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      The one thing that grumpy lion shifter Jax hates more than kids is sharing the remote control for the TV. So, he’s thrilled when he has the firehouse to himself for five glorious days. That is until someone drops off an annoying pink package on the doorstep, and this one isn’t from Amazon…

      

      Violet is an emotional wreck. But what else would she be after she’s forced to abandon her five month old baby at the firehouse? The muscular fireman with the sullen look will take good care of him, right? Right???

      

      With no one to pass the baby off to, Jax is forced to watch it for the weekend. What could possibly go wrong? Babies like steak and beer, don’t they?
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        Jax

      

      

      “Peace at last,” Jax said, smiling wide as he watched Axel drive off with Hadley. His fellow firefighter was heading to the airport to meet his new mate’s family in Philadelphia, and Jax was all alone.

      He didn’t understand Axel at all. He had knocked up Hadley and had then convinced her to move over here when she was willing to raise the baby by herself on the other side of the country! “What an idiot,” he laughed to himself as he walked back inside the firehouse. Axel had been off scot-free, but then somehow managed to screw it all up and now he was stuck raising the child.

      Only Axel would do something so stupid.

      Jax hated kids. They were truly the worst.

      Kids were mean, selfish little brats, and he didn’t want anything to do with them. He had spent enough time around horrible children while growing up in an orphanage to last ten lifetimes.

      But luckily, he didn’t have to worry about that now. He had the firehouse all to himself.

      He grinned as he flicked on the radio, blasting some heavy metal as he opened the fridge and grabbed a can of beer. The fire chief and his alpha Draven was somewhere in Europe with Gunner busy hunting dragons, Zane had gone on a five-day vacation with his mate Gwen, and Axel was about to screw up his life by heading to Philly with his pregnant mate Hadley.

      And Jax was in heaven.

      He cracked open the beer and took a long gulp as his heart drummed happily in his chest. Four days alone with just him, a few cases of beer, a freezer full of steaks, and a television that he didn’t have to fight anyone over. He could watch whatever he wanted, whenever he wanted, wearing whatever he wanted.

      That reminds me…

      Jax grinned as he yanked off his shirt and pulled off his pants. The next four days were going to be pantsless.

      He tossed his jeans on the floor, threw his shirt into the kitchen sink, and grinned as he walked over to the couch.

      “Ahhh,” he said, smiling wide as he sat down on his alpha’s chair—the one that all of them were forbidden to sit in.

      “Hey, Draven,” he called out to the empty room. “Mind if I sit in your chair in my underwear?”

      There was no answer. Just the loud heavy metal music blaring at full blast.

      “I’ll take your lack of an answer as a yes,” he said as he hit the recliner and put his feet up.

      It dawned on him that he had never had alone time like this in his whole life. Jax had gone straight from the busy, overcrowded orphanage with Zane to here. Draven had taken them in and trained them when they were only sixteen years old and he had been living here ever since. He had gone from the crowded orphanage to the crowded firehouse.

      There had always been people around. People to tell him not to leave his clothes lying around, people to tell him not to drink so much beer in the middle of the afternoon, to turn down his music, and to wear pants.

      “Not anymore,” he mumbled as he cracked open another beer. “I’m free. For four days at least…”

      After three hours of watching television without Axel bugging him every five minutes to watch some stupid cartoon, he had a mountain of empty beer cans at his feet, and he was getting hungry.

      He grabbed the remote, flicked the TV off, and stood up. A wave of clinking cans fell on the floor as he got to his feet.

      A soft sound caught his ear as he walked to the kitchen. It was a sneeze. Not a loud booming one like Gunner always did, but a gentle one like a baby would make.

      He shrugged as he continued to the fridge, thinking that a poor mother must be passing by outside with a baby in a stroller.

      His stomach growled as he opened the freezer and searched through it, looking for the biggest steak. “Yes!” he said with a grin when he found a huge Porterhouse steak in the back. There was something written on it with a black Sharpie.

      Zane’s Property. DO NOT FUCKING TOUCH!!!

      Jax just laughed as he ripped open the plastic wrap and tossed it into the garbage. “Sorry, Zane,” he muttered. “But I’m fucking touching.”

      He tossed the steak on a plate and headed outside to cook it up on the barbecue. His mouth was already watering as he imagined the taste of it. He would cook it to perfection. Zane was always overcooking their steaks, and it would drive Jax crazy. “Well, not this time.”

      It was a beautiful July evening in Colwood, Montana, and it was the perfect night to barbecue, by yourself, in silence.

      Jax opened the door and jumped back in shock when he saw an opened box lying on the doormat. At first, he thought it was a package, but when he saw movement inside, his face dropped.

      “No,” he gasped, as a pink foot popped out of the swath of sheets.

      His heart slowed to a sluggish beat as panic and dread overtook his trembling body.

      It was a baby. On the doorstep.

      And he was the only one home.

      Jax dropped his head and sighed. “I’m so fucked.”
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        Jax

      

      

      “What am I supposed to do with this thing?” Jax muttered as he knelt down and pulled back the soft blanket that was covering the baby. It was all pink and squishy with big blue eyes that were looking at Jax expectantly.

      He shook his head and sighed as he looked around. The sidewalk was empty on their quiet corner of the street. Gwen’s muffin shop was closed. There was no one to pass him off too.

      “Can you talk?” he asked as the baby waved its hand around like a spastic.

      The baby just looked up at him with its huge blue eyes that looked way too big for its oddly shaped head.

      “I’ll take that as a no,” he said, huffing out a breath. Jax looked at the barbecue with longing as he put down the plate that had his juicy steak on it.

      “What am I supposed to do with you?” he asked as he sat down on the pavement. “Where’s your mom and dad?”

      The baby just stared back at him, grabbing its foot as a touch of drool dripped down its pudgy chin.

      Jax took a deep breath as they stared at each other. “I know. My parents left me too.”

      To Jax’s surprise, he didn’t feel the usual intense need to run away from it like he did whenever he saw other children. He still didn’t want to keep it, but he didn’t need to run away.

      “What are you?” he asked, rubbing his chin as he looked it over. “Male or female?”

      The clothes looked like boys’ clothes, but Jax could never tell with babies. They all had the same short hair and chubby looking faces.

      “No, don’t cry!” Jax said, feeling a rush of panic as the baby opened its mouth. The baby’s lips curled into a smile and he let out a little laugh as Jax hovered over him.

      “What are you laughing at?” Jax asked, feeling his own lips curling up into a smile too. “This isn’t funny. I had big plans for the weekend and none of them involved a baby. Sorry to break it to you, dude, but you’re going to have to find somewhere else to crash.”

      The baby didn’t move.

      “There’s an inn down that way,” Jax said, pointing in the direction of The Wilde Inn. “You can try there.”

      The baby let out a yawn and wiggled around.

      “Fine,” Jax said, grabbing the box and lifting it up. “I’ll make some calls.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “How old is the baby?” the woman on the other line asked. She was from the social services office in the neighboring town.

      “I don’t know,” Jax mumbled. He looked at the baby who was still in the box. What is he? Six years old? Seven? How the hell am I supposed to know what kids look like?

      “Six,” Jax answered, taking a wild guess.

      “Six months old?” the lady answered.

      Right. I guess that makes more sense. “Yeah, about that.”

      He rubbed his forehead as he paced around the kitchen nervously. The little guy never took his big blue eyes off him.

      “Okay,” she said. “I have all the information you gave me. We’ll have social services come over first thing Monday morning.”

      “Monday?!?” Jax shouted. “That’s too far away!”

      What was he going to do with the kid for three nights and two whole days?!?

      “Well, you’re calling on a Friday evening,” the lady snapped back. “All of our agents have gone home for the weekend.”

      Jax cursed under his breath. Stupid small towns. They didn’t have the same type of services that larger cities had.

      “There must be somewhere else I can take him,” Jax said, starting to panic. “He’s already starting to stink.”

      The lady on the other end of the line sighed. “Let me check.”

      Jax held his breath as he heard typing on a keyboard.

      “There is another public service building where you can take him,” she said after a minute. “It’s our back-up in case of emergencies like this.”

      “Thank God,” Jax said, taking a breath of relief. This kid would be someone else’s problem soon. “Where is it? I’ll take him anywhere.”

      The sooner he could get rid of him the better.

      “The Colwood Firehouse,” she answered. “Do you know it?”

      Jax dropped his head. Shit.

      “Hello?? Sir??”

      He took a deep breath and squeezed the phone as he brought it back up to his ear.

      “That’s where I’m calling from.”

      “Oh great!” she answered with a chipperness in her voice. “Have a nice weekend.”

      Click.

      Jax squeezed the phone until the receiver exploded in his hand. He could picture her on her way out of the office on the Friday afternoon, heading for happy hour without a care in the world. He wanted to kill her. He wanted to be her.

      She didn’t have to deal with this baby.

      This baby who was really starting to stink.

      “You smell like a sewer,” Jax said as he leaned over the box and looked at the baby. He giggled back at him as Jax crinkled his nose up and waved his hand in front of his face. “And I thought Gunner’s shits were bad.’

      “I guess I have to change you,” Jax said with a frown. “I’m all out of diapers.”

      He looked around and then grabbed a handful of paper towels and a roll of duct tape. The baby was laughing as Jax stood in front of him, trying to psyche himself up. “Okay. Let’s do this.”

      He reached down and touched the baby for the first time, and was shocked to realize that it wasn’t the worst thing in the world. His skin was soft and squishy. He was actually kind of cute.

      Not cute. Smelling and annoying.

      Jax shook his head as he pulled down the blue pants and unbuttoned the onesie. “You’re getting soft in your old age, lion shifter,” he muttered to himself as he peeled off the dirty diaper.

      “Holy hell!” he shouted, holding his nose as the diaper opened, revealing the rancid surprise inside. “So far, you’ve been a horrible house guest.”

      With one arm over his nose, Jax clumsily cleaned the baby’s butt with some of the paper towels. “Well, you’re definitely a boy,” he said as he wrapped the rest of the paper towels around him in a bulky mess. He secured it with half a roll of duct tape and then stepped back to look at his work.

      It was the worst diaper he’d ever seen, but it would do the trick. And the baby seemed to like it. He couldn’t stop laughing.

      Jax grinned as he watched his little pudgy face light up. “Alright, dude,” he said. “We can get through this. It won’t be perfect, but we’ll get through this.”

      He picked up the kid and brought him outside as he fired up the barbecue. Maybe some company won’t be soooo bad. As long as he stays quiet.

      The baby was staring at the long grass beside him, completely fascinated with the thin blades as they swayed from side to side in the breeze as Jax cooked Zane’s Porterhouse steak.

      “You’ll feel better after this,” Jax said, smiling at him. “Normally I would never share a steak, but you can have a piece. Just don’t tell any of the guys I shared.”

      When the steak was done, he set them up at the table. The little guy could move his head around but he was hopeless at sitting. Luckily, Jax was a resourceful shifter. He propped the boy up on a few phone books and then duct taped his body to the chair.

      “Try this,” he said, plopping a large piece of steak in front of the kid. “Cooked to perfection.”

      Jax cut his steak and moaned as the juicy flavors exploded in his mouth. Man, that’s good.

      He lowered his fork and frowned when he saw that the kid wasn’t eating. He was just staring at him with that blank look on his face. “Not hungry?’

      “Right,” Jax said, shaking his head as he chuckled. “I have to cut it for you.”

      He leaned over the table and cut the steak into smaller pieces but the baby still wasn’t eating. “Geez, you’re even more hopeless than I thought.”

      With a sigh, he took a piece of steak and tried to put it in the baby’s mouth, but he started crying and kept spitting it back out.

      “What’s wrong with you?” Jax asked as he stared at the baby in disbelief. What could he be sad about? Jax had taken the time to tape him to the chair in a makeshift baby chair and fed him a perfectly cooked steak. He should be thanking me as far as I’m concerned.

      But the little guy was looking more and more upset with each passing second until he was screaming at the top of his lungs with his face turning red.

      “Okay, okay,” Jax said in a panic as he peeled off the tape and picked him up. “We don’t have to eat steak.”

      He held the boy to his chest and bounced him around, and to Jax’s surprise, the baby stopped crying. He snuggled his little cheek against Jax’s shoulder, looking like he was at home.

      “What do you like to eat?” he asked as he walked the baby around the firehouse. “Ribs? Roast beef?”

      Then it dawned on him. Wasn’t there little bottles of food for babies in the aisle that he always avoided at the drugstore? Maybe that’s what he wanted.

      “Okay,” he said, heading outside. “Let’s go get you some food, diapers, and duct tape.”

      He brought him into the pickup truck and placed him on the passenger’s seat, securing him in place with the seatbelt. Jax laughed as the baby sank down and the thick seatbelt strapped covered his face. He looked so tiny sitting there alone in the big seat and Jax’s heart clenched a little at the sight.

      “Are you going to be okay like that?” he asked as he shoved the keys in the ignition. The baby didn’t answer. He just kept sliding down the seat with his eyes widening in panic.

      “I don’t think the seat is going to work,” he said, looking around. His eyes fell on the glove compartment and his eyebrow raised. “Nah,” he said, shaking his head after a second of contemplation.

      The boy sank all the way down until he was laying flat on the large seat with his eyes bulging out in terror.

      “Your lack of competence is embarrassing,” Jax said, chuckling as he watched him. “You can barely hold your head up.”

      The baby’s chin started quivering as he stared up at the ceiling with wet eyes.

      “Don’t cry, dude,” Jax said, quickly grabbing him. He cradled him in his big arms and the baby’s frown turned into a smile. “How about we walk instead?”

      It was a beautiful evening anyway and the town was only a block away. Jax tucked the boy under his arm like a football and started walking down the sidewalk with the boy’s little legs dangling out behind him. The baby was loving it, laughing hysterically as he faced the sidewalk.

      Jax picked up his pace as he got into the busier part of Colwood, hoping he wouldn’t bump into anyone he knew. He had a reputation of being a badass that he wanted to keep, and carrying around a little baby would ruin all of that.

      The main street was lively like it always was on Friday nights in the summer. People from all over were flooding into the town to enjoy a night out at one of Colwood’s restaurants or to grab a drink at the bar after a long week of grueling work on their ranches. The terraces were packed with shifters and farmers enjoying pints of beer in the sun as they chatted and joked around with each other.

      Jax would have joined them if he didn’t have a baby to take care of, so with a sigh, he slipped into the drugstore instead.

      “Hi, Jax!” a voice called out from down the aisle. It was Stetson’s wife, Kylee, the sheriff of the town who was currently on maternity leave. She was pushing a stroller with a baby girl inside. “Whose baby is that?”

      “I’m not sure,” Jax said as she rushed over. “Want to keep him?”

      She quickly grabbed the baby, shifted him around, and placed him properly in Jax’s arms (with his head up this time). “That’s better,” she said, smiling nervously. “What do you mean you don’t know?”

      Jax shrugged. “Someone left him at the firehouse. They didn’t leave a note.”

      “Oh, my God!” she said with a gasp, looking horrified. “That’s awful.”

      “That’s what I thought at first,” Jax said, looking at the baby who was staring back at him. “But it’s not so bad.”

      In fact, he was kind of enjoying the little guy.

      “Kylee, do you know how babies like their steaks cooked? I had it medium rare and he wouldn’t eat a thing.”

      Kylee looked horrified. “Jax you can’t feed a baby steak! They have no teeth! He’ll choke!”

      “Oh, right,” he said, tilting his head to the side. “I didn’t think of that.”

      “You have to give him baby food,” she said, shaking her head. “Come.”

      She grabbed a spare cart and Jax followed her into the next aisle where all of the baby food was stocked. “He needs to eat some of this,” she said, dumping some bottles into the cart. “And formula. You have to give him formula.”

      She opened the jar and showed him the white powder. “So, he has to like snort this or something?”

      “Water, Jax,” she said, staring at him in disbelief. “You have to mix it with water.”

      “Water,” Jax repeated. “Got it.”

      She spent the next ten minutes dumping stuff into his cart and explaining everything that he had to do. He left with five bags, a one hundred and twenty dollar receipt, and with his head swirling full of stuff that he would never remember.

      An hour later, they were back home and the baby was fed. “Two whole bottles of puréed sweet potatoes,” Jax said proudly. “You’re a beast! Hey, that’s what I’ll call you. Beast.”

      The baby flashed him a sweet potato covered smile. He seemed to like it.

      Beast watched Jax as he struggled to make the formula and set it up in a bottle. He took a diaper out of the bag and changed him, following along to a YouTube video as he went.

      “Yes!” Jax said with an excited grin when he finally got it right. “We did it, Beast!”

      Beast laughed as he watched the giant lion shifter do a little celebratory dance.

      “You know you’re really ruining my night,” Jax whispered as he carried the little guy upstairs to his bedroom. Beast was getting sleepy in his arms as he drank the bottle. Jax smiled as he watched his big blue eyes starting to close as his eyelids got heavy. “I was going to drink and party and watch TV in my underwear,” he continued in a whisper. “It was going to be great, and now I have to take care of you instead.”

      Beast lost the struggle with his eyelids and the little guy fell asleep in Jax’s arms. He held him close to his chest and cradled him protectively as he quietly tiptoed to his bedroom.

      “I guess it won’t be so bad,” Jax whispered to him as he placed him in bed. “You seem pretty cool too. Just don’t tell Axel I said that.”

      Jax laid down beside him, unable to take his eyes off the baby as he stroked his fine blonde hair, feeling a soothing contentedness gently flowing through him that he’d never felt before.

      “I’ll find you a good home, Beast,” he promised in a whisper as he watched him sleep. “I know how you’re feeling. My parents abandoned me too.”

      He swallowed hard as a lump formed in his throat. That wasn’t something Jax liked to think about. He had buried it down deep a long time ago and kept it there where it belonged.

      Jax curled up around the poor kid and lowered his head onto the pillow, breathing in Beast’s sweet baby scent.

      “I don’t know where your mother is, Beast,” he whispered as his own eyelids started to get heavy. “But you don’t need her. I didn’t need mine, and I turned out just fine. You’ll see. Everything is going to be okay. You have me in your corner now, kid.”

      Jax closed his eyes and the new friends dozed off, sleeping like babies.
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      Violet lifted Benjamin’s blanket to her nose and inhaled deeply. The sweet scent did nothing to soothe her aching body as it traveled into her hollow chest. If anything, it made her feel worse.

      How long until that smell goes away? How long until I have nothing left of him?

      She had no idea how long she had been lying in his room, curled up in a ball on the floor. Her ability to track time had left with Benji. It had been hours at least. Long enough for her tears to run dry.

      He’s better off wherever he is. Violet had to tell herself that. Over and over again. It was the only thing keeping her from descending into the darkest depths—descending to a place where there was no coming back from.

      Benji may have been better off without her, but that thought did nothing to ease the deep sense of loss that was consuming her. It was devastating thinking that she might never see her baby boy again.

      In the years to come, would she be able to remember how blue his eyes were and how cute he looked when he smiled? Would she be able to remember how loud he could cry only to stop immediately once she picked up his adorable little body?

      Would he remember her?

      A fresh set of tears came pouring out as she clutched her stomach and sobbed into the old scratchy carpet. This was worse than death.

      Anton had taken everything from her, but she never thought he’d take her soul. She wished he had killed her after he made her give up the only good thing in her life. It would have been easier that way.

      Anything was easier than this.

      A flash of green caught her eye, and she reached out and grabbed Mr. Turtle, the stuffed animal that used to make Benjamin squeal with delight. She held it to her chest and squeezed her eyes shut, wishing that this was all a bad dream.

      No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t stop thinking of him. She wondered who had Benjamin now. She hoped that they were feeding him enough and taking proper care of him. She bit her bottom lip until it burned, wondering if he had a soft warm place to sleep for the night.

      The clomping sound of boots on the old creaky floors woke her out of her daze, and she sat up, surprised to see it so dark outside. It had been lunchtime when she had first dropped to the floor sobbing.

      “Violet,” Anton barked in his rough voice.

      She swallowed hard and wiped her burning eyes. “In here,” she squeaked as she forced herself up to her knees.

      Anton appeared in the doorway, filling it with his massive frame. Violet kept her eyes on his muddy boots. Anton liked his girl to be submissive, so it was always best not to look him in the eyes.

      “I have dinner,” he said in a growl. “Have it ready on the table in twenty minutes or you’ll be crying over more than that bloody kid.”

      “Yes, sir,” she whispered as he stomped away. She heard him grab the bottle of Whiskey from the cupboard and march into the den. The TV turned on and the soft sound of the baseball game began playing.

      Violet hated him more than anything. She would have killed him if she could, but the prick was invincible. She had dreams of stabbing him while he slept, but she knew he would just laugh at her as he pulled the knife back out and make her watch as his skin healed before her terrified eyes.

      Anton was a tiger shifter and could heal incredibly fast.

      She hated that brutal tiger as much as she hated him. It was making him lose his mind. Turning him into an animal and making him more predator than human.

      Anton hadn’t always been like this. She liked him once.

      But that was before she had Benjamin. That was before he became violent. That was before he dragged her into a cabin in the middle of the wilderness where she had no contact with anyone. That was before he emptied her bank account, cut up her ID, destroyed her birth certificate, and shredded her credit cards. That was before he made her give up Benji.

      That was before she knew what a monster he truly was.

      “I don’t hear you moving,” he warned from the other room.

      Violet forced herself to get up. He would only warn her once. Then the belt would come off.

      She made her way through the kitchen to the back of the house where a dead deer was lying in the dirt. Her chest tightened when she saw the beautiful animal lying there in a mess of blood. Anton’s vicious tiger had taken care of it.

      He could have easily killed it with a bite to the neck, but the psychotic feline liked to toy with its prey, scratching it up good and letting it bleed to death.

      This part always made her sick. She had been a vegetarian before she came to this dreaded cabin, and the old her couldn’t imagine doing something like this.

      But necessity had made her tough. It made her do things that were unimaginable. Like placing her five month old baby on the doorstep of a firehouse never to see him again.

      “Oh, Benji,” she moaned as a wave of sobs racked her body. She missed her son. She missed her baby.

      “Will you ever forgive me?” she whispered to him as she began skinning the deer. She worried that he’d grow up never understanding why she had to do what she did. She worried that he would never forgive her, and that was what hurt the most.

      He couldn’t grow up here. She knew that at least. Anton would have made his life a living hell, like he had made hers. He deserved to grow up in a loving household with guardians who loved him. Violet just hoped that he could find that.

      It killed her that she couldn’t give it to him.

      She swallowed her pain, like she so often did, and skinned the deer enough to cut out the tenderloin which was Anton’s favorite part. Her arms were covered in sticky blood as she brought it into the kitchen to cook. She’d have to leave the rest to finish later that night.

      When the tenderloins were cooking in the oven, Anton came waltzing into the kitchen. She cringed as he slapped her ass and grinned.

      “Isn’t it better without that loud fucking baby around?” he asked with a vicious grin on his face.

      Violet’s eyes darted to the butcher knives on the counter. She gritted her teeth together, wanting to grab one and stab him, but she knew how fast he was. He would easily catch it and then she would be nursing a broken jaw rather than just a broken heart.

      I’ll use it on myself instead.

      But she couldn’t. Her son was still in the world and Benjamin might need her one day. She couldn’t leave this world while her child was still in it, no matter how painful it was to stay.

      “Yup,” Anton said as he sat down at the head of the table like some kind of psychotic king. “This is way better. We should have done this months ago. Don’t you agree?”

      Violet swallowed hard as she fought back the tears that were burning her eyes. “Yes.”

      “What?” he asked, toying with her.

      She turned around and glared at him. “I said yes.”

      Anton smiled. “Good. Now let’s never talk about that crying monster again,” he said as he downed his glass of Whiskey. “We should have left him in the woods if you’d ask me. Send him back to hell where he belonged.”

      Violet turned back to the oven and lowered her head. Anton was the only one who belonged in hell.

      And she was the only one who was already there.
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      “All right, Beast,” Jax said, taking a deep breath the next morning. “This time let’s try to get at least half of it to stay in your mouth.”

      Breakfast wasn’t going as smoothly as the dinner had gone the night before. The little guy was covered in banana purée, and so was Jax.

      “You have to eat this if you want to grow up and be a strong fireman like your uncle Jax,” he said, scooping another spoonful of the yellow mush. “Catch the airplane.”

      Jax made some engine noises as he waved the spoon in the air like an airplane on the way to the kid’s mouth. Beast opened up and then turned his head at the last second letting the pretend airplane crash into his chubby cheek.

      “All right,” Jax said, letting out a frustrated breath. “Not a fan of disgusting puréed bananas. Can’t say I blame you.”

      He made the rookie mistake of leaving the bowl on the table in front of Beast and walked back to the counter to try his luck with some puréed apples instead.

      Beast swung his beastly little arm and knocked the bowl off the table and onto the floor, smiling proudly at the mess he’d made.

      “No!” Jax shouted in surprise when he turned and saw the mess. It was all over the tiles, up the wall, coating the chairs—pretty much everywhere but inside the upside bowl.

      The shout startled Beast and his tiny chin started quivering as he stared at the lion shifter with frightened eyes.

      “No, don’t cry,” Jax said in a panic as he rushed over. “You’re not in trouble little dude. I was just surprised.”

      When he rushed over to console the baby, he slipped on the food and swung his arms up as he nearly fell on the floor. Beast turned from tears to laughs as he watched his new friend regain his balance.

      “Oh, that’s funny, huh?” Jax said, chuckling as he watched the kid laughing. “Want me to do it again?”

      He threw his arms up in the air again as he pretended to slip on the floor for a second time. Beast laughed even harder, watching with wide blue eyes and a big open mouth. Jax did it again and again, exaggerating the fall even more until he was lying in the cold food and Beast was laughing hysterically.

      Jax couldn’t help but laugh too. The baby’s high-pitched laugh was contagious and always got him going.

      Without thinking, he grabbed a handful of banana purée and spread it on his face, chuckling as Beast’s wide eyes got even wider as he let out a deep baby belly laugh.

      “If the guys could see me now,” he whispered to himself as he made funny faces at the hysterical baby. “I would lose all of my tough guy street cred. You won’t tell, will you Beast?”

      Jax couldn’t believe that he was actually enjoying having the kid around. I thought I hated kids?

      He still did. But Beast was okay.

      After he cleaned up the mess that Beast made, and freed him from the chair by removing the duct tape that was holding him up, he took him outside to get cleaned up. He filled two buckets with soap and water. One for the fire truck, and one for the kid.

      Beast laughed and splashed around when Jax placed him in the bucket. It was the perfect fit and held the little boy up in a sitting position. But Jax still kept a close eye on him as he washed the truck, enjoying having the company.

      “I like you because you don’t talk,” Jax said as he scrubbed the dead flies off the bumper. “Don’t ever change, Beast.”

      When he was done cleaning the truck, Jax took the baby out of the water and carefully dried him off. He was putting a diaper on the kid when he saw a woman that he had never seen before watching him from down the street. She caught Jax’s eye immediately with her jet black hair and bright blue eyes. She looked worried as she watched, hovering near the corner of a building.

      Wait a minute…

      She was wringing her hands together, looking distressed as she kept her eyes locked on the boy lying on the hood of the fire truck. When she caught Jax’s eye, she quickly disappeared behind the building.

      “Hey!” Jax called out, feeling his heart beat a little faster.

      She didn’t return so he scooped up Beast and ran down the street to catch her. His pulse was racing as he turned the corner that she had disappeared behind and let out a sigh as he saw an old blue car driving away.

      “Do you know her?” Jax whispered to the naked boy in his arms. “Is that who I think it is?”

      He let out a sigh as he returned to the firehouse, wondering if he had just seen Beast’s mom.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Jax picked up Beast after his nap and sat down in front of the television. A talk show was on, showing some clips of children playing. Normally, Jax would have quickly turned off the TV to get away from the images of the kids, but for some reason, he didn’t mind it as much today.

      “Is your child watching too much TV?” the female host said as the clips turned from happy children playing outside to obese children parked in front of television sets. “A new study states that American children ages two to five are watching on average more than thirty-two hours of television every week!”

      Jax cringed as he glanced down at Beast whose eyes were focused on the TV.

      “Obesity, high blood pressure, anxiety, and depression are just some of the effects that television can have on your children.”

      “Oh, crap,” Jax said in a panic as he quickly grabbed the remote and shut off the TV. “Let’s do something else.”

      Beast just stared at him.

      “Want to go for a walk?”

      Beast just stared at him.

      “We’re going for a walk.”

      It was a sunny day with a nice breeze and Jax breathed in the fresh mountain air as they walked to the park. He didn’t have a stroller so he just tossed a blanket into the wheelbarrow and put Beast in that.

      “See, I’m not just a pretty face,” Jax said proudly to Beast as he carried him down the sidewalk. “I’m also a genius.”

      They arrived at the park and Jax took the chubby guy in his arms and walked around, wondering what they could do. “Want to try the slide?”

      He placed Beast at the top of the high slide and gave him a pep talk. “Okay,” he said as Beast tried to stick his whole fist into his mouth. “Just land on your feet and you’ll be fine.”

      Beast chuckled as the breeze hit his face, taking a thin strand of his adorable blonde hair up for a ride.

      “Ready?” Jax asked. “Three, two, one…”

      He released the baby and Beast shot down it like a rocket, sailing into the air as he flew off the bottom of the slide.

      “Shit!” Jax shouted as the baby went airborne.

      Without a second of hesitation, he lunged forward and dove after him, catching him like a football before he hit the ground. Jax landed on his chest with an ‘oomph’ but the baby was okay. In fact, he seemed to enjoy it.

      “I don’t think we’ll do that one again,” Jax muttered as he got up with his heart pounding. That had been a little too close.

      “Maybe the swings?” He looked over at the swings, contemplated it for half a second, and then shook his head. “How about we just sit on the grass for a while.”

      They sat on the soft grass under a large maple tree, enjoying the shade and each other’s company. It was a beautiful park with a sweeping view of the Abrasoka mountains in front of them. Colwood really was a picturesque town and Jax couldn’t believe that he had never enjoyed the park before. It was nice with the sounds of excited children playing on the monkey bars and slides, with the soft murmur of the moms chatting with each other. A bike path wound through the trees on the side of the soccer field and Jax watched a couple slowly cycling down it.

      His thoughts drifted to the beautiful woman he had seen earlier. He wanted to know more about her. Her name. What she was like. What had driven her to let go of a kid as amazing as Beast if she was indeed his mother?

      He was thinking of her so much that he hadn’t noticed Beast sitting up on his own for the first time.

      “Look at you!” he exclaimed with a big smile on his face. “All by yourself!”

      Beast was too busy staring at his fingers to respond. “You’re sitting up straight!” Jax said proudly.

      The two women who were chatting on the bench stopped talking as they watched him with smiles on their faces.

      “Look at my man!” Jax shouted to them. “Sitting like a boss!”

      The women laughed as Jax turned and waved to get a grandmother’s attention. He was so proud that he wanted to show everybody. “Look at him,” he said to the elderly lady as she walked over. “He’s sitting up all by himself! I taught him that! Well, not really, but…”

      “I think he needs some help,” the woman said as she slowly walked over.

      Jax whipped his head back and gulped when he saw Beast folded over with his face in the grass. “Oops!” Jax said as he reached forward to help him, but Beast was a beast and didn’t need any help. He rolled over onto his back and giggled as he looked up at the tree branches that were swaying in the breeze.

      “He’s still practicing,” Jax said with a chuckle as the elderly woman admired the kid. “He’ll get it eventually.”

      “You make a wonderful father,” she said, smiling warmly at him. “It’s nice to see.”

      “Huh?” Jax said, shaking his head in confusion. He thought that she was being sarcastic until he saw the warmth in her smile. “Oh… thanks.”

      Me? A good father?

      “What’s his name?” the woman asked.

      Jax huffed out his chest proudly. “Beast.”

      The woman laughed. “You’re a riot,” she said before gushing at the baby boy. “Enjoy your afternoon.”

      Jax’s head was swirling with new thoughts as she shuffled away toward her granddaughter who was playing in the sand. I make a great dad?

      Jax had never thought that he would ever become a father, but for the first time, he could see it as a possibility.

      “Wait a second?” he gasped as he stared at Beast’s chubby face. “Do I like kids now?”

      He looked around the park in shock and didn’t feel the revulsion and disgust that he normally felt when he saw children playing.

      “What have you done to me?” he whispered to Beast. “You broke me. Damn you.”

      But even he had to admit that this new kid-friendly Jax was better than the old one. It felt nice to be attached to someone other than himself.

      He thought about Monday and what would happen when the lady from child services came to pick him up and was surprised to feel a sadness seeping into him. He really didn’t want his time with the little guy to end.

      “You definitely broke me, Beast,” Jax said as he picked him up. “Not cool.”

      Beast fell asleep in Jax’s big arms as they walked home. It was uncomfortable dragging the wheelbarrow behind him, but as long as Beast was comfortable, he didn’t mind.

      When he turned on his street he caught a glimpse of the blue car from earlier parked down one of the alleyways. He gasped, holding his breath as he looked around for the girl.

      His chest fluttered when he saw her standing behind a mailbox, spying on the firehouse that was down the street. She was rocking back and forth, her restless fingers grabbing at the bottom of her shirt as she looked around with quick jerky movements.

      It was Beast’s mother all right. He could tell by the anguish and pain radiating off her. And who else would be spying on the firehouse on a Saturday afternoon? It had to be her.

      He clutched the sleeping baby to his chest a little tighter as he cautiously approached, not making a sound.

      “Looking for something?” he asked when he was right behind her.

      She spun around with a gasp, locking eyes with him as she stared in shock. She was absolutely stunning but looked like a mess. She was sweating and her eyes were red and bloodshot as she looked at him with a pained stare. Her hands began trembling as her eyes fell on the sleeping baby boy in Jax’s arms. Her chin quivered and Jax couldn’t help but notice that it had a sharp resemblance to the way Beast’s chin quivered whenever he was upset.

      Her panicked eyes softened as she stared at the boy. She looked so tired. So beaten down and dispirited like her heart was permanently broken.

      Jax had a strong urge to take her in his arms and protect her, but he fought it back, stepping away from her instead.

      She had abandoned Beast with a stranger and was clearly a threat to the boy. And Jax wasn’t about to let any threat get close to the little guy who he had grown so attached to.

      The woman raised her arm toward the baby, and then caught herself. Her sad eyes filled with tears when she seemed to realize what she was doing.

      “Are you—”

      She ran off before Jax could finish the sentence, sprinting past him in the direction of the blue car.

      Not this time.

      He clutched Beast to his chest and ran after her, arriving at the car as she started the engine. “You’re not going anywhere,” he said as he reached down and grabbed the bottom of the bumper, lifting the back of the car off the ground as she tried to speed away. The spinning tires hit nothing but air as Jax held the car in place with one hand and held Beast with the other.

      “I just want to talk to you,” he called out to her. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

      The tires slowed to a stop and Jax couldn’t help but feel sorry for her as he watched her head drop forward.

      “I can’t,” she said through the open window. “He’ll smell him on me.”

      “Who?” Jax asked but she didn’t answer.

      His chest tightened as the car door opened and she stepped out. He lowered the car back to the ground before she could see him holding it up with only one hand.

      Her terrified eyes were locked on the baby boy who was sleeping through it all. “I just wanted to see him.”

      “You don’t have to go,” Jax said softly, wanting her to stay.

      Her jaw tightened as she glanced back at the car uneasily. “I shouldn’t be here.”

      “You’re his mother, aren’t you?” Jax asked, staring her down.

      Her body tightened. “Yes.”

      “And you left him at the firehouse?”

      She lowered her head, looking like her heart was breaking. “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      Her eyes were brimming with pain and anguish as she looked at her boy as he slept in the crook of Jax’s arm. “I have to go.”

      She darted into her car, but this time, Jax was ready. He shot forward like a bullet, blocking her way as she tried to get into the car.

      “Hey,” he said as she stepped back. “Are you okay?”

      The poor girl looked like she was fearing for her life.

      “I just…”

      She looked into his eyes and a force smashed into Jax like a knockout punch. He stood there frozen and transfixed on her face as the bricks and alleyway behind her faded away in a cloud of black, leaving only her radiant face and stunning body in full, glorious view.

      A flood of heat and warmth and love filled every nerve and cell in his body as his inner lion bonded to the scared helpless girl in front of him.

      When the darkness faded a moment later and she was left looking at him with a confused and frightened look on her face, it struck him.

      Beast’s mom was his mate.
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      Violet didn’t understand what was going on. There were too many emotions swirling around in her head—all competing for her attention—to focus on any one of them. She felt like she was losing her mind.

      The pain of seeing her son up close and not being able to touch him, the sight of seeing him in a stranger’s arms, the fear of having to go back home with Benjamin’s scent on her skin, were all mixing with a strange new feeling.

      A feeling of love.

      Of connection, to this mysterious man who was holding her son.

      “It’s you,” he whispered, staring at her in a way that made goosebumps rise on her skin. “What’s your name?”

      She was too scared to answer. Too freaked out to move.

      Who was this guy and why did he suddenly feel so familiar? Why did she suddenly have an irresistible urge to let him take her in his muscular arms and protect her? What the hell was going on?

      He reached out for her, and instead of pulling away like she knew she should have, she closed her eyes and let his hand run over her cheek.

      Every nerve ending in her body stirred and tingled under that warm touch. Had it been so long since she had last felt a touch of comfort from a man? It had been long before Anton, that was for damn sure.

      When his hand dropped away and she opened her eyes, she realized she had been holding her breath.

      This man had touched her. Anton would surely smell him and Benji on her skin. There would be hell to pay tonight but for some reason, she didn’t feel fear. Not with him in front of her.

      “Speak to me,” he pleaded, stepping toward her. He tucked a loose strand of her hair behind her ear and looked down at her with the most gorgeous amber eyes. There was something hiding deep within them that was now coming to the surface. A tenderness. A love. A deep need.

      For her?

      It couldn’t be. She had to been reading it all wrong.

      She was worthless. Wretched and good-for-nothing.

      Anton had told her that every day for the past two years and it had started to sink in. But it wasn’t just from Anton. She believed it too.

      What kind of person would abandon their own son? A worthless, wretched, good-for-nothing one.

      Benjamin deserved better than her. This gorgeous stranger in front of her deserved better than her.

      I should leave and never come back. It would be best for Benji that way.

      “I have to go,” she said, giving the man one last look.

      His face twisted up like his heart was lurching in his chest as he watched her getting ready to leave. Violet kissed two fingers and touched it to Benjamin’s beautiful sleeping forehead.

      It killed her to leave him again, but what choice did she have? He was safer with this man who was holding him protectively, than with her and Anton.

      Anton had a furious temper and he hated the sound of crying. One day he would snap and she wouldn’t be able to protect her boy. And then…

      Violet couldn’t think about that. It was better this way. As hard as it was, it was still better this way.

      She took a deep painful breath and pried her eyes away from the two boys who she desperately wanted to stay with, and got in the car to drive to the one man who she desperately wanted to avoid.

      The gorgeous blonde man with the large frame who was holding her child didn’t try to stop her. He just watched in shock as she drove away, feeling like her soul, which was only finally found, was shattering into pieces.
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      Jax had stood in that alleyway for a long time before he shuffled home on devastated feet. He had finally met his mate, and she was gone.

      And he didn’t know if she would ever come back.

      He kissed Beast’s forehead as the little boy woke up in a groggy state. At least I have a piece of her.

      There was no way he was giving the baby to child services now. He would call them back and tell them it had been a drill to test the effectiveness of the system. He was keeping the boy until she returned, and if she didn’t, well, he would raise him as his own.

      Beast shook out of his sleepy haze and looked up at Jax with a playful smile. He laughed as the lion shifter gave him a gentle kiss on the forehead.

      “You didn’t tell me that your mother was such a hottie,” he said, smiling sadly at the boy. “Do you miss her as much as I do?”

      The meeting had truly shaken him to his core. His mate was out there and she was fearing for her life. And there was nothing Jax could do about it.

      His insides felt like they were twisting around as he pictured her returning to the place that she had fled from. Jax would have been on his way there to protect her if only he knew where she was.

      Colwood was a small town but he had never seen her around before. He definitely would have remembered her beautiful face if he had. She was petite with a freckled nose and sweet pink lips that Jax couldn’t stop thinking about. She had the same sparkling blue eyes as her son that looked even brighter next to her shiny black hair.

      Jax was too rattled to return home so he walked into town with the boy, leaving the wheelbarrow in the alley and carrying him instead. He was committed to the boy now more than ever, so he went shopping for some proper gear—a high chair, a stroller, a car seat, and a crib. He tried to give the owner of the shop Tim an extra fifty dollars to deliver everything and set it up for him, but the old man refused. “I’ll bring everything installed for free,” he said happily. “I didn’t forget what you guys did for my brother last year.”

      Jax and the boys had responded to a call the year before when Tim’s brother collapsed in his field after having a heart attack. Draven managed to save his life.

      “Thanks, Tim,” he said with a nod. He was so spent after seeing his mate that he didn’t have the energy to carry it all.

      His thoughts were on the girl as he walked back with Beast.

      “Don’t worry, dude,” he whispered when they arrived back home. “We’ll get her back. Soon. I promise.”

      The cute little guy didn’t look too worried as he rolled around on the carpet. Jax got the phone and left a message for child services telling them that it was just a scheduled test from the fire department to rate their reaction speed. He told them they got an F.

      “Now what?” he asked, as he plopped down on the chair, watching the baby as he stared at a spot on the carpet.

      You should have held her there. You shouldn’t have let her go.

      Jax let out a deep, bitter sigh.

      She had looked so sad. So scared.

      It killed him to know that she was out there and needed his help, but he was powerless to do anything.

      His inner lion had bonded to her and they were meant to be together, whether she knew it or not. They were mates and had a deep connection that couldn’t be broken.

      If only she had stayed around long enough to find that out…
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      The foolishness of what Violet had done finally hit her when she was in the shower. Anton had ordered her to stay away from Benjamin, and Anton didn’t respond well to his orders being ignored.

      She just wasn’t thinking clearly and had to see him. Even from a distance. She had to know that her little Benji was still alive and that he was in good hands.

      It had been a mistake to go. He would know. She had no idea how, but he would know.

      Anton was good at sniffing out lies. Violet suspected that the vicious animal hiding within him allowed him to smell other scents on her, even just a soft touch, even after a long shower.

      She sunk down to the warm tiles as the hot water washed over her head. There was a shakiness in her exhausted limbs as she covered her face and tried not to focus on what Anton would do when he got home. She tried not to think about the pain she would be in tonight.

      She pushed the evil tiger shifter out of her mind and tried to think about something else. Something happy. There wasn’t a lot of happy thoughts swirling in her weary head, but one managed to pop up.

      The memory was so clear. Even now she could feel the beautiful warmth that had filled her up when that man’s amber eyes turned black. It felt like his soul had penetrated her body, merging with her own in the most pleasing way. She had been overcome with a feeling of safety and security by his side. It had been so long since she had felt even a hint of those feelings that she hadn’t even recognized it until she was in the car driving away.

      I should have stayed with him. He would have protected me.

      She didn’t even know his name, didn’t know what he was like, but she knew that it was true. She could feel it, sense it. She was safe with him.

      But she wasn’t with him. She was here by herself.

      And soon, Anton would be home.

      Go to him.

      The dangerous thought just sprang up in Violet’s head. It was a thought that could get her killed.

      Violet’s life hadn’t always been like this. She was happy once.

      Her childhood was a nice one, full of happy memories with two loving parents. She got along with her two sisters and they had a nice house among the vineyards in California. Her mother was a school teacher and her father was a floor manager in a factory. They went to the beach on the weekends or hiked along the beautiful trails in the countryside. Her father told the best stories and always had his family in giggles as he recounted the tails of when he courted their mother. Some were true, most weren’t. Violet liked to believe her father that he had slain a dozen dragons and stormed a hundred castles to save her mother, but she knew that his imagination was sharper than his skills with a sword ever were.

      After high school, Violet traveled around the country with one of her sisters in an old beat up Westfalia van that they had bought for a few hundred bucks. They had a blast touring the country and experiencing all kinds of adventures. It was on one of those adventures when she met Anton in Miami.

      He was so good looking and smooth and immediately had Violet wrapped around his finger. His voice was so soft and sensual in the way he purred like a cat. He had expensive clothes and a shiny sports car, and Violet was so stunned and thrilled that a man like him would even look at her, let alone fancy her. She gave him her virginity in the back of the van, and the next morning the two girls were off again to explore the southern states.

      She had been with other men since then, but a girl’s first always lingers in the back of their minds a little longer than the others. So when he called out of the blue two years later and asked her to meet him in Montana, she had agreed.

      It was a good time for another adventure. She was in between jobs and at twenty-two years old, she was itching to get out of her parents’ house and get to know the man who had lingered in the back of her thoughts for the past two years.

      She packed up her old blue car and drove out to meet him, expecting to arrive at a huge mansion in the mountains. She had concocted a whole Cinderella story in her head about how he would be madly in love with her, and shower her with praise and expensive gifts. They would get married and be happily in love for the rest of their lives.

      She couldn’t have been more wrong.

      The first red flag dropped when she pulled up to the address he had given her. It wasn’t a mansion, but a rickety cabin in the middle of nowhere. The closest town was an hour away, and the second closest, a small town called Colwood, was an hour and a half away.

      Maybe it’s nice inside, she thought to herself as she got out of the car, but her heart was pumping and she was nervous and unsure. Not a day passed since then, that she didn’t wish she turned around and drove home.

      But by then it was too late. Anton came out of the woods, looking disheveled with a wild look in his eyes. He took her keys and made them disappear. After that she was stuck.

      The first few weeks were terrifying. She felt like a prisoner. She was a prisoner.

      Anton wasn’t the smooth, charismatic ladies man who she had met in Miami. He was losing his mind and dragging Violet down with him.

      It was so confusing back then, but when she saw him phase into a tiger for the first time, it all made sense. The animal within him was taking over, eating away at his humanity.

      She was always walking on eggshells around him, always terrified to set him off. He had a vicious temper and got violent whenever she did anything to displease him.

      At night, she would close her eyes as he ravaged her body. It was easier to go to another place, back to the beach with her family, while he had his way with her.

      Anton would spend most days hunting in his tiger form as she went crazy in the cabin, desperately looking for her car key. It was only after Benjamin was born that she had found it under the front porch. Benji had dropped a toy between the cracks and when she went down to retrieve it, she saw a hint of silver. That had only been a few weeks ago and today had been the first day she had the guts to use it.

      Looking back, she wished she would have thrown Benjamin into the car the second she found it and drove as far away from Anton as she could get, but she had lived under his rule for so long and was terrified that he would find them. She didn’t want to know what he would do if she tried to start the car and it broke down a few feet away after being untouched for two years. She was afraid for her son. And for herself, if she was being honest. Anton wasn’t the type of man to disobey. He would make you pay in ways you couldn’t imagine.

      Violet had been terrified when her stomach first started showing. She had hated the baby all throughout her pregnancy. The baby was part Anton and the thought of having a part of him growing inside of her made her sick. She had nightmares of giving birth to demons and prayed for a miscarriage.

      But that moment when she had given birth on the rotting floor of the kitchen and saw his squished up little face looking back at her, it all changed. It was strange having a happy moment while in hell, but holding him in her arms had been the happiest moment of her life.

      He was all she had. He was the light of her life.

      But Anton was determined to make her life miserable so he made her give him away. Benjamin was only five months old the day he walked in and saw Violet and her son laughing at each other. He let out a low growl, sat down, and calmly said. “I don’t want him here anymore.”

      “What?” she said with her stomach churning as her face paled.

      “Tomorrow we’re getting rid of him.” She watched with horror as Anton got up and calmly walked outside.

      She had spent the night throwing up and shaking on the floor as Benjamin slept soundly, not knowing what was in store for him.

      It was better this way, she had told herself. He didn’t deserve to grow up with an evil man like Anton as a father, as a prison guard. He would be better off in the real world with a family who loved him. He would be better off spending the days hearing fun stories on the beach like she had or hiking with a loving adoptive family. Violet couldn’t provide any of that for him, and so she let him go. Like she had a choice in the matter…

      With a heavy sigh, Violet turned off the shower and forced herself to get up. She dried off with the towel and put on her ratty clothes. Anton would be home from hunting soon, and he didn’t like it when she cried.

      She was in the kitchen making dinner when his tiger came slinking in from the forest. She cringed as the horrible sound of his phasing hit her ears.

      “WHAT THE FUCK!?!” he screamed from outside. Violet’s stomach hardened as he stomped into the house.

      He knows…

      “You used the car!” he shouted as he whipped the door open with his face flaming red.

      It was now or never. She squeezed the handle of the butcher’s knife in her hand as he rushed forward with murder in his eyes.

      She knew the car was working and finally had a means to escape. Benjamin was safe and she knew deep down that the man with the amber eyes would protect her if only she could get to him.

      I’m not staying here another minute.

      He rushed at her with his hands squeezed into fists and Violet let him have it. She sunk the knife deep into his stomach until the handle hit his skin and warm sticky blood poured out onto her hand.

      His eyes widened as the cords in his neck tightened to the point of snapping. “You… fuck,” he grunted as she let go and backed away in horror.

      Adrenaline pumped through her veins as the feeling of helplessness that was in her for so long finally melted away. He dropped to his knees and grunted in pain as he slid the knife out and let it fall to the floor with a clatter. There was blood everywhere and the sight of it had her frozen in place.

      Move, Violet. Now!

      The little voice inside jerked her out of her daze, and she took off in a sprint to the car. She grabbed the key from under the balcony and got into the car before his fast healing powers kicked in and he came after her.

      She floored the car backward, nearly running off the road as she turned it around.

      Her pulse was racing as she sped down the narrow dirt road. She glanced at the open door through her rearview mirror as her heart pounded in her chest.

      There was a turn coming up and she took one last glance at the open door behind her, expecting to see a tiger pop out but there was nothing there.

      With a breath of relief, she turned the corner and sped off to return to the firehouse.
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      It had been an hour since Jax had put Beast to bed in his new crib, but it felt like a lifetime. He was pacing around the parking lot of the firehouse, looking up at the stars and thinking about her. Wondering about her. Worrying about her.

      He locked on the brightest star in the sky and wondered if she was looking up at the same one. For once he couldn’t eat. His stomach was in knots, his throat tight, his mouth dry. Even his inner lion was in bad shape, pacing around within, fighting to get out, clawing to go see her.

      “I’d take you to her if I knew where she was,” he whispered, trying to soothe his agitated lion, but it was no use. The crazy cat didn’t realize how complicated life could be.

      He walked inside and picked up the phone. Zane had left the number to his hotel on the coffee table and he was tempted to call him. The bear shifter was his best friend and the closest thing to family that Jax ever hoped to have. The two shifters had met in the orphanage that they grew up in.

      The kids were vile to Jax while growing up. They hated him and he hated them. Not only was he dealing with the abandonment from his parents, he was dealing with a wild lion inside him. Zane was the only one who understood what he was going through. He was the only one he could ever talk to.

      “I don’t want to bother him,” he muttered as he put the phone back down. They had been through so much lately with all of the dragon drama, and Gwen was so burnt out from her muffin shop suddenly exploding in popularity. They deserved to relax and enjoy each other’s company on their vacation. Jax didn’t want to ruin it by dumping all of his problems on him.

      He checked on the sleeping kid and walked back outside to continue his pacing.

      This is torture.

      He finally found his mate like Zane, Gunner, and Axel had, but he didn’t know where she was. He didn’t even know her name.

      A car turned down the sleeping street and Jax perked up as he walked to the end of the driveway to get a better look. His heart started pounding when he saw the same car that he had lifted up earlier that afternoon.

      “It’s her,” he whispered as a rush of adrenaline started tingling through his body. The car pulled up to the side of the road and the lights turned off as Jax rushed over.

      It was her. She was sitting in the driver’s seat, staring at him with a look of disbelief. His skin started tingling all over as she twisted the key out of the ignition and opened the door. The metallic scent of blood mixed with the fruity scent of her body wash filled the night air, making him panic.

      “Hi,” she said shyly as she closed the door.

      Jax quickly looked her over and ran to her side when he saw the blood on her arm.

      “You’re hurt?” he said, taking her arm and inspecting her soft skin. The blood was all dried up. She looked fine.

      “It’s not mine,” she said, staring at him with a look of awe on her face. “Where’s Benjamin?”

      “Who?” Jax asked, jerking his head back in confusion.

      “My son, Benjamin.”

      “Oh, you mean Beast,” Jax said with a soft laugh.

      “Beast?” she said, looking horrified. “You named my baby boy Beast?”

      Jax smiled at her. “It suited him. He eats banana purée like a beast.”

      Her tight jaw relaxed into a smile. “Can I see him?”

      “Of course,” Jax said, gently guiding her to the firehouse. He still had his hands on her, never wanting to let her go. “He’s yours. You can see him anytime.”

      They walked into the firehouse in silence and Jax showed her the way into his room where the crib was set up. Her chin started quivering and tears filled her blue eyes when she saw him sleeping.

      Jax wrapped his arm around her shoulder like it was the most natural thing in the world, and she leaned into him, melting into his body as she cried.

      “I never thought I’d see him again,” she said, clasping her hands to her mouth. “I missed him so much.”

      Jax’s heart broke as he watched her, but she was okay now. She was by his side where she belonged and he was going to make sure that everything was okay in her life from now on. Not only did Beast have him in his corner, she did too.

      “You’re with him now,” Jax whispered. “And no one is going to take him away from you.”

      She looked up at Jax with wet eyes that were full of gratitude. “Thank you.”

      “Do you want to hold him?” Jax asked when she turned back to her boy.

      “Yes,” she gasped. “More than anything, but he looks so peaceful. I’ll let him sleep for now.”

      Jax watched as she pulled back her dark hair, leaned over, and kissed the little guy on the cheek. It was such a tender moment, and Jax felt lucky to have witnessed it. He hoped for many more moments like that over the upcoming years. No longer did he want to be alone. Life was better with these two.

      Whatever their names were.

      They tiptoed back into the hallway and walked downstairs. “You look like you need a drink,” Jax said.

      She laughed as she wiped her eyes. “I really do.”

      “Wine?” he asked. “Or stronger?”

      “Stronger,” she said as she sat down at the kitchen table.

      Jax pulled out two glasses and filled them with the bottle of Scotch that Gunner had bought. He placed one in front of her and sat down beside her.

      “Want to tell me what happened?” he asked.

      It all came pouring out of her. From day one to the stabbing and everything in between. Jax sat there gripping his chair as he listened, trying to keep the murderous rage he felt for the man in check. His mate needed him now and he had to stay calm.

      But that didn’t mean he wouldn’t make Anton pay at a later date. A later date that couldn’t come fast enough.

      “Look at me,” she said, looking embarrassed after she talked his ear off. “I just met you and I’ve dumped two years worth of problems onto you. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry,” Jax said, moving closer to her. He took her hands in his and stared into her gorgeous eyes. “I want you and Benjamin to stay here.”

      She laughed. “We still don’t even know each other’s names. I’m Violet by the way.”

      “Jax. There, now we know. You can stay.”

      She swallowed hard, looking so fragile and vulnerable. All Jax wanted to do was protect her. The need to protect their mate was always strong with shifters, and Jax was feeling it now.

      “He can hurt you,” she said in a shaky voice.

      “No,” Jax said firmly. “He can’t.”

      “He’s a…” She caught herself, not wanting to say the words. “I shouldn’t say this, but for some reason, I feel safe with you. He’s a shifter… He has a horrible tiger living inside him.”

      Jax straightened in his chair, unsure of how much to tell her. She’s your mate. It will be okay.

      “Violet,” he said softly. “I’m one too. I have a lion inside me.”

      She pulled her arms back, recoiling in fear.

      “A nice one,” Jax added quickly. “He won’t hurt you. You’re my mate.”

      “Your what?” she asked, looking unsure.

      He explained how every shifter had one person who was meant for them. A bond that would never be broken. One person who completed their soul.

      “Was that?” she asked, looking at him funny. “This afternoon. Your eyes went black.”

      Jax nodded. “That was the bond. Did you feel it?”

      “I felt something,” she said, reaching back toward him. She slid her hands back under his. “I haven’t been able to stop thinking about it.”

      “Me too. That’s the bond you’re feeling. It’s only going to grow stronger over time.”

      They stared at each other for a long moment before she looked down at her lap with her cheeks turning an adorable red.

      “Violet,” he said softly. Her eyes met his once again, making his body tingle. “Will you and Benjamin stay with me? Please?”

      She glanced over her shoulder at the door. “But he’s going to find me, and when he does…”

      “I’ll be here when he does,” Jax said through a clenched jaw. “If I don’t find him first. I’ll make him pay for the way he treated you two. I promise you that, Violet.”

      She swallowed hard as she watched him.

      “Do you feel safe with me?” Jax asked. “Do you trust me?”

      She watched his face for a long moment before nodding. “I do. I shouldn’t. Especially after what I’ve just been through, but I do.”

      “Good,” he said, standing up from the table. “You look exhausted. Beautiful but exhausted. Come sleep next to your baby.”

      Her soft blue eyes were filled with an inner glow as she stepped on her toes and gently kissed Jax on the cheek. “That sounds like heaven.”

      They crept back up into his room and she sat down on the bed, staring at Benjamin with a deep sense of awe in her eyes.

      “I’ll leave you two alone,” Jax said, backing out of the room.

      “Stay,” she whispered. “Stay with us.”

      Without a word, Jax climbed into the bed behind her and held her close as she eventually fell asleep.

      The heavy sound of her breathing was making his own eyes close, but he fought to keep them open. This felt too good. He wanted to stay up all night, savoring every moment of it. The delicious smell of her hair, the soft feel of her skin, the warmth of her body, the comforting sound of her breath that was finally relaxed and peaceful. He wanted to relish it all.

      He didn’t realize these feelings existed, let alone that he would ever feel them, and he wasn’t about to let a little thing like sleep deny him this little slice of heaven.

      His body finally won around three in the morning when he drifted off to sleep, happier than ever.
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* * *

      Jax woke up to the sound of Benjamin stirring in the crib. Violet was still sound asleep so he quietly climbed out of bed and picked up the boy. He kept the boy’s head facing away from his mother so that he wouldn’t start crying and wake her up when he saw her.

      “So, I heard a secret about you,” he said to the boy as he carried him down the stairs. “Benjamin? Really? What kind of name is that?”

      Benjamin leaned forward with his mouth open and started sucking on Jax’s nose. The lion shifter laughed. “See? Beast suits you way better.”

      He placed the little guy on the carpet and got his breakfast ready. “Peaches this morning,” Jax said as he slid him into his new high chair. No duct tape necessary. “And then a big surprise that I think you’ll like. In fact, you’ll love it. It’s sleeping upstairs.”

      Beast, er… Benjamin, was a big fan of the peaches. He gobbled them down so fast that Jax opened up a second bottle.

      Jax was swinging the spoon around in the middle of a peachy airplane ride when Violet ran down the stairs with a huge smile on her face. Benjamin kicked his legs and slapped the tray in excitement when he saw his mother, desperately trying to get to her. She ran up to him and yanked him out of the high chair, hugging him so tight that Jax had to check that the kid was still breathing. He was good.

      After some tears from mommy and about a million kisses, she put him back in the chair and fed him the rest of the peaches. Jax got her a coffee and started making some French toast for her as the pair bonded once again.

      “Where did you get all of this baby stuff?” she asked, looking from the high chair to the car seat that was lying on the floor.

      “I bought it.”

      “You bought it?” she asked, turning around and staring at him as he flipped the French toast. “Really?”

      Jax shrugged. “What? Did you expect me to duct tape the kid to the chair or something?”

      Violet laughed. “Oh, geez. Could you imagine?”

      Jax cringed when she turned back around. “No,” he said, nervously. “I can’t.” Luckily, the only other person who knew about that wouldn’t be able to talk for another few years. Plus, Beast wouldn’t rat him out.

      Jax cleaned up the kid and played with him on the carpet as Violet ate her French toast and watched. “You’re a real natural with children,” she said, smiling as she watched him.

      “Me?” he asked, staring back at her in shock. “Not really. Can you believe that I can’t stand kids?”

      “No,” she said, shaking her head. “I can’t believe that.”

      “Well, I can’t.”

      She laughed as she took the last sip of her coffee, looking gorgeous with her messy hair. “I think you two look like best buds.”

      Jax smiled as he looked at the chubby little guy as he lifted his feet in the air, absolutely mesmerized with them. Maybe kids weren’t so bad.

      They cleaned up, showered, and the three of them went for a walk to the park. It was a cloudy day and looked like rain was on the way, but for now it was holding up.

      “What should I do about… you know?” she asked as they walked.

      “Nothing,” Jax answered. He had plans for him.

      “He basically kidnapped me for two years,” she said as she looked up at him with pained eyes. “I can’t let him get away with that.”

      “Oh, he won’t,” Jax promised. “Believe me, he won’t.”

      She rubbed the back of her neck nervously as she walked. “But he’s so strong.”

      Jax wasn’t worried in the least. He had dealt with two mated dragons this summer and came out on top. He could deal with a single tiger shifter.

      “Okay,” she whispered. “Let’s just enjoy the day. It’s been so long since I’ve been able to enjoy anything.”

      “Well, get used to it,” Jax said as he slid his hand over her shoulder. “Your bad days are behind you.”

      She smiled at Jax as they continued toward the park, and he couldn’t help but think that his bad days were behind him too.
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      “Don’t eat the sand!” Violet said as she grabbed Benjamin’s hand. He had a fistful of sand and he wasn’t letting it go without a fight.

      “Yucky,” she said as she pried open his fist and wiped out the sand. His cheeks turned a bright red as he cried out in anger. “I don’t know why he does that. Sand can’t possibly taste good.”

      Jax laughed as he shrugged his round shoulders. “Who knows with that kid? I tried to feed him some steak and he spat it out. I think his taste buds are a little messed up.”

      Violet’s jaw dropped. “You fed him steak? He could choke!”

      “Rookie mistake,” Jax said with an embarrassed grin. “It won’t happen again.”

      Those eyes. Violet couldn’t get over them. A beautiful amber color that matched his tanned skin tone perfectly. Every time he laid them on her, she felt her heartbeat pick up and her head go light.

      She knew she shouldn’t be feeling this way for another man so soon after her horrible ordeal with Anton, which hadn’t even finished yet, but she couldn’t help it.

      She didn’t have a choice. It was like their bodies had connected and decided they were meant for each other and their brains didn’t get a say in the matter.

      “Tell me about yourself, Jax,” she said when Benjamin forgot about his temper tantrum and started laughing at a leaf that was blowing by.

      “What do you want to know?” he asked as he took a handful of sand and let the grains fall between his fingers.

      “Everything,” she said, gazing at his face. He had a strong jaw with a prominent nose. A face that looked hard and intimidating until you saw the goodness of his heart that was buried down deep. She could tell that he didn’t like to show it to just anyone, and she felt honored that he was showing it to her and her son.

      “You have to be more specific than that,” he said, catching Benjamin as he tipped over. The three of them were sitting in the sand at the empty park, enjoying the calm before the upcoming storm. The black clouds were slowly coming in, but they were having a nice time while it was still dry in the peaceful park.

      “Where did you grow up?” she asked. She really did want to know everything but that was a good start.

      He took a deep breath as he scooped up another handful of sand and let it fall back down to the earth. Benjamin’s eyes widened when he saw it and leaned forward, trying to take a bite.

      “I didn’t have the best childhood,” he said with a tightness in his body. He looked uncomfortable like this was a part of his life that he kept locked away. “I don’t normally talk about it.”

      “Oh,” she said, dropping her eyes to the sand, worried that she had spoiled the mood. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to…”

      “It’s okay,” he said as his body seemed to loosen and relax. “I’d like to tell you.”

      She gave him a moment to compose his thoughts, spending the time watching his handsome face as he stared at the sand falling from his hand.

      “I was born in Chicago,” he said after a while. “It was just me and my parents. My father was a big-time gambler and he was always getting us into trouble. One day he bet the farm on a football game, a farm that we didn’t have by the way, and he lost everything and more. Way more.”

      He shook his head as he stared at the sand. “I still remember his face when that kicker missed the final field goal. He turned white. He grabbed a chunk of his hair and pulled it out.” Jax huffed out a short laugh. “He had a chunk of hair in his hand. He turned to me with a look that I’ll always remember and told me that I had three minutes to pack a bag.”

      “How old were you?”

      He let out a deep sigh. “Seven maybe. I don’t really remember. But I do remember my mother screaming at him. She was furious. I thought she was going to kill him.”

      Violet could picture him as a scared little boy watching his parents fighting and her heart went out to him.

      “After she stopped screaming and she realized the real danger that we were in, they packed their stuff and we ran downstairs to get in the car. I don’t know where he was planning on taking us, I’m sure he didn’t even know, and when we stepped outside, there were five men waiting for us.”

      His muscular chest started heaving up and down as he remembered it all. “They brought us back upstairs and, well, let’s just say that my parents didn’t come back out.”

      “Oh no,” Violet gasped, covering her mouth with her hand. “Did you… did you see it?”

      He looked at her with the saddest eyes and nodded.

      “That was the first time my lion came out,” he continued. “I was as shocked as they were. I killed one of them and then jumped out the window, not knowing what the hell was happening. My lion ran for days until I ended up somewhere outside of Wyoming. I didn’t know how to phase from my lion back into my human form, hell I didn’t even know what the hell was happening to me. I had never even heard about shifters before. I was terrified when I woke up back in my human form, naked and shivering in the middle of the forest. I had so many mosquito bites by the time I found my way back to the highway.”

      “Oh, my gosh,” Violet whispered as she listened. The poor kid…

      “Someone picked me up, and a few days later I was in an orphanage.” He took a deep breath as he looked at her. “I was messed up. I felt like my parents had abandoned me. My father did with his stupidity, but my mother just got caught in the middle of it, I guess.’

      “That’s when I met Zane,” he continued. “He helped me through the bad time, showing me how to control my lion. He’s a bear shifter and he taught me some tricks. I don’t know what I would have done without him. The other kids…”

      Violet swallowed hard as she hung onto his every word.

      “Let’s just say I wasn’t the most popular kid in the place. I had it bad. They tormented me.”

      “Kids can be cruel,” Violet said softly. “Especially ones with no parents.”

      “I hated them. All.” He shook his head as he looked at Benjamin. “This little guy is starting to change my mind though. They’re not so bad.”

      Benjamin let out a high-pitched squeal out of nowhere and the three of them started laughing. It broke the tension and Violet moved a little closer to the sexy man with the dark past. She just knew that she was one of the very few that he had opened up to over the years, and it made her feel even closer to him.

      “How about some happy times?” she said, forcing out a smile at him. “Tell me the happiest day of your life.”

      Jax’s eyes softened as he looked at her. “Well, this one day,” he said, starting to smile. “I woke up next to the most beautiful girl I’d ever seen. She was sound asleep and my chest felt like it was going to explode with gratitude that she was in my life. I just couldn’t believe it. I laid beside her for an hour, watching her sleep peacefully, hoping that not another day would go by that she wasn’t by my side.”

      Violet smiled as he continued.

      “Then the cutest little boy in the world started stirring and I picked him up, thrilled to spend the day with him. The three of us had a nice breakfast, and we walked to the park.”

      “Then what happened?” she asked, grinning at him.

      He licked his sexy lips as his eyes locked on hers. “Then I kissed her.”

      Violet smiled as her cheeks got warm. “I love a happy ending,” she said, feeling her pulse speed up.

      “Me too,” he whispered.

      Her eyes drifted closed as he leaned forward and kissed her on the lips. It was soft and gentle and just plain perfect.

      He pulled away, leaving her head spinning and her body consumed in a burning desire for more. She knew in that moment that she was completely at his mercy. From now until the last day of her life.

      That’s what it feels like to kiss your soulmate.

      She licked his warm taste off her lips, leaned in and kissed him again. He let out a deep moan as she nudged his lips open with her tongue and slid her hand through his wavy blonde hair.

      They kissed until the clouds opened up and fat drops of rain began to fall on top of them.

      “Wow,” she gasped as she pulled away and looked into his beautiful amber eyes. “That was something.”

      He licked his lips and nodded, burning her with his searing gaze. “Definitely something.”

      Benjamin broke their trance when he started laughing after a fat raindrop smacked him in the forehead. The wind picked up and the rain started falling harder as thunder cracked in the distance.

      “Should we continue this at home?” Jax asked as they got pelted with rain.

      “I thought you’d never ask.”

      The three of them screamed and laughed and rushed back to the firehouse as they got caught in the rainstorm. And Violet had to admit, that so far it had been the best day of her life too.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “What do you want to do now?” Violet asked with a smirk after she came downstairs. Benjamin was sleeping in the crib, out for at least a couple of hours for his afternoon nap.

      Jax’s hungry eyes looked her up and down. Her white shirt was soaking wet after they were caught in the rain and she purposely hadn’t changed it. It seemed to be having the desired effect on the sexy lion shifter.

      “First,” he said in a gravelly voice as he walked toward her, “I want to kiss you.”

      Violet swallowed hard as he approached. “I like the sound of that,” she whispered through her tingling lips.

      He slid his strong hand on her hip and pulled her close to him as she gasped. Her perky breasts pressed into his massive chest as he cupped her cheek and gently ran his thumb over her parted lips.

      “Then,” he continued, his voice deepening. “I want to take off your clothes and kiss every inch of your naked body.”

      Her heart started pounding as hard as the thunder outside. The rain was pouring down, slamming into the windows as her pulse raced in anticipation.

      “What else?” she gasped in a breathless tone. Her breath was catching in her throat with the intense way he was looking at her. She was so wet and it wasn’t from the rain this time.

      He tightened his grip on her waist and she leaned into him, unable to think about anything but his erotic scent and the heat that was saturating her body, making her warm between her legs.

      “Then I want to lay you on the couch, spread your legs, and taste your delicious pussy.” His rich voice was like a growl right next to her ear, and his hot breath was making her even hotter.

      “Fuck,” she gasped as he dragged his nose along her neck, gently kissing her goosebumped skin.

      “Then I want to take out my big hard cock and slide it in deep,” he growled as he pressed his erection against her stomach.

      Violet was practically panting as the rain hit the windows in a steady rhythm.

      She swallowed hard and looked up into his gorgeous, hungry eyes. “Then what are you waiting for?” she asked, already breathless.

      He didn’t wait after that. She moaned as he pressed his lips to hers in a deep passionate kiss, exploring her mouth with his silky tongue.

      Fuck, every kiss was better than the last. She couldn’t get enough of his mouth.

      “Arms up,” he whispered on her lips when he finally pulled away. Her hands shot up in the air as he grabbed the bottom of her soaking wet shirt and pulled it up her body.

      Her nipples were already achingly hard as he reached behind her and unclasped her bra. Violet arched her back as he slid off her bra and tossed it behind him.

      “You are so beautiful,” he said in his rich deep voice as he stared down at her naked chest. “I could stare at you forever.”

      “I was hoping for more than that,” she said with a grin as she unbuckled her jeans.

      The corner of his lip raised in a sexy smirk as he stepped back and pulled off his shirt in one smooth movement. His body was perfect. Sculpted abs with a carved V in his pelvis. His chest was strong and wide without a single hair on it. He looked like a model with his round biceps and thick forearms, and Violet couldn’t believe how lucky she was. She felt like he was way out of her league, but he seemed to be looking at her in the same way.

      His amber eyes never blinked as she finished unbuckling her wet jeans and slid them down her legs, taking her underwear down with them. She stepped out of them feeling a tingling excited rush at being so exposed for him.

      He held his breath as he stared at the tuft of hair between her legs with hungry eyes. Her skin was covered in goosebumps as she walked over to him and grabbed his belt buckle.

      His long dick was already rock hard, pressing against the inside of his jeans just waiting to be freed.

      She dropped to her knees and slid out his leather belt, her mouth watering as she unzipped his jeans. He was breathing so heavily as she slid her hands between his damp boxer briefs and his warm skin.

      Jax just grinned down at her, his eyes clouded with lust as she lowered his pants and set his beautiful cock free. It looked even bigger out of his pants, and Violet took it in her hands as her clit throbbed, trailing her tongue along the side of it, enjoying the heady taste.

      His eyes closed and his head dropped back as she took it into her mouth and sucked him off.

      She moaned as a warm, sticky drop of pre-cum coated her tongue, making her crazy for more. He was so thick and long, and Violet was loving the deep noises he was making as she wrapped her tongue around his shaft.

      Her hands began exploring his hard body as her mouth worked his dick. His abs were flawless, his thighs powerful and thick. She reached back and slid her hands over his hard ass as she took him in her mouth as deep as she could.

      “All right,” he said as he slid his hands into her black hair. He moaned, letting her suck him a little bit longer. “On the couch.”

      His voice was firm and dominant, and Violet wasn’t about to argue. She took a gasp of air as she let his big cock slide out of her mouth.

      “Couch. Now.”

      She grinned with anticipation as she hurried over to the couch and dropped down on it, massaging her clit as she watched him walk over holding his thick cock in his powerful hand.

      This was all happening so quick. She had only met this man yesterday, and they were already about to have sex, but it didn’t feel quick. It felt right. It felt natural. It felt amazing.

      She felt so safe with Jax, and that was the biggest turn-on of all. She knew he would keep her safe. He would protect her and her son from all of the terrible dangers in the world, even from the man she didn’t want to think about.

      She moaned, feeling her sex contract as he dropped to a knee in front of her, staring at her spread pussy that was aching with heat. She leaned back, gripping the sofa as he leaned forward with a hungry look in his eye.

      “Oh, shit,” she gasped as his hot tongue gave her long slow licks. It was so hard to breathe as his tongue pushed in deep, gliding through her folds and sliding across her throbbing clit.

      The sight of such a beautiful man kneeling between her legs was driving her wild, completely consuming her with lust.

      She closed her eyes and listened to the pounding rain as he explored her wet and willing pussy with his fingers.

      “Shit, Jax,” she gasped as he began playing with her clit. It was so intense. Her body tightened and she gripped his hair, pulling his mouth toward her as she felt an orgasm coming like an unstoppable wave.

      It hit her hard and sudden, crumpling her body forward as the fierce waves of heat crashed into her. Her legs were shaking, her breath gone as he raised his smiling head and climbed on top of her.

      “Oh, Jax,” she moaned, too overcome with the intensity of it all to know what she was saying. “I want to be with you forever. I want to live with you. I want you to protect me.”

      “Always,” he grunted into her ear as he suddenly drove in deep, burying his huge cock in her trembling pussy. “I’ll always protect you. You and Benjamin.”

      She held him close as he slid his dick in and out of her until he brought her to another crushing orgasm.

      It was even more intense. Violet cried out as the orgasm slammed into her, shaking her to the core as heat rushed from her head to her toes and everywhere in between.

      Jax hit her with one more strong thrust before he rooted in deep and came inside of her, releasing his seed with a carnal growl.

      It felt like nothing could harm her while she was swallowed in Jax’s protective embrace, and she never wanted to leave. She stayed there, listening to the raspy sound of his breath on her neck mixed with the soft pattering of the rain outside until her eyes started to get heavy and she drifted off to sleep, feeling safe, protected, and loved.
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      It was Monday morning when Anton came.

      Jax was having the time of his life, feeling like his life was finally complete with the woman he loved and the boy that put a constant smile on his face. He had a lightness to his step that he never had before.

      It had always been so hard for Jax. There was a sadness that ran deep in his bones, a hardness to his heart that he wore on his face. He pushed people away, building up walls between him and the world to protect the scared little boy who was still hiding within.

      But with Violet and Beast, that was all melting away. His walls had crumbled down and his heart had opened, finally ready to love.

      And it was so much better. He couldn’t believe how beautiful the world looked now, how much happiness and love there could be in it. He was blind to it before, but his eyes were wide open and seeing it now.

      Violet had I Want You Back by Jackson 5 blasting on the radio and was dancing around the living room with her little Benji while Jax was doing the dishes left over from breakfast. He stopped and turned, slapping the towel over his shoulder as he admired her fighting spirit. This was a woman who had been through untold horrors and was still finding the beauty in life, and giving it to her son.

      He adored them both and wanted to keep them. Benjamin was a part of her, and he loved him to death. He wanted nothing more than to raise the kid as his own.

      But his father was still out there, and Jax was sure he wasn’t about to go down without a fight. Jax clenched his jaw just thinking about it. I can’t wait for that.

      He couldn’t wait to face the tiger shifter and make him pay for every slap, every punch, every kick, every tear that he made Violet shed. He was going to pay it all back with interest.

      Jax took a deep breath and smiled as Violet spun Benjamin in a circle, making the little guy squeal like a piglet.

      The time for violence would come soon enough. He just wanted to enjoy the little piece of heaven that Violet and Benjamin had brought into his life for a little longer.

      “You’re going to make the poor kid throw up,” Jax said with a laugh as Violet bounced him up and down.

      “He likes it,” Violet said, laughing. He definitely liked it, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t going to throw up.

      Zane and Gwen were returning later that day and Jax couldn’t wait to introduce them to his new family. He couldn’t wait to see Zane’s reaction when he saw the new and improved version of himself complete with a new mate and a cute little baby.

      Violet spun around again, clutching Benjamin to her chest when she caught sight of something outside.

      Her body froze and she gasped, holding her baby even tighter as she stared out the window while the music played on like nothing was out of the ordinary.

      Jax’s pulse started racing as he rushed over, looking past her in the direction her eyes were focused on.

      He didn’t need Violet to tell him that the huge man with the furious eyes and large frame was Anton. He knew it immediately. And so did his inner lion.

      The animal within started raging—growling within and pacing around, begging to get out and take care of this threat to his mate.

      You’ll have your chance, he told it. Real soon.

      Violet looked up at him with terror in her eyes. Her face was white as she held Benjamin as tightly as she could. “It’s him,” she said in a scared little voice. “Oh, Jax. We should have left.”

      The tears started pouring down her cheeks and the sight of them just made his blood boil even more. He was going to kill the man who put tears in her eyes.

      “Take Benji upstairs,” he said, trying to remain calm, but even he could hear the shakiness in his voice. “Don’t come down no matter what you hear.”

      She gave him a look that was a mix between I’m sorry and I love you before she turned and bolted up the stairs taking the precious little guy with her.

      Furious heat was flushing through his body like an inferno as he puffed out his massive chest and stormed outside. He was already sweating as he marched up to the tiger shifter, glaring at him with cold hard eyes.

      Anton clenched his jaw when he saw him approaching.

      “Where’s the kid?” he asked when they met on the sidewalk.

      “The kid is the least of your concerns,” Jax hissed, restraining himself. There were a couple of people walking on the other side of the road and he didn’t want to create a scene. Especially one that involved a tiger and a lion bursting out of their bodies. It was better to do that in private.

      Anton was a little bigger than him, but Jax wasn’t intimidated in the least. His lion would be fighting for his mate and that would give him the edge over any opponent.

      The tiger shifter lifted his nose an inch and sniffed the air. His eyes widened in recognition. “She’s here,” he whispered in disbelief. “I can’t believe she was stupid enough to stay here.”

      “She’s with me now,” Jax said in a tight voice. He stepped forward with his arms flexed and his nostrils flaring. “Her and the kid.”

      Anton’s thick lip curled up in amusement. “Oh, is that right?” he asked as he puffed out his massive chest. “You think a little bitch of a lion is going to stop me?”

      Jax could smell the tiger within him. What he had expected was the case. The animal was taking over the man. That happened to a small minority of shifters who couldn’t control their inner predators. Over time they slowly became feral.

      “There’s a patch of woods about five minutes away from here,” Jax said, pointing down the street. “How about we go there and settle this?”

      He really didn’t want to make a scene and have to phase in the middle of the street. Both Draven and Zane would flay his ass if that happened.

      Anton just laughed. “Out of my way, boy.”

      He slammed his thick palm into Jax’s chest, pushing him out of the way as he thundered past. Jax’s body tensed as his hands squeezed into tight fists. The tiger shifter was stronger than he had anticipated, but the guy still didn’t stand a chance. Jax knew he was as tough as they came.

      “Violet!” Anton hollered in a booming voice as he started sprinting toward the door of the firehouse. Jax took off after him, right on his heels as he exploded through the door.

      Enough was enough. Anton was already too close to Jax’s mate for his comfort. He squeezed his body and let his lion come.

      The furious cat ripped out of him in a flash and pounced on the man as he headed for the stairs. The enraged lion caught Anton by surprise, digging his long sharp teeth into his shoulder as he tackled him to the floor.

      “Fuck!” Anton screamed out in pain as he landed on his face with a livid full grown lion on his back.

      Jax’s lion was about to go in for the kill shot, a bite to the throat, when Anton quickly phased, letting his tiger explode out of him.

      The phase caught Jax’s lion off guard and the huge tiger managed to roll away, facing him with a snarl as his shoulder quickly healed.

      The two massive cats circled each other, hissing as they stared each other down. Jax had never fought a tiger before, and he was anxious to get started.

      With a deep vicious growl, the lion pounced on the tiger smashing into his striped body, slashing and biting at him as they rolled across the living room and crashed into the TV, smashing it to pieces.

      Anton’s tiger howled in pain when Jax sank his teeth into his back, but the tiger got him back by slashing the sharp claws on his hind legs into the soft flesh of his lion’s stomach.

      They were both bleeding as they separated for the second time, growling as they circled once again.

      Anton’s tiger glanced at the staircase and the lion just reacted. Violet and Benjamin were up there, and he had to take this tiger out before he made it to the stairs. He leaped onto the tiger, crashing into his body as he tried to sink his teeth into Anton’s throat.

      But the tiger was fast and strong, and the fight was a vicious one. They flew around the firehouse, smashing into the furniture, breaking the table, chairs, computer, and tipping over the fridge.

      The firehouse wasn’t that big and the two massive wild cats had covered every foot of it in their fight. By the time they separated, Jax was hurt pretty bad. He could barely stand on his back leg and he was bleeding heavily from a gash on his shoulder.

      Anton was hurt just as bad with his striped fur turned a crimson red. His right eye was closed and he was breathing heavily.

      It was then that they heard Violet’s voice coming from upstairs. “Jax,” she said in a whimper. “Are you okay?”

      The sound gave Anton a second wind and he whipped his body around and lunged toward the stairs, bounding up them.

      Jax fought through the searing pain in his leg and chased after him with his heart pumping insanely fast. He caught up to the tiger at the top of the stairs and grabbed a hold of his hind leg in his powerful jaws.

      The tiger hollered in pain as Jax yanked him back down the stairs, crashing down with him. It was a brutal fall as they fought on the way down, slashing and biting at each other as they tumbled down the metal stairs.

      Enough of this. Jax urged his lion on, pushing him to go for the kill. He’ll never leave her alone. He’ll always be out there, hunting her, stalking her. You have to finish this now. For Violet. For Beast. For your future.

      The two cats slammed into the floor, both exhausted and out of breath after the long grueling fight.

      Do it, Jax pleaded. Take his life. Now!

      The lion gritted his teeth as he struggled to get to his big paws. Anton wasn’t out just yet. He was a strong shifter and he climbed up onto his paws as well.

      Jax’s lion was swaying from side to side as he gathered the last of his energy for one more try. One more chance to end this threat to his mate. One more chance to kill him.

      Anton looked like he was thinking the same thing. They snarled and pounced at each other in the kitchen, both desperate to get the kill.

      But Jax was fighting for his mate, and a shifter fighting for his mate always had the advantage. He swung his head, avoiding the tiger’s massive swinging paw and went in for the kill, sinking his teeth into the soft flesh of the tiger’s neck.

      The warm metallic taste of blood filled his lion’s mouth as he sunk his long fangs into the tiger’s jugular. The big cat lurched around for a moment before the energy drained from his body and he sank to the tiled floor as his wild eyes finally went calm.

      Jax held him there with his teeth in his neck until he was sure he was dead. Eventually, he let go and phased back into his human form.

      He was hurt all over with deep gashes that wept blood, but his shifter healing was starting to kick in and he would be okay.

      “Violet,” he said with the last of his energy as he collapsed onto his ass, leaning against the kitchen drawers. “It’s all over.”
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      “Oh shit,” Violet gasped when she crept down the stairs and saw the tiger’s body. Jax felt awful. It was a grisly scene, and not something he wanted her to see, but it was important for her to know that her nightmare was over. Anton was dead.

      The tiger’s massive body was lying still in the middle of the floor as thick dark blood oozed out of its neck. The inside of the firehouse was trashed with broken furniture everywhere, cracked tiles, broken windows, claw marks along the walls, and if that wasn’t enough, it was all covered in splashes of blood.

      It had been a hard fight, but it was over.

      “Your body,” Violet said, rushing over. The deep gashes sliced across Jax’s body were already starting to heal but they were burning like fire. He looked in bad shape—covered in blood, bruised and battered—but he knew it wouldn’t last long. The large cut along his chest had stopped bleeding and was already slowly closing up.

      “We need to get you to a hospital,” she said, starting to panic as she looked him over.

      “It’s okay,” he whispered in a reassuring voice. “It will be gone in an hour.”

      “An hour?” she asked, staring at him in disbelief.

      Jax winced as he reached for her. “Maybe two.”

      “Come sit down,” she said, guiding him to the couch. They walked around the broken glass on the floor as Violet helped steady him with an arm around his waist. He was surprised to find his legs shaky and his balance off. That tiger put up more of a fight than he had expected.

      “Just relax on the sofa,” she said as they slowly walked across the room. “What’s left of it.”

      The cushions were all sliced up with the padding sticking out like little clouds. Jax grunted as he collapsed onto it in a seated position, grimacing as it reopened a gash on his side that had just healed.

      “Where’s Benji?” he asked as she knelt down in front of him. He actually missed the kid and wanted to see him.

      “He’s in his crib,” she said, swallowing hard as she looked at a deep cut on his thigh. “He’s fine. Thanks to you.”

      She looked so nervous with the way she kept blinking rapidly and looking around with short, jerky movements. Her hands were trembling and she was biting at her bottom lip as she kept glancing over her shoulder at the dead tiger lying in the middle of the room like she was expecting him to get up at any second.

      “He’s dead,” Jax said in a voice that was final. “He’s not going to hurt you again.”

      Violet was holding her breath as she turned back to him. Her eyes wanted to believe him, but she still didn’t look sure.

      “He heals,” she said in a trembling voice.

      “Not from that,” Jax said, trying to reassure her. “A shifter can heal from almost anything, but once we’re dead, we’re dead.”

      “And you’re sure…” she said, her voice trailing as she glanced at the tiger one more time.

      Jax gently took her chin in his hand and turned her head until she was looking into his eyes.

      “It’s over,” he whispered. “You and Benjamin are free. I told you that you two are under my protection now, and I meant it. No one is going to hurt you again.”

      “Oh, Jax,” she whispered, taking his hand in hers. She leaned down and kissed his knuckles. “Thank you. For everything.”

      Both their heads whipped around as a familiar looking pickup truck pulled into the driveway.

      “Who’s that?” Violet said, jumping to her feet in a panic.

      Jax squeezed her hand and pulled her back down. “It’s okay,” he said as the truck parked and the engine shut off. “They’re friends.”

      He watched through the window as Zane, Axel, Gwen, and Hadley jumped out of the truck with smiles on their faces. Axel and Hadley were back from Philadelphia and Axel had a new Phillies baseball jersey on. Jax shook his head and chuckled when he saw the big foam finger on his hand.

      Zane and Gwen looked nice and tanned and relaxed. The bear shifter had a big dorky sun hat on and was wearing a flowered Hawaiian shirt and shorts. The happy couple kissed and Gwen disappeared into her muffin shop as the other three casually walked over, laughing as they came.

      Axel was in first. “Surprise Jax!” he shouted as he opened the door. “We’re home a day earl—what the hell?!?”

      He dropped his bag, staring in shock at the trashed room that was covered in blood. His eyes widened to the size of baseballs when he saw the dead tiger lying on the floor.

      Zane was laughing as he pushed past him. “What did he make a mess or—oh my God!” he shouted as his face dropped when he saw the grisly scene.

      “What is it?” Hadley asked, trying to see over their large frames.

      “Stay outside, babe,” Axel called back to her. “I don’t think you want to see this.”

      “Welcome home,” Jax said, waving with a smile on his face.

      Both the shifters whipped their heads around and stared at him in shock for a second before turning to Violet. They looked flabbergasted.

      Jax grinned, loving every second of this. That surprised look on their faces alone was worth all of the painful injuries he had received from the fight. It was quite a scene to walk into after a relaxing vacation. He was sitting naked on the cut up sofa with a strange girl in the trashed room with a massive dead tiger on the floor.

      It was no wonder both of their jaws were hanging open.

      “We leave you alone for five minutes,” Zane said, shaking his head in disbelief.

      “Who’s that?” Axel asked, pointing at the tiger with his large foam finger.

      “Who was that is more like it?” Zane corrected. He turned to Violet who was standing nervously beside the couch. “And who is that?”

      “This is my mate,” Jax said proudly.

      The look of shock they both gave him was full of even more surprise than the one when they had first walked into the firehouse.

      “Mate?” Axel said, shaking his head as he tried to understand. “You?”

      Jax wrapped an arm around her waist and smiled. “Yeah. Me.”

      “But you need to have a soul to have a mate,” Axel said, staring at them. “And no offense Jax, but I didn’t think you had a soul. Wait… Is she a robot?”

      “I don’t understand,” Zane said, squeezing his eyes shut like his brain was hurting. “I go away for five days and all of the laws of the universe change. How can you have a mate?”

      “Guys,” Jax said, grunting as he stood up. “Meet Violet.”

      She did an awkward little curtsy as her cheeks reddened.

      “What is going on in there?” Hadley asked as she opened the door and came in. Her eyes widened and her face paled when she looked from Jax’s naked cock to the broken TV to the blood on the walls to the dead tiger on the floor. “I’m going to go help Gwen unpack,” she said in a shaking voice as she backed away slowly.

      Jax laughed as he watched her hurry out the door and run across the driveway into the muffin shop.

      “But who the hell is that?” Zane asked, pointing at the tiger. “I feel like you’re leaving out some crucial information here.”

      Jax sighed as he wrapped his arm around the woman he loved. “It’s been an eventful couple of days.”

      “I can see that,” Zane said as he rubbed his bearded chin.

      “It’s all good, boss,” he said. “Let me get some clothes and I’ll explain everything.”

      Zane blocked his path when he headed for the stairs. “You sure you’re okay?” he whispered, looking worried.

      Jax slapped a hand on the bear shifter’s shoulder. “Better than okay, Zane,” he said, pulling him in for a hug.

      Zane’s body stiffened in shock as the lion shifter squeezed him in a hug. They were the closest thing to family that either of them had, and they had never hugged. Until now.

      “I love you, brother,” Jax whispered in his ear. “Thank you for always having my back.”

      Zane’s body relaxed and he hugged him back.

      “Awww,” Axel said, dropping his bag of cheap souvenirs as he rushed over. “Let me get in on this.”

      He threw his arms around the two shifters and Jax laughed as he hugged him too. “I love you too, Axel. Sorry I’ve never said it before.”

      Axel wiped a tear from his eye. “This is the best day ever,” he said, sniffing happily.

      “Don’t get too excited,” Jax said, grinning as he pushed him off. “You’re helping me clean this up for the rest of the day.”

      “Anything for my brother,” Axel said with a sniff.

      Jax rolled his eyes and laughed. “Oh, man. What have I done?” he muttered.

      “She’s really your mate?” Zane whispered, stealing a glance at the beautiful girl with the black hair who was standing there awkwardly looking at the ceiling.

      “She is,” he answered with a grin. “And believe me that’s not even the most shocking part. I have someone else I want you to meet.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “No way,” Zane said, staring at Jax in shock as he walked down with Benjamin. He was covering the little guy’s eyes as he motioned to the two stunned bear shifters to follow him.

      “Somebody grab that kid before Jax tosses him out the window!” Axel shouted in a panic.

      Jax laughed and pushed Axel away as he leaped on him, trying to save the kid. “Will you relax? It’s okay.”

      “Okay?” Axel said, following him out. “What are you going to do with that kid?”

      Jax removed his hand from Benjamin’s eyes when they stepped outside. The kid was laughing, thinking it was a game.

      “A lot has changed since you guys left,” he said, clutching the boy to his chest like he was the most precious thing in the world, which he was.

      “You’re telling me,” Zane said, staring at him in disbelief. “You’re holding a kid. You’re holding a kid and you look happy. I don’t believe it.”

      Violet followed them out and smiled as she took the baby from Jax’s arms. She kissed Benji’s chubby cheek and smiled as she leaned on her man. “Jax is a real natural with kids,” she said, nodding.

      “A real natural disaster,” Axel muttered under his breath.

      “Is everything okay?” Gwen asked as she rushed out of the muffin shop. “Hadley said there’s a dead tiger in the firehouse?!?”

      “It’s true,” Hadley said, following her. “A big one.”

      “Zane?” Gwen said, waiting for an answer. “What’s going on?”

      Zane threw his hands in the air and huffed out a breath. “I don’t know anymore,” he said, shaking his head. “Jax is holding a baby and saying that he loves us. There’s a dead tiger inside. I’m wearing a Hawaiian shirt. Everything is all messed up. I think we need Draven back.”

      “It’s all good, Gwen,” Jax said, feeling as relaxed as ever as he walked over to her. He gave her a hug, leaving her with a stunned look on her face. “Let’s just have some lunch and I can explain everything.”

      A little while later, they were eating pizza in Gwen’s shop after Jax explained what had happened over the past few days. The women were on the floor, playing with the baby who was loving all of the attention.

      “But I still don’t understand,” Axel said as he took a bite of pizza. A strand of cheese was hanging from his chin as he chewed. “You actually like the baby?”

      Jax rolled his eyes and laughed. He was done talking about this and it was time to get the conversation off of him and Violet.

      “How did it go in Philly?” he asked. “Did you meet Hadley’s family?”

      Axel shifted in his seat as he swallowed the pizza. “I did. It didn’t go great.”

      “Why not?” Jax asked, feeling concerned for his friend. “Everybody loves you.”

      He shook his head as he took another bite. “Apparently they weren’t so happy about a stranger knocking their daughter up and then being the cause of her moving across the country.”

      “What a shocker,” Zane said with a laugh. “You’ll grow on them.”

      “It’s true,” Jax said with a nod. “Like a big annoying wart, you’ll grow on them.”

      “Thanks, Jax,” Axel said, looking thankful. “It means a lot. I’ll make them love me one day.”

      Jax smiled. “I’m sure you will.”

      “So,” Zane said as he grabbed another piece of pizza. “Any word from Draven and Gunner?”

      Jax shook his head. He was so busy dealing with Violet and Benjamin that the dragon shifter had slipped his mind. “Nothing.”

      The three shifters looked at each other with serious expressions.

      “Are you guys thinking what I’m thinking?” Zane asked.

      “Yeah,” Axel nodded with a somber look on his face. “We should have ordered a ham and pineapple pizza too.”

      “Okay,” Zane said, rolling his eyes. “I guess we’re not on the same page. We can ask Thorn if he can send some boys over to handle the firehouse for a few days. We should go help our alpha. We should have left with him in the first place.”

      “Yeah,” Jax said with a nod. “We should have.” He really didn’t want to leave Violet and Benjamin. It had been so long until he had found a piece of happiness and now that he had it, he really didn’t want to let it go. Even for a few days.

      “But we don’t know where he is,” Axel said, voicing what they were all thinking. “Europe is a big place. There’s like at least six countries in it.”

      Jax shook his head. “Where did you go to school?”

      “I was homeschooled,” Axel answered, scratching his head with a look of confusion on his face. “Why?”

      “No reason,” Jax answered. He turned to Zane. “What do you suggest, alpha?”

      Zane took a deep breath as he watched the girls as they played with Benjamin on the floor.

      “I don’t know. Maybe fly into London and hang out there until we see some fires breaking out on the news or something else that would give us a hint?”

      Axel’s face lit up. “Don’t they have a big Ferris wheel in London?” he asked.

      “I’ll go under one condition,” Jax said, shaking his head. “I get a separate room from him.”

      They ate the rest of the pizza in silence, contemplating what to do. Draven, Gunner, and Aleida were facing the two mated dragons who were left, and they were definitely going to need some help.

      “So what do we do?” Axel asked as he tossed his dirty napkin into the pizza box.

      “We go back to the firehouse,” Jax said with a grin. “And we clean that mess up.”
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      It had been the happiest three days of Violet’s life. A tremendous weight of fear and terror had been lifted off her shoulders and she could finally feel free again. She could finally be herself again.

      Jax had been a wonderful surprise and she was loving the process of getting to know him better. Zane and Axel kept saying how much he’d changed since the last time they saw him and thanking her profusely for taking the huge stick out of his ass (their words).

      He was such an easy going guy and so quick to smile that Violet had a hard time believing them at first. That couldn’t possibly be her Jax.

      But as she had let a lot of pain go, so had he. Violet knew he had suffered a deep wound when his parents were murdered and he had never dealt with it or gotten over it before. It was nice to finally watch him let it go.

      It was inspiring to her and she was trying hard to let her pain go as well. The past two years as Anton’s captive had been hell, but she was trying to start over with Jax. She would still wake up in the middle of the night, sweating after a horrendous nightmare, but Jax’s comforting body would always be there, making everything okay.

      She would curl up to him, inhaling his intoxicating scent and listening to the peaceful sound of his breathing mixed with Benjamin’s and she knew deep down that everything would be okay.

      The hard times were behind her. It was time to start over.

      And as cruel and horrible as her time with Anton was, she had gotten Benjamin out of it. That little kid was the light of her life, so she couldn’t help but think that it was worth it.

      She let out a laugh as she watched Benjamin and Jax playing in the sand at the park. Benji grabbed a handful of sand and ate it, and instead of telling him off, Jax took a handful too and shoved it into his own mouth.

      “What are you doing?” Violet asked, laughing as she watched from the bench. “You’re reinforcing his bad habits!”

      “Says you,” Jax answered with a mouthful of sand. “This stuff is delicious.”

      Her two boys had been inseparable and sometimes she had even felt left out. At first, she had been worried that Jax wouldn’t accept another man’s child, especially Anton’s, but that hadn’t been the case at all. He seemed to love the boy with all of his heart and was a natural at being a father.

      Sometimes she would think to the future and fantasize about having another child with Jax. They hadn’t talked about it yet, but she could tell that he was thinking the same thing.

      Colwood, Montana was going to be her new home. She already knew it. The mountains, the charming small town vibe, the sexy lion shifter who lived here—it was all so perfect.

      She knew her parents would try to convince her to return to California, but that wasn’t her home anymore. This was.

      It had been really emotional when she called her parents to tell them what had happened. In the first month with Anton, he had put a knife to her stomach and made her call them. It had broken her heart to say the words that he had written down, and she still got nauseous whenever she thought back and remembered how hurt and sad her parents had sounded on the other end of the line.

      He had made her tell them that she didn’t want to see them again. That she had left to start a new life and she didn’t want them in it.

      Violet closed her eyes and felt that familiar ache in her stomach when she heard the hurt in their crushed voices. Anton had made her do a lot of horrible things, but that had been the worst.

      She was nervous to go back and see them, but she was also eager to explain it all. She knew that they must hate her for cutting them out of her life, and she desperately wanted to explain everything to them. And more than anything, she wanted to show off their new grandchild.

      They had seemed skeptical when she had called, and who could blame them, but they agreed to see her, so she bought an airplane ticket for her and Benji and was set to leave in two days. Jax had wanted to go for support, but she felt it was something she had to do alone. They would meet Jax at a later date, but for now, she had to clean up the mess that Anton made by herself.

      And anyway, his friends needed him. She hadn’t gotten the whole story, but she knew that someone important to him named Draven was over in Europe and needed his help. He was leaving with Zane and Axel in two days as well.

      “Not the slide!” Violet shouted when she looked up and saw Benjamin at the top of the tall slide. Jax was grinning at her.

      “He likes it!”

      “I don’t!”

      “Too bad,” he let the boy go and Violet’s stomach lurched as he shot down like a little chubby rocket, flying down the slide and shooting into the air.

      She gasped as a million horrific images of him landing horribly shot through her mind, but Jax was fast, very fast, and plucked the laughing little baby safely out of the air.

      “See?” he said, showing Benjamin as he squealed with delight. “He likes it.”

      Violet’s heart was pounding in her chest. “Just stick to eating sand, please.”

      Jax laughed as they returned to the toys in the sand. She took deep breaths, trying to calm her thumping heart as she watched them.

      Gwen and Hadley had warned her that shifters did things a little differently and she would have to get used to it. That’s an understatement. She still had a lot to get used to.

      She was really starting to enjoy the girls’ company and spent a lot of time in the muffin shop, chatting away and helping out as they took turns gushing over Benjamin’s chubby cheeks.

      It was going to be a good home here both for her and for her son. For the first time in a long time, she was looking at the future with an optimistic outlook.

      A high-pitched squeal made her look up and she giggled when she saw her son laughing at Jax. He had the plastic bucket on his head and was making funny faces at the boy.

      Violet slid her bookmark into her book and stepped off the bench to join them. She had brought a book and tried to read, but it was too hard to concentrate with Jax in front of her. She loved watching him playing with her boy, their boy, and her eye kept darting up off the page to watch them as they fooled around in the sand.

      “How’s the story?” Jax asked, glancing down at the book in her hands as she walked over.

      She didn’t know about the story in the book, but her story had ended pretty damn good, although she couldn’t help thinking that this was just the very beginning.

      “It’s good,” she said, smiling as she sat down beside them in the sand. “It has a very happy ending.”

      “Happy endings are always good,” Jax said with a smile as he leaned forward and kissed her on the lips.

      “Yup.” She smiled as she licked his taste off her lips. “They’re the best.”
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      “You sure you’re going to be okay?” Jax asked, taking a deep breath as the last of the travelers boarded the plane to California.

      “I’ll be fine,” Violet said, not looking totally sure. “It’s my parents. They’ll forgive me. Right?”

      Jax’s heart broke as she looked up at him with worried eyes. They were standing in front of the terminal and she only had a minute before she had to board the plane with Benjamin. He knew she was worried to go, but he also knew it would be okay. Once her parents saw the beautiful baby boy in her arms, they would forgive everything. It was impossible to be angry with that cute kid in the room.

      “Just tell them the truth,” he said, pulling her in for a hug. “They’re just going to be happy to see you again. I promise.”

      “How can you be so sure?” she asked.

      “Because I know how I’d feel if I were them,” he said, squeezing her a little tighter. “And I would just be relieved to see you again.”

      “Thanks, Jax,” she said, nuzzling her cheek into his chest. “I’m going to miss you.”

      “Mam,” the stewardess said from behind the desk. “We’re going to need you to board now.”

      “Okay,” she said, letting go. “I’ll be right there.”

      “Have fun in Europe,” she said, swallowing hard and looking like she was fighting back tears. “Be careful please.”

      “I will,” he answered. “It’s only going to be a couple of days.”

      “Okay,” she whispered. “I’ll miss you.”

      “I’ll fucking miss you,” Jax said, not wanting them to leave. “Both of you.”

      After all these years, he had finally found his mate and after only a few days, they had to separate. It was torture.

      He wanted to go with her to California, but he knew it was something she had to do on her own. Her parents would already be completely shocked to see her return with a kid after being missing for two years. Adding a huge intimidating shifter to the package would just add to the stress and confusion they’d be feeling.

      He knew that he’d meet them someday, and he was even excited for it, but now just wasn’t the time.

      And anyway, his crew needed his help.

      “Mam,” the stewardess said impatiently. “Last call. If you want to go to California today, I suggest you move.”

      “Okay,” she said, looking crushed. “I have to go.”

      Jax leaned down and kissed his little Beast on the forehead and then kissed his mate on the lips. God, I’ll miss these lips.

      She turned and hurried to the desk, handing the stewardess her ticket and passport.

      With one last wave, she disappeared down the tunnel and all Jax could do was watch with an aching heart.

      He walked to the large windows and watched with a fluttering in his stomach as the boarding bridge detached from the airplane.

      It was strange. He felt sad to see them leave, but there was a happiness underneath it all. Jax had never loved someone so much to be sad when they left.

      Those two really did a number on you.

      He smiled as he watched the plane start rolling and kept his eye on it until it rushed down the runway and took off into the sky. He hoped that Benjamin wasn’t too upset or scared and that the change in altitude wasn’t hurting his little ears.

      He’ll be fine. He’s a beast.

      He exhaled long and hard as the tiny plane disappeared into the clouds and turned to walk back to where Zane and Axel were waiting by their gate.

      They were heading to London in an hour. After facing Jarin and then Valerius, they knew that Draven, Gunner, and Aleida would need some back up against the two remaining mated dragons and they were heading over to offer their services.

      If only they knew where their alpha was.

      We’ll find them. It shouldn’t be too hard to find fighting dragons.

      “Is she off?” Zane asked when he arrived.

      Jax plopped down onto the seat beside him in a huff. “She’s off.”

      “I’m sorry, buddy,” Zane said, slapping his leg. “I know how you feel.”

      Both Axel and Zane had also gone through a tearful goodbye with their mates before they went through security. All of them were already missing their mates.

      “Sweet,” Axel said, pointing at the huge book in his hands. It was a tourist book of London. “We can go see The Lion King musical tonight. It’s only fifty quid. What the hell is a quid?”

      Zane slapped the book out of his hand. “We’re not going there on vacation,” he said, rolling his eyes in frustration. “We have to look for Draven.”

      “I know,” Axel said, picking up the book and stuffing it into his bag. “But if we can’t find him… I heard it’s really good.”

      “No musicals,” Jax said, crossing his arms. “I may be a bit nicer now, but having to sit through a bloody musical will bring my old grumpy mood right back.”

      Jax already felt it coming on.

      “Fine,” Axel muttered, shaking his head as he looked straight ahead. “It’s only one of the biggest and most beloved theater shows of all time.”

      They all stared at the TV in front of them in silence. It’s going to be a long trip.

      The news came on and the three of them straightened in their seats when clips of wildfires in the north of England began playing.

      “Hundreds flee as wildfires break out in Northern England,” the female news anchor said, looking serious.

      The man beside her with the plastic hair was grinning. “But here’s the real burning question,” he said. “What’s causing them?”

      The woman’s face dropped as she turned to the man with a glare. “Was that a pun? You promised you wouldn’t make any more puns.”

      “I say a lot of things,” the man answered with a grin. “Most of it goes up in smoke.”

      “Five years in journalism school and I get stuck with this guy,” she muttered as she dropped her head into her hands.

      The news report cut off as a display of Technical Difficulties showed on the screen.

      “Wildfires in northern England,” Zane said, rubbing his beard. He held his breath as he looked at Jax and Axel. “Are you guys thinking what I’m thinking?”

      “Yeah,” Axel said with a nod. “We should get some of those donuts back there before we get on the plane.”

      Jax smacked the back of the polar bear shifter’s head. “No, you dolt. Wildfires. Dragons. Put the two together.”

      “Oh,” Axel said as it dawned on him. His face dropped as he sunk down into his chair. “We’ll never see The Lion King now,” he muttered to himself.

      “We’ll see the Dragon King instead,” Jax whispered as his stomach hardened. “I just hope we get to walk out of the show.”
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