!” one of the men on top of Javi bellowed, diverting his attention to the bear woman. 

Javi snatched the opportunity himself, punching the guy squarely on his jaw. The muscular goon went out like a light, crumpling to the blacktop. 

Javi spun around and leaped to his feet, throwing the second attacker as far away from him as he possibly could. 

Meanwhile, Amma was bearing down on her second attacker, growling at him like a real wild animal would, trying to scare him off before he attempted to shift. 

But she didn’t. He just dropped down to all fours and started to transform.

“Get her, you idiot!” Bernard was yelling at one of his other goons. Of course, the rich asshole wasn’t trying to transition himself, and instead had chosen to stay out of the fray. 

That made Javi’s blood boil. He couldn’t possibly have any feelings toward Amma if all he wanted to do was capture her through a third party. 

The other two were getting up now, with the fourth still unconscious. They took a look at Amma and Javi, and then both decided to descend upon the bounty hunter with angry yells. 

Javi’s attention was torn away from Amma and the fourth goon, who was fully shifting now. 

The first goon, the one without the broken ribs, reached him, and leaped up onto his back, trying to get his arm around Javi’s neck to choke him out. 

“Get off of me,” Javi shouted, trying to throw the man off while simultaneously keeping an eye on Amma. 

But his attempts quickly dissolved when the second attacker came up, and he was so swept up in his own fight that he didn’t even see Amma swiping her claws out, aiming for her attacker’s throat before he could complete his shift. 

All Javi heard was a sick, wet sound as Amma’s claw sliced through the goon’s neck, cutting his arteries so thoroughly that blood spattered out, coating the front of Javi’s truck and tangling in her fur. 

At that sound, everyone froze. The heavy thud of a dead body hitting the ground echoed through the parking lot, clearly shocking all of the men there. 

Figures, Javi thought. They were just hired hands for a rich man. They weren’t meant to get this deep into any danger. 

But Javi was used to it. He took the opportunity to throw the other two goons off him and dash toward his truck, car keys in hand. 

“Amma, get in the back!” he ordered. 

It didn’t take more than a second for her to catch onto his plan. The massive bear lunged forward, leaping into the tailgate of his truck while Javi jumped into the driver’s seat, shoving the key into the ignition and putting it into drive so fast, the gears protested loudly.

“They’re getting away!” Bernard shouted, sounding like a villain in a badly written story. 

One goon leaped right in front of the truck like he thought he could stop it with sheer will. But he wasn’t able to shift before Javi slammed the gas pedal down, hitting the floor of the truck. The vehicle reared forward, its tires squealing on the blacktop. Javi burned rubber so hard there was actually smoke. 

He rammed the guy in front of the truck down with absolutely no remorse, peeling out of the parking lot with Amma in the back. The few cars coming down the road literally stopped in their tracks, the drivers staring at Amma in the back of Javi’s truck like she was some sort of circus animal. 

Suddenly, there was a roar from behind him. Javi glanced up just in time to see Amma flatten herself to the ground and shift back into her human form, clutching her arm to her chest. Her face was twisted in pain, and fear and anger shot through Javi’s stomach. 

And behind them, on the road, stood Bernard with the wickedest smile on his face. He slowly lowered the gun to his side and then made direct eye contact with Javi. 

“Bastard,” Javi growled. 

But he couldn’t stop then. He could see Amma still alive in the back, with her arm bright red. 

She’d heal. Right then, Javi needed to concentrate on getting them the hell out of there before Bernard could send off another shot. 
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Chapter Fifteen
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By the time Javi felt it was safe to pull over again, Amma thought she might just die from the pain in her arm. 

The problem with having shifter healing was that, when something like a bullet was lodged inside one of them, their wounds would heal around it. And then become re-aggravated by the metal ball stuck inside of them and open up once more. 

“Oh, God,” Amma sobbed out when Javi pulled off onto a little dirt road on the side of the highway. They were smack in the middle of absolutely nowhere. 

“Amma!” Javi gasped as he rushed around and leaped up into the bed, covering her with a blanket so her nude body wasn’t exposed to the cold air any longer than it needed to be. 

“I’m okay,” she groaned, sitting up. But she winced as she moved her arm. 

A tiny trickle of blood streamed from the barely closed wound, and Javi had to do his best not to growl in pain. What Amma felt, he felt. And right now, she was hurting. 

He hated that. 

“Let me see,” he instructed, gently taking her arm so he could examine the wound. 

A small-caliber bullet was lodged in her left bicep. Bernard was probably aiming for her heart, and if Amma had been in human form, he might have hit it. But in her bear form, he wasn’t close. 

“Don’t touch it!” Amma said like a child. 

Javi, of course, paid no mind and gently prodded the wound. 

“We need to get this out so you can heal.” 

He made eye contact with her, conveying without words just how important this was. 

“All right,” Amma nodded, wincing preemptively. “Do it.”

Javi looked around the bed of his truck for the small first aid kit he kept there, as well as the toolbox. He grabbed a pair of thin pliers and an antiseptic wipe and cleaned off the metal tool before he turned back to his mate. 

“Are you ready?” he asked, holding her arm carefully. 

“Hold on,” she instructed, and then shoved part of the blanket in her mouth so she could bite down on it. Once the piece of light blue cloth was shoved completely in her mouth, she looked back at him and nodded once. 

“Okay,” Javi breathed, trying to comfort himself just as much as he wanted to comfort her. 

Then, he slowly pushed the pliers into her wound, gripped the bullet, and pulled it from her as fast as he could. 

A scream caught in her throat, but she held it there, squeezing her eyes shut and biting down on the blanket with all of the muscles in her face. 

Quickly, her skin started to sow itself together, and about a minute and a half later, she was healed. The only sign she’d even been injured was the tiny droplet of red blood still making its way down her arm. 

“Here,” Javi murmured and wiped the blood away with the antiseptic wipe. He stroked her hair gently a few times while she regained her normal rhythm of breath. 

When she was finally pain-free and the bullet was on its way to becoming a distant memory, she sucked in a breath and turned back to Javi. 

“Thank you,” she murmured, bending forward to kiss him gently. 

“I can’t believe he fucking did that,” Javi growled. The anger had returned as he thought of Bernard and his ugly, wicked smile. 

“I guess he didn’t want anyone to have me if he couldn’t,” she sighed. Then, her eyes busted wide open in terror. “Wait. Your cell phone. Javi, what if he’s still tracking us?” 

“I tossed it,” Javi replied quickly. “But I don’t think this is over. He won’t stop, Amma. Not until we kill him.” 

Amma’s face went blank as her eyes turned inward. Without even asking, Javi knew what she was thinking of. 

The man she had just killed.

“I don’t want to kill anybody else,” she replied quietly. “That was an accident. I don’t want Bernard dead.” 

“So then what?” Javi asked. His voice was deadly. “What do we do about him, Amma? Just run for the rest of her lives?” 

She tilted her head, considering, but refused to look back at Javi. 

“I don’t know,” she shrugged. 

Suddenly, an idea leaped into Javi’s mind. 

“What?” Amma asked, reading his expression but unable to tell just what was happening in his brain. 

“We make him leave you alone,” Javi replied. 

“What does that mean?” Amma asked. She shifted backward, wrapping the blanket tighter around her shoulders, and furrowing her brow as she tried to put the pieces together. 

“We won’t kill him,” Javi assured her. “But I’ve dealt with a couple of Bernard’s kind before. They had less influence, but the thing with guys like him is that they’re never really as strong as they like to think they are. Bernard will fold. And I’ll make him.” 

“What, exactly, does that mean?” Amma was looking at Javi through narrowed eyes. This wasn’t the world she came from, and it wasn’t the world she wanted to be in, but Javi planned to change all of that, and she could tell. 

“It means that we’ve got a road trip ahead of us,” Javi replied. “To that ugly mansion in Portland that Bernard Mowsley likes to call home.” 
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Chapter Sixteen
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Bernard’s mansion was like nothing Amma had ever seen. She and Javi had the advantage of surprise and, on top of that, Javi knew what the layout was. 

They pulled onto the long, asphalt-laden driveway just around midnight two days later, having come up with what Javi deemed the “perfect plan.” 

Amma wasn’t so sure. Then again, she wasn’t exactly used to kidnapping people in the middle of the night, right from their beds. 

The moment he hit the edge of the driveway, Javi turned his headlights off, giving them the element of surprise. They pulled up just outside the three-car garage, but Amma couldn’t help the way her jaw dropped as she stared up at the massive place. 

She wished she’d grown up in a clan that had as much money as Bernard’s. The place was massive, with red brick walls and ivy climbing up them. There were three trellises outside of massive French doors on the second floor, and the ivy wrapped around their concrete columns like a view straight out of a painting. 

None of the windows were lit up. All of the people in the mansion were already asleep, tucked in for the night and assuming they were safe in their beds. 

Even though Javi had wanted to charge the entire place and wreak havoc upon anyone who associated with Bernard Mowsley, Amma had convinced him not to. She had only wanted to go in, grab Bernard, and get the heck out of there. 

It would be fast and easy. At least, that was what she was telling herself. Despite her often-hardheaded nature, Amma was rather soft on the inside. It was a quality that she and Javi shared, though he was much better at hiding it than she was. 

“All right, you remember the plan?” Javi asked her quietly, leaning over to whisper in her ear. 

“Yes,” she replied, making sure to keep her voice equally low. 

Javi had shown her a drawing of the layout before they’d taken off. The two had holed up in a motel room just south of Portland for two days, making sure to give Bernard ample time to get back and get comfortable in his home. 

The mansion had fifteen bedrooms, thirteen full bathrooms, two half bathrooms, and two kitchens. There were also countless other rooms, like a great room, a music room, and even a library. 

Amma didn’t regret her decision not to marry Bernard for one second. But she couldn’t help but feel the slightest bit guilty at the fact that her clan would never have the opportunity to access this kind of wealth, and it was all because Amma had run away from the wedding. 

Sometimes, she caught herself wishing he had simply chosen someone else. Not Geneva, of course, but maybe one of the other girls. One who wasn’t quite so hard-headed, who didn’t want to challenge every single person and all of their ideologies. Someone who would never fire Bernard up so easily he got violent with her. 

Then again, if that had happened, Amma would never have met Javi. She never would have imprinted on him, and she would have never been truly happy. 

In a way, it seemed that everything happened for a reason, even if those reasons weren’t clear until she was too far down the road to turn back, even if she wanted to. 

“Good. Let’s do this,” Javi told her. 

He grabbed his flashlight and his white rag of chloroform, while Amma grabbed the ropes. They were the same ones Javi had used to tie her up back when he was still working for Bernard. 

This felt like a sort of perfect revenge, in a way, that Amma was about to tie Bernard up with the exact same ropes he’d paid to have her tied up with. 

Javi and Amma climbed down from the truck and carefully closed the doors, making sure not to make a single sound. Javi knew Bernard kept dogs around for this very reason, but he hoped that his smell would be familiar enough to them that they wouldn’t bark or raise an alarm. 

Thankfully, when he was there the first time, he’d introduced himself to each and every dog, just for the heck of it. 

Sure enough, they passed the dogs, a group of three giant Dobermans caged up next to the garage, and the creatures didn’t make a sound. They whined a little as Javi passed, probably looking for attention or treats. 

“Some guard dogs,” Javi snorted quietly. 

He and Amma went around the side, where there was a servant’s entrance. Amma didn’t even want to think about the fact that Bernard was such a pompously rich man that he could actually afford a separate service entrance. 

Amma shined the flashlight over the lock, putting her hand over the top to try and keep the glow from disturbing anyone else, while Javi bent down to pick the lock. 

It didn’t surprise Amma that he was the kind of man to carry around and actual lock picking kit, but she couldn’t help but feel a little uncomfortable. 

The life he’d led before was just so completely opposite to anything she ever would have done. It almost astounded her that the two of them had imprinted on each other. 

Within minutes, the lock clicked open, and Javi swung the door open slowly so they could enter, 

The pair of them crept in on even feet, maintaining quiet footsteps as they padded across the linoleum. 

The entire mansion was asleep, but it was eerie. They could literally feel the presence of the occupants of the place, be they servants or members of Bernard’s inner circle. 

Shadows loomed across the walls, while paintings were lit up by the white moon shining outside. One of them nearly gave Amma a heart attack, but she forced herself not to scream. 

It was a dark, twisted sort of painting, with a bright red rose in the center that was hung upside down. 

But the terrifying part was the bottom of the painting, where the beautiful red rose petals devolved into dripping blood. 

Bernard was so twisted it was nearly astounding to Amma. 

Javi turned around to signal Amma up the stairs. They walked up the red-carpeted stairs, past open doors where people slept, snoring easily, having no idea what was in store.

And then, finally, toward the back of the second floor, they came upon the biggest room in the entire mansion. 

Bernard’s room. 

The carved oak door, full of seemingly out of character leaves and vines, was the only closed door in the house. 

It must have been some sort of weird power move. 

Carefully, Javi pushed open the door, revealing Bernard fast asleep in his massive, four-post bed. 

He was alone. Amma was actually kind of surprised. She thought he might have a woman in his bed, and guards in the room. But apparently, Bernard Mowsley thought he was absolutely untouchable. 

The two of them crept in. Suddenly, though, a floorboard squeaked under Amma’s worn-down sneaker, terrifying both of them. They froze, staring at each other, mirroring the other one’s fear. 

In the bed, Bernard rolled over, smacking his mouth like he was eating the world’s tastiest hamburger. 

But nothing else happened. 

Javi didn’t want to lose their opportunity, so he stepped forward quickly and pressed the white cloth full of chloroform to Bernard’s mouth in one smooth motion. 

The man’s wicked blue eyes popped open, and he started to thrash about in the bed, attempting to throw Javi off of him. 

But Amma was by his side in a flash, pinning Bernard’s arms down and using her angular leverage to keep him that way. 

He thrust against them for another few seconds before he finally succumbed to the chloroform and laid still. 

For a split second, Amma actually thought he was dead, until she saw the gentle rising and falling of his chest. 

Quickly, Javi motioned for her to wrap Bernard in the ropes, and the two of them tied his arms to his sides and then bound his ankles together. 

Then, Javi hoisted Bernard’s unconscious body over his shoulder like it was a sack of potatoes, swung around, and headed toward the stairs. 

By the time they were out of the mansion and down in the truck, a few of the lights upstairs had flicked on. Apparently, the people Bernard surrounded himself had some sort of sixth sense to know where Bernard was. 

“Let’s get out of here,” Javi said with a grin. He dumped Barnard’s bound body unceremoniously into the backseat, and then the two of them hopped back up and raced away. 

Mission completed. They now had Bernard. The next task was to figure out how to convince him to lay off of Amma. 

But she figured she would leave that to Javi. She may not have wanted to dirty her hands with Bernard’s death, but she was willing to let Javi use everything he’d learned in his two decades as a bounty hunter to work some sort of magic on Bernard. 

Because, at the end of the day, if it was a choice between her life with Javi and Bernard, she’d choose the former. 

A few hours later, morning was dawning, and Javi was pulling up outside an old warehouse. 

“This is an old haunt of mine,” he explained to Amma. “Place has been abandoned for years. No one ever goes in here. It’s perfect when I need to do some more...unsavory work.” 

“You mean torture people,” Amma supplied, at once horrified and curious. As awful as it was, those events were a part of Javi’s past. And she wanted to know everything there was to know about who Javi was and had been. 

“Yes.” Javi nodded, checking Amma over for her response. But the brunette kept her expression even. The only hint that she was even the slightest bit upset was the small purse of her lips and the way she stared straight ahead, forcing herself not to think too deeply about it all. 

Their conversation ended there, for the moment. They dragged Bernard inside, and Javi took him into a tiny room off the entrance that was probably once used as an office. Javi plopped his unconscious form into a torn-up office chair, chaining him down for an extra layer of protection.

“This is the end of the road for you, babe,” Javi said, turning to Amma as she stared down at Bernard. 

“What?” she asked. 

“What I’m going to do next...you don’t need to be here,” he replied seriously. “Go take a walk. Find a coffee shop and grab a drink.” 

The closest town was at least three miles away. They’d passed it about five minutes before pulling up to the warehouse. 

“You want me to go that far away?” she demanded, quirking a brow at his sudden willingness to be so separated from her. 

Amma didn’t want to think about all the reasons why that was. 

“Amma.” Javi put his hands on her shoulders and bent down to look right in her eyes. 

“Javi,” she replied in a voice that was just as serious, but with a little bit of a joking edge. Her humor, though, did nothing to lighten the mood. 

She looked at him curiously, seeing the light wrinkles on his forehead, the way his eyes crumpled at the edges. She wished those marks had been from years of smiling and laughing, but she knew they weren’t. 

They were from years of stress, of yelling, of torturing. 

Of doing everything he was about to do to Bernard. 

“I’m serious,” he told her. “There’s only one way to get a guy like him to do what we want. And I don’t think it’s something you should see.” 

“Why? Because I’m so innocent?” she demanded in annoyance.

“No,” he laughed. “Because you’re not angry at the world. And I don’t want you to ever get that way.” 

Amma bit her lip, debating. But she had a feeling that Javi wouldn’t do a thing until she’d left, so she took a calming breath in and then slowly backed out of the tiny little office and left the warehouse. 

She paused outside for just a moment, though. Long enough that Javi would have assumed she’d left. 

And that was when she heard it. A hard, echoing slap, probably the result of Javi hitting Bernard to wake him up. 

“Get up, Mowsley!” The bellow echoed out from the warehouse and bounced off the trees that surrounded them. “You and I are going to have a little chat.” 

The second slap was what sent Amma running. Javi was right. 

She didn’t want to be there for it. 
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Chapter Seventeen
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The look on Bernard’s face alone was enough to make Javi smile. He hadn’t liked the guy in the first place and had liked him even less when Javi had begun having feelings for Amma. 

But now that he had imprinted on her? 

Javi hated Bernard with every fiber of his being. 

The rich man wasn’t quite so terrifying now that he was tied up in a broken-down chair in the middle of nowhere, dressed in nothing but a pair of plaid pants and a loose white t-shirt. 

Bernard knew it, too. He was trying his best to conceal the fear, Javi knew, but they both knew the bounty hunter’s reputation. Amma wasn’t aware of everything, but Javi had quite the list of felonies on his rap sheet. 

Not that he’d ever been caught. 

“Not so tough now that you’re not surrounded by all those goons, huh?” Javi sneered, circling Bernard slowly. He’d already gotten a bucket full of water and a white cloth from his truck and had laid it out on the abandoned desk just to Bernard’s right. 

Honestly, Javi was kind of hoping he wouldn’t have to use it. From the second he’d imprinted on Amma, everything had shifted for him. Suddenly, torturing people wasn’t the great fun it once had been. With Bernard, it felt like more of a task Javi had to complete before he could go on living his life. 

He had to give it to the guy, though. Bernard had forced himself not to look at the torture tools to his side. Instead, he’d fixated his cold eyes on a spot on the wall just above the door and kept them there, never moving. 

“I don’t know what you think this will accomplish,” Bernard replied, finally looking at Javi for the first time since he’d woken up. “I’m not as easily terrified as some of the other idiots you’re clearly so used to dealing with.” 

Javi let out a long, cold laugh, and then started to circle Bernard’s chair. 

This was a tactic he’d learned fairly early on in his journey to becoming the best bounty hunter in the country. It was fairly simple to do, but the impact it had was absolutely phenomenal. See, the thing about people is that they don’t like what they don’t know. In Javi’s mind, that wasn’t quite so big and metaphorical as it sounded. Instead, the principle boiled down to something rather simple. 

Getting out of the eye line of someone he’d tied up made them absolutely terrified. Javi had even had a couple of marks piss themselves when he’d disappear behind their heads for too long, often with a gun or knife. They thought they’d be killed at any moment, but the anticipation just about ripped their insides all the way up. 

Bernard tried to keep himself steady, but Javi watched as his chest rose and fell quickly, absolutely terrified. 

And then, he waited a little longer. He had a feeling he wouldn’t have to do anything other than a little bit of mental gymnastics to break Bernard once and for all. 

“What do you want?” Bernard finally demanded. 

There it was. The break. Javi waited another thirty seconds, letting Bernard thoroughly rev himself up. 

At this point, the man was twisting his head this way and that, attempting to get some sort of clear view of Javi behind him. But it was no use. Javi was perfectly placed. 

“Money? A house? What?” Bernard demanded. “A good recommendation? What would satisfy you and that little brat you’ve apparently decided to fall in love with.” 

The way he spoke so casually of Amma turned Javi’s anger up tenfold, and he leaped right over Bernard’s head to land in front of him. The man’s eyes went wide at the fact that a bear shifter had just done that, but that was the only sign he was even the least bit thrown off. 

“Imprinted,” Javi growled to correct him. “It’s more than love. Not that you would ever understand.” 

Javi stomped forward until he was right in Bernard’s face, looming over him angrily. He let his hot breath blow down over that horrendously clear skin, noting for a moment that it was absolutely wrong for a man to have skin that looked like a baby’s butt. 

“Fine, imprinted,” Bernard breathed. “What difference does it make, now? Are you going to kill me? Call me crazy, but Amma doesn’t strike me as the kind of girl who would take too kindly to that.” 

It was as if every single word that came from Bernard’s snide mouth was explicitly meant to infuriate Javi. But he pulled himself together. Instead, he reached around to grab a fistful of Bernard’s annoyingly thick hair and yanked his head back harshly, exposing him to whatever Javi’s plans were next. 

Bernard’s Adam’s apple shifted up and down as he gulped audibly. It was the first show of true fear he’d given, and Javi drank it in. 

His bear senses could smell the fear, too. It was rank and tangy, ripe with the heavy aroma of human sweat. 

Good. That was exactly what Javi wanted. 

“You give me your word you’ll leave her alone,” he growled. 

“My word?” Bernard asked. “And what will you give me in return? Another wife? I highly doubt it. I don’t want anything to do with that cursed Jacobs clan anymore.” 

“You shouldn’t be allowed to marry any woman,” Javi spat, enunciating his words just to watch his spittle coat Bernard’s clean skin. “But I will make sure you are not marrying my woman. Whatever you decide to do with the rest of your life is up to you.” 

“No dice, bounty hunter,” Bernard spat. “I chose her. She said yes, remember? That was how this whole thing started in the first place.” 

“You coerced her!” The roar shot out of Javi with the power of a thousand lion shifters. It bounced and echoed off the concrete walls around them, reverberating through the space and slamming back against their eardrums. Bernard winced at the sound but made no other movement. 

This was it. Javi had tried everything and the rich bastard just didn’t care enough. He was either sociopathic or psychopathic or he just plain had a death wish. 

One that Javi was becoming less and less averse to granting. 

“I did no such thing,” Bernard finally replied when the echo had died down around them. “She chose to say yes out of her own free will. That Jacobs man might have held a little bit of sway, but it was nothing I did. Well, not directly, anyway.” 

He held no remorse. 

So, as much as Amma may have forbidden it, Javi knew what he needed to do. He reached over and grabbed the towel, bunching it up and holding it down over Bernard’s face, even as the man struggled. 

“Stop!” he gasped. 

But Javi didn’t want to listen. He wanted Bernard to say one thing, and one thing only. And so far, it didn’t seem like he was in the mood to be reasonable at all. 

Javi was just reaching for the little cup he’d found, ready to dip it into the bucket of water and send the liquid cascading down Bernard’s face, when he heard a gasp behind him. 

“Javi, this is not the way!” Amma shrieked. 
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Chapter Eighteen
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Amma had done exactly what Javi asked. And she’d expected that he would do the same.

She walked all the way down to the little coffee shop, which turned out to be not much more than a twenty-four-hour mini mart masquerading as a hip drink place, and bought herself a nice, hot black coffee. 

But then, something inside of her had told her she should head back to the warehouse, just in case. If Bernard managed to get free, she didn’t want Javi to have to deal with him all by himself. 

Nothing had prepared her for what she’d see when she walked in, though. She’d heard their voices just after she entered and could tell that Bernard sounded at least a little bit scared. 

She didn’t have a problem with the fear. But she did have a problem with physical torture, and she sure as heck wasn’t able to get behind...whatever Javi was trying to do with that towel over Bernard’s face and the water next to him. 

“Amma,” Javi growled, turning around carefully. She didn’t miss how he never once took his hand off of the towel that was pinned to Bernard. “I thought you wouldn’t be back for a while.” 

“I thought you might need my help if things got out of hand,” she told him, stepping into the room and glancing between Javi and Bernard. “What are you doing?” 

“It’s a technique,” he said quickly. “Bernard’s unwilling to agree to our demands. I have to find some way to make sure he leaves you alone. Don’t you want to see your family again?” 

Even through the haze of her undying love for Javi, Amma could sense the manipulation. She knew he probably wasn’t even aware that he was doing it, but Amma knew exactly what that last sentence was supposed to mean. 

It was like he was saying that if Amma didn’t let him go through with this and completely torture Bernard, she’d never be able to see her family again. 

“That’s not fair,” she replied quickly. “You make it sound like I need to choose between hurting someone and seeing my family.” 

The answer was in Javi’s eyes. He didn’t even need to say a word, letting his furrowed brow and thin lips speak for themselves. 

“No.” Amma shook her head. “There must be another way. He has to be agreeable to something.” 

To prove his point, Javi took the towel off of Bernard’s face. 

“Are you agreeable to something?” he demanded. 

Bernard squinted, looking between Javi and Amma. His eyes roamed her figure with a hunger she’d seen in Javi’s own, but this hunger made her outrageously uncomfortable. 

“No,” he finally said. “I want her as my wife.” 

Silence fell across the little room as both Amma and Javi contemplated. It seemed they were at a complete impasse. 

Neither one of them wanted to change their opinion. But Javi would have never just gone ahead and tortured Bernard now that Amma was right there to witness it. 

So, they sat there in the heavy silence. 

They didn’t have many options. Neither one of them had to even say that out loud to know it was true. In fact, it seemed like they had only two options. Get the answer out of Bernard in whatever way possible or let him go and remain on the run for the rest of their lives. 

“Why couldn’t you have just let us go,” Amma sighed, thinking about just how close to freedom she and Javi had been in that motel parking lot. 

Bernard didn’t even answer that question. In all honesty, Amma wasn’t totally sure he could. He seemed like the kind of hardened, nasty man who never had a reason for the horrible things he did.

“Amma, it’s no use,” Javi said. 

Suddenly, an idea popped into her head. 

“Give me your gun,” she instructed Javi. 

“What—” 

“I saw you grab it from the glove compartment,” she said seriously. “Give it to me.” 

Slowly, Javi pulled the silver weapon from inside the waistband of his jeans. 

“Do you know how to handle it?” 

“I do.” Amma nodded firmly and then clicked the safety off. She looked straight at Bernard before she slowly lifted it up, cocked it, and aimed it straight between his eyes. “Three.” 

“What?” Bernard snapped. “You just told your boyfriend you didn’t want to hurt me. Isn’t this completely against your nature?” 

Amma had no intention of actually shooting the man, but she sure as hell wouldn’t let him know that. 

“Two.” She had to force her hand not to shake. She had no idea what she’d actually do if she managed to get to one and Bernard still hadn’t given in. Maybe she would shoot him. There was a part of her soul, deep down inside, that kind of wanted to do that. He’d made her life a living hell. Bernard had turned it from one of quiet, if unhappy, solitude to something that was crazy, exhilarating and terrifying all at once. 

But he’d also brought Javi to her. And in a way, she wasn’t sure if she could ever actually repay him for that. 

“Amma, come on,” Bernard said smoothly. “This isn’t you. This is him. He’s warped you into thinking this is okay.” 

“Like you wouldn’t have?” Amma shot back. “I saw how you were treating your servants the night I ran away. You don’t have a single good bone in your body, Bernard Mowsley.” 

“You’re not going to shoot me.” He was trying to convince himself now. Amma could hear it in his tone. 

“One—”

“Okay, fine!” The shriek came right as Amma was moving her finger to the trigger. She didn’t actually plan to shoot him, but she wanted to use those last few moments to make it look as real as was possible. “Fine! I give in. Just don’t shoot me.” 

Amazingly, within a second, the cold, hard man that she knew as Bernard Mowsley had dissolved into nothing more than a puddle of tears and snot. Apparently, he’d actually feared for his life, which meant Amma’s intimidation tactics had worked. 

Slowly, she lowered the gun. Javi reached a careful hand out to wrap around her shoulders in silent praise, and she leaned into his touch. 

She could never stay mad at him. Not when she knew that everything he did was meant to help her. 

“Thank you,” Amma finally said when Bernard’s blubbering had subsided enough that he could actually look at her once more. 

“I wish I’d never met you,” Bernard growled. His fear had turned to anger, but Amma didn’t care. 

“I could say the same,” she shrugged. “And just remember: if you ever come back to claim someone from my clan, Javi and I will be there, watching. And we won’t be happy about it.” 

And with that, Amma marched out of the warehouse, with Javi on her heels. 

“Aren’t you guys going to untie me?” Bernard hollered out after them. 

“I don’t think so,” Amma breathed quietly before she turned to Javi and all but shoved the gun at him. “Get this away from me, please.”

Javi took it but hardly even looked at the weapon. Instead, he was staring at Amma like she was the only woman in the entire world. 

“That was amazing,” he breathed. 

A second later, he lunged forward and pinned her against the car, kissing her with every ounce of passion he possibly could. 

When he finally pulled away, Amma looked deep into those chocolate brown eyes of his. Tears threatened at the edges of her eyes, and she sucked in a steadying breath. 

“Take me home, Javi.” 
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For the first time in as long as he could remember, nerves were turning Javi’s stomach over as he pulled up to the tiny little town in the middle of the woods in Maine, where Amma was from. 

She, on the other hand, could hardly contain her excitement. It was tinged a bit with anxiety at having to face the clan after what she’d done, but she was happy to be able to see her family and best friend again. 

And that was what Javi wanted for her. They’d realized very quickly that it didn’t have to be a choice between the clan and their relationship. They could have it all. The Jacobs clan may no longer have the money that Bernard had promised after he wed Amma, but Javi’s bounty hunting days were far from over. In fact, as soon as he’d picked up a new cell phone and contacted all the important members of his usual network, he’d had calls for three different jobs. He hadn’t turned any of them down just yet, but instead, had decided to think on which ones he would take. 

The new Javi had a few more professional morals than the old Javi. He no longer wanted to hunt down runaway brides or terrified kids of rich and snotty parents. Now, he wanted to take on the criminals, the seedy underlings of famous mob bosses, hell, maybe even the mob bosses themselves. 

There were plenty of terrible shifters with bounties on their heads, whether they were wanted by their own clan or by someone else. It was time for Javi to focus his energy on those guys, the ones who didn’t belong in regular society anymore. 

“Are you nervous?” Javi asked when he noticed Amma twisting her hands together like they were a piece of rope. Her clear green eyes were focused on the view in front of them, where tiny little huts made of logs rose up from the ground. They could just barely see the village from their place in the truck. There was a group of kids playing around with some sort of ball and a couple women hanging laundry to dry from a line. 

“A little,” she admitted. “I just don’t know if they’ll have me back after what I lost them.” 

“If they don’t, they’re a bunch of fools,” Javi growled. “And besides, I told you I’ll give all the money I earn to the clan. They won’t be poor for long.” 

“You’re right,” Amma nodded, pulling her shoulders back and sitting up even straighter than she already did. “Let’s go.” 

With those two words, her decision was made. She shoved open the door and leaped down to the soft green grass. She and Javi came around the front of the truck, interlocking their hands as they strode across the grass and into the village. 

Immediately, everyone froze. Twenty sets of eyes turned to stare at them in absolute shock. It was so silent, they could have heard a pin drop onto the soft soil. 

“Amma!” a woman finally said. 

She was a tall, plump brunette with a set of emerald eyes that looked just like Amma’s. 

“Mama,” Amma whispered before she charged forward and nearly leaped into the woman’s waiting arms. They hugged each other close for a long moment, clinging to one another like they thought they might disappear at a moment’s notice before the woman pulled back and looked right at Javi. 

“Who’s this?” she asked, raising a brow. 

Amma grinned and backed up to grab Javi’s hand. He forced his face to remain blank, not wanting to show this woman any sort of fear, even if she was essentially his mother-in-law. 

“Mama, this is Javi,” Amma said proudly. 

Amma’s mother looked from Amma to Javi and back again before a gentle smile spread across her face. 

“You two have imprinted.” 

She was smart. 

Javi grew nervous, hoping he wasn’t about to receive an angry lecture from Amma’s mother. 

“Yes,” he nodded slowly, gauging her reaction.

“Oh, this is wonderful!” she gasped before she pulled Javi into a hug of his own. 

At that point, the rest of the village converged around them, demanding answers. Amma’s father was there, as were her little brothers and her best friend. She went around one by one, introducing Javi to everyone and answering the million questions that they had. 

And then the crowd fell silent and fixed their eyes on something behind Javi. 

Slowly, he and Amma turned around to see an older man with white hair and wrinkled skin staring at them like they’d just brought hellfire down upon the village. 

“Elder Jacobs,” Amma said politely. 

Javi knew who this was. The man who’d all but sold his love to Bernard Mowsley. 

Javi wanted to punch him more than he’d ever wanted to punch anyone, but he kept his cool. He didn’t think Amma would appreciate it if Javi assaulted her clan leader on the very first day. 

Elder Jacobs strode forward with his lips pursed, looking Javi and Amma up and down. 

“You have imprinted on this bear shifter,” he said to Amma. “What about Bernard Mowsley? You have disgraced this clan, Amma. You are not welcome here.” 

Instantly, tears pooled in Amma’s beautiful green eyes. A few of the members behind them gasped, and Javi was pretty sure he heard someone let out a soft sob. 

“Wait a minute,” Javi snapped, stepping to Amma’s defense. “Why is that, exactly? Because she didn’t want to marry who you thought she should? Or because you’re dirt poor and you thought you could use Amma as your little scapegoat?” 

Elder Jacobs’ eyes widened at the brash way Javi spoke to him. 

“Excuse me?” he breathed angrily. 

“I have money,” Javi spat. “Lots of it. As much as Bernard Mowsley offered you, and I’ll keep earning it. But only if you let Amma stay here with her clan and her family.” 

“And I suppose that would include you as well?” Jacobs scoffed. 

“Yes, it would,” Javi nodded. “But if you’re so focused on the money, I’d suggest you let us stay. Just on my next bounty hunting job alone, I’ll be making enough money to buy lumber for all new houses.” 

A murmur of shock and surprise rippled throughout the crowd. Javi knew he’d just won them all over with his words. 

But they weren’t who was important. Elder Jacobs was. He needed to approve of Javi. 

Javi also knew he was the alpha. He was trying to assert dominance over Amma, the one person who’d ever defied him. And, in turn, to assert dominance over Javi. The bounty hunter refused to back down, though, and waited while Elder Jacobs examined him. 

After a long moment, the elder tilted his chin downwards. It wasn’t a nod, exactly, but Javi had a feeling it was about the closest he would ever get to one. 

“Fine,” the elder replied. “The two of you can stay. But I expect all money the bounty hunter earns to go directly to helping out the clan. Understood?” 

“Understood,” Amma said quickly, speaking for both her and Javi. 

Elder Jacobs said nothing more but gave them another half nod before he walked away. 

Instantly, the two of them were inundated by townspeople. Already, Javi felt like one of the family, which was strange to him. 

He hadn’t had a family, or a clan, since his mother had died. But all of a sudden, all of those old feelings flooded back to him and he realized that he actually missed being part of the clan. 

When he was part of a clan, he was a part of something greater than himself. And maybe, without even realizing it, that was what he’d been searching for all along. 

Javi shoved his hand into his pocket as he answered all of the many questions being tossed him and Amma’s way. How did they meet? When did they imprint? What was it like? 

And, a few of the nosier women wanted to know if the two of them had consummated the bond yet. To that, Amma just blushed and ducked her head. That alone was answer enough and was followed by a whole string of shrieks from the rest of the women who were Amma’s age. The older generation, though, simply clucked and nodded, looking at Javi with keen eyes. 

Deep in his pocket, Javi felt the tiny little box. 

The ring box. 

It wasn’t exactly a real ring, of course. And he wasn’t sure how Amma would react. This tradition was one he’d picked up while in the human world, but he’d decided he rather liked it. The idea of wearing a symbol of their union had struck him as ridiculous, at first. 

But when he met Amma, that was all he wanted. He wanted the whole world to know that the two of them were together, forever attached and forever in love. 

Slowly, he pulled it out. The ring inside the box was made of fake silver and a fake diamond. He planned to replace it as soon as he got the chance to go inside a real ring store, but when he’d seen the thing in one of the gas stations they’d stopped at, he couldn’t resist. 

He wanted Amma to be his forever. 

Slowly, he backed up, making space in the crowd of people. Amma turned to him just as he was sinking down to one knee, the way he’d seen a few men do in the human world. 

“What are you doing?” Amma asked, completely confused. 

Everyone else was as well, but Javi paid them no mind. He pulled the box up in front of his face and popped it open. 

“The humans have this tradition that I used to think was strange,” he started out, hiding a laugh at the absolute confusion on Amma’s face. “When they want to spend their life with someone, the man proposes with a ring. It’s his way of asking the woman to pledge herself to him forever. And it’s also his way of giving her something in return, a symbol to wear to show everyone that she’s his, and he’s hers. I used to think it was fairly ridiculous to give someone a ring for that reason. But then I met you.” 

Realization was dawning on Amma’s face. And it was dawning on the rest of the crowd. Gasps went up all around them, and more than one woman covered her shocked mouth with a shaky hand. 

“Javi,” Amma breathed but said nothing more. 

“Amma, we’ve imprinted on each other,” Javi chuckled. “You and I both know there is absolutely nothing that will break out bond. But I want us to have a symbol of that. I want us to be joined forever. Amma, I want to be your husband. Will you marry me?”

“Yes.” There wasn’t even a moment of hesitation. Amma bent down to kiss Javi intensely, not caring they were in front of so many people. 

He slipped the ring onto her finger and pulled her up to stand in front of the crowd. Her mother was crying, and so was Geneva, her best friend. Amma’s father was in the back, making his own attempt to hold back his tears. 

A cheer rose from the crowd, so loud and full of excitement that it was as if a queen were in their midst. 

In a way, one was. Amma was Javi’s queen, and he was her king. 
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Chapter Twenty
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The celebration that came after Javi proposed had lasted long into the night. He’d taken a few of the men into town, driving them in his truck for the first time. The trip had taken about twice as long as it needed to since all of the Jacobs clan needed to admire Javi’s piece of human technology. But when they’d finally left, they picked up all sorts of food and delicacies that Javi had paid for. 

Amma loved seeing her clan so happy. It wasn’t just the sweets or the thing Javi had called pizza that tasted like heaven on Earth, or the bubbly brown liquid that had made everyone overly hyper for at least an hour. 

It was the fact that they didn’t have to worry anymore. They didn’t have to worry about being able to clothe their children, or about having a safe, warm space to hibernate, or about being able to eat. 

Javi would take care of all of that now. He would use any money he earned to help the Jacobs clan become bigger and better than ever before. 

Amma loved him for so many different reasons, but that was absolutely at the top of her list. 

Elder Jacobs had even allowed them to stay in the back house, the one that had previously only been reserved for guests. It was the same one Bernard had stayed in when he’d come into town, but Amma didn’t care. 

Soon, she and Javi would build their own house. They’d have a ceremony and a party with the entire clan, and it would be a momentous occasion. But for now, she and her fiancé were in the back house. 

Amma couldn’t help but stare at the ring he’d given her. None of the other clans used such a symbol to show marriage, but Amma didn’t mind. Some human traditions were nice, and this was one of them. 

“You like it, right?” Javi asked nervously for about the fifth time that night. 

He and Amma were lying on the bed in the larger room of the house. The night was dark outside, and crickets chirped, creating the perfect lullaby to go to sleep with. 

“Javi, I love it,” Amma reassured him again. “Even if it were the ugliest ring in the world, I’d still love it because it came from you.” 

“Good.” He grinned, settling back. But then, suddenly, he flipped over and looked Amma right in the eyes. “It’s not the ugliest thing you’ve ever seen, though, right?” 

“No,” she laughed. “Come here.” 

Amma shifted across the bed to wrap Javi up in what was meant to be a sweet, calming kiss. It quickly turned intense with need and passion, though. That spot of wetness grew between Amma’s legs again, and she realized what she wanted. 

Javi. 

They had not been intimate with each other since that night in the motel room. They simply hadn’t had time. But now that Amma was in the heat of the moment, it seemed like an absolute crime. 

Javi’s mind was in the exact same place Amma’s was. He quickly flipped them over, running his hands up and down her body as he nibbled at the base of her ear. This time, the urge to take her clothes off and feel him inside of her took hold within seconds. It was all she wanted. 

So much so that Amma’s hands went to the hem of Javi’s shirt and started to tug it up without warning. 

He didn’t mind, of course. 

She pulled his shirt free and instantly ran her fingers up and down his smooth washboard abs, reveling in the way they felt under her skin. He was warm and soft, with just the right amount of hair covering his stomach. Amma let her fingers play in the brown curls, twisting and tugging gently, enjoying the way Javi moaned at every small ministration of hers. 

“You have magical fingers,” he murmured, shifting back up her body to suck her lower lip into his mouth. 

At the same moment, Javi’s own magical fingers traveled between Amma’s legs, finding her soft, sensitive area easily. He buried one finger inside of her without warning, causing Amma to cry out in surprised pleasure. 

“My god!” she shrieked. At that moment, she couldn’t even bring herself to care if anyone heard, even though she knew she should have. All she could concentrate on was Javi’s finger inside of her as he slowly thrust in and out, coating his hand in her wet juices. 

Javi loved the way she looked when she was in the throes of pleasure, Amma could tell. Every few minutes, he’d stop moving, giving her just enough time to regain some sort of consciousness before he started up again. 

Amma loved it. The way his fingers felt inside of her, the way he already seemed to know her body like the back of his hand, the way he made sure everything he did was enjoyable for her. 

She’d heard the women talk when she was growing up. They’d always made it seem like sex was a duty women performed for their man, and not some wonderfully magical thing that two people were meant to enjoy. 

But with Javi, it was different. With Javi, sex was for both of them. He made sure Amma enjoyed every single second of every single minute of it, and she was so happy this was the man she was spending the rest of her life with. 

Slowly, Javi drew his fingers out of her, bringing them carefully to his mouth before he sucked them inside, licking all of her juices off of them. 

Amma’s eyes went as wide as the entire Earth. She’d never thought she’d see a person do that, much less feel a rush of arousal when it happened. 

“Oh my,” she said breathlessly. 

Suddenly, the dress she was wearing became far too much clothing. Amma yanked it up and over her head, then shoved her panties down her legs. They caught around her ankles, but she didn’t care, as long as Javi had access to her. 

To make her feel good. 

A wicked grin spread over his face, and he slowly undid his belt buckle. The bounty hunter took his time getting his pants off, knowing that every second was absolutely torturous for Amma. 

But it was the good kind of torturous. 

Finally, everything was off, and his penis sprang free, large and at attention, as he crawled over Amma’s naked body. 

They let their hands roam across the other’s skin, spending a moment in quiet awe. To each, the other was an absolutely godly creature, shaped and molded for their eyes, and their eyes alone. 

Amma’s legs splayed open as the need started to grow, almost reaching a painful high. 

“Javi,” she groaned throatily. 

“Javi, what?” Javi asked with a devilish smirk. 

“You know,” Amma rolled her eyes, but it was only because that was about all the movement she could muster. All of her brain was absorbed into her need. 

“Say please,” Javi ordered as his grin spread even wider. 

“Fine,” Amma huffed out, pretending to be annoyed. But they both knew she absolutely wasn’t. “Please.” 

And, like the perfect gentleman Javi was now striving to be, he obliged her needs. She cried out in ecstasy as his cock buried itself inside of her, reaching into the deepest parts of her sex, pleasuring her in a way she never even thought possible. The feeling of his fullness buried inside her was one she would always love, and never tired of. 

Suddenly, though, he pulled out of her, reaching down to grab her and flip her back on her stomach, then yanking her hips up toward him and entering her from behind. It only took a few seconds for Amma to settle from the shock and adjust to the feeling of him reaching even deeper into her. 

“Javi! Yes, please!” She moaned as his skin slapped against her bare behind. The new position caused a fire to burn in the bowels of her belly with a newfound ferocity, and it was a matter of only a few moments before she was coming undone, falling face forward onto the bed as a powerful orgasm ripped through her, pulling the same out of Javi. 

They spent that entire night, and the next few days, curled up in a nest of their own love. The world was perfect now—right. They didn’t have to worry about Bernard any longer, or the Jacobs clan, or a million other things that the two of them used to think of all the time. 

Now, it was just them. They were engaged, and the future was all theirs. Neither one of them knew exactly what was in store for them, but they knew it would be wonderful, whatever happened. 

Javi promised to take Amma traveling. And she promised to show him how to cook. 

And, most of all, they both promised to love each other unconditionally for as long as they both shall live. 




Epilogue —Eight Years Later

Amma glanced out over the rushing creek, looking for her twins.

They’d gotten into trouble. Again. Not that she was in the least bit surprised. After all, the two of them were the product of a bounty hunter and a rebellious runaway bride. 

Come to think of it, she and Javi may have been asking for trouble when they’d decided to get pregnant. 

On the flip side, her two seven-year-olds were the most adventurous kids in the Jacobs clan. Even Elder Jacobs had to give them some credit every once in a while. Sasha and Ronan were always bringing back blackberries, or fresh fish, or pretty rocks for everyone to enjoy. 

And despite the fact that the village women all thought Sasha needed to learn how to do women’s chores, Amma and Javi absolutely refused. Javi taught both of their kids how to do everything he did, from hunting to fishing to going into town. 

Amma had drawn the line at fighting, though. Or, as Javi had tried to call it, “self-defense.” 

Really, he’d just wanted to teach his children how to beat up anyone that made them mad. And Amma would have none of it. She wanted to raise kids that had all of her and Javi’s fire and spunk, but none of their violent tendencies. 

That night with Bernard still haunted her. She thought she knew whether or not she’d have pulled the trigger, but, as she looked back on it, Amma realized that she truly had no idea. 

For all she knew, she might have pulled the trigger if Bernard hadn’t agreed. Javi meant that much to her. 

Amma glanced down at the fake ring on her finger, the one that symbolized her union with Javi. He’d wanted to replace it with a real ring, but Amma had refused to let him. 

What she wore on her finger now was a symbol, but not of their union. It was a symbol of how they’d found each other, even when it had seemed like an impossible feat. And then, it was a symbol of how they’d stayed together, even when it seemed like the entire world was against them. 

That ring was so much more than a cheap piece of jewelry, and Amma knew it. 

“Sasha! Ronan! Where are you?” Amma shouted into the woods again. “These children are going to get in a world of hurt if they don’t come back here fast.”

As if her words had carried across the forest and smacked right into her children’s eardrums, two tiny, brown bear cubs came stumbling through the woods, wrestling with each other the entire way. Their little grunts and growls reverberated off the trees, and Amma couldn’t help but laugh. 

They weren’t supposed to be shifting yet. Just because their bodies were physically able to do it didn’t mean that Amma and Javi wanted to allow it. But, of course, like the little troublemakers they were, her twins had decided otherwise. 

Suddenly, the little cubs froze, and intense looks of fear crossed their faces when they saw their mom. 

Amma quickly forced her smile back and planted her hands on her hips, raising an eyebrow as she stared at her children. 

The two cubs swiveled their heads around to look at one another. 

Amma knew exactly what they were planning. They were trying to figure out some way to get out of the trouble they were so clearly in. 

“That is not going to happen,” Amma called out, shaking her head. “Shift. Now.” 

Slowly, the bears regressed and became two tiny little children with dark black hair and striking green eyes. 

“It was her idea!” Ronan called out quickly, shoving Sasha into the creek. 

“Hey!” his sister gasped, but she had been caught off guard. She splashed down into the cold water, thrashing around before she resurfaced and stared at her brother with a look of fire that very closely resembled one Amma often wore. “No fair!” 

Sasha ducked her head under the creek’s surface briefly, coming back up to spurt a long stream of cold water in Ronan’s direction. 

The kid artfully ducked his sister’s attack and instead leaped across the creek, utilizing the giant rocks as landing points, and came to a stop right in front of Amma. 

“Hi, Mama.” His grin was so dopey and adorable, with his mop of black hair falling down across his eyes, that Amma couldn’t force herself to stay mad any longer. 

“Hi,” she laughed, handing him a set of clothes. “I thought the two of you might be out here, disobeying my instructions.” 

“We weren’t, Mama,” Sasha insisted fiercely. She came to the bank and accepted her own set of clothes from her mother. “We were looking for blackberry bushes. Only, we were doing it in bear form.” 

“I don’t get why we even need to pick blackberries,” Ronan sighed. “Why can’t Daddy just got to the store and get some?” 

“Because,” Amma replied, throwing her arms around her twins’ shoulders and leading them back through the forest, “there are some things that I want to teach you about the old ways. The human world is wonderful and convenient, but I don’t want the two of you to become lazy.” 

“What’s convenient?” Sasha asked. 

“Simple. Easy,” Amma replied quickly. She was used to this. Her children were curious and often asked for the meaning of words they didn’t know or understand. “Besides, your father is on a job right now. How, exactly, would he be able to drive you to the store?” 

“I didn’t think about that,” Ronan said, shoving his head into Amma’s side. “When will he be back?” 

“I’m not sure,” Amma replied honestly. 

This was the part she hated about Javi’s job. She never needed to worry that he would stray from her and find somebody else. Instead, she worried that the job would take too long, or something would happen and he would never return to her. 

But the money was amazing. Life had absolutely turned around for the Jacobs clan in the last eight years, and Javi was the one they had to thank. He’d even convinced a few of the other clan members to get jobs in the human world, ones that would bring even more money to them. 

They would never fully assimilate, Amma knew. And she didn’t want to. She much preferred having the people in town believe that the Jacobs clan was some sort of strange religious sect. 

But it was still wonderful to have the comforts of the modern human world, even if she wanted to teach her children about the old ways first. 

“Oh my goodness, the two of you are absolutely filthy,” Amma sighed, picking a twig out of Sasha’s hair and a bug out of Ronan’s ear. 

“Mama, stop,” he sighed, squirming out of Amma’s grip. 

Her kids were growing up too fast. They hadn’t yet reached the age where they refused to let her touch them, but most of the time, they squirmed out of her affection as quickly as they possibly could. 

“Go wash up,” Amma laughed, pushing them toward the house. “I will be there in a moment.” 

She paused as she watched her children dash off, silently deciding to race one another. 

The village had changed so much in the last few years. Where they had once had one- or two-room huts with nothing more than the bare necessities, they now had complete houses, with bathrooms and kitchens. Javi had found someone in the human world to help them out for a much lower cost and had managed to re-do the entire village in the first two years he’d lived with them. 

Now, all of the families had their own house and many of them had enough rooms for each of their children. Even her four younger brothers had been given their own rooms. 

They were older now, of course. It was almost as if they’d turned into teenagers overnight. 

She took one last glance around her village, reminiscing on all it took to get there, before she headed toward henhouse again. 

Those children had better be washing up, she thought. 

Amma had a special treat for them. She’d bought a frozen pizza from the grocery store in town and planned to cook it that night. She often did this whenever one of Javi’s trips was taking longer than expected. 

In a way, it helped bring her a little bit of joy just as much as it did their children. 

Amma marched on toward her house, passing neighbors who all stopped to wave. Some still had clotheslines out front, where they hung their clothes to air dry, while others had taken their lines down in favor of a washing machine and dryer. 

Amma preferred the machines. There were some things she still liked to do the old-fashioned way, but laundry was absolutely not one of them. 

As she got closer to her house, what she saw stopped her in her tracks. 

A massive truck was parked next to the front lawn. A truck she recognized. 

A truck that belonged to the man she loved. 

Without even thinking, Amma started to sprint home, just like her children had done only a few minutes before. She didn’t care that it was absolutely improper for a grown woman to run like that. 

Her mate was home. That was the only thing on her mind right then. 

The moment she entered the house, she heard screams of excitement bursting out of her children. A smile spread across Amma’s face, and she followed the giggles and screeches into the living room. 

Sure enough, Javi was there with the twins, running and chasing them. 

And also just about destroying her living room in the process, but Amma couldn’t bring herself to be upset about that right then. 

“Daddy!” Sasha screamed as Javi caught up to her and lifted her into the air, easily swinging her tiny form over his shoulder. 

“I’ve got one!” Javi announced. “Where’s the other?” 

Javi twisted his face up into an expression that had become their family’s symbol for a monster. He bared his teeth and squinted his eyes, letting out a growl that sounded surprisingly close to his bear growl. 

Ronan dashed out from behind the couch, making a beeline for the doorway, where Amma was standing. 

“Mama, move!” he screeched. “The monster’s gonna get me!” 

“Oh, is it?” She laughed and then bent down to catch her son in her arms. “I’ll protect you.” 

“Mama’s in on the game!” Javi exclaimed. “Here we go!” 

Amma carted Ronan off and up the stairs, aiming for her bedroom, where she’d close the door if she got that far. 

But Javi was still quicker than her, even when he was carrying Sasha over his shoulder. He quickly sprang up behind Amma, grabbing her around the waist just as she hit the landing on the second floor. 

All four of them came crashing down to the white carpeted floor, but Javi ensured they landed softly in a pile of screams and giggles. 

“I got you!” Javi announced proudly, straddling Amma as their kids raced off. 

“No bath!” they screeched. 

“You’re getting a bath!” Amma and Javi yelled back in unison. 

“Just not right now,” he murmured, bending down to kiss Amma. 

“Hi,” she chuckled when he pulled back. “I didn’t think you were coming home for another week.” 

“I finished early,” he shrugged, but Amma saw the smug smile he tried and failed to hide. “The guy was on the run from the Kansas City cops, but he thought it was a good idea to stop in Vegas and gamble away all his stolen money. He was easy pickings.” 

“Ah, Vegas,” Amma chuckled, remembering the one time Javi had taken her there. The bear shifter hadn’t been the biggest fan of all of the bright lights and well-dressed people. She much preferred the quiet country life herself. 

“I missed you,” Javi sighed, kissing her again. “So. Damn. Much.” 

He punctuated each word with a kiss to a different part of his wife. First, her neck, then her ear, and then the hollow in between her collarbones. 

“Ohhhh, you should probably get off,” Amma breathed, as that familiar feeling settled between her legs. 

Javi raised an eyebrow and grinned, but he obliged anyway. 

“I’ve still got it,” he laughed. 

“You never lost it, my love,” Amma replied. 

The air was punctuated by excited shrieks, and then the sound of something shattering downstairs. 

“Remind me why we had twins again,” Javi breathed. 

“Because we had no other choice,” Amma pointed out. 

He turned back to look at her, and for a moment, they were able to forget that the rest of the world was even there. 

Until, of course, the sound of something else shattering echoed around the house. 

“We should probably go check that out,” Javi said. 

“Probably.” Amma nodded. 

Still, the two of them lay there for another minute longer, even as the hushed fighting of their twins started to ripple up the staircase. 

The rest of the night was, as usual, absolutely chaotic. There were plenty of people in the clan who thought that Amma’s kids were two rambunctious nuisances, but she knew better. 

They simply had minds of their own, just like she had. And neither Amma nor Javi would take it any other way. They wanted their twins to grow up thinking they could do absolutely anything, even if that meant leaving the clan one day and striking off on their own. 

It was moments like those where Amma’s mind fell back to how she and Javi had first met. In fact, as she was lying in bed that night, it was all she could think about. 

“What’s on your mind?” he murmured, putting down his brand-new Stephen King book to pay attention to his wife. 

“I was just thinking of the first day we met,” Amma replied. “You know, when you chloroformed me.” 

“Oh, yeah, that,” Javi said sheepishly. “Have I mentioned that was very misguided?” 

“Once or twice,” Amma giggled. 

Actually, he’d mentioned it about a thousand times. It was his go-to apology whenever Amma would get angry. 

But she wasn’t mad then. In fact, she was the exact opposite. 

Amma rolled over in bed and faced her husband, tucking her arm under her face as an extra pillow. 

“When did you know you wanted me?” she asked. “Not when we imprinted. I mean, was there a moment before that?” 

“When I first saw you,” he replied, only half-joking. Amma just raised an eyebrow, making it clear she was looking for the absolute truth. “Okay. Remember how you ran off with those women in the bathroom?” 

“Yes.” 

“That was it,” he shrugged. “I figured that any woman who could outsmart me was a woman I should want. And then, of course, we imprinted, so I had no other choice.” 

“And now you’re stuck with me,” Amma laughed, wriggling closer to her husband. 

“Exactly,” Javi breathed, stroking her hair and holding her against him. 

For a while, they just laid there, listening to each other breathe. Amma pressed her ear up against Javi’s chest so she could listen to his heart beating. It was a habit she’d developed not long after they’d met, and one that she’d never give up, even if someone offered her an outrageous sum of money to do so. 

Hearing that heartbeat made her feel safe. It reminded Amma that, no matter what else happened, she always had Javi. Even in the dark times—and there had been a few—she could press her ear to his chest and hear that heartbeat, and she knew everything would be okay. 

She’d been doing it more and more recently. Every time she found out she was pregnant, only to lose the baby, she would sit there and listen to Javi’s heart beating. Most of the time, he would cry. At one point, she’d wanted to stop telling him, but felt that was unfair. 

This time was different, though. This time, she’d waited until she was precisely three months along, when it was highly unlikely she’d miscarry again. 

And now it was time to tell him. She’d kept it a secret all this time, but that secret felt like it was about to explode inside of her now that he was back home. 

“I have something to tell you,” Amma said, pulling back to look Javi in the eyes. 

“Mmmhhm?” he replied absentmindedly, stroking a finger down her hair. 

“Today was a very special day,” Amma started. “I was planning to wait until you got back to say anything, and, well, now here you are.” 

“Amma, what is it?” he demanded, a hint of fear edging into his voice. 

Amma paused, drawing out the suspense as long as she could stand. 

“I’m pregnant,” she finally said. 

Unlike the first four times she’d told him, Javi’s face didn’t immediately dissolve into one of joy. 

“How far along?” he asked cautiously. 

This was the best part. Amma let her mouth curl up into a smile, enjoying the way light leaped into Javi’s eyes just based on her expression. 

“Twelve weeks.” 

Javi’s mouth dropped open. For a moment, he tried to form words. 

But none would come. The moment was far too joyous for either of them. 

Thanks to her wacky pregnancy hormones, Amma was already crying. Javi looked like he was just about to join her when he shoved his face into his hands. 

“Three months!” he cried out, trying to muffle the sound so they didn’t wake the twins. 

“Yes.” Amma nodded. 

Javi dropped his hands and pulled Amma to him, much more gently than he usually did. 

“I’m so happy,” he murmured. 

“Me too, my love,” she replied. “Me too.” 

They fell asleep entwined like that, blissful in the knowledge that another little baby was safely inside of Amma. 

At that moment, everything was perfect. Their love story may have had a rocky start, and they may have encountered a million bumps along the way, but they’d realized that was all part of their journey. 

Their love was endless. Boundless. And forever. 
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Read Book 1 of the Alpha Meets Omega series

Alpha Meets Omega is a new shifter dating app series. Swipe right to find the shifter of your dreams this Valentine’s Day!
Omega Lucy
I’m an omega who can’t stand alphas.
Their cocky swagger, their entitlement,
their ridiculously muscular bodies—everything.
My father was an alpha, and a liar.
How can I ever trust one again?
And now I lost a bet and have to go on five dates,
on the Alpha Meets Omega dating App.
Good thing I’m immune to an alphas charm.
Alpha Ryan
I became a cop to protect.
I’d do anything to keep drug dealers off the street.
Which is why I can’t start a family.
My job is my life.
But now I’m being pressured to find a date
For the Valentine’s dance.
It was just a date with an omega,
Some stupid dating app.
And now my whole world has been turned upside down.
I can’t let her destroy everything I built.
But I have to keep her safe...

Read the Omegas in Heat Box Set on Amazon Kindle Unlimited!

Four of the hottest M/F Omega romances for the price of one!
Book 1: The Omega Hybrid
I’m a half-breed. Lower than dirt.
All my life, the Hearteaters MC have treated me like a dog.
Now they expect me to mate their Alpha.
And they call that an honor?!
Carry his cubs? Be his Omega?
The wolf in me, will never submit to his bear.
Never!
No one in their right mind would help a Hearteater MC runaway.
Except, maybe, three rogue wolf shifters.
Sexy. Protective. And utterly devoted to ME.
Book 2: The Human Omega
I was raised by wolves. I never imagined I would be forced to marry one.
All my life i've been an outsider. A human raised by a pack of wolf shifters. And now that that I have returned to the pack for the alpha contest, the unimaginable has happened. I am to be the next alpha's omega. I am to give birth to werewolves.
What scares me most is who will be the next alpha. Will it be Axe, my protector, my greatest friend since childhood? Or will it be Hawk, who only wants to control and dominate me? Which wolf will win the alpha contest and claim me for life?
Book 3: Omega’s Wolves
Omega females are valued only for their ability to breed.
The Hell’s Wolves MC are bad, dangerously bad.
They are on the outskirts of the shifter world,
and are known for being wild, reckless, and untrustworthy.
That’s why I know they are the only ones I can hire to protect me from him....
The only ones, that might save me from a life of breeding.
But can I find light in their darkness? Will they betray me?
Book 4: Omega’s Claim
Juniper:
Bryce may be my Alpha, but he’s abusive—dangerous.
And now that I’m pregnant, he’s hunting for me.
I’ll do anything to protect my unborn cubs from him, but how?
And who will protect me?
Garret:
As Alpha of the Smoke Wolf Pack I have three rules:
1.Don’t consort with Bears.
2.Take No Bull Sh*t!
3.Never let a woman get in the way of pack business.
But now that this sexy little omega she-bear has shown up in my territory,
I’m in a world of TROUBLE. She arouses my every protective instinct.
And despite the danger, I cannot refuse her...anything.
18+ Only
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Sky Winters is drawn to writing paranormal fairy tales with bad-ass shapeshifters. She likes her heroes and heroines to be the unexpected ones, and their passion to be steamy! She writes these sizzl'n and surreal tales for you, late at night, when the wolves are howling from her Northwestern home. 
If surreal romance with shapeshifters is your thing, you best sign up for Paranormal Romance Publishers email list, and grab a copy of “Wolf Babies” for FREE

SPECIAL OFFER

Listen to SILVER WOLF for >>FREE<< when you sign up for Audible's free trial. http://www.audible.com/offers/30free?asin=B01EVSILI4

Check out Sky’s other titles on her author central page:

http://www.amazon.com/Sky-Winters/e/B01797E6A6/ref=sr_tc_2_0?qid=1463884617&sr=1-2-ent
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