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      How can she trust again after being abandoned?

      

      Allison Watkins has been missing for a year. One of many victims captured by the mysterious Romulus, she is finally rescued by the North American Reserves in a massive sting. Tired and in need of counseling, she comes to the Spencer Ranch in Texas to reunite with her parents and work through her trauma with the other rescued women.

      

      Daniel Spencer has been training with NAR for over a year. He is prepared to fight the undefined menace closing in, threatening the way of life shifters have enjoyed for centuries. He is determined to ensure his family and friends can continue to live in peace. What he isn’t prepared for is the sexy broken blonde with deep blue eyes who arrives at his family’s ranch and stops him dead in his tracks.

      

      Allison is his mate. Denying the connection is futile. But she has been through a lot. She needs time. And time is not on their side.

      

      The clock is ticking. Daniel needs to get to Seattle and join the rest of the forces gathering for a battle against evil. He can’t stay with the mate he’s only known for days because her safety, and the safety of every shifter on the planet, is at stake. He’ll do whatever it takes to keep her alive.

      

      What does the Romulus want? And why are they preying on young female shifters? Locating them and stopping this madness before exposure to humans and the Romulus’ evil plan destroys their world is the top priority.
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      Allison huddled in the dark corner of the closet, shivering with cold. She kept her knees tucked under her chin, and her matted hair hung around her face. She couldn’t remember when she’d last had a bath or washed her hair. She’d lost track of time. She didn’t know how long she’d been in this dark prison, either. Hours? Days?

      She was so thirsty. If she had to guess, it had been a few days. She’d slept only in short spurts, unable to get comfortable and repeatedly jerking awake out of fear. Even the slightest noise startled her.

      She’d rocked to keep warm, but dressed only in shorts and a T-shirt, she wasn’t wearing enough clothes for the lower temperatures she’d experienced…wherever the hell I am.

      A noise made her freeze. She stiffened and lifted her face as though it would help her hear better. She held her breath. Was he back? He’d never left her this long. She didn’t know which fate was worse, starving to death locked in this closet or him returning to drag her out and stab a needle into her filled with whatever he repeatedly injected into her.

      He rarely spoke and never answered any of her questions. She’d given up trying to communicate or reason with him months ago. But she had no idea what his intentions were. She was stuck, seemingly in the middle of nowhere in a cabin in the woods. She thought they had traveled north that first night when someone snatched her from The Gathering last year, and the cooler weather would indicate she was right.

      She’d been in her hotel room alone when a man knocked on the door, sweet-talked his way inside, and then jabbed her in the thigh with a syringe.

      Her last memory had been staring at him wide-eyed as her body stopped holding itself upright. He’d cradled her in his arms and set her on the bed. Even her mouth refused to omit a scream. Everything had gone black.

      She didn’t know his name. Nor did she know the name of the man who had been her guard here in this cabin. He’d never told her. She knew it had been over a year, judging by the change of seasons.

      The only clothes she had were the contents of the small suitcase she’d taken to The Gathering. Her captor had packed up all her belongings and taken her drugged body and everything she had with her. Unfortunately, The Gathering was held at the beginning of summer in Oklahoma. Nothing but warm-weather clothing accompanied her.

      And now she was stuck without proper attire for the weather, and the asshole holding her hostage never provided her with anything else.

      When she’d awoken the day after her abduction, she found herself bound and gagged in the back of a Jeep bumping down the road toward her new fate. This was not what she’d had in mind when she’d gone to The Gathering.

      Sure, she’d been looking for a mate. Every red-blooded shifter between the ages of eighteen and thirty did the same thing every other year when they attended. Anyone not interested in mating usually didn’t show up.

      But that man was not her mate. Nor was the man who’d kept her hostage in the cabin.

      Footsteps… She angled her head toward the closet door. There were too many. More than one set. Every time there had been visitors, Allison had been on the receiving end of strange drugs that altered her state of mind and stole her memory.

      Stomping and shuffling…even running… Someone was in a hurry. Whispers…

      Allison grew anxious. She stiffened her spine. She reached out her tongue to lick her dry lips to no avail. Her saliva was almost nonexistent. A chill ran down her arms, and she squeezed her legs tighter.

      “Is anybody here?” a voice bellowed.

      Allison flinched. Fear made her keep very still. Nothing good happened when that closet door opened. She knew better than to trust whoever was on the other side of that door.

      “Allison? Allison Watkins?” More shuffling around. Something large scraped across the floor. The small kitchen table? “Shit.”

      Another deeper voice joined the first. Neither belonged to her captor. “Do you think we’re too late? Fuck.”

      Could it be? Had someone finally found her?

      Hope crawled up her spine and landed on her shoulders, weighing them down, pressing her into the floor. She couldn’t lift her body, but she still had her voice. “In here.” The words came out weak and raspy. She tried to lick her dry lips and opened her mouth again. “Here. I’m in here.” This time she sounded louder.

      “Allison?” Footsteps came closer. Thank God. At least she hoped she should be thanking God. The good intentions of these presumed rescuers had yet to be proven.

      The closet door rattled. It was locked. Of course. For a moment she wondered if they thought she was stupid. If it hadn’t been locked, she wouldn’t still be sitting in the closet freezing her ass off. How did the closet always manage to stay colder than the rest of the cabin?

      “Ma’am, could you get as far from the door as possible? I’m going to kick it in.” The voice was soothing, but urgent. The fact that he’d addressed her as “ma’am” eased some of her suspicions. She hadn’t been treated with any sort of humane respect in over a year.

      Allison tucked her feet farther under her and pushed herself to standing. She was amazed she had the energy to pull herself upright, but adrenaline kicked in at the thought of being rescued. Finally.

      She’d given up hope long ago.

      Something hit the closet door and her body jerked. She squeezed herself tighter into the corner, but it was difficult to avoid the opening. The closet wasn’t much larger than the door frame.

      Two more times something slammed into the door before it splintered and broke free around the lock. Large hands reached inside and tugged the splintered wood until it gave way and daylight flooded her tiny cell.

      Allison flung an arm over her face against the brightness. She’d been in the pitch dark too long.

      “Are you Allison Watkins?” a voice asked.

      “Ye-yes,” she muttered, barely able to hear herself.

      “You’re safe now, ma’am. You can come out.”

      Allison peeked over her forearm, her eyes squinted against the light of day. In reality it wasn’t that bright. She just wasn’t accustomed to seeing at all.

      Two men stood just outside the closet, both wearing hunting gear. No, not hunting clothes exactly, but camouflage. And they were armed. Military? They were shifters. Perhaps members of the North American Reserves, then? They stepped back and gave her space, the larger one holding his hand out toward her.

      She stared at the gesture but didn’t reach for him. Her heart pounded so hard she thought it might beat right out of her chest. She hadn’t seen many people besides her captor in over a year. The only time others had visited, they hadn’t spoken. They’d simply covered her head, taken her to some sort of medical lab, and then later returned her to the cabin. No one had ever addressed her or looked her in the eye.

      This man was looking directly at her and concern furrowed his brow. He dropped his hand. “We’re here to rescue you, Allison. You can trust us.”

      I’ve heard that before.

      Allison stepped over the debris, trying to avoid the splintered wood with her bare feet.

      There were three men in the room. One stood by the door, gun drawn, eyes scanning the outside. A knife hung at his waist and a larger rifle was strapped over his shoulder.

      Allison shivered. She had no idea if she could trust these people, but she had nothing to lose, either.

      The largest man spoke again. “I’m Bill. Are you all right?”

      Allison glanced down at herself. “I think so.” She licked her lips. “So thirsty.”

      The shorter blond man darted across to the sink in two strides, grabbed a glass from the counter, and filled it with water from the tap. “How long have you been in there?” he asked as he handed her the cold, welcome liquid.

      Allison downed the entire thing in one long draw, knowing she shouldn’t, but unable to stop herself. Her stomach would hurt, but she didn’t care. “Not sure,” she muttered. “Days?”

      “Who brought you here?” the shorter blond asked. “I’m Chuck, by the way.” He thumbed over his shoulder. “That’s Marshall manning the door.”

      Marshall didn’t turn around. She barely saw his profile. He had longer dark hair, almost black, and he was taller and slimmer.

      “He never said his name.” Allison narrowed her gaze at the three men one at a time, still trying to decide if these men had her best interest in mind.

      “How long have you been here?” Chuck asked. He took the empty glass from her and lifted it. “Do you want more?”

      She shook her head. She should wait a while before drinking more. “Since The Gathering. A year?” She wasn’t positive. “Have…you been looking for me that long?”

      “Not quite, but close.” Chuck looked her up and down. “Is that all you have to wear?”

      “Yes.” Allison wrapped her arms around her middle and shivered again at the mention. “He never gave me more than I had at The Gathering.”

      The bigger man, Bill, shrugged quickly out of his jacket and draped it around her shoulders. “It’s not much, but it’ll help.”

      Marshall nodded outside as he cleared his throat. “Let’s get out of here.” He glanced at Allison and then back out the opening to the outside. “When do you expect your captor to return?”

      “No idea. He’s been gone longer than usual. I was beginning to think he’d left me for dead.” She stared at Marshall’s back, attempting to keep her breathing steady. She was scared out of her mind. They offered you water and gave you a coat. Surely they don’t intend to kill you.

      “Is there anything you want to take?” Chuck asked.

      Allison glanced around. “No.” She wouldn’t mind having at least her purse with her identification, but she had no idea where it was or even if it still existed. “Who are you guys? You don’t look like police.” Was she trading one problem for another? She’d been held captive for a year by one man. There were three here now. They weren’t official by any means. Just three men who thought they’d swoop in and take her to another location. Shifters, though. That had to mean something.

      But three men had come in several times and taken her to another location and then returned her. She could hardly remember the details of any of those encounters.

      “We aren’t with the human police. We’re hired by The Head Council.” Chuck stepped closer to the door and then turned from her to Marshall. “Ready?”

      “Clear.” Marshall pushed the door all the way open and eased outside.

      “I’ll explain better in the car,” Chuck continued over his shoulder. “I know you’re scared and I don’t blame you, but I swear we’re the good guys. And we don’t want to be anywhere near here when your kidnapper returns.”

      Allison didn’t think he would return at all, but that wasn’t going to stop her from getting the hell out of there. She couldn’t imagine a fate worse than staying right then. “He wasn’t my kidnapper. Another man took me from The Gathering and brought me here. I don’t know who either of them were.”

      “I’m so sorry, ma’am.” Bill ducked his head. “Our mission is rescue. Someone else will come behind us to investigate the scene.”

      Allison looked down at her feet. “How far do we have to walk? I’m not very strong.” She hadn’t eaten anything in days and not enough for a regular person in a year. She spotted her tennis shoes by the front door and slipped them on. At least her feet would be protected.

      “We have an SUV very close. We didn’t want to pull up to the door, but close enough to walk.” Bill set a hand on her shoulder and she flinched.

      “Let’s go.” Marshall took off. He scanned every direction and kept low, his knees bent as he jogged away from the cabin.

      Chuck followed on his heels. “Stay right behind me.”

      Allison stepped outside. Her legs wobbled after so long crouched in the closet and not enough use for months. She hadn’t even been outside in a long time. When her captor was home, she was permitted to use the tiny bathroom in one corner of the cabin, the only separate room it contained. When he was away and she was locked in the closet, she peed in a bucket in the cramped space. She always knew when she was dehydrated because she no longer needed to pee.

      She soon saw the black SUV they’d mentioned among the trees about twenty yards away. Her legs threatened to buckle, but adrenaline pulled her along.

      She couldn’t imagine anyone was watching them or following them, but she felt the palpable concern of the three men flanking her.

      Allison scanned in both directions. The hairs on the back of her neck prickled, and she tripped over a tree stump. Chuck reached back and swept her off her feet before she hit the ground.

      And then all hell broke loose. A shot rang out. And then another, coming from the opposite direction. It happened so fast, Allison couldn’t tell for sure where the noises came from.

      Chuck flattened her against the ground, lying on top of her and covering her head. Her knees hit the dirt hard, and then her face. She took a deep breath and dust filled her nose.

      More shots. So many she couldn’t count them. She could see Marshall’s boots to her side where he crouched down in front of her face and mowed the area with his machine gun.

      Her chest pounded. She couldn’t breathe. Chuck was pressing on top of her with too much weight. And she blinked, but dirt clouded her vision, making her eyes burn.

      A loud grunt followed by a thump filtered into her awareness. Bill. Had he been hit?

      Allison pushed against the ground with both hands, trying to free herself of Chuck’s overpowering pressure on her back. She couldn’t get him to budge.

      “Go,” Marshall whispered. He glanced back at Chuck and then down at Allison. She squinted to see him. “Get her to the SUV. I’ll be right behind you.” He motioned with his chin toward the tree line.

      Chuck whisked her off the ground as though she weighed nothing. He held her against his chest, one arm wrapped around her middle. Her feet didn’t reach the ground.

      “Go with them,” Marshall said. He must have spoken that last part to Bill. “Hurry.”

      When they reached the car, Bill stepped around Chuck and whipped open the back door. Chuck swung her inside. “Get on the floor,” he muttered before he slammed the door. Within seconds all three men had circled to the other doors and jumped inside. Someone started the SUV and gunned the engine so fast, Allison had to brace herself against the front seat. She squeezed into a tight ball on the floor and ducked her head, expecting the glass to shatter all around her any moment.

      The ride was rough at first as the SUV bounced around on the uneven ground. There were no more shots. She held her breath for several minutes it seemed, worried about a tire blowing or the gas tank exploding. Whatever sorts of things might happen to a car in a gun fight.

      When she finally tipped her head up, she saw Bill in the seat across from her. His gaze kept shifting from one window to another, scanning the area behind them as they sped away. He held his left arm tight with his right hand wrapped around his bicep. Blood trickled between his fingers. He didn’t seem to notice.

      With a huge bounce, the SUV went over a large bump and then the drive smoothed out. They must have hit the pavement.

      “I think we’re safe now,” Marshall said over his shoulder. “You okay, Bill?”

      “Yeah, just a flesh wound. I’ll live.” He unwrapped his fingers from his arm and peeked at the damage, making Allison’s stomach revolt. She’d never seen a gunshot wound before. And she couldn’t see anything but blood on his jacket now. But the idea of what lay beneath made her swallow back bile.

      “Who was that?” Allison asked, dipping her gaze down so she could avoid staring at Bill’s wound.

      “No idea,” Chuck said from the front. “But they didn’t like the idea of us taking you, that’s for sure.”

      She breathed a giant sigh of relief. Whatever the fuck that chapter in her life had been, she hoped it was over. She lifted her gaze back to Bill. “Where are you taking me?”
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        * * *

      

      Henry paced next to his car while he listened to the phone ringing on the other end. He’d pulled into a deserted parking lot to make this call.

      He exhaled when the line connected. “Sir?”

      “How many times have I told you not to call me during the day, Fairfield?”

      Henry braced himself. He’d known this would happen. “It’s an emergency, sir.”

      “What?” the older man barked.

      “Something’s gone terribly wrong. Several women were seized all across the country at the same time.”

      “What the fuck? What are you talking about?”

      Henry took shallow breaths. He rubbed his forehead. “I don’t know anything else, sir. It appears someone was onto us, and they organized an ambush.”

      “Any men?”

      “No. Just the women.”

      “How many?”

      “Not sure yet. Maybe a dozen. I’m still waiting to hear from all the guards.” Henry lifted his face to the sky. “Allison Watkins was one of them. J.T. was nowhere to be found when your men showed up to pick her up. They got caught in a shootout.”

      “Shit.” The man paused. “Was anyone harmed?”

      “No, sir. They think they hit one of the men who took Allison, but when gunfire was returned in an effort to mow them down with a machine gun, they ran for safety. They think the North American Reserves were involved.”

      “NAR?”

      “Looks that way, sir.”

      “Damn.”

      Henry waited for his boss to say something else.

      “Well, keep me posted when you know more and hang tight. I’ll do some investigating on my end.”

      “Okay.”

      The line went dead. Henry climbed back into his car and tossed his cell on the passenger seat. He banged his head on the steering wheel. Fuck.
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      “They’re on their way.” Evan set the cordless on the counter and turned to his mate.

      “I don’t know why I’m so nervous.” Ashley wrung her hands and then wrapped them around her mug of coffee to keep still. Her nerves were getting to her. She set her elbows on the table and couldn’t stop tapping her feet. “We’ve known this day would come for months.”

      “True, but it’s understandably nerve-wracking.” Evan approached his mate and leaned over the table to kiss her. “Are you okay? You can still back out if you want.”

      She shook her head. “I would never do that. I’m sure Allison needs me. I want to be helpful. It’s just stressful.”

      “I know. I’ll be right beside you.”

      “What time will they arrive?”

      “In about an hour. They drove all night from Minnesota. We’ll see how she’s doing and decide when to leave for the ranch.” Evan sat next to his mate.

      “Has The Head Council contacted her parents?”

      “Yes. They’re flying directly to the ranch in Texas. They’ll meet us there.”

      “God, they must be so worried.”

      “I’m sure they are, baby.” Evan grabbed her hands and squeezed them.

      It had only been a year since Evan had rescued Ashley from the man who took her from The Gathering five years ago. She could remember the frantic way her parents reacted when she first arrived back home.

      Evan and his team of private investigators spent months tracking and locating other missing shifters. The Head Council for the North American shifters, located in Seattle, had provided the manpower from NAR to extricate a dozen shifters simultaneously. Their hope was that by doing so, whoever was behind this elaborate scheme of kidnappings would be caught off guard and unable to move any of the women before they were rescued.

      With the exception of the altercation extricating Allison from Minnesota, the plan had been flawless. All twelve people involved had been successfully recovered. None of the shifters organized to perform this elaborate sting had been killed. Several of the abductors had been taken into custody and were on their way to Seattle for questioning.

      If the men holding each of these shifters were anything like the man who’d taken Ashley, Damon Parkfield, they probably wouldn’t know much.

      “You’re deep in thought.” Evan lifted one of Ashley’s hands to his lips and kissed her knuckles.

      “Do you think they’ll be able to find out who’s behind this insanity?” She lifted her gaze to Evan. “Damon was a rogue wolf. He didn’t seem to know anything about who was supplying him with the drugs he used on me. What if all the others are the same?”

      “It’s a possibility. Hopefully there was a breach somewhere and at least one of them knows something. From my research, it seems all the shifters involved in this were loners when they were approached by whoever is leading this operation. If any of them knows more than we already do from surveillance and phone taps, it’ll be a miracle.”

      “There could be hundreds more out there. Missing. Kidnapped. Exploited.” She swallowed over the lump in her throat as she pondered the number of women who’d been taken under the pretense of mating.

      Evan wrapped an arm around her shoulders and pulled her to his side. “We’re doing everything we can to ensure that isn’t the case. Right now I’m more worried about all the rogue wolves out there being lured into the scheme than anything. The families who frequent The Gathering every other year are easy to contact. We’ve called every family who’s been to The Gathering in the last decade individually to ensure no one was mysteriously mated and not heard from again.

      “Tracking shifters who don’t attend The Gathering and have gone off on their own is another story altogether. It’s nearly impossible, and we have no way of knowing how many are out there, where they live, or how many offspring they may have had in the last century.” Evan squeezed her fingers and brushed them against his cheek.

      It grounded her, but she also knew he was concerned. He had worked tirelessly for months tracking rogue shifters and the women they were on the run with. Circles under his eyes spoke volumes about his fears. He never said anything, but Ashley knew he was extremely concerned. Especially since no one had any idea why the women had been taken and drugged.

      What was the intent? It seemed experimental.

      And more importantly, it was obvious there was a mole inside The Head Council. Someone knew exactly what was going on, stayed one step ahead of Evan’s efforts, and warned the wolves involved in their experiment at every turn.

      Until Evan and the head elder, Ralph Jerard, had begun to keep nearly all dealings secret from the rest of The Council, they’d been spinning their wheels.

      Jerard even believed one of the top five members of the Council were in on the scheme, either leading it or feeding info to someone else.

      “Have you spoken to Drake and McKenzie?” Ashley asked.

      Evan nodded. “Several times this morning before you got up. The ranch is ready and they’re prepared for their guests.”

      “Good.” Ashley chewed on her bottom lip before she continued, “I hope Kenzie isn’t overdoing it with the new baby and all this on her plate.”

      “I’m sure she’s fine. They have a lot of help. Remember, the ranch was already set up to accommodate large groups of special-needs children. Taking in twelve women to help them recover together from abduction isn’t a stretch. They have the space and God bless them for offering to help.”

      Ashley glanced around the kitchen of her parents’ home. They’d been staying there for a month, ever since Ashley killed the man who’d kidnapped her the same way Allison had been abducted.

      When Damon Parkfield tracked Ashley down at the home she shared with her true mate, Evan, she’d gotten lucky. Damon had dropped his knife and Ashley conveniently managed to use it against him.

      She couldn’t go back into that house. It was for sale while Ashley and Evan looked for another place. Meanwhile they were living with her parents, Paul and Laura Rice.

      “Yes. Imagine housing all those people here.” She smiled.

      Evan grinned back. “And I know you would if there was no other option.” He kissed her forehead.

      Ashley smiled. “Of course. So everyone else will meet us at the ranch?”

      “Yes. Allison is the only one making a stop on the way. She’s your age and she’s been stuck in a cabin for over a year with no contact with the outside world. For some reason, the man holding her abandoned her several days ago.”

      “Why?”

      “No idea. He hardly ever spoke to her, and she believes he left her for dead. All she knows is he left and didn’t come back. Maybe he got wind of us moving in on him, or maybe he just gave up and decided to leave. In any case, several men came for her while our men were rescuing her. They exchanged gunfire. One of our men was hit. No one was killed.”

      A shiver raced down Ashley’s spine. “God. Did the guys from NAR manage to kill anyone?”

      He shook his head. “They don’t believe so.”

      “Jesus, she must be scared out of her mind after all she’s been through.” Ashley knew they’d found Allison in a closet. Ashley was used to being in a closet. Damon kept her locked up many times during the four years he’d held her.

      Something about Allison’s captivity was different from all the other women. She was the only one held in the middle of nowhere and then abandoned. Ashley suspected there were other mysteries about her imprisonment that were bound to come to light in the next few days.
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        * * *

      

      Allison jerked awake when the car lurched to a stop. She bolted upright and looked around. You’re okay. You’ve been rescued.

      She glanced at the two men in the front seat and sucked in a deep breath. Marshall drove and Chuck sat in the passenger seat. They had dropped Bill off with some other shifters and parted ways after her rescue. She hoped he was getting the medical care he needed.

      “Sorry, ma’am. Didn’t mean to startle you. We’re in St. Louis. This is where we’re meeting up with the other woman I told you about. Ashley.”

      Ashley… Chuck had given Allison a rundown of all sorts of things after they’d driven away from the isolated cabin in northern Minnesota. Until then, she hadn’t even known for sure where she was. She’d spoken to her parents on the phone between gasping sobs of relief and disbelief. They were flying to someplace in Texas to meet her.

      Allison couldn’t remember all the details. It all ran together in her head. She’d been dehydrated, tired, and so hungry yesterday afternoon she’d hardly managed to soak in any information. What she’d known was that the idea of heading to an airport and facing the general public had been completely unimaginable to her. So the men had driven her. St. Louis was half way, and they would leave her there with another woman who’d been abducted in a similar fashion—Ashley.

      As Allison exited the car, the front door to the house opened. She was still so tired and weak she could hardly imagine making polite conversation or even socially acceptable facial expressions. But the moment Ashley appeared on the porch as Allison walked up the path, she knew she could relax.

      Ashley knew. It was in her eyes. She was a sister to this nightmare. Allison was safe with her. She would have a friend.

      Ashley jogged forward, wrapped an arm around Allison, and led her into the house. She didn’t say a word. She didn’t even make any introductions to the other people they passed. She led her straight to a bedroom and shut the door. Next she angled them into the adjoining bath and turned on the tub.

      Allison slumped onto the toilet seat and moaned. It had been so long since she’d had a proper bath with hot water. Tears formed in her eyes. “Thank you,” she managed to mutter.

      Ashley smiled. “I’m sure you’re exhausted and hungry. Relax in the water for a while. There’re bubbles, shampoo, a new razor. Whatever you need. And I put a new toothbrush on the counter for you too.” She nodded toward the sink. “You’re about my size. I’ll find you something to wear and then we can talk. Okay?”

      The tears began to fall. Bless this woman. Allison couldn’t remember the last time anyone had been kind to her. No. That wasn’t true. She’d had a perfectly normal life up until The Gathering last year. Even The Gathering had been a wonderful weekend, right up until she met the crazy man who’d waltzed into her hotel room and kidnapped her.

      Allison nodded at Ashley. She couldn’t utter a word without bawling, so she let it go for now.

      Ashley left the room silently, shutting the door with a snick.

      Allison peeled off her disgusting clothing and dropped it in the trash. The T-shirt and shorts had been worn for so long and washed by hand so many times they were threadbare. She’d lost weight in the last year also, and her clothes had started drooping on her months ago.

      She moaned as she slid into the hot water. Steam wafted up to fill the room, and she eased against the back of the tub and closed her eyes. The last twenty-four hours had been a whirlwind of crazy. Even though she’d slept all through the night as they’d driven to St. Louis, she was still tired. Bone weary from stress.

      She knew she needed to eat, but after a year of barely edible food without enough nutrition, she couldn’t stomach many things. Every time they’d stopped, Marshall and Chuck had gotten her food, but she’d only managed to pick at it, afraid her stomach would revolt.

      Allison relaxed in the tub for a long time before reaching for the shampoo. She closed her eyes and breathed in the floral scent deeply, moaning as she remembered something so luxurious. The only soaps she’d had for the last year had been cheap and generic and infrequent.

      She added hot water to the tub to warm it. By the time she was as clean as she could get and had used the detachable sprayer to rinse the grime down the drain, she felt ten times better.

      She stepped from the tub and grabbed the fluffy, over-sized towel Ashley had left on the vanity. She’d been afraid to look in the mirror before, but now she lifted her gaze and stared at the woman she hardly recognized. Her face was gaunt and her eyes sunken and sad. She was glad she was meeting her parents tomorrow in Texas. It would kill her to have seen the look on her mother’s face before she had a chance to at least bathe. She’d kill for a haircut, but that could wait.

      Allison brushed her teeth and combed out her hair. It was so long the blonde curls had lost some of their spring. Or maybe lack of nutrition had caused that. She blinked back tears as she stared at her reflection, her sunken eyes darker blue than they had been.

      Finally she turned away and exited the bathroom wrapped in the huge towel. She found a pile of clothes on the bed waiting for her, and she quickly set the towel aside and pulled on the thoughtful items Ashley had left her. Without knowing Allison’s precise sizes, she’d done a fantastic job, leaving her a tank top with a built-in shelf bra, a blouse that was light enough for the mid-summer heat, and a pair of khaki shorts that fit Allison perfectly.

      She felt better already. Between the bath and the clean clothes, she just might live.

      She left the room almost reluctantly, expecting to face a barrage of questions.

      Instead she found the living room empty except for Ashley, who jumped up from the couch when Allison entered. “Oh, you look so much better.” She smiled and wiped her hands on her jean shorts.

      “I feel better. Thank you…for everything.” She padded forward.

      “Let’s get you something to eat. What do you think you can handle?”

      “I don’t know. Do you have some chicken noodle soup? Something simple like that would be perfect.”

      “I bet  I can find a can.”

      “I’m sure canned goods are all I could handle right now. Anything else would be too rich.” Allison followed Ashley to the kitchen. “You have a nice place.”

      Ashley turned from the pantry holding up a can. “Oh, this isn’t mine. It’s my parents’. My mate and I are staying here while we look for a new home.”

      “How long ago did you meet your mate?”

      “Evan was the one who rescued me from my kidnapper last year. He kept our status as mates to himself for six months, though, to give me time to heal. And even then, I was very reluctant to get involved.” Ashley giggled. “It was hard after being in captivity so long.” She paused after emptying the can of soup into a pan. “I hope my experience and sharing with you will help you in some small way.” She sobered and met Allison’s gaze.

      Allison climbed onto a bar stool. “Thank you. I really appreciate it.” She cleared her throat. “What happened to you?”

      “A man named Damon Parkfield showed up at The Gathering, claimed he was my mate, and swept me away without letting me say good-bye to my family. I was young and assumed he was telling the truth. By the time I realized something was way off about
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