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TABITHA

“Run, little mouse.”

The words slice through the forest, echoing as I tear through the undergrowth. Branches whip against my skin while roots claw at my feet, but I don’t slow down. I can feel him behind me—the masked figure, relentless, closing the distance.

My heart hammers in my throat. If I stop, even for a second, he’ll catch me.

A warm glow flickers ahead. Light. Hope. I force my legs to move faster, lungs burning as I burst out of the trees and stumble onto the porch of a small cottage. I slam my fist against the door.

“Please! Open up!” I scream, rattling the handle. “Anybody—please!”

The door flies open, and a man yanks me inside. He shuts it hard behind us, sliding the lock into place.

“Are you okay?” he asks, his voice low but urgent.

I bend over, hands on my knees, gasping for air. “Fuck—no. It’s Hunting. One of the Masked tried to catch me.”

His jaw tightens. “I’m well aware.” His eyes rake over me, sharp and assessing. “What I want to know is why you were outside. Attractive young women like you are prime prey for the Masked.”

“I know,” I snap, still breathless. “I got off work late—right as the clock hit midnight. Perfect timing for those bastards. They saw me before I reached my car. I ran.”

He studies me for a long moment.

“Well,” he finally says, “you can stay here for the night...?”

“Tabitha,” I say quickly.

“Mason,” he replies. “Do you want some water? Food? I made stew.”

I nod. “Yes.”

He sets a bowl of beef stew and rice in front of me, sliding a glass of water across the table. I eat like I haven’t seen food in days.

“This is really good,” I say.

He gives a small nod, watching me over the rim of his mug.

When I finish, I drain the water and glance at him. “So... why live all the way out here?”

“I’m a lumberjack,” he says. “Easier to live where I work. Quieter, too. No one is bothering me.”

Now that my pulse has slowed, I really look at him—his neatly trimmed beard, clean-cut black hair, deep green eyes. His plaid shirt stretches over broad shoulders, his arms thick with muscle. Heat curls low in my stomach, and I shift in my seat.

It’s been a long time since I found a man attractive. Mason is... distracting.

“Where do you work?” he asks.

“Grocery store in town.”

“How old are you?”

“Twenty-five.”

“I’m twenty-seven.”

Silence settles between us—heavy, charged.

“You can take my bed,” he says. “I’ll sleep on the couch.”

“No,” I reply quickly. “I’ll take the couch.”

“Alright.”

By two a.m., exhaustion pulls me under. Hunting wouldn’t end until the end of the week, which meant I was stuck here—for now.

When I wake the next morning, Mason is already gone. A note sits on the counter, letting me know there’s breakfast in the microwave.

I eat the eggs and toast, washing them down with lukewarm coffee, then turn on the news.

“Hunting Week has officially commenced,” the reporter says. “Female citizens are warned to remain indoors as Masked Men hunt women to fornicate with—”

I turn it off.

Hunting Week happened once a year in Bora. It was a strange town—always had been. I’d grown up here, learned early about the darkness beneath the surface. Of all the twisted traditions, Hunting Week was the worst.

So far, I’d always escaped. The Masked Men hadn’t taken me.

And I intended to keep it that way.

I spend the day looking around Mason’s home. He collects trinkets from all his travels. Photos cover the walls of his humble cottage. On his fridge, there are photos of himself and another woman. I snoop a bit in his room too and find neatly folded clothes in his drawers, and a desk full of drawings. I sift through them—sketches of landscapes and portraits of women drawn at flattering angles. He’s good. Really good.

After making sure Mason Briggs isn’t a psychopath—, I head back to the couch and watch television until he comes home. The door opens around six p.m., just as I’m halfway through a soap opera with a bag of Doritos I find in one of the drawers.

“Hey. I brought you some snacks before I start dinner,” Mason says, handing me a grocery bag filled with candy and chips.

I smile. “Thanks.”

“No problem,” he says, heading into the kitchen. He cooks dinner while I eat the candy.

“So, how was work?”

I feel awkward asking him questions. I’m invading his home, snooping through his things, and now interrogating him on top of that. It’s deeply uncomfortable. I want to ask about the woman in the photos. About the women in his sketches. But I’m too afraid.

“It was good. Another day with timbre. Nothing new. Did you keep yourself busy today?” he asks. “Tell me something about yourself. If you’re crashing here this week, we might as well get to know each other.” He leaves the boiling pots behind and takes a seat across from me on the couch.

“I did, yeah. About myself? Not much, really,” I say, anxiously playing with the ends of my sweater.

“What are your hobbies? I draw sometimes.”

“I know. I may have snooped a little. Hobbies? I skate. Or... I used to. Rollerskating. I’m a good painter, though.”

“Have you always lived in Bora?” He looks at me earnestly when he asks, and it makes me melt. His eyes are a disconcerting shade of green. My heart starts racing, my palms clammy.

“You looked around my cabin?”

I blush. “Yeah. Sorry.”

“I’m not mad. I figure you wanted to make sure I’m not one of the Masked Men, no?”

“Yeah.”

“What did you think?”

“You’re really good.”

He smiles—a beautiful, pearly-white smile that unravels my defences.

“Do you live alone out here? I saw photos on your fridge.”

“My sisters. We go on trips every year, so we take photos and keep trinkets and stuff. But yeah, I’m all alone.”

“Do you get lonely?”

He shrugs. “Sometimes.”

“I live with my brother. He’s a complete ass. I’m sure he’s wondering where I am. Do you have a charger? I brought my phone, but it died last night.”

He gets me a charger—and it’s the right one. I plug my phone in.

“Thanks. You’re my saviour.”

“No problem, Tabitha. Happy to help.”

Mason is too nice, which puts me on edge. What if he really is some kind of psychopath? I’ve heard cordial men murder people, especially out in the woods. You never know.

We sit in silence until he serves dinner. He gives me a plate of lasagne, and I moan.

“You’re such a good fucking cook,” I say, and he chuckles, watching me with a warm gaze.

“I’m glad you like it.”

“I love it.”

We finish dinner, and he pours me some juice. I gulp it down.

“If you keep treating me like a princess, I might never leave,” I say.

“I wouldn’t mind if you didn’t,” he replies.

I blush beneath his gaze. Oh god. He’s flirting with me.

He clears the plates and washes them. A myriad of emotions swirls inside me. Maybe I’m ovulating, but a man who cooks, flirts, and keeps a clean home? Hot damn.

A heavy knock suddenly sounds at the door. I jump. Mason opens it, and laughter spills inside as another figure steps in.

“Tabitha, this is my friend Owen. He’s just here to fetch some equipment. He’s hunting the Masked,” Mason says.

My heart picks up pace. “Hunting the Masked?”

“Yes. It’s my job. Those men are dangerous. I’m part of the police department responsible for imprisoning them. Their game is against the law,” Owen explains.

I nod as the two men disappear into another room.

I wonder if Mason is also a Masked Hunter. And I wonder if I’ll make it through this week for long enough to find out more.
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MASON

Tabitha is beautiful—I can’t lie about that. It’s been a long time since a woman caught my eye, but the moment she ran into my cottage, breathless and terrified, I knew she was different. Special.

Freckles scatter across her light-brown skin like constellations. Kinky black curls frame her face, and her dark brown eyes hold more fire than fear.

Owen grabs the gun from the shed.

“Nice girl you’ve got in there. Looks like you’re enjoying yourself,” he says.

“It’s not like that.”

He arches a brow. “Oh yeah? Then you’re joining me on the hunt?”

“No. I need to make sure she’s okay. I can’t leave her alone out here. The Masked are insane—you know that.”

He snorts. “Well, once you’re done playing house, I suggest you get out there with me.”

I roll my eyes as he walks off.

When I return to the living room, Tabitha’s eyes are glued to the television. The news anchor speaks in a grave tone.

“Are you sure you should be watching that?” I ask, nodding toward the screen.

She shrugs. “Probably not. But I need to know how many women they’ve taken. Two hundred. Can you believe that?” Her mouth twists in disgust. “These men are—”

“Vile?” I offer.

“Worse.”

I sit beside her.

“If you hate it here so much, why stay in Bora? Why not leave?”

She stares at the blank plate balanced on her knee before answering. “I wouldn’t know where to go. I have money. Savings. Enough to survive while I figure things out.” She sighs. “I just don’t know what I want. No dreams. No goals. I’m stuck.”

“What about your parents? They around?”

“Yeah. They’re fine. Supportive.” A faint smile flickers across her face. “I never went to university. Didn’t see the point. Now I just... work.”

“You and me both. Never went either. I got into working with timber and never looked back.”

Silence settles between us. Her plate is empty. I can’t help smiling—she demolished my cooking.

“Can you tell me more about yourself?” she asks softly. “Are you a Masked Hunter too?”

“I used to help Owen,” I say. “I don’t anymore.”

She frowns. “Why?”

I stare at the flickering light of the screen. “I killed one of them once. A man. He was bragging about the women he’d caught. Hurt.” My jaw tightens. “I was sickened by him. So I raised my gun... and I shot him.”

The words hang heavy in the room.

“I’m not a murderer,” I add quietly. “But that night, I decided I’d never hunt again.”

Tabitha nods slowly. “I’m sorry you had to experience that.”

“It’s fine,” I say, though it isn’t.

She clears her throat. “Listen. I’ll be late for work tomorrow. There’s a shipment coming in. Will you be okay here alone?”

“I’ll be fine. I’m not stepping outside.”

“Good.”

We head to sleep soon after.

The next morning, I leave for work while Tabitha is still asleep on the couch, sunlight spilling over her curls like a halo.
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TABITHA

During the day, Mason is gone.

I’ve just finished breakfast when the front door slams open so hard it rattles the walls.

I gasp.

A huddle of Masked storm inside.

I barely have time to scream before they grab me. Rough hands. A cloth over my face. The world tilts.

Then—nothing.

When I wake, I’m in a strange house.

It’s grand. Regal. Sunlight spills over polished floors and velvet furniture. I’m alone—except for a tall woman standing before me and three Masked seated in lush armchairs behind her.

“Who are you?” I ask, my voice hoarse.

“I’m Callie,” she says calmly. “And I just saved your life.”

“Saved me from what?”

“Mason Briggs. Your little saviour.” Her lips curve into something cold. “He’s part of the Masked.”

My stomach drops. “That’s not possible. He hunts the Masked. He’s not one of them.”

She laughs softly. Mocking.

“And you believed that?” She gestures lazily behind her. “My people know him well. I’ve saved hundreds of girls just like you. They all run through that forest and find a sweet, kind-hearted lumberjack.” She scoffs. “It’s a performance. He gains your trust. Gets what he wants.”

Heat floods my face.

“You’re smarter than the others,” Callie continues. “You didn’t fall for the charm.”

I don’t have the nerve to admit that maybe... I did.

“If you’re my saviour,” I say carefully, “why send Masked men to capture me?”

Callie turns to them and nods.

One by one, they remove their masks.

They’re women.

I stare at them, stunned.

“These women and I are part of a rebellion,” Callie says. “We pose as the Masked to protect women like you—from men like Mason.”

“What do you want from me? Why not just let me go?”

“You will leave tomorrow morning. We simply needed to ensure your safety, Tabitha.”

Ice slides down my spine. “How do you know my name?”

“We know every woman’s name in Bora. We watch. We protect.” She straightens. “The Unmasked Women’s Organisation. The UWO. We are on your side.”

Nothing makes sense.

I’ve gone from one stranger to another, both claiming to protect me. Both are accusing the other.

Maybe Mason was right.

Maybe I need to leave Bora.

They keep me there until Hunting ends.

The next morning, they drop me off in the grocery store parking lot. My car is still where I left it.

Like, none of this ever happened.

I drive home in a daze.

Andy nearly knocks me over when I step inside.

“Tabitha! Are you okay? I was losing my mind!”

“I’m fine,” I say, hugging him back.

“What happened?”

“The Masked chased me. I ended up at some guy’s place—he said he saved me. Then the UWO took me. Now I’m here.”

He exhales shakily. “At least you’re safe.”

“Yeah.”

My phone is suddenly in my
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