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            Chapter One

          

          

      

    

    






Violet Spencer

        

      

    

    
      I fucked up.

      What would you call quitting your job on the spur of the moment? A monumental mistake? That’s what I’d call it, and that’s just what I did. It wasn’t a smart move since I have next to nothing in savings. Nope, definitely wasn’t one of my finest moments. Hence, I fucked up last night.

      Let me paint you a picture so you can understand why I couldn’t keep my mouth shut.

      At eight forty-five last night when I was about to lock up and go home for the weekend, I paused to do a final look around, like I usually do. I just had the week from hell. The day was long and exhausting. The three girls I have working for me were cranky and it wouldn’t surprise me in the least if their periods were synced at this point. The kids? Well, the kids were utter hellions. Suffice to say, everyone needed the weekend to recuperate and get our heads back in the game since next week is sure to be just as taxing.

      This was the first week without Lillian since she had to quit due to her pregnancy. I‘m happy for her, I really am, but it’s been awful for us. I’m the director of Sunnytime Daycare and Preschool. I can’t tell you how much I regret not taking the old owners up on their offer to sell to me. Shoulda, coulda, woulda, am I right? The new owner refused to hire another teacher to replace Lillian. The evil witch told me I would have to teach the class. It’s not that I can’t teach pre-kindergarten, I have the certifications, but I don’t have the time on top of everything else I do to run the center. Unfortunately for me and my team, the week from hell doesn’t look like it will be getting better anytime soon.

      My hand was on the doorknob, my large tote bag slung over my shoulder, heavy with curriculum books to prepare for a class I shouldn’t be teaching when the phone rings. I consider letting the call go to voicemail, but my conscience gets the better of me and I walk back to my desk to pick it up. I shouldn’t have done it. I knew it the moment I heard Catherine’s screeching voice cut across the line.

      “What took you so long to answer the phone?” She snapped before I had the chance to say hello.

      “It only rang once,” I sighed, staring out the window at my car. Why didn’t I let the call go to voicemail?

      She scoffed and I could picture her looking down at me with that look of disdain on her face. The one I often see when she comes for a visit. “Violet, I’ve been going over last month’s paperwork and you screwed it up, again.”

      I took a deep breath as I remembered the hours I spent making sure I did everything the way she liked it. It wasn’t that I was doing it wrong before, it’s that it wasn’t how she wanted it. “I did everything the way you told me to and double-checked it before I sent it off. What is wrong with it now?” I asked, finally allowing my frustration to bleed into my words.

      “What is wrong? Are you kidding me?” She screeched. “How dare you speak to me that way. I should have fired you months ago. You’re an incompetent worker and a sorry excuse for a daycare director.”

      “Excuse me?” I burst out, unable to contain my anger any longer. I’ve endured months of her verbal abuse, for the sake of my job.

      She laughed coldly. “You have no idea what the hell you’re doing. I told my husband we should fire you the moment we bought the place last year, but the fool said you would be fine. You have been nothing but a letdown. I wouldn’t doubt it if you sat on your fat ass all day on the internet while the idiots you hired do nothing but play on their phones.”

      “Fuck you.” I said, and before she could fire me, I added, “I quit.”

      “Ex-” Click.

      That was about all I could handle of that conversation. With my palms flat against the desk, I hung my head in defeat, sighing deeply. For months I’ve been doing nothing but bending over backward for Catherine, trying to make her happy, but nothing was ever good enough for her. I had been the director of Sunnytime Daycare and Preschool for two years before the Millers bought it from the old owners. The previous owners never had a problem with how I ran things, ever! It doesn’t help that Catherine has no idea how to actually run a daycare. Sure, she has a degree in early childhood education, but she’s never used it. She’s just a bored housewife who asked her husband to buy her a daycare to run so she would have something to do while he was busy at work. At first, she thought it was fun to come in and spruce the place up, change everything around, and then tell me how to do my job.

      I’d had enough. I grabbed everything that was mine off of my desk and stuffed it into an empty paper box. Then I set the alarm, turned out the lights, and walked out of the center, locking up behind me. I stared down at the keys in my hands for a long moment. What was I supposed to do with them now? I guess I’ll have to bring them in on Monday when it’s time to open.

      That’s when it set in that I no longer had a job. A job that I needed. I went home and changed into my comfiest clothes and drowned my sorrows in a large pepperoni, olive, and mushroom pizza and a bottle of red. I worried all night about the girls who still worked there and the children I wouldn’t see anymore. What had I done?

      When I woke up this morning my head was throbbing, and I felt worse than ever about last night. Regret isn’t a word I believe in, knowing that everything happens for a reason. That being said, I’m pissed at myself for acting so rashly. I fucked up bad and I don’t know what to do about it. The one thing I’m not going to do is call Catherine and beg for my job back. I’d rather chew on glass. I wish I could have bought the daycare from the previous owners when they were ready to sell, but I was only twenty-six and had no idea what I was getting myself into or how to even go about getting a loan to buy a business.

      The first thing I do after brewing a cup of black coffee and swallowing four ibuprofen is to look at my checking and savings account. “Fuck my life.” I groan pushing my laptop away from me. Nope, shouldn’t have done that.

      Instead of dwelling on the mess I’ve made of my life, I decide to get out of the house and go for a hike to clear my head. I take a hot shower that wakes me up and puts me in a little bit of a better mood. Once I’m out, I shake out my shoulder-length wavy black hair and pull it into a bun. I put on some black leggings, a lime green tank top, and my tennis shoes. I grab my camera and shove it into a backpack with a couple of waters, some granola bars, and a pack of goldfish crackers. I drive to the state park in hopes that a long hike through the forest is just what I need to help me figure out what I’m going to do next.

      The day is beautiful with the sun shining through the dense trees and a slight breeze. I hike deep into the forest and eventually end up pulling out my camera, taking several shots of the beautiful scenery. When I was a kid, I used to wish I could live in my treehouse in the middle of the forest. How cool would it be to wake up to this every morning?

      Eventually, I come across a twenty-foot waterfall flowing into a nice sized pond that would be perfect for swimming. It’s hot out and I’d love nothing more than to explore how deep the water goes. Instead, I take off my shoes and socks and dip my feet into the cold water. I sigh in relief as the cold water cools me down. Reaching into my backpack, I grab my camera and take some shots of the waterfall. Resting with my hands behind me, my palms flat in the soft grass, I tilt my head back to feel the warm sun against my skin. I sit here for a while listening to the sounds of nature and wish that this could be my life.

      How had everything gotten so screwed up? That’s right, it was my damn mouth. Daddy always said I needed to keep it shut or the devil was liable to come out. I roll my eyes thinking about my dad and all of his off the wall sayings. A few years ago, he and mom moved down to Florida where it’s warmer. I’ve been down to visit and there’s no way in hell I want to end up living in that lawless swamp. Heaven help me, but I’ll do anything, except beg for my job back, before moving down there with them. I love them, but no.

      After a while, I put on my socks and shoes to make my way back to my car. At least that is my intention. After about an hour of walking and not seeing anything that looks familiar, I realize I’m lost in the forest that just a few hours ago put my troubled mind at ease. When I was little, my dad would bring me out here and we would go for hikes, but it’s been over ten years since I’ve been back here, and nothing looks the same.

      I’ve been lost for over an hour when panic starts to set in. Leaning against a tall pine tree, I knock my head against the trunk. “Think… think… think.” I murmur. Why am I whispering to myself? It’s not like anyone can hear me. That’s when I hear my phone beep for the first time in hours. It’s an email notification and I immediately think of Catherine. It’s probably some scathing email from her. I shake my head knowing I won’t want to read that. Wait, my phone has a map app. I wonder if it can help me find my way out of here. I mean as long as I get reception way out here, it should get me back to my car. I pull my phone out of my backpack and see that there isn’t much battery life left. Shit. I was smart enough to bring water and some snacks, but not smart enough to charge my phone before coming out into the unknown. To be fair, I didn’t think I’d get lost out here. Who gets lost walking a trail? That’s right, this girl. I tap the map app hoping to find myself and a way back to the parking lot.

      “Yesss!” I cheer jumping up and down when the app pinpoints me somewhere in the state park. Zooming in, I see that I’m actually not too far from the parking lot, but I’m definitely off the beaten path. Not believing my good luck, I start following the location arrow, not paying attention to where I’m walking. As soon as I take the step, I know it’s too late to back up, I’m already falling. This is the cherry on the fucking ice cream sundae of my life. I think to myself as I fall to the ground, eyes squeezed shut.

      As soon as my body hits the ground I scream out in pain. I’m pretty sure I broke my wrist when bracing my fall. Every second that passes, the pain shooting through my leg, and the rest of my body gets stronger and harder to handle. I try rolling to the side but the only thing that does is make everything hurt worse. Trying to keep still, I steady my breathing as much as I can while I look around me. I’m stuck in a hole in the ground that is about eight feet in diameter. Even though it hurts, I sit up to get a better feel for the situation I’m in and get a look at my leg. Yeah, I’m pretty sure my leg isn’t supposed to twist that way. Getting up isn’t an option. Even if I could stand, the hole is too deep to get out of.

      Where the hell is my phone? I look around the hole hoping to find the colorful case, but it’s nowhere in sight. I’m no expert in what I should do in this situation. I have no training except for what I’ve seen on survival television shows. If Bear Grylls were out here, he’d know what to do right now. Trying to channel my inner Bear, I try ripping the bottom part of my shirt to wrap around my wrist, but it’s hard to do with my non-dominant hand.

      Once I’ve got the shirt ripped all to hell and wrapped around my wrist the best I can, I’m exhausted. Everything hurts. My head, my back, my arms, my legs. Everything. Little by little it’s harder to keep my eyes open and stay alert. Eventually, I succumb to my needs and close my eyes.
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Remington Walker

        

      

    

    
      “Is that blood?” I ask, inhaling a scent I know all too well. As a grizzly bear shifter, all of my senses are heightened. Not only can I hear things from a great distance, but I can also smell things miles away. It could be coming from anywhere in the forest and it could be as little as a scraped knee or something far worse. The pungent smell of iron flashes me back to a time where bloodshed was common. For years my pack fought against humans who wanted nothing more than to wipe out my species' very existence. The War of the Species has been over for a long time, but the aftermath still lives inside every shifter who was alive during that time. Too many lives were lost, too many worlds were shattered. No amends will ever be good enough to heal what those people broke.

      My twin brother, Hudson, lifts his nose to the air and when his eyes come back to mine, I know he smells it too. We’ve just finished our shift as Park Rangers and are about to jump in our truck to go home when the breeze wafts through the air. Hudson locks the ranger station door and pockets the keys, ready to go and investigate when I press my hand against his chest. “Wait,” I say, holding him back, and inhale again. When I breathe in the blood scented air, something inside me snaps. No, that’s not it. Everything in my life comes into focus and is suddenly very clear. My bear and I align for the first time in years. Finally, on the same page, the same mission. Mate. Must get to our mate. Must save our mate.

      “Stay here,” I growl before shifting into my bear. My clothes lie shredded on the ground and my brother stands there in shock as I take one last look at him and run in the direction of her scent. I don’t bother looking back to see if Hudson has followed me. We’ve been best friends since we were born over fifty years ago, and if I tell him to stay, he’ll listen, even if he doesn’t like it. If it were me, I’d want to go with him and make sure everything was okay, even if he told me not to. Hudson is different in that way. He respects other people’s wishes, while I steamroll over them. It’s not that I don’t care, but sometimes there isn’t time for caring, sometimes actions speak louder than words. He’d disagree.

      The scent gets stronger the closer I get to her. Why is she fucking bleeding? I’m going crazy, imagining a hundred different scenarios, but hoping for the best. My bear has taken over, getting to her faster than my human legs would be able to carry me.

      Running faster and faster, I push my bear as hard as he can go. I must get to her before the unthinkable can happen. Unlike my twin, I never thought I’d find my mate and I was okay with it. Scratch that, I wasn’t okay with it, but it’s something I accepted as a fact a long time ago. I assumed she was one of the poor souls who had lost her life in the senseless war, as so many others had. Now that I know she’s living and breathing, within my reach, I’ll stop at nothing to ensure she survives.

      The scent of her sweet blood hangs thick in the air, driving my bear and me insane. My bear runs faster than he ever has until we get to a hole in the ground, probably a hunter’s trap. God no. She can’t be dead, not now. With my heart beating rapidly in my chest, I peer into the hole and find my mate lying on the floor of the hole, bleeding from her head.

      My bear roars loudly and jumps into the hole where she’s lying with her eyes closed. He nudges her with his nose, but she lies still, looking like a broken doll. Licking the blood from her face, we try waking her, hoping to bring her back, but nothing happens. Jameson saved his mate and so will we. My bear reminds me. He’s right, I need to give her my shifter DNA so she will stay alive long enough for me to get her to Jameson where he’ll be able to save her life.

      Claim her. Mark her. Save her. My bear growls before forcing the change upon me. In a split second, I’m on my hands and knees in the dirt watching my mate die in front of my eyes. God wouldn’t be this cruel. Crawling closer to her side, I push her black locks out of her face and get a look at my mate for the first time, my breath catches in my chest just as my heart starts to break. She’s more than beautiful, she’s everything and she’s going to be gone if I don’t do something now. Pressing my hand against her neck, I feel for a pulse, thankful for the special training I’ve had over the years. I don’t know much, but I can do CPR and basic first aid, none of which will save her now. Her heartbeat is slow. Shit, can I really do this? Can I force a bond with her, binding her to me for life? Do it! My bear roars in my head. Fuck! There’s no time. This is the only way to save her.

      I partially shift so that my teeth elongate and I’m able to give her a mate mark, my mark. Leaning down I wrap one hand around the back of her neck so that I can pull her shirt to the side and bite down at the junction between her neck and shoulder. I bite down hard and deep, my teeth growing inside her flesh. I need my DNA to mix with hers as quickly as possible. I have no idea if this will work, but it’s the only chance I have. She can’t die.

      Releasing her skin, I lick the wound with my tongue, her blood taking root inside me, binding me to her as much as she’s bound to me. If she dies in the next few seconds, minutes, hours, I’ll be going with her. That’s how mated pairs work. Once you’re mated, if your other half dies, you aren’t far behind. You wouldn’t want to live without them, even if you could survive it. It wasn’t even a choice for me. As soon as I scented her, I was tied to her in a way I’ve never been tied to anyone or anything. Like an invisible steel chain wrapped around my heart linking me to hers.

      Sitting on my knees, I watch and wait for a sign. Slowly, so slow that I don’t even notice at first, her skin starts to heal, and the wounds begin to close. “Thank fuck love.” I murmur.

      I pick my mate up in my arms and lift her out of the hole and lay her on the ground before hoisting myself up. Once I’m out, I pick her up and run as fast as I can to my cousin Jameson’s house. Ideally, I’d have given her more time, but I need to make sure she survives the night. His house is only a few miles from where we are. I’m able to cut through the forest and make it to his backyard in minutes while running in my human form. Rushing up the porch, I kick the back door in.

      “Jameson! I need you.” I shout.

      Laying my mate on the large dining room table, I feel for a pulse again. Thankfully it’s stronger. “Jay!” I shout again.

      “What the fuck Rem. I was in the middle of-” Jameson says walking into the dining room. He stops mid-sentence, his eyes going wide, staring down at my broken mate. He notices the mate mark immediately and looks up at me, accusations clear as day on his face. “What happened Remington?” He asks, using a tone he’s never used with me before. The one only an alpha would use when wanting the truth from one of his pack members. I might be his cousin, but he needs to know if I lost control and did the one thing I can’t take back.

      “Fuck you! I found her like this. I did the only thing I could think of. Now, are you going to help me save her?”

      “Is everything okay?” Lillian asks, walking into the dining room behind Jameson. Her eyes are immediately drawn to my mate. “Violet!” She calls walking to her side.

      “Sweetheart, I need you to go get my medical bag,” Jameson tells Lillian. Nodding she rushes out of the room.

      “Violet,” I say, holding my mate’s hand up to my mouth and kissing it. “Everything’s going to be okay love, I promise.” I murmur against her soft skin, needing more than anything to believe my own words.

      Lillian rushes back in and hands the bag to Jameson then gives me a pair of sweats to put on. Being naked is second nature for shifters, but Lillian still isn’t used to it. Now that Jameson and Jackson have found their mates, we have to remember they aren’t used to our ways since they’re human. Not to mention, Jameson and Jackson get pissed whenever we’re naked in front of their mates. I never understood before, but now that my mate is here, I finally get it. Thanking Lillian, I pull on the sweats.

      “What do you know?” Jameson asks.

      “Not too much. I smelled her blood and made Hudson stay behind, knowing she was my mate. I wasn’t thinking straight, but I didn’t think I’d find her like this. I shifted into my bear and ran towards her until I came to a hole in the ground. When I looked into it, she was lying at the bottom broken and bleeding.”

      “Shit. And you thought then would be the best time to give her your mate mark?”

      “Violet is your mate?” Lillian asks, hope shining in her eyes.

      “What was I supposed to do Jameson, let her die? What would you have done?”

      “We already know what I did, and it wasn’t to mate her without her consent.”

      “There was no other option. I needed her to survive.”

      “Jameson stop arguing with Remington and save her,” Lillian commands. She’s a foot shorter than her mate and is about to give birth any day now, but here she stands bossing him around. As soon as Jameson turns around to start working on Violet, she looks at me and winks, then goes to the other side of the table and rests her hand on Violet’s shoulder.

      Jameson looks Violet over and I do the same. She has a deep gash to the side of her head that was bleeding heavily when I found her, as well as several cuts and abrasions all over her poor body. Now that my shifter DNA has had time to start working its magic, most of the minor injuries have healed, leaving only the major ones needing attention. Jameson cleans her head wound, putting ointment over it and then a band-aid. Next, he unties a piece of cloth wrapped around her wrist, then examines it. He grabs a roll of gauze out of his bag and wraps it neatly around her wrist. When he’s finished, he lays her hand over her belly then looks at me.

      “That’s it?” I question.

      “Rem, I might not agree with what you did, but I get why you did it. You’re lucky you found her before... If you had waited any longer, she might not be alive now. I don’t know what her status was when you found her, but her pulse is good, her breathing is fine, and the cut on her head will be healed before morning.”

      I let out a sigh, knowing he’s right.

      When Jameson gets to her left leg, he notices what I had earlier, that it isn’t turned naturally. “I have to set this or it’s going to heal wrong. Rem, I need you to hold her down. It’s going to be extremely painful for her, especially with no pain medication.”

      “You don’t have any?”

      He shakes his head. “We need to do this quickly Rem. Her body is already healing at an advanced rate.” Then he looks over at Lillian “Sweetheart, get out of the way, just in case she wakes up and starts swinging.” She immediately moves, lingering at the edge of the room watching over her friend.

      I lean over Violet, pressing my upper body against hers, holding her arms down just in case. Resting my head against hers I inhale her sweet scent. “It’s going to be okay love. You’re going to be okay.” I murmur and kiss her cheek softly.

      “One, two…” When Jameson gets to three, he twists her leg and sets it back in place.

      Violet flinches and groans beneath me. Lifting up just enough so I can see her face, bright blue eyes stare back at me. “Am I dead?”
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Violet

        

      

    

    
      An excruciating pain shoots through my leg, waking me up from the dark oblivion I was in. When I walked over the edge of the hole, I was pretty sure I was going to die. When I open my eyes, a man is leaning over me, his kind eyes full of concern. “Am I dead?” I rasp.

      He smirks. “Hell no, you are very much alive.” He says proudly, moving away so that he’s no longer covering me with his muscular body. I immediately miss the feel of him pressed against me and frown. What the hell is wrong with me? Why would I miss him?

      Someone snorts in the background. “You made sure of that, didn’t you Rem?”

      “Shut the fuck up.” Rem, the man with a few days’ worth of scruff covering his face answers, still looking down at me with warm brown eyes and a sexy smile.

      “Get out of the way and let me take a look at my patient now that she’s awake.” The other man says.

      My brown-haired angel scoots back but doesn’t leave my side.

      “Violet, I don’t know if you remember me, but I’m Lillian’s husband Jameson. I’m also a doctor.”

      “Lillian?” What in the world is going on?

      “I’m right here,” Lillian says before coming into view, standing on the other side of me.

      “I don’t understand. Where am I? What’s going on?” I look to her for answers.

      “You’re safe in our home. Remington found you out in the forest and brought you straight here so Jameson could take care of you. What’s the last thing you remember?” Lillian asks, her calm demeanor putting me at ease.

      My head throbs, pain radiating from my forehead. Really my whole body hurts, but especially my head, and my leg. What the hell happened to me? I run my hand over my head trying to rub the pain away but stop when it only makes it worse. “I don’t know.” I shudder, trying to put the pieces together. “I was walking through the forest and I got lost. I was staring at my phone while I was walking trying to find my way back to my car when I fell into some kind of hole. That’s all I can remember.”

      Lillian holds my hand and gives me a reassuring smile. “It’s okay sweetie.” I can tell she’s worried about me, which scares the hell out of me.

      “Right.” I wince trying to sit up then fall back when the pain is too much.

      “Easy.” Remington and Jameson say at the same time.

      “Try and lie still for a few minutes. Are you in any pain?” Jameson asks.

      “My head and my leg are killing me, oh, and my wrist too. I think I broke them.”

      Jameson nods. “You did. On a scale of one to ten, ten being extremely painful and one not that bad, what is your pain level right now?”

      “My head is a six and my wrist is a seven, and my leg is a nine.”

      Jameson smiles down at me. “Good. I can get you something for the pain in a minute. Do you think you can sit up with some help?”

      I nod. “I think so.”

      Before I can try and sit up, Remington pushes his arm under my upper back and gives me his other hand pulling me up to a sitting position.

      “Thank you,” I mumble to the man who has been at my side since I woke up.

      He gives me a tight smile and continues to look at me intensely. I look away, unsure why he’s looking at me like that.

      Jameson walks over to a black bag and pulls out a few tools I’ve seen before at my doctor’s office. First, he shines a light in my eyes, one after the other then listens to my heartbeat. When he’s finished, he takes my blood pressure. “Everything looks okay. Your blood pressure is a little high, but that’s to be expected after what you’ve been through. I wrapped your wrist with gauze. It needs to stay in that position to heal properly. Good thinking with wrapping it in the material by the way.”

      “I had no idea what I was doing,” I say laughing at myself.

      “Well, you did good.” He says, then his look goes from friendly to serious. “You fractured your leg. I just reset the bones by doing a fracture reduction.”

      My brows pull together. “What does that mean?”

      “Basically, I moved your bones back into place so they would heal correctly. You’ll need to stay off of that leg until it’s healed.”

      “Gotcha. What do I need to do now? Will I need a cast or something?”

      “I’m going to wrap it to keep it in place, but you should be all healed up within a week.”

      “A week? Isn’t that kind of fast?” I ask, wondering if he’s as good a doctor as I previously assumed.

      Jameson looks at Remington before walking into the kitchen and filling a glass with water. He walks back with a bottle of pills in his hand. “This should numb the pain for a while. You can take one pill every four hours, or as needed until the pain is manageable. No going back to work for at least a week.” He says changing the subject.

      “Oh, you don’t have to worry about that.” I scoff. “I quit last night.”

      “Why? What happened?” Lillian gasps.

      “I just couldn’t do it anymore Lil. That woman is horrible, plain and simple. I could never do anything right for her. To top it all off, she wouldn’t let me hire anyone to fill your position and made me take over your class while still doing everything else I had to do.”

      Lillian scowls. “You’ve got to be kidding me. We were already short-staffed as it was.”

      “Yeah. Everything got worse after you left.”

      “Oh no, I’m so sorry, Vi.”

      I shake my head, which only makes it hurt worse. “Don’t be sorry. It wasn’t your fault.”

      Lillian shrugs one of her shoulders, but she doesn’t look convinced.

      Jameson clears his throat and I look back at him sheepishly. “Sorry.”

      Grinning, he shakes his head, “No worries.” Then he opens the bottle and shakes a white tablet into my hand and hands me the glass of water.

      Remington grabs it from him before I can take it. “Here, let me help you.”

      I raise my brow at him then put the tablet in my mouth as he lifts the glass to my lips, and I take a small sip and swallow.

      “So that’s it? I don’t need to go to the hospital or anything?” I ask, still in shock. There’s something going on here, something they aren’t telling me. I’m no doctor, but I know I should be seen for broken bones.

      “Do you feel like you need to go to the hospital?” Jameson asks.

      “I’m not sure. I’m just so confused right now. I literally thought I was dying and then I woke up here, feeling a hundred times better than before. It’s like every minute that passes the pain lessens. It’s crazy, but I can almost feel the healing taking place in my body.”

      Jameson nods like he understands what I'm talking about. “I’m going to wrap your leg. Don’t take this off for at least twenty-four hours.”

      I look at Jameson like he has two heads, maybe three. Is he joking with this twenty-four-hour business? What the hell is going on? I never went to medical school but even I know a fracture needs more than twenty-four hours to heal.
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Remington

        

      

    

    
      I can’t take my eyes off of her. My little spitfire is doing much better than I expected. Once Jameson finishes wrapping her leg with an elastic bandage, he tells us he needs to take care of something and walks out of the room taking Lillian with him. We’re left alone and the silence is deafening. Like a creeper, I stand here staring at her, not having any idea what I’m supposed to say or do now.

      “Thanks for saving me.” She says and reaches out her hand to me. “I’m Violet by the way.”

      I stare down at her hand and then back into her beautiful blue eyes. She blushes and drops her hand into her lap fidgeting with what’s left of the bottom of her shirt.

      Lifting her hand into mine, I hold it and cover it with my other. She looks up and studies my face. “I’m Remington Walker and I’ve waited a very long time to meet you.”

      She quirks her head to the side. “What? Why would you be waiting to meet me?” She laughs.

      “Because you are my mate.”

      “Your mate?” She asks and I nod. “I don’t know what that means Remington. I don’t know what any of this means.” She says tossing her other hand into the air. “I feel like I’m in the twilight zone over here.”

      “You’ve heard of shifters, right?” I ask, ripping the bandaid off and going for the truth immediately. I witnessed my cousins waiting to tell their mates, Lillian and Hannah, about their shifter sides and the trouble that caused. I’m not going to go through that. I won’t risk losing her.

      Her brows pull together and she quirks her head to the side. “Of course, but what does that have to do with me?”

      “I need to show you something. Will you come with me?”

      Violet’s eyes meet mine and she shrugs. She’s uncertain if she should trust me. While I get it, the fact that she doesn’t hurts.

      “We won’t leave the house. You don’t have to worry about me running away with you.” I laugh, but this only makes her pull her hand out of mine and look away from me. “If I really wanted to hurt you, would I have brought you back to my cousin’s house?”

      “I’m not worried.” She says defensively, crossing her arms over her chest trying, but failing, to look tough.

      “You’ll come with me then?” I smirk.

      When she nods, I pick her up bridal style and take a step away from the table. Instantly she shrieks and starts to wiggle out of my arms. “Put me down, I’m too heavy for you to carry.” She exclaims.

      I look down at her like she’s crazy. “Love, does it look like I’m struggling over here?” When she frowns, I can’t help but laugh at how adorable she looks.

      “Don’t laugh at me.” She says, hitting me in the chest with the palm of her good hand.

      “Ouch, that hurts,” I deadpan, earning a glare from my woman. “You're a violent little pussycat, aren’t you?” I say walking to the guest bathroom.

      Violet rolls her eyes. “Whatever.”

      When we get to the bathroom, I set her down on the counter then turn on the light. As soon as she sees herself in the mirror she gasps and leans in closer to get a better look. “Jesus, I look like I went three rounds with an MMA fighter.”

      I stand behind her tracing my knuckles down the spine of her back. “You’re beautiful,” I tell her, meaning every fucking word.

      Violet sucks her bottom lip into her mouth and stares at me in the mirror until something catches her attention and she looks away. “Wait. What is that?” She asks, pulling her shirt to the side to get a better look at the mate mark I left on her, the one that saved her life, and binds her to me forever. The thought of it has my dick hardening in my borrowed sweats.

      I run my finger lightly over the already healed scar and she shivers. “You’re my mate, Violet.”

      “You said that already, but what does it mean?”

      I look away, worried the truth might take her away from me forever. “You were dying, I didn’t have a choice.”

      “What are you talking about? I don’t understand!” She growls in frustration and turns to face me. Grabbing my face in her hands she waits for me to look at her. “Tell me what’s going on Remington.”

      “I shouldn’t have done it. When I saw you lying in that hole, I panicked. You were dying and I had to save you the only way I knew how. I didn’t even know if it would work, but I had to try. I gave you my DNA so that it would heal you.”

      “What’s so wrong with that?” She asks, her brows pulling together.

      “When a shifter mates with a human, the shifter will mark their mate while they are having sex by biting them. The shifter’s DNA will be passed to the human, binding them to each other for the rest of their lives.”

      “Speak English Remington.”

      “I bit you to give you my DNA while you were dying. I did it without your consent, binding you to me. Fuck, I’m so sorry Violet.” I tell her, running my hands through my hair and pulling at the strands.

      She’s confused and scared. I can’t blame her. Out of nowhere I’m hit with an awareness. I can feel everything she’s feeling just as if her feelings were my own. Our eyes lock on each other and I know the moment that she knows what’s happening too, I can feel it and so can she.

      “How is this possible?” She gasps staring into my eyes.

      “Shifters are bound to one soul, one person, one mate. You’re mine Violet and I’m yours.”

      “But I’m not a shifter. I’m just some lame human.” She laughs nervously.

      “You are the pieces of my soul that have been missing for a lifetime. If I had time to do this right, I would have taken you out and wooed you with tacos and beer like a proper gentleman, but that’s not how our story starts.”

      “I’m not saying no to tacos and beer, so if you still want to do that, I’m game.” She says looking serious.

      I grin. “How are you not freaking out right now?”

      She shrugs. “I woke up today having no idea what to do next. Then I almost died. But now? Now I’m sitting here looking at the hottest guy I’ve ever met while he tells me pretty things, extraordinary things, that are hard to believe. I believe you though so I trust what I know so far.”

      I run my knuckles down the side of her face staring into her eyes. “I’m worried once everything sinks in you won’t be this forgiving.”

      She nods. “It’s possible. I’ve been told I have a wicked temper. Guess we’re just going to have to cross that bridge when we get there.” She says then yawns deeply. “There are so many questions I want to ask you, but all I want to do right now is crawl into my lumpy bed and go to sleep. Do you think you could give me a ride back to my car?” She asks hopefully, but her smile falters as I hesitate. “If not I’m sure Lillian can, no biggie.”

      The last thing I want to do is let her out of my sight. “You’re not driving right now. You just took pain medication and are still healing from your accident. What if I took you back to my place? Then we can figure out what happens next when you wake up.”

      A smile quirks at the corner of her mouth. “This knowing what you’re feeling thing is weird. Is this normal for mates?” She asks.

      I laugh. “I have no fucking clue, Love,” I say, tucking a stray lock of hair behind her ear. “It’s all new for me too.”

      She sighs and looks at me. “I feel like the right thing for me to do is go home, alone. But...”

      “But?” I ask hopefully.

      “But I don’t want to. The thought of being away from you is like someone is trying to steal my favorite toy away. I don’t want to go home.”

      “Then don’t,” I say and pick her up, carrying her out of the bathroom. Walking into the living room we find Jameson, Lillian, and Hudson standing around talking. Everyone stops and stares at us as I walk in with Violet in my arms, her arm wrapped around my neck wearing a goofy grin.

      “Do you have a twin or am I seeing things?” Violet whispers to me loudly making everyone in the room laugh.

      “Glad to see you’re doing better. I’m Hudson, Remington’s twin.”

      Violet waves. “I’m Violet, Remington’s mate.”

      Hudson chokes on his beer and starts coughing. “Did you just say mate?”

      “Breathe brother,” I say rolling my eyes at him.

      “That was fast.” He says looking at me pointedly.

      I shrug. “I did what needed to be done.”

      “And you’re okay with that?” Hudson asks Violet.

      Glaring at my brother, I’m pissed he’s making this into something bigger than it needs to be. He knows me. He knows I wouldn’t have done something like this unless it was absolutely necessary. At least I thought he did.

      “Hey, it’s okay,” Violet says softly, holding my jaw in the palm of her hand. “Take me home Remington. We can deal with the world later.”

      “I like that plan,” I tell her.

      “I thought you might.” She says then winks.

      “Lillian, would you mind giving us a ride back to my place?”

      Before she can answer Jameson throws her keys at me, which Violet catches.

      “Nice arm.” I murmur.

      “I played softball in high school.” She says, brushing off the compliment.

      “Thanks Jay,” I say heading to the front door. “Oh, and about your back door-”

      “I already called Weston. He’s coming over in a bit to help me get it fixed up. Just take care of your mate. We’ll come by and pick up the Jeep later. It’ll give me a chance to check on my patient. Violet, keep off the leg at least until I’ve had a chance to look at it.”

      “I will. Thank you for everything.”

      “Don’t thank me. It was Remington who saved you.”

      I walk out of the front door with Violet in my arms, carrying her over to Lillian's Jeep. Once I’ve got her settled in and buckled up, I sense Hudson behind me.

      “I would have given you a ride.” He tells me defensively.

      “And I would have taken it, but then you went and shit all over my good mood with your judgements.”

      “What did you expect me to think, Rem?”

      “I expected that you out of everyone in there would have given me the benefit of the doubt. I expected you to have my back.”

      “I do have your back. You have to admit, this was a bit rash, even for you.”

      I give Hudson the finger and go to the driver’s side ignoring him as he stomps up Jameson’s porch and goes back into the house. When I open the Jeep door Violet is staring at me. I can tell she wants to talk about what just happened with Hudson, but I don’t want to do this here.

      “At home?” She asks.

      The fact that she called my place home, helps to soothe some of my ragged edges. I give her a tight smile and nod. Before I can get in, I move the seat back as far as it will go, but it’s still a tight squeeze for me when I sit down. Violet watches me and tries to hide her smile but it’s no use now that I can feel every emotion she is feeling.

      “Hush,” I growl.

      “I didn’t say anything.” She gasps before bursting into a fit of laughter.

      Two hours ago, I never thought I’d get to hear it and now it’s the most beautiful sound in the world.
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Violet

        

      

    

    
      When Remington pulls up to his house, which can’t be more than a mile down the road from Lillian and Jameson’s, he parks next to a jacked-up cherry red F250. I’m not surprised in the least. Remington is a big man who needs lots of room and the color fits his personality from what I know of him so far.

      He gets out and comes to my side to get me. Carrying me bridal style, he walks us up the porch and steps into a home that looks very similar to Lillian and Jameson’s. It’s a two-story with an open floor plan on the first floor. Large black leather couches fill the living room and a huge TV hangs on the wall above the fireplace. The grey walls are bare of any pictures and I long to change that.

      “Welcome home,” Remington says, placing a kiss on the top of my head.

      Home. What a funny word. My parents sold our childhood home when they retired to Florida. Since then I’ve lived in a couple of places, but none of them have ever felt like home. I hold a strong belief that a home is made by the people who fill it, not the literal structure. At the doorway of Remington’s home looking in, a sense of peace and belonging fill my soul.

      “I haven’t done much with the place.” Remington hesitates.

      “It’s perfect.” I breathe out.

      Remington’s cocky smile returns as he walks in and sets me down on one of the couches so that I can rest my leg across the length of the couch and lean my back against the arm.

      “Can I get you anything?” He asks.

      “I know I can’t take a shower, but God I’d give anything for one.”

      Remington’s quiet for a moment while he thinks. After he’s made his mind up, he grabs a remote from the side table and turns the tv on then hands it to me. “I’m going to see what I can do about that shower. While you’re waiting feel free to watch whatever you want. I don’t have cable, but I do have Netflix and Hulu.”

      “Works for me,” I say, taking the remote from him to start looking for something to watch.

      Remington stands there quietly instead of walking off like I expected him to.

      “What’s up?” I ask peering up at him.

      He shakes his head wearing a soft smile on his face. “Nothing. I’ll be back in a few minutes.” He says and walks away.

      “Hey Remington,” I say.

      He stops and looks over his shoulder at me.

      “Thank you, for everything.”

      He gives me a quick nod and continues walking.

      As soon as he’s gone, I slump back against the couch and close my eyes. What is my life right now? This morning I was panicking over my future and in a matter of hours my life has been turned upside down, but not in a bad way. No, my life has taken a turn in a direction that I would have never expected and I’m here for it one hundred percent.

      My eyes are only closed for a moment when I feel someone shaking my shoulder.

      “Violet, come on Love, wake up for me,” Remington says loudly.

      Blinking my eyes open I find Remington leaning over me in a panic.

      “Why the hell are you yelling?” I yell back, pulling away from his crazy ass.

      “I’ve been trying to wake you up for almost five damn minutes.” He growls.

      The look he’s giving me has me bursting into a fit of laughter.

      “Awww you’re so cute when you’re scared.” I say patting his cheek.

      “I wasn’t scared.” He grumbles.

      “I’m just playing, Boo.” I wink. My laughter dies out as I get a good look at Remington standing in front of me, still wearing only a pair of grey sweats. I can’t take my eyes off of his muscular arms and chest. He really is a good looking man. He’s super tall, almost a foot taller than my five-foot six self and is strong. God is he strong. I can’t believe he keeps carrying me around the house like it’s nothing. I almost don’t want my leg to heal so he never stops.

      “What the hell is going on in that head of yours?” Remington asks in a deeper voice than I’ve heard from him before. Damn.

      “Don’t you know?” I bite my bottom lip to hold back my moan. He ignores my crazy and reaches down to pick me up, carrying me just as he did before. “I can’t read your thoughts, I can only feel what you are.”

      Slinging my arm around his neck, I run my fingers over his warm skin. “Where are we going Rem?”

      He smiles and walks into a bedroom at the end of the hallway where I find a huge bed that hasn’t been made, clothes strewn all over the floor, and a dresser with drawers in disarray.

      “Get in a fight with your dresser?” I joke.

      He gives me the side-eye but says nothing as he walks us into a bathroom that is surprisingly clean and sets me down on the counter. Looking around I see there’s a bath filled up with steam coming off the top and I moan out loud needing that water. “No shower until Jameson looks you over tomorrow, but you can have a bath. He said to have you rest your leg out of the bathtub.”

      “But… how am I going to get in there on my own?” I ask, suddenly uncertain about this.

      “I’ll help you. Whatever you need me to do.”

      “That means I’ll have to get naked in front of you,” I whisper.

      “You know that we are the only two people in the house, right?” Remington asks laughing.

      “Are you always an ass or am I special?” I cross my arms and give him the look. The one that had my daycare kids scared shitless.

      “Always, and you’re pretty special too.”

      “That’s unfortunate,” I grumble, making the ass laugh even harder.

      “You have no idea, Love. No idea.”

      He reaches for the bottom of my work out shirt and starts to lift it up. I immediately grab his hands and push them down. “What are you doing?”

      Remington raises his brow and that damn smirk of his teases at the corner of his mouth. “Getting you ready for your bath.”

      I take a deep breath. Can I do this? I’ve never been naked in front of a man before. I look over at the bath longingly. I really want to soak in that tub.

      “Hey, look at me.” He soothes, running his warm hands up my arms.

      Looking up at him I try for a smile but fail. “I’ve never done this before.”

      He quirks his head to the side. “Taken a bath?”

      “That’s not what I meant.” I smack him playfully in the chest.

      He grabs my hand and presses it against his naked chest, palm flat, over his beating heart. “You don’t have to do this Violet. There’s no pressure here, not from me, ever. If you would rather save the bath for a few days from now, it’s fine. I can get you a wet rag and leave you to it. Whatever you’re comfortable with. But just so you know, we’re on the same page here. I’ve been naked in front of people thousands of times.” When my eyes go wide, he chuckles and moves his hands over my shoulders and rests them against my neck. “What I mean is, when we shift, our clothes don’t go with us. When I shift back to my human form, I’m bare. For shifters, it’s natural to walk around without clothes, but-”

      “Remington, this doesn't make me feel any better.”

      “But I’ve never been naked in front of my mate before.” He finishes.

      “What about other women you’ve been with?” I ask hesitantly, not wanting to hear about them.

      “What other women? It’s only you, will only ever be you.”

      “I’m sure a man that looks like you have had women throwing themselves at you for years.”

      He nods. “And none of them were you, Violet. On the slim chance that I found my mate, I didn’t want to come to her expecting to be her only one and not give her that in return. Sure, I’ve had needs but none that my hand couldn’t ease. There’s never been anyone, ever, not even a kiss.”

      “Wow, I don’t know what to say.”

      “You don’t have to say anything. I just need you to know that when you’re ready you won’t be alone in this. It will be something we experience for the first time together.”

      I take a deep breath and nod. “Okay.”

      He smiles at me. “What do you want to do?”

      I think it over, looking longingly at the hot water. “I really want that bath.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yeah. Just, my body isn’t… I’m not… I don’t want to let you down.” I say looking anywhere but at him.

      “Your body is beyond my expectations and I haven’t even stripped you bare.” He grabs one of my hands, moves it down his bare chest, over his sweats, and rests it on the large bulge between us. “I’m harder than a fucking rock here Violet. Believe me, when I say you’re the only one who’s ever done this to me.”

      I squeeze his thick bulge and slide my hand down his shaft making him moan. That was so damn hot. My wet pussy throbs, needing relief that only Remington can provide. Shifting my legs, I almost let a moan slip past my lips. Embarrassed, I pull my hands away, look to the side, and clear my throat. “Bath please.” I rasp.

      Remington grabs my chin between his thumb and forefinger and tips my face up so that I’m looking him in the eyes. I expect to see him wearing a cocky grin, but he’s not. Instead, he’s looking at me intently, studying me.

      My heart skips a beat. Raising my arms, I wait for him to pull my shirt up and over my head. Remington reaches for my shirt but surprises me when he slides his hands under it and around my back, pulling me even closer. I’ve never felt anything purer than how he’s feeling while looking at me. It’s more than desire, more than love. This thing between us is destiny, fated to happen by whoever is in charge up there. Leaning in I press my hands against his chest and slide them up and around his neck. I brush my nose against his jawline, pressing a kiss against the corner of his mouth.

      When he doesn’t respond I look up confused, only to find him looking ready to explode. When I lean away from him, he pulls me back slamming his mouth against mine in a hard demanding kiss. The kiss changes quickly. His hard, punishing lips becoming soft against mine. He slowly slides my shirt up my back and over my head. He casts his eyes down to my sports bra and reaches up to slide the zipper down. He lets out a loud groan as it opens, giving him his first glimpse of my naked skin.

      “Damn!” He whispers to himself. “I want to touch you so badly.”

      “Touch me, Rem,” I beg.

      The moment his warm hands brush against my breasts, my nipples pebble to hard points. He looks up at me and grins while softly running the backs of his knuckles over my breasts, causing a shiver to run down my spine. Jesus, what is he doing to me? It doesn’t help that I’m feeling him physically and emotionally along with how he’s making me feel. It’s all so much. When he pinches my nipples, I moan loudly. Embarrassed, I bite my lip so I don’t do it again.

      Remington shakes his head at me. “Don’t you dare. I want to hear everything.” He says right before sucking one of my nipples into his mouth. I moan even louder. Oh God. Holding my breasts in his hands, he switches to my other nipple, running his tongue around it before sucking it hard then nipping it between his teeth. “Rem,” I moan, sliding my hands up his neck and into his hair. He kisses between my breasts and down my soft tummy. When he gets to the top of my leggings, he grabs the waistband and rips them down the middle.

      “You’re not wearing any panties,” He growls.

      “I don’t wear them with leggings.”

      “I’m going to come in my fucking sweats, Violet. Your bare pussy is wet and pink, and fuck, I can smell you.” He says through clenched teeth.

      I try closing my legs, but Remington is on his knees and spreading me open for him. Leaning in, he inhales my scent and looks up with glowing golden eyes. “I need to taste you.”

      “Yes,” I rasp, needing that too.

      The moment his tongue slides between my wet lips I combust. “Oh my God,” I mumble, and he licks me again, flicking his tongue against my clit before sucking it between his lips. The force of my orgasm combined with everything else is too much. One second I‘m falling over the edge and the next, light flashes behind my eyes as I experience the most intense orgasm I’ve ever felt.

      Opening my eyes, I find Remington standing in front of me looking down at me with a soft smile on his face.

      “It’s never felt like that before,” I say sheepishly.

      “Yeah, me either.” He smiles.

      “You too?” I ask, surprised.

      “Like a fucking teenager.” He laughs. “Ready for that bath now, Love?”

      “Yeah.”

      Remington pulls off what’s left of my leggings and gently places me into the warm bath, resting my bandaged leg on the side of the tub with a rolled-up towel underneath my ankle. The water is no longer steaming hot, but it still feels incredible. Remington puts a towel behind my neck then hands me a washcloth and soap for me to use.

      I grab his hand before he pulls away. “Thank you, Remington.”

      Smiling, he pulls my hand up and kisses the back of it. “You don’t have to thank me for taking care of my mate. It’s truly an honor.”

      With that, he walks out of the bathroom giving me time alone. I can feel as he gets further and further away and it’s like a piece of my soul goes with him. Shaking my head, I lean my head back and close my eyes. As I soak, I think back over the long day I’ve had and wonder how this even happened. I don’t regret it, I don’t do regrets. I wouldn’t change a thing because it led me into Remington’s arms.
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      Leaving Violet naked and alone in the bubble bath goes against my instincts. I’m her mate, I should be in there with her, claiming her completely. My human side knows this is what she needs though, especially after I attacked her in there. She wanted it just as much as I did, but I should have waited until she was healed and had some time to get to know me. I’m ecstatic she’s feeling the mating bond so quickly, especially after how I did it, but she’s human. She needs more than ‘hey you’re my mate and I claimed you’ to fall in love with me. I’m fucking this all up.

      Walking upstairs I take a quick shower in the spare bathroom before coming downstairs and getting dressed in a t-shirt and gym shorts. After taking a quick peek at my mate and finding her lying back enjoying her bath, I leave her alone to rest. My stomach rumbles furiously telling me it’s way past time for dinner. Walking into the kitchen, I pull open my fridge to see what I have in there that I could make for us. Thankfully, I laid out some steaks for dinner tonight.

      Grabbing the steaks, I set them out on the counter to rest and walk outside to start the grill. While I’m waiting for it to heat up, I make quick work of grabbing some potatoes, cleaning, peeling, and cutting them before throwing them into a pot to boil. Next, I grab some zucchini and chop it up with some mushrooms and onions and put those into the oven to roast.

      When I’m finished, I walk back into my room and grab some clothes for my mate to put on. I knock on the door and wait until she tells me to come in. Look, I can be a gentleman sometimes. “Ready to get out?”

      Violet holds up her hands and looks at them. “Yeah, I’m pruny.” She laughs.

      I spread a towel out on the counter then go back to her and carefully lift her out of the water before setting her down on the towel and wrapping her up in another one.

      Violet frowns. “You got wet.”

      I shrug because it isn’t a big deal. “Don’t worry about it. I have more clothes.” I laugh. “Speaking of, I found you something of mine you can wear tonight since you don’t have anything here, yet.”

      “Thank you.”

      “What did I say about that?” He growls.

      “I’m going to keep telling you ‘thank you’ so you know that I mean it.”

      Grabbing her hand, I press it against my heart. “I can feel it. I know that you’re thankful. Just as you know how happy it makes me to take care of you.”

      “I know. This is all so new to me.” She sighs.

      “Me too. Come on, let’s get you dressed so we can eat.”

      “You cooked?” She asks, sounding surprised and intrigued at the notion.

      “Yeah… why?” I ask hesitantly.

      She bites her lip. “I’m glad one of us can because I suck in the kitchen. I can only make a few things and everything else gets burnt or is too gross to eat. Well, except for breakfast. I love breakfast.”

      “So, what you’re telling me is I’m stuck with the dud mate?”

      Violet smacks my chest and laughs. “Hey! I’m no dud. I’m a prize.”

      Lifting her off the counter, I walk her into the bedroom and set her down on the bed and kiss the top of her head. “You’re everything my mate. I don’t care if you can’t cook. I can. As long as you’re happy that’s all I care about.”

      She smiles up at me. “I’m happy.”

      “Good.” I help her get dressed then carry her into the kitchen and set her down on one of the barstools, resting her leg on another. “Thirsty?” I ask, walking to the fridge.

      “Parched.”

      “Parched?” I ask, raising one of my brows.

      “Yes, parched, meaning very thirsty.”

      I roll my eyes. “I know what it means. I just didn’t figure you for the type to use it.”

      She raises her brow and gives me a look that tells me I should cover my balls and be very afraid. When I continue to stare at her she throws her head back and laughs.

      “Mom always used five-dollar words. She said it made us sound ladylike. I liked them because it made me feel smart. After a while, they just stuck.” She says.

      “We have water and beer.” I offer, shaking my head at her.

      Violet laughs. “Guess I’ll have water then.”

      “Not a beer drinker?” I ask, not caring one way or another.

      “Actually, I love a good IPA, but I took a pain pill about an hour ago. I probably shouldn’t drink on top of that.”

      “Good point. I completely forgot about that.” Grabbing a bottle out of the fridge, I twist the top and hand it to her. I watch her take a long sip then sigh when she’s finished. “That’s pretty good stuff.”

      “You’re the perfect woman.”

      She laughs hard at that. “I am far from perfect Remington, trust me on that.”

      “Favorite food?”

      She thinks for a second. “Meat lovers pizza.”

      “Same. Favorite sport?”

      “Basketball, but I’ll watch football. Baseball is too slow for me.”

      “You love good beer, eat pizza, and watch basketball. The perfect woman.”

      She rolls her eyes and shakes her head at me. “I can’t cook, I don’t save my money, and my parents tell me I snore. Oh, and I currently don’t have a job because I couldn’t keep my temper in check. I’m not perfect.”

      Walking up to my mate, I wrap my arms around her and kiss her soft plump lips. “We already talked about the cooking thing, but if it really bothers you, I can teach you how. Give yourself some grace, no you aren’t perfect, I sure as hell am not. Stop being hard on yourself. We’ll figure out everything together and if we still need help, we’ve got a family more than willing to be there for us. Okay?”

      She nods. “Okay, Rem.”

      “Good talk,” I say kissing her. “Now how do you like your steak?”

      “Medium rare.”

      “See! You’re my perfect mate!”

      She throws her head back and laughs then takes a pull from her water. I’m a lucky fucking bear.

      After I finish cooking dinner, I make our plates piled high with mashed potatoes, veggies, and steak. Violet’s blue eyes widen as she looks at all of the food on her plate. She moans when she takes her first bite, making my dick harder than it was. Ignoring it, we sit at the bar and eat in companionable silence. When we are finished, I carry Violet to the couch.

      I get a fire started then sit on the opposite side as her on the couch, facing her. “What were you doing in the forest today, before I found you?”

      “It was so stupid,” She laughs. “I woke up and didn’t know what I should do. I wasn’t prepared to quit last night. It’s not like I had another job lined up or anything. In this tiny town, there aren’t many opportunities for work, especially as a preschool director. So, I went for a hike needing to clear my head and make a plan. I wasn’t prepared for that either.”

      “Did it work? Did you clear your head?”

      She shrugs. “Kind of. I found this beautiful waterfall and took some really great pictures of it.”

      “I’d love to see them.”

      “My camera should be in my backpack. As long as it’s still working, I can show them to you.”

      Backpack? I try and think back over the events of today and realize I never grabbed her backpack. Did I even see it? “I’m sorry. I must have left it in the hole you were in.”

      Violet covers her face with her hands and groans. “That’s probably where my phone is too. I think I dropped it when I fell in.”

      “I’ll get it back for you, don’t worry,” I say, trying to reassure her.

      We spend the rest of the night talking about everything and nothing. I learn that Violet is an only child and her parents moved down to Florida a couple of years ago to enjoy retirement. She quickly tells me how she visited a couple of times but hates it.

      I tell her about my brothers and my cousins and why we ended up moving to this town. She asks me what it’s like to turn into a bear. I try to explain, but honestly, it’s hard and I promise to show her soon which excites her. After the third time she yawns, I scoop her into my arms and carry her to my bed, tucking her in.

      “Wait, where are you going?” She asks when I walk to the door.

      “Go to sleep Love, I’ll be back soon. I need to clean up the kitchen and lock up.”

      She nods and her eyes drift close. Leaving the door ajar, I walk out to the kitchen and do just that. When I’m finished, I pick up my phone and call Hudson.

      “Didn’t think you’d be calling me this soon. Need some pointers?” He laughs.

      “Fuck you,” I growl, making him laugh. “There’s something bothering me about that hole in the forest. What was it doing there?”

      “Yeah,” He sighs, his laughter dying. “Jameson told me that’s where you found her. We were discussing this after you two left.”

      “Now that I’ve had a chance to think about it, it seems off. I’m going back out there to grab her backpack tomorrow. Will you come with me and check it out? Maybe you’ll be able to scent something I couldn’t. Her blood was everywhere and all I could think was that I had to save my mate.”

      “You don’t even have to ask. You know I’ll be there.”

      “Thanks man. I’ll call you in the morning before I head out.”

      “Sounds good.” I’m about to hang up when Hudson stops me.

      “Hey Rem, I’m really happy you found your mate. Gives me hope that my mate is out there somewhere.”

      “I know she is. She’ll probably come out of nowhere just like all of ours have. I know it’s hard to believe. I never thought I’d find mine. Not in a million years. I just wish Weston’s mate was still alive.”

      “Shit, me too man. What happens if I find my mate? Then he’ll be the only one without a mate. Will he leave our pack?” Hudson asks, echoing a thought I’ve often wondered about myself.

      “Don’t. We’ll do whatever we need to do to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

      “Hell yeah, we will! You never know what might happen.” Hudson sighs.

      “You never know. I’m hanging up now, Hud. I have a mate to get to.”

      “Night brother.”

      “Night,” I say hanging up.

      Turning all the lights off as I go, I’m finally walking back to my mate. She’s sleeping soundly when I walk into my room. I toss my shirt into the laundry basket and slide into bed, curling my body around hers. For the first time in over fifty years, I go to sleep feeling whole.
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      I wake up having slept better than I ever have. When Remington put me to bed last night it took no time for me to fall asleep. I was beyond exhausted, but now as I lie here, I’m wide awake feeling refreshed and ready for my day. I’m coursing with energy. Surprisingly my body no longer aches from the fall I took yesterday. In fact, my body feels better, stronger, than before I went on my hike. I lift my hand up to my face and move it around testing out my wrist. There’s no pain, thankfully. It’s crazy what Remington’s DNA was able to do in less than twenty-four hours. I’m just lucky he found me when he did. I stretch out my wrapped leg and while it’s still a little sore, it’s nothing like it was yesterday.

      I’m warm with Remington snuggled up close to my back and his arm slung over my tummy. I think back to everything that happened yesterday starting when Remington saved me, not that I can remember that part. He rescued me, healed me, protected me, and then loved me. The bond we share grows every minute we’re near and strengthens with every touch we share. The feeling is indescribable, and I can’t wait for my parents to meet him.

      Will he tell them he’s a bear shifter, or should I? That’s going to be up to Remington. It’s not my place to share something so personal. Plus, I got the feeling from the way he talked last night that shifters keep their ability to shift a secret. Sure, I heard of shifters growing up, everyone did, but it seemed like more of a myth than reality. Is that because our government tried covering them up, erasing the war from history as if it never happened? I wouldn’t put it past them. I’d never met anyone who could shift into an animal, but now that I think about it, maybe I had, and they just didn’t tell me. Why would they? It’s crazy to think they have to hide who they are just so they can live in peace.

      Last night while we were talking, Remington let me in on a little bit of what they’d gone through during the war. My heart not only broke for Remington and his family but all of the shifters who had to endure such a horrible and senseless war. How dare the humans involved come in and destroy them simply because they were different. The hate I feel for those who participated rivals the pain in my chest for those who lost their lives and the ones who were left behind. To know that so many shifters lost their mates, as a result, doesn’t make it any easier. What if Remington had been killed? Now that we’ve met, I can’t imagine not being with him. The longer we’re together it’s getting harder to remember what it felt like when I was alone.

      I never knew fated mates were a possibility, but now that I do, I’d fight until my dying breath for Remington. It’s crazy since we only met half a day ago, but he is the most important person in my life now. No one else matters more than him or ever will. Through our bond and everything we’ve gone through; I know Remington is a good man. The way he spoke of his pack and the emotions he felt while doing it were real and inspiring. I could only hope to experience the bond these men have with each other and I’m lucky enough to be welcomed into their pack as one of their own, just because I’m his. I can feel his soul, it’s beautiful and strong and more importantly, it fits perfectly to mine. Like two abstract pieces coming together to form something extraordinary. I can’t wait to learn his entire story to know every detail of what made him into the man he is today.

      I’m tempted to roll him over and take care of the pole he’s digging into my ass, but I’m not brave enough, not yet. One day I’ll do just that, but it won’t be today. Plus, I really need to pee. I move Remington’s hand off of me slowly and slide to the edge of the bed, sitting up carefully not wanting to wake him.

      As I sit on the bed, I’m hesitant to stand on my bandaged leg. Trusting that I’m healed enough, I stand, slowly putting weight on that leg then take a step. Then another and another until I make it to the bathroom without any pain. Jesus, it’s crazy how fast it healed. I carefully remove the bandage to get a better look at and I’m amazed there isn’t any bruising to indicate that it was broken less than twenty-four hours earlier.

      I use the bathroom then find an extra toothbrush in a drawer and use it to brush my teeth. When I’m finished, I open the door and find Remington snuggled up to my pillow and sleeping soundly on his stomach. Inching closer, I notice his tan back is covered in several small scars. What could have caused this? I thought shifters healed quickly. My heart once again aches for what he’s been through and everything he’s had to endure.

      His soft snores reach my ears. I’m surprised that with all of his shifter abilities he didn’t wake up when I started moving around. Ha, maybe he’s hibernating like a bear. I think to myself, almost laughing out loud at my stupid joke. That makes me wonder, they don’t sleep all winter, do they? I mean their human sides wouldn’t be able to do that, right? I’ll add that to the list of questions I have for my mate.

      There’s no way in hell I’m waking him up, he deserves to sleep for as long as he wants. I’m not going to be able to get back to sleep. That’s when the idea hits me. I tiptoe out of the room still wearing the baggy t-shirt and gym shorts from last night and close the door behind me. Walking into the kitchen I spot the coffee pot immediately. First order of business, make the coffee, drink the coffee, then do all the things. I laugh at myself. I’m an idiot.

      Rummaging around Remington’s kitchen cupboards I find the coffee and coffee filters. Setting to work, I make a pot before continuing to snoop. I’m surprised to find a closed bottle of coffee creamer, but I’m also thankful. I was going to drink my coffee black if I had to, but I was hoping I would at least find some milk and sugar in the house. I wonder if Remington drinks creamer in his coffee, although that would shock me. He seems like a black coffee kind of guy.

      Remington’s refrigerator is full of all kinds of good food. I’m shocked yet again. Aren’t most single guys’ refrigerator’s empty? I shrug and pull out an unopened pack of bacon and breakfast sausage then grab the eighteen pack of eggs. Going to his pantry I open it up to find that it’s just as stocked. This man must love his food, I know that much. Last night he ate two large steaks with a huge pile of mashed potatoes and veggies. I didn’t think he would eat it all, but he did and then went on to finish what I couldn’t eat off of my plate. I’m going to need to learn to cook a few things to keep that man fed. I think to myself and laugh.

      Finding an unopened box of instant pancake mix and syrup I pull those out and set them on the counter. I even find some more potatoes and an onion and bell pepper. About an hour later I’m putting the sausage and bacon into the oven to keep warm along with the large stack of pancakes already in there. The hashbrowns are finishing up on the stove and the only thing I have left to make are the scrambled eggs. I left those for last so they wouldn’t get cold. No one likes cold eggs. Gross.

      Like he knew it was time, Remington comes walking into the kitchen freshly showered wearing a pair of gym shorts and a cocky smile. He’s staring at me intently and I can feel that he’s happy to see me, but he’s also pissed. “What are you doing in here?” He asks grumpily before picking me up and spinning me around the kitchen. Setting me down on the counter, he pushes his way between my knees. Holding my face in his hands, he rubs the apple of my cheeks with his thumbs and stares down at me. “You weren’t in bed when I woke up.” He growls. I’m about to answer him but his lips slam against mine in a heated kiss that lights me on fire. When he pulls away, he’s smiling again, no longer upset. “Good morning, Love.”

      “Good morning?” I laugh. “What was that all about?”

      “I was looking forward to waking up to my mate in my bed and kissing you until you were tired of me, but you weren’t there. I might be a grumpy bear in the morning until I get a taste of my mate.”

      “Is that so?” I ask, raising my brow and biting my lip to keep from laughing.

      “Maybe. Tell me how you’re feeling.” He says grabbing my wrist and running his fingers over it to check for himself. Next, he grabs my leg and runs his warm hand down my naked calf.

      “Much better.” I moan as his hand comes back up over my knee to my inner thigh.

      “Your scent is driving me insane Violet.” He growls. He’s about to push his fingers inside the edge of the shorts when someone clears their throat behind me.

      “You could have knocked,” Remington growls, still staring at me.

      “I smelled breakfast.” The man behind me deadpans.

      Remington looks down at me and smiles before kissing my forehead and helping me off the counter. “Violet, I’d like you to meet my brother, Weston. Weston, this is my mate.”

      I turn to find a handsome, rugged man standing near the dining room table. He’s just as tall and big as Remington and Jameson, but there’s something about him that makes me sad. You can tell the man has lost something dear to him. When I look up at Remington, he gives me a knowing sad smile. Walking through the kitchen I hold my hand out to him. “It’s nice to meet you, Weston.”

      He looks at my hand for a moment, then pulls me into a rough hug then releases me. “You’re family now little sister.”

      “I guess I am,” I say smiling wide. I look over my shoulder to find Remington walking towards us wearing the same smile.

      “Ready to eat?” I ask, thankful I made plenty of food for the three of us.

      “Hell yes.”

      Giggling, I go to the kitchen and pull out the pan of meat I had warming in the oven. I’m about to pull out the pancakes when there’s a knock at the back door.

      “Who the hell could that be?” Remington asks grumpily.

      When he opens it, Lillian and Jameson are standing there. Walking in, Lillian is holding a box of doughnuts from the bakery in town and Jameson is carrying several grocery bags. Lillian looks around the kitchen and bites her lip looking ready to cry. What the hell? Jameson is quick to set the bags down and pull his mate into his arms. “It’s okay sweetheart.”

      “I know I’m being silly. Stupid pregnancy hormones.”

      “Lil, what’s wrong?” I ask, worried about my friend.

      Lillian lifts her head to look at me. “We brought breakfast over, but you already have it handled.” She laughs with tears coming out of her eyes.

      “Hey, no worries. I didn’t make enough food for all of us. Now there’s enough.” I try making her feel better. Damn, those pregnancy hormones are strong.

      “I love doughnuts, so you know they’ll get eaten,” Remington adds, rubbing his stomach.

      Lillian laughs. “You’re right. Sorry I freaked out for a second. I can’t wait to have these babies already and get my brain back.”

      Remington disappears down the hall and I start putting the food on the table. Weston helps by setting the table while Jameson starts taking everything they brought out of the bags. When Remington walks back in, he’s wearing a t-shirt and there are three more people with him, his twin Hudson, and a man and woman I’ve never met before. Hudson gives me a quick hug on his way to the kitchen to pour himself some coffee.

      “Violet, come here, Love,” Remington calls.

      Walking to Remington’s side, he wraps his arm around my waist and pulls me close. “Violet, this is Jackson, Jameson’s little brother.”

      “Younger not little.” He smiles warmly.

      “I’m still bigger than you,” Jameson says as he puts the orange juice they brought onto the table.

      Jackson gives Jameson the middle finger and the woman pokes him in the side. “Be nice to your brother,” she says rolling her eyes and making him growl.

      I can’t help but laugh. All of these big men are putty in their mate’s hands. Remington squeezes my side and I look up to find him narrowing his eyes at me. I thought he couldn’t read my mind.

      We’re only supposed to be able to read feelings, but your thoughts are loud and clear as day. He winks. “And this is Jackson’s better half, his mate Hannah,” Remington tells me.

      “I’m so happy to meet you. It’s nice to not be so outnumbered in the pack anymore.” She says with a huge grin on her face. There’s something about her sunny personality that makes me like her instantly.

      As we’re sitting around the large dining room table it suddenly makes sense why it’s so massive. There’s room for more people if we need it. For the next hour and a half, we pass food around the table and eat breakfast together. It is the perfect morning to start a beautiful day.
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      “I’m stuffed and you’re all going back for more. How do you all eat so much?” Violet asks, making everyone, including the girls, laugh. We’re all finishing our second or third plates. “I’m serious, where do you put it?” She says, looking around the table at each of the guys.

      “Get used to it, these boys can eat and eat and eat!” Hannah laughs.

      “Oh yeah, they’re never full,” Lil adds in, smiling fondly at Jameson.

      “It’s because of our fast metabolism. We burn a lot of calories when we shift into our bears. Remember, bears are a lot bigger and require more fuel.” Hudson tells the girls who roll their eyes at him.

      “That must be why I’m starving lately,” Lillian says, rubbing her hand over her large belly. That thing gets bigger every time I see it. I wouldn’t be surprised if they found a surprise cub in there.

      “Just wait until they’re nursing. You’re going to have to eat twice as much as you’re eating now to keep up.” Hudson laughs.

      Lillian’s eyes go wide. “I’ll be as big as a house.”

      “Don’t worry Lil, I’ll be your eating partner,” I smile at her and rub my belly.

      “Thanks, Rem.”

      “It only lasts for the first year. Once the cubs are weaned your body should go back to normal.” Jameson says, lacing his fingers through hers, then kissing the back of her hand.

      “But you don’t know, right?” Lillian sighs.

      “Why don’t you know?” Violet asks the whole group.

      The girls look resigned to their fate, while Jameson and Jackson look worried, yet hopeful.

      “Shifter human matings are rare. While they have happened in the past, there isn’t a lot of information on it. Mainly because those pairings were kept a secret. We don’t know how long our pregnancies will last or what happens after our cubs are born, it’s all a bit unknown.” Hannah tells Violet.

      “Baby, everything is going to be fine, I promise,” Jackson says, pulling Hannah in close to kiss the side of her head. She smiles back but it doesn’t quite reach her eyes.

      Once everyone has finished their food Jameson clears his throat. “How about you ladies go rest in the living room while we clean all of this up?”

      “Sounds good to me.” Lillian smiles getting to her feet. “Girls, let’s get out of here before they change their minds.”

      Hannah and Violet stand almost instantly and follow Lillian into the living room.

      “They cleared out fast.” Jackson laughs.

      “Violet cooked, it’s only fair that I clean up. While I appreciate it, Y’all don’t have to help me.”

      “We’ll clean, then we’re stepping outside to talk,” Jameson tells us in a tone he’s only used a few times since he’s been our Alpha. He’s a good man, a good Alpha of our small pack. He’s levelheaded, able to make tough decisions when needed. He was the natural choice when we broke away from our original pack a couple of years ago.

      He stands and takes some of the empty dishes with him to the kitchen. We all follow suit and in less than ten minutes the kitchen is cleaned and we’re outside where the girls can’t overhear us.

      “What’s up? Why the secrecy all of a sudden?” I ask, crossing my arms over my chest. Does this have something to do with Violet and what Hudson and I discussed over the phone last night?

      “I don’t want the girls worrying over this. It’s our job to protect them. That’s the thing though, we need to know who and what we’re protecting them from. We know this land, we’ve been all over it in our human and bear forms. That hole Violet fell into is new and man-made. I want to know who made it and I want to know why.” Jackson growls, his Alpha tone bleeding into every word.

      “Probably some lazy hunters trying to trap unsuspecting animals,” Hudson suggests sounding disgusted at the idea.

      “Could be, but that land is on Federal property, it’s against the law. Would they risk the fine and jail time? I wouldn’t. Look, I don’t know what’s going on, but something doesn’t feel right here. No one digs a hole that big unless they’re trying to trap something big.”

      “Like a bear,” I mutter, realizing what could really be happening. My chest tightens thinking about it. This time next year we’re going to have cubs roaming these woods. If there are sick freaks out there, who knows what their intentions are. I don’t want to find out, but a part of me knows I’ll have to so that I can protect my family, my pack.

      “Jameson is right. It’s better that we look into it and find out it’s some idiot hunters than getting ambushed by someone with ill intent.” Weston says, staring around the group.

      “Wait a minute. Do you think someone might be coming after us?” Hudson asks as he realizes what could actually be at play here.

      Jameson looks at each of us. “I don’t know, but my bear has been clawing at my back since you brought Violet to my house yesterday.”

      “She has nothing to do with this!” I growl.

      Jameson squeezes my shoulder and looks me in the eye. “Didn’t say she did, cuz.” I nod and he releases me then looks at his brother, “Jackson, stay here with the girls while the rest of us go out and scout the area.”

      “You got it.”

      We go inside to tell the girls we’re leaving and find them laughing hysterically, Violet wiping tears from her eyes.

      “What’s so funny?” I ask looking at Violet hoping she’ll fill me in through our connection, but all I hear, and feel is how funny she thinks whatever they’re laughing at is.

      Lillian is almost in tears as she hides her phone behind her back. “Uh, uh, uh Sweetheart. What are you hiding?” Jameson asks, taking the phone from out of her hand.

      She bites her lip to stop from laughing, but it isn’t doing her any good. When she looks over at me, she looks guilty as hell.

      “When did you take these?” Jameson laughs, swiping at her phone.

      Lillian spares me another glance before pursing her lips together.

      “You look good in a mustache Rem,” Violet says, her eyes full of mischief “And those Hawaiian shirts.” She bursts into another fit of laughter, hiding her face in the couch cushion as she, Hannah, Lillian, and Jameson continue laughing.

      Walking over to Jameson, I snatch the phone from him and find a picture of me back in the early eighties. “Ah hell Lil, you didn’t?” I ask, swiping through the pics, finding more damning evidence of the eighties and nineties. They weren’t my best-dressed moments. She at least has the decency to look like she feels bad.

      “I thought we were friends Lil?” I ask as Hudson walks over and takes the phone from me, looking through the pics with Weston and Jackson at his back.

      “Sorry Rem, I thought she’d want to see these gems. Just think of it like your mom showing her your baby pictures.”

      “Oh shit, I remember that. You kept getting mistaken for Tom Selleck from Magnum P.I.” Jackson cackles.

      “Who is Tom Selleck?” Violet asks, making all the guys crack up.

      “He’s the guy from Three Men and a Baby,” Hudson tells her.

      “Huh?” All of the girls say at the same time.

      All of the guys look between each other, realizing the girls were born after that movie came out.

      “The dad from Blue Bloods.” Weston offers.

      “Oooh, he’s hot for an old guy.” Violet says and the girls agree with her.

      I’m hot for an old guy. I grumble through our bond.

      Hell yeah you are. She smiles at me, a flare of heat in her gaze.

      “We’re going out for a run. Jackson is going to stay here if you girls need anything.” Jameson announces.

      “A run?” Violet asks.

      “It’s what we call it when we change into our bears and go into the woods. We’re going back to where I found you so I can grab whatever I left behind yesterday.”

      “Oh. Can I watch?”

      “Watch what?”

      “Can I see you change?”

      “Come on,” I say, reaching my hand out to her. Taking my hand, I pull her to her feet and lace my fingers with hers. “Let me show you. When I change don’t be afraid, my bear won’t ever hurt you. He recognizes you as his. He’ll fight to the death to protect you from harm.” I tell her as we walk through the kitchen and out the back door to my backyard.

      “Are you still going to be you?” She asks.

      I’ve never had to explain this to anyone before. But I’m happy to tell her anything she wants to know to put her at ease. “I am. It’s kind of like I’m letting my bear take the reins for a while.”

      “You talk like they're two of you in here.” She says stopping to place her palm against my chest.

      I tilt my head to the side, not sure how to explain what I am. “Imagine there are two halves of my soul. My human side, and my animal. He takes over when I give into that side of myself. He needs to be released often to roam free, hunt, run, and spend time with his pack. I need those things too, but my human side is dominant.”

      “Does it get confusing living two lives?”

      “Violet, this is who I’ve been for fifty-six years. It’s all I’ve ever known.”

      “Shit, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to come off like a bitch. It’s still kind of hard to make sense of it in my head.”

      “Don’t be sorry. I get it.” I smile down at my mate, tucking a dark curl behind her ear.

      “Okay.”

      “Ready to meet my bear?”

      She nods enthusiastically and I pull my shirt over my head. “Wait, what are you doing?”

      “Taking my clothes off.”

      “Why?”

      “Because if I don’t they’ll be ruined in my shift. The cost of clothes starts adding up if you’re ripping out of them every time.”

      “So, you just change in front of people? In front of Hannah and Lillian?”

      “Look around Love, they aren’t out here. None of my pack are. It’s just you and I.”

      She looks around us and takes a long calming breath. “Sorry. I don’t know what just came over me. You told me about this last night, but the thought of someone seeing you naked makes me furious.”

      “Being naked doesn’t bother me in the slightest, but the thought of anyone seeing you without clothes though, that makes me feel murderous, so I get it.”

      Violet bites her lip trying to hide her smile from me and nods.

      When I’m finished taking my clothes off Violet zones in on my dick which is hard and standing at attention. She raises her brows at me. “Is this normal or is he just happy to see me?”

      “It’s all you. Ready?”

      When she nods, I change. The shift is quick, and seconds later I’m standing in front of my mate in my bear form.

      “Oh, my word.” She says staring at my body in awe.

      You okay? I ask through our bond. She nods, but I stand still, not wanting to scare her away. With wide eyes, Violet walks around me until she’s standing in front of my face. She reaches out her hand, and I lower my head so she can touch me. The moment her hand rubs against my fur I chuff, causing her to back up a few inches. Feels good.

      It’s still you. She gasps.

      It’s still me. I say and sit down in an effort to be less intimidating. Not sure it’s going to work since I’m a fucking grizzly bear, but I try.

      Violet takes a step towards me and carefully holds my face in her hands as she looks into my eyes. She leans down and kisses my snout, then presses her head against mine. Thank you for being patient with me. Thank you for showing me your bear.

      What did I say about saying thank you? My bear chuffs again, but this time deliberately. Violet laughs, but steps back when she looks over my shoulder. Be careful. I need you to come back to me.

      Always mate. I’ll always come back to you.

      She nods and I run off to join my pack who have walked past us giving us a moment.
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      After all four bears disappear into the treeline I walk back into the house in shock. My mind is blown. Hannah and Jackson are sitting at the dining room table talking and Lillian is sitting on the couch rubbing her belly as she watches a baking show on Netflix. To them this is normal, but to me, this is anything but. Everyone is acting so nonchalant and I’m over here freaking out because my life has been changed forever. I know Remington told me he was a bear shifter but seeing him shift into his bear is so far out of my realm of reality I can’t wrap my mind around it.

      “You okay Violet?” Hannah asks from where she’s sitting with Jackson.

      Nodding silently, I walk by them and go sit down on the couch next to Lillian. Normally I’d be interested in what she’s watching, but none of it matters in comparison to what I just experienced.

      “You know, the first time I saw Jameson in his bear I ran for my life.”

      My eyes go wide. “What? Why?”

      Lillian quirks her head to the side. “I didn’t know it was him, at first.”

      “At first?”

      She points to her eye. “It was his eyes, they were the same even in his bear form. When Jameson brought me home from the hospital, he didn’t tell me he was a shifter, let alone the Alpha of the pack. One minute a giant grizzly bear is chasing me out of the woods, and the next he’s standing over me breathing in my face. I was sure I was going to die. Then he changed back into Jameson and I passed out.”

      “Oh my God! That’s how you found out about him?” I gasp.

      Lillian laughs and nods her head. “I was so pissed. Mostly because of how he was acting when I questioned him about it, but I was also in shock Vi.”

      “Well, yeah. I would have been too.” I agree with her.

      “You sure are handling this a lot better than I did.” She laughs.

      “Me too,” Hannah says sitting on my other side. “And my cousin Willow is a shifter. I still had to come to terms with being Jackson’s mate.”

      “But you’re human?” I ask, unable to tell the difference between human and shifter unless they’ve shifted.

      Hannah nods. “Willow’s dad is a fox shifter, but her mom, my mom’s sister, is human. None of that matters right now. The point I’m trying to make is even though I knew about shifters, like really knew about them, I still needed time to adjust to the idea that I had a mate. You’ve taken to it much better than I did.”

      I laugh nervously. “Is there something wrong with me? Should I be a little more freaked out or unsure about this, like you two were?”

      “It’s different for everyone. Maybe because Remington already gave you his mate mark, you’re more accepting.” Lillian says.

      I know she’s trying to help, but what she says doesn’t make me feel better. Do I only have feelings for Remington because of the mate mark? Would I have felt this way if we had met under different circumstances? Reaching up, I rub my heart, needing to ease the pain. No this doesn’t feel right. Remington is my mate, that means something, even if we did go about it in an unconventional way, right?

      “What are you thinking?” Hannah asks, holding my hand.

      “This is going to sound crazy, but do you think the only reason I care about Remington is because of the mate mark?”

      Lillian’s eyes go wide and her and Hannah both look at Jackson who’s up and walking towards us. He takes a seat on the coffee table in front of me and looks me in the eyes.

      “No. Remington never would have given you a mark if you weren’t his mate. The only reason he did it now, instead of waiting, is because you were dying.” He says in a serious tone that makes me lean away to put distance between us. I get that he’s looking out for his cousin, but stil.

      “Ease up Jackson, this is new for her.”

      “Shit. Sorry Violet. All I’m trying to say is that mates are destined for each other. Although he gave you his mate mark before you two got a chance to meet, that doesn’t mean what you’re feeling isn’t real. More like it helped speed up the process. When Remington bit you, that didn’t make anything happen that wasn’t already going to. Think of it as something that binds you two together for the rest of your lives, like marriage but so much more. The act of marking our mates tells everyone that they’re taken, and that bond can never be broken, and no other shifter dare try. It’s shifter law.

      When humans are bitten, it transfers some shifter magic through our DNA to you so that you can live a longer life with your mate.” Jackson tells me.

      “Are you telling me I’m essentially married to Remington?”

      He nods. “In the eyes of our pack, and every other shifter out there, yes, you and Remington are married, and mated for life.”

      “Holy shit! This is a big freaking deal.” I jump up from the couch and start pacing the living room, as the bigness of what’s happening finally hits me. This is what I get for going with the flow, for acting without thinking things through the way you’re supposed to.

      “Vi... what are you thinking sweetie?” Lillian asks.

      “This is all happening so fast. Yesterday I was waiting to die in some stupid hole, and today I’m mated to a grizzly shifter who I’m pretty sure I’m already in love with. Hell, did you know our bond lets me feel what he feels, hear his thoughts, and understand what he’s feeling?”

      “Yeah, it’s the same for us too.” Hannah tells me softly.

      “Well that’s a lot to handle. When I came to yesterday, I already felt close to him. More than close, I trusted him, and wanted him. I hardly questioned any of it. What does that say about me? The kind of person I am? I need some fresh air... time to think.” Before they can stop me, I walk out of the front door.

      Are you okay? Remington asks through our bond as soon as I walk outside. He’s concerned, worried about me. I hate that I made him worry.

      Yeah, I’m fine. I answer.

      I’m coming home. I’ll be there in ten minutes. He says.

      No! I mean. Everything is fine, I promise. I’m just sorting through some things. No need to rush back.

      Are you sure? He asks, sounding like he doesn’t believe me.

      Yes. Please stay with your pack. I’m okay.

      We’re almost to where I found you. We’ll be back soon. Then we can talk, okay?

      Okay. I tell him. I wait for him to say something back to me, but when he doesn’t, I assume he’s finished. Who needs a cell phone when you have a direct link to the person you want to talk to most?

      I walk down the long driveway trying to make sense of everything. I can’t help but notice how gorgeous it is out here and how clean it smells in comparison to town. The only thing I can see is a lush green field of grass in the front of the house and the woods surrounding the property. There are no sounds from cars or people passing by. When I get to the road at the end of the drive, I look both ways. There’s nothing there except a long road leading both ways, and a wall of trees on the other side of it. We must be out in the middle of nowhere.

      I got lost yesterday, but I stay close to what I recognize. Turning around, I walk back up the driveway back to the house. It’s hard to believe everything that’s happened in a matter of twenty-four hours, but I’d do it all over again as long as I wound up with Remington.  There’s no way I can go back to my life, not after feeling the way I do now. Jesus, I’m in love with him.

      My brain tells me this is crazy fast and the way I’m feeling can’t be real. My heart though? My heart tells me I’ve found my soulmate, my one person who will not only love me for eternity but will be there as my partner, and friend. He has no ulterior motives. He wants me for me, simply because I’m his. The bond we share is unbreakable and is only getting stronger. Does it really matter that we just met, when I’m one hundred percent certain he’s the man I’m spending the rest of my life with? No, it doesn’t. All that matters is him.

      With my freak out over, I walk back into the house to find Jameson, Hudson, and Remington standing there looking pissed.

      “What the hell happened?” I growl. “Where is Weston?”

      Any hesitation that was left before I walked in is gone. Remington is my mate, and this is my pack. I’ll do whatever I need to do to protect them.
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Remington

        

      

    

    
      We need to make this quick. Something is going on with Violet and I need to get back to her. Her feelings of confusion and frustration are eating away at me. It doesn’t take long for me to find my way back to the hole where I found Violet yesterday. When we do, there are a couple of boot prints in the dirt surrounding the hole making the fur on the back of my neck stand on end. People have been here. Fuck. I look up at Jameson and he’s staring at me hard. I shake my head, telling him I’ve never scented them before, so they aren’t someone I know.

      The scent of Violet’s blood is still strong, but not overpowering like it was yesterday. I’m the first to change back to my human form once I’ve jumped into the hole. Jameson and Hudson follow me in and do the same, while Weston stays in his bear, keeping a lookout for us.

      “Someone dug this hole,” I say looking around at the man-made hole. Looking through the brush I find Violet’s backpack and sling it over my shoulder. “Does anyone see her phone anywhere?”

      We all begin sifting through the brush and debris inside the hole.

      “Don’t look, but we’re being watched,” Jameson says low, so only we can hear.

      “Where are they?” Hudson asks.

      Jameson shakes his head. “There’s a camera in the trees. They’ve been keeping watch.”

      “Fuck. I shifted into my human form to get Violet out. Whoever is watching knows I’m a shifter.”

      “Being a shifter isn’t illegal. We only keep it a secret just in case,” Hudson growls.

      “In case of things like this,” I tell my twin. “Fuck!”

      “Keep your voice down.” Jameson asserts.

      “Why? If they’re watching us, they already know we’re here.” I say loudly. Pissed that someone could really be after us.

      “Keep your voice down. We need to get out of here and get back to the house before they get here.” Jameson growls in a tone that means I better fucking listen.

      Weston lets out a loud thunderous growl causing us all to look up. Something isn’t right, and within seconds we know what. He stumbles a few steps before collapsing, his eyes fluttering closed. He was shot in the ass with a tranquilizing dart, I can tell by the piece sticking out of him.

      “Shit,” I say and jump out of the hole to get to him. Before I can, several men appear out of the brush holding guns pointed at all of us. I don’t know if these are tranq guns or if they have real bullets, but I’m seconds from shifting and tearing these mother fuckers limb from fucking limb. Jameson puts his hand on my shoulder to stop me. “Wait.” he murmurs.

      “I believe there’s been a misunderstanding,” Jameson says when a balding man dressed in grey fatigues comes forward holding a gun, aimed at Jameson’s forehead.

      “There’s been no fucking misunderstanding.” The man answers.

      “What do you want?” Jameson growls, dropping the peacekeeping act.

      “We have what we want. Load him up, boys.” He tells his crew then turns to walk away as a white truck appears, backing up to where they are standing.

      “Jameson,” I growl.

      “Oh,” He stops and turns to face us again. “If any of you move one fucking muscle, we pull the trigger on your boy here.” He says nodding at the fuck who has a shotgun pointed at the top of Weston’s sleeping head.

      “I’ll fucking kill you if you hurt him,” I growl, my bear bleeding into my words as I stare down the man holding a gun on my big brother.

      “Who the fuck are you?” Remington asks the man calling all of the shots.

      “Don’t you worry about that. We’ll be getting to know each other soon enough, Jameson Walker. You and your whole pack will. Weston will do for now.”

      “Just tell me what you want.” Jameson tries, but the man ignores him, walking away from us.

      We watch as several men load Weston into the truck, while the others still have their guns trained on us. If we move, Weston is dead, and we aren’t far behind him. Then what happens to the girls, what happens to the cubs? It’s a fucking impossible situation.

      Once they’ve loaded up into the back of the truck and drive away, we all unleash anguished feral growls.

      “What the hell are we going to do?” Hudson roars at Jameson. “We need to go after them.” He points in the direction they disappeared. “We need to get Weston back before they do whatever they have planned.”

      “No,” Jameson says in a resigned tone.

      “What do you mean no?”

      “We go in there half-cocked without a plan, without intel, we’re not only going to get Weston killed but the rest of us too. I know you want to get him back Hud, and so do I. But man, we have to do this right.” Jameson says.

      “Let’s get back to the house Hudson. The sooner we go, the sooner we can get Weston.” I change back into my bear and pick up Violet’s backpack between my teeth, then take off for the house. A minute later, Jameson and Hudson are behind me. As soon as we are back at the house, we change into our clothes and walk inside.

      “Where is she?” I growl when the one person I need is nowhere to be found.

      “Calm down,” Jameson commands.

      “Don’t tell me to calm the fuck down. What if he has her?” I shout, knowing it’s a very real possibility.

      “He who?” Jackson asks. “And where is Weston?”

      I’m about to reach out to my mate through our bond when she comes walking into the house wearing a pretty smile. It quickly fades when she gets a look at me.

      “What the hell happened?” She asks. “Where is Weston?”

      “Exactly,” Jackson growls.

      In four strides I’m across the room pulling Violet into my arms and holding her tight. “Thank God. I thought he got you too.”

      “Jameson, you mind filling the group in?” Jackson asks.

      “Jackson, I need you to run a license plate for me. I need to know who the owner is.”

      “Not until you tell me where Weston is.”

      “For fucks sake. Weston was taken.” Jameson shouts, making the girls gasp.

      “Taken where?” Jackson asks.

      “We don’t know. He didn’t give his name when he had his men pointing their guns at us. There were at least ten guys maybe more. They were waiting for us to come back. Had a camera on the hole they dug and everything. They tranqued Weston while he was still in his bear form. If we made a move for him, they would have killed Weston and us on the spot. They took him, Jackson. And we have to get him back.”

      “Jesus.”

      “Will you run the fucking plate for me now?” Jameson growls, growing impatient as the time ticks on.

      “Yeah, shit. I need to run and get my computer. Hannah, baby stay here with everyone.”

      “That’s right, no one leaves the house alone. Hudson go with Jackson. Whoever this guy is, he knows our names. That probably means he knows where we live.”

      “What does he want?” Lillian asks.

      Jameson walks over to Lillian and pulls her onto his lap, holding his mate close. “I don’t know, Sweetheart, but we’re going to find out. Then we’re going to get Weston and bring him home where he belongs.”
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      “I could have lost you today.” I say lying against Remington’s chest. We’re cuddled up on the couch in front of the fire. Everyone has gone home for the night, sadly, without any news on Weston’s location. We aren’t giving up, but everyone needs to rest before we get back at it early tomorrow morning, especially Lillian and Hannah who are pregnant.

      Once Jackson returned with his computer, he ran a check on the license plate number Jameson gave him. We were all hopeful when he shouted he had something. Then he told us the license plate had been stolen in Kentucky, from another truck with the same make and model. Jackson then questioned the guys, trying to get every bit of information they had out of them, which wasn’t much. Without any names or identifying information, we were screwed.

      Lillian and Hannah cooked dinner for the guys who were busy trying to figure out who could be after our pack. I helped where I could, mostly with cleaning up since I’m a spaz in the kitchen. The guys made calls to all the shifter groups they knew, asking around about anti shifter rebellions that were still active. They all said they would ask around to see what they could find out but didn’t know anything conclusive.

      “Never. You’re never going to lose me, Violet. You’re stuck with me forever.” Remington murmurs bringing me back to the here and now.

      “Good.” I breathe out, kissing his t-shirt covered chest. “He’s going to be okay. We’re going to find him and bring him back home.”

      Remington kisses the top of my head. “I know we will, Love. I’m just worried about what he’ll have to endure until then. He’s already been through so much.”

      Looking up at him, I rest my chin on his chest. “Tell me about it?”

      “All of us, Hudson, Weston, Jackson, Jameson, and I grew up in a large pack. One of the largest in the United States. We had about five hundred members and life was perfect until it wasn’t. We all lived relatively close together and over time creating our own tiny town. There were shifter businesses, restaurants, you name it we had it. We were a close-knit group, especially the kids. We mostly hung out with Jackson and Jameson, but we had a few other friends in our group. One of them was a girl named Beth. She was the same age as Hudson and l, but she and Weston were the ones who were incredibly close. Everyone thought when she turned eighteen, she and Weston would become mates.”

      “Why eighteen?” I ask.

      Remington shrugs. “That’s just the way it is for shifters. Both you and your mate have to be over the age of eighteen before you can scent if they are yours.”

      “That’s how you knew I was your mate, because of my scent?”

      He smiles down at me, “Yeah, that’s how I knew.”

      “Okay, tell me what happened.”

      “Beth and Weston were inseparable, but from what I know it never went further than friendship. I think they both wanted to make sure before they ruined what they had. You see, at the time, our pack believed everyone had a fated mate. So dating was kind of frowned upon.”

      “So, no one dated?” I ask in shock.

      “Some people did, mostly guys who were assholes would date humans from school. Anyway, people were waiting for Beth to turn eighteen to confirm that she and Weston were mates. Weston was nineteen at the time, but they still had a little while to wait since she was only sixteen. They were close, spent all of their free time together, but then the war happened.”

      “Oh God.”

      “Pretty much. Because our pack was so large, we were one of the first ones hit. We lost over half of our pack in that first attack alone. Beth was one of the casualties. Weston was a wreck afterward, believing he lost his mate and his best friend.”

      “How terrible. What did he do?”

      “He left the pack and joined the shifter army to fight against the rebellion. When he came home from the war, he was different. He wasn’t always as quiet as he is now. He used to be one of the best people to be around. Just a good guy, you know? We all mourned Beth’s death, but not like him. No one should have to live without their mate, and they usually don’t if they die after mating. We all hoped he’d eventually find his mate one day.”

      “But he hasn’t,” I say sadly.

      “No. So he lives his life thinking his one chance at loving a woman and having a family of his own is gone. I never thought I’d find you, Violet. I hoped I would, but realistically I knew it was probably never going to happen. Once I found you, I fought like hell to keep you. Even if it meant you’d hate me after.”

      “I could never hate you, Remington. You saved me. You didn’t just bring my body back, but you opened my heart up too.”

      Remington kisses me chastely on the lips. “Now that Jameson, Jackson, and I have found our mates I believe Hudson and Weston’s are out there somewhere too. I hate to think about what would happen if Hudson finds his mate and Weston never does. He barely talks to anyone as it is. We have to get him back, Violet. We have to.”

      “We will. Whatever you need me to do, just let me know and I’ll do it. This is my family now too,” I yawn. “God, I’m sorry.”

      He laughs. “Come on let’s get to bed. We have a busy day tomorrow.”

      “No, let’s stay out here. We’re still talking.” I tell him, not wanting him to think I don’t care.

      Remington holds my face in the palm of his hand and looks into my eyes. “I know you care, but you’re exhausted. You want to talk, we can do it in bed.”

      “Mmmkay,” I say, yawning again.

      Standing, Remington gets up behind me and I reach my hand back for him. He grabs it and laces his fingers through mine as we walk down the hall to his bedroom. He grabs another t-shirt from his dresser and hands it to me. “For tonight.”

      Smiling gratefully, I take it. “I really need to get back to my place for some clothes.” I think aloud as I’m walking to the bathroom.

      “You can’t go home,” Remington says instantly.

      “Not even for clothes?” I ask, raising my brow.

      “We don’t know if it’s safe. I’m sorry, Love.”

      “Right.” I sigh. “I’m just going to use the bathroom,” I tell him, and he nods.

      “I’ll be back in a few, I need to lock up.”

      Nodding I go into the bathroom and close the door. I decide to take a shower before bed. It’s been a hell of a day and a shower sounds like exactly what I need right now.

      I stand there for the longest time, letting the hot water cascade over my body. After a couple of minutes, I massage the water through my long hair, making sure it’s good and soaked before reaching for the bottle of shampoo.

      Cool air hits my back before I feel him standing behind me. “Let me.” He rasps, grabbing the bottle from my hand. Seconds later he’s gathering my hair in his hands and massaging shampoo into it. God, that feels good, too good. I don’t want him to stop and when he does I almost protest, but then he grabs the handheld showerhead and rinses my hair clean before putting conditioner into it.

      “You’re spoiling me.” I murmur.

      “Good. You deserve to be spoiled like the queen that you are.” He says against my ear. Stepping closer his hard cock presses against my back and his hand rests over my belly as he drops an open-mouthed kiss on the side of my neck.

      My pussy is wet and needy, but he isn’t touching me where I need him to. Grabbing the bar of soap that’s resting on the ledge I lather it up between my hands before turning around to face him. I put the bar back on the ledge then rub my soapy hands up his torso and over his shoulders. When I finally look up, Remington is watching me with heated eyes.

      Feeling brave, I run my hands down his thighs and back up over his ass before coming back to his front. I hold his balls in the palm of my hand, gently massaging them, and slide my other hand down his shaft.

      “Fuck,” he moans.

      Dropping to my knees I run my hands up his thighs. Looking up, I find Remington biting his bottom lip hard, thrusting his hand slowly over his hard shaft. I open my mouth and wait for him to give me what I so desperately need. He rubs the head of his dick between my lips, back and forth, teasing me until I can’t wait any longer. Leaning forward, I suck the head of his dick into my mouth, twirling my tongue around him.

      “Mmm,” I moan, loving the taste of him on my tongue. Wrapping my fist around his shaft I suck him deeper.

      “Violet,” he moans. “Fuck, just like that, Love.”

      I find a rhythm, my lips following my hand up and down his shaft. Sucking harder and moving faster, my pussy throbs, needing relief. I rub two fingers between my lips for the briefest second before Remington pulls out of my mouth abruptly. “Stand up,” he all but growls, holding his hands out to help me up.

      What did I do wrong? I’m about to ask him when he slams his mouth against mine in a hot kiss that tells me this isn’t ending anytime soon. Gripping the back of my thighs, he lifts me up pressing me against the shower wall. “Put your hands around my neck.” He tells me while positioning his dick at my opening.

      “Tell me to stop, mate, and I will.” He growls, an animalistic edge to his voice.

      “No,” I say before pressing my mouth against his in a heated kiss.

      Remington grips my hips and thrusts home. Home. That’s exactly what this is. He says through our bond.

      I scream out from the pain and fullness of having him inside me. The pain lasts only seconds as pleasure takes over.

      He pulls out just enough to slam back in again, and again, and again. “Look at me mate,” he says roughly.

      When I look up, he traces the edge of my chin with his thumb. “You’ve been mine since the moment I scented you in the woods, Violet. You’re going to be mine for all time.”

      “Yesss,” I moan. With my arms wrapped tightly around his neck, “bite me mate, mark me again,” I rasp into his ear. “I’m so close, please.”

      “Oh fuuuck.” He moans, pummeling in and out of me deeper and deeper, hitting a spot he hadn’t before. Thrusting in one last time, he bites down on my neck, the same spot he did before.

      The pain of his bite brings on a pleasure I can’t describe. I bite down on his shoulder, marking him in the same spot he marked me as I fly apart, pleasure exploding in my core as he fills my pussy full of his cum.

      Carefully, Remington slides out of me and places me on my feet. “Are you okay, Love?”

      “Perfect,” I say smiling up at him.

      Remington helps me wash my body and rinse the conditioner out of my hair, then washes up quickly. He helps me out of the shower and dries me off before wrapping a towel around his delicious body. When he grabs a brush, I shake my head at him. “I can do it.”

      “Turn around. I’m taking care of you now, my mate,” he says, then takes the brush back from me and waits for me to turn. When he’s done, he slips his t-shirt over my head. “Do you know how beautiful you are?”

      I shrug a shoulder. I’ve never thought of myself as ugly before, but I know I’m not cover model material.

      “I wish you could see yourself the way I see you.” He says, brushing the back of his hand down my cheek.

      “As long as you’re happy, so am I.” I wink and walk out of the bathroom.

      I get in bed and under the covers, sated and ready for sleep to take me. When he’s finished in the bathroom, he walks to the bed and gets in beside me, pulling my back against his front. He nuzzles his face into my neck and kisses my newly healed mate mark. “I love you, Violet. I’m going to spend the rest of my life loving you.”

      “I love you too, Remington.”
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        * * *

      

      Remington’s phone goes off just as I’m waking up. I feel him roll to the side for a moment before rolling back to me and pulling me close. “You awake, Love?”

      “Mmmhmm.”

      “Jameson wants us over at his house at noon.”

      “Noon? Isn’t that kind of late? Shouldn’t we already be there.”

      “It’s only a few more hours and I’m sure he has his reasons. If I know him, he’s been up most of the night doing research. Plus, it gives me time to give you a proper good morning.” Remington says kissing my mate mark. “Come here,” he says, turning my face to kiss him. As soon as I do, he slides his hand under my shirt and up to my breast where he twists my nipple.

      “I need you,” I rasp.

      “I know, Love,” he says, sliding down the bed and between my thighs. “You have a pretty fucking pussy.” he moans before licking up between my lips.

      “Rem-m-m,”

      “I know, just let go, Love. I’ll take care of you. I’ll always take care of you,” He says, thrusting one and then two fingers into my core, sucking my clit and making me see stars.

      “Remington, I’m going to come.” I moan.

      “Good, come on my tongue.”

      I shake my head, “Please, I want you inside me.”

      “Come for me and you can have me anywhere you want me.” He winks, biting down on my clit as he rubs his fingers against a magical spot that makes me shiver. I dig my heels into the bed and pull on my nipples as Remington licks my clit faster and faster. “Oh God.”

      “That’s it, come for me.” He rasps.

      As soon as I start coming, Remington moves and slams inside me deeply.

      “Yes, don’t stop, oh God, don’t stop.” I moan. You feel so good, so right, perfection.

      You’re the perfection, Violet. God, I love you.

      I love you too, Remington.

      Remington thrusts in and out of me faster and faster, until my eyes roll to the back of my head and we’re both coming at the same time.
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        * * *

      

      “Why are there so many cars here?”

      “I’m not sure,” Remington says as he pulls in behind one of the

      cars I don’t recognize.

      Remington and I get out of his truck and walk into Jameson’s at the same time. Along with Jameson and Lillian, Hannah and Jackson, and Hudson, there are several couples I don’t recognize, but who obviously know the people in the room.

      “Mom, Dad?” Remington says loudly to get their attention.

      “Your parents are here?” I ask, holding his hand tighter as he pulls me across the room to a couple who don’t look young enough to have kids in their fifties.

      “Remington, come here baby.” The woman says, holding her hands out to him.

      Remington pulls her into his arms and picks her up off the ground. “It’s been too long, Mom,” he says as he hugs her. Then he shakes the older man’s hand and gives him a side hug before turning to me. “Mom, Dad, I’d like you to meet my mate, Violet.”

      “You don’t look that old,” I blurt out. Then immediately slap my hand over my mouth. “Oh my God, I’m so sorry. I word vomit when I’m nervous.” His parents burst into laughter. “It really is nice to meet you,” I say and hold out my hand out to his dad.”

      Instead of shaking my hand, I’m pulled into a hug and then passed to his mom who hugs me even tighter. “I prayed for so many years my sons would meet their mates. You are an answer to a prayer my girl.” She whispers in my ear.

      A loud whistle rings out grabbing everyone’s attention. “Now that everyone is here, I’ll make the introductions,” Jameson says.

      Jameson introduces his and Jackson’s parents, Remington, Hudson, and Weston’s parents, as well as Hannah’s cousin Willow and her parents.

      “Thank you everyone for coming. We’re all here because we want to get Weston back, and we’re going to need all hands-on deck to do it.” He says looking around the room at each and every one of us.

      “We’re here as long as you need us, son,” His dad says.

      Jameson nods his head in acceptance and gratitude. “Good, let’s get to work.”
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      “Love, how are you doing today?”

      “Well, my handsome husband, your girls are driving me up the fucking wall.”

      “My girls are angels,” I say trying to keep a straight face but end up laughing my ass off. At six years old, Emily, Delilah, and Gillian are little hellions. “What did they do now?”

      “They convinced me to let them finger paint. I knew I shouldn’t have done it, I just knew it! Do you know what they did?”

      “I can only imagine.”

      “They painted each other, everywhere. It’s in their hair Rem. Their hair!”

      “Did you take a picture?”

      “Are you fucking kidding me right now?” She snaps.

      “Easy on the language, Love. All I’m trying to say is don’t you want evidence to use to blackmail them when they’re older?”

      “That’s actually a good point! Girls! Get your cute booties in here. I got to go, Rem.”

      “Wait a minute, how are my babies doing?”

      “My boys are so good to their momma,” she sighs. “They’re going to be sweet little angels when they’re born.”

      “Only a few more weeks to go.”

      “I’m so excited,” She yawns. “I love you.”

      “I love you too, Vi. I’ll be home to wrangle the girls in about twenty minutes.”

      “Thank God,” she says, hanging up.

      It’s been over seven years since I marked my mate, saving her. It’s something I’ll never regret, even if she would have ended up hating me for it. Thank God she didn’t though. We have a beautiful family and a growing pack we’re a part of. Now so many years down the road I sometimes wonder where I’d be if life hadn’t blessed me with Violet. Not here, that’s for damn sure.

      We found Weston after a week in captivity. He had a few scrapes and bruises, but overall, he was fine. His experience changed his life, in more ways than one. I’ll let him tell his story though.

      You can find out what happens with Hudson, Weston, and the rest of the pack in New Hope Shifters Book 4, coming soon.
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