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        Who knew my undoing would drive into the Badlands in an orange and white VW Bus?

      

        

      
        I’ve spent my life avoiding what most shifters wait their whole life to find.

      

        

      
        Their mate.

      

        

      
        Not me.  I want none of it.  It’s too risky.  For her and for me.

      

        

      
        But, she keeps showing up.  Wynter Wyatt is tempting me and my resolve is weakening.

      

        

      
        Just when I think I have it under control, enter one meddling grandmother, a small cabin in the woods, and my inner bear decides it’s time to take charge.

      

        

      
        Wynter opens my heart, making me forget the terrors of my past.  Until, the very thing that tore my family apart, returns and threatens to take her from me.

      

        

      
        Will history repeat itself?  Or will love and forgiveness give us both a new start.

      

        

      
        Reader’s Note:  This surly shifter is about to get throat punched by a curvy brunette driving a hippy mobile.  They have a bumpy start, but once the clothes start flying, these two steam up the Badlands until the snow starts melting from the mountaintops.  Oh, and yep, they’re both first timers, so get ready to hear those cherries go POP!  Safe, insta-love, over the top with all the furry goodness a bear shifter from the Badlands can offer.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Ragnar

      

      It’s way goddamn inconvenient walking around with a hard-on half the day.

      It’s been a month ago today this shit started.

      I stepped out of Josephine’s Bar and Grill, with a double mushroom and bacon burger as take out for my grandmother, and it was then that I heard the rumbling exhaust, as a faded orange and white VW Bus came sputtering down Main Street.

      I knew immediately, whoever was driving that creamsicle wasn’t local. The Badlands aren’t so small I know everyone, but VW Buses would be something I’d remember.

      I stood there in the early September sun, the wind having that perfect fall scent, and watched as the bus puffed and lurched down to Mackie’s Garage and pulled in.

      My Ford F250 was parked on the street in that direction, and before I knew it my legs were carrying me forward.

      And that’s when it happened.

      The thing I’ve been dreading my whole life.

      The thing I hoped beyond hope wouldn’t happen to me.

      I saw my mate.

      It was just like everyone always said.  You go along, nothing, nothing, nothing, thinking you’re going to be the anomaly, the one shifter that goes their whole life without finding their one.  The one in a hundred generations that somehow skips that gene.

      The one shifter I’d hoped I’d be.

      Fuck.  No chance. She hit me like a cannonball of lust and greed and need, and just like that a fire of possessiveness and rage lit inside of me, burning down any hope of never finding my mate.

      Since then, I’ve turned into a fucking maniac.  And so has my dick.

      Running into her a few times around town, she’s always fucking smiling, even at me, surly motherfucker that I am.  But all I do is grunt and turn away as my dick and my inner bear try to convince me to stop fighting what all three of us know to be true.

      She’s the one.

      The perfect shade of brunette, her hair in French braids and azure-blue eyes that make my heart convulse in my chest.  The way she looks like she’s the most innocent vixen a cruel god could have created, with those pouty lips, cherub cheeks, and an ass for days. My dreams are filled with her on her knees, on her back, begging and drooling and screaming my name as I fuck her into a ragged mess, my teeth marks on her ivory flesh, growling mine, mine, mine…

      Fuck, stop.

      I can’t.  I can’t give into that side of me.  I have to fight it.

      And I have my reasons.

      I shake my head, gritting my teeth, trying to get the scent of her out of my mind as try to get my head back on my work.  But, the vision of her ass in those painted on, too-fucking-tight jeans she wore that first day drive my hammer onto the nail head so hard it splits the oak board down the center.

      “God damn it!”

      But, it’s not just my out-of-control dick that’s making me crazed.  It’s that my bear is ready to tear through my flesh every thirty-seconds, growling and possessive, ready to fight to the death to get to her.

      Growing up in the Badlands Territory as a shifter has its pros and cons.  It’s great to have general acceptance in the community.  Shifters of all kinds live here and the surrounding areas.  But, for me, I’ve fought that part of me for so long.  If it wasn’t for my grandmother, I would have left here a long fucking time ago.

      The bad part is, it’s hard to pretend you are like most of the rest of the world.  Hard to pretend all the things you’ve been told your life will be like aren’t going to come true.  That shifters don’t have to be the way they’ve been for as far back as the stories go.

      “Rag!”  I hear Wayne call, and I turn around, watching him come through the front door of the house we’re working on.

      I’m more than just a handyman. Sure, I can do almost anything when it comes to the building trades, but my real talent—and what I was hired to do in this McMansion—is high-end finish work on intricate mantles and book cases and shit like that. Working with my hands suits me, keeps me tired from long days and hard work.

      “What?”  I snap, and he smiles as he raises his hands.

      “Dude.”  He comes closer and my bear roars inside me, so fucking irritable with everyone lately.  “You gonna get some CBD or something?  Because your mood has been for shit for a month.”

      “What do you need?”  I bark back and he shakes his head, reaching down and pulling the thick leather toolbelt up on his hips, then he jerks a pointed thumb over his shoulder toward the toolshed.

      “We’re outta gas for the generator and the air compressor.  You want me to run the truck to the station and fill up the tank in the bed?”

      I look around the jobsite.  There are five guys standing around doing nothing and I should stay here and finish this fireplace mantle, but I need some fresh air.  I’m not the foreman, he’s another friend of mine, Jerome, a panther shifter but I don’t hold that against him, but the guys treat me like I’m in charge because I’ve been doing this a long time, and the real boss puts me in the driver’s seat when he’s not on site.

      “Naw. I’ll go.  I’ll pick up some soda and snacks for the guys.  A twelve pack for the end of the day.”  I set my hammer down, tug back on the end of my tool belt and release the buckle, letting it fall and setting it on the floor next to my tools.  “I could use the air.”

      Wayne chuckles. “You could use something.”

      I growl as I pull my phone out and see it’s closing in on 4 PM. I need to call Gran anyway.  I call her every morning, again around 4, then one last time at 9:30 when she’s heading to bed. Although, lately, that last call of the night can get a little awkward.

      “You okay?”  Wayne asks.  “I’ve know you for almost twelve years, never seen you like this. Myra okay? You know we all care about your grandmother, man.”

      Everyone who knows me at all, soon gets to understand that when it comes to the priorities in my life my grandmother is at the top of the food chain.  I’d do anything for her, just like she’s always done for me.

      I nod.  “Yeah, she’s fine.  I’m just…in a fucking mood.”

      “Your bear finally convincing you looking for your mate might be a good idea?  Release some of that pressure?”

      I draw my brows tight, my fingers curling into fists, and inside my bear growls.  “Just get them something to do until I get back.”  I jerk my head toward the five guys standing around, jack-jawing.  “They’re still getting paid, they can sweep the floor or take the trash out.”

      I grunt as I head outside, noting their uncomfortable glances my way.  I know I’ve been an ass ever since I saw her that day.  Well, more of an ass, I should say.  Hell, fighting off these feelings is like pushing a boulder up a hill and every day it’s getting worse.

      But I have no choice.

      I have my reasons for not wanting to find my mate. Ever.

      Being celibate sucks, sure, but I’m not trolling for tail just to get my rocks off.  Some shifters can do that but not me.  I’m caught between a boulder and an oncoming locomotive.

      My reasons for never wanting to find my mate don’t seem to be important to my bear anymore though. We’ve always seen eye to eye on that, but from the first moment when we caught her scent on the air, from the second her blue eyes turned my way and she smiled… Nothing’s been the same.

      And I’m afraid my time is running out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      Wynter

      

      “The usual?”  Josephine, the owner and bartender at her namesake place, Josephine’s, smiles, wiping her hands on the white towel over her shoulder.

      “Sure.”  I smile back, rubbing my hands down the tops of my thighs.  “Tall.”

      “You got it.  One tall Raspberry Lemonade coming up.”  She spins around, grabbing a chilled glass from the cooler and starts mixing up my drink.  “Any news on the space down the street?”

      I stop rubbing my legs and grip my knees, feeling the tension in my neck and fighting the urge to look over my shoulder every time someone comes in the door of the bar.

      It’s been almost a month since I got to the Badlands, nearly a thousand miles away from the reason I keep looking over my shoulder, but old habits and all.

      Josephine sets the glass on a napkin in front of me and I lean forward, taking the straw between my lips and drawing in the sweet, cool liquid.  It transports me back to Bowling Green, where I grew up.  My mother made the best raspberry lemonade from fresh raspberries that grew all along the dirt road where we lived.

      When I come up for a breath, I realize I didn’t answer her question.

      “Oh.”  I smack my lips and twirl the glass on the napkin.  “I’m meeting Robert in about twenty minutes.  Wanted to settle my nerves a bit before I go see the space.”

      “That’s awesome. That shop’s been empty for going on four months I think.”

      “Yeah.  I’ve just never started a business before. There’s so much I don’t know.”

      “Well, you can always call Clay, he’s one of the attorneys in town. He’s fair and will give you good advice.  Robert, on the other hand…”  She bobs her head back and forth.  “Just, let’s say, keep your guard up. I don’t know him that well, but he’s got that creepy, used car salesman vibe.”

      “Yeah.”  I sigh. “I know. He sold me my house.”

      I don’t offer any other info because I don’t like to gossip, and being the new person in town you never really know who’s connected to who.

      Truth is, I almost didn’t call on the little storefront space in town because it was also listed by Robert. It’s not that he seems like a bad guy or anything. It’s just, well, like Josephine said, there’s just this creeper factor that makes you feel like he’s trying to imagine you naked.

      “It will be fine.  I’m excited for you.” Josephine interrupts my thoughts. “I can’t really think of any other good photographers that are local.  There are a few in other towns not far, but from what you showed me of your work?”  She shrugs on another of her award-winning smiles.  “You’re going to do great.  There’s a wedding around here like once a month.  And babies?”  She laughs, as if there was something else she was going to say, but then shakes her head.  “Let’s just say there’s got to be something in the water, because couples around here don’t have one or two, they have a brood.  So, between weddings and baby pictures, you’ll have your hands full.  Then doing studio work too?  Like I said, I’m excited for you!”

      She claps her hands on a little jump that makes the messy bun of her long burgundy hair bounce, then she makes her way out from behind the bar.

      I spin a bit on my stool, taking another sip of my drink as I see her go to a table with a guy and gal I’ve seen around town.  She’s sitting on his lap and he’s got a look in his eye that clearly is telling any other guys in the vicinity that coming close to his woman would be a bad idea.

      I feel invasive just looking at them.  It’s like they are having sex with their eyes.

      This is definitely an unusual area.  Most of the men around here are…huge.  Rough and surly, but protective, and I can almost see them baring their teeth like an animal whenever they are with their women.

      The women too, don’t get me wrong. So many are beautiful, but there’s a toughness to a lot of them and they seem to have that same mama bear vibe.

      Then there’s the torn-up clothes I see all around the area.

      I first noticed a pair of ripped up jeans and a flannel shirt along the tree line behind the house I bought on the edge of town.  Then, when I was in the park one day taking a walk, there was another pair of jeans and a white t-shirt, only those had blood on them and were shredded as well.

      I’ve seen others, women’s clothes too, but I never see anything in the local paper about any violent crimes so it’s a bit weird.  But even with those eccentricities I’ve noticed since I arrived in the Badlands, I’ve never felt more at home.

      I remember the day I arrived, my van was sputtering along the last mile into town and I stopped at the first service station I could find.  I’d been driving for days and was happy to have found a town with a mechanic.  There was so much to do to settle in someplace new, and I wasn’t even sure about staying.

      Not until I saw him, anyway.

      I stepped out of the van, stretching my back, smelling the clean, pine air and feeling good for the first time in months. Then as I looked around, there he was.  Staring at me from down Main Street. Jeans, gray t-shirt, boots, dark hair.  Nothing special there, right?

      Wrong. So, so wrong.

      The way he walked first caught my eye.  Like a caged animal pacing. You know, the way they take long, slow steps, shoulders high, eyes narrow?

      I felt like he was stalking me, but when I smiled, he stopped dead.  The flutter in my stomach nearly doubled me over.  He was the biggest man I’d ever seen, and a flash of fear collided with a raw lust inside me that left me breathless.

      But my smile must have woken him from some trance, because he dropped his eyes, quickened  his steps, got into a giant red Ford Pickup and peeled away.

      Since then, I’ve seen him a few other times, but every time I run into him, I can’t help getting this stupid huge smile on my face and he looks at me like a serial killer and bolts in the other direction.

      “Love,” Josephine says crooking her neck at the couple she just waited on. “I see another wedding on the way.  You better get your business up and running fast.”

      “Yeah.”  I give her a half-hearted agreement just as my phone tings and I look down at the screen as I sip my drink through the straw.

      It’s Robert. He says he’s there at the shop so come on inside when I get there, he’ll be in the back.

      My stomach flips.  The idea of starting my own business has me excited about my future, but nervous I’ll fall flat on my face.

      I want to honor my mother and the legacy she provided for me.  She worked hard raising me, working as a legal secretary but we weren’t rich by any standards.  She and my father were high-school sweethearts, that’s until she got pregnant, then, he changed his mind.

      We lived with her parents for a few years after I was born but they both passed away before I turned three and my father, he paid a pittance of child support for a few years before evaporating.  Word was he moved to Thailand, but I don’t remember him and any more child support was never forthcoming.

      Despite the less than ideal circumstances, my mom was always on top of things throughout our life.  And even in her death, she did what she could to set me up for success.

      “Hey…” I say, getting off my chair and gathering my jacket and purse. “You know anyone that could do some work at my house?  I’ve got a few fix-its and fix-ups I’d like to do…”

      “Sure.  Ragnar is a local guy and he keeps the price right for folks around here.  He does great work, all sorts of stuff. I don’t have his number handy, but he usually comes by once or twice a week.  Give me your number and I’ll pass it on.”

      “Okay.”  I smile and nod, feeling a friendly bond growing between us.

      She pushes a napkin and pen my way and I scribble down my cell.

      “When he calls, don’t be put off.  He comes off as a bit of a grumpy asshole, but he’s a good guy. Takes care of his grandma like she’s the queen, so…that says a lot, right?”

      I nod, heading toward the door when she adds, “He’s also six foot six and drives the world’s biggest red pickup.”

      I freeze in my tracks and ask, “Does his pickup happen to have a Leave Me Alone bumper sticker?”

      “Yeah.  You’ve seen it…? It’s hard to miss.”

      I wave goodbye without another word and head out the door to meet Robert, my mouth turning dry as I look toward the mountains.  I don’t know if the people that live here ever get over the fresh air and the view of the snow-capped peaks, but I don’t think I ever will.  I feel at home here, like a calling, and even though I’m pretty much alone in the world right now, I don’t feel lonely.

      But, I do feel horny.  And all the horns on my horny are named Ragnar.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      Ragnar

      

      Everything is irritating the fuck out of me.

      I want to kill everyone.

      “Stop, okay?”  I grunt to myself. Talking to yourself is always a little weird but it’s how it is with shifters. “You and I are supposed to be working together, so fuck off and let it go, okay?”

      My bear grunts and throws his head around like a toddler having a tantrum.

      “Thanks, boss.” One of the crew working with English holds up a Pepsi bottle.

      I want to go over and snap his neck, but he’s done nothing to deserve my wrath. The other guys on the job site are giving me curious looks, but I retreat.

      I want to kill them all, even though there’s no reason for it. My bear is screaming at me and I’m losing control.

      Fucking hell, this is exactly what I can’t have. What I can’t do…

      This out of control rage is why I never wanted this.  It ruined my childhood. Stole my family…

      Just then, my phone rings and I’m fucking thankful for the interruption. My obsessive thoughts about her, as well as the dark mourning of things that can never be forgotten, is getting out of control.

      I recognize the number, it’s this local realtor that hires me for odd jobs on his listings now and then.

      “Hello?”  I answer trying to keep the surliness out of my voice.

      “Hey.  It’s Robert.  Listen, are you busy?”

      “What’s up?” I rub my forehead, spreading my fingers wide to squeeze my temples.

      “I need you.  It’s urgent…”

      He explains what’s going on and I tell him I’ll be on my way.

      “Oh, one thing…” He adds before hanging up.  “Come in the back door.  I don’t want my client to know what’s going on.  Hurry up, though, okay? She’s on her way.”

      I tell him I’m charging him an emergency fee because I have to leave another job to take care of his problems, then I wrap up some things with the guys and head into town.

      I may not be overly greedy, but I like my coin. My bank accounts already have enough zeros to keep me and Gran living well, but it never hurts to add a few more.

      My chest is tight as I drive and the closer I get to the shop where he’s waiting, it only gets worse.

      A few minutes later I’m parked outside the empty store front and I can barely breathe.  I grab the can of Monster from the cup holder and chug it down in one gulp.  I’m so god damn thirsty lately as well, and I wonder if there’s something really wrong with me.  Like most shifters, I’ve never been sick, but something’s got a hold of me and it’s pissing me off.

      I jump out of the pickup and grab a toolbox from the bed before heading inside.

      Only, as soon as I open the back door, two things happen.

      One, I hear spraying water.

      And two, my grizzly bear starts to growl.

      Mine. Mine. Mine.

      Shut the fuck up, I tell him, but my heart is pounding and there’s a pain in my gut that nearly doubles me over.

      “Thank God.”  Robert’s standing there in a beige suit, the top half of the jacket a darker brown now that it’s soaking wet. “I have a client here to look at the place, she’s waiting out in the front.  I got here early, went to use the bathroom and…well, go fucking look.  I can’t have the toilet exploding when I’m trying to lease the place.”

      “Okay, okay,” I answer, but I can barely think straight.  “I’ll figure it out.”

      “Good.  Hurry.  I’ll go out front and stall things.  She’s a fucking hot little piece of ass, so it’s not like I mind taking a little extra time…”  He shoves an elbow into my side and gives me a wink and my bear nearly breaks free to get to him. “You know what I mean.”

      I turn and head toward the sound of the water, trying to keep my grizzly under control as he roars and rages and generally acts like a lunatic.

      Ten minutes later, I’ve got everything under control.  It’s a simple loose fitting on the incoming water line, so there’s no sewage issue, Robert will just need a mop and a fan to clear up.

      I gather my tools as I head toward the door that separates the front of the retail space and the back rooms.  But when I push open the door, all I see is red.

      It’s her.

      Fucking hell, her scent hits me again like buckshot to all the places inside me I’ve kept hidden away.

      But, that’s not the real problem.

      It’s Robert.

      His fucking hand is on her and he’s whispering in her ear with that damned grin plastered on his soon-to-be bloody face.

      She’s in the back corner of the open space, her eyes flicker with discomfort, and before I can stop myself I stomp forward, my hand is on his arm, jerking him away nearly dislocating his shoulder. It’s all I can do to keep myself from shifting as I watch him stumble back, losing his balance.

      I put myself between them and a rumble in my chest comes out as a growl that shakes the very walls, making them both look at me with startled confusion.

      “What the hell?”  Robert gives me a dirty look, steadying himself, but I only puff up my chest and lean into him on a snarl.

      “You shouldn’t be touching her,” I manage, doing everything in my power to keep my grizzly from killing him.

      “Really, I’m fine,” she says from behind me, but I can smell her fear and that’s unacceptable.  She should never be afraid, not as long as I draw breath.

      “So…”  Robert gives me a look as if to say don’t blow this deal for me and I swallow hard, my head pounding and my dick a fucking steel rod behind my zipper, but I take one step sideways, keeping my body between them.

      The thought occurs to me that I may be ruining something for her as well.

      I turn to her, those blue eyes scoring into mine, and I’m dizzy with her scent.

      “Sorry, I just…” I don’t know what I’m saying I just know I’m not leaving her alone in this room with him.

      “It’s okay.”  Robert’s chuckling, trying to save his own ass and this deal.  “This is Ragnar, he’s a bit of a hothead sometimes.”

      I move to the side, keeping a close eye on him, and try to remember to breathe.

      Being this close to her, I can’t remember any woman either in the flesh, on paper or in the movies that could hold a candle to her.

      She’s perfection in feminine form.  I knew I was in trouble the first time I saw her, but now?

      There’s no more denying she’s my one and true mate, but as much as that thought has me feeling a new purpose in my life, it also scares the shit out of me.

      I listen as Robert finishes his shtick about the retail space, and every muscle in my body is rock hard.  My grizzly is snorting and drooling, and I feel my fingers twitch, which is the first sign of his claws coming out and the shift beginning.

      I do my best to talk him down as they move to the back room, stopping short of actually talking to myself as I follow behind them.  Robert turns to me as he explains the wet floor by the bathroom, and I do my best to nod but I want him fucking gone.

      He’s too close to her. Breathing near her is a fucking crime, because I already know she belongs to me and that includes her every breath.

      I can’t keep my eyes off her ass as she walks to look in the bathroom and I love and hate those too-tight black yoga pants she’s wearing.

      Nothing feels the same, like all the years of fighting the urge to mate have disappeared.

      All the reasons I fought against finding my one evaporate as I think of carrying this beauty to my bed, burying my cock in her every hole and lapping at her sweet cunt, knowing she belongs to me, now and forever.

      “So…”  I watch her turn and look at me, flashing that smile, showing me two dimples and I have cum soaking into the fabric of my jeans.

      Her full lips move as she speaks but I suddenly deaf.  All I can think is that they need to be kissing my balls and I’m losing my mind.

      “Ragnar.” Robert pokes me in the shoulder and I turn and growl at him, making him step back shooting me a terrified look.  “Are you going to answer her?”  He manages and I re-focus, realizing I’m acting like a mad man.

      “Sorry,”  I grunt.  “What was your question again?”

      “Is this fixed?”  She nods her head toward the commode.

      “Yeah, loose water line.  Sometimes when they aren’t used for a while, it happens.  Simple fix.”

      “Great!”  Robert claps his hands.  “So, we have a deal then?”  He looks at the girl and I realize I don’t know her name.

      “What’s your name?”  I interrupt, watching her eyes go wide as she gives me a little giggle snort, and I want to hear that sound for the rest of my life.

      “Wynter,” she says, and the sound of her name races through me like wildfire.  “Wynter Wyatt.”

      She brushes her hair back from her neck and I see the soft flesh there.  My canines pulse, wanting to bite and mark and hear her scream as I fuck her so hard she loses consciousness.

      Robert reaches out to set his hand on her shoulder, trying to regain control of the situation, but my hands turn to fists.

      I flex my biceps so hard I hear the thread on my shirt seams struggle.  I need to rein this in, but my bear isn’t helping.  Snarling and snapping, telling me to let him out so he can murder Robert for touching what’s ours.

      “So.”  Wynter looks at me. She should be scared, but instead she brushes Robert’s hand from her shoulder just before I break his arm, and reaches out to lay her soft fingers on my fist as if to say down boy, you’re okay.  We’re okay.  “I want the space.  But only if Ragnar can be on call for any future plumbing issues.  At your expense.”  She points at Robert, whose eyes snap from Wynter to me and I stare him down, my eyes leaving no doubt he better accept her terms or things may go from bad to worse for him.

      “He accepts your terms,” I answer, speeding things up.  “Go get the paperwork so we can finalize things.”  I stare at Robert, who’s looking at me like I’m crazy.  “Go!”  I bark, jerking my head toward the front door, making him jump as I look at Wynter as she chokes back a laugh.

      I expect her to give me some blowback about butting in and saying ‘we’ but instead, she crosses her arms over her tits, pushing them up into the V-neck of her blouse and I envision my cock giving her the titty fuck of a lifetime, ending with her face covered in my cum.

      “Okay,” Robert agrees, backing away with a confused look.  “I’ve got the contract in my car.  I’ll write in the amendment about Ragnar’s services, then I’ll be right back.”

      “Perfect,” Wynter chimes in.  “I’ve got my checkbook ready.  Time to start a new chapter of my life.”

      A new chapter of my life.

      Her words ring in my ears like church bells.  The kind I hear every time there’s a fucking wedding in this town.

      The rage and surliness that’s come over me for the last month dampens as we watch Robert move through the doorway toward the front of the store and disappear outside.

      “Well,” she says, flashing me that smile and my balls twitch, my heart about to crack my sternum.  “It’s nice to finally meet you. Officially that is.”

      She uncrosses her arms, holds out her hand for me to shake, and all the fear that’s kept me from searching for my mate all these years comes flooding back.

      What am I doing?

      This can’t happen.  Now that I’ve met her, it only makes things clearer.  I’ve not yet claimed her and I already know I’d die if anything ever hurt her.  And, what makes it worse is knowing it could be me that does the damage, and that’s not going to happen.

      Every cell in my body is screaming to take her, make her mine, but instead raging fear ignites inside of me and I turn on my heel, stomping out the back door, leaving my mate as my grizzly starts to burst through my skin.
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      Wynter

      

      What just happened?

      I have whiplash and it feels like I got the breath knocked out of me.

      I lean my back against the wall of the store I just leased, keys in my hand, and slide down until my ass hits the floor before resting my forehead on my arms.

      When Ragnar had walked in, I thought I was in a dream.

      He was so much more amazing up close.  Bigger than life.  His body was encased in a long sleeve black t-shirt and jeans, with just the right amount of working man wear, not to mention the distinct outline of an enormous cock that had my pussy pulsing. His hands and forearms had those perfect man veins and his jaw had just the right amount of dark stubble.

      I imagined what it would feel like against the insides of my thighs.

      Jesus, my vagina is still sobbing out his name.  Soaking my panties with lust and loss because once again, he hauled ass away from me just as I thought we’d had a breakthrough.

      His dark eyes were intense and consuming when he looked at me, freezing me to the floor as he stormed in and set Robert nearly on his ass for touching me.  His presence took over the entire space and it feels like he’s still here.  Like his dominance and power left their imprint and I get it.  Because they sure left their imprint on my exploding ovaries.

      What was that?

      Why did he have that possessive protectiveness when Robert was around, but then when we were alone, he bolts again?

      Heat still rages through me as I think of the territorial look in his eyes.

      Why did I feel so safe around him when he’s clearly high on the bad boy spectrum?  Will I never learn my lesson?

      But, there’s something more.  He’s different. I mean, I’ve been around the male species enough to figure out Ragnar, and a lot of the other guys I’ve been around since I moved to the Badlands, they just feel different.

      “Hey,” a voice calls, and I hear the door open, jerking my head up to see Josephine smile as she walks in. “Just got off my shift, saw your car still outside.  How’d it go?”

      Great.  Perfect. Then, terrible.

      “Fine,” I answer, my voice flat.

      “Fine?”  She comes closer, looking down at the signed lease sitting on the floor next to me.  “You got the space?”

      “Yep.”

      She squints an eye. “So, what’s wrong?  You look like someone just took a tinkle in your Raspberry Lemonade.”

      I start to say nothing’s wrong.

      I’m just overwhelmed with everything to do from here.

      Sad and missing my mom.

      Which is all true, but it’s not the truth, so instead of lying, I look up at her soft eyes, see the genuine concern there, and before I know it, I’m vomiting out my life story and telling her about Ragnar and how I don’t understand why he seems so possessive then so revolted.

      “Wow.”  She bobs her eyebrows, then reaches into her purse and pulls out a silver flask.  “I think this conversation calls for something stronger than Raspberry Lemonade.”

      She slides down the wall next to me, opens the flask and hands it my way.

      I start to refuse, then change my mind.  I need something right now, and if it can’t be Ragnar, maybe booze is the next best thing.

      I press the opening to my lips and tilt it upward, the stinging, horrifying flavor of cheap whiskey making my throat burn before I hand it back, pressing the back of my hand to my lips, forcing myself to swallow.

      “Spitters are quitters.”  She raises the flask in toast and I nod and swallow, cringing as she takes a swig, then swipes her lips with her palm when she’s done and shaking her head.  “Whooo!  That’ll wake ya up in the morning.”

      “So,” I start.  “Am I, like, going crazy?  Ragnar looks at me like I’m dinner, then two seconds later, like I’m rotting fruit.”

      She sighs and leans her shoulder into mine.  “Men around here—women too, but let’s stick to the men right now—they aren’t like most.  Probably not like any you’ve known back where you’re from.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Have you ever heard of shifters?”  She pulls her lips into a tight smile.

      “Yeah, in books.  I read a good bit of smutty romance.  They’re a staple on my Kindle.”

      “Welllll…”

      By the time the sky outside is dark, I feel like I’ve been transported to some alternate universe.  My head is fuzzy from the whiskey but also I’m trying to absorb the information that Josephine dumped on me over the last hour and a half.

      Shifters are real.

      And Ragnar is a shifter.

      Grizzly bear shifter.

      My personal favorite.

      It explains a few things, but not why he’s been so bi-polar with me.

      Josephine stretches her legs straight and reaches down to touch her toes, then leans back, looking at me in the dim light.

      “You gonna be okay?”

      I nod. “Sure.”

      I’m not sure it’s the truth, but I hope for the best.

      “We should get going.  I need to meet Aiken in like, half an hour.  He’ll rip the town apart if I’m not home when he gets there.”  She chuckles, then pushes to her feet, swaying a little before grabbing her purse and the empty flask.

      It turns out that Aiken, her boyfriend, is a wolf shifter. And she is too.

      I stare up at the pretty blonde and wonder what it must be like to have that animal constantly inside of you.  She explained about the Badlands, the torn-up clothing, how around here being a shifter is a yawn for most of the residents, even the non-shifter ones, and my brain is still racing to catch up.

      I get up, following her to the door, the keys to my new business venture still clutched in my hand.  Once outside, I lock up and fumble in my purse for the VW keys.

      “You okay to drive?” she asks, turning and taking a few steps backwards.

      “Yeah.  I think I’ll go back to the bar for a burger before I head home.  Raspberry virgin Lemonade and greasy food should fix me right up.”

      We say our goodbyes and I stare up at the sky, already getting dimpled with stars.  There are so many stars here. The fall air has turned cooler but it’s crisp and fresh and I take a deep breath until my lungs hurt, trying to center myself and process everything I’ve been told.

      Ragnar…my mind churns with all the dish Josephine served me about him.

      He’s thirty-five years old and his only family left is his grandmother. Gran, as he calls her, according to Josephine.  He works construction and does all sorts of handyman and trades work, but lives in an enormous house he built himself back in the woods on the land his family has had for over a century.

      I turn toward the bar, but suddenly my hunger isn’t for a burger.  The tension I’ve had down low in my belly since I saw Ragnar that first day tightens into a prussic knot and I’m frozen on the sidewalk, unsure if I should go forward or back.

      When I asked Josephine why she thought Ragnar acted the way he did around me, she said she couldn’t be sure, but there’s been tragedy in his past and maybe that has something to do with it.  She also said, if I’m his mate, sooner or later he’ll come around.  He’ll have no choice.  The pull will be too strong.

      My heart sings at that thought, then I remember the next thing she said.

      If I’m not his mate, I should stay far away, because getting attached to a shifter when you’re not mated has heartbreak carved hard into that stone.

      How would I know which is which? Josephine couldn’t say. Which is more than a little frustrating.

      Ragnar.

      His name makes me wet.

      God, I need to get a grip.

      The street is quiet, but when I hear the sound of a car door slam shut, a bolt of fear races through me, remembering why I moved so far away in the first place.

      Ragnar, opening the shop, this place…they’ve all distracted me and given me a false sense of safety that could be dangerous.

      I spin around in the direction of the sound, bracing for the sight of the one person I never want to see again, but instead it’s him.

      Ragnar.

      Stomping toward me like a…bear to his prey.

      His shoulders are wider than most doorways and I’m sure he bumps his head constantly because the world just isn’t built for a man his size.  Except, maybe here in the Badlands.

      My legs feel like Jello as he comes closer.  The darkening sky doesn’t hide the massive hard-on he’s sporting and it takes all of my functioning power to not stare directly at the sex torpedo stretching his jeans to their breaking point.

      “What are you doing out here on the street? Alone?” he seethes through clenched teeth.  His eyes are angry, darting around like we’re being stalked by some otherworldly, dangerous force.

      “Uhhhhh…standing?”  I answer, swallowing the drool that’s pooling in my mouth as the biceps on his arms flex under his shirt and his chest seems to grow like the Hulk is about to appear.

      He makes this grunting sound as he steps into my space, leaving only a few inches between us.  It’s taking tremendous effort to keep from panting like a bitch in heat. His masculine, outdoorsy scent fills my nose, and I swear it has a direct connection to my clit.

      “You shouldn’t be standing here alone,” he snorts, and I can almost see the grizzly part of him in his mannerisms.

      He’s changed his clothes and the plaid flannel of his shirt he’s wearing now is unbuttoned enough for me to see the dark hair that must cover his massive chest, and I fight the urge to reach out and drag my fingertips across the hard muscle.

      I wonder about his grizzly bear. About how it all works outside of the broad strokes Josephine painted for me, but there’s something else I want to know and I’m just buzzed enough to ask.

      “So, listen.”  I poke a finger into his pectoral muscle and wince a bit when there is no give at all.  It’s like concrete, and I decide poking a grizzly bear may not be the best idea. Pulling my hand back with a wary look at his dark eyes,  “Why do you act like you want to protect me one second, like you might even like me, then the next second it’s like I’m infected with the plague and you can’t get away fast enough?  It’s making me dizzy. And a little pissed off, to be honest.”

      A snarl curls his magnificent, sexy lips, and both fear and desire clutch at me as I wait for an answer, sure whatever he says is not going to go my way.

      “Because…”  His face turns fierce, like whatever he’s trying to say is painful.  “You’re everything I don’t want.  And everything I need.”

      I step back, watching him close his eyes as his hands turn to fists.

      “Are you trying to scare me?” The whiskey asks before I can stop myself.  “Because, I’m done being scared of guys.”

      Fire flashes in his dark eyes as he opens his mouth to say something, but all I hear is my pulse racing in my ears and the crickets in the distance.

      Once more, his lips part, silence hanging where words should be.

      But what happens next leaves me gape-mouthed and grasping for a shred of reality, because suddenly, what I’m seeing can’t be real.
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      Ragnar

      

      I’ve lost control.

      Never once, not even when my bear and I were going through adolescence, pushing through our rebellious stage, has he ever taken over without my consent.

      He’s strong, grumpy like me, but obedient. And unless someone was in clear danger, he always preferred to observe from inside, coming out only when I felt we needed a release. A run.  A fight. A hunt.

      But, I was always the one that decided.

      Something’s changed.

      As I stood there trying to find the words to answer Wynter’s question, he snapped and drooled in a near rage, growling at me to take her right there on the street.  Or he would.  My finger twitched as his claws started to break through my skin, even as I futilely tried to talk him down.

      It didn’t work.

      With the last seconds of my control, I spin away from Wynter, launching forward at a run as I feel my body heat spike, knowing there is no turning back. My blood sears in my veins.  My jaw bones pop as I feel my canines pushing through my gums.

      I hear Wynter’s stifled scream as my muscles bulge, the fabric of my shirt tearing, then my boots pop off as claws rip through the leather, my feet replaced by paws twice as big as a human skull.

      The ache and sharp sensations of my bones and skin turning from man to beast are painful, but over the years the sensation has morphed.  I don’t suffer, but I do feel everything.

      Thinking of Wynter watching, there’s a moment in mid-shift that I wonder what would happen if we got caught somehow between human and grizzly. What a monster I would be.

      What a monster I am.  A dangerous monster.  Like my father.

      Fuck.

      I’m on all fours, chuffing and snorting at a run, and all I can do now is watch from inside.  My grizzly is too strong. He’s never done this before and I’m at a loss as to how to rein him in.

      We’re down the block, away from the buildings of Main Street, when he stops, drops his head and looks behind him, and when we see her, I know nothing will ever be the same.

      Mate.

      Mate.

      Mate.

      He swings his head low, back and forth, back and forth, the obsession growing with each second.

      She’s ours.

      Ours.

      Ours.

      I’m no longer sure which thoughts are mine and which are the bear’s.

      Get her. We must get her. I’m done waiting. Why are we waiting?

      My bear has lost his fucking mind and we’re at odds for the first time in our lives.

      Leave her, I order, but a pained roar is his reply.  His feet stay firmly planted on the ground as I do my best to reason with him, still able to see Wynter staring, her hands now clasped over her mouth in horror.

      She thinks I’m a monster too.

      You’re scaring the shit out of her.  Go, run, run until you can’t anymore.  Just leave her.  If we hurt her, I’ll kill us both.

      I twist and scream from inside and the last thing I hear before my bear relents and runs forward, is Wynter crying.  Even from this far away, I can smell her tears, and I know she’s my mate.

      My worst fears have come true.
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        * * *

      

      It took close to four hours to bring my bear under control.  After we turned from Wynter on the street, he bolted.  Straight up the mountain and down the other side.  It was fucking freezing up there. My bear didn’t care, but now, sitting on a bar stool at the breakfast bar I built for my grandmother a few years ago, I’m still chilled to the bone.

      I stare out into her backyard, at the lawn leading to the tree line that runs ten square acres between her house and mine.  I’ve not slept at all, but if I missed our usual Sunday morning breakfast I’d be getting grilled under white lights by her and that’s the last thing I need right now.

      She’s still getting dressed, so I push off the counter and swing open the refrigerator, nearly tearing the door off as I reach in to grab at the food inside.

      A green pepper is first and its fate is sealed as my fingers close around it, popping it like a soap bubble as pepper juice and seeds spray into my palm.

      At my feet, my grandmother’s sibling dachshunds jump to see what’s dropped, then look up at me with disgust.

      “What?”  I grit out. “Dogs don’t like green pepper?”  They wag their tails and sit, waiting to see if any other manna from heaven may fall their way.

      My gran spoils them about as much as I spoil her, but they make her smile and I’d pay a king’s ransom for that. Instead, I just paid the adoption fee at the shelter.

      I reach for the package of bacon and toss it across the counter, only I fling it so hard, it barely grazes the granite surface and ends up cracking a pane of glass in the window over the sink.

      Fuck.

      I grunt as I think about that shithead Robert touching Wynter.

      Sleep has been impossible enough since I first saw her, but last night after I got my psychotic bear under control, all he kept roaring about was killing that damn realtor for touching what is ours.  I’m lucky I’m not sitting in a cell at the county jail on a murder charge.

      I spent the few hours I had in bed jerking off remembering the light touch of her fingers on my hand.

      The switch has flipped with him and I’m not sure what to do.  I’m battling the demons of my past along with this hairy obsessed animal and there’s only so much I can take.

      I grab an onion and a potato out of the basket on the counter and do my best to set them down on the cutting board like a civilized human, but when I pull my hand back they are both as flat as pancakes.

      I growl, a deep possessive pain wrapping around my chest as I reach for the carton of eggs, but before I can get them in my grip, a voice from behind stalls my motion.

      “You’re going to break them all before you can make my omelet.”  I turn to see a soft smile on Gran’s face, then her hand reaches out to tug gently at my wrist.  “Maybe it’s my turn to cook today.  Sit.”  She nods at the counter stool and I grunt but acquiesce, knowing if I don’t calm the fuck down, it won’t just be all the eggs that are cracked.

      “Sorry,” I manage.  “I wanted to make your breakfast.”

      “You make my breakfast more than you should.  You treat me like a princess.  It’s my turn today.”  She takes the remaining ingredients out of the refrigerator and gives me a knowing look.  “Anything you want to tell me?”

      She knows me too well.  I lean my elbows on the cool stone counter and press the heels of my palms into my eyes, trying to push away the image of Wynter because she’s all I see.  It feels like every cell in my body is going to go supernova and I can’t imagine living much longer like this.

      I’d do anything for my grandmother.

      After everything that happened with my parents, I was just ten years old, and if it wasn’t for her I know I wouldn’t be here now.  She’s coming up on her seven-third birthday, but she reminds me of a brunette Helen Mirren, without the English accent.  She’s fully capable of taking care of herself and her business, but to the extent she will let me, I take care of her.

      “Just…stuff.”  I lie to her, unsure how to tell her my bear and my cock are about to overrule any small shred of sanity I’m have left.

      I don’t remember the last time I slept all night or ate a real meal.  Well, no, that’s another lie.  It was the night before I saw Wynter for the first time. Since then, as much as I’ve tried to tell myself it’s something else, it’s her.  I’m lovesick.

      For fuck sake.

      “I know what I see.”

      She’s dressed, as usual, with four-inch heels, perfect red lipstick and a dress that looks like she snatched it right off of June Cleaver.

      She’s a pretty hot commodity here in the Badlands for the handful of single geriatric men that live close.  It’s more often than not there’s a dozen roses or a box of chocolates on her kitchen counter when I come over and she’s more than generous with the details of her conquests, as much as I beg her not to share.

      She points the knife my way and finishes, “And I know what I know.”  Her voice turns harder on her final words.  “You found your mate. You’ve been acting up for a month, but now, I can see it for sure.”

      With that, my bear is back in full insanity. Roaring and agreeing. His obsession nearly impossible to fight.

      “Gran.”  I start, a pounding in my head and my cock making it hard to deny what she already knows. I can see it in her eyes.  “It’s not so simple.”

      “Really?”  She puts a pan on the stove, glops a spoon full of butter inside, then turns back around, picking up the onion and holding it while pointing her index finger at me. “Who said simple was what it needed to be?  I know your life hasn’t been what you would have wanted.  I know you have your fears.  I know…”  Her eyes are intense but I also see her own sadness there.  “She was my daughter.  And I still believe it was an accident. Terrible, yes.  But your father loved her.  He would have never hurt her on purpose.”

      “And yet.”  I feel the cold wrap around me.  “He she’s dead.”

      She shakes her head, putting the onion down, and starts chopping away.

      “You aren’t your father.”  Chop, chop, chop.  “You are your own man.  You always have been. It’s time you trust yourself to know that.”

      I start to respond, when there’s a knock on the front door.

      “Oh!”  Gran puts down her knife, wiping her hand on an embroidered white linen towel as the dogs go charging and barking toward the front of the house.  “She’s early!”

      I roll my eyes on a moan as Gran winks at me.  “Who’s here early?”  I seethe, in no mood for a social visit from one of her many gentleman callers.

      “The photographer!  I’m having Ron and Jeremy professionally photographed.” She gives me a wink, knowing every time I hear their names I cringe. She tried to tell me how seeing one of his movies back in the ‘80’s ‘awakened’ something inside of her.

      She got to the awakened part of her story before I was out.

      I am happy my gran enjoys her…self. But, naming her dogs after a porn star makes my head hurt.

      My gaze follows her to the front door, but my grizzly nose is already locked onto the intoxicating scent.

      This can’t be happening.

      She’s here.

      My cock strains against my zipper.  My bear is on his hind feet, roaring at me.

      Claim what’s ours!  Claim her!

      There’s a twisting in my gut as the door opens and I cast my eyes on her perfect pink cheeks.  She smiles at Gran and my eyes linger on her every curve.  Her white teeth flash behind plump lips and the air is suddenly hot, even as a chill runs from my toes to the top of my head.

      She’s wearing an oversized gray sweatshirt and white stretchy sort of pants that hide nothing.  I can practically see the slit of her pussy and I bare my teeth, digging my fingertips into the granite as I try desperately to stay in control.

      There’s a loud snap, and I look down to see I’ve broken off a chunk of the stone countertop.  I don’t care, I’ll get her a new counter top but Jesus what do I do now?  Run, again?

      No. My grizzly roars and I’m frozen where I sit.

      Gran swings the screen door open and Wynter steps inside, and she’s such a perfect, true beauty, I can’t believe a surly monster like me could possibly be the right mate for her. Her face is fresh, her hair still damp like she’s just out of the shower.

      Her eyes dart my way and I see the shock as I rise to my feet and my bear calms, rocking back and forth, making me feel dizzy.  I watch Gran’s eyes as they meet mine, as if to say, sometimes we just need a little push.

      How did she know?

      I swallow hard.  She’s so fucking young. Soft. Innocent.

      Jesus, I hope she’s innocent, at least in the way I need.  My inner bear starts to tense as thoughts of her being touched, kissed…fucked by anyone else...nearly push me into a murderous rage right here in my grandmother’s kitchen.

      “Wynter…”  Gran leads her down the hall until she’s standing only a few inches from my side. “This is my grandson, Ragnar.”

      She looks uncomfortable, glancing down at the dogs, then to Gran and back to me.

      “Hi.  Yeah, we’ve met.”

      “Oh!”  Gran’s voice is more excited than is called for.  “Yes, I do think Josephine mentioned that when I stopped in for a drink with Howard yesterday, on our way back from our massages. Something about some plumbing or work at your shop.  Isn’t that right, Ragnar?”

      She winks, and if she wasn’t my precious grandmother, to whom I owe everything, I’d be pretty fucking angry right now.

      Instead, I manage a grunt and a nod, which only makes Wynter shift her weight from side to side and grip the strap of her backpack with both hands.

      Fuck.  Why can’t I get this right?  I’m acting like an ass when all I want deep down is to take her somewhere and make her mine.

      I want to rip her clothes off with my teeth and mark her ivory skin until everyone knows who she belongs to.  My dick twitches, thinking about how tight she would be on me.  How her juicy cunt would be dripping down my balls as I plant my seed in her womb, my hand on her throat, as I take what I need from my mate.

      “I’m sorry.”  She blushes, her voice shy.  “I can come back another time.  I didn’t know you were going to have company.”

      Yeah, you didn’t, but she sure did.  Meddling Gran.

      “We met last week when I went in to pick up my coffee at the The Daily Grind where she was putting up some of her photography.  You know how Caroline likes to have local artist’s work for sale there.  Our local coffee shop slash art gallery.  I’ve wanted professional pictures taken of the babies for so long.  Seemed like serendipity.  Don’t you think?”

      Gran looks between us as I clench my teeth, trying to get my bear and my cock under control.

      “Ragnar.”  Gran walks around the edge of the counter to where she was starting to prep our breakfast.  “Take Wynter outside.  Show her the yard and the cabin so she can get some ideas of where to take the pictures while I finish up breakfast.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want me to come back later?  I don’t want to interrupt your breakfast.” Wynter looks uncomfortable and I know I’m the cause.

      “Pish posh.” Gran waves her hand, holding the knife.  “The more the merrier. Besides, you’re new in town and I want you to feel like the Badlands is your home.  Ragnar’s lived here his whole life, so I think you two could be good friends. Put your backpack right there on the chair and you two go for a walk and find the perfect spot for my baby’s pictures.”  Her eyes twinkle as she stifles a smile, then shoos us out the back-patio door.

      Don’t fuck this up.  My bear roars as my heart pumps harder and every filthy thing I want to do with her fills my mind.

      All the reasons I fought this feeling for the last month fall away, and in their place, all I know is that she is mine.  I will take her.  Own her.

      I will protect her above all else.  What happened to my mother at the hands of my father will not happen to us.

      As if she’s read my mind, Wynter turns, her topaz-blue eyes wide as she shrugs her shoulders, turning slightly away from me.  Then, on a deep breath with the sun on her pink cheeks, she reaches out and touches my arm as I tower over her.

      “I’m not so sure I understand all of this shifter stuff.”  Her eyes are curious now, not afraid, and I’m so hard I nearly double over from the strain of my erection. But I don’t want to lose contact with her. “But, Josephine explained to me about mates, and…” She bites into her bottom lip. “Is that what’s happening here?  Because, otherwise, I think I might be losing my mind…”

      “You’re not the only one,” I grunt out, my hand darting to her cheek, the feel of her soft flesh under my fingers making my body bulge and throb as my bear pushes forward to get to her.

      “So, can you promise me something?”

      “Anything,” I reply, before I realize: as much as I want to give her whatever it is she wants, I’m not sure I can.

      “Don’t run away from me anymore.”

      “I promise.  You have to promise me something too…”

      She nods and raises her hand to touch my jaw, and down deep in my bones I know I would die to protect her.

      “You won’t run away from me either.  No matter what.”
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      Wynter

      

      Ragnar’s fingers entwine with mine as we walk toward the back of his grandmother’s property, to where he says the cabin she mentioned is to be found, and my insides feel like they are rearranging themselves as we go.

      Despite the lateness of the season, the air here is warm and I’ve already stripped off my sweatshirt, tying it around my waist and catching Ragnar’s eyes lingering on the curve of my breasts, pushing out against the fabric of my t-shirt.

      I knew he was big.  Huge.

      But being next to him, his massive hand holding mine, it’s hard to stifle the hint of fear that tugs at me.  The guy I dated before I came here, part of the reason I came here, was big too.  Not as big as Ragnar, but big enough.

      Orwell had a lot of similarities to Ragnar, actually.  Sullen, a little grouchy, bad boy vibe, and for the month or so we were together, I knew something felt off.

      Maybe I was lonely.  Maybe I was lost.  Why I slipped so easily into his dark charm now seems so unclear, but at the time I think he was in the right place at the right time and I needed a distraction.

      Unfortunately, the dark part was far bigger than the charm part, and before I could pull myself from the muck of grief over losing my mom, I was in too deep and it was my own life hanging in the balance.

      When I drove away in the middle of the night, my trust in my own ability to make decisions was all but destroyed.  Now, only a month later, I’m walking into the woods with a half-man, half-bear, holding hands.

      It would seem my decision-making ability hasn’t completely recovered.

      The tangle of emotions has my cheeks red and my mind racing.

      “Is something wrong?”  Ragnar seems to sense my inner conflict.

      “No,” I answer quickly, and then wonder why people do that.  Lie, when someone is sincerely asking you if something is wrong. So, I swallow hard and change my tack. “Well, a little.”

      “What is it?  I want to know anything that bothers you.”  Ragnar stops just as the little white cabin comes into view through the pine trees.

      “It’s just.  See…I’m still a little wary of starting something new because of a relationship I had. It left me a little shell shocked.”

      His body tenses and he drops my hand.  “What relationship?”

      “A guy I dated.  Not really a relationship.  He just, he started out okay, but then when he found out something, he changed.  It got scary.  He got scary. So, this whole shifter deal. That’s some big changes there and you can be a little scary to be honest. I just am not sure I trust my own instincts right now.”

      “What’s his name?  Where is he?”  He gives me a stern look but behind his eyes I see rage.

      “It doesn’t matter.  He’s far away and he can’t find me.  I just… I just wanted you to know.  This is not what I wanted to happen when I moved here. To find someone.  Let alone mate to a shifter.”  I pinch the bridge of my nose.  “It’s a little overwhelming.”

      “You should never be afraid of me, because I will never hurt you.”  He grabs my hand again, harder this time, almost like he’s trying to convince himself of the truth of his words.  “I will only protect you.”

      “I want to believe you.”  I clear my throat, looking up through the trees to see the bits of blue sky above the towering pines.  “And, for some dumb reason, I do.”

      “Not dumb.”  His voice thickens, turning lower into caveman grunts. “This is everything that’s right.  And nothing wrong.  Trust this…”

      His thick finger presses into my sternum and my scalp tingles as heat gathers between my legs.

      “I’m trying.”

      “Good. Sometimes the best we can do is try.”  Ragnar runs his finger up my neck until it presses under my chin, forcing my eyes to his.  We breathe together for a few moments, the birds chirping in the breeze, and I wonder who could possibly have any problems on a day like today?

      His scent covers me like a comforting blanket and I follow again as he leads us forward.

      The small cabin comes into view. It’s so cute and the front door is painted sunflower yellow, and I start to relax again.  Ragnar has the bad boy thing, but it’s different.  When he says he will protect me, never hurt me, I feel the truth of his words down deep in my bones.

      Inside the cabin, my sense of ease multiplies.

      The small space is all open, it’s sparsely decorated, with a shabby-chic mix of painted furniture and worn quilts.  As I look around, I feel his eyes on me.  I pick up a picture frame with what looks to be his Grandmother, and a young boy around fifteen or so with a grimace on his face.

      “This you?”  I turn, pointing to the image.

      “Yes,” he grunts, not elaborating, but I see the angst in his eyes.

      I want to know everything about him, why he was raised by his grandmother. The tragedy that Josephine mentioned, but now doesn’t feel like the right time. So, I set the picture back down and look out the small window through the thick forest behind the cabin.

      My heart is pounding and my skin prickles as I feel his hands run down my shoulders and grip the tops of my arms.  A whimper-moan sticks in my throat as his breath heats my ear and his hands return to my shoulders, then they are wrapped around my neck, making me shiver and my clit starts to pulse.

      “I never wanted to find my mate.”  His words are a low rumble that traces through me as his fingers tighten around the flesh of my neck until my next breath takes deliberate effort.  “Do you feel that?  That vibration between us?”

      I nod, because his hands encircling my neck are making my eyes feel funny and there’s a prickling of heat on my cheeks.

      “That’s the truth.  You’ll never be away from me. You are part of me now. Ingrained in me by your very being.  You are mine.  Something I never wanted, and now, I don’t think I can live without.”

      His words are sharp and hard, like they hurt him, but there’s a softness there as well.  A vulnerability that makes me want him more.  Makes me feel something I didn’t believe was true.  Like he was made just for me.  Waited just for me. And as crazy as this is, I feel like this is meant to be.

      His hands own my breath, my life force fragile in a grip that could take me in a split second, and yet my inner muscles clench, another wave of wet lust soaking the slip of fabric between my legs, and my head is spinning.

      I succumb, give in to the collar of fingers around my neck and feel like I’m starting to float as I bring my hands to his forearms in a last-ditch attempt to keep myself upright, my pulse throbbing behind my eyeballs. They feel like they are beginning to bulge out of my head and I open my mouth, a desperate choking sound all I have left.

      As the room spins, dark stars flash before my eyes, my neck suddenly free as gasping breaths cool the burning in my lungs and the next thing I know, I am in his arms.  His massive hand is at the back of my head, his arm looping under my knees and I feel the rhythmic movement of his steps, followed by the softness of a pillow under my head.

      His lips crush to mine, hard, painful, and I know in that instant I’ve never truly been kissed before.

      He’s dangerous, I feel it in parts of me that don’t lie.

      I want to throw myself headlong into the fire, the stinging, burning embers dotting my flesh, knowing soon I will be mere ash, his breath blowing me into the forest breeze never to be seen again.

      I press my lips upward, needing more. The scruff of his beard scrapes my chin and a flurry of gut clenching, painfully wondrous muscle spasms wrack my body as my heart leaps and bounces in my chest.

      Arousal pumps through my blood, racing my pulse as I reach up and around his massive shoulders, feeling childlike under the broad hardness of this enormous man-beast.  This is crazy.  I don’t know him, and yet, in some kind of past-life, ancient primal way, I know him more than I’ve ever known anyone before.

      As we kiss, the rumble coming from him darkens and I feel his muscles tremble and bulge under my fingers. He releases our kiss, my bottom lip caught between pointed teeth that feel too sharp to be human.

      His cock is resting behind the fabric of his jeans, against my outer thigh, and it’s as if every part of him is engorged.  My insides spasm, some primal part of me roaring in anger that this beast is not yet inside of me.

      Taking me.  Claiming me in the way only animals know how.

      He rocks back, my hands gliding down his shoulders as the fabric of his shirt strains to withhold the same thing that his eyes tell me he is battling.

      His beautiful lips pull back against his white teeth and I see it then.  Incisors that look closer to canines, and there’s a golden red flash in his eyes as I let my fingertip drift upward, resting on the rock hard muscle in his jaw, daring whatever parts of him he wants me to have right now to come forth.

      A week ago, I believed shifters were a pleasurable fantasy in books and movies. How life can spin on a moment as I swallow hard, driving my thigh upward into Ragnar’s thick erection.  Our eyes are locked together in some sort of human-animal battle for supremacy.

      “I can’t stop,” Ragnar grits out.  “We can’t stop.”

      “Then don’t,” I hiss, arching my back as his hands twist in the fabric of my shirt, fingernails turning to claws, and this could be the last moments of my life for all I know.

      But, somehow I don’t care.

      Ragnar roars at the ceiling.  I look up, seeing his teeth lengthening as his neck thickens.

      “No!” he growls, the intensity shaking the fibers of my very being and his canines retreat, his body seeming to settle as everything starts to spin. “No! No, not now...”

      Without a thought, I shove my hand down the front of my pants until I feel the slick heat.  I rub down through my wet folds as Ragnar backs away, pain in his eyes as he watches my hand moving and he drops to the floor on all fours, his eyes wide as I circle my clit and look at this man’s face.  His jaw going thick, his back arching.

      He’s shifting, and I didn’t think it was possible, but I’m more turned on than I’ve ever been in my life.  He’s fighting it, I can see the madness twisting his face as I move both hands now to the button on my pants, popping it and working the zipper, giving my hand better access to the throbbing need that is now running the show.

      “I can’t stop it,” Ragnar snarls as I see what was the scruff of his beard lengthen, fur starting to sprout down his neck and over his arms.  “I’m sorry…”  He growls, then turns toward the doorway, but my words stop him.

      “Stay! I want to see.  Watch me while I watch you.”

      He swivels his head as I listen to the cracking sounds and watch his body changing right in front of me.

      “No!”  He lowers his head, his eyes getting bigger as I arch my back, then wiggle down my pants, kicking off my shoes to show him all of me.

      “Stay,” I repeat, pressing my fingers into the soaking arousal before bringing them to my lips.  “I’ll show you mine if you’ll show me yours…”
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      Ragnar

      

      I thought she was perfect before, but one look at that pretty, wet, pink pussy and I may as well resign myself to my fate.

      She’s more than perfect. One of a kind like a snowflake on a winter morning, beautiful and delicate.

      Far too delicate for a beast like me.

      She’s the sort of woman that starts wars.  I already know I would kill for her.  One or a thousand, it wouldn’t matter.  If she was in danger, my rage would know no bounds.

      Her twinkling blue eyes are on me, baiting me, but I don’t care.  The dark lashes flutter as her fingers move on her sex.

      Short, puffy breaths dance in and out, raising and lowering her chest as her teeth pinch into her lower lip.  She knows what she’s doing.   Her innocence flickers in her wide eyes, taking turns with an inner vixen that is driving me to the edge of sanity.

      Her delicate fingers loop around her clit and the contrast of her softness is met with my own deep growl as I strip out of my clothes, knowing if I don’t get them off quickly, I’ll be walking naked back to Gran’s house, and as much as I adore her, giving her the full Monty is more than I want to share.

      My senses are heightened as I let my bear take control.  Her scent is overtaking me now, a thousand times more intense than when I am in human form. Her legs open, arousal dripping from her sacred opening making the room start to spin and I relinquish the moment to the primal part of me. .

      I’ve never been so out of control of the shift as I am right now.  Blood heats my veins as I feel the spark and tingle spread over my tightening skin.  Her breathing sounds like sonic booms in my head, my hearing more acute than ever.

      I step back, nearly to the doorway, putting space between us just in case.

      My spine audibly snaps; the welcome discomfort is only a gateway to a relief unlike anything a normal human would understand.

      Releasing that inner primal animal is a catharsis. Running free, growling, fighting and yes, sometimes killing.  The snap of blood on your tongue, the adrenaline, the manic conflict of man and beast within the same body, is the definition of a blessing and a curse.

      But, right now, all I see in front of me is blessing, and as my eyes roll back, and I drop to my hands and knees, I’m ready to let it all happen.

      My nails turn to claws, my bones snapping and changing as skin tears and covers with fur.  My muscles thicken, harden, and within a minute I’m merely a passenger inside my grizzly.

      On the bed Wynter’s other hand comes down to spin on her clit with two fingers as her middle digit on her other hand plunges into her depths.  The wet, sucking sound has my bear drooling in buckets, and my fear that she would be terrified, would reject me, is lost in the sound of her moans of pleasure.

      She’s writhing as she watches me, my bear shaking his head, stepping forward, but I don’t want him too close.

      Back off.  She’s ours, but more so, she’s mine.

      He answers by tossing his head on a seething growl, digging his claws into the wood floor as we both draw a deep breath, her sweet, intoxicating, addicting scent burning through us as I feel my bear tense, his heart pounding harder than after a run up the side of the mountains that surround the Badlands.

      Wynter’s eyes are frozen to my bear as her fingers work faster and faster.

      Mate. Mate. Mate.

      The thought is on repeat inside us as Wynter’s back arches, her toes gripping the bedding, and her feet arch upward like a prima ballerina on pointe.

      She was made for me.  Her voice is my own personal music as her orgasm takes over, her torso twisting and her legs clamping shut on her hands, rolling back and forth, her legs shaking as my bear roars so loud he shakes the windows, and I feel him ready to pounce.

      NO!

      I’ve never had to fight him before Wynter came into my life, but I summon all my mental strength and rein him in.  The rough convulsions shake my body as I shrink down, bones and muscles returning to their human form as stars dance in my eyes, momentarily blinding me as I phase back to human form.

      Before her orgasm is fully subsided, I’m back in control, naked, my bear safely put away for the moment, and I lunge forward, my hand on her knees, prying her legs apart as I take her wrists in my hands, wrenching them away so I can feast on her sweet cunt.

      I want to know every inch of her, but right now my focus is on the soaking heaven between her legs.  I loop my hands around her lush thighs, lifting her off the bed.  She’s no frail flower but I love every inch.  My mouth is watering as I take in her sinful scent and see the shiny juice that covers her lips and inner thighs.

      “You like me looking at you spread wide like this, don’t you?”  I grit out, my voice shaking as I spread her on full display for me.

      She nods, a sultry smile curving her full lips, lust glinting in her eyes. Her shaking hands flutter to her face, pushing the tendrils of hair off her forehead and cheeks.

      I never understood when the other shifters would explain this feeling of ownership. The engulfing sense of possessiveness over their mates. But I understand it now.

      There will not be another day that passes without her in my life.  Without the taste of her kisses on my lips. The feel of her body next to mine as I pull her beside me in our bed and wake to the sound of her breathing.

      I reach down and fist my cock with one hand, trying to calm the motherfucker, because he’s throbbing like a toothache.  As I stroke, she drags her wet fingers to her mouth and slips two between her lips, moving them in time with my own.

      So fucking sexy.  Just when I think she can’t get any better, she does.  She’s mine forever, I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to take her out into the world again.

      Any other swinging dick lays eyes on her, I think I’ll tear his throat out and that’s going to leave a lot of bodies laying around. Sure, it will draw some attention, but right now there’s no civilized part of me that cares.

      We lock eyes, watching each other as our hands work ourselves.  Her open sex is right in front of my face.  She likes watching me too, I can see the twinkle in her eyes and the way she starts to pulse her hips up and down, no hint of shyness anywhere to be found.

      As my bear continues to pace and roar for me to put our mark on her flesh, a flash of darkness overtakes me.

      “Have you ever shown yourself to anyone like this before?”  I struggle to get the words out, terror clutching around my throat until I see the answer first in her eyes, then the slight shake of her head.

      “Never. I never imagined doing this…let alone for someone I barely know.”  Her words slide from her lips in a slow drawl and I’m reassured, but I need more.

      “You ever let another man inside what’s mine?”  Each word feels like a knife in my heart.  The thought of it raising a murderous rage inside me.

      “No.”  Her lips twist to the side.  “I’ve done some things, but never…everything.”

      I push away the anger that anyone has ever touched her before me, comforted by the thought that my answer would be the same.

      My cock aches, knowing we are going to be the first for each other.  Something most humans wouldn’t understand.  I didn’t necessarily save myself, there was just no interest until I met Wynter.  Finding my mate has awakened parts of me I thought didn’t exist.  Including a sex-crazed maniac with only one focus.

      The angel spread in front of me.

      Her dripping pink cunt calls me and I drive my face down, my hand releasing my dick as I take two handfuls of her plump, Kardashian ass, and a chain reaction lights inside of me as her flavor hits my tongue, exploding like a supernova.

      She soaks my face in a jolt, driving her open pussy against my ravenous tongue, taking what she wants as her body twists and my fingertips dig into her soft ass.

      I’ve heard dudes talk about sex with their mates, but there are no words for this.  I can’t swallow enough of her sweet honey as it drenches my lips and flows down my chin. I’m fucking pissed that I’m letting any of her nectar get away from me, but I don’t want to tear my mouth from her long enough to lick away what’s escaping.

      If she’s this good on my mouth, I can’t imagine how my cock will feel inside her.  Nothing is as soft as the silk on my tongue and lips right now.

      I drive into her tight opening, feeling the resistance there as she grinds and rides my face, her hands tangled into my hair, and I think I might pass out from pleasure.

      I look up to see her heavy lidded eyes on me, mouth agape, and the only thing I’d change right now is to have taken the time to get her fucking shirt off so I could see her tits on display.

      Her nipples are hard and pointed on the fabric of her t-shirt and as good as her juicy cunt tastes, in that moment I think of her engorged and dripping with milk, feeding me, and the urge to breed my mate takes over.

      She will only know me.  That much I’ve already decided. But I’ll seal the deal with my cub in her belly.  Making her full of me so everyone knows she’s taken.  She will be bound to me in every way.  She was created just for me.

      I pull an orgasm from her with my teeth on her clit, then I lower my tongue inside her virgin opening to feel her walls pulse and clamp down as the pleasure I brought to her takes over.  Her orgasm has her raising the roof with her screams her legs start to flail.

      Her thick thighs clamp down on the sides of my face as her body convulses then she drives a solid heel into my kidney making stars dance in my eyes.

      Her hands slap at my head but I’m not done.

      One more.  I need one more.

      “Stop!” she whimpers, her voice pained as she violently tries to pull her juicy pussy from my mouth.  “It hurts!”

      My dick is so hard, I think it’s about to tear through the skin and shift into some sort of bear-cock monster, but that beast will have to wait just a little longer.

      She’s tearing my fucking hair out and screaming as the taste of her orgasm brands itself into the deepest parts of me.

      My tongue is relentless on her clit until I feel her body stiffen and her thighs quiver and slap again against my cheeks.  This time, she goes completely silent but her sweet juice tells me I’ve hit my mark.

      She gushes into my open mouth as I hold her solid against me, slurping and sucking every delicious drop as the spasms take over.

      Curse words flow from my sweet angel like a sailor on leave after a fifty of whiskey.  As the filth flows from her mouth, her orgasm tears through her, her body flopping on the bed like Linda Blair until I think her head is going to spin around.

      I don’t care, I’m keeping her, even if she turns out to be some demon in the world’s sexiest curvy package, she’s not going anywhere.  I didn’t know I was waiting for her my whole life, but now that she’s here I’m never letting her go.

      Her body finally melts into the bedding, her breath coming in heaves as her eyelashes flutter, showing only the whites of her eyes, and I see tears streaming from their corners down into her shimmering brown hair.  Tiny gray rivers and streaks of mascara cover her face and she’s the most beautiful mess I’ve ever seen.

      While she’s still half boneless, I rise up and take her shirt and bra, leaving her naked and the most ravishing creature I’ve ever seen.  I lower my face and engulfing the dark circle of her nipple into my mouth, spinning my tongue around the hard peak before moving to the other as her breathing slows and her panting turns to soft moans.

      I’m a mess, but all I can think about is Wynter.

      How long I fought the idea of a mate and the feeling of utter joy and completeness I have right now.  All my fears evaporate as I look down and see what I’ve needed all along.  I always thought my life was complete, but looking back it was only a waiting game.

      I stand at the edge of the bed, admiring her.

      For all her youth, she’s a woman, full and lush with curves in all the right places, and in my mind’s eye I see the changes yet to come.  The growing swell of her belly, her tits two sizes bigger as her body takes on the look of a goddess.

      My goddess.

      Her eyes are unfocused as she brings her foot up and rests it on my chest over my sternum her toes playing in the dark hair across my torso.  I reach down and pull it upward to my lips, kissing each toe as my cock seeps cum from the tip and I watch her intent eyes drift lower as she licks her lips on a mischievous look.

      “You want that cock, don’t you?”

      She tightens her lips together in a wry smile.  She’s the perfect mixture of slut and virgin, and I’m the luckiest motherfucker in the world right now.

      “I want it here…”  She brings her index finger to her lips, pulling her foot from my chest and flopping over onto her belly on the mattress, scooting to the edge where I stand looking up at me with a pout.  “Pretty please?”  Her eyes flicker with fire as her fingers wrap around my shaft, and her tongue comes out to tease at the tip, sending a rush of blood to my dick which is already about to explode.

      “Okay, dollface.”  I look down and that’s exactly what she looks like.  A smiling porcelain doll, with lust in her eyes.  “Only for a minute.  My balls have a delivery for you, and it’s going inside that sweet pussy.  Soon enough I’ll fill your belly with cum as well, but today, I’m claiming what’s mine and that means you and I are going to lose our cherries together.”

      “Mmmmmm.”  She flutters her eyes as her lips open and the warmth of her mouth wraps around the swollen head of my dick, and I wonder if I’ll even hold out for three seconds.

      It feels so fucking good.  Jesus, I’m so fucking happy I’ve never done this with anyone before.

      Looking at Wynter with my cock in her mouth is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.  I’d be destroyed if at this moment, I’d look down and know any other woman’s lips had been where hers are right now.

      I want to give her my everything.  I want all her firsts, and I want her to have mine.  Things we will only ever give each other.  Now and forever.

      I let her take me down until I feel the back of her throat and hear and feel the soft moan she lets loose, and I throw my head back, biting my lip to keep from filling her throat with my cum.

      When I look down, Christ, she’s looking up at me with those wide, doe eyes, flickering with a wickedness that makes my balls seize up and I have to stop her before I lose all control.

      “Okay,” I rumble, holding the sides of her head while I withdraw my greedy dick from the warmth of her mouth. “Stop.”

      She tilts her head toward her shoulder while her hands pump up and down on my shaft.  “Stop what?”

      “You know exactly what,” I grumble, my bear chomping and grinding his teeth, telling me to get on with it and make her ours and mark her already.

      She doesn’t stop, instead bending her knees, locking her ankles together and playing coy.

      “This?”  She licks her bottom lip, dropping one hand to cradle my balls in a soft squeeze while her other hand jerks my dick like some hand-job savant. “Stop this?”

      “Enough!” I bark out, reaching down, listening to my grizzly roar inside as I flip her teasing ass over so she’s looking up at me, flat on her back.  “You’re going to learn to listen to me.  Especially in the bedroom.  I say suck, you’ll suck. I say stop, you’ll stop.  I say head down ass up, you’ll assume the position…got it?”

      She swallows and I start to wonder if I’m being too rough on her but her cheeks turn pink and her nipples pucker into sharp peaks telling me otherwise.

      Her hands rest on her soft belly as I loop my arm under her, and in one swift movement I throw her naked body over my shoulder and climb onto the bed, flipping her back down with her head on the pillows, leaving her dazed as I shove my body between her legs, reaching up and gripping the back of her hair with one hand as the other swoops under her back, holding her steady for what’s about to happen.

      I flex my hips until the head of my dick feels her heat and I glide down until the tip embeds itself at her opening, making us both moan as my inner bear snaps and paces.

      Fire races through my veins, igniting my heart, and it comes alive for the first time in my life.  This is the feeling shifters talk about, the mating, the pairing, but what I feel is love.

      Fucking love.

      And it’s unlike anything I’ve known before.

      Already, her pussy is flooding my shaft, warm wetness sliding down to my balls, and I look down to see her staring at me, mouth open, with a purity in her eyes that shakes me to my roots.

      “Is this crazy?”  Sudden doubt darkens her features. “It’s crazy, right? I’ve never done this before, I barely know you…and, well, we haven’t even talked about let’s say…a condom?”

      The last word has me irrationally angry.

      A condom? With her?  Never.

      And yet, yes it is crazy. The right kind of crazy.

      “No condom.”  My muscles are twitching, my dick is so close to home and she needs to talk this out, so fuck, I’ll probably pop a blood vessel holding off, but if it’s what she needs right now, I’m in.

      “Okay, so, that brings me to the next question.”  She shakes her head.  “Like, shifters, have babies?  Or baby bears, or what?  This conversation is insane…”  She squeezes her eyes shut then looks to me for reassurance.  I can tell she’s all in, she just needs this moment and I’m going to give it to her. “I don’t know if I have the...capacity...for birthing a bear.”

      “Babies.  And cubs,” I try, then watch her pull her lips between her teeth in confusion.  “You’ll have a baby, but the baby can shift.  Every baby is different.  I just know what I’ve seen. What my friends have told me.  Cubs are cute, too.  They bite harder, you’ll need to be sure they don’t shift mid-suckle on those perfect tits of yours…”

      I move my hips, making her moan, trying to ease the pressure that is building inside of me, but it’s impossible, so I try another tactic.

      “You believe I’ll take care of you, don’t you?”

      She nods.

      “What do you feel, right now?”

      She takes a long breath, swallows, then looks at me with those eyes that see into my soul.  “I feel… at home.”

      “That’s what I’m going to give you.  Home.”  I lower my head, setting my lips on hers, then push back up and give her the control.  “You say the word.  What do you want to do?”

      “I want…”

      That’s all she says, with a flick of her hips, and it’s all I need.

      I flex my hips forward, the head of my cock pushing into her virgin hole, and already I’m ready to spill.  I grunt, biting my cheek to keep in control as I drive forward and she yelps.  Her pussy swallows the first inch of me, sinking into her impossibly tight opening, and I see the pain on her face.

      I forget to breathe as her resistance pushes back.

      “It’s okay.  Just do it.”  She’s reading my mind.

      I don’t want to hurt her, but I know this is what we both need.

      Trial by fire and in the death grip of her virginity I summon my strength and forge forward, giving her another thrust that sends her hips upward and her cries of pain into the ceiling.

      I hold her body tight, my hand in her hair, pulling her head back as I thrust again, again, until I tear through what is left of her innocence and her greedy cunt pulses and pulls, wanting more.

      Her hands fly to my neck, holding on, and I want her to hold onto me for her comfort and safety for the rest of her life.

      She whimpers, but her body moves with me and her inner walls clutch my cock like they will never let go.  I’m the happiest I’ve ever been.  No man will ever have her like this.  This is ours and ours alone, and fucking tears well in my eyes as our bodies come together, my thick cock seated inside her until my balls rest on her ass and I hold myself steady there, savoring the moment.

      My grizzly is on his back feet, pawing at the air, telling me to finish it, to make the claiming final, but I’ve just torn her pussy wide open and I want to give the poor girl a minute to recover before I sink my teeth into her neck.

      I hold myself there, nestled inside, the tip of my cock against the opening of her womb, letting her body adjust as her eyes flick to mine, her fingers slipping to the back of my neck and pulling me down.

      “You’re mine.”  I manage before kissing her, my tongue sweeping between her lips as hers does the same, our bodies tangled together from the lips on her face to the lips of her sweet pussy.

      The lusty flavor of her cunt is still on my breath, and sharing that with her in our kiss only thickens my already impossibly big dick as I hear her release a hissing whimper.

      I can’t stay still any longer.  Her body trembles as I pull out, then fuck back in, a fury rising inside me as my balls twitch and tighten, ready to deliver a million sperm into her, each one vying to find and conquer her from the inside out. Already fighters, already raging.

      I press up, straightening my arms and locking my elbows on fists next to her shoulders and the need to fuck her hard and fast takes over.

      “Spread your legs. Grab your knees.” She follows my commands as I start to hit her with every inch of me, over and over.  Her tits bounce with every drive, practically slapping her in the face with the force of my rut.

      My grizzly is done waiting.

      Bite her.  Now.  Claim her.  Mark her.  What are you waiting for?

      My balls slap against her as the sounds of our sex fill the small cabin.  Her face is getting that look again and I’m pleading with myself to hold off just a minute longer.  I want to come with her.  I want to feel our bodies mesh and belong to each other in a way that will never be undone.

      “God, oh my God.”  She presses her head back into the pillow on a hiss and I Know this hurts but her hands pull her knees upward, and I get another inch of depth, my body smacking against her clit with every drive forward.

      The soft flesh of her body moves in the most erotic way with each thrust, her cheeks are ripe red, and she squeezes her eyes shut, her pussy clenching even tighter as her walls start to pulse.

      Inside me, my bear is in a rage, but all I can think of is getting my seed into her womb.

      She goes off, her orgasm ripping through her as I let myself go.  Pulse after pulse of my cum sprays her walls as they clench and release like some perfect-pink cum-milking machine.

      I don’t just release my hot load inside her, I release my soul.  Or that’s how it feels.

      She’s so beautiful, writhing under me as instinct takes over. I take her hair in both hands, pulling her head to one side, my teeth aching as my canines descend and on a roar from my grizzly, I deliver the final blow.

      My teeth slice into soft flesh, I feel the thump, thump of her pulse against my canines.  Her screams echo in my ears, making my temples throb and my gut clench.

      But I know.

      It’s done.

      I’ve found my mate.

      And she belongs to me.
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      Wynter

      

      It’s the next day as Ragnar, his gran and I sip our coffees as the morning sun streams through the front windows of my soon-to-be photography studio.  We arrived about an hour ago, going over my plans for sets, how to build out the front and back areas, what I need to get up and running, and Ragnar couldn’t be more supportive.

      He’s got all sorts of plans on how to do the interior, as well as how to make the back space functional for my office and storage.  It almost feels like a dream.  A month ago, I felt like I was running for my life, but now I feel like I’ve run right into it.

      Only it’s better than I ever imagined it could be.

      “I think you should expand into boudoir photography.”  Ragnar’s gran pushes her palms upward on her hair, giving me a sly smile before leaning closer to my ear and whispering, “Or, erotic art photos.  For couples too…”

      She winks and does this little wave toward Howard, her boyfriend, who is standing on the other side of the empty shop space talking to Ragnar about point of sale and security systems.

      Howard apparently owns the only jewelry shop in town. He’s also a wolf shifter, and is about as protective over Myra as Ragnar is about me, even if I’ve heard she has more than her fair share of admirers for him to fight off.

      “Maybe,” I answer, watching Ragnar with one eye on me as he half listens to Howard.  He’s always watching me. Always aware. “Not sure how much of that sort of business there would be in a town like this.”

      “Oh, you have no idea.”  Myra giggles, her eyes twinkling like she’s a teenager, and I wonder if she’s a shifter as well.  Ragnar hasn’t told me she is, but in this town, it’s more likely you are than you are not. And I’m guessing that sort of thing runs in families, so who knows? “Shifters are known for their lack of inhibitions.” She bobs a perfectly pencil-enhanced eyebrow.  “They’re also insatiable.”  She pokes me twice with her elbow on a wink.  “So, be prepared.”

      My cheeks flush listening to Myra’s when the front door opens and I see Josephine and another man I don’t recognize coming through the door.

      “Hi!”  Josephine skip jogs to Myra and gives her a big hug.

      “Hello to you, too,” Myra answers as I glance toward Ragnar, and my belly flips and flutters.

      There’s a low throb between my legs, reminding me that in the last twenty-four hours, we’ve both gone from virgins to sex-addicts.  It took all our willpower to leave the cabin yesterday morning and head back to Myra’s for breakfast and the photo session for her two dachshunds.

      After that, Ragnar made no attempt to hide that from the time we left for our walk to when we returned for breakfast, things between us had taken quite a turn.  He never left my side.  He had his hands on me, his lips on me and made me sit in his lap, feeding me while we ate.

      Myra acted like it was Christmas, cooing and doing these little clapping jumps whenever she looked at us.  After we were done there, Ragnar took me back outside, gave me a ride on the back of his grizzly through the woods until we got to his place, where we’ve been ever since. It wasn’t until we showered this morning that he gave me another ride back to Gran’s, we got in our cars and headed into town.

      I give Josephine a quick wave as she steps my way with the stranger behind her and before I know it, Ragnar is by my side, his jaw clenched, arm outstretched in front of my hips, putting a barrier between us.

      “Who’s this?”  He half barks, and Josephine and Myra look at each other with a smile, then at me with sympathy.

      “This,” Josephine stretches out her hand between us, “is Brian Phillips.  He’s with the Brighton Times.  He’s a friend of Aiken’s, and happened to be in the neighborhood.  I want him to do a piece on the studio, give the new business a shot in the arm.”

      “Nice to meet you.”  Brian extends his hand toward me, but Ragnar only growls, making him step back and look at Josephine in confusion.

      She holds her hand to the side of her mouth and mock whispers, “Just found his mate.”  She jerks her head toward me.  “He’s got it bad.”

      “Ahhhhh.”  Brian smiles.  “I understand.  I may not look it, but…”  He glances between everyone, then to Ragnar.  “Leopard shifter.  Haven’t found my mate yet, but I get it, buddy.”  He raises his hands in surrender and I feel Ragnar relax.  “I just want to ask Wynter a few questions, do a short introductory piece for our Arts & Culture department.  It will appear in the print paper, as well as our online edition and on our social.  The interview won’t take long, then I’ll take a couple snaps of you out front maybe?”

      He’s asking me, but looking at Ragnar, who nods on a grunt as his phone rings for the fifth time since we came in the door this morning.

      “Excuse me.”  He leans down, kissing me hard, tongue pushing between my lips as he lifts me onto my tiptoes as I lose the battle to suppress the high pitched sigh that seeps out, leaving everyone looking away on stifled grins as Ragnar stomps toward the back door, putting his phone to his ear.

      Gran and Howard say their goodbyes, heading to the diner for breakfast and leaving me with Josephine and Brian.

      “I’m not really dressed for pictures.”  I pull my braid down over my shoulder and look down at my shabby t-shirt and oversized jeans.

      “You look fine.  You look like a photographer.  Artistic, natural.  It’s perfect,” Brian reassures me, and Josephine nods in agreement.

      “You look great.”

      Brian asks me questions about how I started in photography, if I wouldn’t mind emailing him some of my recent work, along with a lot of background questions and what my business plans are for the studio.

      I try to sound professional, talking about what I envision, but when it comes to business I have a lot to learn, so I just hope I don’t come off as sounding like a child way out of her depth.

      “Awards?” he asks, and I’m distracted, unsure what he’s asking.

      “I’m sorry?”

      He smiles and I see the fierceness in his eyes, but his voice is kind and his manner professional. “Have you won any awards?”

      “Yes.  Back where I’m from, Bowling Green, when I was fourteen I won my first award in the county-wide photography competition for our school district.  Then, the last couple years, I entered some juried shows and won first place, as well as best in show for two state-wide competitions.  A few other little things here and there…”

      “Wow.”  He jots down notes on his pad of paper. “You may want to think about New York or Chicago.  Setting up here in the back of nowhere may not be the best use of your talent.”

      “She’s not going anywhere.”  Josephine comes over and gives me a shoulder to shoulder hug.  “Besides, can you see Ragnar in New York?”  She rolls her eyes on a hard exhale.

      We all chuckle in unison as Ragnar emerges from the back room.

      “I gotta get to the site.  We have a cement truck stuck in the driveway and the electrical inspector is there giving Wayne a hard time.”

      “That’s fine.”  I smile, even though if I had my way we’d spend the rest of the day back at my place, seeing if we can break the bed there like we did yesterday in the cabin.

      Brian looks at me.  “Do you mind if I ask Ragnar some questions?  I mean, if you are mated, then he’s part of the package deal, isn’t he?”  He chuckles.  “People love love.  A little hint at the man behind the woman will add some punch to the piece.”

      He turns toward Ragnar.  “Are you from here?  Do you have family here?  Any fun history about you, or—”

      Ragnar huffs, his manner suddenly turning dark.

      “No.”  He gives me another kiss, glares at Brian, and turns to leave.

      “I’m sorry…”  Brian says, unsure what the problem may be, but I’m as confused as he is.

      “Don’t be,” I manage, watching as Josephine sidesteps and catches Ragnar’s arm before he heads out the door to his truck.

      Brian is asking me something, but my focus is on Ragnar.  I can’t hear what Josephine is saying, until Brian stops talking, and the last thing I hear her say to him, is, “You have to tell her.  Sooner or later, she needs to know…”
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      Ragnar

      

      I spent the morning showing Wynter what exactly it’s going to mean for us to be mated.  I took her in the shower, shampooing her hair and soaping her body.  Taking care of every inch before I licked her until she could barely stand, then bent her over and fucked her until she begged me to stop.

      I didn’t.

      I fucked her some more until the only thing she understood was that we belonged to each other.  After, I dried her off, laid her on the bed and admired what was mine until she could stand on her own again,  we dressed and talked about what our plans for the day would be and I want to do that everyday from now until the end of time.

      While Wynter is drying her hair, I pour a cup of coffee into one of the two mugs she owns and head to the basement, where I need to put away my tools from fixing the leaking pipe into her water heater last night.

      I get that she loves her little house, even though she’s only been here less than two months.  It’s cute as hell and it’s hers, so I don’t begrudge her affection for the place.  We’ve been together every night since that day at the cabin, and we spent the night here a couple times.

      But, after a week together, which feels more like a year, my need for her to settle down with me is growing increasingly necessary.  My place is stupidly huge, even for the two of us, but I plan for it to be ten of us as soon as her body can pop out our cubs.

      Her place is practically empty.  There are two coffee mugs.  Standard issue plates, silverware and some décor that looks like she spent a pretty penny at Target getting herself set up.  The first time she brought me here, I felt sad.  There were no memories.  Everything was new, like she was living in one of those extended stay hotels.

      It didn’t take much prodding for her to tell me about her mom’s passing. Then, how Wynter needed a new start and left in haste.  She mentioned an inheritance and that’s how she could buy her house, finance the studio but I don’t need to pry every detail from her all at once and I want her to know I don’t give a shit about if she has money or not. I’m going to take care of her and everything she needs.

      We have a lifetime to share everything and I sure know what it feels like to not want to reveal everything about family history.

      I gather up my tools and put them into their spots in my toolbox before heading back upstairs.  I’ve got to be on the jobsite in forty minutes, and Wynter has a full day of her own ahead of her, working at the shop, getting things organized and waiting on a few deliveries for furniture, computers and such.

      Over the last week, myself, Wayne and English, and a few other guys from the crew have worked on their off hours getting her studio build-out done, and the place is looking slick.  Today, I’ve got a painter coming to put the final brushstrokes on the place, and her sign is being delivered tomorrow for outside.

      She named the place The Wynter Wonderland.

      When I get to the kitchen, Wynter is coming down the stairs wearing these yellow yoga pants and a white crop top sweater that shows off her cute as fuck belly button.

      My belly button.

      A belly button for my eyes only.

      “That sweater is too short,” I grunt out as she screws up her face and comes over to squeeze my cheeks with her fingers before kissing my forced-puckered lips.

      “I like it.”  She releases my face and twirls around.  “Besides, you put your mark on me.  Isn’t that enough to keep any other predators away?”

      “It’s not enough to keep their eyes away.”

      “Pish posh.”  She flaps her hand in the air, mimicking my gran.  Those two together are going to be the death of me.  “Here.”  She reaches down and pulls her yoga pants up in an absurd attempt to satisfy me, and I’m not sure if she even realizes how that emphasizes her fucking amazing ass in a way that drives me crazy with pride and jealousy.  “How’s that?”

      I shake my head as she pokes her tongue out at me.

      “Watch it,” I grumble back, but there is no fear in her eyes.  I reach over to the back of one of the kitchen chairs and hand her a pink hoodie she had on yesterday. “Tie this around your waist.  Humor me, okay?”

      She rolls her eyes on a playful huff.  “Okay.  Only because I don’t need your grizzly coming out and making a bloody scene all over the Badlands.”

      With that settled, she hums and dances around the kitchen, slurping down a cup of coffee while I alternate between watching her, trying to keep from bending her over the kitchen table and fucking her into tomorrow, and answering emails and texts on my phone. I have two missed calls from Gran, and one text asking me where I am going to be today.

      Which reminds me…

      “I’m going to need your phone.”

      “Why?”  She looks over her shoulder as she washes her mug and puts it back into the empty cabinet.

      “I need to install a location tracker.”  It sounds perfectly reasonable to me, but from the incredulous look I get from Wynter and the way she fists her hands on her hips, she may not agree.

      “Becaaaaaause…why do you need to track me?  Am I some endangered species?”

      “Because,”  I stand up, shoving my phone into my back pocket, “you are mine.  Everything about you is my responsibility now. Your safety is at the top of that list.  I need to know where you are.  I also need you to answer your phone when I call, or text as well—”

      I have a long list of things I need, to keep my crazy ass calm about protecting her, but she cuts me off before I can finish.

      “Listen, mister.”  She pokes a finger toward me and sashays her fine self across the kitchen to grab her backpack and sling it over her shoulder before going into a long diatribe about how she’s an independent woman and doesn’t need me to micro manage her, and so on.

      I let her go, scratching my head as she rattles on, knowing by this time tomorrow, I’ll have the tracking app on her phone and her sassy ass will be happy about it.

      Or not.

      Doesn’t matter, it’s happening regardless.

      An hour later, I’ve dropped her at the shop and I’m on the jobsite, finishing the intricate cherry trim on a built-in bookcase.

      From the minute I walked in, Wayne and English have been poking my bear and I’m about to start a shifter shit show right here if they don’t let up.

      “You’re whipped, man.” Wayne is still going on.  “Just admit it.  A week ago, you were all, ‘I hope I never find a mate.’ Now, you’re checking your phone and messaging her every fourteen seconds.  You’re going to wear the girl out. She’s human, not shifter.  I bet you’ve fucked her until she can barely—”

      “Hey!”  I turn around, ready to throw my hammer into his face.  “Don’t you even think about anything to do with her and fucking, you got it?  Friend or no friend, I’ll take you out back and let our bears figure it out.”

      English busts out laughing from where he’s putting up cabinets in the kitchen.

      “Listen to you, Wayne.  How long did it take from the time you met Tina until you had a ring on her finger and your last name behind hers?  Talk about whipped.”

      “Shut up,” Wayne barks.  “I’m efficient.  I don’t waste time.  I also had a baby in her belly the first week.”

      I growl and go back to work, fear still poking at the back of my mind, but I know I need her in my life.  I need to keep her safe, even from me.

      “Well,” English starts. “You do have a nice glow about you.  Maybe she put a bun in your oven and you just don’t know it yet…”

      “Fuck off.  She’s the best thing that’s ever happened to me.  And both you fuckers know why I didn’t want a mate. Did you ever stop to think that now that I’ve found her, I’m fucking scared shitless about it?  Huh?”

      They both stop their bullshit and stare at me.  Rarely am I so forthcoming about personal shit and feelings, but I feel like a pressure cooker with my needle in the red.

      “Sorry, man.”  Wayne shakes his head.  “We were just busting your chops.  I get it, but what happened with your dad, it’s not fucking genetic. It was a shit storm.  A fucked-up moment that went sideways.  It’s not history waiting to repeat itself.”

      “I’m not so sure,” I mutter, my gut tight as I fight the memories.

      Maybe it’s Wynter, finding my mate, but my usual ability to go flat line and shove away the demons of the past fails.

      There’s a clutch in my chest, my temples throb as I remember the day the sheriff showed up at my elementary school with my gran.  Her eyes red-rimmed and her skin white as she took my hand and drove me back to her house, then set me on the sofa in the living room and told me about my mother.

      That my father had killed my mother in a shifter’s rage.

      Then, trying to exact his revenge, he was killed as well.

      If I’m going to be the right man for Wynter, I need to believe I’ll never let my anger get away from me.  I need to believe, even in my worst moments, I’d never hurt her.

      “Hey,”  Wayne interrupts my thoughts, thank fuck. “I was scared when I found Tina.  Shit, I practically blew it with her several times because I couldn’t get out of my own goddamn way. As soon as I put the ring on her finger, my wolf and I both settled down.  When we got married, had our first baby, I settled more.  You just gotta move forward, man. Don’t get stuck.  Get her locked down, I know that’s what you want.  I can see it in your eyes.”

      I nod as I get back to work, the thought of a ring on her finger settling me a bit, and imagining her with my name nailed to her, my baby in my belly, I relax even more.

      So, in my mind, I make my plan.

      I’ll finish up my work, get in my truck and do what needs to be done to get her sassy ass locked down.
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      Ragnar

      

      Two hours later, my bank account is a fuck ton lighter, but the little box in my pocket feels like I’ve already won the lottery.

      Whether she’s ready or not, here I come.

      I park my pick-up behind the shop, look into my rear view and run a hand through my damp hair.  After meeting with Howard at the jewelry store, I stopped at the house.  I wanted to do this right, so I showered, cleaned up and put on the one suit I own along with a tie that now feels like a noose around my neck.

      Not because of what I’m about to do, just because I don’t get how dudes wear ties every day.  I’ll take my jeans and a toolbelt every time over this monkey suit, but I want Wynter to know I can be the man she needs, furry or not.

      “Let’s do this.”  I whisper to my bear, who has been pacing inside since I got the ring in my pocket.

      As I step out the truck and shut the door, I look over and my blood turns into a river of fire.

      Coming out of the back door of Wynter’s studio is fucking Robert the realtor, who looked at her like his lunch that day he called me to fix the spraying toilet.

      “What the fuck?”  I’m stomping forward when he looks up at me and I see the blood.

      His nose is at an odd angle, two crimson rivers coming from each nostril and his right eye is sporting a soon-to-be shiner.  His tie is pulled sideways and in my head all I can think of is, go Wynter.  This fuck tried something and you fucking took him down.

      Even so, if that’s what happened, she may have started it, but I’m going to finish it.

      “I didn’t do anything to her!”  He backs up against the outside brick wall, and I know the rage in my eyes must be clear, but from the way his hands are shaking, something else is going on.

      “Is she in there?  Did you touch her?”

      He shakes his head as I swing open the back door and call for Wynter, but there’s no answer.  There’s a new sort of noose that feels like it’s tightening around my throat as Robert’s voice breaks through.

      “There were three guys.  I was coming over to give Wynter all her copies of the lease documents and an extra set of keys I found, but when I came in the back door, there was this guy.  He had his hand over her mouth…”

      “Guy? What fucking guy?”

      “I didn’t recognize him.  I tried to get her away, she was fighting so I knew something wasn’t right.  Two of them jumped me from behind and the other one went out the door with Wynter.  They must have knocked me out, because the next thing I knew, I was alone.  I came out the door and here you are…”

      My bear roars from inside and it takes superhuman effort to hold back the shift. But I have to, because I need more info even as a red haze clouds my vision.

      “What else did you see?  Hear?  Anything!”  I’m yelling, I know it, and fucking Robert looks terrified as he leans down, resting his hands on the tops of his thighs like he’s going to pass out.

      “When I came in the back door, I heard something…” He’s searching his memory and I force myself to hold back. Roaring in his face might make me feel better, but it’s not going to get me any answers. “Something about she had something that belonged to him. That’s all I remember. Something about how she put them in a really bad position and she’s going to fix it.”

      Fix what?  If she was in trouble, why didn’t she tell me?

      I feel the burning tingle start in my gut as my skin stretches, and I know, this time I won’t be able to hold him back.

      My jaw pops, my bones thicken and just before I lose the last of my human form, I reach into my pocket, pull out the little box and hand it to Robert.

      “You keep that until I come for it.”  My voice is deep, gravely, and I watch Robert nod as the last of the shift happens and I take a deep sniff of the air.

      If they think she has something of theirs, she would have it at her house, so that’s where I’m headed.

      Through the park and the woods, my grizzly is in a blind rage.  When the first hint of her scent hits, my grizzly is roaring and running faster than we’ve ever moved.

      The scent is stronger, we get closer to her house and there’s no doubt she’s there.

      We smell her fear.

      Someone is going to pay.
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      Wynter

      

      Orwell’s fingers twitch as he paces my living room.

      His two friends, Raymond and some guy who just calls himself ‘D’, ransack my bedroom, swearing and throwing things as I sit in a chair at my small dinette table, twisting and untwisting a scrap of napkin, wondering why I’m not more frightened.

      “Where is the money?”  Orwell screams in my face, spit flying onto my skin, and his breath is a dumpster fire of beer, cigarettes and a disregard for dental hygiene.

      There’s a clench in my stomach as I glare up at him.  How I ever even dated this guy, for the life of me I can’t understand now.

      He’s a cliché.  Bad tattoos, a scar on his cheek, black leather jacket and an utter lack of originality.

      Sure, he’s got that bad boy thing, and for most girls would be considered good looking. But seeing him through new eyes, I realize just how lost I must have been to have bought into the down on his luck, society has treated me so wrong sing-song story that he performed so well.

      The only good thing is, when I figured out the whole game he was playing, I wasn’t hurt.  I didn’t care about him really, I think I was trying to save him, save anybody after not being able to save my mom.

      So leaving in the middle of the night with the sack of money I had promised to give him so he could make another ‘investment’, not only didn’t feel bad.

      It felt good.

      It felt right.

      Except, my lack of experience when it comes to gun deals, and cartels, and general underground arms deals is clearly not working in my favor right now.

      “You find anything?”  Orwell yells over his shoulder as he shoves his jacket back with both hands, putting them on his hips and exposing a black pistol shoved into a holster.

      He turns back to glare at me as Ray and D come out of my bedroom, shaking their heads.

      “Nothing in there.”  D comes over and leans down in front of my face.  “Is it here or not?”

      “I can’t remember,” I snap back on a shrug. I should be terrified, but deep down I feel focused.

      Orwell’s manipulation of me was a beautifully orchestrated symphony.  A young girl, a dead mother, a sizable inheritance…this wasn’t his first time at the rodeo and grief does strange things to your brain, but that fog has lifted.

      I’m not the same lost girl that left Bowling Green in her VW bus unsure where she would end up.

      “Fucking bitch.”  D stands up, swings back and smacks my left cheek, sending a bright flash of pain across my face.

      The shock stalls my breath for a moment, but instead of shrinking or feeling tears spring to my eyes, I start laughing.

      Which apparently he doesn’t appreciate, because he gives me a matching smack on my other cheek, only hard enough that stars dance in my eyes this time, and for a second I can’t hear anything but the sound of my blood rushing in my ears.

      On the ride back to the house, I had stayed calm.  Something inside me shifted but I was curious about how he found me.  Since I didn’t even know where I was going when I left, and I’ve had no contact with anyone back home, it was a mystery.

      Enter one social media post made by a well-meaning reporter, which tagged my name, the city of Bowling Green, my high school because I won a photography award, included a couple photos, and bam.

      Even a moron like Orwell could find me.

      “Wow,” I manage, shaking my head.  “That smarts. But, you know, there are major flaws in your plan.  Because the Badlands…well…”  I give them each a look, then shrug.  “It’s not Bowling Green.  There are things here you might not understand.  And for sure, at least one of those things is going to be coming for you.  Very soon. Probably more than one, to tell the truth. If I were you…” I grin. “Never mind. You’ll find out.”

      “What the fuck?”  D spins around, throwing his arms up.  “You said you had a handle on this bitch. She’ll do whatever I tell her, you said.  Now look!  We’ve got two days to come up with two hundred thousand dollars, or there’s some very aggressive Albanians that are coming looking for us.”

      “Shut the fuck up,” Orwell spits back, moving his hand to the butt of his gun on his hip. “If it’s not here, we’ll take her with us. In the morning, she’ll be in a more cooperative mood, I’m sure.  If the cash isn’t here, we’ll drive her fat ass back to Bowling Green and she’ll make another withdrawal.  Won’t you, Wynter?”  Orwell pulls his gun out and presses it to my lips.  “Open wide.  You may have gone all ice princess on me when it came to my dick before, but this time…”  He shakes his head, biting into his bottom lip before fisting his crotch. “I’m taking your money and you will be sucking my cock.”

      The cold metal pushes my lips against my teeth as I clench but he releases his cock and digs his fingers into my neck around my wind pipe, making me gasp, and the acrid taste of the metal spreads over my tongue.

      “Good girl.  My dick is way bigger than this gun, just so ya know. Here’s how this is going to go down—”

      His he-man-alpha-hole monologue is cut short by a crashing sound from the back of the house.  Through the kitchen, I see the flying splinters of wood from what I assume used to be my back door as all three of the stooges spin around to see what’s happening.

      I know who it is even before I hear the first growl.

      “I told you…”  I chime as my heart speeds and I prepare for what’s next.

      Chaos erupts as Ragnar’s bear comes roaring into the living room.  The three stooges scramble toward the front door as the grizzly charges, drool streaming from the corners of his mouth and I bolt up, knocking the chair over as I step back to the sound of screams from all three of them, huddled together, trying to work the door knob. But even with three pea brains between them, they are in far too much of a panic to twist the deadbolt open.

      I stumble back toward the kitchen when my calm, subdued amusement morphs into a new fear.

      Raymond throws himself over the sofa, coming around to the back of Ragnar’s bear, reaching into the back of his pants and pulling out his own gun.

      In front of me, Orwell does the same, coming back and putting the gun to my head and then shoving me forward like a sacrifice.

      I fall into the grizzly’s butt and he turns on a roar to see it’s me, giving D just enough time to squeeze by and trip over the coffee table, leaving him flat on his back with Ragnar’s grizzly bearing down.

      “Shoot it!”

      “Get out of the way!”  Raymond yells at me as the grizzly comes from behind me, but they are too stupid and too slow to see what’s coming next.

      Ragnar’s grizzly leaps forward, taking D and Orwell down with each of his massive front paws as I back up, my heart racing as blood flows from both of them as they fall to the floor and start to crawl on gurgling screams in different directions.

      The grizzly turns his head for a moment toward me, and I see the flash of Ragnar in its eyes as he growls and jerks his head toward the front door.

      I spin, knowing in my heart he’s telling me to get out, and as much as I want to stay and watch the show, sometimes doing what Ragnar says is probably the right move.

      I get one hand on the knob, the other on the deadbolt key, and turn, hearing the clunk of the lock as it opens. I start to turn the handle, but as I do there’s a deafening series of what sounds like loud fireworks.

      I pull the door open, but look back for a second to see D laying on the floor, his arms extended, smoke coming out of the end of his gun and blood spurting from a wound in Ragnar’s bear’s jaw, as more blood begins to stream down his fur just behind his left shoulder.

      “No!”  I scream as the grizzly spins. This time it’s Orwell who’s struggled back to his feet and two more shots are fired into the bear.

      “Keep shooting!” Raymond screams, turning over and pushing up on his knees, taking aim as Orwell takes another shot. “This fucking bear is not going down.”

      I don’t know that much about shifters yet.  I do know they are tough, tougher even than their animal counterparts, and I know they can heal, but I also know they are not immortal.

      There are only so many shots that grizzly can take.

      Fear clutches at my throat as the bear spins, leaping six feet and landing on Raymond, his jaws open, and with one swing of his head he clamps down and tears the flesh from the man’s throat, leaving his hand flailing in the blood for less than a second before the grizzly takes him by what’s left of his neck and shakes him until he goes limp.

      Blood flies in a splatter across my yellow walls as Ragnar turns toward the others, but they now have him flanked, guns drawn, as terror courses through me.

      “No! No!”  I scream, wanting to stop everything.  To stop time. This isn’t what I want. I ran away to start a new life.  Quiet. Normal. I wanted a banker or an accountant. Someone stable, sturdy…boring.

      I didn’t want this.

      A man that can kill with the swipe of his paw. Crush bone in his teeth.  What was I thinking, getting myself involved with Ragnar?

      A shifter.

      Still, I lunge forward, running to Ragnar, wanting to stop whatever this is.  To hold back the tide of violence. But I know it’s futile. And yet, I have to try.

      Another shot rings out just as I get to him.  He roars, up on his hind feet, the tops of his ears brushing the ceiling as fresh blood flows from another gunshot wound on his neck.

      “Stop this!”

      I turn in the center of it all. Ragnar’s grizzly already lunging forward, swiping at the gun with his paw, but instead of connecting with the outstretched arm aiming the pistol, his claws dig into my skin, tearing through my shoulder and sending me flying back against the wall.

      My head is ringing as I slump to the floor.  When my eyes focus again, terror compresses around me as I watch D take aim.

      Ragnar won’t be able to survive much more.  A shot to his head would take him down… God, how is this happening?  The grief of losing my mother is just under the surface, and if I lose Ragnar?

      If I lose Ragnar, I don’t want to live anymore…

      I calculate the angle and tense, ready to leap forward, even as the pain in my shoulder makes me dizzy.  If I can get my arm around D’s neck, maybe, just maybe—

      Suddenly there’s more roars. Different now. Two. No, more, as I spin and see another grizzly lumbering through the door with two enormous wolves following behind.

      There are shots firing, furniture breaking, men screaming and animal sounds coming from everywhere.

      I back up again against the wall, slipping down and covering the back of my head with my hands as I scream until my throat feels like I’m breathing fire.  I hear glass breaking around me and for a split second, I think of the look on Ragnar’s face just after he put his mark on my neck.

      The way he looked at me, made me believe in forever, and rage fills me.  I want my forever. It’s only just started and I’m not going to sit here and let it be taken away from me without joining the fight.

      I push up, looking around as the two men and the animals spill out the back door. Blood is soaking the fabric of my shirt and I pull it away, looking under to see that the grizzly’s claws broke my skin, but it’s nothing life threatening.

      One of the wolves is limping and I see blood coming from the other wolf’s side.  I look down at Raymond’s mangled body and see his gun laying there.

      The metal is cold, slippery in my hand, as his blood drips down my wrist and I lunge toward the back door.

      The grizzlies and both wolves are darting and circling as Orwell and D take aim, backing toward their rusted SUV, screaming for them to stay back.  All the shifters are shot, most more than once, and I can’t believe they would all give their lives for me.

      I click off the safety, something I only know from watching movies, and I take aim on a stiff arm, my other hand holding the gun steady as a cold calm drenches me.  I channel my inner action hero and take a long breath.

      On the back porch, the six are caught in a tense standoff, all of them intent on attack, but knowing one more wound and it could mean their lives.

      I think back to when I left, shaking and crying, driving away from my mother’s house in my VW van.  How scared I was. Of everything.  Of nothing.

      And now?  Standing here, watching wild animals and men with guns try to kill each other over me?

      I’m not scared anymore.

      I take aim.  Lean in, and squeeze.

      Before I pull the trigger, I yell… ”I told you, this isn’t Bowling Green!”

      Bam. Bam.

      My shots ring out as ten eyes dart my way, but Orwell’s go dark as he crumples to the ground.

      For a second, the world is silent, then it’s Ragnar that roars, tearing forward on all fours before D can get off another shot, grabbing him by the leg and bashing him into the ground. I hear the snapping of bones and then the sound of an approaching siren, just as Ragnar’s grizzly drops the body onto the lawn and turns to rear up on his hind legs, looking at me as I drop the gun and start to run.

      I run until I feel the blood soaked fur against my face.

      Praying everything I’ve heard about shifter healing is true.

      Because I can’t lose my mate.  He’s my everything.
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      Ragnar

      

      Wayne, English, Howard and I all phase back to human form after it’s all over, panting and on all fours, trying to re-group.  Wynter ran back inside the house, and I tried to tell her to stay, but through the pain, along with the exhaustion and my body’s effort to heal itself, all I could do was growl.

      There’s red and blue lights flashing for a minute, along with a siren, but to my surprise they stop and the sheriff is there, looking around at the carnage. There’s the two humans out here, sure, but also each of us shifters have gunshot wounds.

      “God.”  I hear her voice a few minutes later as Wynter runs towards us, carrying sheets and blankets, handing them off to each of us, checking our wounds as she goes before finally kneeling down next to me as I watch the sheriff head straight for Howard.

      He’s the oldest of the group, and in shifter terms that makes him the most respected.  The sheriff grabs his radio, making a call as I watch Wayne and English wrap their butt-naked selves in blankets and kneel down next to Howard.

      “Fuck,” I manage, the searing pain from the gunshot wounds making me dizzy, but all I can think about it how in the chaos, my paw connected with her… “I’m so sorry, baby.  I’m so fucking sorry…”

      I pull her to me. Even in my exhaustion her well-being is all I care about.  I look at her shirt, at the claw-torn fabric, and all the blood, and I want to die.  I’ve hurt her.

      It’s all happening again.  I can’t keep her safe.  Not from me.

      It’s history, bad history repeating itself…the world starts to spin and go dark, but Wynter’s hands are on my face and her eyes are pleading.

      “I’m okay.  I should have known better than to throw myself in front of a grizzly bear intent on killing his mate’s kidnappers.  Seems I have a few safety protocols to learn when it comes to shifters.”  Her smile brings me back, but I’m not sure I can ever forgive myself.

      “Hey.”  It’s the sheriff, looking down at all of us, then over at the bodies.  “We’ve got a bit of a mess here, boys. And ma’am,” he adds, nodding respectfully at Wynter.

      “I’ll take responsibility.  They kidnapped Wynter, it was all self-defense but I know someone has to go in for it. The story will be my grizzly did the damage.”

      “And your grizzly was able to pull the trigger on the 9mm, huh, Rag?”

      “Yes. That was me.” I sit up and the sheriff shakes his head.

      “Here’s how things are going to go. I’m going to get back in my car there.”  He nods toward his cruiser.  “I’m going to go home, drink some shitty coffee and watch Dancing with the Stars.  I’ve got a few episodes recorded, so I doubt I’m going to get out here again tonight, if you catch my meaning.  Tomorrow morning, you all better be acting like this was all just a bad dream.  I’ll take care of Robert, he’s the one that called me. He’s a good guy, he knows this town.  Clean this mess up.  All of it.”  He nods toward the rusty Ford Bronco with the Kentucky license plate in front of his cruiser in the driveway, then turns on his heel, gets into his car and drives away, leaving us all sitting there staring at each other.

      Howard is on his feet, a blanket around his waist.  “Your grandmother is going to kill me.”  He shakes his head but the single gunshot wound he took to his leg is already nearly healed.

      “How did you guys know to come?” I look at each of them and Wayne answers.

      “We were all at Josephine’s.  Howard was picking up takeout for Myra and we were having a beer.  That realtor stumbled in, looking rough.  He said you and Wynter might be in trouble. From there, we headed this way.”

      “Thanks.”  I look at them wondering if they hadn’t showed, how thing would have turned out.

      Wayne pipes up, nodding toward English.  “We’ll clean up the garbage. Get Howard home.”  He looks back at the house, then turns to Wynter. “Anything valuable in there, you might want to take it with you.”

      “Why?”  She looks around at the three of us, not understanding what’s about to happen.

      “Come on.”  I stand, reaching down to take her hand.  “Anything inside the house you would miss if you never got to see it again?”

      There’s confusion on her face, but instead of questioning, she nods.  “Just one duffel bag.  It’s in the big freezer in the basement…”  She turns to head to the door but I pull her back, remembering what I did to the douche bag I left on the floor.

      “I’ll get it.  Stay here.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Wynter

      

      

      Ragnar paces outside on his front porch as I twist the towel back up on my hair and curl my legs under me, sitting on the sofa in his great room with a blazing fire going.

      He’s been out there for a while.  Taking calls, making calls... the lump in my throat begins to grow as I wonder whether we’ll both find ourselves on trial for at least some sort of crime before this is all over.

      After all, three dead bodies have to draw some attention.

      He comes through the door, his eyes tired, but he’s still as magnificent and sexy as ever shirtless wearing low slung jeans with nothing underneath and there’s a flutter of butterfly wings in my belly.

      His wounds have almost healed already.  There’s just light pink pulled flesh in the spots where the bullets entered.  When I asked him earlier if we needed the hospital, at least to remove the bullets, he said no.  I don’t understand everything about shifter healing yet, but for the moment, I don’t need to know all the secrets of this strange new life I’m living.

      I just need to trust that Ragnar knows what he’s doing.

      “And?”  I query when he comes back inside after the phone calls.

      “Well, if anyone comes looking, those three all had multiple warrants out, so they were probably trying to find a hideout up the mountain, when unfortunately they lost a fight with a grizzly.”  He shrugs, coming to sit down on the sofa, reaching over to pull me onto his lap, facing him, my bare pussy against his already half-hard cock under the rough fabric of his Levis.

      “That’s too bad. But…”  I halt, anxiety still twisting in my gut over my contribution to the whole ‘no longer breathing’ situation. “If someone finds the bodies, one will have a gunshot wound. That’s not from a bear.”

      “Listen.”  Ragnar takes my face in his hands.  “It’s taken care of. The boys made sure Orwell’s body would have no bullet hole, no bullet.  Grizzlies do a lot of damage.  Without going into details, let’s just say there’s not enough left of those guys for anyone to know otherwise. Your job right now is to trust me.  Okay? From now on, we tell each other everything.  Good, bad, ugly, dirty, happy, sad…that’s the rule.  You feel it, think it, question it…I want to know.  And that includes anything else about being on the run from arms deals and duffel bags full of money that they may or may not be coming to find.”

      I nod as he slides one hand up my back the the towel off letting it fall to the floor then his fingers  tangle in my hair, and when he tugs on it, the anxiety and worry immediately evaporate as I let out a long sigh.

      “And, just so you know, there was a little electrical fire at your house.”

      I jerk my head back, looking into Ragnar’s dark eyes. “My house?”

      “It’s okay.  Fire department got there in time to save the structure.  The interior, especially the living room, will definitely need redecorating.”  He rocks his head back and forth, then finishes.  “More like re-building.”

      I narrow my eyes as his other hand drops to my hip and he holds me from top to bottom.

      “I have another question.  Since we are being honest. Why did you push me away for the first month after we saw each other?  If you knew we were mates, why did you keep running away every time you saw me?”

      “I was scared.”  His voice is thick, and I wait for him to tell me more, because I know there is more.  “See, my father killed my mother.”

      “Oh, God.”  My hands fly to cover my mouth.  “I’m so sorry.”

      “Yeah, me too. They were great parents.  Great mates as well.  Like you, my mother wasn’t a shifter, but she grew up in the Badlands, so she and my father knew they were mates from when they were young.  But, my dad had a temper. Got in too many fights for his own good.  Mom was the only one that could calm him in those moments. He was jealous as fuck too.”

      “Like you.” I smile and he nods, the tension in his brow easing a bit as I run a hand through his damp hair.

      “Shouldn’t have happened.  Mom was at Josephine’s, it was called something else back then but that doesn’t’ matter, waiting for my dad to meet her for lunch.  She got up to use the lady’s room, and there was a table of asshole lion shifters from the other side of the mountain that had been in there drinking.  One of them grabbed my mom’s wrist as she went by, then when she jerked her arm back, he smacked her on the ass and took a good handful to top it off.”

      “That wasn’t smart.”

      “No. Bad timing too, because my dad had just walked in the door of the bar and saw what happened. It was three against one, but the odds never deterred my father when he saw red.  It happened so fast.  He was rage-blind in a second, seeing someone treat his mate like that.  They all shifted, including my father, and it was chaos.  Claws and teeth.  They jumped on him and he threw one across the bar so hard he impaled him on a mounted deer’s antlers hanging on the wall.”

      Ragnar pauses, his eyes drop, and he takes a long breath. Then he lifts his eyes to look at the fireplace mantel where there are framed photos of him, his gran, his parents and other people I don’t know.

      “Anyway.”  He smacks his tongue against his front teeth.  “Mom jumped in the middle, trying to break it up, trying to calm him before he killed them all.  He didn’t see her, she caught a swipe of his paw across her mid-section.  Tore her open. She lost too much blood. He left the hospital and disappeared.”  Ragnar is silent for a moment, then finishes. “He’d gone over the mountain to finish things with the lions, only when he got there, it wasn’t just the two lion shifters that he found.  It was their whole family.  Sixteen in all.  Even shifter healing couldn’t save him and even if it could, I’m not sure that’s what he wanted.  I know he loved me, but living without my mother…”  He releases a long, hard breath.  “Anyway.”

      “Is this what Josephine wanted you to tell me?  I heard her say that you needed to tell me something…”

      “Yeah.  And...”  His voice hardens, and he brings a hand up to grip my face, forcing my eyes to his, his warm breath on my lips as his eyes narrow.  “Do not ever jump into a fight between shifters again.  Got it?  I’m all in with you, with us.  But if anything happened to you.”  He grits his teeth, his jaw popping.  “Let’s just not let history repeat itself, okay?  I’m scared as fuck to lose you, Wynter.  But I’m here. I’m pushing through the fear because you are worth it.  We are worth it.”

      “And I’m here too.”  I rub my hips down on him, but to my surprise he simply groans without taking things any farther.  “Something wrong?”

      Usually all I have to do is think a sexy thought and he’s got me breathless from twelve orgasms—and I’m either full of, or covered with, his cum.

      “No.”  He clears his throat as I hear the sound of a car coming up the gravel drive. “Just... just stay here, okay?  Do as you’re told.”  He points a finger at my nose, half kidding, but half serious, so I give him a quick salute as he picks me up and sets me on the sofa next to him, then he’s on his feet heading out the door.

      The suspense is killing me, especially since I sort of killed a guy earlier today and Ragnar killed the other two, and that could mean a visit from some law enforcement.  I work my way to the front door and push up on my tiptoes to look through the little window outside.

      When I see who Ragnar is talking to, worry tightens my throat.

      Robert.

      He’s human and he’s the one that called the sheriff.  He tried to help me when he came to the shop, but maybe he’s here for some blackmail thing, or—

      I hop back to the couch as Ragnar turns back to come in the front door and I hear a car pulling back down the driveway.

      I sit cross-legged on my hands, trying to look innocent, but when Ragnar comes through the door, looks at me and growls, I look down and see the big t-shirt I’m wearing up around my hips, exposing my bare pussy.

      “You likey?”  I tease, biting my lip, but Ragnar is serious, marching in front of me and crouching down.

      “Look.  I never wanted to find my mate.  But we don’t always get what we want.  So, here’s the deal.  You’re mine.  I’ve marked you, fucked you, filled your belly with my cum, killed for you…”

      “Made me waffles, fixed my water heater…”  I add, but he only squints an eye and my attempts at humor are falling flat.

      “You’re going to marry me, Wynter. I love you.”  His hands come up, one holding a red leather box while the other one flips it open.  At first, the box looks so tiny in his huge hands, but when I see what’s inside…

      It’s huge.

      “Jesus.”  It’s all I can think to say as I stare at the dime-sized diamond solitaire, with a triangle of smaller diamonds on each side.  “I’m going to need a security team with me at all times if I’m walking around with that monster on my finger.”

      “You have one already. I’m your security team,” he grunts.

      “True.”  I nod, crinkling up my nose on a smile. “Okay, so are you asking me to marry you then?”

      He shakes his head and I twist my lips, arching a brow his way.

      “So, you’re not asking me to marry you.”

      “No.  I’m telling you, you are marrying me.  Telling.  Not asking.”

      “Oh.”  I look up at the ceiling and shrug.  “Okay. Put a ring on it then, Daddy!”

      His eyes snap wide.

      “What did you call me?”

      “Uh, it just sort of slipped out.  Daddy?  Daddybear?” I purse my lips, blinking twice, waiting to see if I just ruined the moment.

      A rumble comes from his chest as he takes the ring out and shoves it on my finger, then he reaches up and tears the t-shirt I’m wearing down the middle.

      When I look at his hands, his fingernails are pointed, half-claws already, and I see the change in his eyes.  His shoulders broaden and his jaw starts to crack before he gets his grizzly under control and stands up, freeing himself from his jeans, letting his erection stand tall.

      And what an erection it is. Magnificent, with those thick, winding, bluish veins, and a head that still makes me wince every time he pushes it inside me.

      He brings a hand down on top of my head, arching my neck back just a little as his voice booms down from above, like a God intoning a commandment to a disciple.

      “Mouth.  Cock.  Now.”

      He stands in front of where I’m sitting, pulling me forward and guiding the tip of his gigantic hard-on to my lips.

      He stuffs it down into my throat, taking my breath away, but when I look up and see him gazing down at me with such lust and intensity, I’m immediately soaking wet.

      I suck and lick until my eyes are watering and Ragnar gets that special look on his face that tells me he’s close.

      It’s a look somewhere between homicidal rage and uncontrolled lust, with a little love as the cherry on top.

      And on the topic of cherries, I couldn’t be happier that I saved mine for him.

      And he saved his for me.

      Pop, pop.

      Some things are just meant to be.
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      Ragnar

      

      Eleven months later

      

      I’m the happiest, angriest man in the world as I watch the nurse wheel Wynter off the elevator, heading toward the glass doors at the front of the hospital where I’ve parked the brand new Suburban I picked up from the dealer this morning.

      In each hand, I’m carrying an infant car seat, and anyone that even looks toward my mate and my babies is getting a curled-lip growl from me.

      Wynter looks more beautiful than ever before, if that’s possible.  Every day I’m with her, she’s more perfect.  But today, she’s radiant.  Her warm brown hair is twirled up in a messy bun, her tits—which were incredible before—are gigantic and making my mouth water, knowing they are full of sweet milk.

      She was stunning as her body changed and the babies grew inside her. She was physically uncomfortable toward the end, and I did everything I could to make her feel better or just distract her.

      Orgasms did both, which I was only more than happy to provide.

      I’m dead-eyeing everyone as we walk, and inside me my grizzly is egging me on, which is not helping.

      “Hey…”  Wynter reaches out and grazes her fingertips down my forearm.  “Relax, they aren’t here to eat your cubs.”

      “They might be,” I grumble back, listening to my inner bear roar, backing me up.

      It’s been almost a year since I saw my mate for the first time, and my life is about as perfect as it can be.

      The twins were born two days ago. Wynter gave birth like a mamma bear, swearing and cussing me out for damn near ten hours, but I’ll take all that and more for our family.

      I take each tiny car seat and snap them into the bases I spent three hours working on this morning, making sure they were secure. But now that I see the girls sleeping, so trusting, I take another few minutes to check them again, listening to Wynter giggle behind me in the wheelchair.

      “He’s very protective,” the nurse remarks, and I turn to give him a scowl but he just smiles back.  Why they had to give my wife a damn male nurse today is beyond me.

      If my protective instincts were bad when it was just Wynter, then they got dialed up to ten when she was pregnant, and now that the babies are here…fuck, I’m at scorched-earth level and trying to reason with me is futile.

      “He’s something alright.” Wynter flutters her eyelashes on a playful eye roll, when I look over to see a shiny silver mini-van pulling up behind the suburban, all four doors opening, and all I hear are screams and laughter.

      It’s Gran, Howard, Josephine, Wayne and his mate Tina, as well as English all wearing pink and acting like lunatics.

      “Shhhhhhh!”  I stomp toward the loving mob.  “If any of you wake them...” I look around at their smiling faces and excited eyes, unsure what exactly is the correct sort of threat for people that love you, and your family, and just want to show you their enthusiasm.  I shake my head and wave my hand in front of me.  “Just, be quiet.  They’re sleeping.”

      “Hi, honey.”  Myra comes over to Wynter and leans down to give her a hug.  “We’re so happy.”  Her voice cracks and Howard comes up behind her, giving her a soft whack on her rear end.

      “Congratulations.”  He looks to me, then Wynter. “Those are some pretty damn cute cubs you got there.  Clearly take after their mother.”

      Wynter smiles as the rest of the crew gathers round, all hugging and peeking in the back seat of the Suburban to see the girls.

      “When they are pitching a fit they sure take after their Daddy,” she adds, giving me a wink.

      English is standing next to me, looking at the girls, and when I look at him he’s fucking crying.

      “Dude.”  I look around.  “What’s wrong?”

      “They’re beautiful.”  He pinches the bridge of his nose and sniffs, choking back a little sob, and I look at Wynter who gives me a sympathetic look and motions for me to pat him on the back or something.

      “Man, get it together.” I shove his shoulder instead of the hug, and Wynter gives me a look so I open my hand and switch to an awkward pat on his back.  “You’ll find your mate.  You’ll have your time.”

      “I’m not sure.  I’m forty-seven years old, man.  What if I don’t have a mate?  What if I never get the chance to make little cubs and have what—”  He stops, turning away, waving me off as he steps to the back of the vehicle and Josephine takes over, giving us a little shrug, holding her index finger up to say hold on a sec.

      “What are they all doing here, anyway?”  I step over to Wynter, then look over to see Wayne, his mate Tina, Myra and Howard, all practically climbing in the back of the SUV to be closer the babies.  “Hey!  Get out of there!  You all have grown-up germs.  You make them sick, I’m going to break your legs.”

      “Ragnar.”  Wynter uses her mom voice on me.  “You’re not going to be breaking any legs. And you know as well as I do shifter babies are as tough as any adult. They’re not licking them, for gosh sake, they’re looking at them.  You need to chillax, big daddy.”

      I growl along with my bear as the nurse helps Wynter stand, and I nod a grumbled thank you before letting him know I’ll take it from here.

      “You okay, baby? Here, let me put you in the seat.”  She starts to protest but I’m not listening.  I scoop her up and lift her, slide her carefully into the seat, then pull the seat belt over her belly and buckle her in.  “You hurting anywhere?  I have a kale, orange and mint smoothy there for you.”

      She makes a disgusted face, then forces a smile.  “Thank you?”

      “You have to be healthier than ever.  You’re going to be feeding our cubs and I’ve been reading all about nursing and what foods are good for lactation.  And what things you should avoid for the most milk production and dense nutrition.”  The words tumble out, and Wynter’s eyes are wide as I hear my gran’s stifled chuckle from behind.

      I turn to see her wry smile.  “Who would’ve thought you’d be this guy?”  She runs her hand up and down my back.  “I’m proud of you, Ragnar.  You’re going to be the best, biggest pain the ass father to your little girls.”

      “Okay everybody!”  I announce over the crowd, pushing the prying eyes away from the open door and closing it up, ready to get home with my family.  “Show’s over.  Thanks for coming.”

      “What?”  Josephine squints.  “Myra said we are all coming back to your place for barbecue and baby time?”

      “Gran,” I grumble, and she shrugs.  “Did you know about this?”  I ask my wife, who nods.

      “It’s just for a couple hours.  We have our whole lives ahead of us, they just wanted us to have a special welcome home.”

      I grunt an agreement, then wave to everyone and get behind the wheel, easing the SUV ahead, barely taking my foot off the brake.

      It takes a good five minutes to pull out of the parking lot, and when we are finally on the road some jack-weed pulls right up on my bumper and starts honking like an idiot.

      “Motherfucker,” I seethe, throwing the vehicle into park and hopping out of the driver’s door, listening to Wynter yelling at me to stop, but some things can’t wait.

      I march to his car and pound my fist on the window of his piece-of-shit Mini Cooper.  He rolls down his window, but I can see in his eyes he’s sorry already.  I could pick up his car and toss it like a football right now, I’m so fucking pissed.

      “You see that car?”  I point to the Suburban.

      “Yeahhhhh…”  The guy looks forward, then back to me with an ‘oh shit’ look in his eyes.

      “Inside that car is my whole fucking life.”

      “Yeah, but you’re only driving like five miles an hour, man—”

      “That’s right.  I have two brand new babies in there asleep.  You get that?  Asleep.  And if you wake them up, I’m going to shove this toy car straight up your ass.  You want to go faster? Turn around, go that way.”  I point in the other direction from where I’m headed.  “From there, do what the fuck you want, but if you’re going to be behind me, you better stay the fuck back and forget you have a horn.  We clear?”

      The guy looks around like he’s on hidden camera, or this is some joke, but as I stare him down, my breathing turning to a near snort as my grizzly starts to come out, he raises his hands and nods.

      “Clear.”

      “Ragnar!”  I hear Wynter’s voice come from her side of the car, and she better not be getting out or I’ll spank her ass until it’s stop sign red.  “Come back.  The babies like the car moving. They’re going to wake up if we sit here much longer.”

      I point at the guy one last time, then jog to the open door of the Suburban and get in.  Easing forward again, I work up to ten miles per hour as I watch the Mini Cooper do a U turn in the street and head the other direction.

      “You gotta get a grip there, Daddybear.  You’re going to end up with a murder charge, then where will we be?  I don’t want a day without you.”

      I nod as she cups my cheek and I hear a little cooing from the back seat.

      “What’s that?  Is she okay?”  I turn around to look at Lily, then at Wynter, and then pull the car to the side of the road, but Wynter laughs. “Keep driving.  At this rate, they will be graduating from high school before you get us home.”

      “Fuck.”  I blow out, rubbing my forehead with one hand.  “How am I going to do this?”

      “You’re going to do just fine.  We got this.  Trust me.  Remember?  Trust me.”

      “I love you so fucking much.”  I blurt out, my voice cracking.  “I just want to be the best husband and father.  I promise, I’m going to try, but I’ll probably fuck it up.”

      “I love you too, big dumb bear.  We’ll both fuck up.  It’s part of the deal.  It’s part of the ride.”

      We drive for another minute in silence, then Wynter starts to laugh.  She stifles it behind her palm, clasping it over her mouth as I ease to the next stop sign, looking for traffic before barely taking my foot off the brake, looking at the girls to make sure I’m not waking them by going too fast.

      “What’s so funny?” I whisper as Lola stirs in her car seat, holding my finger to my mouth for Wynter to keep her voice low.

      “Well, I never imagined…what a slow sort of ride it was going to be.”

      “I’ll show you a slow ride.” I hiss under my breath. “Doctor said six weeks?  You just wait, six weeks and one day, I’m going to give you the ride of your life.”  I pause, thinking for a second.  “If I live that long.”

      “Don’t worry.  My lady bits may be on hiatus for a few weeks, but there are a couple other holes I know you like.  They are both still open for business.”

      She gives me that sexy, innocent smile that always hits me right in the balls.

      “You’re perfect, you know that?”

      She nods, pulling her sweet lips to the side, then gives me a wink.  “I know.”

      Nothing has given me more joy, more purpose, than finding my mate.

      Thank you fate, for not listening to my dumb ass.

      I have it all.

      And I’m not going to fuck this up.
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      Wynter

      

      Twelve years later

      

      “Ah, God…”  I choke out, my fingers tangled in Ragnar’s hair as he impales me on the last of his thrusts before he throws his head back, opening his mouth to roar, but with the last of my sensibilities I clamp my hand over his mouth and we cum together, my palm smothering the sound.

      My head is spinning as I come down from my climax.  Ragnar’s cock is still pulsing and pumping inside of me as he holds my ass in his hands and presses me against the wall, his mouth now on one of my nipples.

      “Oww!”  I yelp, swatting him in the arm as his teeth go sharp and he bites down.

      He releases my flesh, my body stretched around him as I ride the high of my orgasms and he lets out a low growl.

      “Just leaving my mark.”  He licks over the spot where he just bit me, then kisses me slow and long, making me sigh and remember the first time he kissed me.

      And the millions of times since.  And how I love and cherish each and every one.

      “We should get downstairs.  Gran and Howard—”

      “Are probably naked and fucking on our sofa by now.”

      “Stop!”  I giggle, but he’s right.

      They are staying the night.  It’s Christmas Eve and it’s tradition for them to wake up here on Christmas morning.  They are as frisky as we are, and surprisingly even less inhibited about where and when they show their affection.

      Still, we have stockings to stuff and a mess in the kitchen, so I convince my man bear to allow me to dismount from his still swollen cock and get us both dressed.  We were soaking wet after giving all the kids baths.

      They have fun phasing from human to bear when they are in the bath and they have even more fun making sure we are as wet as they are by the time it’s all over.

      We put on some comfortable clothes then head down the stairs to finish our Christmas Eve duties.

      At the bottom of the stairs, we both stop to look at the scene in the living room, where the fire is burning low and the enormous Christmas tree twinkles with colored lights and home-made ornaments.

      There on the sofa are Myra and Howard, his arm around her, and in their laps are two furry bundles.  It’s Leo and Logan, our youngest.  Two years old this coming January, and our second set of twins.

      Ragnar reaches for my hand and pulls me behind him toward the couch, where his gran opens one eye and smiles.

      “You okay here?” Ragnar whispers, reaching down to run his fingers through Leo’s fur.

      “Oh yes.  We’re in heaven.  Howard told them the story of how his family came to this mountain and helped found the Badlands.  They think he’s some sort of shifter royalty.”  Myra looks at Howard, who has his head back on the cushion, snoring.

      “You want me to take them?”  I ask, but she shakes her head.  “You must be exhausted.”

      “Pish posh.”  She waves me off.  “I’ll let Howard have his little nap, then we will carry them back up to bed.  Why don’t you two go have some time alone?”

      Ragnar pulls me to him, resting his hands on my shoulders as I stare at the disaster waiting in the kitchen.

      “No, we need to get things cleaned up for tomorrow.”

      Myra looks at Ragnar, then at me.  “Of course, but first, can you do me a huge favor? I forgot to bring a couple of the presents for the girls.  They are in the cabin…that’s where I did all the wrapping.  Would you be so sweet, let your grizzly out and go for a run?  Pick them up and bring them back.  Please?”  She smiles and I look outside to see the fresh snow on the ground, the light flakes still falling from the sky with a full silver moon over the trees.

      “Sure,” Ragnar agrees before I can answer.  “Come on.  Let’s get you bundled up.”

      I love riding on Ragnar when he’s in bear form, but I just feel like there’s so much I should be doing here.

      “Why don’t I stay here and get things cleaned up.  You go ahead—”

      “No!”  Both Myra and Ragnar cut me off in unison, before Myra adds,  “Just go. You’ll need to hold onto the presents on the way back.  I can’t trust a grizzly to not tear them into a million pieces.”

      There’s no way out, so I’m bundled in a coat, scarf, hat, gloves and boots, feeling like the younger brother in The Christmas Story by the time we are outside and Ragnar steps out into the snow, and there’s a familiar flutter in my belly as he starts to change.

      I love this man.  I love his bear.

      And I never get tired of watching the miracle of how he can move from one form to another.  It is truly magical.

      When he’s ready, his grizzly comes over and crouches down as low as he can, and I grab two handfuls of thick hair and pull myself up and onto his back, just behind his haunches, and hold on tight.

      “Ready,” I say, and the grizzly looks up at the moon, then back at me on a snort before taking off into the powdery snow.

      As we move together, my gratitude for how my life has turned out overtakes me.  The winter air on my face, the seven little bears we have back at the house.  Our first set twins, our last set twins, and three in between—all heathy, happy and part of the magnificent chaos that is our life.

      My photography studio is thriving.  Josephine was right all those years ago, there are so many shifter—and human—weddings and babies all the time, I have to pick and choose which jobs I can take.

      I also took Myra’s advice, and do a little sexy, erotica sort of art photography now and then. The combinations of humans and shifters in animal or human form, in couples or alone, makes for some pretty interesting photo sessions.

      Ragnar doesn’t work construction anymore. At least, he doesn’t do the hands-on work. He and Robert teamed up about five years ago and have been building custom and spec homes.  They’ve done so well and I’m so proud of my husband.

      Not just for his financial success, but because of the husband and father he’s become.  Our love has only grown, and he still looks at me, and fucks me, like we are newlyweds.

      He thanks me every day for giving him the chance to have what he never believed he wanted.

      As we come up on the cabin, the place we mated for the first time, I see that it’s lit from the inside with glowing low light, as Ragnar’s grizzly lowers his shoulder for me to dismount on the steps of the porch before he lumbers back a few steps, watching me.

      “Aren’t you coming in?”

      He grunts, swaying his head back and forth, and in his eyes I can see Ragnar. Even in bear form, what flickers in his eyes tells me my insatiable man-bear is ready for some more Christmas Eve sexy time.

      I spin around, grabbing the post that holds up the porch overhang, and do my best little stripper dip, then bend over, shaking my rear end toward him as I hear the low growling from behind.

      I pop my hat off and throw it his way.  His bear catches it in his teeth and I take the stage.

      It’s freezing, but I’m not cold.  I peel off my layers, one by one, giving my husband the best striptease I can muster until I’m wearing just my scarf and the moonlight from above.

      He makes me feel beautiful even after all these years and all these babies.

      Ragnar phases back, naked of course, and his cock is standing tall as I take my bow.

      “Get your fine ass inside. I’m hungry,” he growls.

      I yelp and skip as Ragnar chases me inside.

      His mouth takes me in a kiss before tossing me on the bed like he did that first time.  His tongue is warm and wet between my legs, and I let the pleasure flow through me.

      On the small table I see a little jewelry box, topped with a bow.  I know it’s for me.  He wanted to bring me here, and Gran was in on it the whole time.

      I don’t care.

      I have my bear.

      I have my cubs.

      I have my bad boy.

      But he’s also a good man.

      What else could a girl want for Christmas?
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        Dani Wyatt used to feel bad about having such dirty thoughts. Luckily, one day, she decided to start writing them down. Her ultra-obsessed, alpha heroes have a wicked possessive streak and an insatiable libido. Her heroines are intelligent, quirky, and worry about having too much muffin top. So, if you like your insta-love over the top, super-hot, with a little more plot and always a happily ever after, you’re in the right place.

      

      

      

      
        
        She’s fighting middle age like a warrior and lives an average life battling gravity. When she's not writing, she is probably laughing about some irony (like the fact that A-1 Steak Sauce is vegan), reading, riding her horse, or looking cross-eyed at some piece of technology sent to ruin her day.
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        I have met so many amazing people since I started this wild journey.  

        To some of the first fans who supported me, the bloggers,

        fellow authors who have been more than generous with their

        time and opinions, as well as the other professionals that

        put up with my particular kind of mania, I thank you.

        You guys remind me every day that when we support each other, everyone wins.

        xoxoxo
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