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Hi, and thanks for selecting Falling for the Werewolf! I’m thrilled for the opportunity to be a part of the Howls Romance collection, and hope you enjoy reading sometimes-hairy alpha heroes as much as I like writing them.

If you like ‘classic romance with a furry twist’, please check out the other books available in this awesome collection (there’s a list at the end of the book). 

More back-of-book goodness: you can check out some of my other titles, too. If you like what you see, feel free to click the link to sign up for my newsletter, receive a free ebook, and get a chance each month to win a $25 gift card, just for being your awesome shifter-loving self.
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Chapter 1 – The Interview

Jace Stevens refrained from running his finger along the collar of his white dress shirt. The pale blue silk felt more like a noose than a necktie. Instead, he smiled politely, nodding occasionally and pretending to listen as the older man droned on and on about how wonderful it was to work at the prestigious investment firm of Pompano, Calhoun, and Bentley.

As if on cue, a very pretty—and very young—assistant entered with a tray of refreshments, wearing a snug-fitting black skirt that reached to around mid-thigh, and a white, tailored shirt that was opened one or two buttons more than a female boss would have considered appropriate. Her gaze lingered on Jace a bit longer than necessary. Even if his acute shifter senses hadn’t picked up her flare of lust, her eyes and body language suggested she wouldn’t mind offering him more than just a cold drink.

Jace politely declined and turned his attention back to the man behind the desk, effectively declining anything else the young assistant might be offering, as well. 

She left shortly after, shooting one more, slightly pouty glance toward Jace. The older man didn’t seem to notice, his eyes glued to her backside as she made her exit. 

Returning to his well-practiced spiel, Mr. Pompano touched on the standard list of benefits: medical, dental, stock options, retirement. Important things, to be sure, but more so to full-humans, like the comb-over droning on and on. 

Shifters, by nature, were a healthy lot, and on those rare occasions when they weren’t, they sought out their own pack healers. And, as for financial security, well, Jace had a knack for turning small investments into big returns, which was exactly why firms like this one wanted to hire him. They, and their clients, stood to make a lot of money. 

Feeling slightly claustrophobic in the dark paneled office, Jace found it difficult to focus. Just like his last four interviews, he had decided two minutes in that there was no way in hell he could work here. 

At least this was the last one for a while. His uncle had more than enough work to keep him busy over the next few months, and he was in no hurry to trade in days of fresh air and hot sun for a stuffy, climate-controlled office.

Working with his hands beneath the open sky, building things with his uncle Amos, that was where his heart really lay. Which begged the question: why was he even here? Sure, he had the fancy degree and the financial acumen to play with the big city dogs and make lots of money in the process, but what good was that if he was miserable?

“... very discreet, of course,” Mr. Pompano was saying, dropping the names of a few major players as if that might entice Jace to sign on the dotted line. 

It didn’t. 

Jace pasted the smile back on his face and sat through the remaining twenty minutes, trying to quell the urge to tell him what he really thought about the position and the company as a whole. 

The tie came off the second he walked out of the building. Maybe it was time to admit the truth. He just wasn’t cut out for the white-collar life. 

When he looked down at his watch, his frown increased. He was supposed to meet Amos to finish up the Chandler’s deck an hour ago. If he hurried, he might be able to make it back in time to—

“Umph!” Jace felt something smack into his chest, at the same time he heard the decidedly feminine grunt. 

He stopped his forward progress and looked down as a young woman bounced back and downward. Too late, Jace reached out to catch her and missed, causing flailing arms to release a flurry of papers as she landed soundly on her backside.

Without looking up, the woman immediately got to her knees with a groan and began gathering her papers as the light afternoon breeze tried to carry them away. 

“Are you all right?” Jace asked as he bent down to help.

“I’m fine,” she answered breathlessly. 

It had been a solid hit. Jace was mildly surprised she could get the words out at all. 

She took the papers from him and tucked everything safely back into her legal-sized, soft-sided bag.

“I’m sorry,” she said, offering a sheepish smile from down on the sidewalk. 

Jace barely heard her. He was too busy thinking about what pretty eyes she had. Not quite blue and not quite green, they held mesmerizing swirls of both that made him think of the glass marbles he’d had when he was a kid. 

“Totally my fault,” she said, accepting his hand as he helped her up.

Two things registered in his mind in those few moments. The first was that this woman with the pretty eyes was smiling at him. Not yelling at him for not looking where he was going, or complaining that her papers were now most certainly messed up, but smiling apologetically as if she had actually caused him some difficulty. The second thing he noticed was that her hand was pleasantly warm and soft, and fit perfectly in his. His wolf roused in interest. 

Even in the strappy-heeled sandals she wore, the young woman barely reached his shoulders. 

Her eyes widened and her lips parted in surprise when she took her first good look at him, starting somewhere around his chest and moving upward to his face. It was such an honest, innocent reaction that Jace couldn’t help smiling.

Her blonde hair, gathered in a large comb-like clip in the back, had streaks of bronze and dark red. A few wayward tendrils escaped the confines of the comb here and there, framing her delicate face. His large hands twitched with the sudden urge to remove the clip and bury themselves in all that multi-colored silk.

Jace inhaled deeply, filling his lungs with the subtle scents of oranges and coconuts as images of tropical beaches flashed across his mind. It cleared the last residual traces of the stuffy, Polo-scented office he had just left, and for that alone, he was grateful. She smelled like freedom and desire, and it was making him hard.

“Well,” she said with a soft laugh that tickled him somewhere deep in his gut, “I guess it’s safe to say I didn’t do you any damage.”

Jace’s grin widened. “No, I’d say you definitely got the worst of it. You sure you’re okay?”

“Yeah,” she said, smoothing down her dress in the back. “I have plenty of padding, though I don’t think I’ll be sitting comfortably anytime soon. Thanks for helping me grab my papers.”

“No problem.” A few seconds of seeing her on her hands and knees, followed by the full-frontal view he was getting now, was enough for Jace to form the opinion that she had just the perfect amount of “padding.” However, the gentlemanly part of him didn’t think it would be appropriate to point that out. At least, not until he had a chance to get a closer look and confirm it. He was nothing if not thorough.

The woman glanced quickly at her watch. “Oh man, I have to hurry.” There was that apologetic smile again, as if she would have enjoyed staying right where she was if she could. “Thanks again.” 

She half-walked, half-ran away as Jace watched the skirt of her simple white sundress swirl around a curvy behind and extremely well-toned legs. His brain started functioning again about the same moment she rounded the next corner and disappeared from sight. 

The sun disappeared behind the clouds, and the sidewalk where he stood suddenly seemed darker and colder than it had been only a few minutes earlier. 

On a sudden impulse to chase, Jace jogged after her, but by the time he reached the corner, the bus was just pulling away. He caught the flash of blonde and the surprised look on her face when she spotted him as the bus drove past.

Chapter 2 – Small World

A week later, the image of the female appeared again in Jace’s mind as he pounded nail after nail into the wood. It was hot under the mid-day June sun, but he didn’t even notice. Lost in the rhythm, his powerful arms and hands moved without conscious thought, fluid and precise. 

He was fairly certain she was fully human, but his wolf didn’t care. Humans and shifters had been coexisting peacefully in the idyllic mountain valley known as Kenner’s Mills for hundreds of years, and shifter-human pairings weren’t uncommon. 

In full agreement, his wolf continued to paw at him, chastising him for letting her get away and wanting to see her again. Who was she? Why hadn’t he asked her name? Asked her for her number? Said something charming to make her laugh again? She had a wonderful laugh, soft and musical. 

To appease his wolf, as well as his human side, he had been back to the same block every day since then, hoping to catch another glimpse of her or to pick up her scent ... without success. If he had, he would have found some way to catch her attention, even if it meant placing himself in her direct path again.

The memory of the sensation of her slamming into his chest was a fond one. Next time, he would catch her and hold her to him before she fell. They would laugh over the déjà vu of it all, and then he would ask her out for lunch or coffee or something. She would flash those pretty eyes and accept shyly. 

Oh yeah, he had it all worked out.

Except, there had been no sign of her. He had walked two or three blocks in either direction each day, but there were too many people, too many scents to single out just one, even one as unique as hers. He had even gone as far as to check out the bus schedule. Amazingly enough, the bus she had hopped on was destined for right here in Kenner’s Mills, which meant she might be a lot closer than he had thought. 

But, if that were true, then where could she possibly be hiding? Kenner’s Mills wasn’t that big—you were bound to run into everyone at one point or another—but so far, nothing. 

Frustrated, he swung the hammer a little harder than necessary. “Shit,” he muttered as he eyed the substantial dent he had made in the surrounding wood. He would need to spread some filler on that. He loved working carpentry with his uncle, and hated when he did something stupid to ruin an otherwise flawless project.

“Something on your mind, Jace?” Amos asked. 

Jace let his arm drop and gave his uncle a tormented look. 

“Ah. Now the only thing I know of that can make a man look like that is a woman,” Amos said knowingly. “Someone I know?”

Jace shook his head, laying down his hammer and picking up a gallon-sized jug of water. “Not even someone I know.”

“But someone you’d like to?”

“Yeah, something like that.” Jace smiled. It was exactly like that. No woman had ever captured the instant and total attention of both his man and his beast as she had, which meant he had to find the woman. Tingles of anticipation shot through him at the mere thought of it. 

“So, what are you going to do about it?”

That was an excellent question. What was he going to do about it? He had no idea who she was or where she lived. All he knew was that, with each passing day, the need to find her grew. He couldn’t get the mystery girl out of his mind, and his wolf was driving him crazy. 

When he closed his eyes, he could see her pretty eyes, hear her lighthearted little laugh. Even now, here in Mrs. Evan’s backyard, he swore he could detect a slight hint of coconuts and oranges on the gentle summer breeze. Yeah, he had it bad.

“Jace, did you hear me, son?” 

Jace snapped back from his thoughts to see Amos standing there with his hands on his hips. He didn’t look angry, though. Amos rarely got angry. Then again, Jace had never given him reason to, either. 

He had been living with Amos since his undergrad days, when he was taking classes at night from the local university and working during the day with Amos. Amos was more like a father to him than an uncle; had been ever since Jace’s own father passed away ten years earlier. It was Amos who had helped him through the difficult transition from boyhood to manhood, and continued to be a guiding influence on his life today. 

Jace opened his mouth to say something, but Amos held up his hand. “Go ‘round and ask Bess if she’s decided on the lattice work yet. We can’t do much more until that’s done. I’m going to the lumberyard this afternoon and can pick up what we need.”

Jace set the jug down and used the dark blue bandana stuffed in his pocket to wipe some of the sweat from his face and neck. 

Amos must really think he needed a break if he was sending Jace to ask Bess something. Amos usually liked to talk to Bess himself. He knew his uncle had a thing for her, and with good reason. 

Bess Evans was in her early fifties, but could have easily passed for a woman in her late thirties. More importantly, Bess Evans was known to have the biggest and kindest heart in town, a heart that was especially partial to one Amos Stevens. 

There was no one outside when Jace rounded the sprawling Victorian, with its turrets and angles that made it look like a life-sized doll house. 

Bess had turned her five-acre property into a maze of gardens, with landscaping so breathtaking that many locals often requested to have their wedding and prom pictures taken there. A couple of flats of vibrantly colored flowers sat in the shade of the porch, freshly watered and awaiting their new home around the gazebo he and Amos were currently building.

The wraparound front porch was empty, but Jace heard music coming from above. He went to the far side and ascended the exterior stairs, following the sound to the roof-top balcony, where he froze in his tracks at the top.

There, lying face down on a lounge chair, was a young woman who was exquisitely built, slathered in tanning oil, and completely naked. Not a strip of fabric, not a single line to mar the deep, even bronze of her skin. 

Jace swallowed hard. That was not Bess Evans. That was a goddess.

Lush, not overly lean. Golden, not white. Perfectly proportioned. 

When the figure shifted, Jace ducked behind the corner pillar of the four-foot-high half-wall that surrounded the balcony. The wall that offered privacy from prying eyes. Like his.

Feeling like a peeping Tom, yet unable to stop himself, Jace peeked around the corner. The goddess was now on her back, arms lifted up over her head. He watched her chest rise and fall as she took a deep breath and closed her eyes. His eyes were drawn to the dangling diamond navel ring upon her smooth, flawless skin before they managed to find their way back up toward her face. 

Jace sucked a breath in through his teeth. He knew that face. He had been seeing it in his mind’s eye for the past week. It was her.

Jace forced himself to turn away and retreat quietly down the stairs, gripping the bannister firmly. As before, his brain seemed to shut down temporarily. He was almost to the bottom before some cognizant thoughts began reforming. And by the time he reached the gazebo, he was close to being able to speak coherently again. 

“What’d she say?” Amos asked, startling him. 

“Um, I, uh ... didn’t find her.” 

Amos took one look at Jace’s stricken face and broke out into a huge grin. 

“You went up to the roof, didn’t you?”

Jace swallowed hard and nodded. 

Amos laughed. “Yeah, I should have warned you about that.” Oddly enough, Amos didn’t look that sorry.

“Who is that?” Jace asked, dousing his face with a splash from the jug of water his uncle had handed him. It helped a little, but not much. Perhaps it would have been more effective if he poured it into his pants.

“Bess’s niece,” Amos answered, wiping his own brow. “Moved here a few weeks ago. She’s a real sweetheart, too. Works late nights, catches up on her sleep up there in the morning like a lizard in the sun. Bess says she’s trying for a teaching position around here somewhere.”

That body belongs to a teacher? Jace didn’t remember having any teachers who looked like that when he was in school. 

“Seems like a good time to break for lunch,” Amos said, his eyes dancing with amusement. 

Jace could only nod in agreement. With his wolf clawing at him and the vision of the naked goddess fresh in his mind, working with either power or hand tools probably wasn’t a good idea. 

Jace retrieved a cooler from their truck, thinking, Well, now he knew who his mystery female was and where she lived. 

He had barely set the cooler down beneath an old, shady maple when Amos said, “Ah. Don’t look now, son, but here she comes.”

Jace’s entire body hardened—some parts were already pretty rigid—as he turned in the direction of the house. 

The goddess from the roof was heading toward them in a hooded cover-up that extended to her mid-thighs, a light turquoise color that accented her golden tan and sun-kissed hair. He couldn’t help wondering if she had anything on underneath, or if she had just tossed the hoodie over all that gorgeous nakedness. 

“Hi, Mr. Stevens! The gazebo is looking great. Aunt Bess asked me to bring you some iced tea.” She placed a tray with a pitcher and two glasses filled with ice on the patio table between them. 

Jace’s heart stuttered as the scent of coconuts and oranges hit him full-on. 

Amos smiled and thanked her.

“Hey!” she said as she spotted Jace, her eyes lighting up and a delighted smile spreading across her face. “I know you!” 

His wolf growled softly in response, a sound only audible to another shifter.

Amos raised his eyebrows, shooting Jace a questioning glance. “You two have met?”

“Not officially,” she said on a laugh, and like before, it was a beautiful sound. “We ran into each other, quite literally, on the street the other day. Well, I ran into him. It was kind of like hitting a brick wall.” She shot him a shy but genuine smile, pinning him with those pretty eyes.

He was tempted to ask her how her butt was, but he couldn’t think of a polite way to do so. Besides, from what he had just seen, it looked picture-perfect to him.

“Then allow me to do the honors,” Amos said. “Dani, this is my nephew, Jace Stevens. Jace, this is Dani, Bess’s niece.”

“It’s my pleasure, Dani,” Jace said, extending his hand. “Though, I can’t say I’ve ever met a girl named ‘Danny’ before.” He winced inwardly. Did he just say that? 

Thankfully, she didn’t seem offended. 

Dani took his hand, and he was once again struck by how good it felt, how perfectly it fit in his. 

His wolf growled again, though this time, it sounded suspiciously like “Mine.”

“No, I guess not,” she said with a smile. “My name is Danielle, but everyone calls me Dani. And it’s nice to meet you, too, Jace Stevens.”

Dani. Danielle. The name was feminine, playful, classic. It suited her. 

Jace smiled in return, something that was easy to do in her presence, especially when she said his name like it left the taste of chocolate in her mouth.

“I almost didn’t recognize you.” She raked her gaze up and down his frame, taking in his work boots, blue jeans, wife-beater, and the bandana he wore around his head. Curious and assessing, Jace felt the power of it acutely.

“Amazing what a change of clothes will do, huh?” he joked, glad when his voice didn’t crack like he half-expected it to.

“It’s not just the clothes,” she said, her blue-green eyes finding his. “It’s the look on your face. You look ...” she paused, searching for the right words, “happier.”

Jace was stunned at her revelation. Was he that transparent, or could she read him better than most people?

“I’m sorry,” she said quickly, misinterpreting his shocked expression. “I didn’t mean to offend you. You looked quite handsome in your suit.”

Jace’s first thought: she thought I was handsome. That was good. His second: she took a step back. Was she worried she had offended him? That was bad. Anything that put more distance between them was bad. He had to employ a substantial amount of self-control to keep himself from moving forward and closing the gap between them.

“No offense taken.” He smiled. “And thank you.”

“Dani!” Bess called as she emerged from the house. “Oh, I see you’ve met Jace. How are you, hon? I don’t get to see you nearly enough these days.” Bess gave Jace a big hug, not caring a bit that he was sweaty and covered in dirt and sawdust.

“I’m good, Mrs. Evans. Thanks. You’re looking great, as always.”

“Such a charmer,” Bess said, flushing a little. “Bet you get that from your uncle.” 

Amos smiled at the compliment. 

Bess turned toward Dani, who seemed to be having a hard time taking her eyes off Jace. “Dani, sweetheart, you’re going to be late if you don’t get moving.”

Dani blushed. “Right. It was nice to see you again, Jace. You, too, Mr. Stevens.” With that, she turned on her heels and headed back for the house.

Jace’s gaze was immediately drawn to the natural sway of her hips and the graceful curves of her legs. Heat raced through his veins, especially when she glanced back at him as she went through the door.

“Bess, maybe it’d be a good idea if you went with me to the home center,” Amos said slowly. “It’ll be easier to pick out the latticework and decorative trim if you can see it all laid out in front of you. We can even pick up the paint while we’re there.”

“Well, I would love to, Amos, but I can’t. I promised Dani a ride to the senior center this afternoon, and I’m afraid it’s too late for her to catch the bus.”

“I can take her,” Jace said quickly, his eyes still locked on the house where Dani had disappeared. “That is, if you don’t have anything you need me to finish up here.”

Amos tried unsuccessfully to cover his laugh with a cough. “No, I don’t think there’s much more we can do here today without the latticework.”

“And I would really appreciate it,” Bess added for good measure.

“Then consider it done.” Jace looked down at the dirt and sweat he was covered in. “Do you think I have time to grab a quick shower?”

Bess nodded. “Of course, dear. Dani doesn’t have to be there for another hour yet.”

Amos started packing up his tools. “Tell you what, Bess. Give us both a chance to get cleaned up, and we’ll be back in thirty.”

Chapter 3 – Baby, You Can Drive My Car

Freshly showered and shaved, both men arrived back at Bess’s before their allotted half-hour was up. Amos drove his truck, and Jace pulled up behind him in his glossy black Shelby, the one he and Amos had been rebuilding for the last several years. He only brought it out on special occasions. Providing transportation for a goddess, he reasoned, definitely qualified.

Jace stood just inside the front door, pacing in anticipation. Bess and Amos had already left, leaving him to wait for Dani. The fact that he was alone in a house with the female who had been on his mind for the last week did not escape him. It was yet another reason he kept himself rooted to the door. If he started wandering around, he would inevitably wind up wherever she was. Her pull was that strong.

Muted music drifted down from upstairs, along with the rhythmic sound of soft footfalls, conjuring images of her dancing along with the music. 

When his cock roused in renewed interest, he growled quietly and resumed his pacing.

He didn’t have to wait long. A few minutes later, Dani bounced down the stairs like a sprite, graceful and athletic at the same time. She wore loose, white capris slung low on her hips like harem pants, gold ballet slippers, and a loose pink tank that allowed her navel ring to flash occasionally when she moved a particular way. The brilliant smile she gave him when she spotted him nearly set his blood pumping with renewed fervor.

“You look nice,” she said approvingly, taking in his clean jeans and cotton shirt. “Mmm ... And you smell good, too,” she added as she drew near and inhaled deeply. 

His wolf preened, pleased that she liked his scent. 

He liked hers, as well. Fresh from her shower, she smelled like sunshine and beaches. It was an effort not to pull her into his arms, bury his head in her hair, her skin, and see if she tasted as good as she smelled. Oh yeah, he definitely wanted to taste her. 

He pulled the reins on his control tighter. According to Amos, both Bess and her niece were fully human, and he had to tamp down his natural, animalistic urges. It wasn’t usually this difficult. 

“Between you and me,” she mock-whispered loudly, “I think Aunt Bess has a thing for your uncle Amos.”

Jace couldn’t help it; he chuckled. “I’ll let you in on a little secret.” He leaned forward and lowered his voice. “I think he likes her, too.” Jace winked, and Dani rewarded him with another soft laugh. He swore his chest expanded several inches at the sound.

“Where are they?” she asked, popping into the kitchen to grab a bottled water, offering one to Jace, as well. 

He accepted; not because he was thirsty, but because it would give his twitching hands something to do that did not involve touching any of that soft-looking, radiant skin.

“Actually,” he said, twisting the cap off the water, “Bess and Amos went to the home center to pick out the finishing touches for the gazebo.”

“Oh.” The smile on her face faded a little. “Bess was supposed to give me a lift.”

“And that’s where I come in,” he said, holding out his hand. “Your chariot awaits, my lady.”

A tentative grin spread across her face as she accepted his hand. Jace felt instantly soothed and excited at the contact. 

“Bess asked you to give me a ride?”

“I offered.” At Dani’s raised eyebrow, he explained, “Amos wanted Bess to pick out a few items at the home center.”

“Uh-huh. You do realize they’re trying to set us up, don’t you?” 

“The possibility did cross my mind,” he said, opening the door for her. 

“And you’re okay with that?” 

“I am,” he said simply. “Are you?”

“So far,” she said with a mischievous grin.

“Fair enough.”

“Oh, my God. Is that your Shelby?” She squeezed his hand and pulled him forward excitedly. Even with his long legs, he was forced into a half-jog to keep up with her.

“Yeah. You know cars?”

“My dad was a mechanic,” she told him, her voice reflecting the same reverence in her eyes. “He used to rebuild muscle cars from the 60s and 70s in his spare time. I used to help him sometimes.”

Jace nearly choked. A goddess who liked cars? 

“You did?”

“Yeah,” she said, walking around the frame. “She’s so beautiful, Jace. Did you do the work yourself?”

“Amos helped,” Jace said modestly, but inside, he was bursting with pride as he opened the passenger door for her. Her appreciation was worth every last minute of work he had poured into the car. 

“Thanks,” she said, sliding carefully inside where the interior was just as meticulous as the exterior. 

When Jace started the car and she heard the deep rumbling purr of the 289 V-8 Cobra engine, he swore her eyes lit up even more.

“So, we’re going to the senior center, right?” he asked, flicking a quick glance over her way. 

“Uh-huh,” she said distractedly, running her fingertips reverently over the restored dash, then the door panels, reminding him of a kid in a candy store. 

“Visiting someone there?” 

“No, I do some classes.”

“Oh?”

“Yes. Some yoga, some dance.”

“Really?” That explained the well-toned body and graceful movements.

“Really.” 

“What kind of dance?”

“It varies.” She shrugged. “Belly dancing, Zumba ...”

Jace laughed. “You’re teaching senior citizens how to belly dance and do Zumba?”

“Are you kidding? They love it. It keeps their joints lubricated, and really helps with balance and flexibility.”

“I bet,” he murmured as his mind unhelpfully conjured up all kinds of scenarios that would test the limits of Dani’s flexibility.

When they pulled into the parking lot a few short minutes later, Jace asked Dani to wait while he sprinted around to her side to open the door and help her out of the car.

“Are you always such a gentleman?” she asked, her eyes twinkling with amusement.

“That depends. Do you like it?”

“Very much,” she said with a shy grin.

“Then for you, yes.” 

Dani did that thing with her eyes again, a kind of half-lidded flutter that was submissive and challenging at the same time. 

“Thanks for the sweet ride,” she said as they approached the doors.

“My pleasure. Can I give you a ride home when you’re done?”

Something flashed in her eyes—joy?—but she turned away before he could really catch it. “Oh, I couldn’t ask you to do that.”

“Dani.” Jace stepped in front of her, effectively blocking the door. “You are not the one asking. I am. May I please give you a ride home?”

Dani considered it for a moment. When she looked at him the blues and greens were swirling wildly in her eyes. He hoped that was a good sign, because he wanted to see a lot more of it. “I would like that very much.”

“Good. I was afraid I would be reduced to begging, and that’s not very manly.” 

Dani laughed, her arm brushing against him as she walked past. He swore every nerve in his body lit up like fireworks on the Fourth of July.

“I wouldn’t worry about your manliness if I were you,” she said, her voice just a shade lower than before. Or maybe he had just imagined it, just as he was imagining the light touch of her fingertips on his forearm and the slight flush in her cheeks. “Classes usually go for about an hour or so. Are you sure you don’t mind waiting?”

“I’m sure.” Jace and Amos had done enough work on the senior center for him to know that most of the all-purpose rooms had huge windows, providing an open, airy space, perfect for viewing. He was looking forward to watching her in action.

“Okay, then. See you later.” 

Jace’s eyes remained glued on her as she walked away, her movements so smooth her feet barely even seemed to touch the floor. As was becoming habit, his mind locked up until she disappeared from sight.

“Jace, my boy! How are you?” Charlie Buxton, an old friend of Amos’s and a council member in the Kenner’s Mills pack, clapped him on the back. “Did I see you walking in with Dani?” 

“You did. I’m her ride today.”

“I always knew you were a smart boy,” Charlie said on a chuckle. “You brought the Shelby, I hope?” 

Charlie shared Jace’s love for cars. He had been a professional stock driver at one time and loved to talk shop.

“You know it,” Jace said with a grin. “What are you doing here?”

“Brought Molly up for Dani’s class. She loves it.”

Jace looked around, amazed by the number of women converging toward the room Dani had disappeared into. “Looks like it’s pretty popular.”

“You haven’t seen her dance yet, have you?” Charlie asked with a twinkle in his eye.

“No,” Jace admitted. 

“Then come with me, my boy. You are in for a treat.”

Jace followed along behind Charlie. This section of the senior center was a cube consisting of nine separate areas, three rows of three. Enclosed all-purpose rooms appeared at each of the four compass points. The middle area and each of the four corners were “open” with chairs, sofas, and tables for gathering. Jace noted that each of the three open areas surrounding Dani’s room held a fair number of onlookers, mostly men who had brought their wives and stayed to watch.

Dani greeted everyone as they came in, her smile genuine. Jace saw more than one woman point toward him and say something. Even his acute ears couldn’t pick up what was said, but he could guess by the furious blush on Dani’s face. 

He grinned and waved when she looked at him, causing her cheeks to turn an even deeper shade of scarlet.

Once she started the class, though, she seemed to forget all about him. She led the women through a gentle warm-up and stretch, and then the real dancing began. 

She moved fluidly, her isolation and muscular control mesmerizing. Today, apparently, the women had opted for belly dancing, and Jace watched in fascination as Dani demonstrated the moves. Then she led the ladies through a simple, yet elegant series of dances. The hour flew by, and before he knew it, Charlie was tapping him on the shoulder.

“Better wipe up that drool there, son,” he said on another chuckle. “Your female is heading this way.” 

His female. Yeah, he liked the sound of that. His wolf growled in agreement.

“Thanks for waiting. I hope you weren’t too bored.”

“Not at all,” he answered honestly. “You were amazing.”

“Thanks,” she said, her cheeks pinking up again. Oh, how he loved that rosy glow radiating beneath the bronze. He wondered if other parts got all pink and rosy like that when she was excited.

Aware of the knowing smiles and attention cast their way, Jace placed his hand lightly on her lower back and guided her toward the exit. 

“Where did you learn how to dance like that?”

“My dad made me take lessons when I was little.” She laughed. “I fought him tooth and nail at the time. All I wanted to do was work on cars with him, but he thought it was important to do something ‘girlie.’ My ballet teacher, Miss Tasha, had to tell him more than once to make sure the grease was off my face before a recital. But I’m glad for it. I put myself through college by teaching classes just like this.”

Jace laughed. He could picture it easily. “What about your mom?”

A cloud drifted over her sunny features. “My mom died when I was very young. I don’t remember her much. Wish I did, though.”

“I’m sorry.”

Dani looked down at her hands. “Thanks. It was a long time ago. And I have Aunt Bess. She and my mom were twins, so in a way, it’s almost like she’s still here.” 

That was something Jace could relate to. His father and Amos weren’t twins, but they were brothers. Having Amos to turn to had helped him tremendously. 

Jace opened the passenger door and waited until she was seated before walking to the other side and sliding into the driver’s seat. He was pleased to hear her soft sigh of appreciation as she sank into the buttery-soft leather, a custom modification. 

“Any brothers or sisters?”

“One older brother. I don’t see him very much. He’s in the Navy and spends more time overseas than here. You?”

“Four brothers. They’re still back in Ohio, working the family farm.”

“Four! Wow. I bet your house was active.”

He laughed. “That’s an understatement.”

“So, what brought you to Kenner’s Mills?”

“I got a football scholarship out of high school to attend the university out here. Long story short, I busted up my knee my second year and lost my scholarship. Amos took me in, let me work days with him so I could go to night school and finish my undergrad, then went for my Master’s. Took a while, but I just finished up a few months ago, in fact.”

“In what?”

“Finance.”

Her expression turned thoughtful. “Is that why you were in the city last week? You were interviewing?”

“Yeah,” he admitted. “Didn’t work out, though.” Jace didn’t go into any more detail than that. He certainly didn’t mention that they had extended an offer nearly double what he had expected, or that he had turned them down. “How about you? Amos said you were looking for a teaching job.”

“I am. Like you, I did the work during the day and go to school at night thing, so I feel like I’m a little late to the game. Bess said this is a great district, though, and suggested I apply. I put my resume in at the local schools, but there’s no guarantee I’ll get a position. Competition is fierce. I thought I might have a better chance in the city.”

The thought of Dani teaching in the city wasn’t one that Jace found appealing. The inner-city schools were known for their violence. He had nightmarish visions of what might happen to someone as slight and feminine as Dani. 

He kept his thoughts to himself, however. He couldn’t help that his kind were a naturally protective, possessive species. Even though his wolf had been drawn to her from those very first moments, Dani was human and might not appreciate his candor. 

Besides, he wasn’t even sure she knew what he was. Bess knew about Amos, but that didn’t mean she had told her niece. It was a subject they would have to broach soon, given the intensity of his attraction toward her, an attraction that appeared to be mutual.

“Either way, I’ve given myself until the end of the summer to find a job.”

“What happens then?”

She shrugged. “I haven’t figured that out yet.”

All too soon, they pulled up in front of Bess’s house. Dani began opening the door before Jace could get out and do it for her. She grinned sheepishly when he gave her an admonishing look.

“I really appreciate the ride, Jace. This is one sweet car. You should be proud of it.”

“I am,” he said truthfully as he walked her to the door. “Maybe you’d like to drive it sometime.”

Dani’s eyes lit up. “Oh, I would love that!” she practically squealed. Then her eyes dimmed. “But I can’t.”

“Why not?”

When Dani pulled the house keys from her bag, Jace took them and opened the door for her. 

“Because I, uh ... kind of lost my license for a while.”

Jace raised his eyebrows as Dani turned red. 

“Should I ask?”

“No, probably not.” She dropped her bag and went into the kitchen. “I’m starved. Are you hungry? Yes, of course you are,” she answered herself, looking him up and down. “Aunt Bess says Amos burns more calories in an hour than she eats in a week, due to his shifter metabolism.”

Well, that answered that question. 

“Are you okay with that?” he asked carefully.

“What, you being a shifter? Yeah, I think it’s awesome. About you being able to eat anything you want and stay looking like that? Not so much.” She grinned. “Burgers okay?”

Relief and amusement flooded through him. She knew what he was, and she was okay with it. 

“Burgers sound great,” Jace confirmed, leaning against the counter, arms crossed. “How did you lose your license?”

Dani stepped out onto the patio to start up the grill, then grabbed some lettuce, tomatoes, cheese, and pickles from the fridge. Jace took the knife from her and started slicing the tomato.

“Speeding,” she answered quietly.

“You lost your license for speeding? How fast did they clock you?”

She flicked her eyes toward him. “One thirty-five.”

“Holy hell!” he exclaimed. “What were you driving, a rocket?”

“It was a Nova SS 450, okay? Took me years to get it just right. I had to, you know, see what she could do.”

Jace stared at her, his jaw hanging open. 

“Oh, come on,” Dani said, putting her hands on her hips. Jace tried not to think about how that made her breasts press forward invitingly. “Are you telling me that, the second you finished that Shelby, you didn’t do the same?”

Okay, so it was true. 

A devilish glint shone in his eye and a smirk played around his lips. “Yes, but I didn’t get caught and lose my license.”

Dani had the good sense to concede. “Touché.”

The phone rang, and Dani bounced over to answer it. “Hey, Aunt Bess ... Yes, Jace brought me home ... Uh-huh ... Sure, no problem. Have a good time.” She hung up and looked at Jace. “They’re going out to dinner,” she reported. “We’re on our own.” Dani suddenly stopped peeling the leaves from the head of lettuce she had gone back to. “Oh, I’m so sorry,” she said, looking horrified. 

“For what?”

“I never even asked if you had other plans.”

“I don’t,” he said easily, reaching for the plate of burgers. Then he disappeared outside, placing the burgers on the grill, before coming back inside. 

“Jace, can I ask you something?”

“Sure.” He popped the top off on a can of soda, handing it to her before getting one for himself. 

“Did Aunt Bess put you up to this?” she asked, running her finger along the condensation forming on the outside of the can.

“Put me up to what?” 

“Babysitting me?”

The question was unexpected. He brought the can slowly to his lips, fascinated by the sudden change. Dani had gone from sexy and confident to almost shy and unsure in the span of a few heartbeats. “Is that what you think I’m doing?”

Dani chewed her bottom lip like she wasn’t sure. “I know Aunt Bess worries about me,” she said slowly. “She thinks I spend too much time alone; that I should maybe get out more, make some friends, meet people.”

Jace didn’t say anything for a moment. The predator in him sensed her vulnerability. It was hard not to draw her to him and explain exactly why he was here. Just because she knew about shifters didn’t mean she understood the kind of intensity a male felt when he found a potential mate, and if she didn’t know, telling her at this early stage might scare her off. 

“Dani,” Jace spoke quietly. He touched his finger to her chin, lifting her face to look at him. “The only reason I’m here is because I want to be.”

“That’s ... good.”

A slow smile spread across his face. “Yes,” he agreed. “That’s very good.”

He looked into her eyes for a while longer, watching the mesmerizing swirls of greens and blues. Her lips parted slightly in subtle invitation. All he had to do was lean down a little closer ... 

She wouldn’t resist him. And, at that moment, there was absolutely nothing he wanted more, except maybe to make her want him even more. If she was who he thought she was, then once his wolf got a taste of her, he wouldn’t stop at just one kiss. However, Jace wanted to make sure he was not alone in that respect. He wanted her to think about exactly what their first kiss would feel like, to imagine it over and over in her head, like he had been doing since the first time he had seen her.

“I think the burgers are done,” he said, his voice husky with desire.

“Burgers,” she echoed dreamily. “Right. I’ll get the plates.”

Jace smiled to himself as she forced herself to turn away. So far, so good. He only hoped he had the strength to hold out.

Chapter 4 – Walking a Thin Line

The next two hours flew by while they sat on the deck, in the soft breeze, amidst the blooming trees and flowers, the reds and oranges of the sky becoming purples, then blues, then velvety black. They talked, they laughed, as comfortable with each other as if they had spent years together rather than mere hours. Only when Bess and Amos returned around ten did Dani seem to realize the time.

“I can’t believe it’s that late!” she exclaimed, quickly gathering the remains of their dinner. “I have to get ready for work!” 

Bess shooed her off while she finished, with help from Jace and Amos. 

“Dani’s the one, isn’t she?” Amos asked quietly, joining Jace on the patio while Bess made coffee.

Jace shot a stunned look at his uncle. He had just been thinking exactly the same thing. “Excuse me?” 

Amos narrowed his eyes suspiciously. “Dani. She’s the female you’ve been thinking about these past few days, isn’t she?”

Oh. Yeah. That one. 

“Yes.”

“Bess told me she’s been walking around with her head in the clouds ever since she came back from the city last week.”

“Yeah?” Jace’s heart picked up speed. Did he dare hope that he had something to do with that?

“Mm-hm.” Amos put his hand on Jace’s shoulder. “Bess thinks the world of you, Jace, you know that; but she worries for Dani, especially after the way she saw Dani looking at you today. Dani’s not the kind of girl you play with, and I don’t know that she’s had much experience with our kind.”

“It’s not like that.” 

“Just ... be real sure on this one before you let it get too far, okay?”

Jace nodded as Amos patted his shoulder twice before rejoining Bess in the kitchen. 

Amos wasn’t typically one to offer unsolicited advice, but Jace understood his uncle’s concern. Bess cared deeply for her niece, and Amos cared for Bess. The thing was, Jace was having some pretty strong feelings of his own. 

Dani called to him on a level that extended far deeper than a physical fling or topical friendship. It was still the early days, but so far, everything about her screamed “mate.” 

Jace insisted on driving Dani to work at the diner, arguing that it was on his way home, anyway. 

He didn’t miss the pointed, assessing glares he received from the cook when he escorted Dani inside. The guy was bigger and more muscular than most full-human males. Jace quickly pegged him as a half-breed—half-human, half-shifter—probably bear.

In a clear gesture he knew the bear would understand, Jace placed his hand on Dani’s lower back. He couldn’t help himself. He needed the contact, however slight, and his wolf needed every male in a hundred square miles to see it.

Jace was well-aware of the cook’s unfriendly glare and didn’t care for it at all. It was too possessive. He wondered briefly if the other male thought to lay claim on Dani. Then he realized it didn’t matter. Jace would challenge him if that was the case. 

“Need a ride home?” he asked, reluctant to walk back out again and leave her there. 

“No, thanks,” Dani said with an appreciative smile. “You’ve done more than your share of driving me around today.”

“It was my pleasure. How will you get back to Bess’s?”

“Same way I always do.” She gathered her hair into a large comb at the base of her neck, making his mouth water. He wanted to lick and nibble the creamy skin there. “It’s only a mile or two through the woods, and I love walking in the mornings this time of year.”

Jace’s eyes snapped from her neck back to her face, his protective instincts rushing to the surface. 

Kenner’s Mills was a pretty safe place, as far as small towns went, but most shifters were predatory by nature. 

He pulled Dani aside and spoke in a low growl, “You walk home through those woods every morning? Alone?”

She tilted her chin up defiantly. “Yeah. So?”

“Do you have any sense of self-preservation?” 

“I am perfectly capable of taking care of myself.” 

“Is that so?”

Dani stood taller and straightened her shoulders. “You doubt me?”

“I don’t doubt your spirit, Dani. But, let’s face it; do you really think you could fight off someone, say, my size?” 

“Why?” She narrowed her eyes at him. “Are you planning to attack me, Jace?”

She had no idea the things that had crossed his mind, the very erotic ways in which he wished to “attack” her with his hands, tongue, and the extremely rigid appendage aching in his jeans. It was a good thing he had excellent control over his wolf, or that was what they would be doing right now, instead of having this discussion. 

As it was, he was doing his best to be a gentleman and not come on too strong. However, he couldn’t help his innate protective instincts. 

“Of course not,” he barked. “I’m just saying that you need to be more careful. You have no idea what’s lurking out there.”

“Well, just say it somewhere else,” she snapped, pulling a pocketed apron from behind the counter and tying it around her small waist. “I just met you. That does not give you the right to tell me what I can and cannot do. And, news flash: I don’t need you or any other man to protect me. Thanks again for the ride. I have to work.” With that, she pushed the swinging door into the back and disappeared, leaving Jace to wonder what the hell had just happened. 

The cook smirked, obviously having overheard the whole thing. 

Jace left before he gave in to the urge to remove that smug smile for him. 

* * *

“Do you know she walks home alone from that diner every morning?” Jace ranted to Amos the second he walked through the door. “Through the woods! Alone!”

Amos calmly placed his keys on the peg by the door. 

“Anybody could just grab her. She’s a human female, and a tiny one at that.” Jace paced back and forth. “She’s supposed to be smart, right? So, tell me, Amos: what the hell is she thinking?”

“Feeling a little protective there, eh, son?”

“I ...” Jace’s nostrils flared with every breath. Hell yes, he was feeling protective! “What difference does that make?”

“You’ve spent what, the better part of one day with her?” Amos pointed out. “Doesn’t exactly give you the right to start telling her what she can and can’t do. She’s human, Jace. She doesn’t live by her instincts like we do. And last I looked, Dani was a grown woman.”

Yeah, Dani had already pointed that out. 

Jace blew out a breath. “I know you’re right, Amos, but ...”

“But you can’t stand the thought of anything happening to her,” Amos finished. “I get that, son, I really do.” Amos laughed. “I guess some things just run in the family.” 

Jace shot him a puzzled look.

“Your dad looked like that when he first met your mother.” Amos chuckled. “Said he knew from the moment he laid eyes on her she was the one for him. Neither hell nor high water could keep him away from her. That’s the way it is with our kind, Jace. Our animals know. They can sense when we meet our mates.

“Your mother fought it,” Amos continued, his lips curled in fond memory, “but not for long. Your brother Thomas came along ten months later. Best be careful, Jace.”

“So, what do you suggest?”

“Seems to me you need to find a way for you both to get what you want.” Amos paused at the bottom of the stairs. “You’ll figure it out. By the way, I need you at Bess’s no later than nine a.m. tomorrow.”

“Nine?” Jace asked. “But you like to get started by seven—” 

Amos fixed him a pointed look, laying his index finger aside his nose. Chuckling, Amos then turned and ascended the stairs, shaking his head.

Chapter 5 – Treading on Soft Paws

When Dani finished her shift at seven the next morning, she wished she had taken Jace up on his offer for a ride home, and not just because she was so tired. 

About an hour after he had left, she realized that, in her moment of righteous indignation, she had possibly forfeited the chance to see him again. 

Maybe she had gotten her point across, but was it worth it?

Yes, of course it was, a little voice in her head answered. She was a strong, independent woman. She didn’t need a man telling her what to do or when to do it. 

No, she didn’t, but wasn’t it nice the way he seemed to worry about her, wanting to make sure she was safe? 

Nice, but totally unnecessary. She was only a few classes away from earning her black belt, for heaven’s sake.

He didn’t know that, though, did he? And that kind of overprotective male comportment was wired into his DNA. Her aunt Bess had commented several times that Amos had exhibited similar behavior. Bess seemed to accept it and take it in stride. Though, in fairness, Bess had also lived in Kenner’s Mills her whole life and was probably used to it. 

“Good morning.” Jace’s deep, velvety voice roused her from her internal debate, stopping her in her tracks right there on the sidewalk. 

In one hand, he held a single, perfect lavender rose. In the other, a cup of fragrant coffee from the specialty shop down the street. He held both out to her.

“I’m sorry, Dani,” he said with a smile that melted her heart. “Can I ... walk you home?”

Just that quickly, her disquiet melted away. 

Dani lifted the rose to her nose and inhaled. “This is beautiful, Jace.” She looked around. “Where’s your car?”

“At Bess’s. Where do you think I got the rose?” He gave her one of his lopsided grins, and she suddenly didn’t feel so tired anymore, either. “So ... is that a yes?”

“Is this a hazelnut mocha from Agliano’s?”

“Yes.”

Somebody did his homework, she thought with a grin. Agliano’s hazelnut mocha was her absolute favorite. She would have to thank Aunt Bess for that later. 

“Resorting to bribery, Jace?”

He shrugged. “Let’s call it: creative acknowledgement of an error in judgement.” 

The walk through the woods was beautiful. A slight fog hovered just above the ground, and the sun broke through the trees here and there in dreamlike beams. The scents of dew, mixed with earth and leaves and pine, filled the cool morning air. It was like walking in an entirely different world.

“I can see why you enjoy the walk so much,” Jace said when they emerged from the forest a few blocks from Bess’s. 

“I enjoyed it a whole lot more today,” she said truthfully. Sharing the walk with Jace had been nice. Really nice. And she had to admit that she did feel safer when he was around. “Thanks. And ... I’m sorry, too.” 

Jace gave her hand a gentle squeeze. “Apology accepted. I’ll try to subdue my caveman tendencies from now on, but no promises.”

Her heart skipped a beat. “Good enough for me.”

* * *

Walking her home each morning became a regular occurrence. While he and Amos finished up the custom gazebo, he would hear her radio, get a whiff of coconut oil, and know she was up there, on the roof-top balcony, catching a few hours of sleep and sunbathing. Somehow, he managed to keep his feet firmly on the ground, but it wasn’t easy. 

After lunch, she would appear with a pitcher of homemade sweet tea or lemonade and cookies. She would sit and talk with him and Amos while they worked. 

Rather than be a distraction, Dani’s close proximity kept Jace calm and focused. It was only when she was out of his reach that he felt unsettled.

Each day, he was more convinced that Dani was, in fact, his mate. Besides the obvious physical attraction, there was a deeper connection there, as well. They could sit for hours in comfortable silence, or talk on any number of topics, from muscle cars to politics. Dani was intelligent, funny, kind, and when he was around her, he felt complete.

It was difficult, but Jace forced himself to take things slow. He stepped back and let Bess take Dani to the senior center for her classes, going back to his place every other evening, just to prove to himself that he could. On the nights they were together, time flew. On the nights they were not, Jace grew restless until the next time he saw her again. 

It was on the third morning when they had kissed for the first time. In the middle of the woods, in a patch of early morning sunlight, he had stopped, cupped her face, and lowered his head. 

The moment his lips had touched hers, his world changed, and everything else ceased to exist. There was only the feel of her arms curling around his neck, the press of her body against his, and oh, her taste! One sip and he was hooked. He had spent the rest of that day feeling the effects of that kiss, knowing that, from that moment on, he would steal every opportunity he could for another.

If he’d had any lingering doubts that she was his mate, that single kiss had obliterated them.

One evening, they sat in the finished gazebo, a soft summer rain falling around them, enjoying an hour or two together before Dani had to go to work. They had been discussing some of the interviews he had taken when Dani put her hand on his arm; a familiar, comforting touch that instantly filled him with warmth.

“Why?” she asked in that innocent, honest way of hers as her fingertips stroked him lightly. “Why do it if you hate it?” 

“Most women would prefer a man who pulls down a six-figure salary to a carpenter, one who doesn’t come home so dirty and sweaty every day that he needs a shower before he can even kiss her properly.”

Dani tucked her legs up under her, arranging her dress over them. “Not me,” she said thoughtfully. “Money isn’t everything, you know. I’d prefer my man to be happy.” She looked at him from half-shuttered eyes. “And I happen to love showers.”

Something shifted inside Jace the moment Dani had spoken the words “my man.” His wolf rose to the surface, and he knew his eyes were probably glowing.

Dani averted her gaze and played with the hem on her dress. “I mean, look at Aunt Bess. She’s nuts about your uncle Amos.”

“Is she?” Jace asked absently. He was temporarily distracted by thoughts of coming home at the end of the day and hopping into a shower with Dani, soaping each other up, running his hands all over those slick curves while water sluiced down her ...

“Oh yeah.” Dani chuckled, bringing him back to the present. “She’s already tried on about a hundred outfits, hoping he asks her to go to the county fair with him tomorrow night.”

Jace raised his eyebrows and laughed. “Then I guess I’ll just have to make sure he asks her. I’m sure he’d like nothing better.” 

“Aunt Bess said the county really goes all out for the fireworks display.” Dani sipped her tea, letting one leg dangle off the swing. 

“There’s none better,” Jace agreed. “Are you going? To the fair, I mean?”

Dani blushed. “Probably not.”

“Are you working tomorrow night?”

“No.”

“Then why not?” he pressed.

“I’d feel like a third wheel,” she admitted. “Bess doesn’t need me tagging along.” She looked at him, her eyes slightly more blue than green. By now, Jace knew that meant she was feeling uncertain or shy. They glowed a beautiful turquoise when she was feeling very strongly about something, like right after he kissed her.

“Why aren’t you going?” she asked, tilting her head slightly. A few rebellious curls unfurled along her shoulder, inviting him to touch them. 

“Who says I’m not?”

“Amos. He said you avoid things like that, but he didn’t mention why.” 

“Did he now?” 

It was true enough. Jace did tend to stay away from those sorts of things. For one thing, it was not the kind of event a single man went to alone, especially not a shifter. Women were drawn to him, their primal instincts recognizing him for what he was: an excellent potential mate. When he was younger, he welcomed the attention, but as he got older and wiser, not so much. 

But things were different now. He wouldn’t have to go alone. He could have the most beautiful girl in the county with him, one who he knew would find joy in the simplest of things. The fact that the whole town would be there was an added bonus. He wanted everyone to know that she was his.

“Does that mean you’re thinking about it?” The cautious hope in her voice had him suppressing a smile. Already he could see the sparkle in her eyes. He wondered vaguely if he would ever be able to say no to anything she asked for when she looked at him like that.

“I don’t know ...” he teased, shaking his head slightly.

She scooted closer, putting her hand on his knee. In turn, he stretched his arm around her shoulders. 

“What might persuade you?” she asked.

“Hmmm,” he hummed, looking down at her hand and pretending to think about it. “Well, I wouldn’t want to go alone. I’d need someone to go with me. And it couldn’t be just anyone, you understand.”

“Ah,” she said, catching on. He loved playing with her like this. “What are your requirements? Maybe I know someone.”

“Oh, well, let’s see. She’d have to be intelligent, so we could hold a decent conversation. And she’d have to be willing to have a little fun.”

“What kind of fun?” she asked suspiciously.

“You know, maybe play a few games, eat some carnival-type food, ride a few rides. Oh, and it would probably be a good thing if she liked me, too, so it wouldn’t be awkward when I held her in my arms to watch the fireworks.”

Dani’s eyes glittered like a sea of sapphires and emeralds. “I see what you mean. A lot of prerequisites. How would you even go about finding someone like that?”

“I’m glad you asked. There’s a test.”

“A test?”

“Yep, a test.” Jace gently guided Dani onto his lap. She straddled him gracefully, placing her hands on his shoulders, while he rested his lightly on her hips. He didn’t even attempt to hide his erection anymore; she had to be used to it by now.

“Can anyone take this test?” she asked.

“I’m afraid not. It’s by invitation only.”

“That’s a shame, because I was thinking maybe I could give it a shot.”

He pretended to think about it. “Well, I guess that would be okay, since you’re already here and all. But I’m warning you, it’s brutal. Grueling, even.”

“Mmm,” she hummed, threading her fingers through his hair. “Sounds tough.”

“Oh, it is. You have to kiss me.”

“Oh my.”

“Exactly. Still want to try?”

“Hmm. I don’t know ...” 

Dani didn’t get to finish whatever she was going to say. Jace couldn’t stand another second of being that close and not kissing her. 

She melted into him, surrendering fully under his searing possession, curling her fingers into his hair and pulling him closer. By the time he pulled away, she was breathless, her eyes dazed and glassy.

“Mmm,” Jace said. “I think—”

“Shh. I’m going for extra credit here.” Her lips came down on his, insistent, playful. She teased his tongue with her own while tugging lightly at his hair and applying the most glorious pressure against his lap with her toned thighs.

Jace groaned, wanting to rip every last shred of clothing from her body and bury himself so deeply it would be impossible to tell where one left off and the other began. He clamped his large hands at her waist, encouraging the sexy little rolls of her hips, loving the hot pressure of her rubbing against him. How he wanted her! Not just now, but forever. 

His wolf clawed at him in agreement. She was the one. They were meant to be together. She felt it, too. He could see it in her eyes, feel it in her touch. 

Soon. He had to claim her soon, or he was going to lose the last remaining shreds of his sanity.

“Now who’s not playing fair?” he managed to rasp out, his chest burning with the effort of holding back.

“Is it working?” she whispered against his ear, her hot breath sending shivers down his body and right into his groin.

“Oh yeah. You pass. You definitely pass.” 

Dani pulled away long enough to smile at him. “I’ve always been kind of an overachiever,” she said, resuming her attentions. 

Jace was very supportive, especially since her efforts kept her in his lap and kissing him.

He was still buzzing with arousal later when he pulled up in front of the diner. His lips were still tingling, and he was certain his zipper was now permanently indented on his manhood.

“I haven’t made out like that since I was a teenager.”

“But this was better, right?” Dani asked with a devilish grin.

“Infinitely,” he said. “Except ...”

“Except what?”

“Except then, I got lucky, too.” 

Something flashed in her eyes, reminding him of lightning over the sea. Then Dani leaned across the seat and licked along his lips. 

“And who’s to say you won’t get lucky this time?”

Jace groaned as his blood flow took a definite southerly direction. So intent was he on controlling his wolf that it took a moment before he realized Dani had gotten out of the car. 

In two long strides, he was beside her, placing his hand possessively on her hip, walking her to the door. Then, right there in front of the diner, Jace pulled her into his arms for one more kiss. 

It was the first time he had kissed her in public. He wasn’t sure how she would react, but in his mind, things had advanced enough that he wanted to make damn sure everyone knew that she was his. 

Dani may have been a little surprised at first, but she didn’t shy away. On the contrary, she returned his kiss with one of her own that left no doubt that she was feeling the connection between them every bit as strongly as he was. 

When she was safely inside, Jace whistled as he walked back to his car, his bottom lip still stinging from where she had nipped him playfully, the image of the scowling bear still in his mind. Oh yeah, Dani was his. 

Chapter 6 – Going Public

The next night, Amos appeared at Bess’s house with a bouquet of flowers—flowers not picked from her award-winning gardens—cleanly showered and shaven, and looking more than a little handsome. In his mid-fifties, his six-three frame was still tall and packed with solid muscle—a result of his shifter DNA and years of demanding physical labor. His dark chestnut hair was only beginning to show the first signs of lightening at the temples. 

Dani couldn’t help thinking she was looking at Jace in another thirty years. The possibility that she would still be with him then sent a warm flush through her entire body. She didn’t know what it was about the sexy wolf shifter, but he had felt like hers from the moment fate had placed him in her path.

“Where’s Jace?” Dani asked eagerly, peering around Amos’s shoulder. 

“He wanted to drive separately,” Amos said with a slight quirk of his lips.

A moment later, Jace pulled up on his Harley and parked behind Amos’s truck. 

Dani’s eyes got as wide as saucers. She looked down at the sundress she was wearing and tore back up the steps. Less than two minutes later, she was back downstairs, the dress exchanged for snug fitting denim capris and a white silk cami beneath a lightweight turquoise blouse. She was at the door, practically bouncing on the balls of her feet, flinging the door open as Jace lifted his finger to ring the bell. 

“You have a Harley?” she squealed, grabbing his hand. 

“I do,” he said with a grin. “Like it?”

“Like it? Oh, Jace ... I love it!” 

He shot his amused uncle an I told you so look over Dani’s head.

* * *

When they first got to the fair, the four of them walked around together, taking in all the sights and sounds and smells, getting a feel for what was there. Almost immediately, Bess and Amos were approached by people they knew.

Jace wasn’t surprised. Bess had lived in Kenner’s Mills her whole life, and Amos for the better part of twenty years. Both were well-liked among the close-knit community, and Jace had been around long enough to be a familiar face, too. Normally, he was content to slip away after the obligatory polite greetings, but tonight, he was proud to quietly advertise the fact that he and Dani were together.

Dani, however, seemed uncomfortable with all the attention, and he couldn’t blame her. She was still new, and other than doing classes at the senior center and working nights at the diner, she didn’t go out much. Whether she realized it or not, that bit of mystery only made her more appealing, and inquiring small-town minds wanted to know more about her.

She shot him a grateful look when he made their excuses and pulled her away to steal a few kisses behind the fun house. For his part, he was more than happy to keep Dani all to himself for the remainder of the evening. 

And what an evening it was. 

Dani was like a kid in a candy store, pulling Jace onto nearly every ride. He learned quickly to appreciate the spinning ones the most, because afterward, she had a tendency to be a little off-balance and clung to his arm for support. 

They played games, too. He enjoyed showing off his strength and skills at things like the strong-man hammer and the baseball pitch. Meanwhile, she delighted in totally kicking his ass at skee-ball and the water pistol races. 

When they had exhausted all the rides and games, Dani was right there beside him, happily sampling the local treats. 

Time flew by, as it always did when he was with Dani. Jace couldn’t remember when he enjoyed a fair so much. Being with Dani was amazing. She saw the beauty in everything, and with her, it was like experiencing everything for the first time again. 

He did his best to avoid the gossip-seekers, but they still drew plenty of looks and stares. The fact that he was there at all was news. The fact that he had a female with him was even bigger news. But what probably had most tongues wagging was his decidedly possessive behavior. 

Jace made sure he was touching Dani whenever possible; her hand in his, his at her back or around her waist. And when she wandered more than a few feet away, he couldn’t take his eyes off her. It was the behavior of a predatory male around his mate, and the locals knew it.

It was hard not to notice the attention, and Dani eventually mentioned it. 

“Going to the county fair around here with someone is a serious show of commitment,” he explained half-jokingly as he tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.

“Are you committing yourself to me, Jace?” she asked, her eyes too wide, her uncertainty obvious. The blues and greens swirled playfully, but he caught the undercurrent. 

Yes! his wolf barked, but this was a discussion for later, when they weren’t in the middle of the county fairgrounds, surrounded by hundreds of others. Instead, he smiled, kissed the back of her hand, and said, “Well, no one else will ride the Death Plunge with me.” 

She smiled at that, but he could see that the uncertainty remained. 

Jace was half-tempted to pull her away from the crowds and tell her just how much he wanted to commit, but a familiar face in the crowd ahead of them had him shelving that idea for the time being. 

Amanda was making her way to the reserved VIP seating area, where her family would watch the fireworks show—they were a major financial contributor. Her expression was stormy, and Jace was pretty sure she had already received news that he had been seen at the fair. Knowing the efficiency of the small-town gossip mill, her cell phone had probably been buzzing the moment he had walked through the entrance gate with Dani.

Jace had gone out with Amanda a few times. The daughter of the Kenner’s Mills pack Alpha, she had seemed nice enough, which just went to show that first impressions weren’t always reliable. She had wanted more than Jace had been willing to give, and things hadn’t ended well. Months later, she still took every opportunity to make his life miserable. 

Jace looked down at Dani, who tilted her head up and smiled at him, making his heart swell. There was no way he would subject her to a scene with Amanda, not tonight, not ever if he could help it. 

Placing his hand on her lower back, he gently but quickly guided her in the opposite direction.

“Where are we going?” Dani asked. “Aren’t we staying for the fireworks?”

“Since this is your first time, I’m going to take you someplace special to see them,” he said with a wink. 

Dani’s smile grew bigger. He was awed by her quiet trust.

After a short drive, Jace parked the Harley and extracted a bundle from the bike’s custom saddlebag. 

“What’s this?” she asked, but Jace only grinned and told her it was a surprise. 

Grabbing her hand, he led her along a barely visible trail to a small clearing partway up a small mountain. A floating launch platform had been set up on the lake, and from the clearing, they would have a perfect and private viewing of the fireworks. 

Jace pulled out a small blanket, a bottle of wine, and two glasses. Her eyes sparkled as he spread out the blanket and poured a glass for each of them. 

As darkness fell in earnest, Dani sat next to him and watched the show, while Jace didn’t see a single firework, not directly, anyway. His eyes were fixed on her face, watching the reflections in her eyes. 

When the last sparkles from the grand finale faded away, she turned toward him and whispered, “That was beautiful. Thank you.”

Jace was thinking that she was beautiful. The most beautiful woman he had ever seen. 

He leaned closer, filling his lungs with her delicious scent. When she didn’t back away, he brushed his lips lightly to hers. And the moment he did, his wolf took over. He was well and truly lost. 

Her lips were so soft, like dark pink rose petals. They still held the taste of cotton candy mixed with wine, lending them a sweet, heady taste that made him crave more. They surrendered to his fuller, stronger ones, parting slightly to give him better access. Jace accepted her invitation eagerly, deepening the kiss, drinking her in like a man dying of thirst. With one arm wrapped around her, he held her to him. With the other hand, he caressed her face and stroked her hair.

The kisses, as wonderful as they were, were not enough. Kissing Dani had opened the floodgates that had kept him in control thus far, and now everything he had been trying to hold back rushed forward. He couldn’t touch her enough, taste her enough. He needed more just to survive.

Dani snaked her hand around his neck, welcoming him and pulling him even closer. Her kisses were just as heated, just as desperate. Her fingers cradled his head and tugged at his hair, more fuel to stoke his passion.

Jace found her breast, cupping it from underneath. It filled his hand as she moaned and arched into him. Encouraged by her response, he lifted her tops up and over her head, then flicked the clasp that held the satiny cups of her bra together. 

Her breasts were beautiful, perfect. Round and full, they were the same lovely light bronze as the rest of her, with the exception of their dusky pink centers. 

“Jace.” She tugged on his head, drawing him closer, inviting him to ravish her breast. Another invitation he gladly accepted. Her nipples were hard as he raked them with his teeth, licking away the sting and starting all over again.

Jace let out a hiss when she cupped his erection through his jeans. Her moans, soft and hungry, sent a pulsing ache right into his balls as she ran her hand up and down his length. Though he wouldn’t have believed it possible, he grew even thicker, even harder beneath her touch.

Within a few tries, she managed to unfasten the snap and release the zipper. Then she began to repeat the same maddening process, caressing his cock through his briefs. The intensity of his oral attentions increased with the weight and speed of her strokes. 

When she slipped her hand into his waistband and closed her delicate fingers around him, he couldn’t contain his strangled growl of, “Naked. Now.”

They tugged at each other’s clothing until they were bare beneath the moonlight. Muttered curses rent the night when she started pumping, her hand like hot silk, deftly hitting his most sensitive areas. 

He was too dazed, too lost in the feel of her to anticipate her next move. Another man might have blamed it on the wine, but Jace knew better. He knew everything came from the spell his mate was weaving around him. A wild, untamed magic as old as time itself—the connection between a male and his mate. 

He groaned when she slid her hand down to cup his balls and took him with her mouth.

“Fuck, Dani,” he hissed, the air leaving his lungs all at once. 

Jace looked down, struck by the sight of his cock disappearing between her pink, swollen lips. Her beautiful eyes were half-lidded and heavy with desire, swirling with currents of blues and greens like a stormy sea. He would remember that image forever. It was seared into his brain, as well as his soul.

She sucked at him while she made torturous little circles with her tongue. Her hands were everywhere, running over his chest one second, stroking his thighs the next. Sometimes, she used them in conjunction with her mouth, stroking, pumping, raking her nails gently over the seam, down and behind his balls and right back up again. He had never allowed a woman to touch him so boldly, never trusted one enough to give her so much power over him. But this was Dani. His mate. The only woman to whom he would give everything.

Every kiss, every lick, every stroke brought him closer to the point of no return. Therefore, he did the only thing he could. He grabbed her head, bunching her silken hair into his hands, and held on for dear life, praying he would survive long enough to worship her afterward. 

His release was imminent; there was no way he could stop it. He tried to warn her, his words coming out in a series of husky growls as his wolf rose to the surface. Rather than back away, though, she took him deeper and pumped the base of his shaft harder and faster. When he was just about to come, she cupped his balls and squeezed. 

Jace roared out her name, coming hard and fast as she held him to her. She took it all greedily until he fell back to the ground, his chest heaving. With one of her hands, she caressed his chest with gentle, petting strokes, while she continued to hold him with the other, more tenderly now, as she placed featherlight kisses and licks against his shaft.

Jace had never felt anything like it. She had completely overwhelmed both man and wolf. He could do little more than flex his fingers in her hair until the wave of lightheaded ecstasy passed.

When he did recover several minutes later, Jace was of single-minded purpose: to give Dani the same pleasure she had given him. 

He began with searing kisses under her jawline as he cradled her head, trailing southward to lavish yet more attention on her perfect breasts. He drew one, then the other into his mouth. He licked and swirled them with his tongue, blowing cool air across her peaks after each heated kiss until she writhed against him and pulled desperately at his hair.

Pleased with her response, Jace shifted his attention farther below, kissing and nipping the soft flesh across her abdomen, then along her hips. He tongued along her inner thighs, tracing invisible patterns that had her arching for more. Her earnest moans and whimpers were music to his wolf’s ears.

Dani’s scent was intoxicating. It did something to his brain, turning him from an intelligent, thoughtful man into a primal beast with a singular, all-encompassing need to claim his female. 

She was so wet; her body so willing and ready for him. He wanted nothing more than to bury himself deeply inside her and brand her from the inside, but he was determined to give her this intimate kiss first, as she had gifted him. 

Draping her legs over his shoulders, he began the most delectable task of easing some of her need and preparing her for what would come next.

From the first dip of his tongue, he was hooked, addicted to the taste of her honeyed cream. He licked along her sweet folds, kissed her lips, and teased her clit with his tongue. 

He had never considered himself exceptionally skilled in this particular area, but her soft cries and writhing hips made him feel like he was a fabulous lover. He took more joy than he would have believed possible in his exquisite torture, in hearing her fractured moans and pleas, in feeling the sting of pain as she tugged at his hair. 

When he slipped one finger inside her, she cried out again and arched. Two fingers, and her whole body began to shake with the building pressure. Jace swirled his fingers inside her in perfect rhythm with his erotic kisses and licks.

He looked up to see her face, awed by how beautiful she looked in her pleasure. She whispered his name over and over, sending him further into his lusty haze. She was so close; he could feel it in the way she gripped his fingers and tried to pull him closer. He pushed even deeper, flicking his fingers inside and his thumb outside as he gave one last pull with his mouth. 

She shattered beneath him. There was no other way to describe it. She cried out a long, agonizing moan as every muscle in her body contracted with the force of her orgasm, then a series of tremors spread throughout her body. 

Jace scrambled up and wrapped his arms around her, holding her as she shuddered against him, riding the powerful crest of her orgasm. The orgasm that he had given her. 

For the longest time, they just held each other, side by side, a tangle of legs and arms. Jace placed gentle kisses on her face as she caressed his back. When they looked at each other, their eyes said everything that words could not. That didn’t stop Jace from trying to say them, anyway.

“Dani, I—” he started on a whisper, but she lifted a finger to his lips. Then she rolled onto her back, creating a cradle with her legs and pulling Jace with her. 

He rested his weight on his elbows, cradling her head as her hips cradled him. The swollen tip of his erection, hard and aching once again, nudged against her entrance.

“Make love to me, Jace,” she whispered, looking deeply into his eyes.

A part of him—a very small part—warned against it. You don’t even have a condom, the little voice said. A much bigger part of him clawed inside his belly and chest. Yes, yes! it goaded. Take her, mark her as your own. You know she is yours. All yours. Only yours. She is begging for you. Let nothing come between you and your mate.

With his wolf in the grips of the mating heat, the bigger part held more sway. Marking and claiming her as his own was as necessary as his next breath, but he needed her to be sure. 

“Be certain this is what you want, Dani. There is no going back after this. You are mine.” 

She met and held the intense, glowing gaze of his wolf. “I understand. I want this, Jace. I want you.”

With a slight rock of his hips, he entered her, his passage eased by her earlier climax. And Dani arched and gasped, digging her nails into his shoulders. Still, Jace was a large man, thick and heavily engorged. Even drenching wet as she was, it was a tight fit, and it would take a couple of tries to seat himself completely within her. He did so slowly, tenderly, holding her as if she were the most precious thing in the world, because to him, she was.

He kissed her with each gentle push, penetrating a little farther each time, allowing her to stretch and take him. With one last rock of his hips, he was seated fully within her, his balls resting against her wet, tender skin. 

“You’re inside me,” she whispered in both awe and reverence, flexing her inner muscles around him. “So deep,” she moaned. “So good.”

“I’m deep inside you,” he echoed, his voice a rough growl. “So perfect, Dani, so fucking perfect, like you were made just for me.” 

They gazed into each other’s eyes as he withdrew and entered her again and again with long, thorough strokes, stretching her to the limit as her muscles flexed and squeezed him. There was not a part of her that was left untouched, so thorough was his invasion. 

She gripped his shoulders, wrapping her legs around his hips to take him even deeper. Jace growled his approval and thrust harder, watching her eyes begin to glaze over as she gave herself to the pleasure.

“Don’t stop, Jace,” she begged breathlessly. “Don’t ever stop.” Dani dug her nails into his skin and squeezed her legs harder around him. Her heels against his ass encouraged him deeper. 

“Never, baby,” he promised. 

Jace let go of his last thread of control, taking her as he needed to. One, two, three powerful thrusts, and her sheath gripped him like a vice, flexing along the length of his shaft. Her entire body clenched as she came apart beneath him, his name a fervent prayer on her lips. 

This was it, the moment his wolf had been waiting for. 

She gripped him tightly, her climax pulling at him, demanding everything. Clamping his teeth down on the tender skin between her neck and shoulder, he pushed as deeply as he could go and felt the first pulse shoot forth. He held her firmly against him as he branded her with his release. 

It was so good, so very good. Jace had never felt anything like it. Deep inside her welcoming heat, he hadn’t just come; he had injected his heart and soul into her.

When she had taken all he had to give, Jace used the last of his strength and the natural force of gravity to roll onto his back, breathless. Dani went with him, keeping them joined as she lay draped over his body. Dani purred against his chest, sated and content.

The last thought that crossed his mind before Jace dozed off was that his wolf had been right on that very first day when he held her hand in his for those brief few seconds. Dani was the one. 

Amos’s words echoed in the deepest reaches of his consciousness. “Your brother Thomas was born ten months later.” 

He looked down at her half-closed eyes, saw and felt the incredible rush of rightness, and decided he didn’t care. She was his mate. He would visit the jewelers first chance he got, because now that he had her, he would never let her go. 

They remained there, under the stars, naked and happy in each other’s arms. When the dawn began to break, they made love again, then watched the sunrise.

“Red sky in the morning, sailors take warning,” Dani murmured the old quote against his chest, seeing that the sky had a flaming red and golden glow. “A storm is coming.” 

When she shivered, Jace pulled her closer to him as if he felt it, too. He had no idea just how prophetic her words were.

Chapter 7 – The Calm Before the Storm

It was still early when they cruised into town, dressed in the same clothes they had worn the night before. Jace coasted down Amos’s driveway, pulling quietly around the back to his apartment above the detached garage. 

With a sigh of reluctance that made his heart squeeze, Dani pulled away from the warmth of his back enough to let him dismount. Within seconds, she was in his strong arms, snuggling against his chest as he carried her up the stairs and into his apartment.

“Shower first or breakfast?” he asked as he kicked the door shut behind him. 

Dani mumbled something against his neck. The vibrations and the warmth of her breath made him briefly consider postponing both and taking her right to his bed, but the thought of standing naked under a spray of hot water with Dani was too tempting.

She didn’t offer any resistance as he undressed her, but her half-hearted grumbles did have him chuckling. 

“Are you always this grumpy in the morning?” he teased, nipping at her bared flesh as each piece of clothing was removed. 

Those grumbles turned into a moan of pleasure when he placed her under the hot spray. Then he made quick work of his own clothes and joined her, eager to lavish attention on his mate. 

She leaned against him as he washed and conditioned her hair, then lathered and massaged her entire body, paying particular attention to the parts that needed the most TLC. It revived her somewhat, and she attempted to do the same for him, but Jace wouldn’t allow it. He gently yet firmly informed her that she could do so later, that this time was strictly for her, and pampering her after the night they had shared was his privilege. 

He could have sworn she growled at him. 

After the shower, he toweled her off and pulled one of his old T-shirts over her head. Jace thought she had never looked more beautiful than standing there in a shirt that hung down nearly to her knees, her skin flushed from the hot water and his attentions. With her hair hanging loose, damp, and curling around her shoulders, his mate was the sexiest thing he had ever laid eyes on. 

Jace slung on some comfortable sweats and nothing else. It amazed him how comfortable they were around each other, as if they had been together for years instead of weeks. But that was the way it was with mates. They were perfectly matched, their bond providing a sense of wholeness that hadn’t been there before.

She followed him into the kitchen, padding along quietly in her bare feet. He had tried, unsuccessfully, to get her to stay in bed while he made breakfast. Admittedly, though, he hadn’t pushed the issue. She wanted to be with him. How could he possibly have a problem with that?

He easily lifted her up onto the counter, tossing her an apple while he puttered with the bacon and eggs. That was one thing he was adamant on—that he would be the one cooking. Thankfully, she didn’t put up much of a fight.

Jace’s cell phone rang. 

“Uh-oh. Busted,” he said with a grin as he checked the display. “It’s Amos. 

“Yes, Amos, tell Bess that Dani is fine ... Yes, she’s with me; don’t worry ... I won’t ... Amos ... Amos ...” Jace’s eyes met Dani’s. “Yes, Amos, I’ve never been more sure about anything in my life ...” He turned and lowered his voice a little. “As you kindly pointed out, she is a grown woman ... Right ... Yeah, okay, hang on.” Jace handed the phone to Dani.

She raised her eyebrows but took it. 

“Yes, Aunt Bess, I’m fine ...” Dani’s face turned pink. Her aunt must have been giving her an earful. After nearly a minute of silence, her lips tightened and she said, “Aunt Bess, where are you?” She grinned an evil grin and winked at Jace. “Amos never went home last night, did he?” 

Jace had to turn away as he tried to smother his laughter. 

“Yes, Aunt Bess, I will. I love you, too. Bye.”

“Remind me not to piss you off.” Jace chuckled as he took his phone back and tossed it dismissively onto the far counter where it clattered against the microwave. Then he slid between her legs and kissed her, long and deeply. “Goddess,” he breathed.

Dani shifted on the counter, wrapping her legs around his waist and causing Jace’s hardened shaft to press into her. It, like the rest of him, was acutely aware of the fact that she wore nothing beneath that cotton tee and that the height of the counter aligned her with him perfectly. 

He groaned, deepening the kiss as his cock bobbed and strained for her. Her pull on him was so strong, driving him to such need.

He slid his hands up her thighs, lifting the shirt, as she slipped her soft hands into the waistband of his sweats and pushed them down over his hips. Effortlessly, he then slid into her, her body now well-acquainted with his. He pumped into her as desperately as he had earlier, if not more, because now he knew exactly what it was like to feel her climax around him, to feel her grab him and pull him deeper. He would never get enough of that.

Their lovemaking was quick and carnal, his thrusts fast and hard, as she panted against him, angling her hips to give him the deepest penetration. In mere minutes, she shattered around him, drawing forth his own orgasm. 

Afterward, he leaned his forehead against hers, breathing heavily as he stayed imbedded within her. He had no words. I love you seemed grossly inadequate to describe what he was feeling. 

“Mine,” he growled against her, holding her close. 

With the pads of her fingers, she massaged the back of his head in tiny, petting strokes. Her sheath flexed around his cock, clamping down on him so hard his breath hitched. 

“Mine,” she whispered back. 

Jace reluctantly pulled away when the growl of his stomach became louder than his pounding heart. 

Dani laughed and draped her arms around his shoulders, heaving a contented sigh. “Let’s get you fed. You are going to need your strength.”

Jace shook his head. “You really are the perfect woman.” He shifted ever so slightly to remind her that he was still seated deeply inside her. “I keep thinking I’m going to wake up any moment.”

Dani blushed. “I’m having a little trouble believing it myself,” she admitted. “I don’t do what we did often, you know. But with you, everything’s different.” 

While he appreciated her words, they were unnecessary. As passionate as she had been, it was with an innocence and honesty that filled his heart. She wasn’t a virgin, he knew, but she wasn’t far from it, either. He saw it in her eyes. Felt it in her touch. Dani would have to care for someone deeply before she would have shared herself with them. 

Jace’s wolf rose to the surface at that thought, the urge to hunt down and kill strong. His wolf was extremely possessive and couldn’t stand the thought that someone who had touched Dani so intimately still breathed. Plus, for Dani to walk away from someone she cared about meant that whoever it was must have hurt her deeply. 

“I cannot comprehend how any man in his right mind would have let you get away.”

Dani’s eyes turned darker, and Jace instantly knew he had been right. 

“I was a fool,” she said, her voice laced with regret. “I believed all of his lies, right up until he got my best friend pregnant.”

Jace couldn’t hide his disbelief. “He was sleeping with your best friend?” 

“That’s the only way of getting a girl pregnant that I know of,” she said wryly.

Before he could stop himself, he blurted out, “Did you love him?”

Dani was silent for several long moments before she slowly said, “I thought I did. But as time went on, I realized that I missed my best friend more than I missed him. And honestly, what I felt for him is nothing compared to what I feel for you. Crazy, huh?” She added the last part shyly, looking up at him through shuttered eyes, as if worried her confession might make him run.

Clearly, they were going to have to sit down and have a discussion on what it meant to be mates. As far as he was concerned, everything was exactly as it should be. 

Jace’s gray-green eyes met her eyes head-on, looking more triumphant than anything, as he touched his forehead to hers and softly said, “No, not crazy at all.”

Her eyes softened. “I hear they’re married now. And you know what? I hope they are happy. I truly do. Because, if it weren’t for them, I wouldn’t be here with you.”

Chapter 8 – The Storm

Jace was still feeling pretty damn good a couple of hours later ... until he answered the door and came face to face with his uncle. 

Amos had a look on his face that Jace had never seen before, at least not directed at him. A cross between anger and disappointment. Jace couldn’t fathom what was behind it. His day thus far had consisted of a lazy morning spent with Dani in his arms, snuggling and catching a few more hours of sleep. Amos couldn’t be pissed at that, not when Jace had confirmed that Dani was his mate.

“Is Dani home safe?” Amos asked gruffly, his words unnaturally clipped.

Jace nodded. “I took her home a little over an hour ago. Why? What’s going on?”

Amos’s jaw clenched. “Seen Amanda lately?”

Jace’s sense of Zen evaporated rapidly. “Not intentionally. I spotted her at the fair last night, but avoided her. Why?”

“Well, she saw you, Jace. You and Dani.”

“So?” he asked, a sense of dread pooling in his stomach. When Amanda’s name entered a conversation, it usually wasn’t a good thing. 

“She came by earlier ... when Dani was still here.” 

Jace’s face paled. “Amanda was here?”

Amos nodded. “I intercepted her before she made it all the way around back. Told her that you weren’t here; that I sent you up to Rockford to pick up some custom panels.”

“Thanks, Amos. Does she know who Dani is?” Making his life miserable was one thing, but he wouldn’t stand for Amanda targeting Dani or her aunt.

“Didn’t seem to. She was asking me a lot of questions about the woman you were with. I didn’t tell her anything, but it won’t take her long to find out. This town’s not that big, and Amanda is a woman on a mission.”

“I’ll go talk to her after I grab a quick shower. I will take care of this, Amos.”

“Ain’t gonna be that easy, son. Amanda’s saying she’s carrying your baby.”

“She’s what!”

Amos sighed a sad, weary sigh, suddenly looking ten years older. “She says you got her pregnant. Any chance that’s true?”

Jace shook his head in denial. They had only been together a few times, and he had used a condom each time. Except ... Except for the night three months ago when he had told her they were through. She had caused such a scene that he ended up going out and getting drunk, only to wake up naked in the back of his truck. He didn’t remember any of it, but she had told him they’d had epic breakup sex ...

Jace felt like he was going to be sick. He dropped into the nearest chair and held his head in his hands. “This can’t be happening.”

“I’ll take that as a yes.”

“Ah, fuck, Amos. I was drunk. She said we did, but I can’t remember ...”

Amos was so quiet that Jace thought he might have left. It startled him when the older man spoke, slowly and clearly. “So, she could be lying?”

Jace looked at him, stunned. Would she really stoop that low?

The answer was a sinking feeling in his gut. Yes, she would.

Amos sat down across from him. “Why don’t you tell me what you do remember from that night and maybe we can make some sense out of it together?”

His uncle’s words offered hope. In addition to being a hell of a good man, Amos was a cunning and clever wolf. There was no one Jace would rather have on his side if Amanda was orchestrating some elaborate deception, which unfortunately, was exactly something Amanda would do if she thought it would get her what she wanted. 

Jace began by telling Amos how he had taken Amanda out to a quiet, out-of-the-way restaurant to end things between them. How she had gotten so upset she started causing a scene right there at the restaurant until they had been asked to leave.

“Did you take her home?”

“No, we drove separately. I got in the truck and took off the minute I saw she was safely inside her car. I drove up the mountain, went for a run, then ended up at Tommy’s.”

“Would she have known where to find you?”

Jace frowned. Tommy’s was a shifter bar, but not the kind of place Amanda would frequent. “Maybe.”

“Break it down for me.”

“Uh ... let’s see. I needed to blow off some steam, so I went to the trails and let my wolf take over. I ran for an hour or so, I guess. Then I drove up to Tommy’s, ordered a beer and a shot, and told him to keep them coming. It was during March Madness. I remember watching some of the Sweet Sixteen on the flat screen.” His expression grew darker. “Next thing I remember, I was waking up in the back of the truck with Amanda.”

Amos nodded, as if it was what he had expected. “Do you remember who bartended that night?”

“Yeah, it was Tommy, the owner. We were talking about our Harleys during the commercials. He got his about the same time I got mine.”

“Do you happen to have a picture of Amanda?”

Jace shook his head. “No. But I bet she has plenty of selfies on her social media accounts.”

Amos stood up. “Go grab a shower. You smell like coconuts, for shit’s sake. Then you and I are going to pay a visit to Tommy Saunders.”

“What are you thinking? That Amanda followed me up there and set me up?”

Amos’s face was grim. “That’s exactly what I think.”

* * *

Dani hummed to herself as she cleaned, the happiness bubbling inside spilling out. She polished, swept, and vacuumed with a grin on her face. 

She felt bad about making her aunt worry. Bess couldn’t stay upset with her for long, though, once she saw how happy Dani was.

It was late afternoon when the doorbell rang. Bess was out back, planting more flowers around her new gazebo, while Dani was in the now sparkling kitchen, cutting up fresh fruit from the local farmer’s market for a salad. 

Grabbing a towel to wipe the juice from her hands, she went to answer the door.

“Can I help you?” Dani asked. 

The woman at the door wore a designer summer dress and had a matching wide brimmed hat, shoes, and bag. She was several inches taller than Dani with dark hair cut into a stylish pixie. 

The visitor studied her for a minute before answering, “I am looking for Danielle Evans.” She spoke the name like it left a bad taste in her mouth.

“I’m Dani Evans.” 

The woman reached up to push her designer sunglasses down her nose, making her eyes visible over the top. 

If the lean, toned muscles hadn’t tipped Dani off, the predatory eyes would have. This woman was a shifter. But, unlike most of the preternaturals Dani had met, there was nothing warm or friendly about her. In fact, this woman had some of the coldest eyes Dani had ever seen.

However, that was no excuse to forget her manners. 

“Please, won’t you come in?”

The woman took a few steps forward, while Dani closed the door behind her.

“Can I offer you some iced tea or something?”

The woman spun around as if she were walking a catwalk. “Let’s get right to it, shall we?” She gave a little smile, revealing sharp, white teeth. “Stay away from Jace Stevens.”

Dani blinked, all vestige of polite propriety evaporating quickly. “I beg your pardon?”

“Are you deaf, as well as stupid?”

What! “I’m sorry. You are ...?”

“Amanda Gianelli, Jace’s fiancée. His pregnant fiancée.”

To her credit, Dani kept her expression relatively neutral. Inside, her heart stuttered, and her lungs had trouble inflating. The roar in her ears sounded like a freight train was barreling through her mind. This couldn’t be happening. Not again. 

“That’s right,” Amanda said with an evil smile. “Guess Jace forgot to mention that last night, didn’t he? Well, let me fill you in, sweetheart. He’s mine.”

“Dani, did I hear the doorbell?” Bess came in from the backyard. She took one look at Dani’s face, then turned to Amanda. Her normally friendly features hardened. 

“What are you doing here, Amanda?” Bess asked, her voice frosty. 

“Leaving,” Amanda answered with a smirk. “I’ve said all I have to say. I’ll see myself out.” Pausing by Dani, she said cruelly, “Don’t feel too bad. You’re not the only one he’s played with. But he always comes back to me.”

Dani held back the urge to beat that condescending tone right out of her. Instead, she said, “Hmm. I guess you’re not enough woman for him if he has to keep going elsewhere.”

Amanda’s eyes hardened into spheres of black glass, before she grinned again and spoke low enough for only Dani to hear. “Cute. The human has teeth. But don’t believe for one second a man like Jace is going to choose a pathetic human over his own kind, especially not when he’s giving the pack Alpha his first grandchild.”

Before she could respond, Bess stepped in front of Dani. “If you are having trouble finding the door, I’ll be glad to help you.” 

Amanda’s eyes flashed in warning, but she lifted her chin and left without another word.

The minute Amanda was out of the house, Dani exhaled with a whoosh and grabbed the counter when her knees felt like they were going to give out. 

Bess was at her side in a minute. “That is the nastiest piece of work I’ve ever come across, no matter how pretty the packaging. What did she say to you?”

Dani couldn’t answer at first; her brain was railing against the words. She took a few deep breaths, waving away the glass of ice water Bess held out to her. If she put anything in her stomach right now, it would make a sudden reappearance.

“She said ... She said that she was Jace’s fiancée.”

“Oh, honey, don’t listen to her. It’s just sour grapes. Jace ended things with her months ago, but she doesn’t want to let go.” Bess snorted. “Just because her daddy’s the local Alpha, she thinks she’s entitled to whatever she wants. And she’s made it no secret that she wants Jace. She’s not going to get him, though,” Bess said firmly. 

Dani looked at her aunt as the tears started to fall. She wiped them away impatiently. “She also said she’s carrying Jace’s baby.”

Bess’s fierce look of determination faded into a blank expression as she sank down onto the counter stool next to Dani. “Oh, my.” 

The spacious, airy kitchen suddenly felt claustrophobic. Dani felt if she didn’t get up and get out right now, she was going to throw up, pass out, or both. 

“I’m going for a walk.”

“Good idea. Some fresh air will help. I’ll go with you.”

“No, Aunt Bess, I need some time alone to process this, okay?”

Bess smoothed the hair away from Dani’s face in a motherly gesture. “Sure, hon, I understand. Take your cell phone this time, okay?”

“Okay, I will. Thanks.”

“Dani, you have to talk to Jace about this.”

Dani nodded. She would, but she needed to get herself together first. Memories of a similar situation not all that long ago rushed forward, flooding her thoughts: Her best friend’s face when she broke down and confessed she was pregnant with Todd’s baby. Todd’s guilty but unrepentant expression when Dani confronted him. The complete shock and embarrassment she had felt when she realized they had been having an affair right under her nose. The shame of discovering that, not long after she had given Todd her virginity, he had turned to Gina.

She felt that same dizzy, hollow feeling right now.

“I will, but I can’t right now, Aunt Bess.” Dani pushed through the back screen door before Bess could say any more.

Chapter 9 – What a Tangled Web

Tommy recognized the picture of Amanda immediately. “Yeah, she’s the Alpha’s brat. Came in a couple of months ago. A woman like that sticks out, you know?”

“Did she say anything? Do anything?”

Tommy’s face became thoughtful. “She walked around like she was looking for someone. You must’ve hit the head or something, because you weren’t around. I asked if she was lost, and she just smiled and said she guessed she was.”

“And then what?”

“Then nothing. She left.”

“Did you happen to notice if she was anywhere near where I was sitting?”

“Yeah, now that you mention it. Plenty of empty seats at the bar that night, but she seemed interested in the one where you’d left your jacket.”

“What about me? Do you remember me saying or doing anything out of the ordinary?”

“You were pissed-off, I knew that. Worked your way through more shots than usual. Don’t think I’ve ever seen you that wasted. After a while, you handed me your keys and said you were going to sleep it off in the back of your truck.”

“Thanks, Tom.”

“Don’t mention it.”

“This whole thing smells like a setup,” Amos said as they headed back toward town, pulling out his cell phone. “Amanda could have easily slipped something into your drink, then waited for you in your truck. Ah, dammit, I forgot to turn this damn thing on. Uh-oh, Bess left me a couple of messages.”

“What now?” Jace asked as Amos listened, his face getting angrier with each passing second.

“Forget Amanda right now. Swing by Bess’s place first.”

“What the hell happened, Amos?”

Amos’s face was grim. “Amanda paid Dani a visit today and told her she’s carrying your kid. Dani went out for a walk, and Bess hasn’t seen her since.”

“Son of a bitch.” Jace pushed down on the accelerator as they sped back toward town.

* * *

Dani had no idea how long she had been walking. One foot just fell in front of the other while her mind churned, trying to wrap itself around the events of the last twenty-four hours. Was it only this morning that she had naively thought how perfect her life was? 

She had been hurt when she found out about her ex and her best friend, but hadn’t she also felt some measure of relief? The kind that comes with the knowledge that you narrowly avoided something tragic?

Marrying Todd would have been tragic. He was nice, handsome, and he had a good job. He treated her well—well, except for the sleeping with her friend part. They would have been content together, but never happy. Dani hadn’t known what true happiness was until she met Jace.

She knew it was crazy to feel so strongly about someone in such a short amount of time, but there it was. People could scoff at the concept of love at first sight; she might have joined in if she hadn’t experienced it for herself. Yet, here she was. 

Losing Todd had opened new doors for her heart. Losing Jace would lock her heart in a dungeon for the rest of her life.

Believe in him. Fight for him, a tiny voice inside her heart told her.

Another voice, the much-stronger voice of self-doubt, whispered in her head, What if Amanda is right? She is his kind; you’re not. Oh, and let’s not forget that she says she’s pregnant ... with Jace’s baby. 

Even if Jace had tried to end things with Amanda, he was still a member of the Kenner’s Mills pack. While Dani didn’t have an in-depth knowledge of pack hierarchy, she knew enough to know that the Alpha was at the top of it and had the power to make life difficult for Jace.

Unless Jace decided to pack up and leave, Amanda, and their child, would always be a part of his life. Could she deal with that?

Dani put her hand on her own belly. What if Jace had gotten her pregnant? They hadn’t used any protection. Even now, she couldn’t regret it. What would be the worst that could happen? That Jace would leave her with a part of him?

As devastating as Amanda’s bombshell was, Dani couldn’t really be angry with Jace. It wasn’t like he had willingly betrayed her, as Todd had. Jace hadn’t even known her until a few weeks ago. What did she expect? That a gorgeous, sexy man like him would have been waiting chastely on the sidelines for her to come along? The very idea was ridiculous. But it still hurt.

Dani found herself at the fairgrounds, now strangely empty except for the occasional piece of trash, but even most of that had been cleaned up. Twenty-four hours ago, this place had been filled with stands, people, lights, rides, games. Twenty-four hours ago, she had walked this same path, hand in hand with Jace, feeling on top of the world. Now her heart felt as empty and worn as the trodden grass all around her.

Dani looked out over the lake. In the twilight, she could see the floating platform where they had launched the fireworks bobbing in the light swells. She tried to remember the angle from which they had viewed them with the lights of the fair in the background and cast her gaze along the mountainside. 

There! If she looked really hard, she could see the tiniest indication of a clearing about halfway up, barely visible from where she now stood. It would have been impossible to see had she not known what she was looking for. 

Dani turned and headed in that direction. Her legs were tired, but she still had a lot of thinking to do. Maybe things would appear clearer from there.

* * *

“Try her cell again,” Jace said as he paced back and forth in Bess’s kitchen. 

Bess patiently hit the redial, disconnecting when it went immediately to voicemail. She shook her head in answer to Jace’s hopeful gaze. 

He and Amos had filled Bess in on everything they had found out, and Bess had shared some information of her own.

“Amanda is pregnant,” she had told them, refusing to say exactly how she knew that. If Bess said something was true, it was. She had lived there her entire life and knew everyone in town. If she needed information, there was no shortage of people willing to provide it. 

As each hour passed, Jace became increasingly convinced that Amanda had set up this whole elaborate plan with the intent of forcing him into marriage. The question was: why? 

Amanda’s family was practically royalty in Kenner’s Mills and the surrounding community. Descended from those who had settled the area centuries earlier, they were wealthy and influential. What could she hope to gain by setting her sights on him?

Not for one minute did he believe she was in love with him. Beyond physical attraction, there was nothing there, other than possibly bragging rights and a chance to rebel against her powerful father. That, and the fact she didn’t like to be told “no.” Jace couldn’t help wondering if anyone had ever actually denied the spoiled princess anything. 

Was that enough motivation to go through all this? She couldn’t possibly believe they would have a happy future together. Did she think telling everyone she was carrying his baby was going to change that? 

If anything, it made him realize just how unappealing she was. The fact that she had gone out of her way to tell Dani before him further suggested that Amanda’s primary goal was not to win his heart, but to hurt him and/or Dani. In that respect, Amanda had succeeded.

With each hour they didn’t hear from Dani, Jace grew increasingly worried. He was going to confront Amanda and put an end to this shit, but not until he knew Dani was safe.

“I can’t lose her, Amos,” Jace said. 

“Did you check the senior center? The diner?” Amos asked again for the dozenth time.

“Yes,” Bess said wearily. “I don’t know where else she could have gone. Last night was the first time she had gone out since she’s been here.”

Something sparked in Jace’s brain. “Amos, I have an idea. Stay here with Bess and call me immediately if you hear from her.”

Before either Amos or Bess could respond, Jace was out the door, climbing into the truck and racing away down the street. 

Amos put his arm around Bess. “Never seen a boy so in love.”

Bess leaned into him. “You should have seen Dani. I swear I heard her heart break all the way out in the backyard. We have to help them, Amos.”

Amos nodded and pulled her closer. “We will, Bess. She’s his mate. He’s not going to let her go.”

* * *

Jace parked the truck at the base of the mountain. As soon as he was out of sight, he undressed, stuffed his clothes into the small bag he had brought with him, and shifted into his wolf form. After slipping the pack around his neck, he put his nose to the ground, immediately picking up her scent. He scaled the path they had taken the night before, moving faster on four feet than he could have on two.

The light was fading fast, especially among the tall evergreens that surrounded the tiny clearing. When he saw Dani sitting on the rock looking out over the lake, he nearly howled with relief. Not wanting to scare her since he had yet to show her his wolf, he shifted back into his human form and dressed before revealing himself. 

“Dani.”

She didn’t turn around, didn’t give any indication that she had heard him, but he caught the shadowy movement of her wiping her face with the back of her hand. 

He covered the distance between them in a few long strides. Even in the shadows, he could see the shine of tears on her cheeks. 

“I am so sorry,” he said, knowing how woefully inadequate it was.

“Did you ask her to marry you?” she asked quietly, her voice thick from crying.

“No,” he answered honestly.

“Is Amanda pregnant?” 

“Yes.” He heard the slight hitch in her breath.

“Is it your baby?”

“I don’t think so.”

A choked sob came from her throat. “You don’t think so?” Dani subconsciously put her hand on her belly protectively. The movement was not lost on Jace. He knew what she was thinking, and it was ripping him apart inside. 

“It’s ... complicated.” 

Dani simply nodded wearily. “That’s what Todd said, too.”

“Don’t compare me to him,” Jace growled. “It’s not the same thing.”

“I know,” she agreed softly. “But I need time to process this, and I’d rather do it alone. I can’t think with you this close, Jace. Please.”

When he remained exactly where he was, she said, “Did you hear me? I asked you to go.” 

“I heard you, but I’m not leaving you up here alone. It’ll be dark soon.”

“Why not? Are you afraid someone will come along and take advantage of me?” 

Her words sliced through him like sharp blades. He felt the pain seconds after her actual strike. He clenched his teeth, willing his beast to stay back. 

“Is that what you think? That I took advantage of you? Because I remember things differently. You were right there with me, Dani. You wanted it every bit as much as I did.”

* * *

Dani wanted to be angry with him, but the truth was, he was right. She had been right there with him. She had wanted it as much as he had. She still did.

It wasn’t fair, she knew, but dammit, she was hurting and angry, not even at him, really, but at the whole situation. What did the universe have against her, anyway?

She stood up, looking down at the lake below. It looked so beautiful, so peaceful, dark and cool in the last rays of the sunshine. Jace had told her how he and his brothers used to dive from this very rock whenever they came out to visit their uncle. 

How wonderful would it feel to just throw herself into the water? To simply leap into the air, become free and weightless, then slice through the cool, spring fed waters? To leave everything behind—all the pain, the ache, Jace—if only for a few brief moments? 

“Don’t even think about it,” Jace warned. She heard the uncertainty, the warning in his voice. Did he know what she was thinking? Was he so attuned to her that he could sense it?

“Go home, Jace.”

“We both know that’s not going to happen. Look, I get that you don’t want to talk to me right now, even though that’s exactly what we should be doing. But I’m willing to give you some time ... on one condition.”

“What’s that?”

“Let me take you back to Bess’s, where I know you’ll be safe. Then I’ll leave until you’re ready to talk to me.”

The skies rumbled overhead with the promise of an approaching storm. While it matched her mood, the thought of making the long walk back to her aunt’s in the rain wasn’t a pleasant one.

She nodded. “All right.”

* * *

Breathing a sigh of relief, Jace walked Dani down the path and to his truck. By the time they pulled into Bess’s driveway, the wind had picked up and the first fat drops had already begun to fall. 

He walked her to the door, jamming his hands into his pockets to keep from pulling her into his arms. Instead, Bess put her arm around Dani’s shoulders and the two of them walked up the steps. Dani didn’t spare him a backward glance.

“It’ll all work out, son,” Amos said, clamping a hand down on Jace’s shoulder. “Give her some time. Neither one of you are up for this right now. I promise you, she’s in good hands.”

Jace knew Amos was right, but he didn’t want to leave. At least he knew where she was now, that she was safe, and that Bess would take care of her until he could do so himself. Until then, he was going to straighten this mess out.

Chapter 10 – Just When You Thought Things Couldn’t Get Any Worse

After a day and a half of moping, Dani really didn’t feel like heading to the senior center for her afternoon class. She had barely slept a wink all night, her tortured thoughts refusing to give her any peace. 

The storm had raged throughout the night, each strike of lightning searing her heart, the howling horizontal winds a stark reminder of just how quickly a beautiful day could turn into a nightmare.

Bess kept coming in to check on her and see if she wanted to talk. Dani appreciated the effort, but she had grown up without a mom and had learned early on how to internalize her emotions and deal them on her own. Her father and her brother loved her without a doubt, but they were typical guys. Discussing feelings and matters of the heart was not their forte, and early attempts to do so in her adolescent years had just made things uncomfortable for everyone.

Dani heard Bess on the phone once or twice with Amos, sure that she was giving him updates. She was touched that they cared so much, but this was something she had to work through herself. They couldn’t tell her the things she really needed to know, like whether or not she had been a naive fool for allowing herself to fall so hard and fast for Jace, or whether or not this sudden and brilliant passion between them could stand the test of time. And, assuming it could, could she see herself standing by Jace’s side with Amanda and their child on the other?

Around noon, she forced herself out of bed, showered, and dressed. As she reached the bottom of the steps, Bess was just hanging up the phone. 

“Class has been cancelled,” Bess said, her lips curving down into a frown.

“Cancelled?” 

Bess nodded. “That was the director at the senior center. She said they’ve decided not to continue with your classes.”

“Oh.” Dani didn’t know what else to say, so she turned around and walked back up the steps.

In her room, she slipped out of her clothes and crawled back into bed, staring at the wall until an exhausted, dreamless sleep finally took her.

A few days later, the official rejection notice from the local school district arrived, informing Dani that they would not be calling her in for a follow-up interview, after all. It was the first of several delivered by the postman that week. 

One week turned into two. Then three. She missed Jace terribly. 

He had kept his word; he hadn’t tried to contact her once while she tried to sort things out. Was he suffering as much as she was?

Things had happened so quickly with Jace. It was hard to believe she could feel so much so quickly, and after what happened with Todd, she wanted to be sure.

Dani slipped down to the kitchen one afternoon for a bottle of water and overheard Bess and Amos on the deck. 

“I know that little witch is behind it,” Bess was telling Amos angrily. “Her father is on the school board and he’s a member of the board at the senior center. I bet he’s the one who put a stop to Dani’s classes.”

Amos grunted in agreement. “That’s not all of it. Jace has received three more job offers this week, all promising two to three times their original salary offer.” 

“How is he doing?”

“Not good,” Amos said truthfully. “He confronted Amanda. She insists the baby is his. Says if he doesn’t marry her, she’s considering terminating the pregnancy, because it would bring shame to the pack.”

“Oh, Amos,” Bess cried. “How could she even think of such a thing?”

“It’s got Jace beside himself. Doesn’t give a lick for Amanda, but can’t bear the thought of what she’s talking about, especially if it is his child.”

“So, it might actually be his?”

“Jace doesn’t think so, but he’s not willing to take that chance, and I can’t blame him. How’s Dani?”

“The same,” Bess admitted with a sigh. “She’s making herself sick. I heard her throwing up in the bathroom this morning. And yesterday, she asked me to mail a stack of resumes for her, but the addresses weren’t close by. I’m worried, Amos.”

Amos blew out a breath. “I’ve offered Jace a full partnership in the business.”

“That’s wonderful! He’s accepted, of course.”

“No, he hasn’t,” Amos said worriedly. “He’s actually considering one of those jobs in the city. Said it’ll be easier if he has to support a child.”

“Amanda’s family has more than enough money for that.”

“It’s more than the money, Bess. It’s about pride and taking care of your own. No shifter worth his salt would allow anything less.”

Bess looked ashamed. “I’m sorry, Amos. I know that. And so does Amanda, which is no doubt why she’s doing it. Oh, Amos,” she said, leaning into him. “What are we going to do?”

Dani turned and walked silently back to her room. Minutes later, she stared unseeingly out the window as she tore the thin cardboard box into tiny pieces until it was impossible to tell what it had been. The little white stick was snapped, wrapped in toilet paper, and stuffed inside a paper cup. 

There was no more guessing, no more waiting. Dani was pregnant. 

“Mr. Stevens?” 

Amos and Bess both started as Dani called to him from the stairs. Amos had his hand on the door, ready to leave.

“Dani!” Bess exclaimed, rushing to her side. “Are you feeling better, sweetheart? Can I get you anything?” 

“I’m fine, Aunt Bess,” she said with a weak smile. “I really need to talk to Jace. Can you give me a ride, Mr. Stevens?”

“Of course.”

Dani fidgeted during the short ride over, trying to work out exactly what she was going to say. By the time they arrived, she still hadn’t quite figured it out. She decided to just tell him and take it from there. 

Her heart pounding, she knocked on the door to Jace’s apartment over the garage. It nearly stopped completely when he answered the door, looking every bit as miserable as she was. 

Scruff covered his strong jaw, and his handsome features were haggard and weary, as if he hadn’t been sleeping well, either.

“May I come in?” she asked quietly.

Jace wasted no time. He wrapped his arms around her and held her as if he had never expected to do so again. 

Warmth flooded through her. She had missed this so much. Missed him. 

“Jace, we need to talk.” 

“Yes, but later. Right now, I need to hold you.” 

The moment his lips touched hers, she melted into his arms. 

He scooped her up and held her against his chest, kicking the door shut before turning toward his bedroom. Dani wanted to tell him to stop, that they needed to sit down and talk, but she wanted this more. Wanted to feel his strong arms around her, wanted to feel him moving inside her, telling her without words that everything was going to be all right. That they would find a way to work through this together. 

Jace carried her to the bedroom, never losing contact with her mouth. Clothes were discarded rapidly; everything else forgotten as they reached for the haven they found in each other. 

Dani tensed as her climax began to overtake her, letting herself get carried away in the perfect storm of their passion. Jace was close, too; she could feel it in the urgency of his strokes. She took him deeper, craving the feel of his release within her, knowing that it would sate her as nothing else could. 

Words were cheap. This was what she needed. She needed to know that he loved her, needed to feel it with every cell in her body. 

Just as she was about to topple over the crest, Jace cursed and pulled out. She felt his sudden absence keenly, her orgasm fizzling as she felt his release hit the inside of her thighs. 

Confused, she sought his eyes. Dark, tormented gray-green eyes filled with regret.

And then she knew. Jace didn’t want to release within her. He didn’t want to make another mistake. If only he knew it was too late for that.

Even though the rational part of her understood, the rational part wasn’t in control. There was nothing rational about what she felt, or this insane connection between them. She was a woman in love with a shifter. He was part of a world she could never be in. 

Her heart cracked and bled as a tear slipped unbidden from her eye. 

Jace collapsed next to her, spooning her tightly against him. She was glad he couldn’t see her face. 

She squeezed her eyes shut, willing the tears away until later, when she could cry alone. 

She had come over to tell him about the test she had taken earlier that morning, but her shaky courage fled her now. She should have told him before they ended up in bed. Before she knew that things had irrevocably changed between them, after all, when she believed they had a chance of weathering the storm together. 

“I missed you so much,” Jace whispered behind her.

“I missed you, too,” she said, her voice remarkably calm. Inside, she was screaming in rage and fury and grief.

Jace reached around her, cupping her sex, his fingers moving skillfully. 

Dani put her hand over his, stopping him.

“Let me finish,” he said, his voice a soft growl. 

“I’m finished,” she said. 

“Dani, I’m sorry.” He exhaled, leaning his head against hers. “I was trying to keep things from getting even more complicated.” 

More complicated? Dani almost laughed. He had no idea.

“I understand.” And she did. Somewhere between that night on the mountain and now, reality had poked its ugly head in on their romantic, fairy tale bubble. Passion had been overridden by practicality and caution.

After all of her soul-searching and looking at things from every possible angle, she had decided to believe what her heart told her: that she was Jace’s chosen mate. She even had the faint bite marks on her skin. But, once again, a heavy, dark shadow of doubt loomed over her.

His arm tightened around her as she tried to move away. “Dani, what’s going on?”

“Nothing,” she lied, surprised at how easily it came to her. Maybe because she felt like everything inside her had died. She was empty. Hollow. “I need to use the bathroom.”

“Look at me.”

She resisted the pull of his fingers against her chin. She couldn’t look at him, not now. He would read everything in her eyes. 

“I need to get cleaned up,” she said, twisting out of his grasp and padding quietly into the bathroom.

The moment the door closed behind her, she began to cry. Dani turned on the water to cover the sounds as she tried to choke back the tears. Nausea once again rose up in her stomach, sudden and strong. She went to her knees in front of the toilet just in time.

“Dani, open this door,” Jace demanded. 

Dani ignored him, riding out the last of the waves of sickness. Then she pulled herself to her feet, washed her face, gargled with some mouthwash, and proceeded to clean the last remains of Jace’s release from her thighs and sex.

“Open the goddamn door!” Jace pounded again, pushing the door dangerously close to separating from the frame. 

Dani took a deep breath and opened the door.

Jace’s face was a mixture of worry and frustration. “What the hell is going on, Dani?” 

“I’m not feeling well.” 

“I can see that,” he said, his voice gentler as he smoothed the hair away from her face. “What can I do?”

“Call Bess. Ask her to come pick me up.” 

Jace was shaking his head before she even got the words out. 

Another wave of nausea bubbled-up, and she dashed back to the commode. This time, Jace was right behind her, holding her hair, rubbing her back. It felt far too good. 

Even now, she wanted to lean into his touch, let him comfort her and chase all the bad away. 

But she couldn’t. She had to be strong. 

“How long have you been sick?” he asked quietly. 

Dani saw the unspoken question in his eyes. He was piecing it together, she could tell. 

“Since about two hours after I ate those chili-cheese fries at the diner last night,” she lied. “I ... I haven’t been eating much, and my stomach wasn’t prepared for it. I’ll be fine once I get all the grease out of my system.” 

Jace narrowed his eyes. He knew her too well. She had to leave before she blurted out the truth. 

“Do you have some crackers?” she asked. “Some ginger ale maybe?” 

Jace nodded, still unconvinced but eager to do anything to help. “Yeah. I’ll be right back.” 

In the few minutes he was in the kitchen, Dani called Bess and asked her to come pick her up. Then she dressed and put herself back together as best she could. By the time Bess knocked on his door, she felt almost normal, except for the huge monster sitting on her chest, making each breath a painful exercise.

“Who the hell is that?” Jace grumbled, surprised when he found Bess at the door. Dani was right behind him, ready to go. 

Bess looked from one to the other. “You ready, hon?” she asked carefully.

“Yeah, thanks.” She tried to step past Jace when he grabbed her hand.

“Dani, don’t go.” It was all there in his eyes. Stay, they said.

“Goodbye, Jace.” She pulled her hand from his and walked past Bess. She did not look back.

Chapter 11 – A Ray of Hope

“So, you’re leaving, huh?” Tiny leaned his huge arms against the counter, his dark eyes boring deeply into hers. 

The nickname was an oxymoron. The diner’s cook/owner was huge and built like a professional linebacker for the NFL. 

It was three a.m., and the diner was empty except for the two of them.

“Yeah. It’s time.” Dani had been giving it a lot of thought, weighing her options. It hadn’t been an easy decision, not by any means, but after what had happened at Jace’s, she thought it best to go away for a little while, if not permanently. 

Tiny continued to stare. 

“Don’t look at me like that,” Dani squirmed, self-consciously smoothing the front of her uniform. 

“You’re leaving me high and dry why, exactly?”

“You’ll find someone easy enough,” Dani said, avoiding his question.

“Want me to kill him for you?” Tiny asked casually, as if he were asking her if she wanted toast with her omelet, the ever-present toothpick in his mouth shifting. 

Rumor had it that Tiny had been in some sort of special forces unit before he bought the diner two years ago. At six-five and two hundred and fifty pounds of solid muscle, he was scary enough. But his eyes were even scarier. Strangely, though, Dani had never felt afraid of him. Maybe that was why she was one of the only people he talked to on a regular basis. He only appeared at night, and usually stayed in the back, letting others work directly with the customers.

She smiled and shook her head. “It’s not just him,” she told him, receiving a snort in response. “No, really. The district rejected my applications.”

“So? Apply somewhere else.”

“I did. To every school within an hour’s commute. Same thing. And I lost my part-time position at the senior center.” 

“You still have a job here,” he pointed out. “I can give you extra hours.”

“This was only supposed to be a temporary thing until I got a full-time job,” she reminded him. 

Her degree was in Education. Good teaching jobs were hard to come by under normal circumstances, and she had been adamant about not being a total mooch on her aunt while she looked for a position, which was why she had picked up the night shift at the diner. It was now clear, however, that there was more to that stack of rejections than bad luck or poor timing.

Amanda wanted Dani out of the picture, and her family’s reach was long enough to ensure that she wouldn’t get as much as an interview in Kenner’s Mills, or any of the surrounding districts.

She also suspected that there was plenty of pressure on Tiny to let her go, just like there had been at the senior center. 

“I know you’ve been standing up for me, Tiny. Thank you.” 

His eyes flickered only slightly, but it was enough for her to know that she was right.

“Fuck them,” he rumbled with a shrug, making Dani smile. “I don’t answer to anyone. You’re a damn good waitress and a good person, and the decent folk in this town know that. The ones who don’t have their heads up their asses, anyway.” 

Dani put her hand on his arm. “Thanks,” she said gratefully. He had no idea how much his words meant to her. Unfortunately, they weren’t enough. 

Everyone around her was suffering. Even Amos was feeling the pinch. She had overheard him telling Bess that several jobs he had had lined up with some of the wealthier families had recently been cancelled or postponed indefinitely. She saw it for what it was: a deliberate attempt to pressure Jace right into Amanda’s claws. 

Had it just been her, she would have stayed and fought, but it wasn’t. She had a child to think about now. No one knew, and no one could know, not yet. She didn’t want to put any more pressure on Jace, and she couldn’t bear the thought of him thinking of her and their child as simply another responsibility. 

No, Jace had to make his decisions without that knowledge. What was that saying? If you love something, set it free? Well, she did love Jace, and this was her way of setting him free. Hopefully, he came back to her. If he didn’t ... 

She didn’t want to think about that. However, she couldn’t just sit around, either. She needed a job, and a pregnancy wasn’t going to be something she could hide for much longer. There were doctor appointments to think of, preparations to be made. That kind of thing wouldn’t be kept a secret in a town the size of this one. Not to mention, her small frame wouldn’t be able to conceal a growing baby bump for long.

“So, what will you do?”

“I applied for some cyber-schooling positions”—she sighed—“and got a few hits.”

“Cyber schooling?”

“Yeah. Teaching online instead of traditional classroom. It’s something I can do from anywhere, really.”

He scratched his head. “But you’re still planning to leave?”

Dani nodded. “It’s for the best. At least until things shake out.”

“Where will you go?”

“I haven’t quite figured that part out yet,” she admitted. “I just know I can’t stay here.”

“Does he know?”

She didn’t have to ask who he was talking about. “About me leaving? No. I haven’t even told Bess yet.”

“Come on, Dani; that’s not what I’m talking about and you know it.”

“What do I know?”

“I’m from a family of nine kids. I have five sisters and a dozen nieces and nephews. You think I don’t know a pregnant woman when I see one?”

She exhaled heavily. Not telling anyone was one thing, but she wasn’t going to deny it. 

“No, he doesn’t know. No one does.”

“So, it’s like that, huh? You’re just going to run away, deal with all this on your own?”

When Dani didn’t answer, he said, “Funny. You didn’t strike me as the martyr type.”

“It’s more complicated than that.”

“Sure, it is. Sounds pretty selfish, if you ask me.”

“Well, I didn’t,” she snapped. “And I’m not doing this for me.”

“Kid should have a father, though, don’t you think?”

Dani looked into his eyes and smiled. “Are you offering?”

He grinned. “Nope. I cross a lot of lines, but messing with another man’s mate isn’t one of them. There’s only one man who can be what you and the cub need, and I’m not him. Doesn’t mean I can’t help, though.”

“Yeah?” She sniffed. On top of everything else, hormones were wreaking havoc on her already fragile emotional state. “Why would you do that?”

“Got a thing for underdogs, I guess. And unmarried, pregnant runaways. Plus, you’re kinda cute.”

This time, Dani’s smile was genuine. It felt odd since it had been a while. “All right, Sir Tiny, what’s your grand plan?”

“You just leave that to me. Just promise me you’ll stick around long enough to find out.”

“How long?”

“Not long.”

Dani thought about it. She didn’t really want to leave; it just seemed like the best option under the circumstances. If there was a chance things could work out, well, she had to take it, didn’t she?

“All right, I guess a few more weeks won’t matter.”

“That’s the spirit. Now go wipe down those menus; they’re a mess.”

* * *

“Jace.” Amos put his hand on his nephew’s shoulder. He had been sitting in the same spot for nearly twenty minutes, staring off into space. 

Jace turned expressionless eyes toward him. “What?”

“Time to call it a day, son.” 

Jace nodded, but made no move to get up. 

Amos sighed and began packing up the truck on his own. “You want a ride?”

Jace shook his head. “I’m going for a run.” Just as he had every other night. Shifting and running the steep mountain trails was the only thing keeping him from disrespecting Dani’s wishes and camping out on her doorstep until she agreed to talk to him. 

“Want some company?”

“Aren’t you going over to Bess’s?”

“Not tonight. Bess said she and Dani were going to have a girls’ night in; whatever that means.” 

A sharp pain speared through his gut at the mention of Dani’s name. He missed her, more than he ever thought possible. Each hour that went by without word was as bad—if not worse—than the last. She was his mate. They belonged together.

He understood—or, at least thought he did—why Dani had taken to relative seclusion. First, Amanda had dropped her bombshell, which had been bad enough, especially given what Dani’s ex had pulled. It wasn’t the same thing, but it must have drudged up some bad memories.

Then, when Dani had finally come to him, he had handled things poorly. He knew he had hurt her by pulling away, but that hadn’t been his intention. He had allowed this mess to come between them, and now, instead of facing it together, she had somehow gotten it in her head that she was part of the problem. 

To make matters worse, Amanda was upping her game. It wasn’t enough that she was trying to make his life miserable; she was using her family’s influence to make sure everyone supporting him was miserable, too. Jace was sure she was behind the sudden lull in Amos’s business, as well as the outrageous offers flowing in from some big-name firms, firms that her father no doubt had a paw in. 

Bess had also told Amos, who in turn had told him, about the teaching positions Dani had applied for, and how swift the rejections had come. She had lost her position at the senior center, too, leaving her only with the night shift at the diner. 

Bess was especially worried because Dani’s self-imposed deadline was drawing swiftly to a close. Apparently, Dani had told Bess that, if she didn’t find a teaching job by the end of the summer, she would have to look elsewhere.

He couldn’t let that happen. Now that he had found her, he wasn’t going to let her go, and it was about time she knew that she was the most important thing in his life. Everything else came second. But how could he do that when she refused to take his calls and had her aunt send him away every time he showed up on her doorstep?

After their run, Jace went back to his place and cleaned himself up. Another text to Dani went unanswered, as did one to Bess. He thought about heading over there, anyway, and demanding to speak to Dani, but Amos had warned against that. That was how Jace found himself in Tiny’s Diner, sitting at the counter and scowling into a cup of coffee for hours. Dani wasn’t there tonight, but this was the closest he could get to her without pissing anyone off.

The big bear shifter, Tiny, waved away the waitress openly flirting with Jace and placed a fresh, hot cup of coffee in front of him. “Why are you here, wolf?”

Jace exhaled. “Dani refuses to see me or answer my calls.”

“Maybe you should take the hint and get a fucking life.”

Jace clenched his jaw. “She is my fucking life.”

“Yeah?” Tiny said, putting glasses away noisily beneath the counter. “Try telling that to your pregnant fiancée.”

Something inside of Jace snapped. His hand shot up across the counter and grabbed Tiny’s shirt. 

When Tiny looked at Jace’s hand, then at Jace, he let Tiny go and dropped back down onto the padded counter stool. 

“You got balls, I’ll give you that,” Tiny said with grudging respect. “But you got shit for brains if you think Dani wants to watch you marry that rich bitch and raise a kid together.”

“I’m not marrying Amanda,” Jace said miserably. 

“And what about the kid? It’s yours, right?”

“Doubtful.”

Tiny raised his eyebrows. “Explain.”

“What the hell do you care?”

“About you? I don’t.” Tiny leaned his muscular forearms against the counter. “But humor me, anyway.”

Jace didn’t know why he did it. Maybe he just needed to unload. Whatever the case, he told Tiny everything. 

For his part, Tiny listened attentively, interrupting only to clarify something here and there. By the time he finished, Jace felt drained. 

He pulled out a couple of bucks to pay for the coffee, but Tiny shoved it back at him. 

“Come by tomorrow night, but make sure it’s before Dani’s shift. If she knows I’ve been letting your sorry ass hang out here, she’s likely to quit on me.”

Jace scowled. “What the hell for?” 

“Christ, you ask a lot of questions. You want your mate back or not?”

“Of course I do.”

“Then be here. Unless I find out anything you just told me is bullshit, then you better not ever show your face around here again, got it?”

Jace left the diner pissed, but for whatever reason, he found himself back the next evening, right around the dinner rush. It was busy, so Jace had to wait quite a while before Tiny came over to him. When he did, he reached into his pocket and handed Jace a slip of paper with a name and phone number.

“Kevin Jeffries?” Jace asked, turning the paper in his hand. “Who is that?”

“Someone you’ll be wanting to talk to,” Tiny said, giving Jace a meaningful look before heading back into the kitchen.

Jace had his doubts, but he was willing to try anything. 

Kevin Jeffries, it turned out, was a human who had spent several months interning for the bank Amanda’s father owned. Jace also learned that Amanda had been seeing Jeffries around the same time she had been seeing him. When Amanda’s father found her and Jeffries together in his office, in flagrante delicto, Kevin was promptly transferred to a branch office in a different state.

“How did you know?” Jace asked Tiny a few days later. 

Tiny shrugged. “I hear things. You get what you need?”

“Yeah,” Jace said, relaying the day’s events. 

He had called Jeffries and had a nice little chat. When Jeffries found out that Amanda was pregnant, he went ballistic. He met Jace at Amanda’s house, and when Amanda saw him, she broke down and confessed that she had tried to lay the blame on Jace. 

Kevin was, in fact, the father, but Amanda was angry with him for leaving her so easily and sought to punish him by naming Jace instead.

“That’s good,” Tiny said, studying his toothpick. “Never fails to amaze me how a man can’t see what’s staring him in the face.” His voice was careful and even. Too even.

“Dani’s pregnant, isn’t she?” Jace asked, already knowing the answer in his heart. 

Tiny met his eyes, but he didn’t say a word. 

Jace’s heart stopped, then nearly burst from his chest. Wonder and amazement welled up inside of him, right along with a flash of anger because she hadn’t told him. Then he remembered the last time he had seen Dani. She had come to his place, saying she needed to talk to him about something. He had never given her the chance, taking her right to his bed, instead. Then he remembered, with chest-crushing clarity, how he had said something about wanting to avoid any more “complications.” And right after that, she had rushed to the bathroom, sick. 

Because she was already pregnant.

“God, I’m such a fucking idiot!” he groaned, his head in his hands.

“No arguments here,” Tiny agreed readily. 

“That’s why she’s avoiding me, isn’t it?” 

“Took you fucking long enough,” Tiny grunted. 

“I need to see her.”

“Yeah, you do.”

Chapter 12 – You Want A Happy Ending?

Dani looked like an angel. At least, that was the first thing that came to his mind when he saw her. That and the certain knowledge that he was never letting her out of his sight again. 

At first, Bess didn’t want to let him in, but he had been smart enough to enlist his uncle’s help. Together, they convinced Bess that this had gone on long enough.

Dani sat on the old swing that hung from the branches of a huge maple tree, her legs tucked beneath her, her back to the house. The setting sun created a surreal coppery nimbus around her golden curls. Her attention was somewhere far, far away.

His heart beat wildly against in his chest as he approached on near-silent feet. 

She tensed when she finally sensed him, but she said nothing.

“Dani.” 

Tortured eyes turned his way. Gone was the healthy, rosy glow; replaced by paleness that emphasized the dark circles under her eyes and gave her a fragile quality. 

Every protective, possessive instinct he had roared to life with astonishing intensity. He had rehearsed this moment in his mind a hundred times on the drive over. How he would pour his heart out to her, explain everything, and then let her make the first move. That had been what he had planned to do, but the need to touch her was just too great. 

He reached out and stroked his fingertips lightly over her cheek. Her skin was even softer, smoother than he remembered. 

Dani sighed and leaned into his palm, covering his hand with her own. 

His carefully practiced words fled his mind, and it was his heart that spoke instead. 

“Don’t leave me again,” he said softly, his voice little more than a strangled whisper. “I can’t bear it.”

A single tear spilled onto his palm. Ever so slowly, she leaned into him, burying her face against his chest as she gripped his shirt in tight, clenched fists. 

He wrapped his arms around her and held her, kissing her hair as she began to cry in earnest. He didn’t know what to say, so he just held her, soaking in her warmth, her scent, the feel of her against him, hoping that some of his strength, his love, would find its way back into her.

“You shouldn’t have come,” she whispered thickly, holding on as if she was afraid to let go.

“There are a lot of things I shouldn’t have done,” Jace said softly. “But what is unforgivable is that I ever let you believe for one second that anything is more important to me than being with you.”

* * *

His words washed over her, nearly tearing away the last of her defenses. But she had to be strong; this wasn’t just about her anymore. 

She summoned the last of her strength and pushed away from him. “You should go.”

“I’m not going anywhere, not unless you’re coming with me.”

Dani shook her head, unsure of where her strength was coming from. She had missed him. He felt so good, so solid, so warm. She wanted to be held in his arms until the rest of the world faded away. And then, just like that, his words came back to haunt her. 

“Your life has enough complications.” 

Jace flinched as if she had slapped him. “You could never be a complication,” he said quietly. “The only time things make sense is when I’m with you.” He ran his hands through his hair, taking a step left, then right, then back again. Pacing, but no more than a step in either direction, as if afraid to put any distance at all between them.

“I’m sorry, Jace,” she said, her voice weary. “I ... I can’t help you. I have to think about the—” She stopped suddenly, realizing that she had almost said “the baby.” 

Jace froze, his eyes snapping to hers.

“—the best thing for me,” she finished hesitantly. 

His stormy gray-green eyes bore into hers, and she shifted nervously beneath his gaze. 

“I want to teach, and I can’t do that here anymore.”

“You can cyber-educate anywhere,” he said. 

Dani’s eyes narrowed. “How did you know that’s what I was going to do?” 

Jace clenched his jaw, but said nothing as she answered her own question. 

Inwardly, Dani cursed Tiny. Cursed herself for trusting him. 

She shot to her feet, her hand unconsciously resting below her navel in a protective gesture. “What else did Tiny tell you?”

Jace’s gaze was unwavering. 

A look of horror passed over her face. Jace knew. That’s why he was here. 

She took in huge gulps of air, trying to stem the nausea roiling through her stomach. 

Jace took a step toward her, concern etched across his face, but she stepped back, holding her hand up to keep him away. Fury began to replace the horror with each step backward. As quick as lightning, Dani turned and sprinted toward the house, with Jace behind her.

“Uh-oh,” Bess muttered as she observed the scene through the window, but Amos took her hand. “Stay out of this, Bess,” he said gently but firmly. 

Dani flung open the screen door, stomping through the kitchen.

“Dani!” Jace followed right after. 

“Stay away from me,” she warned, her voice low, almost a feral growl as she stormed right past Bess and Amos and headed for her room.

“Jace Stevens, I hope you know what you’re doing,” Bess said. 

Jace turned glowing eyes their way. 

“Bess, I think now is a good time to check out that new ice cream parlor you’ve been talking about,” Amos said.

“But—” 

“But nothing. She’s his mate. They need to work this out.” Amos tugged gently, leaving Jace to follow Dani up the stairs. 

“Running away from me again?” Jace asked, filling the bedroom doorway, leaning against the frame. 

Dani ignored him.

He barely had time to duck before a heavy book flew toward his head. She was reaching for something else when he crossed the room in two great strides and held her arms.

“Let me go,” she demanded.

“No.” 

Dani struggled against him, but it was like trying to move a mountain. In desperation, she started kicking at his shins with her bare feet. Jace growled and picked her up before sitting down on the bed and pulling her across his knee. Lifting the hem of her sundress, he revealed her tiny silk panties. 

“I didn’t want to do this, but you leave me no choice.”

“Don’t you dare,” she hissed, wriggling to get away, but he held her in place. 

One hand came down heavily on her backside with a resounding crack, followed immediately by her howl of rage.

“That was for running away from me,” he said, running his hand over her left cheek to ease some of the sting. He then raised his hand again and spanked her other side, eliciting another howl. “And that was for not telling me about my baby.” 

His large hand caressed her backside. She hated the fact that she liked it, wanted more. 

“Are you done?” she seethed through clenched teeth, no longer trying to get away. 

“Not even close,” he said, a huskiness to his voice that hadn’t been there a minute before. 

His hand fell again, but not as hard. This time, she couldn’t completely stop the moan from escaping her throat.

“What was that one for?” she asked, her voice slightly breathless.

“Because I felt like it,” he growled. He slid his hand down over her backside, between her legs. Big, thick fingers slid through her silken heat. 

He flipped her easily, lifting her so she straddled his legs, her sex pressing against his granite erection, nothing but thin layers of silk and denim keeping him from where he most wanted to be. 

She glared at him, fighting against the pull of those beautiful, powerful eyes. 

With one arm wrapped around her waist, he caged her against him. The other he tangled in her hair, cupping the back of her head. “Marry me.”

Her eyes glowed brighter with defiance. “No.”

His eyes darkened, going from gray-green to the color of a stormy sea. “Tell me you don’t love me,” he demanded.

Some of the rebelliousness faded. “No.” She couldn’t tell him that. The blatant lie would never make it past her lips.

“Then why won’t you marry me?” he growled.

“I ... I won’t keep your child from you,” she said, her voice breaking. “You don’t have to marry me.”

If she thought Jace had been angry before, she was wrong. Now he was angry. 

Nearly all expression left his face as his eyes darkened even more and his body went eerily still.

“Is that what you think?” he asked, his voice so low and quiet she could barely hear it, even from a few inches away. She could feel little tremors as his muscles twitched beneath the strain of his control. “That I only asked because I got you pregnant?”

Dani bit her lip. Was that what she believed?

Jace must have taken her silence as confirmation. He lifted her up and set her carefully on the bed before pacing the room. She watched him cautiously, wrapping her arms around herself to stave off the sudden chill she felt right down into her bones. 

Finally, he stopped moving, standing in front of the window, his back to her. “You know,” he said without turning around, “all this time, I’ve been thinking you might actually want to marry me. I had these images in my head of waking up to you every morning. Of holding you in my arms every night. Of raising a house full of kids together. Beautiful little girls who looked just like their mother. Strong healthy sons that I could ...” He shook his head, as if trying to clear the pictures. “But maybe I’ve had it all wrong. Maybe you don’t want those things. Maybe you left because that is what you wanted.”

He turned around then. “I love you, Danielle Evans. I can’t imagine my life without you in it. You are my mate. Do you have any idea what that means?” He didn’t wait for her to answer. “It means you are it for me, Dani. My perfect woman. Even if you walk away right now, I will never want another.”

He paused, taking a breath to steady himself. “Am I happy that you’re pregnant? Fuck yes. I’m ecstatic! I couldn’t love you more right now if I tried. But what I’m trying to say is, I felt that way before I knew you were pregnant, too.”

There it was, the assurance she needed. There was no mistaking the truth in his eyes or the sincerity in his voice. 

All doubt gone, Dani walked over to Jace. She laid her head on his chest and wrapped her arms around him. “You’re not wrong.” 

“About what?” he asked cautiously. 

“About all of it,” she answered. “That I want to marry you. That I want to spend the rest of my life with you. That, when we made love, I wanted all of you. Just like I do right now.”

Jace lifted her up and carried her to the bed. He began undressing her, kissing each section of bared skin, savoring her like a man who had been starving for too long. 

She ripped at his clothing, kneading into his heated flesh. Then Dani pulled him to her, cradling him between her hips. The tip of his swollen head pressed at her entrance as he took her hands in his, interlacing their fingers above her head.

“Marry me,” he breathed.

Dani looked deeply into his eyes. “Yes.” 

Jace lowered his mouth to hers as he entered her, her slick heat providing easy passage. Nothing felt as good as having him inside her, of sharing this intimate connection. It was more than a joining of bodies. It was a joining of hearts and souls, as well.

* * *

Her sheath clenched around him as he penetrated deeper, his thickness stretching her to the limit. Jace stilled, relishing the feel of her around him. This was heaven. Having his cock buried deep inside her, throbbing in aching need while she soothed his very soul. Having her give herself to him like this—totally, completely, holding nothing back—it awed him.

Slowly they began to move together. Her body undulated with his in perfectly synchronized waves. Soft moans accompanied their movements as they chased ecstasy together. There was only this, only them. The beautiful truth of it stripped everything else away.

He closed his mouth over her mating mark, shooting her instantly into climax. She cried out as he joined her, his release exploding into her with unprecedented force. 

She locked her legs around him, then pulled around his neck as she held him close as they peaked and fell as one. 

When Dani went languid, he cradled her body and lowered them to the bed, locking his arms around her to remain joined deep inside her. 

“Are you ... purring?” he asked. His own voice sounded like a low feral growl, but that was what Dani did to him. Reduced him from a man into something much more primitive.

She answered him with a moan, a stretch, and a slight flex of her nails into his skin. “Best sex ever,” she murmured against his chest. 

He laughed softly in agreement. It was the best sex ever. At least, until the next time.

When they finally made their way downstairs, the house was empty. A text from Bess confirmed that she would be spending the night at Amos’s. 

“They make a great couple, don’t you think?” Dani asked.

“Oh yeah. She’s his mate.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

“She didn’t say anything.”

“I’m not sure she knows.”

“What? Why not?”

Jace shrugged. “I’m sure Uncle Amos has his reasons. Maybe he’s not sure how she’ll react.”

“He needn’t worry about that. She’s in love with him.”

“You know that, do you?”

“Yes, I know that.” Her lips curled upward. “Takes a shifter’s mate to know one.” 

Jace growled then rewarded her with a blistering kiss before changing the subject. “So, you and I, we have some decisions to make.”

“Such as ...?”

“Well, Amos wants to make me a full partner in the business.”

She wrapped her arms around his neck. “You told him yes, of course.”

“I haven’t told him anything,” Jace said, kissing her cheek as he pulled her into his lap. “I wasn’t sure I’d be sticking around. It all depends on what you want to do.” 

She blinked up at him. “You would leave Kenner’s Mills for me?” 

“Without question,” Jace answered. “My life is with you, wherever that is. I understand if you want to leave town, given what’s happened. You want to teach, and I can get construction work anywhere.”

“But not with Amos, and not as a full partner.”

“No,” he agreed. “But what about teaching?”

She shrugged. “I’ve been thinking a lot about that. With budget cuts and concerns, more and more people are turning away from public schools, and the demand for cyber-schooling is high. Besides, I’ve been toying with the idea of opening my own dance and yoga studio. Tiny owns the building next to the diner downtown, and he’s been looking to lease the space. Bess said a lot of seniors were upset about the center’s decision to cancel classes. I think it could work.”

“If we stuck around, I could take that partnership with Amos, and you get to stay close to your aunt Bess.”

She nodded. “Exactly. And I’ve been thinking ... if Amanda doesn’t want the baby, maybe we could offer to adopt it.” 

Jace turned shocked eyes to her. He forgot that she didn’t know. 

“You would do that?”

“Well, yeah,” she said, playing with the hem of her shirt. “It might be yours, right?” She rubbed her still-flat belly. “And we’re going to have to baby-proof everything, anyway.”

Jace couldn’t believe it. He shook his head in wonder. 

“You are the most amazing woman I’ve ever met. Will you marry me?”

Dani smiled. “I thought we settled that already.”

He grinned. “So we did. But I thought Tiny would have told you.”

“Told me what?”

Jace explained how Tiny had given him Kevin Jeffries’ name and how things had fallen into place from there. 

Dani hugged him fiercely, greatly relieved. 

“So, it sounds like we’re staying?”

“Yep, we’re staying.”

Epilogue – A Quick Update

Jace and Dani were married in a very small, private ceremony in Bess’s immaculate gardens by the end of summer. The day was made all that more special when Amos proposed to Bess afterward, and she accepted.

After a one-week honeymoon in the mountains, Jace officially became a full partner in Amos’s construction business. One of their first jobs was converting the empty retail space next to Tiny’s Diner into a dance and yoga studio. Not long after applying for permits, word got out and support from the local community started pouring in. So many people signed up that Dani had a waiting list before the doors even opened.

Construction also began on a home of their own just outside of town. Jace took great delight in showing Dani the site. Twenty-five acres on the mountain that overlooked the lake, including the spot where they had watched the fireworks together the night of the county fair. 

When asked how he could afford such a prime section of land, he just smiled and said he had made a few smart investments.

Jason Matthew Stevens was born on a perfect spring day in April, all ten pounds and eight ounces of him. As Jace held his son for the first time, settling into a chair while Dani got some well-deserved rest, he whispered a silent prayer of thanks. 

Everything was exactly as it should be.
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