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      “What’s so bad that we had to get out of the house so you could tell me? Matt didn’t bother waiting until his longtime friend could sit down in Steve’s living room before asking the question. He watched his friend, knowing whatever he had to tell him, it wouldn’t be good.

      Steve looked away. “You should know, I asked her if I could tell you. She’s the one who suggested we come out here.”

      “Just spit it out, man, the stalling is only making it worse.”

      From the reluctant look on Steve’s face, Matt knew something was seriously wrong with JV, Matt’s sister and Steve’s mate.

      “Matt, man.” Steve paused. “She was raped.”

      The world went silent. His stomach churned. “What? When?” he blinked several times.

      Steve sat in the recliner. “While she was still in college.”

      Matt sat on the sofa, dropped his elbows on his knees and his face into his hands. “Why didn’t she tell us?”

      “She didn’t tell anyone, not until I got it out of her.” Steve sounded miserable but Matt didn’t look up.

      He stared at the floor for several seconds, not bothering to hide his tears as he cried. He didn’t know how much time had passed before he got up and paced the floor.

      “I’ll kill the son of a bitch,” he said after several passes.

      “You’d have to stand in line, but we’re both too late.” Steve’s eyes tracked him back and forth across the room as he recounted the chain of attacks and killings ending with, “they caught him and executed him before we even knew about it.” He flexed his fingers as if wishing his claws would emerge from under his nails.

      Matt’s chest hurt. How had he not known that something this huge, this life changing, had happened to his sister without him knowing? Had he been so absorbed in his own life that he’d missed something so huge? “I’ve got to get out of here. I need some air.” He headed for the door.

      “Take your time. Keep an eye out for my enforcers. I don’t think there are any around that you haven’t met yet, but there may be one or two around.”

      “Will do.” Matt shrugged into his jacket and tugged his cap down over his ears before going outside. He hurried off the porch of the small cabin and into the patch of woods separating it from the larger cabin style house that the clan’s Khan and Karhyn lived in. Instead of taking the trail leading through the narrow strip of forest, he detoured and skirted the clearing that held the main house and large parking area that was now filled with vehicles. There were so many trucks and SUV’s that they lined the long driveway as far as Matt could see from where he stood in the woods near the house’s front yard.

      He was torn. He wanted to go inside, pull JV into his arms and just hold her. But now wasn’t the time. There were too many people here. He didn’t want to embarrass her in front of her new pack, and he thought confronting her in front of them during a holiday gathering would do just that. Instead, he prowled the woods for nearly an hour, until he was sure he could contain his rage and desire to protect his sister.

      By the time he’d exhausted the worst of his rage his nose and ears had gone numb. He knew he needed to go inside and warm up, but he was reluctant. He didn’t want to ruin the holiday for JV. Instead he went to the front porch and sat in one of the chairs there. He was sheltered from the wind so, while the temperature was still below freezing, he was warmer. Kicking his feet out in front of the chair, he crossed his ankles and scowled at the toes of his boots, trying to come to terms with what he’d just learned.
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      He didn’t know how long he’d been sitting there when the light crunch of footsteps on gravel and ice caught his attention. Looking up, he saw someone in a hot pink jacket approaching. The bulky coat and the hood pulled up over her head kept him from seeing much about her but he liked the way she walked. She strode with confident steps despite the somewhat treacherous footing of the icy gravel driveway. His eyes never left her as she came closer, reached the foot of the porch and made her way up the steps. He pulled his feet out of her way and watched as she walked by, going to the door as if he wasn’t there. She knocked, the door was opened by the enforcer stationed there who invited her inside. It irked him that she hadn’t even said hello on her way past.

      Matt frowned. Why did it bother him so much that she hadn’t even acknowledged him? He really shouldn’t care. He had enough to think about without adding her odd behavior to the mix. He pushed her out of his mind and stood. Wandering around the house, he headed back to Steve and Jade’s cabin for a little while. Just until he could get his head on straight. He’d reached the rear of the house, but not yet made it to the stretch of trees separating the two residences, when he heard the back door of the house open.

      “Matthew Jayson Walker, what do you think you’re doing” His mother’s voice pulled Matt from his thoughts. “Why are you out here freezing instead of spending time with your family?” The tiny woman who had raised him stood with her hands on her hips, waiting for an answer.

      He looked at her a moment then looked away. “I’m just not good company right now, Mom. I need to be alone for a little while.”

      Her eyes narrowed, and she watched him for a moment. “They told you, didn’t they?”

      He glanced at her then looked away again. “Yeah. I don’t know how it got past me. How could I have missed it?”

      “Now you listen to me and listen good.” Her voice was low but hard. “You are not responsible for what happened to your sister. It’s not your fault she kept it to herself, either. You had your own life and your own troubles. What matters now is that we do everything we can to support her and help her to heal.”

      “She seems to be doing well enough.” He couldn’t look at his mother. The guilt wouldn’t let him.

      “She is, mostly. But I can see she still has a hard time sometimes. We can love her and show her that we don’t see her as a victim or weak. She’s stronger than any of us gave her credit for and she deserves to know it.”

      Matt had no words so he just nodded.

      “Now, you’ve been out here more than an hour and she’s going to notice soon. I’ll give you another five minutes to get your shit together and come back inside. If you’re not back by then I’m sending her after you. I don’t think you want that, do you?”

      “No,” he glanced at her again. “Just give me a minute. I’ll be in in a couple.”

      “All right.” She turned on one booted heel and went back inside.

      Matt sat on the rough wooden porch step and dropped his head into his hands. He took a deep breath and tried to shove the turmoil of his emotions down. He didn’t want to make JV feel bad. He didn’t want to make her have to relive her horror just because it was fresh in his mind. After taking several deep breaths and letting them out slowly, he was able to draw on the calm focus that let him control the cat inside him. He held on tight to that as he went inside. The warm air hit him as he stepped through the back door. He knew he’d been out there a long time but he hadn’t realized how cold he was until the warmth hit him. He pulled off his outer layer and hung it up before joining everyone else. He couldn’t paste a smile on his face but he was at least able to keep from letting his unhappiness show.

      In the kitchen, he found his mother, Kim, and Tina, Steve’s mother, serving desserts and making sure there was enough for everyone to drink. Walking up behind his mom, he wrapped his arms around her and gave her a tight hug. She patted the arm across her chest with one hand, letting him know she wasn’t upset with him, while she continued to talk to Tina. After a moment, he released her and moved into the main room where the Khan and Karhyn were still seeing visitors. He stood for a moment, watching them and the best description for it was holding court. They were there letting people come to them and pay their respects. While it might not fit in modern society in general, it wasn’t inaccurate for clan life. In effect, the Khan and Karhyn were the king and queen of the clan. Everyone had to respect them, or fear them, in order for pack structure to work. Looking around, he didn’t see Steve, but Jade was once more on the sofa beside Rebecca. He caught her eye and tipped his head toward the back of the house, hoping she’d come talk to him for a few minutes.

      Can you give me a little bit? I’m not quite ready to talk about it yet. Her voice whispered through his mind. He nodded once and moved to where his father stood visiting with Mike, Steve’s father, and a couple other men that Matt didn’t recognize. He stood quietly, listening to the conversation without adding much for several minutes, until his father turned and looked at him.

      “Why are you all flushed?”

      “I needed some time to myself so I was outside a while.”

      His father looked him up and down a moment, as if trying to discern what Matt wasn’t saying. “Had to have been a good while for you to get that cold, unless you forgot your hat.”

      Matt shrugged, choosing to let his dad think he’d forgotten to dress for the weather rather than tell him he’d just been out that long, and why.

      “You think you’d know better.” The older man gave a slight shake to his head. “You live where the weather’s worse than this.”

      “I guess I just wasn’t thinking about it when I went out.”

      “Take better care of yourself.” His dad patted him on the back then turned back to Mike. “I wasn’t prepared for as cold as it is here, were you? I always thought of Arizona as desert, not mountains and snow.”

      “I wasn’t either.” Mike said. “But leave it to Steve to find someplace as beautiful as this to settle down and find a place for himself.”
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      Later that night, Steve, JV and Matt had retired to the cabin his sister shared with his best friend. Matt sat in the large recliner angled so he could see both the TV and the couple on the sofa.

      “I don’t want to make you relive what you’ve been through. I don’t want to bring it all back for you, but I have one question. It’s one I really need to know the answer to,” Matt spoke slowly, trying to find the right words to say what he had to without upsetting his sister or her mate.

      Steve sat sideways on the couch, one leg bent against the back with his foot planted in the seat, the other on the floor in front. JV sat in front of him with her legs curled to one side as she leaned against him. Looking at them, it might have looked like she was dependent on him for strength but Matt knew better. She sat on her own, choosing to lean on him for support and comfort. It was a subtle difference but one Matt could see.

      “What is it?”

      “Why? Why did you keep it to yourself? We would have been there for you. We would have helped you.”

      She looked at the floor and took a deep breath. “The short answer is fear. Fear and shame. But it’s not that simple and it’s taken me a long time and some counseling to see that.”

      “What do you mean it’s not that simple?” He watched her, waiting.

      “You have to understand. I’d only recently gained my freedom. I loved being able to go somewhere and not have to ask permission or justify why, or even tell anyone if I didn’t want to. I knew if I went home and admitted what had happened, then I’d lose that. You’d all close ranks around me and I might never escape again. But it was more than that. I was ashamed that I’d let it happen. I’m a shifter. I should have been able to fight back, to get free, and I couldn’t. Even afterward when I couldn’t shift for a long time, it terrified me and shamed me. I felt like it was my punishment for not being able to fight my way free.”

      He felt the hot sting of tears and didn’t fight them. Instead he looked down at his fists clenched in his lap then back up at her, letting the tears slide unhindered down his face.

      “I hate that you went through it alone. I hate that you didn’t let us help you. I can’t understand why you did it now but I think it’s my own stubbornness. I keep thinking you should have, you should have and it does no good now.”

      He looked back down at his hands. The short nails were digging into his palms leaving small red crescents of blood. He heard movement but didn’t look up until JV’s sweats brushed against his knees. He looked up and met her gaze. Her eyes were concerned but not terrified or even particularly sad. She knelt in front of him, took one of his hands in both hers and pulled it toward her. She forced his fingers to uncurl and looked at the palm of his hand.

      “Stop this.” She looked up at his face, meeting his gaze. “Stop it right now. You are not to blame for what happened or how I chose to deal with it. It’s over and I’m healing. I’m not the same person I was before, and I’ll never be. I don’t want to be.” She looked back down at his hand and ran the tip of one finger over the quickly healing wounds still visible there. “This does no good. For anyone. We all have things we have to go through to get where we need to be. My attack was something I had to deal with to drive me to come after Steve.” She looked over to where he still sat on the couch. Her face softened and she smiled. “I can’t regret what I’ve found here. It wasn’t fun. It wasn’t easy, but it’s over.” She looked him in the eye. “I need you to be okay with that.”

      Matt turned his hand over and took one of her hands in his. “I’ll try. I can’t be right now but give me some time. I’ll try to be okay with it.” She squeezed his hand and smiled up at him. He was glad to see the smile reached her eyes, for a long time her smiles hadn’t. He knew, at least in part, Steve was why they did again. As much as he didn’t like the idea of JV with someone as old as he and Steve, he understood some of it now. Aside from the mating instinct that was. He’d never felt it himself, not even with Connie, who he’d loved with all his heart, but he believed in it.

      His chest ached as he thought of Connie. He missed her. She’d been gone two years and he still felt her loss every day. He missed what they almost had, the family they’d almost been when the accident had killed her and their baby.

      “I know that look.” JV said from where she still knelt in front of him. “It’s not me you’re thinking about anymore.” She squeezed his hand again. “I hope you find your own mate someday. Sooner rather than later would be good.”

      Matt gave her a rueful smile. “I’m not sure I’m ready for that.”

      “Ready don’t have nothing to do with it,” Steve said from the sofa. “When you find her that will be all that matters. You and her.” He held one hand out towards JV. She went without a word and curled back on the sofa in front of him, letting him wrap his arms around her as she leaned up and kissed his cheek.

      Seeing his sister and his best friend so happy together made him forget the anger he’d had when he’d first found out she was with him. He’d been angry at Steve for taking advantage of her, though it was nowhere near what had happened. In fact, he’d stayed away from her for a long time to keep that from happening. Matt respected that. Now, he just had to come to terms with his new knowledge. She obviously had and that was what was most important.
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      Alexandria walked up the roughhewn stairs and past the man sitting on the cut log style bench on the Khan’s front porch. She didn’t know who he was and though something about him intrigued her, the scowl on his face was enough to make her keep her distance. She didn’t need to get involved with anyone else’s drama. She had enough going on in her life without adding to it. At the door she knocked, doing her best to ignore the man sitting just a few feet away as she waited to be let inside. She hoped he didn’t see her glance darting to him. There was just something about him that called to her. The door opened and one of the enforcers let her in. Bobby, she thought his name was, but she wasn’t sure. Inside was warm, uncomfortably so with her coat on. She shrugged it off and looked around for where to put it.

      “I’ll take that.” A boy a little younger than herself stepped forward and took the hot pink coat. “We’re putting them in the bedroom.” Alex didn’t recognize him but her nose told her he was part of the clan. She surrendered the jacket and looked around. This was the first time she’d ever come to the clan leaders house alone. Usually she came with her parents, but this year her dad was sick and while he wasn’t exactly bedridden, he wasn’t doing very much either. She was glad it was winter, and there was a limited amount that had to be done at home.

      Deciding there was nothing to do but suck it up and act her age, Alex approached the Khan.

      “Merry Christmas, sir.”

      He looked at her a second. “Merry Christmas, Alexandria.” He looked around. “Where’s your folks?”

      “At home, Dad’s not feeling well.”

      “Is everything all right?” He was instantly concerned.

      “Yes, sir.” She gave him a forced smile. “As good as can be expected. He’s not a young man anymore and his heart isn’t what it once was.”

      He lifted one side of his mouth. “It works that way sometimes. We can’t avoid the ravages of time. It effects some of us more strongly than others. How’s the ranch? Are you managing things all right, or do you need some help?”

      “I’m doing okay. It’s not too bad this time of year, and I’ve been able to handle it on my own.”

      “I don’t want you working yourself sick. If you need some help, I don’t care what kind, don’t hesitate to call.” He gave her a stern look. “I mean it.”

      Alex said she would, wished him a happy new year and moved on. She knew it was his job to make sure everyone in the clan was safe and secure. Happiness he couldn’t guarantee but he was a good leader and would do what he could to help where she needed it. She had no doubt. She joined the line filing past the Khan’s wife, who was also his mate. It wasn’t a long line but it moved slowly, giving Alex a chance to look around. There were several people she didn’t recognize, and from the scent in the room, more than one who wasn’t clan, though they were Kitsune.

      A woman Alex didn’t know appeared from the hallway and went to sit beside the Karhyn, surprising Alex. She didn’t speak, she didn’t ask permission, she just sat down as if she belonged there. Alex wondered who she was. The line moved until Alex stood in front of the alpha female of the pack.

      “Merry Christmas, Madam.” Alex said keeping her eyes downcast so the Karhyn wouldn’t feel challenged. It was a little difficult to be deferent while standing with the Alpha seated, but she did her best.

      “Merry Christmas, Alexandria, it’s good to see you. How are you doing?”

      “I’m good.” Alex was surprised that the Karhyn cared enough to ask.

      “How’s the ranch? And your parents? I don’t see them here.”

      Alex flushed. She had no idea that the clan leaders knew her name much less knew what was going on in her life. “It’s good.” She told the Karhyn about her father’s illness, and the other woman leaned in, obviously listening.

      “What’s wrong with your dad?” the new woman asked.

      Rebecca turned and motioned to the woman next to her. The woman who’d just asked about her father. “Have you met our Shaku’s new mate?”

      “No.” Alex looked at the woman with a new understanding. The Shaku was the head of clan security and lived here, close to the Khan and Karhyn, so they would naturally be friends, or Alex at least hoped living that close they would be friends. It would suck to have to live so close and interact so often with someone you didn’t get along with.

      “This is JV, she’s been here for a couple months now. She and the Shaku have just announced their engagement.”

      “It’s nice to meet you.” Alex offered her hand to the new woman.

      “It’s nice to meet you, too, Alexandria is it?”

      “It is, but I go by Alex.”

      “Alex. I like that. It’s nice to meet you.” She smiled and seemed genuine. “Come over here and talk to me a moment.” She looked at Rebecca for a second, and when the Karhyn nodded JV stood and led Alex to a somewhat empty corner of the room. “Tell me more about your dad, what's wrong with him?”

      Alex explained about her father’s heart condition, that he seemed to have the flu and she was worried about him.

      “And there’s been no clan healer to help him.” JV concluded.

      Alex shrugged. “No, no healer but I’m not sure if one would be able to help, he’s not exactly one of us.”

      JV frowned. “Oh, you mean he’s a normal human.” She tilted her head to one side. “I’ve never tried to heal a human, but if you’d like I can come over and try.”

      “You’re a healer?” Alex felt her eyes go wide.

      “I am, though I’m not very strong yet,” JV shrugged.

      “I’ll take any help you can give us. I don’t want to lose my dad.”

      “I’ll do what I can. I assume Rebecca knows how to contact you?” JV tilted her head toward the Karhyn.

      “I’m sure she does and if she doesn’t, she knows how to get a hold of my folks for sure.”

      “Good. I’m sure I’ll be in touch in the next day or so and go look at your dad.”

      “I’ll be waiting.” She went and asked the boy who’d taken her coat for it back. While she realized she’d been nervous about coming alone, but she was glad she had. With her coat back, she left, noticing the man on the porch was gone and wishing she’d gotten to see him again.
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      The next morning, while Alex worked on feeding the animals, her cell phone rang. Struggling to take her glove off, she was a little breathless when she answered the unknown number.

      “Hello?”

      “Is this Alex?” A voice asked over the line, one that seemed vaguely familiar.

      “Yes.” She hesitated to say more, not knowing who was one the line.

      “My name is JV, we spoke yesterday.”

      “Oh, yes. I remember you.” Her heart jumped. She hoped this new member of the pack could help her father.

      “I’m free this afternoon, if that’s a good time. Steve will bring me out and I can take a look at your dad.”

      “That would be great.” She cringed when she remembered that she’d forgotten to tell her mother of the possible visit. Too late now, she’d go up and let her know as soon as she finished with the animals. “Do you need directions?”

      “No, Steve says he knows the way.”

      “All right, I guess we’ll see you this afternoon?”

      “We’ll be there around two o’clock if that’s okay.”

      “Perfect.” It gave her only a little while to finish feeding and let her mom know, but she didn’t care she was going to get as much help for her dad as she could. “I’ll see you then.” They rang off and Alex hurried to finish with the horses. She’d already checked on the cattle so once she finished in the barn, she was done until evening.

      Stepping out of the barn into the cold wind, Alex hunched her shoulders and rubbed her gloved hands together as she hurried to her truck. It wasn’t all that far to her parents’ house but if she walked it, she’d only have to walk back later to get the truck. She hopped inside and made the short trip, then rushed through the cold wind up the front steps of the house she’d grown up in. Stomping her feet on the steps and porch to knock off any mud she opened the door and let herself in.

      “Mom?” she called as she toed off her boots next to the door.

      “In here,” her mother’s voice came from the kitchen at the back of the house. She headed back. In the kitchen she found her mother stirring a steaming pot on the stove.

      “Stew?” Alex sat on one of the stools at the bar.

      “Yep, and rolls.” Her mother opened the oven to check the bread. Alex’s stomach rumbled. “Sounds like you could use some, too.”

      “I’d love some,” she paused, “but I have to confess, I didn’t just come up for some hot food.”

      “What’s up, dear?” Jolene turned and looked at her.

      “Well, when I went to the Kahn’s yesterday they asked about you and Dad. I was honest and told them Dad’s not doing too well.” She looked up from where she’d been watching her fingers against the counter top. “Did you know the pack has a new healer?”

      “No, I didn’t. He must be new.”

      “She, she’s the Shaku’s mate.”

      “I didn’t know he’d mated, either.”

      “Not many did, apparently. Anyway, she asked me about Dad yesterday and said she’d like to try to help.”

      “That’s nice but I’m not sure how much she can do.”

      “That’s what I told her, but she wants to try anyway. They’ll be here about two.” Her mother looked up sharply.

      “Two?”

      “Yeah.”

      “That’s in an hour, why didn’t you say so sooner?”

      “I forgot last night, and I didn’t think she’d be here so soon, but she called while I was feeding the horses and said they are coming this afternoon.”

      “They?” She mother looked around the house with panic in her eyes. “Who all is coming?”

      “I think just JV and the Shaku, but I’m not sure.” Alex knew her mother. She was panicked because she didn’t think the house was clean enough. Alex couldn’t see a thing out of place except the dishes her mother was using to make lunch. “Mom, they’re not coming to inspect your housekeeping. I’m sure no one would care if the place was a disaster.”

      “I care.” Her mother bustled around the kitchen loading the few dishes in the sink into the dishwasher and getting them out of sight before wiping down the already spotless counters again.
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      Even though she was expecting them soon, Alex’s heart started racing when she heard the truck pull in to the yard. She slid off the stool where she’d been watching her mother panic and went to answer the door. She opened the door while JV and her mate were climbing the steps.

      “Come on in.” She held the door open for them. “Can I take your coats?” She was the kind of her host her mother had taught her to be. Mom would slap the shit out of her if Alex embarrassed her by not being welcoming enough, especially in her mother’s house and to someone so high in the clan. She hung up their coats and hats as her mother came in.

      “Oh, my. Thank you so much for coming out to see us.”

      “It’s no problem, Jolene,” the Shaku said. “Jade isn’t sure she can help since Randy isn’t a shifter like us. She’s still learning how to use her talent so there’s a bit she’s not sure of yet, but she wants to try.”

      “It’s the least I can do,” JV said with a shrug. “It can’t hurt to try.” She smiled at the older woman and Alex liked her even more than she had when she’d first met her the day before.

      “I have a few questions for you before I try to help your husband. If you don’t mind?” JV’s eyes flicked to Alex then back to her mother.

      “Of course, of course. Why don’t we go in the living room and have a seat?” They all followed Jolene into the living room. JV and her mate took their seats. Alex’s mother looked at her then flicked her eyes to their guests. Drinks she mouthed. Alex knew what she meant.

      “Can I get you something to drink?” Alex offered. She knew her mother normally would but couldn’t now because JV’s questions were for her, not Alex.

      “Coffee, please,” the Shaku said.

      “Just water for me,” Was JV’s reply.

      “Cream? Sugar?” Alex asked before getting the drinks.

      “Just black.”

      “Mom? Can I get you anything?”

      Jolene shook her head as she shifted in her recliner. It was angled toward the sofa where the couple sat.

      “I’ll be right back.” She fetched the drinks and returned a few minutes later. Passing out drinks, she listened in on the conversation.

      “You said you two are mated right? Sealed?” JV asked.

      “Yes, we’ve been mated for more than twenty years.”

      “Hmm.” She was quiet for a moment, “I don’t know if it will matter, but it may help. I’ve never tried to heal a non-human, mated to one of us or not.”

      “I guess it doesn’t hurt to try.” Jolene wrung her hands in her lap. “Does it?”

      “I can’t see that it would.” JV looked at Alex then back to Jolene, “Can I see him?”

      “Oh, of course.” Jolene stood and smoothed her skirt. Alex watched her mother fuss with her hair as she waited for the others to get to their feet. “He’s upstairs, come on up.” Alex followed them, curious if the woman would be able to help her dad.

      “He’s been in bed all day.” Jolene wrung her hands. “There’s not a lot of room in the bedroom.” Alex knew her mother was right. They would never all fit in there. If they did there would never be enough room to move.

      “No problem,” the Shaku said. “I’ll stay down here.” Her mother glanced at her and Alex knew she would be missing what happened when someone was healed. “I’ll stay with you.” She waited until the two women had left and sat where her mother had been. She didn’t know what to stay.

      “How long has your dad been sick?” the enforcer asked from his seat on the sofa.

      “A little over a week this time.”

      “This time?” He lifted one brow.

      “Yeah. He was sick for a few days last month.”

      “Who takes care of the place when he’s laid up like this?”

      “I do.” She thought the answer should be obvious. It was only the two of them running the ranch.

      “Just you? You can’t possibly do it all.”

      “I’m all there is.” She shrugged. She didn’t know why he found it so hard to believe. She hadn’t thought about how much work it was, just that it had to be done. He blinked and watched her for several seconds.

      “No more.” He said with a frown.

      “Excuse me, sir?”

      “First, call me Steve. Second, from now on, when Ralph falls sick, you’re to let me or Nick know. We’ll make sure you get some help.”

      “You don’t need to do that.” She wasn’t sure why she was protesting, she would be glad to get some help

      “We do. It’s part of taking care of the clan.” He met her gaze. “You don’t need to be working yourself to death any more than he needs to suffer.” Alex took a deep breath and let it out slowly, using it as an excuse to not say anything for a moment or two.

      “All right.” She heard footsteps on the stairs and turned to look toward the staircase to see her mother and JV coming down.

      “How did it go?” she asked once the pair reached the floor.

      “I couldn’t do much,” JV shook her head. “I tried but it wouldn’t work.” She looked disappointed. Steven looked from his mate to Jolene, a slight crease between his brows.

      “You said the two of you are mated, right?”

      “Yes, we have been for twenty-seven years, why?” Jolene looked at Steve, then to JV, hopeful.

      Steve held up one hand, “I don’t have a lot of experience with matings and even less with human/shifter couples so don’t get your hopes up.” His eyes shifted to his mate. “Can you sense when he’s hurt or ill? Through your bond I mean.”

      Jolene frowned. “Well, yeah, of course.”

      Steve looked down then back up. “JV and I can share energy back and forth to each other to speed healing or help when the other is tired, can you do anything like that?”

      “Yes, it’s limited as to how much Randy can give me because he just doesn’t have as much reserve as I do.” She watched the Shaku for a moment, “Does this mean something?”

      “I’m not sure yet,” he said, the crease on his brow deepening. He turned to JV. “I don’t know if it will work, but what do you think of trying to heal her? You make sure she’s in top condition then hopefully she’s better able to shift energy to him to help his body repair.”

      Wonder crossed JV’s face. “I don’t know if it will work, but I’m willing to try.” She turned to Jolene, “That is if you are.”

      “Of course. I’ll try almost anything.” Jolene jumped at the chance to help her mate.

      “Let’s sit back down and I’ll do what I can.” JV motioned to the sofa and chairs where Alex and Steve still stood. Once everyone was seated once again, JV took charge.

      “Just sit back and relax, this shouldn’t take long.” Alex watched as her mother did as instructed. JV closed her eyes and they all fell silent for several minutes. Finally, after what felt like an hour but in reality had been less than five minutes, JV took a deep breath and let it out in a rush as she opened her eyes. “Wow.” She blinked several times. “There was more there to be done than I thought there would be.”

      “Is she sick, too?” Alex’s heart beat faster. Was she in danger of losing both her parents?

      “No, she’s just a little run down.” JV turned back to Alex’s mother. “Are you feeling better?”

      “Some, yes.” Jolene sat up and moved to the edge of her seat.

      JV rubbed one hand over her face. Steve smoothed his hand over her back once then took her hand in his.

      “Let me guess,” JV said. “You and Alex have been trying to keep everything going smoothly while your husband has been ill?” she looked at Jolene.

      “Yes, but it’s the middle of winter, the work load is low. It’s not that bad.” Jolene did her best to explain.

      “I’m not blaming you.” JV waived one hand in the air. “And I have a point, I promise.” Jolene visibly relaxed she nodded and scooted back in her seat a little. “On top of the normal work load being carried by two instead of three, you’re also taking care of him, nursing him. While I have no doubt you don’t mind, it’s still work.” She headed off the argument Alex saw her mother forming before she had a chance to get it out. “Have you thought to eat more than normal since he fell ill?”

      Jolene shook her head and looked confused.

      “Have you had a chance to shift and run since then?”

      “No, I didn’t want to leave Randy alone.”

      “If you had said something, I would have come over, Mom.”

      “I didn’t want to bother you.”

      “I’m not placing blame,” JV said with another wave of her hand. “I was just pointing some things out so you could see them. You’ve taken on another person’s job, so to speak, plus caring for an ill person, yet you’ve not added to your intake of calories to fuel the extra expenditure. It’s no wonder you’re tired and run down, or that you have no extra energy to shift to Randy to help him recover.”

      Jolene blinked several times. “I never even thought about it. Now I feel bad that I could have done more to help him. “

      “Don’t. There’s no use. You can’t go back and change anything. All you can do is do better from here on out. Here’s my recommendation: eat every two to three hours during the day. I’m sure you know that proteins are better than carbs for us.”

      Jolene nodded.

      “And I recommend you shift. You don’t have to go out and run, just shifting and wandering around the house or even curling up on the bed next to your mate for a while will work. But do it every three to four days. The process of shifting kick starts our healing. If you had shifted recently your body would have told you. You need more fuel.”

      “I can do that. Is there anything else?”

      “I want you to let us know as soon as Randy gets sick next time, or as soon as anything else happens from now on.” Steve put in. “If the Kahn had known Randy was ill, he would have sent someone to help right away. There’s no reason the two of you should have to do everything around here.” He shot a scowl in Alex’s direction. She already knew he wasn’t happy that she’d done all the ranch work on her own. She’d taken care of the animals. Her mom had dealt with stuff around the house. But the way she saw it, it was their place and their job to take care of it. She hated admitting she needed help with anything.

      “We’ll call,” her mother promised. “And thank you so much for coming out and helping. It means a lot.”

      “We’re happy to help,” JV said standing. “We’ll let you get back to your day. I know you weren’t planning on visitors.” She tugged Steven to his feet. “Just remember to eat and call if you need something. Not only are we clan, but neighbors too.”

      “I will, I promise.” Jolene stood and walked the guests to the door. Alex followed staying quiet and standing out of the way until just before they left, Steve pinned her with a look.

      “What time do you start in the morning?”

      She hesitated for just a second. “I usually get to the barn about six.”

      “Good,” he gave a sharp nod.” I’ll have someone there to help you.” He said goodbye once more and followed JV to the truck.

      Alex watched as they pulled out of the yard then followed her mother to the kitchen.

      “See, I told you they wouldn’t care if the house is perfect. They wanted to check on you and Dad.”

      Her mother ignored the comment about the house and went about pulling things from the fridge and pantry.

      “I’m glad they came,” Jolene said. “Even if I wasn’t quite ready for them.”

      Alex watched as the pile of food grew to nearly cover the kitchen bar. “What are you making now?” She couldn’t figure out what took potatoes, onions, a raw roast and sandwich bread.

      “I’m starting dinner and making myself something to eat now, you want something?” her mother said without stopping as she moved around the room.
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      After JV’s first visit to Alex’s dad, she stopped by at least once a week for the next couple months. Even after Randy had recovered and was back to work. She spent time with Jolene and Randy, but it was Alex who loved her visits the most. She soon discovered that while she and JV didn’t have a whole lot in common, they got along well and enjoyed each other’s company.

      “So tell me, where around here is a good place to get married?” JV asked Alex one afternoon in February. They were in Alex’s kitchen, JV sat in a dining room chair watching while Alex moved around the kitchen, cooking.

      “I don’t know,” Alex said automatically. She continued slicing mushrooms as she thought about the question for a second. “Well, it depends. What time of year? Indoor or outdoor?”

      “Late May, early June, and either works.”

      “Well, you can check with the churches, if that’s what you want. Or there’s the gazebo, the park, or if you want to go really big, you could see about the dome.”

      JV laughed. “No. It’s already going to be bigger than I want. Let’s not encourage my mother with the dome.”

      “Too big already, how big you looking at?”

      “Steve says because of his position we should expect about half the clan.”

      “Wow.” Alex stopped slicing for a moment and looked at JV, she knew she was staring but couldn’t help it.

      “Plus our families.” JV added.

      “What about your friends?” Alex went back to cutting the ingredients for the soup she was making.

      “I don’t have any friends,” JV said with a shrug. “At least I didn’t used to. I’m starting to make some here though.” She looked at Alex for a second. “As for Steve, most of his friends are here, clan or not, except for my brother, and I’m putting him on my side, because he’s related to me.” she grinned with an expression that Alex was learning meant she was up to something.

      “Have you thought about the lodge in Greer?”

      “What’s Greer?” JV frowned. “You’ve got to remember, I’m new here. Four months isn’t long enough to know all the little nooks or crannies you have hiding about.”
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      Back in Denver, Matt went about his normal routine. He went to work and came home much as he had been doing for the last two years. Occasionally, he would go out with some guys from work, but that was about it. He didn’t have much of a social life and hadn’t in more than two years. Not since Connie’s death. He certainly hadn’t dated since then. Up until now, the idea had made his stomach hurt. It took him a few weeks but he’d come to terms with JV’s past. He had finally realized he was less troubled by what had happened to her. He hadn’t dismissed it, it was horrible and traumatic. She’d gone through it alone and that bothered him. She’d suffered through one of the most horrific things he could think of without any support, and that tore him up inside. Even with the stress of work and the worry about JV on his mind, the girl in the pink jacket kept popping into his head. He couldn’t figure out why. He hadn’t noticed anything outstanding or special about her. He hadn’t even spoken to her, much less learned her name, yet he couldn’t get her out of his mind.

      Before he knew it, May had arrived and with it the vacation he’d scheduled to go down and see his JV. Two whole weeks. His parents would be joining them later, but he got to spend the first week with Steve and JV without them. In some ways, it would be like they were kids again. In others, so very different. Connie wouldn’t be there, and JV and Steve had never been together when they were growing up. As he packed the last of his clothes and got ready to leave for the airport, it dawned on him that he was more excited about this trip than he had been about anything in a long time. He was headed out the door when his cell rang.

      “Hey, what’s up?” he asked seeing it was JV.

      “I just wanted to double check what time your flight lands.”

      “3:25, but I told you, you don’t have to pick me up. I can rent a car.”

      “Nope. A car for two weeks is gonna be way too expensive. Besides, I’m already in Phoenix. It’s really no big deal.”

      “If you’re sure.” He loaded his suitcase into the shuttle van that had arrived to get him.

      “I’m sure. Now, shut up and get on the plane.” She laughed.

      “I’m not even to the airport yet. I’m just getting in the shuttle.”

      “Then do that. Then get on the plane. I’m waiting for a hug.”

      He smiled. She sounded happy. “Will do.”

      “See you when you get here.”

      “See you.”

      He disconnected and pocketed the phone before climbing into the van for the ride to the airport.
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