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      “Who do you want to dance with, Aunt Dani?”

      Dani Price glanced at her niece. Before she could answer, a voice that sent shivers from the base of her neck to her toes said, “If it’s okay with you, Wolf Girl, I’d like to dance with your aunt.”

      Mira Graywolf slithered out of her arms and gleefully declared, “Okay, Uncle Jason. You and Aunt Dani dance while I get some cake.”

      Dani swallowed nervously when Jason pulled her against him and began to move to the music. Her body instinctively adjusted, her arms embracing his shoulders, her eyelashes lowering as memories slid into her mind of the last time he held her so close. Marisa and Aidan’s wedding. Only then, she hadn’t been drinking tequila or struggling with regrets.

      You can get through this, Dani. It’s just one dance.

      She inhaled to settle her agitated senses. Big mistake. Sucking in air had brought with it his subtle scent, catapulting her into a cauldron of desire she thought she’d emptied. Instead, the chemical disarray in her body reminded her just how fast her hormones jumped into overdrive at any contact with Jason Graywolf.

      A tiny gasp, quickly swallowed, accompanied by her silent prayer he didn’t noticed the rising heat on the surface of her skin as his body slowly seduced hers toward a point of no return. She batted away the recurring thought she’d had the last time they danced—what would it be like to spend one night in his bed?

      “It’s good to see you, Dani.”

      A slight tremor surged through her when Jason’s mouth brushed her ear, and the touch and sound flowed through her the way butter moved across a heated pan, a languid sizzle melting her insides and scrambling her tequila-soaked brain. “You too,” was all she could stammer. Lust had seized control of her mind.

      “How long are you staying?”

      She managed to spill out an answer. “Tomorrow afternoon.”

      The music ended, yet when she started to disengage from his arms, Jason didn’t relax his hold as he stared down at her.

      Not now, Jason. Let’s leave this in the comfortable uncomfortable ‘it’s been nice’ zone. Please.

      “Come home with me, Dani,” he murmured. “We need to talk.”

      She lowered her gaze and shook her head. “No, what we need to do is leave things alone. We’re good.”

      “No, we’re not,” he gritted softly. “You mean too much to me to not try and mend the damage. We need privacy, and we won’t find it here. Please, Dani, please come home with me. When we’re done, I’ll drop you off at Aidan and Marisa’s.”

      He interlaced the fingers of one hand with hers and led her away from the noise and bodies on the makeshift dance floor. She didn’t resist, aware that it was a losing battle.

      Dani peered at the hand gripping hers, felt the slight pressure begging her to accept his invitation to make things right between them. Her brain succumbed to the gentle glide of his finger on her knuckles as well as to the truth he was right.

      Jason Graywolf was always going to be her Achilles’ heel, and she lifted her eyes to his face—the gorgeous jawline, the mesmerizing dark gray eyes, the mouth curved into a seductive smile. He watched her closely, his look indecipherable as he waited for her answer. She remembered the first time their gazes touched, and his sensuous lips seduced her. Maybe it was time to expose her wounds, let him know how much he hurt her.

      Maybe...just maybe, once she told him she could finally get her life back.

      Perhaps it was the tequila, or she was just tired of fighting the desire he stoked inside her, but she heard her voice softly say, “Okay.”

      Jason gave her hand a squeeze, then maneuvered them into the house, guiding her to the front door. From the corner of her eye, Dani saw her cousin coming down the staircase. Seeing Marisa’s questioning look, she flashed her a half-smile and followed Jason outside.

      They were a few feet away from the car when she hesitated. “If I go with you, Jason, it won’t be to talk. I want sex.”

      Her hands reached up and cupped his head, pulling his mouth down to hers. Her tongue slid across his bottom lip. “Can you accept that?”

      He stared at her, and she wished the walkway torches were brighter. She wanted to see his expressive gray eyes, wanted to know what he was thinking.

      “We will talk, Dani,” he stated. “We will deal with what happened between us and where we go from here.”

      His tongue pressed her lips apart and caressed them slowly before thrusting inside her mouth. She had no idea how long he licked, teased, and sucked, but with each stroke, her synapses misfired, and her ability to think, to speak, to resist fractured.

      Dani felt the taut ache and the slight wetness that came with being aroused. Had they not been standing in his parents’ driveway, she might have begged him to take her right then and there. Instead, she placed her hand against his chest, putting distance between them as she broke their kiss. The sound of ragged breathing filled the space for long seconds until Jason released her and opened the passenger door.

      Her trembling fingers gripped his hand as he helped her into the seat, then walked around to the driver’s side and got in. Jason reached over to stroke her cheek before he started the car. The soft hum of the engine was a distant noise, a reminder that once he drove through the gates, there was no turning back.

      Glancing to her right, she noticed the reflective illumination of the moonlight on the small lake that sat in the middle of the compound. Jason followed the paved road until he turned into a driveway. Along the way, they’d passed the other siblings’ houses, and she realized Jason’s was the farthest from his parents.

      She’d hoped the drive would give her time to wrench her composure into place, but it wasn’t long enough as the car reached the security gates. The gates swung open, and she swallowed nervously. Doubts about her sanity reared like a wild mustang. What was she thinking?

      Was she even thinking when she agreed to go with Jason? And that kiss? The one she started…and he finished.

      Her head jerked in his direction when the car stopped. She stared past him to the softly illuminated facade of his house. It was smaller than his parents or Aidan’s, yet it was exactly the type of house she’d imagine sharing with Jason and finding her happily ever after.

      WTF, Dani?!

      Before she could ratchet that pipe dream back into Neverland, Jason got out and walked around to her side. The door swung open, and he held out his hand. After a second of hesitation, she gripped his fingers and climbed out.

      Her heart pounded inside her chest as they walked to the front door. The silence wasn’t uncomfortable, but it also wasn’t the familiar, tranquil quiet that once existed between them. Jason unlocked the door and stepped inside to disarm the security system. The lights came on once they were inside the house, and the security system rearmed itself when he closed the door.

      He looked at her and sheepishly said, “The code is your birthday.”

      She stared at him. “Jason. Maybe we—”

      A hint of a smile creased his lips, and his finger shushed her. “We will talk, Danielle Selena Price, I promise. Just not now.”

      He led her upstairs to the master bedroom while her mind attempted to process everything. She shouldn’t be in his house. Where was her anger? Her common sense?

      The lights came on when he opened the door, and she gasped. His bedroom possessed a subtle beauty that declared it a sanctuary from the world. The king bed, night tables, and the wood frames of both the chaise and the reading chair were dark maple, while the bedroom’s sand-colored walls softened the pewter fabric on the chair and chaise. French doors opened onto a balcony, and while she couldn’t see past the darkness, Dani suspected it overlooked the small lake at the center of the family compound.

      Her gaze drank in every detail of the beautiful room before it rested on the framed poster-sized portrait hanging above the fireplace opposite the foot of Jason’s bed. Air caught in her chest and a veil of wetness clouded her vision. She’d never forget the moment the picture was taken.

      She and Jason were celebrating a volleyball victory. Their arms were wrapped around each other, huge grins on their faces. However, this was her first time seeing the image. The first time she saw the way they looked at each other, an intimacy starkly captured by the camera.

      “Not what you expected,” Jason said.

      She shook her head. “No, it isn’t. Your bedroom is gorgeous and such a retreat that I shouldn’t be surprised, but I am.”

      “I wasn’t talking about my bedroom, DS,” he murmured as his arm circled her waist. “Mark sent me the photo and I enlarged it. Seeing us... I realized how much I screwed up by not talking to you. I know you said you didn’t want to talk, but I’m going to say one thing and let you decide what happens next.”

      He turned her in his arms so she could see his face. “I was a fool not to tell you how I felt when we were in law school.”

      He brushed his mouth against hers. “If me loving you is what you want, DS, I promise I intend to take my sweet time feasting on you until we’re both sated. In the morning, we’ll talk about you, me, and how we move past Mexico.”

      “Jason…” she began.

      “Shh, not now,” he whispered. “Will you let me make love to you, Dani?”

      She stared into his smoke-colored eyes and knew she’d not deny them this moment. It had been too long coming. Her tongue swiped her bottom lip before she murmured, “Yes.”

      Jason’s mouth instantly claimed her lips, his tongue sweeping hers up in a maddening dance of hot, wet flesh on flesh. He sucked as if he thirsted before slowly licking the inside of her mouth. She could do nothing but slip her arms around his neck and hold on. Her body shook in response to the explosive sparks triggered by his kiss and her ability to think short-circuited. Tremors rippled through her, borne of desire and fear. When his hand gripped her hips, positioning her so she could feel his erection, she was lost. Truly lost.

      He leaned away, his breathing as uneven and throaty as hers. He stared at her, desire having turned the gray of his eyes to a dark pewter. His tongue flicked against the corners of her mouth. “Fuck, I don’t know where to start. Your mouth… I could stay inside it for months, only coming up for air.”

      He kissed her again. This one was slow, deep, and had her drowning in pleasure before his lips left hers. His hand cupped a breast, and she moaned when two fingers captured her nipple between them and squeezed. “I want to strip you and see the beauty beneath these clothes. But—”

      Jason’s mouth lowered to the same breast and replaced his fingers, lips tightening around her nipple. He sucked it, the wet fabric of her shirt intensifying the sensations rocking her body. The sounds she made shocked her, so different from the ones when she teased her body into a climax.

      Her groan evoked a short laugh from him when he separated them and began to undo the buttons on her shirt. “I need to see you, all of you, every beautiful dark brown inch of your body.”

      When she shyly tucked her head, his knuckle gently lifted it. “Don’t go all shy on me, DS.”

      Dani raised her eyes to his face. “Um, there’s something you should know, Jason.”

      “Keep your secrets, sweetheart. I prefer discovery and eureka moments,” he murmured as he undid her pants.

      His hands stripped her until she stood before him in her bra and panties. Jason stepped away and studied her from head to toe before he walked her back until her legs bumped his bed. Her flop wasn’t graceful, but the look in his eyes had her not caring. All she wanted was the feel of his mouth and hands on her—everywhere.

      Jason slipped an arm beneath her knees and repositioned her on the bed. A quick smile and two dimples had her melting, her underwear skipping damp altogether to become soaked. Her skin flushed when he removed her panties and brought them closer to his nose.

      “I’ve always wondered about your scent,” he said hoarsely before he inhaled slowly. “Everything this man could want.”

      He dropped her underwear on the floor, and his hand caressed her stomach before taking a meandering path to her breasts. Fingers undid the front closure to her bra. He eased her up and removed the lacy material, tossing it next to her panties.

      “You know those are expensive,” she chided with a giggle.

      “I’ll buy you a dozen sets,” he replied. “I’ve imagined this moment so long, I’m not going to worry about the price of underwear.”

      He hurriedly removed his clothes and climbed onto the bed, his knees on either side of her hips. Bending to capture her mouth, he murmured, “I’m going to enjoy every moment of tasting and loving you, Dani Price.”
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      “Have you talked to Jason recently, Dani? What is he up to?” Bette Price inquired.

      Dani inhaled the exasperated sigh working its way from her belly to her throat. No way she’d survive to her thirty-third birthday if that sound made it past her lips. So she killed it and replied, “No, Mama. Jason and I haven’t been in touch since August. Why are you asking? Is something going on with him?”

      “No, I was chatting with Marisa, and she mentioned him, and I know how close you two were in law school.”

      Her mom never tossed grenades like this without a reason, so this line of inquiry was definitely a fishing expedition. Dani seized control of her exasperation and answered in a neutral voice, “Risa said he was going to be home for the holidays, staying through the New Year. Mira and Samuel are excited about being in California for Thanksgiving.”

      Nice deflection, Dani.

      As her mom’s voice became animated talking about her great-niece and nephew, Dani headed to the escalator leading down to the baggage area. It didn’t take long for her mother to return to the subject of her call. For some reason, Jason had been on her mom’s lips off and on since Marisa and Aidan Graywolf’s anniversary celebration. Usually, Dani tuned it out, but today, her mom’s whole conversational tone seemed different.

      What if she “accidentally” bumped the earbud out or maybe dropped the phone to avoid the string of words about to shoot across thousands of feet of fiber-optics and into her brain?

      Instead, dutiful daughter kicked in, and she listened to her mother’s musing on why she and Jason hadn’t turned their law school friendship into something more permanent like marriage. Please don’t say it, Mom.

      “You know I’m not getting younger, and neither are you, Danielle. I need a grandbaby or two.”

      Reaching her designated baggage carousel, Dani mumbled a quick expletive as people crowded the area, prepared to snatch up bags no matter who was in the way. Usually, she didn’t check her luggage, but knowing she was going to be in Brentworth for over a week, she’d packed extra clothes.

      “Don’t just stop in the middle of the floor, lady,” an irritable voice snapped. “People need to get their bags. What’s wrong with people?”

      “Sorry,” Dani mumbled, stepping aside to let the person pass.

      She felt like a small rock caught up in the debris of a raging flash flood as bodies swirled around her, rushing to grab luggage and head outside to waiting rides or taxis. She needed to get off the phone.

      “I better hang up now, Mama,” she began. “No, I’m not upset about changing my plans, although I really could have used the me time with Portia. I agree Cherie’s dad is after money... Not sure, but if mediation doesn’t work, I’ll ask for a postponement until January and fly home.”

      Dani heard, “Watch out!” before a rolling menace swept in her direction, and she had to perform an awkward pirouette to avoid a collision with an unruly case on wheels. The woman wielding the deadly weapon mumbled an apology and something about missing her flight before taking off in a run.

      A groan rumbled past Dani’s lips when she got closer to the conveyor belt. She was not about to take on the people hovering over the moving carrier and positioned herself away from the bodies lined two rows deep.

      Dani’s deflection abilities were her superpower when it came to her mother. “I see my luggage unloading. I’m going to hang up, and I’ll call you once I get to Brentworth.”

      She grabbed her bag, listening patiently to her mother’s instructions. As she turned toward the exit, the skin on her arms tingled. Something wicked is creeping up on you, Dani, and she glanced to her right.

      “Oh shit. Sorry, no, Mama, I wasn’t saying that to you. It’s Kevin Harper. Six airports in California, and he shows up in this one?”

      Dani winced when her earbuds vibrated as her mother screeched, “Isn’t that the fool you used to date? The one whose daddy is a disgrace to good Black men all over the world? The fool who ordered lamb for me after I told him I don’t eat it? Go get him and put that man on the phone. I’ve got some words for his ear.”

      “Mama, I’m not going to do that,” Dani declared, watching Kevin leave the building. “Besides, he just walked outside, and I’m glad he didn’t see me. I’ll call you when I get to Brentworth. Yes, ma’am, I know, but—”

      However, her mother wasn’t done, and her words echoed in her daughter’s ears. “Now, if it was Jason Graywolf instead of that fool, I’d be okay with you and him hooking up. What is Kevin Harper doing in the airport?”

      “Mama, please,” Dani said, stacking her tote on the rolling suitcase. “Jason and I aren’t hooking up, and I’m done with Kevin. I have no idea what he’s doing in the Sacramento airport, and I’m not about to chase him to find out why.”

      “Don’t you dare ‘Mama, please’ me, Danielle,” her mother intoned in that maternal voice Dani swore the ten people around her could hear.

      “Jason is fine as wine, and he comes from a family I like, especially Alice. Besides, my grandchildren would be beautiful and smart, not fools like that Kevin Harper and his bougie daddy.”

      Her mother’s voice became tender. “I really like Jason. He’s got a good heart. Don’t know why you two suddenly stopped talking to each other.”

      “Jason and I have busy lives, and we do talk occasionally,” Dani offered. “I really have to go. I love you, and I’ll call you when I get there. I will, promise. Yeah, I love you too. Sorry, yes, I love you too. Bye.”

      Her neatly stacked luggage ready to roll, she turned it so she could get out of the airport.

      “Here, let me help you with that,” a husky voice said.

      Looking up, she saw her Lancelot, a fiftyish white man whose thinning hair screamed for a new stylist while his body was a testament to long hours at a gym in an effort to slow the effects of gravity.

      No need to be rude, Dani. Just say no and continue on your way.

      The plasticity of her half-smile hurt the inside of her mouth, but she kept it on her face when she muttered, “Thank you, but I’m fine.”

      A slow grin thickened the man’s dry lips. Dropping the register of his voice to a deep bass, he growled, “Yes, you are. I happened to notice you on the flight, and I’m curious, what does the D stand for?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Oops, my bad,” he said. “I’m Norman Stapleton. I’m in Sacramento on business from Anaheim, California.”

      “Whatever you think might happen will not,” Dani whipped out as she started toward the exit.

      Norman matched her steps, positioning himself to block her path. Her nerves already rubbed raw from the call with her mother, Dani halted and glared at the man.

      “I have an idea what this is about, but I’m not going to dignify your f-up sense of yourself with a vitriolic tirade about aging white men and Black women probably the same age as your daughter, if you have one. So, I’m just going to say have a good day.”

      She took a step, then hesitated. A grin spread across Norman’s face. “And Norman? Your come-on would be less comical,” she said as her gaze dipped to his groin, “if that were zipped.”

      Whirling away from him, she laughed as his “Oh shit!” echoed behind her. Dani made her way to the rental car shuttle stop just as the bus pulled up and the doors swung open. She joined the line of people being greeted by the driver. Separating her tote from her case, she watched the driver stow her bag securely on the rack.

      “Thank you,” she said, looking around for an open seat.

      “My pleasure, you gorgeous thing.” The driver slowly dragged his tongue across his lips. “You on this bus has definitely brightened up my day. Where you headed?”

      Dani spied an empty seat at the rear of the shuttle. “Car rental lot,” she said, hurrying to claim the space.

      The shuttle bus filled, and the driver returned to his seat. Dani wondered if there was something extra in Sacramento’s air or an invisible mark on her forehead that inspired Oldie McFly and the shuttle driver to think she was hookup material. Whatever was at play, she hoped the airport was the boundary. This trip to Brentworth already had enough built-in drama.

      Her rental location was the second stop, and when the doors opened, she grabbed her bags and rushed off the shuttle. Walking toward the rental kiosk, she saw a large monitor with her name and a stall number and headed to the numbered spot. Car keys in hand, she unlocked the trunk and tossed her suitcase inside before slowly circling the vehicle, checking for damage and taking pictures of scratches and small dents.

      You know our firms include full coverage as part of the negotiated rate, DS? Jason’s teasing voice whispered in her head as she finished her inspection. He never understood why she did it.

      “Okay, universe, I wasn’t playing about a drama-free day. I know you listen to my mama, but I don’t need Jason Graywolf in my head right now. Save it for never.”

      She got into the car and adjusted the seat and mirrors before she connected her Bluetooth. Her best friend Portia Morgan had sent her a playlist for the two-hour drive to Brentworth, swearing it would keep her sane in traffic. Queueing up the music, Dani started the car. The first couple of notes of a familiar song poured through the speakers, and she pressed the fast-forward button. “That wasn’t right, Portia. Not right at all.”

      Even so, the damage had been done, and Dani shot a quick glance at the passenger seat as she programmed the car’s driving directions app and a woman’s voice stated, “Brentworth, California. Two hours and three minutes.”

      Her mind envisioned Jason riding shotgun, his five-foot ten-inch body lounging on the passenger seat, the man’s silky shoulder-length black hair tied with a leather band, exposing the strong Black and Indigenous features on a reddish-brown face that had captivated her the moment she set eyes on him.

      Jason’s smiling, full mouth was the first weapon to seduce her, closely followed by the striking dark gray eyes the Graywolf children had inherited from their father Martin. Jason’s were far more expressive of his emotions than his two brothers, and that kept her heart tethered to the man. So much so she’d forgot herself and made love to him three months ago.

      The memory had her squirming on the car’s seat, lust claiming residence between her thighs. She cursed. “Come on, universe. I really don’t need a Let’s Fuck with Dani Price Day. Do I need to remind you why Jason Graywolf and I are where we are? Does betrayal, broken self-promises, and weak-willed lust ring a bell?”

      The exit sign for I-80 East loomed ahead, and she followed it, silently praying the universe was listening.
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      The drive to Brentworth was uneventful, and except for the inclusion of the Manhattans, Portia’s playlist was just what Dani needed. Traffic had slowed enough for her to appreciate the beauty and tranquility of the Sierra Nevada mountains. Statuesque redwoods and pine trees covered the mountain range, and in a month’s time, they would be snow-tipped. She was a beach girl, warm sands and blue oceans were her thing, but she could see why people fell in love with this part of the state. Except for the freeway, it was a definite slower pace of life.

      “Take Exit 161 in a quarter-mile,” a voice said through the car’s speakers.

      As she took the exit, her mother’s ringtone chimed, and Dani tapped the answer button on the steering wheel. “Hi, Mom.”

      “Where are you?”

      “Just taking the exit to Brentworth. What’s up? Have you talked to Cherie? Any more news about her dad? Anything I should know?” Dani heard her mom’s long and very dramatic intake of air. “Is everything okay?”

      “I just forgot to tell you something when we were talking earlier.” Her mom’s voice was deceptively sweet, sending a shiver down Dani’s spine. Her fingers clenched the steering wheel.

      “What did you forget?”

      “Hold on, Alice is calling me. I’ll call you back in a minute.”

      “Mom, wait, finish your—”

      Dani shook her head as her mother disconnected. Bette Louise Price the parent was a real piece of work on occasion, and today’s performance had her only child worried.
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      “About two hours ago, Mom. The drive from the airport wasn’t as bad as I thought it might be, and this part of California is beautiful. I think you and Dad would like Brentworth, especially the Fairmont Creek Inn.”

      Jason Graywolf reached for a bottle of water left on the coffee table and leaned against the sofa. Alice Graywolf was on a mission, and he had no clue what that mission was. “Mom, why am I in Brentworth, California?”

      “Because Omar needs you,” Alice snapped. “Because his fiancée needs you.”

      He sipped from the bottle. “Talk, mom. What’s really going on? It’s not as if there aren’t excellent lawyers in Sacramento.”

      “Jason Aaron Graywolf, you may be two thousand miles away, but I don’t have a problem calling your brothers and arranging for them to fly me to where you are to remind you I’m your mother. I brought you into this world—”

      “Sorry, Mama, I wasn’t disrespecting you.”

      “I know, baby boy. I trust my sons to do right by our family. Have you met with Omar yet? Figured out what’s behind that lawyer’s letters?”

      “No,” Jason stated. “He was gone when I arrived. We’re meeting in a couple of hours. What have you heard?”

      “His mama is worried someone’s trying to scam money from him and Cherie,” his mother explained. “I told her not to worry with you, Evan, and Aidan helping.”

      Jason sighed. “Mama, why are Evan and AG involved if this is just a legal issue? Is there something you’re not telling me?”

      His mother’s silence set off alarms. “Mom, you make the CIA, FBI, NSA, and Evan’s company look like toddlers when it comes to information gathering. So, it’s safe for me to assume that my brothers and I will be working pro bono, and when you’re ready, you’ll let me know why I left Washington, D.C. to fly to small-town Cali before heading to the family compound for Thanksgiving.”

      “That’s Bette on the other line. I’ll chat with you later, and give my love to Omar.”

      “Mom…Mom?” Jason cursed. Absolute silence, which meant she was going to play whatever chess move she intended. “Whatever.”

      He finished his water and went into his bedroom to grab his laptop. He sent an email to his assistant, then fired off one to his brothers, asking them to find out as much as possible about D’Andre Thompson—the man who’d filed a lawsuit against Omar—and what their mother was up to.

      Jason knew there was more to his mother’s involvement than helping out her godmother’s grandson. Whatever she was planning had his wolf senses working overtime. Hopefully, it wasn’t another one of her matchmaking schemes. Ever since Aidan and Marisa’s anniversary party, Alice Graywolf was on a mission to marry off her remaining three children.

      What he couldn’t figure out was why he was next in line. He was the youngest, which meant his brother Evan and his sister Nina should be their mom’s targets. Yet, he was the one getting a weekly message about so and so’s daughter—including stats. He grimaced at the memory of Indira Pettigrew, a woman he took to dinner in D.C. While she was attractive, her financials were okay, and she was smart, Indira was an out on the town three times a week self-absorbed influencer and they had absolutely nothing in common except interfering mothers. What he wanted to tell his mom—scream from the rafters—was that the only woman he truly wanted he could never have.

      The ping on his laptop announced an email, and he clicked on it. It was from Evan.

      
        
        Hey bro, glad you made it safely. I’ll look into Thompson and see what I can dig up. As to mama…I don’t ask when she puts us to work on her little projects. I just do what she asks and run. That’s my advice to you. Get what you need to get done fast and run. Don’t give her time to “arrange” for you to meet someone. Reminder, she has contacts across the globe. Nowhere is safe. Remember Indira. Take care of yourself, Evan

        

      

      A second ping announced a reply from Aidan. His message was terse:

      
        
        Hey Jase, glad you made it. Mira says hi, and Samuel grunts. Send me a list of things you want me to check on about this Thompson dude, and when you need the info. As to Mom…follow Evan’s advice whatever it is. Remember Indira. Take care, Aidan.

        

      

      Jason’s moan was soul-deep. If this were a horror film, he’d be doomed. Signing out of his account, he closed the laptop and went to take a shower.

      Thirty minutes later, he strolled into the suite’s living room. The shower had done the trick, easing his mind and convincing him his mother couldn’t do too much damage. If the next prospect wasn’t from Brentworth, she’d have to drive a couple of hours. Since he wasn’t leaving the town or its environs, the odds were in his favor to avoid any setup. Checking his phone, he saw a text from Omar, asking to meet at two p.m. Jason checked the time. He had five minutes.

      He grabbed his journal and pen and left the suite. He glanced down. “Hey, Bok Choy. What’s up, Big Ass Cat?”

      Bok Choy, a fluffy white terrier mix, and Big Ass Cat—Jason had no idea what his breed was, though he’d bet on bobcat or lynx and Maine Coon, given the size of the cat—barked and meowed, then trotted down the hall to settle before the door of another guest room. Jason shook his head and continued down the stairs to the front reception desk. Omar was waiting and, after introductions, led him into an office.

      “Have a seat, Jason. Want a bottle of water?” Omar said.

      He sat on a chair opposite the desk and opened his journal. “No thanks, I’m good.”

      Omar sat behind the desk and stared at him. “I’ll answer any questions, tell you no lies, and do whatever I have to do to protect Cherie.”

      “Tell me what’s going on. Why are you being sued?”

      Omar reached into a drawer and withdrew a folder, getting up to hand the documents to him. Jason removed the papers from the folder and scanned them.

      “Everything is in there. I know it’s all bogus and connected to Cherie’s daddy trying to take the inn from her. D’Andre’s still heated because she curbed him, and we’ve been together ever since.”

      “How do you know Aldon Rayne? How did you and Mr. Thompson meet?”

      “I only met Cherie’s father once, about five years ago, just before Miss Esther got sick. D’Andre and I became friends when we were in the minor leagues together until he washed out because he couldn’t keep his dick in his pants and drugs out of his system.”

      Jason’s eyes met Omar’s angry gaze. “When did you and Cherie become involved?”

      “Seven years ago—on her birthday. December 10th.” Omar’s eyes clouded with emotion.

      Jason waited a few seconds before he said, “Rayne and Thompson are suing you for fraud. The filing claims you swindled rights to the mine through intentional deception. Thompson also claims you intentionally broke up his marriage to Cherie to gain access to the property.”

      “He’s a lying mofo,” Omar hissed. “He and Cherie never married. D’Andre swore he’d never be tied down to one woman. Any talk about him and Cherie being married is bullshit, Jason.”

      “And the mine? His accusations have to be taken seriously. He’s accusing you of willfully deceiving Cherie to gain rights to the mine for monetary gain.”

      Omar snorted. “D’Andre didn’t come up with that idea. Someone else, probably Cherie’s father, gave it to him. He isn’t smart enough. As to the use of the mine, there was nothing to swindle. I pay Cherie land rent for its use, and everything I’ve done to create B.A.C. Mystery Mine Tours was with my own money. It’s all there in those papers.”

      Jason watched the big man rise from his chair and come around to lean against his desk. “My financials are included in those papers I gave you. When I played for the St. Louis Blues, all my bonuses and half of my salary were invested. Your brother’s company helped me.”

      “Are you saying Aidan is your advisor?” Jason queried.

      “Not directly, but Buchanan Ellington Investments is a subsidiary of Graywolf Holdings, and they’re the ones I’ve used since I was signed.” Omar’s hand scrubbed his face. “I don’t need Cherie’s money, not one penny, and she won’t take mine. I don’t know how D’Andre got twisted up with Cherie’s father, but the man is trying to ruin my reputation and hurt Cherie. I don’t care about the first, but I will fuck him up before I let him hurt her again.”

      Jason closed his journal and rose from his chair. “Do you mind if I keep these documents for a while? I want to scan them into my laptop. I’ll return them by the end of the day.”

      “No need, those copies are yours,” Omar said. “And Jason, thank you. You flying out here to help with the mess means a lot to me, and to Cherie. This inn has been in her family for generations, and she’s worked hard to make it a success. I’m not going to let some fool tear her down.”

      His voice broke slightly. “That woman means everything to me. When we first met, I fell for her, but she had eyes for D’Andre, and I don’t mess with a friend’s woman when they’re together. But once Cherie was free, I let her know how I felt because I wasn’t taking a chance on losing her a second time.”

      Omar pushed away from his desk. “Listen to me, acting as if I know everything. Anyway, shoot me a text if you need anything or have questions. I’m out and about taking care of the inn, but I always have my phone.”

      “I will,” Jason answered. “I’m going to review this, and just so you know, I asked Evan and Aidan to look into D’Andre’s past and present.”

      He left Omar’s office, the impact of the man’s final words hitting him hard. Losing her a second time.

      Climbing the stairs, Jason felt the emotional weight of losing Dani with each breath. His jealousy had shredded a relationship that meant the world to him. Jealousy, misplaced loyalty, and pride had cost him Dani Price, and he feared he might never get her back in his life.

      Inside the suite, he placed his journal next to the laptop on the coffee table before going to the small refrigerator. He grabbed a bottle of water and a beer, then got comfortable on the sofa. Opening the beer, he took a sip and picked up his journal to set on a stand designed to keep it open while he typed. Usually, he worked to music, but the mood wasn’t there, so he went to work in silence.

      As he reviewed Thompson’s filings, he frowned and took out the legal agreements between Cherie Rayne and Omar. Jason smiled as he read—whoever drafted the documents had done well by both parties, especially Omar’s trademark of B.A.C. Mystery Mine Tours.

      Once he’d typed his notes into a document, Jason ran a search on the firm and the lawyer handling Thompson’s case. Elmont Sutter was a managing partner of Desmond, Sutter, Cason, and Jones. The firm’s main office was located in St. Louis, Missouri, with a satellite office in San Francisco. “Something is definitely rotten in Denmark,” he mumbled to himself as he logged into a website that would provide more data about the law firm.

      He needed information on Sutter’s cases, successes, and failures. Jason toyed with his hair, puzzled by the case against Omar. The more he searched, the more apparent it was Sutter usually didn’t take on the type of lawsuits Thompson and Rayne had filed. It was small change in the man’s pocket.

      Jason tapped the video chat icon and then Evan’s name. It took a minute for Evan to log on. Jason contemplated his brother’s face and smirked. “Am I interrupting something?”

      A soft giggle echoed in the background before Evan paused the connection. When he returned, he grinned. “You’ve got five minutes, and it’ll cost you.”

      “When has asking you for a favor not cost me?” Jason laughed. “I don’t need five. This case with Omar is shady as fuck. I ran a check on the law firm, and this is low stakes compared to what they usually do. I’m sending you a file.”

      “Is there a hearing scheduled? Mediation? Meeting of the sharks?”

      Jason rolled his eyes. “In my case, I prefer orca. A mediation meeting is set for Thursday morning, and we’re on a judge’s calendar for the 21st. Assuming nothing drops from the heavens, I’ll be at your place on the 23rd to fly home.”

      “If that’s all, bye,” Evan said.

      Jason laughed when the video abruptly ended. He sipped his beer slowly and wondered which bed partner inspired his brother’s rudeness. As far as he knew, there was no one person in Evan’s everyday life, although it wasn’t like he was all in Evan’s business—the Graywolf siblings left that to their mother.

      Closing his laptop, he hoped Evan had found someone, not just because it would get Alice Graywolf off his case but because all his siblings deserved happiness—even if he didn’t.
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      The turn on Main Street forced Dani to slow to fifteen miles per hour, and the snail-paced drive offered a view of a place not on her travel list. Brentworth, California had a population of 1458 and had once been a gold mining town. Now, apparently, the town’s major attractions were its proximity to California’s ski country and its harvest festival that began the week before Thanksgiving.

      She was surprised by the town’s self-presentation. There was nothing over the top about the colorful orange, brown, and yellow decorations, which was impressive given the size of Brentworth. Clay pots filled with marigolds or bright red holly bushes lined the sidewalks, while small hay bundles sat in the empty spaces between brick buildings. A native Californian, she wondered if the town had retrofitted the buildings while maintaining their historic look.

      A large bleached, burlap banner canopied the street, the words ‘Welcome to Brentworth’ inscribed on the surface of the pale cloth. Approaching the single streetlight, she braked as the light turned red. While she waited, Dani glanced to her right and spied the town’s library sandwiched between the town’s City Hall and the local newspaper’s offices. The single-story brick and glass library was colorfully decorated with yellow and orange ribbons and small hay bales. More potted marigolds and holly bushes formed a natural fence around the library’s lawn.

      “Yep, I’m in a small town.” Dani chuckled when her eyes caught sight of a few Halloween leftovers peeking out from behind the hay bales. She wasn’t sure whether it was intentional or not, but the playful gesture made it easy to see why some people fell in love with or never left a place like Brentworth.

      Her mother’s ringtone broke the car’s silence, and for a single second, she toyed with not answering. Such foolishness was not to be done in her mother’s universe, so with a weary sigh, Dani pressed the answer button on the phone.

      “Hi daughter of mine. Where are you?”

      “Hi mama. I’m driving through Brentworth,” she replied. “Maybe five or ten minutes from the Fairmont Creek Inn.”

      She heard her mother’s quick inhalation before she declared, “I’m on my way out the door. Portia’s mama and I are going to lunch. I remembered what I wanted to tell you. Apparently, Cherie’s fiancé Omar is having some trouble with her ex—the fool is suing him for fraud or something. Omar is the grandson of Alice’s godmother, and Alice sent Jason to help Omar.”

      “What?!” she screamed after her mother’s mic drop hit home. “Are you telling me Jason is coming to Brentworth? Then why am I here, Mama?”

      “No, I’m telling you he’s already there. Is that going to be a problem, Danielle? I mean, you’re there to help Cherie, and you and Jason are friends.”

      Were, Dani wanted to mumble. Her fingers gripped the steering wheel until her knuckles ached, and she relaxed them a bit. “Mama, what are you doing? Please don’t tell me you and Miss Alice are matchmaking. And if you are, please stop.”

      Her mother huffed her irritation at the question, and Dani winced. “Danielle Selena Price, I don’t appreciate your tone, and if I didn’t have to leave, I’d blister your metaphorical behind right now. You do what you’re supposed to do for Cherie. Now I’m going to hang up before you aggravate me even more with your nonsense. Goodbye.”

      Dani heard the three beeps that meant her mother had disconnected. She was about to push the call button when the driver behind her pressed angrily on their horn. Glancing up, she saw the traffic light was green and accelerated jerkily. It took several seconds for her to regain control and continue for another two blocks, where Main Street reached a fork. A pair of large signposts stood beside each other, one directing her left to the Fairmont Creek Inn. The other signpost had what looked like a bobcat painted on the wood, its paw pointing to the right in the direction of the town’s historic mine.

      Turning left onto a narrow two-lane road, her irritation at her mom diminished a bit. The cypress-lined road was absolutely gorgeous, then the inn came into view, and she gasped. “Wow!”

      The Fairmont Creek Inn was absolutely stunning, surrounded by Japanese maple and dogwood trees that created a living picture frame for the building. Like Brentworth’s main street, the parking lot and grounds were decorated with orange, brown, and yellow planter boxes. A ribboned wrought-iron fence contrasted beautifully with the white building. The wooden sign with ‘The Fairmont Creek Inn, owned and managed by Cherie Rayne’ inscribed on its surface reminded Dani of her mother’s mic drop. Jason Graywolf was somewhere in the building.

      She drove into the parking area adjacent to the inn and turned off the car’s engine. Her anger intensified as she struggled to undo her seatbelt. Finally free, she pressed the button to open the trunk before she climbed out and slammed the door. This time, her matchmaking mama had gone too far. Maybe if you had told her…

      Dani pushed that thought from her head as she went to retrieve her luggage and spied something speeding in her direction. “What the f—?”

      Her squeal ended when two fast-moving balls of fur ran past her, then swept into a well-executed U-turn before coming to a complete stop inches from her feet. The bigger ball meowed, proving to be the largest house cat she had ever seen, assuming it actually was a house cat. It wrapped itself around her ankle until the smaller furball, a white dog, yapped excitedly before sniffing her shoes.

      “Hey, cutie, what’s your name?” She kneeled and stroked the dog.

      “Don’t trust her,” a low bass warned. “She’s vicious and has been known to bite strangers.”

      Dani looked up to see a large dark-skinned Black man coming from around the side of the building. Meanwhile, the front door to the inn swung open and an attractive medium, brown-skinned Black woman strolled down the porch steps.

      “Don’t pay any attention to Omar,” the woman advised. “He just likes to stir stuff up. The cat rubbing against your leg like he’s in heat is Big Ass Cat, aka B.A.C. That’s Omar’s familiar. The cutie is Bok Choy and, until these two got hold of her, was the best lap puppy you could find. Now, she’s tied herself to that cat and that man.”

      A wide grin on her face, the woman said, “I’m Cherie, and you must be Dani Price.”

      Dani returned her smile. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Cherie.”

      “Let’s go inside and get you settled in your room. Everything is taken care of, and by the way, your assistant is something else. She wants you to send pictures in case she and her wife-to-be want to come up for a weekend. That’s direct from the horse’s mouth.”

      Dani’s laughter erupted as she climbed the steps. Once she stood near the entrance, she gaped at the wraparound porch. Several rocking chairs and two padded swings provided an unimpeded view of the forest just beyond the lawn. A sense of peace crept in as she took in the magnificent sight. This was definitely a place that conjured up an image of sitting on one of the rockers, coffee mug or a wine glass in hand, watching sunlight dance among the trees.

      Turning to enter the building, she wondered if this unexpected trip might just be the mental break she needed to process what her therapist described as residual avoidance behavior. Mona said she used the hectic pace of her job as a method of ignoring the mistakes she made, especially those connected to Jason—who was inside the building...

      Closing her eyes, Dani forced the combination of anxiety and lust associated with seeing Jason into separate corners. She needed her head to control whatever was coming at her, and that was going to be a challenge.

      Arguably, she and Jason shouldn’t have made love without a resolution to the rupture between them. But it had been easier for her to take the cowardly way out—sex instead of the conversation they needed to have. He wanted to talk; she didn’t want to re-engage what had ripped them apart.

      She also should have stayed the next morning rather than slinking out of his house. Her love for Jason had gotten worse after that night. Whoever came up with the notion of ‘getting it out of your system’ had no clue what BS that idea was. Not only had he remained embedded in her system, making love to him also made it difficult for her to move on.

      The sigh started deep in her chest and oozed out of her body like molasses from a slightly tilted jar, rolling past her lips and into the cool air. As much as she wanted to run, get in the car, and drive, she couldn’t. Apparently, the universe wasn’t done reminding her there was unfinished business between her and Jason; that if she really wanted to move forward, she needed to stop gripping the past with the force of a child clenching a beloved but much-tattered blanket.

      Her cousin Marisa’s marriage to Aidan Graywolf meant Jason would be part of her world. And while she’d once imagined that role would be more than brother-in-law to her cousin, it was time to accept that some relationships just weren’t meant to be, not even in friendship. Boundaries.

      Establish boundaries, find a way past the hurt of betrayal, and get her heart to let Jason go and accept that what it wanted and what could be were two very different principles. Only then could she get her personal life on track.

      She took a deep breath and slowly released it. For now, no matter what her mama intended, she was here to help Cherie, and that’s all.

      Dani entered the inn to hear Cherie’s voice angrily demanding, “Omar Valenzuela, what the hell is going on?”

      Her worry at Cherie’s tone didn’t prevent Dani from stopping to admire the inn’s exquisite entryway. The maple wood floors had been polished until they gleamed. From where she stood, she noticed the staircase banister was made from the same wood, stained slightly darker to offer a majestic contrast in color to the thick soft green carpet. Following the sign directing her to the reception desk, she continued down the hallway. Diffused sunlight poured in through the stained-glass windows, illuminating photos and paintings that captured the early history of the Fairmont Creek Inn.

      “What do you mean it’s not ready, Omar?” Cherie groaned. “That plumber’s been up there for nearly two hours. How long does it take to clean out a pipe? What the heck did that boy put in there?”

      “What’s wrong?” Dani inquired when she reached the reception desk.

      A sheepish look on his face, Omar answered, “Your room isn’t ready, Miss Price.” Returning his gaze to Cherie, he said, “That boy claims he put several small plastic blocks, look like them Lego toys, and a miniature car in the sink to wash them, and that’s all. Joel says it’ll take at least two days to fix what that child did. He’s got to open up the wall behind the sink and replace the pipe, and he has to go to Nevada City to get what he needs because of the historic designation.”

      Omar scratched his cheek. “Some people need better home training with their kids. I mean, it’s one thing to let them wash their toys in the sink, but how could you let a seven-year-old mess with what’s under the sink, pretending they’re a plumber? What’s wrong with folks?”

      “Omar, focus,” Cherie prodded. “That was the only room we had available. Good lord. Dani, let me call around and see what’s open.”

      “Already did that,” Omar interjected. “None anywhere in town since it’s festival week.”

      Cherie’s stricken eyes focused on her. “I’m so sorry, Dani. Why don’t you have a seat and let me see what I can do?”

      “It’s not your fault,” she said. “I’ll text my assistant and have her make arrangements as close to Brentworth as possible.”

      “As long as Dani doesn’t mind sharing the rest of the living space with me, she can have the extra bedroom in the suite.”

      “Jason.”

      It was barely a whisper, but the sound echoed loudly in her head, along with Oh shit!

      She inhaled slowly, trying to convince herself the universe did not have it out for her. It took the universe a millisecond to disprove that theory when desire seized her body as her gaze swept him.

      Okay Dani, remember Jason Graywolf broke your heart. He is the reason you can’t get on with your love life. Forgive but never forget that he chose loyalty over you. Never forget.

      The words almost convinced her.
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      Jason strolled to where Dani stood with Cherie and Omar near the reception desk. All three pairs of eyes were on him, but he only saw Dani. His gaze swept her body, and desire, never far from the surface when they were in the same room, kicked in as he felt the thread of chemistry wrap them up without a single touch. Her dark brown eyes studied him warily, and her body stiffened.

      There she was, the Dani Price who could teach an iceberg what it meant to be frozen. Yep, she was ready to rumble.

      “Hey, Jason.”

      First rule of engagement: keep your opponent off-balance. “Hi, Dani,” he replied, walking over to hug her and brush his mouth against her cheek. He released her and asked, “How have you been?”

      Cherie flicked a look at Omar before she asked, “You two know each other?”

      Dani eyed him before she extricated herself from his embrace and said, “Law school. My ex-boyfriend was his bestie, and my cousin Marisa is married to his brother. My mom called to tell me you were in Brentworth, Jason. How have you been, and why are you away from the Graywolf compound?”

      His lips curved slightly, just enough to let her know he knew exactly what she was doing and what she was trying to avoid. She had felt the connection that existed between them. He sensed it in the faint tremble before she jerked her hand from his and witnessed the flicker of emotion in her eyes before her gaze turned stony.

      “Mom sent me. Omar is accused of trespassing and fraud, both of which are ridiculous, but since Omar’s grandmother is Mom’s godmother, that makes him kinfolk. I’m good. What about you?”

      “My grandmother and Cherie’s grandmother grew up together, and the extended family ties are deep. Cherie needed legal help, and Mama sent me.”

      “Well, since you two do know each other,” Cherie declared, eyeing Dani, “I’m sure you won’t mind sharing the Brentworth Suite.”

      When Dani frowned, she rushed on. “It’s more of a two-bedroom apartment than a hotel suite, and you don’t have to share a bathroom. You’ll only have to share the living room. I’ll discount your room rate for the inconvenience.”

      He watched Dani cringe, and a side glance at Omar and Cherie revealed they’d caught the gesture as well. Jason nearly choked on a half-swallowed laugh, and Dani slashed a frosty glare at him. He’d been caught.

      She turned her attention to Cherie. “Would you excuse us for a minute? Jason and I need to confer.”

      Not waiting for an answer, Dani grabbed his hand, tugging him behind her as she left the reception desk. She continued down the porch steps, gripping his fingers. He nearly tripped, his gaze riveted on her lovely ass. Focus, Graywolf.

      Her shoulders rigid with aggravation, Dani continued to walk until they ended up in a fairly isolated spot. He looked around and then at her impassive face. At least the disrespect won’t be public. “Dani.”

      She released his hand and whirled to focus her dark eyes on him. Her expression was a mixture of anger and an emotion he couldn’t quite name. He wasn’t sure whether what he saw was regret, indifference, or hurt. It didn’t matter; he cursed himself for causing it.

      “About sharing the suite,” Dani stated, disrupting his thoughts. “I don’t have a problem taking the second bedroom until my room is ready.”

      Jason wanted to shout that he didn’t care about the suite or her room. All he wanted from her was the reason she fled without a word after they made love. Why didn’t she return his calls or texts? Why had she ignored him a second time?

      Instead, he nodded. “As long as you’re okay with everything, I’m good.”

      His eyes didn’t miss the hurt flitting across her face before she sucked in a deep breath. When she released the air, her ice queen expression returned. His gut seized, warning him Dani was about to bring the elephant into the clearing, and he wasn’t sure he should be relieved or terrified.

      “Jason... I... What happened in August is in the past, and we need to let it stay there. You should also know it’s not a coincidence we’re here at the same time. Did your mother tell you I was going to be helping Cherie?” He shook his head.

      “I didn’t think so. My mother called to let me know you were in Brentworth as I drove into town. We were set up.”

      The space between his eyebrows puckered, then he released the frown. “Our mothers…”

      “Took matters into their own hands,” Dani concluded.

      She lowered her eyelashes, and he watched her body perform the small ritual it always did before she delivered words that emotionally broke the recipient or left them in a state of frustration and anger. All he knew was he didn’t want to hear what she was about to say. “Dani—”

      “I regret what happened between us in August,” she declared as if she were delivering an opening argument. “It was a mistake on my part. I deliberately avoided talking to you, Jason. I apologize for what went down. Sex was not the way to make things right between us.”

      He stared at her for several seconds before anger replaced his fear. “Apologize for what went down? Exactly what went down, Dani? Are you referring to the fact that we made love? Is that what went down?”

      “Yes.”

      He stepped back a couple of feet. “Is that how you see what happened between us? Just sex, a quick hookup, and then leaving without a goodbye?” He closed his eyes and clenched his teeth. His voice was low and carefully modulated when he said, “Right. Well, the second bedroom is yours. It’s only for two nights, and then your room will be ready.”

      Without a second glance, he walked past her to return to the inn. When he got to the entrance, he waited until she was on the porch and opened the door. She mumbled thanks before she walked inside. Entering behind her, he followed her to where Cherie and Omar lingered near the reception desk.

      “I’ll take the bedroom, Cherie, but please bill us separately.”

      “Thank you, Dani, for being so understanding,” Cherie replied, handing her a room key. “This is the key to the suite’s outer door. Omar will bring your bags up.”

      Omar turned to the small dog near his feet. “Bok Choy, show Ms. Price to the Brentworth Suite.”

      Bok Choy eyed Dani and barked before she trotted up the staircase. Dani glanced at Omar before her laughter erupted and she followed the dog. Jason lingered, watching her and Bok Choy go upstairs. Once he buried his anger, he made his way to the suite. Dani had unlocked the door and was standing on the threshold while Bok Choy strolled inside, sniffed her approval, then sashayed out.

      Jason walked in and headed to his bedroom as Omar entered and went to the stained-glass French doors. Jason overheard him say, “Hope you like the bedroom, Ms. Price. Breakfast is available from eight to ten-thirty every morning.” He set her luggage on a wooden chest. “The bathroom is through that door. I think you’ll enjoy the clawfoot bathtub. It’s at least a hundred years old and big enough for two. If you need anything, let me or Cherie know.”

      Omar glanced at him and shook his head as he was leaving. “Take care, man.”

      Jason nodded and went into the living room to get his laptop. He stopped and watched Dani as she started to unpack. She turned to stare at him. “You have something you want to say, Jason?”

      “Are you sure you’re okay with this arrangement? If not—”

      “Don’t overwork it, Graywolf.” She removed her underwear from the suitcase and walked to the dresser. Opening a drawer, she smirked. “It’s not the first time we’ve slept in the same hotel room. Trust me, it’s no big deal. Also, I meant what I said outside.”

      She turned away from him. The rigidity of her shoulders warned him to tread softly, so he went to the small refrigerator and removed a bottle of water. Walking over to the expansive window behind the small dining table, he stared out at the trees.

      Dani’s anger was justified. He’d fucked up, but making love to her, despite what she said, was no mistake. A complication maybe, but no mistake. When he awakened, she was gone, and for three months, she’d ignored his texts and calls.

      Tightness spasmed across his chest and settled in his stomach. He gulped some water and set the bottle on the table. There wasn’t a minute he didn’t wish he could undo the damage he had done to them just before they left Mexico. It was months later when he realized he had chosen wrong, but she’d shut him out. What scared him most was the possibility he couldn’t fix what was broken between them without Dani. His fingers toyed with his hair. Despite everything she said, he wasn’t ready to give up.

      “You do realize our being here is peak maternal matchmaking,” Dani called out from the bedroom. “So I need you to hear me clearly on this. You’re the one who set the ground rules in Mexico. You chose Greg, and I can live with that decision, even if you can’t. What happened between us in Georgia was a huge mistake on my part. I temporarily forgot you were the enemy.”

      Dani moved into the living room, and Jason turned around to face her. “I’m not your enemy, Dani.”

      “Be quiet, Jason. I’m talking. My relationship with Greg was at an end. In fact, it should have never been, and I was planning to tell him before we left Mexico. He was never going to be the one. Trust me, when he proposed, my brain cells looped out of sequence. I tried to stop him, but...anyway, you were there.”

      Her arms wrapped around her waist, and Jason cringed at the pain etched on her face. “Dani.”

      Her eyelids drifted downward. “What I never expected from one of my best friends, someone I thought knew me and someone I loved, were the accusations and that hurtful verbal attack. I get it, Jason. Loyalty to Greg, but what about this friend?” she demanded, tapping her chest. “Why weren’t you standing for me as well? Why was I the one to take the brunt of your misplaced loyalty?”

      Dani raised her eyelashes, her voice filled with rage as she asked, “Did you know he’d been sleeping around the whole time? My so-called friend Rachel Abbott was a favorite fuck bunny, but she wasn’t the only one. Before I left Mexico, he sent texts with explicit details. You want to know the worst part? He said it was my fault. If I spent less time with you and more with him maybe….”

      He watched her fight for control, her brown eyes glistening with tears she refused to let fall. He had done this to her. It wasn’t just Greg who hurt her. He’d inflicted pain on the woman who’d stolen his heart the first day he saw her.

      His gaze lingered on Dani’s face, studying her beautiful brown skin and the most delicious mouth he’d ever tasted. Her top and bottom lips were perfect in shape and fullness and amazingly sexy. The first time he felt her lips on his cheek, he wanted her. It was an innocent kiss, a friend’s kiss, and he’d never wanted to be a friend less. Friends they became, and friends they stayed until…until they weren’t.

      Her mouth was now curved in a taut line. He wanted to see her eyes alive with laughter and joy, not the anger glinting at him even as his brain reminded him she had every right to be furious at him.

      “Dani.” Jason went to her, reaching for her only to have her step beyond his fingertips, her hand raised to block his touch.

      “No, Jason,” she snapped. “You don’t get to touch me. We had this fight, but I let go of most of my anger some time ago. I’ve got to let go of the rest because I can’t deal with the conflicting emotions, and I need to move on. I need to stop thinking about you and me, the way we once were.”

      “Then answer me one question, DS,” he demanded. “Are you honestly telling me you regret what happened between us in August? Pretend it never happened? Do you wish we had never made love? No lies between us right now, just the truth.”

      She stared at him, her teeth gently scraping the right side of her bottom lip. He recognized the sign. Then she turned away. “Right now is not the time to talk, but we will before I leave. If you’ll excuse me, I need to meet with Cherie.”

      Dani left the suite, and him struggling with the reply she wouldn’t voice. He understood why—it was there in the “conflicting emotions” at war inside her. The same emotional conflict he’d been dealing with since she re-entered his life two years ago. He had betrayed everything that was right about them when he accused her of disloyalty to his best friend. Yet, ever honest with himself, he knew that his anger was borne of jealousy. Anger that wouldn’t let her answer his questions, especially when he interrupted her to demand the name of the man she was fucking.

      The ugly scene played over again in his mind, and he couldn’t imagine how it affected her each time they met since Mexico. They’d stood in the humid tropical air, Dani’s skin glistening with a thin sheen of sweat as he berated her betrayal. Even the ceiling fan seemed indifferent to the heat rising from the rage he flung at her.

      When he ran out of words, Dani’s body had trembled, and whatever fight she had left seeped from her in the tears streaming down her cheeks. She’d grabbed her suitcase and walked to the door. Her shoulders lifted slightly before she faced him.

      “Fuck you, Jason Graywolf,” she’d hissed with a sniff. “Lose my number, my email, my address, and my name.”

      She avoided him professionally and personally until the night he and his brother Aidan ran into her and her cousin Marisa in D.C. His heart had pumped in that erratic beat only Dani triggered. His gaze had lingered on her face, the air locking in his lungs. Her curly black hair was shorter than he remembered but drew attention to her exquisite dark brown skin. Her laugh floated toward him, throaty and sensual, emerging from a mouth he’d dreamed of kissing.

      The click of the door’s lock shattered his reverie. Dani was no longer in the suite. His hand reached for his hair, and thick strands snared his fingers. She was wrong. Loving each other was no mistake.

      The idea of a life without her terrified him. He wasn’t going to let that happen—at least not without a fight.

      Jason closed his eyes and silently thanked their matchmaking mamas, who’d given him a chance to prove to Dani not only that he loved her but that she could trust that love. It wasn’t going to be easy, but all he needed was one chance. One chance only.
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      Dani exited the suite, her mind conflicted, her heart aching. Mentally, she knew the moment with Jason went far better than she anticipated. She hadn’t stammered or nervously fingered her jean pockets. It surprised her how firm, decisive, and impassive her voice had been. Yet, it was worse than she imagined because she’d lied to Jason and to herself. Nothing about that night in August was a mistake. It was everything she’d imagined and desired.

      Yet she’d lied to him. He’d stood there, silently accepting her verbal cuts except for the soft-spoken utterance of her name. She’d wanted to return the hurt he’d given her when he’d broken her trust. And she did—she saw it in his eyes each time she denied their lovemaking meant something. She’d hurt him, but she hurt herself even more because she was still in love with Jason.

      Descending the stairs, Dani wished her mother hadn’t interfered and put her in a position to come face-to-face with her not entirely exorcized past. A faint sigh preceded her down the stairs. It was too late, and the best she could do was to help Cherie win her case then leave, hopefully with her heart and soul intact.

      When she reached the hallway, Dani smiled as she spied B.A.C.’s languid form outstretched on the polished wood floor. The cat contentedly licked his paw before raising his eyes to her. Damn, he really was a big ass cat. Studying him, she thought he might be a bit of Maine Coon, a smattering of Manx, and some unknown feline genotype she probably didn’t want to know about.

      B.A.C. meowed before he lazily rose to all fours and rubbed his hip against her leg. “You really are a sweetie, aren’t you?” He purred as she leaned down to scratch his head. “Want to show me where Cherie’s office is?”

      He growled and trotted down the hallway, his nails creating a rhythmic staccato as he walked, then squatted before a beautifully carved door. Dani laughed when she saw the wooden sign hanging above the doorframe.

      ‘Chaos afoot?’ Given my day, I can believe it.

      She leaned down to stroke the cat’s large head. “Thanks, B.A.C.”

      Her tap on the door was immediately answered, and she entered. Dani studied the office, whose character clearly reflected the cheery, warm personality of the woman sitting behind a large desk. While yellow was a purse your lips and tilt your head color for her, she thought the tiny daffodil-laden wallpaper worked, especially with the gauzy linen curtains, a soft shade of marigold, fluttering in the cool breeze flowing into the room.

      The floral print sofa and chair evoked memories of Aunt Leticia’s plastic-covered living room furniture, and Dani was hard-pressed not to giggle. What she did love were the historical photos on the wall, and she wondered if anyone had written their histories.

      “Hey, Dani.” Cherie stood and walked around the desk. Hugging her, she said, “I’m so sorry about the mess with the rooms. I’m just glad you and Jason know each other, and he was willing to let you have the suite’s second bedroom. Sit, please.”

      “I’m curious, though,” Dani said as she lowered herself onto the sofa, placing the notepad and pen she’d brought on her lap. “Are you aware all of this may be part of my mother’s matchmaking scheme?”

      “Want some tea?” Dani shook her head, and Cherie chuckled. “Are you sure? It’s not that kind of tea.”

      She returned to her desk and sat. She poured liquid into a porcelain teacup and sipped. “The lord knows I needed that. No, Miss Bette don’t be telling me her business, although seeing you and Jason together, I can understand why she might want to matchmake. You two will produce some beautiful children.”

      Dani flushed. “Sorry to ask, but what you should know while I’m here is Jason and I have some unresolved issues, ones that put a…a strain on our law school friendship.”

      “Not my business. What I can say, Dani, is I can’t thank you enough for coming up here to help me out. Your mama told me you had beach plans with your friend. I’m so sorry it was ruined.”

      “Don’t worry, I’m here to help. So, why don’t you tell me what’s going on? Mama was vague on the details.”

      Cherie took a quick sip of her tea and ducked her head for a second before she lifted embarrassed eyes to Dani. “That’s because I didn’t tell her much. I was too ashamed to admit that I didn’t do what she told me to do about my father and my grandmother’s will. Your mom tried to school me, and I didn’t listen.”

      “I know how that feels,” Dani said with a short laugh, shaking her head. “My mom believes it is her divine right to get all up in a person’s business and fix things according to the book of Bette Price, especially my business.”

      “My sister’s a lot like that.” Cherie grinned before her face contorted into a frown. “Two weeks ago, my long-lost sperm donor resurfaced and sent a bunch of papers to my sister’s place.” She handed Dani a manila folder.

      Dani took the folder, giving Cherie a puzzled look. “Why were they sent to your sister? Why didn’t he have them sent here?”

      “My sister’s address is my permanent one. I never got around to changing it, and all my personal mail goes there. I was going to fix that after me and Omar got things sorted out.”

      “What do you mean, sorted out? If you don’t mind me getting personal.”

      Cherie sipped her drink. “You sure you don’t want some? It’s some of the best whisky this side of the Rockies. Omar’s special blend.”

      “No thanks. Whisky and I don’t mix. I’m more of a tequila girl.”

      “You’re speaking my language there. Anyway, Omar and I have been together since I ended my engagement with D’Andre. The past several years, on my birthday, Omar asks me to marry him, and I always tell him no. My birthday is December 10th, and this year I was going to say yes, but I can’t with this mess hanging over my head.”

      Dani flashed her a sympathetic smile. “We have three weeks and two days before Omar drops to one knee. Let’s make sure it happens.” She scanned the top document. “Tell me about D’Andre Thompson and why he’s part of your father’s legal filings. How long were you two together? Were you ever married, as he claims?”

      “Hell no,” Cherie spat. “I wouldn’t marry that fool if a mule kicked me in the head and dragged me to the altar. We were engaged, but he did some crappy things, financial and personal. I returned his cheap-ass ring and said bye-bye.”

      She took another sip, then placed the teacup on her desk. “I have to admit it felt good when he came crawling to my sister, begging her to help get us back together, and she told him what he could do with himself. When that didn’t work, he called me up and cussed me out, then went home to his mama and daddy.”

      “Where do they live?”

      “Missouri, some small one-road town I never heard of. Should have known, but he is fine and big-dicked, and I briefly lost my head over those two. Lived with that man for nearly four years and came to find out he was dipping that dick wherever he could most of that time.”

      Dani swallowed her laughter. “D’Andre is claiming he has proof Omar has engaged in fraudulent schemes, including the one that funded B.A.C. Mystery Mine Tours. How did you and Omar meet, and when did you two get together?”

      Cherie lowered her eyelids. A faint blush settled on her cheeks before she lifted her chin and regarded Dani. “Omar was D’Andre’s best friend. He knew D’s business and kept it to himself outta loyalty to his friend. Eight months after D’Andre went home to Missouri, me and Omar started hanging out. It was friendship at first.”

      Dani scribbled some notes. “What was the financial situation between you and D’Andre? Did you share bank accounts, insurance policies? Were both your names on a mortgage, and if you did, what happened to all of that?”

      Cherie reached for the teacup and drained what whisky was left inside. “When I kicked him out, I sold the condo, canceled the insurance policies, and closed the bank accounts. I gave him his half, and I got receipts. In that folder are copies of everything, including that punk-ass man’s signature on the registered mail receipt. Also, though I didn’t know it at the time, Omar didn’t need my money. The man could have bought this inn five times over. So to accuse him of fraud is total BS.”

      “Great. Now the real problem—your father, Aldon Rayne. What made you think he was dead?”

      Cherie tented her fingers and rested them on the desk. “He never married my mama, though she took his last name and gave it to me when I was born. I was six years old when he didn’t come home one night. After a couple of months of struggling, mama and me moved in here with my father’s mother. Mama and I helped Nana Esther run the inn.”

      Cherie stood and went to a small refrigerator in a corner. She reached in and grabbed two bottles of water. Walking over to Dani, she handed her one and then returned to her chair. “I didn’t go to college immediately after high school. I stayed around to help Nana Esther with the inn after Mama and Walter Jones married. Both Mama and Nana Esther wanted me to finish my education so I went to community college then San Jose State. Walter died first then mama. By that time I’d ended things with D’Andre so I moved from Sacramento to help Nana Esther run this place.”

      “What happened after your mother passed?”

      “A few years after mama died, Nana Esther was diagnosed with cancer. Aldon Rayne couldn’t be bothered to come visit or take care of his sick mother. He’d call once or twice a year, and we wouldn’t hear from him until the next year. He stopped calling just before Nana Esther died. Letters I sent to Aldon Rayne were returned stamped as undeliverable with no forwarding address.”

      Her face angry, she gazed at Dani. “ It was Nana Esther who paid my college tuition and made sure I graduated with no student loans. The least I could do was take care of her and the inn.”

      “Is the property legally in your name, Cherie?”

      “Damn skippy! Nana Esther sold it to me for one hundred dollars before she was diagnosed. Had her attorney handle the title transfer and everything. In her will, she left me money to renovate the place.”

      Dani wrote more notes. “Has your father been in touch with you since his mother’s death? Prior to filing a lawsuit?”

      Cherie shook her head. “Not a peep.”

      “Why now? Any thoughts?”

      “Yep,” Cherie declared. “Fairmont Creek Inn is making money and getting recognition since we renovated, and it was designated a historic building. The inn has always been popular, but this is the first time it’s been fully booked throughout the year. Omar and I made this place into what Nana Esther wanted, though I’m not sure I should have let that man do all that mystery mine mess. Lord, he’s got Bok Choy and B.A.C. all involved in them damn tours. Never know what they’ll bring home.”

      “Your father?” Dani encouraged, hiding her amusement.

      “Oh, yeah, he wants money. He told my sister Emma that if I give him fifty percent interest of the inn’s revenue and make him co-owner, he’ll drop the lawsuit. He claims it’s his right since he was Nana Esther’s only child. Says he doesn’t begrudge me, but it’s only right he gets more than a dollar, which is what Nana gave him.”

      “Anything else?”

      “Not that I can think of, but my gut tells me he and D’Andre been talking, and that’s why D’Andre filed a suit against me and Omar. That Aldon Rayne definitely got something shady planned.”

      Dani rose from the couch. “If there is, we’ll find it.”
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      Jason strolled into his bedroom, grabbed a bottle of water from the small refrigerator, and sat at the desk. His meeting with Omar had raised more questions than answers about Aldon Rayne and D’Andre Thompson’s claims of fraudulent behavior on Omar’s part. Logging into his company’s website and his email account, Jason ignored every email except the ones from his legal assistant marked priority. Reading the assistant’s messages, he answered their questions, attached an encrypted document to one email and sent his reply.

      The last email he opened evoked a half-strangled expletive. Texting his brother Evan, Jason asked him to investigate D’Andre Thompson and Aldon Rayne’s relationship. Jason forwarded the email to Evan, highlighting the troubling information. A soft knock on the bedroom door interrupted his concentration. Since it was coming from within the suite, he knew it was Dani. Saving his files, he got up and opened the door.

      “Hi,” he greeted as casually as his thumping heart allowed at seeing her. “What can I do for you, Dani?”

      Her gaze flickered everywhere but his face before she stammered, “Um…hey, I wanted to check to see if you wanted to get some food, and we can discuss Cherie and Omar’s cases. Cherie made a reservation at a local restaurant for both of us, Angie’s Cafe…um…if you don’t have plans.”

      “I don’t. Let me finish up a few things, shouldn’t take more than a half-hour. What time is the reservation?”

      “Six-thirty, and the cafe’s within walking distance.”

      He nodded. “Once I’m done, I’ll take a quick shower and meet you downstairs.”

      The quick flick of Dani’s tongue across her bottom lip sent a heated chill through him. He’d definitely need the shower if she did it again, and a tiny part of his brain begged her to repeat the gesture. She didn’t, merely saying okay.

      Waiting until the door closed, he relaxed his facial muscles, not sure whether he should curse or grin. Dani’s behavior wasn’t typical. Where was the angry Danielle Price who shunned him for years? Gone was the self-confident woman who would have verbally carved him up and tossed him in the trash. Was she having second thoughts about her earlier stance? Was this the reason she’d invited him to dinner? While it made sense for them to discuss their individual cases, it didn’t have to be over dinner.

      Maybe...

      If she was right, and their mothers were matchmaking—and knowing Alice Graywolf, that was almost a certainty—it was because neither one knew the history between him and Dani. The only ones who knew were his brothers and Marisa and Portia, who hadn’t ostracized him. Maybe they were in on whatever his and Dani’s moms were doing.

      A spark of hope ignited inside him, fed by the idea that his family had his back, and despite everything, including Dani’s justified anger, she did say they would talk…

      I let go of most of my anger three years ago. I’ve got to let go of the rest because I can’t deal with the conflicting emotions, and I need to move on.

      Her words battered yet fed the hope struggling into existence. Earning her forgiveness was not going to be easy, but for the first time in years, Jason believed they had a chance. He just needed to be patient and let her take the lead.

      Jason knew his heart. He loved Dani and, despite her words, believed he held her heart, but would that be enough? She was strong enough to walk away from him and already proved that she would do so. What she didn’t know was he’d changed, that he wasn’t the same man she’d faced in Mexico. It was time to show her the Jason who was in love with her—especially since he didn’t know what he’d do if she truly intended to disappear him from her life.

      He headed into the bathroom and turned on the water before he stripped and tossed his clothes into a nearby hamper. Stepping into the enclosure, he sighed as warm water cascaded over him.

      So much of his and Dani’s relationship had been a dance of avoidance, denying the feelings that went beyond friendship. Not until he lost her did he realize what his siblings declared was true—he and Dani were friends only because they refused to act on the chemistry between them. Until they did.

      His heart was certain she loved him. His mind, however, warned he might be creating a pipe dream, one made of wishful quicksand. He squeezed his eyelids shut and shoved his head beneath the falling water. What if he failed? What if…

      My cousin loves you, Jason, and you broke her heart. You better fix things before she writes you off forever.

      His sister-in-law’s words played in his head as he got out and dried, then moisturized his body, reminding himself of the power of quicksand to hold onto whatever tumbled into its grasp. The tension around his heart eased, and as he dressed, he vowed to re-earn Dani’s trust first and then fix both their broken hearts.

      Grabbing his jacket, he strolled into the living area and heard the sound of Dani’s shower from behind the French doors. Tempted to wait for her, he reminded himself to let her set the pace. On his way out of the suite, he noticed the brochures splayed across the table’s surface and picked one up.

      
        
        B.A.C.’s Mystery Mine Tours, with your guides Big Ass Cat, Bok Choy, and Omar Valenzuela. Learn about the mysteries, the spookums, and the history of the mine that gave Brentworth its start. Hour-long tours begin at noon and end at five.

        

      

      A flier inside the brochure fell out. It announced a special two-hour tour the Sunday before Thanksgiving, and since he and Dani would still be in town, maybe the tour would be a start.

      “Jason, I hear you and Dani are off to Angie’s,” Cherie greeted when he stepped into the hallway.

      “Thanks for taking care of the reservation,” he replied. “I was going to ask about ordering pizza.”

      Cherie chuckled. “Our one pizza place, which by the way is fabulous, doesn’t deliver. I mean, you could try to use Grubs-It, but…” She shrugged.

      “Good to know. What can you tell me about the mine tours? Are they booked out? I was thinking about asking Dani to go with me.”

      Cherie eyed him skeptically and tsked noisily. “I’m assuming this request is related to our case because I can’t imagine anything less romantic, and I’d say you’re either a brave man or a foolish one for believing that hype of Omar’s.”

      “Ignore my woman,” Omar advised. “She’s always up in somebody’s business. Come on, let me set you up.”

      Omar’s interference distracted Cherie’s attention, and Jason inwardly breathed a relieved sigh. He followed Omar into an office opposite Cherie’s. Closing the door behind them, Jason looked at Omar. “Thanks for the rescue.”

      “Did anyone ever tell you your face is like a pre-school picture book? Easy to read,” Omar observed with a laugh. “I suspect my woman is doing a bit of matchmaking, probably instigated by Dani’s mama. Just be happy Cherie doesn’t know Miss Alice, or it would be worse. Did my accountant send you the file with my financials?”

      “Yes, it arrived. Is it alright if I forward it to Aidan and Evan? If we have to have everything certified by a court-ordered auditor, we don’t want any surprises.”

      Omar nodded. “Sure. Now, let me explain the tour.”

      After Omar went over how the tour worked and scheduled him and Dani on one, Jason asked, “What’s the weather generally like? I want to make sure we have the right clothing.”

      “It’s usually cool during the day,” Omar replied. “Although the weather channel’s predicting it could drop into the low forties, and we might even see some snow flurries. As long as you have a warm jacket and gloves, and maybe a hat, you’ll be fine. You can always get what you need from the general store in town.”

      “Thanks. It’ll be fun to see if Dani is over her fear of spooky places.”

      “Man, that’s cold,” Omar declared.

      Jason grinned sheepishly and shrugged. “Yeah, but if it gets her into my arms…”

      Omar’s deep laugh sounded, and he said, “It seems Cherie and Dani’s mom aren’t the only ones with plans.” His smile faded. “I don’t know what’s up with you and Dani, Jason. I can only say two things. First, don’t mistake the vibes she’s projecting. That woman is pissed at you, even if there’s some serious emotions behind her anger. So you need to be ready to grovel and grovel some more, and then grovel even more—technically, you’ll need to grovel for the rest of your lives together. If you manage to get her back.”

      Jason lowered himself onto the chair opposite Omar’s desk, and his fingers gripped a strand of hair. He absentmindedly twisted and untwisted it. “I’ve never had her, although I fell in love with Dani the first time I saw her.”

      “But you were sowing your oats, as my grandmama would say,” Omar stated. “Again, it doesn’t matter to me what you did. I don’t need the deets. But if the little scene Cherie and I saw when Dani dragged your ass outside is an indicator, y’all got some shit to work through if you two are going to make it, Jason. And you’re the one who will really have to listen. ‘Cause at this point, I doubt if she’ll believe much of what comes out of your mouth if it ain’t the gospel truth.”

      Jason released his hair. A quick smile whipped across his lips as he said, “That’s what I’m counting on. We’ve never lied to each other, even in the worst moment between us.”

      He rose from the chair. “I couldn’t lie to Dani even if I wanted to. She knows me as well as my brothers and sister and would see through any bullshit I tried. With Danielle Selena Price, there are no games.”

      “Selena?” Omar queried, his eyes wide. “The Selena?”

      Jason chuckled. “The one and only, and if you want to know the story, you’ll have to ask Dani or Miss Bette. Thanks, man, I think I hear Dani’s voice.”

      Omar circled the desk and walked to the door. “I knew she was on her way downstairs when Big Ass Cat meowed and Bok Choy started barking. Your woman, Jason, is stirring some mess up in my house. First time B.A.C. has acted a fool over a woman. I’m worried about that cat.”

      As Omar opened the door, Jason chuckled and shook his head as he walked out of the office.
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      Dani frowned when she reached the bottom of the staircase. She didn’t know how she was going to deal with close proximity, mad chemistry, and Jason Graywolf despite her brave words.

      Boundaries. Right. Move on—easier to speak the words than implement them. Yep, she was definitely going to be tested the next week or so.

      Only her cousin Marisa and her best friend Portia knew what had happened in Mexico—not even her mama knew, and Dani had very few secrets from her. She’d spent months blaming him until Portia and Marisa threatened to kick her ass if she didn’t get therapy. Usually kind, gentle Marisa went hardcore, telling her that she had paved the path for what happened, that what she’d called Jason’s betrayal had been crafted by her refusal to let him know she had feelings.

      “You are equally at fault, and if it’s ever going to be fixed so you can move forward, then you need to deal with your part in this mess.”

      “Yeah, what she said,” Portia chimed in.

      “Damn, it must be bad if I’m hearing Portia and Risa’s voices right now,” Dani mumbled.

      As she turned the corner into the foyer, she hesitated. Jason stood laughing and talking with Cherie and Omar, his back to the staircase so that he couldn’t see her, and she had an unobstructed view.

      He was breathtaking. She’d been hooked and reeled in the moment Jason walked into class and slid onto the seat next to her. His smile arrested her gaze and drew her eyes to his mouth, and enough electricity shot through her to power a tiny home. A fast side glance noted the smooth reddish-brown color of his skin. It wasn’t until she saw all of the Graywolf siblings in one room that she learned they had inherited their skin color and black hair from their Black and Choctaw mother and the startling gray eyes of their Muskogee father.

      His voice as he said a soft hello fogged her brain, and she still didn’t know how she managed to not stammer her reply. By the time he asked her name, she was in control, and they’d exchanged what her mama would call pleasantries, but if quizzed as to the content of that conversation, she’d fail. As he leaned in to whisper something to her, a soft silky strand brushed her neck, and she was done for. Jason Graywolf had moved to the top of her list.

      Before he fell from grace and took the ladder with him.

      She hadn’t lied to Portia and Marisa when she admitted she still loved him and would always be in love with him. However, that admission would remain her secret. “Are you ready to leave, Jason?”

      He looked over at her. The corners of his mouth curved upward into a smile, and she was about to give him a get out of jail free card for anything and everything, past, present, and future.

      “Dani?”

      She blinked. He was standing two feet in front of her, his fingers brushing her cheek. Her body reacted as it always did at the slightest touch from him and overheated. She dragged her tongue across her bottom lip and said, “I’m sorry. What did you say?”

      “Don’t be sorry, just tell me where you went,” he teased with a smile.

      It was something he always said when she allowed her thoughts to wander. Dani stared at him. “Thinking about what to eat.”

      He eyed her curiously, and his expression suggested he wasn’t about to let it go. Instead, he nodded. “Then let’s get you fed.”

      Omar and Cherie had moved closer to the sitting room. He was staring down at her, his hand caressing her cheek. A twinge of longing hit Dani directly in the solar plexus, nearly stripping her breath for the seconds she studied the couple.

      “We’re leaving, and thanks for making the arrangements, Cherie.”

      “You’re welcome, Dani. Enjoy,” Cherie said, gripping Omar’s hand.

      Omar looked over Dani’s shoulder at Jason. “Hear you’re going to dinner at Angie’s. Get the ribeye. Riley, the chef, cooks it just right. Also, the way you’re looking at Dani’s behind, too bad she isn’t the night’s special.”

      “Omar!” Dani and Cherie screamed at the same time. Cherie grabbed his arm. “Stop trying to stir up trouble.”

      “What? I spoke nothing but the truth,” he stated. “It’s not me y’all should be screaming at, Jason’s the one doing all the stealth looking. See, he’s still doing it.”

      Jason blinked several times as if emerging from a trance. “What?”

      “Did you even hear a word Omar said?” Dani asked.

      Cherie laughed. “He couldn’t hear you for all the thinking his head was doing.”

      “I’m sorry,” he offered. “What did you say, Omar?”

      Omar cackled. “Nothing, man, nothing at all. Enjoy your dinner.”

      “Since Jason’s head is in another game, Dani, remember, the silver key unlocks the front door, and if you need anything when you come in, make it wait until morning,” Cherie warned, lacing her fingers with Omar’s. “I’m going to lock B.A.C. and Bok Choy in their rooms and get me some tonight.”

      Dani gasped and hurried out and down the steps, Jason closing the door behind them and saying, “She is something else, and Omar is definitely her accomplice in all things guaranteed to be straight, no chaser.”

      Jason was less than three feet away from her, but everything was awkward. She endured the silence for a couple more seconds as they walked into Brentworth before she broke it with a generic question. “How are your parents and Nina, Jason?”

      “They’re good, although Mom threatened me after you left. Wanted to know what I’d done to make you leave. I’m surprised she didn’t text you.”

      “She did, and when I didn’t immediately reply, she called. I swear your mom and mine are clones. Honestly, when Miss Alice accused me of slapdash behavior, I was dead. It was so my mama. I’m glad we were talking on the phone and not on camera.”

      “I’m sorry my mom came at you, Dani. She doesn’t know…”

      They had reached the cafe. “It wasn’t your fault, Jase. And Miss Alice was right, Bette Price raised me better. We… I shouldn’t… Anyway, it’s all good. Your mom accepted my apology.”

      They entered the restaurant and were quickly seated. Dani was pleased the booth was away from the main part of the restaurant since it gave them privacy for whatever conversation she and Jason would have about the lawsuits. The other conversation… Well, she was putting that off until she was ready to leave Brentworth or until her hand was forced. She and Jason needed to focus on how to best serve their clients, not the night that changed everything.

      “Welcome to Angie’s,” their server said, handing them menus. “Would you like me to take your drink order while you decide?”

      “Water, please,” Jason said. “I’ll take a look at the wine list.”

      “Same for me.” The server left, and Dani studied her menu. “I was going to have a burger, but the roasted chicken and vegetables with mac and cheese are calling me. What about you?”

      “The ribeye. Do I get a taste…of the mac and cheese?” Jason tilted his head seductively and flashed her what she and Marisa labeled the Graywolf ‘you can’t deny me anything’ smile. “The steak comes with potatoes.”

      Dani rolled her eyes and snorted. “You’re so wrong, Graywolf. You can always ask for a substitute.”

      “I could, but it comes with fingerlings and sweet potato au gratin.”

      “I get half the potatoes,” Dani countered.

      Jason lifted an eyebrow and crooned, “Depends on the portion, DS. Depends on the portion.”

      Once their orders were taken and they had their wine, Jason broached the topic she’d planned to avoid. “You know Greg and Rachel had a little boy.”

      It was not meant to be, and Dani stiffened slightly. Okay, let’s get this shit out of the way so I can move forward. “No, I don’t stay in touch with most of the group anymore.” She sipped her wine. “After I found out about her and Greg, it was easier to disengage from the drama. All of it.”

      She knew he heard the “leave it, Jason” in the last three words and wasn’t surprised when he responded in an equally clipped tone, “Dani, we’re going to be here for a week, working together, and we still haven’t—”

      “Haven’t what?” She drank more wine and set the glass on the table. “Jason, let the past remain just that. We don’t need to talk about Mexico.”

      She watched his gray eyes darken and knew where the conversation was headed. Steeling herself, she still flinched when he declared in a low, angry voice, “This isn’t about Mexico, this is about August. We made love less than three months ago—I was your first lover, Dani—and I also haven’t forgotten what you said.”

      “That was tequila talking.”

      “That was Danielle Selena Price talking,” he retorted. “Look, I fucked up, badly. There are things I said and did, and they cost me dearly. I lost you from my life, Dani. I admit, Greg was one of my best friends, but you were also that and more.”

      The server brought out their meals. After thanking them, Jason continued. “Eat while I talk.”

      Dani watched him drink nearly a quarter of the wine in his glass. When he glanced up at her and she stared into his eyes, his anguish was visible, and she felt the polar caps around her heart begin to melt. Letting the resentment go was easier than she imagined when sitting across from him.

      “You have no idea how much I regret what I did. Part of it was loyalty, which Nina says I sometimes take too far,” he said with self-deprecation. “It wasn’t just loyalty, though. My emotions were conflicted, and my anger was because you didn’t tell me there was someone else in your life besides Greg.”

      She watched his hands scrub his face. His silence cascaded over the table, and he began to eat. After a few bites, enough apparently to boost his courage, he continued. “Until that night, you and I talked about everything—at least that was my truth. I was hurt you kept something from me and afraid I was going to lose you, so I just lost it. I am so sorry, Dani. So fucking sorry.”

      “What about Greg? Are you two still best friends?”

      Jason cut his steak and put a piece in his mouth. As he chewed, Dani studied his attempt at projecting an impassive expression. She waited until he swallowed. “Answer the questions, Graywolf.”

      His right hand instinctively went to his hair before he realized what he’d done. Wiping his hand on his napkin, he expelled a breath of air. “We haven’t talked in a year.”

      Dani scrutinized his face. “Spill. What happened?”

      “He said some things I didn’t like,” Jason mumbled, forking some potatoes and popping them into his mouth.

      “Jason, you’re as skittish as a spooked cat,” Dani accused. “What did he say, and was it bad enough to incite you and your brothers?”

      He reached for his hair again and stopped himself midair. She’d seen him do this gesture countless times—in thought, nervous, or angered. Usually, she’d reach up and take his fingers in hers, gently holding them until he relaxed. This time, she wrapped her fingers around the stem of her wine glass and slowly sipped.

      “I hadn’t seen him for a year when I had to be in Chicago,” Jason began. “We got together for drinks. He claimed he wanted my opinion on a situation he was facing. He was already at the bar and probably was up one or two drinks. I suppose it gave him courage.”

      She watched Jason’s eyes narrow as he pushed on. “It was a setup. He admitted the only reason he’d pursued you was me. Apparently, he resented our closeness, and Rachel was playing the scorned woman because I refused to date her. Anyway, Greg believed it was a matter of time before you and me got together, and he wanted to make love to you before I did.”

      “Make love? That really doesn’t sound like Greg. More likely, he said, ‘fuck Dani’,” she threw out the words angrily.

      “Yeah, it was that word. Anyway, he also said some things I didn’t particularly care for, which I’m not going to repeat, so don’t look at me like that. Let’s just say they were enough for me to tell him to fuck off and leave him sitting there.”

      “There’s more to this than you’re telling me.” She eyed him suspiciously. “Don’t try to sidestep the truth because you Graywolf men have a rep for not letting things slide. What did you do to him?”

      Jason glanced at his plate and forked the last piece of steak. “We didn’t jack him up physically if that’s what you’re worried about,” he muttered before he put the meat in his mouth.

      Dani scanned his face for a second, then pulled out her phone and did a quick search for Greg’s info. She lifted her stunned gaze to Jason’s face, and her mouth gaped. “You got him disbarred in the state where he lives? Damn, I hope I never piss Evan off.”

      “What makes you think it was Evan? And we didn’t get him disbarred; he did it to himself. I may have sparked the state bar’s interest in his situation.” At her skeptical look, Jason shrugged. “Dani, can we please talk about what happened between us in August?”

      She stared at him, her eyes misting. For several silent moments, the only sound was forks and knives clicking on their plates. When she was done eating, Dani pushed her plate to one side. She raised her wineglass and took a sip. She needed to look into Jason’s eyes when she said what she had to say next.

      “What I said earlier about regretting what happened between us—”

      “The lovemaking?”

      “That,” she snapped. “It was desire, Jason. Honestly, I kinda walked into it without forethought and quite a bit of tequila. It was unexpected and not Dani Price.”

      He reached for her hand, and she shook her head. “You hurt me, Jason. Not because you were loyal to Greg. You wouldn’t be you if you weren’t. I was hurt because that loyalty didn’t extend to me, and when you came at me in Mexico, it was as if our friendship didn’t matter. You took one side, and that was it. That night hurt.”

      She tapped her chest. “It still hurts here. Except for Risa and Portia, I thought you knew me best. Knew I wouldn’t ever accept a public engagement proposal. And when I said no, no matter the reason for my no, I never thought you would say the things you did. I was devastated by your anger, your words, and that you cared so little for our friendship, Jason. Friends don’t wait five years to apologize.”

      “I didn’t wait,” he growled. “You avoided me, wouldn’t let me in to apologize. Even the night we made love, you refused to hear me out. So I’m speaking now. Dani, will you forgive my lack of sense, forgive the hurt I caused you because of a man who wasn’t worth our relationship? Will you allow me back into your life?”

      “Apology accepted.”

      He reached for her hand. “Will you, DS?”

      She let him grip it and looked at his hand on hers. In that dark, unused corner of her heart and brain sat her love for Jason Graywolf. Untainted by anger, resentment, and fear, that love remained intact. As much as she loved him, wanted him as deeply now as she did when they first met, she wondered what her life would be like if she let him in.

      Making love to Jason had been a game changer—his gentleness when he learned it was her first time, the pleasures his mouth, his hands, and his dick had given her. She discovered what it meant to be loved by Jason but the question was could she learn to trust him again.

      The server arrived with her dessert, setting a beautifully scored creme brûlée in front of her and two spoons on either side of the plate. She thanked them and picked up her spoon once they walked away. Her gaze focused on Jason’s face. “Consider yourself forgiven, but we will be starting anew. You get one more try, Jason. Fuck it up, and not even my cousin and your brother can save your sorry ass.”

      She scooped up a spoonful of her dessert and ate before she warned, “Don’t even think of touching that spoon, Graywolf. We’re not there yet.”
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      Dani stretched and swung her legs over the side of the bed as she reached for her phone. 7:30 a.m. She had enough time for a quick shower before she was to meet Jason in the dining room for breakfast. A meeting with the plaintiffs’ lawyers was scheduled for 10 a.m., with a court date set for November 21st. She was annoyed with the unprofessionalism of Rayne’s lawyer. The files she’d requested hadn’t arrived, and the attorney’s assistant informed her the attorney would deliver the papers during this morning’s meeting.

      While she had Cherie’s documents, including a copy of Esther Rayne’s will, Dani felt uneasy—especially the way the universe had been acting lately. Why did Rayne suddenly decide to contest his mother’s will a year after the fact, and why was Omar made a party to the legal case?

      As she finished brushing her teeth, she decided to not worry about the unknown and see what tricks Rayne’s attorney brought to the game. Grabbing her jacket and tote, she left the suite. B.A.C. was lounging outside the door. He had taken it upon himself to be her personal bodyguard, a decision Jason thought was hilarious. She had to admit it was kind of cute to have a twenty-three-pound cat escort. She closed the suite’s door.

      “Good morning, sweetheart,” she said when B.A.C. meowed. “Want to walk me to the dining room?”

      He rose languidly, sauntered over to the stairs, and waited until she was next to him. When she placed her foot on the step, he majestically padded alongside her down the stairs. Dani turned toward the dining room and heard Cherie’s voice fussing at Bok Choy, who’d apparently dragged a rodent carcass into the house. Her laughter faded as she entered the dining room. Jason was seated at a table near the room’s large expanse of windows. Her heart skipped a beat as her gaze drank in his profile.

      The strong jawline, the temptation of a mouth, fingers curved around a thick strand of black hair, and the occasional flicker of a smile or a faint pout on his lips as he jotted notes in his journal—all of it was sexy as hell. She resisted the urge to go to him and run her finger across his mouth. Instead, she said, “Good morning.”

      A slow panty-singeing smile tipped up the corners of his lips. It was appreciative and, at the same time, held the usual teasing quality that made him Jason. But it was the gray eyes slowly scanning her that generated a fire inside her.

      “Good morning, DS,” he greeted. “Can I get you anything?”

      “Thanks, but no thanks. I’m going to immerse myself in the pleasure of seeing what goodies are on the serving table. I’ve been thinking about it since I got up.”

      He laughed and said, “I’ll get your coffee, so you don’t have to interrupt your trips.”

      She huffed. “Funny, Graywolf.”

      She went to the table, and the aroma had her moaning. Her stomach growled as she reached for a plate.

      “Yeah, it’s all good,” Omar said from behind her.

      Dani peeked over her shoulder. “Good morning, Omar. I suppose you heard that?”

      “Morning, Dani. Yes I did. Try the biscuits. They’re so good they make you want to slap somebody, anybody. Oh, my baby also makes the jams.” He closed his eyes as a dreamy expression appeared on his face. “I’m going to marry that woman just for her cooking.”

      “Nah,” Cherie’s soft husky voice intruded. “You want to marry me for all this.”

      Dani chuckled as Cherie did a quick pirouette and danced away after placing a platter on the table. Once the couple left, Dani fixed her plate and returned to Jason. She flashed him a grin when she spied the steaming mug of coffee. “Thanks.”

      He arched an eyebrow and huffed. “I’ve been around you sans coffee, and it’s not pretty. Not pretty at all.”

      She glared at him before she raised the cup to her lips and inhaled. “Smells so good.”

      Jason smiled. “I’ll talk. You eat.”

      Dani listened as he shared Omar’s information and financials. It coincided with Cherie’s details about the nature of their relationship. “How did he start the ghost mine tour business?” she asked in between bites.

      “He hikes to keep in shape,” Jason explained. “He was hiking near an abandoned mine entrance when he heard a cat’s meow and went inside. Big Ass Cat was a kitten. Omar looked around for the mother then walked on. He stopped again on his way home and the kitten hadn’t moved, so he rescued it.”

      “Okay, but that still doesn’t answer my question, Jason.”

      “I’m getting there.”

      She groaned her exasperation. “You’re taking too long, Graywolf. We do have a meeting at ten. Tell me about B.A.C. Mine Tours.”

      “Patience, DS. The land the mine is on belongs to Cherie. Omar saw an opportunity, and after talking with environmental and planning agencies, he got permission to add onto the entrance and built a mystery maze.”

      “Smart,” Dani said. “Is the entire thing underground?”

      “No, that’s the best part. All of the additions are aboveground and safe. It was created to blend into the surroundings, so you think you’re entering an old mine shaft, kinda the forest for the trees thing.”

      Dani squinted at him and then laughed. “Forest for the trees thing? What the hell does that mean, Jason?”

      He flushed. “Analogies and metaphors aren’t my thing, DS. You know that. Anyway, the B.A.C. Tour business started just over a year ago and is profitable.”

      “Who paid for it?”

      “Omar. He walked away from a baseball career after an injury and invested the money wisely.”

      “Aidan, I suppose.”

      Jason chuckled. “Indirectly since the firm’s a subsidiary of Graywolf Holdings and very reputable. Anyway, Omar brought his own money to this relationship, so any accusation he’s taking financial advantage is crap.”

      Dani moved her plate to the side and sipped her coffee. “I’m sensing a pair of scammers with one brain between them. Someone else is the puppet master.”

      “Probably Cherie’s sister from another mother.”

      Dani nearly choked on the coffee she’d just drank. “Sister? Cherie didn’t mention two sisters. She only talks about Emma, her mother’s daughter from her marriage to Walter Jones. What else can you tell me about Cherie’s father, Jase?”

      “Rayne married when he moved to St. Louis and had another child,” Jason explained. “If you’re done eating, we should meet with Cherie and Omar before we head over to the library. I don’t think she deserves a ‘hello and meet your sibling’ moment in court.”

      “Agreed. Let me finish my coffee, and I’m ready.”

      They left the dining room and went in search of Cherie and Omar. Dani’s heart went out to the woman who didn’t deserve what was happening to her. She knocked on Cherie’s office door. When she and Jason walked in, Omar was standing before the window, his back to the door, while Cherie stood beside her desk. A smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes formed on her lips.

      “Hey, Dani, Jason. What can we do for you?”

      Jason closed the door behind them. Dani pinched her lips together for a second, then blurted out, “Cherie, did you know you have another sister?”

      Cherie’s eyes widened, and Omar whirled around. They spoke simultaneously. “What?”

      “It seems your father married and had another child. They live in Missouri, St. Louis. She’s about five years younger than you and works for an insurance company.”

      Cherie stared at her. “Her name. What is her name?”

      “Elvinia Rayne,” Jason supplied.

      “How did you find out?” Omar asked. “Evan?”

      Jason nodded. “Usually, I ask permission to investigate, but with the discovery meeting this morning, I wanted no surprises.” He shrugged. “Got one anyway.”

      Cherie turned to Dani. “What does this mean, Dani? What the heck is going on?”

      “It means that we walk into this meeting hopefully with no more surprises, although there are no guarantees. If it’s okay with you, we’ll ask Evan to dig a bit deeper.”

      “Absolutely! Is there any way my...Elvinia is behind this mess?”

      Dani shrugged. “We’ll need to figure that out. On the surface, she isn’t named in Aldon Rayne’s lawsuit. But your grandmother didn’t leave her anything in the will, and omissions like that can make people act out. However, if Rayne is successful, then Elvinia…what kind of name is that?”

      “Apparently, it’s her maternal grandmother’s name, DS,” Jason chided, masking his chuckle with a cough.

      She flushed. “Sorry about that, but…never mind. I say we let Evan do his magic and sit on this information unless Elvinia Rayne shows up in Brentworth.”

      Cherie nodded as Omar slipped his arm across her shoulder. He looked at Jason. “It’s not about the money, ya know. I have enough to pay both of them suckers off in a hot minute. What I don’t like is them going after Cherie like that. She’s pure gold, and her heart is platinum. I’m not a happy man right now.”

      Dani watched the six-foot five-inch broad-shouldered man pull Cherie against his chest. It was clear he loved her so much, and a fleeting emotion whipped through Dani. Would she ever have that type of love?

      Not until you deal with your fears, her heart insisted. Not until you make peace with the man you love.

      Determined not to heed her heart, she pushed the thought to one side. Smiling at Omar, she said the first thing that came to mind. “Well, it’s our job to make both of you happy campers.” She palmed her face. “I can’t believe my mother’s words just came out of my mouth. Somebody slap me.”

      Jason grinned and took a step in her direction. She narrowed her eyes and speared him with a glare. “Not you, Graywolf. You touch me, I tell your mama.”

      Cherie’s laughter rang out, and Omar’s deep chuckles joined her. “Nice to know you’ve got his number, Dani.” Cherie’s face became serious. “Is there any more information you need from us before your meeting today?”

      “No, it’s a meeting to make sure each side is clear on the evidence or a list of potential witnesses. A court officer will be there to record and transcribe what happens.” Dani frowned. “While I hope that we’ve got all the documents related to the suit, it’s not unusual for evidence to show up in these meetings. Honestly, I wouldn’t be surprised if your father’s lawyer doesn’t drop some new bombs.”

      She saw the worried look on Cherie’s face and went over and gave her a hug. “Don’t worry, Cherie. Jason is the second-best lawyer I know.”

      “Second-best? Who is better than me?” he demanded.

      Dani walked over and smugly patted his cheek. “Me. Come on, we should make our way to the library.”

      She winked at Cherie and Omar, who were still laughing. “I’ll text you as soon as the meeting is done. We’ll probably get a quick bite to eat and talk before we return to the inn. Also, Jason and I want to take you both to dinner. Angie suggested the Mexican restaurant, El Sarape.”

      “Ooh, good choice,” Omar said. He looked at Cherie, and she nodded. “I’ll make reservations for six if that’s okay.”

      “Thanks. We’ll see you when we return.”
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      Jason opened the library door, standing beside it until Dani entered. As the automatic door closed behind him, he glanced at the circulation desk, where a bespectacled young man eyed a group of tweens gathered in the graphic books section. A few steps behind Dani, Jason reached the desk and gave the young man their names, and he picked up the phone.

      A couple of minutes later, a woman of indeterminate age, her gray hair captured in a tight bun, strolled out of an office behind the circulation desk. Her piercing light brown eyes raked them before she retrieved a set of keys from a desk and asked them to follow her. Jason admired the aura of reserve and the ‘you better not mess with me’ message that her posture conveyed as she silently made her way down a corridor and around a corner until they reached the library’s conference room.

      She unlocked the door. “I’m Miss Parson. If you need anything, that button on the wall there is linked to my office. In the room, there is no smoking and no food allowed, but there are water bottles on the credenza. Meredith Pointer, the court reporter, left a message she’s on her way. Please clean up after yourselves.”

      With these instructions, she scurried away as if her morning had been completely disrupted. Dani and Jason exchanged a stunned look as the door closed behind the woman before they shared a moment of quiet laughter. “So, Mr. Graywolf, where would you like to sit?”

      “Shall we play parental types and take our seats at opposite ends of the table, Ms. Price? That way, no one is the bad cop.”

      “Hmm, I like how you think, Mr. Graywolf. I’ll sit down there.” Dani walked to one end of the table and unpacked her tote, placing her journal, phone, pens, and tablet on the surface before crossing to the credenza to grab a bottle of water. He did the same and sat down just as the library staff who monitored the circulation desk opened the door. A white woman in her mid-forties strolled into the room and identified herself as the court recorder. She set her equipment up in a corner close enough to the table without being intrusive. The door’s lock clicked a second time, and the library staff ushered in three men and a woman.

      Evan had sent a picture of Elvinia Rayne, and the woman who entered was definitely her. Jason’s gaze swept to the three men. The light-skinned man striding toward Dani, a wide grin on his face, was not Elmont Sutter. Sutter was a white man in his mid-sixties, while this man was in his mid-thirties.

      Tension seized Jason’s jaw, and his fingers curled into fists once the man reached his destination. Dani stood, and the man attempted to hug her. She raised her hand as a barrier. “Kevin. Are you the attorney representing Mr. Rayne and Mr. Thompson?”

      “Dani, I had no idea you were the opposing attorney until I received the papers from my firm. Where are you staying?”

      “Kevin, are you the attorney representing Mr. Rayne and Mr. Thompson?” she repeated.

      He puffed out his chest. “I am. Elmont did the original filing, but he had a family emergency and handed it off to me since I was already in California visiting my parents. I saw your name on the documents and hoped you’d be here. Where are you staying? Maybe we can get together for lunch or dinner.”

      Kevin slowly turned his gaze to him, and Jason bristled as the man squared his shoulders and sauntered over to him. Kevin extended his hand. “Kevin Harper, Esq. I’m a partner with Desmond, Sutter, Cason, and Jones. You must be one of Dani’s legal assistants.”

      Dani’s slight cough said play nice, and although the temptation to act out was strong, Jason decided he would heed her unspoken request, for now. He also planned to find out who the hell Kevin Harper was to her.

      Rising from his seat, he gripped Kevin’s hand and smiled. “Jason Graywolf, managing partner with Graywolf, Ballentyne, and Spenser. I represent Omar Valenzuela, although I wouldn’t mind being Dani’s legal assistant. I understand the perks that go with the job are amazing. Feel free to call me Jason, Kevin.”

      Jason noted Kevin’s physical reaction. I’m not the man you want to fuck with, Kevin Harper. Dani Price is mine.

      Maintaining a cordial smile, Jason shifted his attention to the Raynes and Thompson. “Please sit. I wasn’t informed you would be attending this meeting, Mr. Thompson.”

      “I’m Aldon Rayne, this is my daughter Elvinia, and that’s D’Andre Thompson, the man Omar stole from. We have a right to be here,” Rayne declared.

      He strutted past Jason’s end of the table to occupy a chair that placed him midway between Jason and Dani. Elvinia and D’Andre seated themselves next to Rayne, Elvinia to his right, while D’Andre lounged next to her.

      Rayne placed his palms flat on the table. “I’d hoped my daughter and that man would be here, but I guess we’ll have to wait and see what you two have to say this morning.”

      Harper slid onto the chair between Rayne and Dani. When her gaze lighted on him, Jason inclined his head, and she touched her chin before her lawyer’s smile settled on her sensuous mouth. He lowered his gaze to hide his grin. It had taken some of their law school peers nearly a year to learn to recognize that smile and what it meant for her opponent.

      Excitement coursed through him. He’d always wanted to share a case with Dani, but they’d chosen different paths in law. His was intellectual property, and hers was tort, especially cases where the defendants were major companies using their wealth and political power against smaller firms or an individual. Even though the present case wasn’t his usual type, he was thrilled to finally be working with her.

      “Mr. Rayne, Ms. Rayne, Mr. Thompson. I’m Danielle Price, legal counsel for Cherie Rayne. As Mr. Graywolf stated, he represents Omar Valenzuela. Before we begin, I must inquire as to Ms. Rayne’s presence and, since she isn’t a named party in this lawsuit, insist that she leave. Secondly, since Mr. Thompson’s filing is a separate filing, I also insist that he isn’t present during discussions with Mr. Rayne.”

      “She is here as a witness,” Kevin returned. “And she is Mr. Rayne’s daughter and Esther Rayne’s granddaughter, Dani.”

      Dani scanned the documents before her. Small tight lines formed at the corners of her mouth, and Jason was glad he wasn’t the recipient of her irritation. “Elvinia Rayne’s name is not mentioned as a witness in any of the exhibits, nor is her name included on the initial filing by Mr. Rayne. There’s a lovely coffee shop across the street where she can sit while we discuss these cases.”

      “Wait just a damn minute!” D’Andre snapped. “You don’t get to just kick us out.”

      Jason pursed his lips to barricade his laughter when Dani side-eyed D’Andre before she rose from her chair. “Mr. Harper, I assume you’ll need a moment with your clients. Mr. Graywolf, may I speak with you in private? Ms. Pointer, we’re going to take a short break before we begin.”

      Jason followed her out into the hallway. They walked down the corridor until they couldn’t be overheard. He took her hand in his and raised it to his mouth. “Well played, my lady.” Pressing a kiss on the back of her hand, he said, “I don’t think those fools know what hit them.”

      Dani blushed before she breathlessly laughed. “No clue.”

      He released her hand, and, inhaling softly, he asked, “So, what’s up with Kevin Harper?”

      Dani distanced herself from him a foot or two. Her eyes focused on his, and he saw a hint of anger mixed with the fading amusement in her gaze. “Why?”

      “Just curious.”

      “Just curious is how you want to play this?” She sucked her teeth noisily and huffed. “You know it’s really none of your business, Jason. However, since we made a promise never to lie to each other, Kevin and I dated for a while.”

      “How long?”

      He wanted to ask if they’d been a couple in August, and it must have shown on his face because she said, “There were four dates to be exact, and I ended things with him in April. The fourth and final date involved both our families. Mom came up for a visit, and Kevin’s parents happened to be in the city, so the five of us went to dinner. Short version, mom hated Kevin and his dad. They spoke over us the entire evening, right down to ordering our meals.”

      Jason’s dry laugh echoed in the hallway. “I’m sure that went over well with your mom.”

      “Making the food decision was minor compared to the rest of the evening. Over breakfast the next day, mom delivered her ‘I brought you into this world’ speech, although I had already decided Kevin’s arrogance had worked every nerve I had. I learned my lesson with Greg.”

      Jason flinched. Would he ever get past the guilt?

      “Because we need to focus on why we’re in Brentworth, TL;DR, I ended it with Kevin and told him I wasn’t ready for the next level in April. Fortunately, before I had to text Portia and Marisa to raise bail money, he got a promotion and transfer to his employer’s main office, which apparently is in St. Louis. Today was the first time I’ve seen him since then.”

      She moved past Jason. “Now that we’ve got my personal life out of the way, let’s show these widgets what it means to take on a Price and Graywolf team.”

      They returned to the conference room, Jason stepping in front of her to open the door. He hesitated and gazed at Dani. Without a thought for the consequences, he leaned over and kissed her lips, dipping his tongue inside her mouth before he pulled away. “I’m glad. I don’t think it would be a good look for me to kick opposing counsel’s ass in the literal sense.”

      She stared at his face. He knew exactly what she saw, and for once, he refused to school his emotions. She inhaled softly. When her words, “Can’t have you doing that. Let’s go inside,” came out in a breathless whisper, he opened the door.

      He watched a flustered Dani sit before he claimed his seat. A few seconds passed, and he knew she was once more in control. Picking up his pen, he glanced at the court reporter and nodded. Dani speared Kevin with a look that screamed ‘don’t mess with me’ before she asked, “Are we good?”

      Kevin looked at Elvinia and D’Andre, who angrily shoved their chairs away from the table, stood, and left the room. Dani waited until the door was closed before she opened her journal and wrote the date and time. “Shall we begin? What exactly is your client looking to achieve, Kevin?”

      “While Mr. Rayne and his mother had not been in as close contact as he would have wanted with his move to Missouri and subsequent marriage, he loved Esther Rayne. So, I’m sure you can understand his shock and dismay when he finds out she sold the inn for one hundred dollars to his daughter. What my client wants is restitution, and he understands Cherie Rayne has invested time and money into the inn.”

      “What exactly is your client seeking, Mr. Harper?”

      Kevin blinked at Dani’s formality, and Jason had to smother a laugh when he drew in an exaggerated breath before puffing out his chest—a peacock about to strut. Not impressed, Kevin.

      “My client wants half ownership of the Fairmont Creek Inn and any income produced by the property, including all buildings or facilities attached to the inn as outlined in Exhibit A.”

      Jason, who had been leaning against his chair, sat up erect. He gazed at Kevin for a second, then looked at Aldon Rayne and stated, “You do realize my client, Omar Valenzuela, has invested heavily in the creation of the B.A.C. Mystery Mine and its activities.”

      “Well, it’s his loss,” Rayne tossed out. “He should have investigated before he threw away his money.”

      Kevin nodded. “Mr. Rayne has a point. Had your client, Graywolf, done due diligence, he wouldn’t be facing a lawsuit. In fact,” Kevin continued, looking pointedly at Jason, “Mr. Valenzuela could have avoided all this had he not—”

      “We will discuss the claims against Mr. Valenzuela separately, Mr. Harper,” Dani stated. “Shall we continue with Mr. Rayne’s claims against Cherie Rayne? I’ve reviewed Esther Rayne’s will, and based on California laws, I don’t see any validity to Mr. Rayne’s assumption he has any legal right to the Fairmont Creek Inn and the land attached to it.”

      Kevin flashed a triumphant glance at Rayne before he rose and went to Dani. “I’ve amended our filing and entered this document as Exhibit B. It’s a revised will for Esther Rayne. As you will note, it was drafted and notarized one year after the one you most likely reviewed. The revised will divides the estate equally between him and Ms. Rayne’s granddaughter Cherie.”

      He flashed Dani then Jason a supercilious smile. “I think what my client is proposing is fair to both parties.”

      Jason studied Dani as her eyes scanned the contents of the will. The tiniest frown hitched between her eyebrows as she read. Then she looked up.

      “Once I review the document, I’ll contact you, Mr. Harper. Shall we invite Mr. Thompson in now?”

      Kevin texted D’Andre, who must have been hovering outside the door as he and Elvinia Rayne walked into the room. Dani looked at the woman. “I’m sorry, Ms. Rayne. As I stated earlier, since you are not a named party or witness to this case, I must insist that you leave.”

      Elvinia’s mouth flopped open, and Dani grinned. Jason ducked his head to keep from laughing. Elvinia clearly had second thoughts and mumbled, “Nice to meet you, Ms. Price.”

      “Ms. Rayne.”

      D’Andre Thompson flashed Elvinia a look before she left, then moved to occupy the chair next to Rayne. Jason didn’t miss the quick glance that passed between the two men. He peered at Dani—she hadn’t missed it either. He focused on his journal for a minute or two before he began.

      “Mr. Harper, will you explain Mr. Thompson’s reasons for his claims against Mr. Valenzuela.”

      Jason watched the man saunter to his end of the table and slide a document toward him.

      “Exhibit C, a marriage certificate,” Kevin said. “Mr. Thompson and Ms. Cherie Rayne are husband and wife and based on this document, I submitted an amended filing with the certificate listed as exhibit C. I’d also like to state, for the record, Mr. Thompson is willing to entertain mediation, Mr. Graywolf.”

      Jason’s dislike became tinted with I’m going to wipe that arrogant grin off your face, Kevin Harper, and he took the papers and began to read. He stared at Dani. “Do you have any questions, Ms. Price?”

      He watched Dani glance at her journal to stifle her anger at being blindsided. She tapped her pen twice on the journal before she focused on Kevin.

      “Mr. Harper, I have one question to ask—why now? If Mr. Thompson is married to Ms. Rayne, why hasn’t she seen or heard from him before now? Don’t you think it odd he suddenly appears with a Mexican marriage certificate and as a witness for Mr. Rayne’s lawsuit? Why didn’t Mr. Thompson file for divorce and claim community property rights?”

      Kevin’s forehead scrunched up before it smoothed. It was clear he hadn’t expected that question. Dani flashed him a half-smile. “Why now, Mr. Harper? Ms. Rayne ended her relationship with Mr. Thompson some years ago, and according to the affidavit she completed, when she ended the relationship she closed their joint banking accounts, canceled the insurance policies, and sold the condo—after he declined to buy her half—giving him his half of the equity.”

      Dani took a sip of water. “With respect to an alleged Mexican marriage—”

      “What about alienation of affection? Don’t I have a case for that? Omar broke up me and Cherie,” D’Andre demanded.

      “Not in California, even in a divorce case, which apparently you’ve not pursued, Mr. Thompson,” Jason interjected. “Mr. Harper, unless there is some evidence that my client defrauded either of your clients in some way, you have filed a frivolous lawsuit against Mr. Valenzuela.”

      While he was talking, he could see the anger building inside Kevin. The fool probably walked in expecting a “country lawyer” and thought he’d race straight to home plate.

      “Ms. Price and I will confer with our clients about the evidence submitted today. Of course, Mr. Harper, we will need to investigate the validity of exhibits B and C. If there is nothing else to consider, I assume Ms. Price and I will see you and your clients in court.”

      Jason gathered his journal and laptop and went to the door. Dani packed her tote and rose from her chair. “Should your clients continue with this lawsuit and lose, which they will, I will ask Mr. Graywolf to join me in filing a countersuit for damages.”

      “Dani, can I talk to you for a minute? Privately.”

      Harper’s question caught him off guard, and Jason’s head whipped in Dani’s direction. He was halfway out the door, but the request had him wondering what the man was up to. Dani’s eyes sought his before she replied to Kevin. “Of course.”

      “I’ll be at the inn, Dani,” Jason said.
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      Dani stared at Jason’s rigid back, watching as he jerked off the leather band that kept his hair out of his face. He was not happy. In fact, Jason Graywolf was furious. The memory of his earlier kiss and declaration—Good, I don’t think it would be a good look for me to kick opposing counsel’s ass in the literal sense—brought a smile to her lips. And confusion.

      She moved to one side as Rayne and Thompson strode past her out of the conference room. When she and Kevin were the only ones left, he came around the corner of the table to stand in front of her, and Dani searched for clues that he wouldn’t fall on his favorite sword. Nope, he’s ready to fall.

      Kevin dragged the tip of his tongue across his bottom lip. Please don’t do this, her brain whispered frantically. Just stop now, Kevin.

      He reached for her hand, and she shook her head. He adjusted quickly but not quick enough to hide the irritation briefly clouding his eyes. His lips smoothed into a contrite half-smile.

      “Dani, I’m sorry our meeting up again is under these circumstances,” he declared. “I had no idea you’d be on the opposing. When Elmont tossed the whole thing in my lap, it was already a package deal.”

      “Did you even bother to read the files before you came up here? Talk to your clients?”

      Kevin ducked his head. “I got the files yesterday, and, to be honest, this morning was the first time I actually could review them in detail. The will and marriage certificate…I got those over breakfast when I met Rayne and Thompson for the first time. But that’s not what I wanted to speak privately to you about.”

      “If not about the case, what is there to talk about, Kevin?”

      He grabbed her hand. “How I handled our breakup. Seeing you again today was a reminder of how important you are to me. Will you have dinner with me tonight? Let me apologize properly?”

      “I have plans tonight, Kevin. I think we need to leave things exactly where they are. I’m your opposing counsel.”

      “Coffee, then,” he pushed. “I’ll agree to focus just on the legal stuff if you’ll at least consider talking to me about what went wrong with us.” He hesitated for a nanosecond. “Unless you and Graywolf got something going on.”

      Dani removed her hand from his. “I’m going to ignore that last part. Coffee, tomorrow 10 a.m. The bakery across the street. I’ll meet you there, and we can discuss any questions I have about the will and the marriage certificate.”

      He leaned in to kiss her cheek, and she slapped her palm against his chest to prevent it. “Goodbye, Kevin.”
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      Jason, Cherie, and Omar were sitting on the two front porch swings when she walked up to the inn. Dani inhaled. Too early, but after the day she’d had, seeing glasses and a bottle of wine on the table hurried her up the steps. “Please tell me one of those is for me.”

      Cherie laughed and pointed to the open space next to Jason. “If you got good news, then hell yeah. If not, I’mma give it to you, but I won’t be smiling.”

      Dani eyed Jason, who raised his glass to his mouth. “I didn’t say a word. I wanted to wait for you to return,” he said coolly.

      He steadied his wine glass when she plopped down next to him. Cherie filled a glass and handed it to her. Dani stared at the dark red liquid, then took a sip. “Yum, this is very good. Is it a local wine?”

      “It is. Now tell me about them fools trying to take my place.”

      “Your father and sister were there, along with D’Andre Thompson. I know the attorney, Kevin Harper.”

      Omar studied her. “Really?”

      She couldn’t prevent the embarrassed squirm that set the swing in motion. Once Jason steadied it, she said, “I dated him for a while—six months and four excruciating dates, to be exact. I ended the relationship, and I haven’t seen him since April. I knew he was a junior partner with the firm, but I never imagined he would be the one to walk into the room.”

      “What did Kevin want to talk to you about in private?” Jason queried.

      Dani stared at him and decided to enjoy her wine since his expression warned the day was going to go downhill fast. “Cherie, I’m not sure why the cases were combined, but Kevin’s firm agreed to represent both your father and D’Andre Thompson. I suspect that Aldon Rayne has done business with the firm or was referred to it. What I’m puzzled about is the connection between D’Andre and your father, although I suspect it’s because D’Andre and Elvinia are a couple.”

      Sipping her wine, she stared into the liquid. Might as well get this over with. She raised her gaze to Cherie. “Rayne introduced a second will, dated a year after the first one—the one that gave you the estate. Thompson’s submission was an even bigger surprise.”

      “What did that man do?” Cherie demanded.

      “Entered a Mexican marriage certificate with his name and yours.”

      “What the fuck?! Cherie ain’t married to that fool,” Omar spat. “Mexico? She’s never left California. It’s fake.”

      Dani caught the look in Cherie’s eyes. It reminded her of Portia’s cat when it got halfway stuck behind a bookcase. Absolute terror. “Cherie.”

      “I’m not married to that man,” she muttered, turning her eyes to Omar. “I never married D’Andre. I swear he is not my husband.”

      Omar set his glass on a nearby table, then took hers and did the same. He pulled Cherie into his arms. “I know, sweetheart. You were waiting for me,” he murmured as he pressed kisses on her forehead, then her mouth. “Don’t let it get to you like this. It’s all about the money, and him hanging with your dad only confirms it. Don’t let it get to you.”

      “How much of this did that hotshot lawyer know, and why weren’t these papers part of the original filing?” Jason questioned. “We should have known about this before this morning’s meeting. Where did Harper get his law degree again?”

      Dani inhaled softly. Yep, it was going to be one of those days. The universe was definitely riding her ass. “Kevin said he hadn’t read the files as carefully as he should.”

      “Meaning he read them this morning,” Jason retorted.

      “He did—and got exhibits B and C over breakfast, which apparently is why they weren’t included in the original filings.”

      She turned to face Cherie. “While the claims against you and Omar on the basis of the first will might have been a slam dunk for us, the revised will changes things. As does Thompson’s marriage claim, although that will only be a factor if the certificate is valid.”

      “This entire situation is ridiculous,” Cherie hissed.

      “Our first business is to verify the validity of the marriage certificate and the will, Cherie.”

      Cherie’s gasp had Omar reaching for her hand. “What do you mean, Dani? I’m telling you both of those papers are fake.” Her voice desperate, she asked, “What did the will say?”

      “I scanned it quickly and it splits Esther Rayne’s estate equally between you and your father.” Dani looked at Omar. “What gets tricky is the estate includes the land where B.A.C. Mystery Mine Tours is established and, if the will proves valid, Rayne can sue to evict you for building without his permission or demand payment from you.”

      Omar jerked his body from his chair. “What kind of bullshit—”

      “Watch your language, Omar,” Cherie warned.

      “Can he really do that? Take half of everything we’ve built here?” Omar asked. “That don’t seem right.”

      Dani exchanged a look with Jason, who answered. “If the will is valid, and on the surface, it appears to be, he can. Although Dani and I haven’t had a chance to discuss these…these little surprises, if it’s alright with you, Cherie, I suggest we challenge the legality of the will and the marriage certificate.”

      “Of course, it’s alright with me,” she insisted. “Nana Esther didn’t want Aldon Rayne to have a dime, and the only reason he got a dollar was because of her lawyer. Nana used to tell me his daddy seeded well, with all his coming and going, taking without giving until she finally got tired and booted Claude Rayne’s butt out of her house and raised my father on her own. Still, Nana Esther always said, ‘Aldon Rayne is definitely his father’s son.’”

      Dani was about to ask a question but stopped when she saw the grief form in Cherie’s eyes. “The last years of Nana Esther’s life, he came around when he needed money, pushing her to give him a copy of her will. He said he wanted to bring his family from St. Louis to help her run the inn. When she told him no, she had me to help, he got angry and left.”

      Tears pooled in her eyes as she stared at Dani. “Do you know, he didn’t even come to his own mama’s funeral? Sent me a sympathy card and some frigging carnations, claiming he couldn’t get his boss to give him the time off to travel by train since his wife refused to fly.”

      Dani reached over and squeezed Cherie’s hand, and the older woman’s brown eyes narrowed as her lips tightened. She flipped her palm inside Dani’s hand and squeezed in return.

      “Do what you need to do to smack that snake in the grass, Dani. As to D’Andre Thompson, the only good that man ever did was bringing Omar into my life. Jason Graywolf, you help Dani make sure they and that lawyer of theirs regret everything,” Cherie voiced. “Everything.”

      She pushed herself off the swing. “Y’all enjoy dinner tonight. I’m not in the mood.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Jason held the door open for Dani as they left the restaurant, and she shivered and tugged her jacket tighter about her body. She swore the temperature must have dropped a hundred degrees. Slight exaggeration, but mountain weather meant she needed to get a warmer coat. Silence shrouded them as she and Jason made their way to the inn. The quiet was tense, and she wondered where today’s events were going to lead before the night was over. Jason had been politely distant since she got back to the inn after the morning meeting. Once Omar and Cherie were informed about the outcome of that meeting, she and Jason had gone upstairs to review the new exhibits and talk.

      It was just after they devised their strategies and copies of the will and marriage certificate were scanned and sent to Evan that she reluctantly mentioned that she was having coffee with Kevin the next day. Her reluctance was justified when Jason’s face became a smooth iceberg of politeness, and she hated it. It also pissed her off that she wanted to erase it, to reassure him Kevin was nothing to her. That he, Jason Graywolf, was the only man who’d ever mattered—who would ever matter.

      For some reason, she was in no hurry to return to the inn, so she stopped to gaze at shop windows along their route. When they reached the Brentworth Book Store, she hesitated before the glass. Her eyes noted the romance display and, in the window’s illuminated surface, Jason’s reflection. He stood a couple of feet behind her, his eyes following each tilt of her head. She shifted and looked straight at his reflection. He saw her. They remained locked in the moment until she shivered.

      The final icy chain she’d wrapped around her emotions and her heart snapped. It was up to her to heal the breach between them, to let Jason know how she felt, why she was afraid to love him.

      She turned away from the window and took his hand, surprised he didn’t jerk it away. The silence between them remained, still uncomfortable but less so, as they continued to the inn. Once they reached the porch, she made a decision. Moving to a cushioned swing, she sat and patted the space next to her. “Sit, Graywolf, and let’s talk. You established the ground rules for our relationship before we left Mexico, and I’ve been living with that decision for a very long time. I’m changing them now.”

      “Dani…” he interrupted.

      “Nope, it’s me time. August was a mistake I regret, not because we made love but because I made sex a protective move so I wouldn’t have to talk about the past. I wanted to keep you as the enemy.”

      “I’m not your enemy, Dani.”

      “I know that up here.” She tapped her head. “But here,” her fingers rubbed her chest, “reason had had no say over how you were cast. So as cold as it is, we’re going to sit here and let me try to get past this boulder stuck in my throat and tell you what’s in my head.”

      He looked at her. “Would you rather do this in the suite where it’s warm?”

      She shook her head. “No, once we go upstairs, I’m going into my room. Let’s begin with Kevin. Kevin was a dead end, not just because my mama detested his ass. It was never going to work between us because, in the end, he reminded me too much of Greg, and I learned my lesson there.”

      Pressing her fingers against her mouth, she inhaled deeply and slowly released. “I went on a few dates after. Wasn’t working for me, and after you and me…well, it was impossible to look at another man, go out with him, because he wasn’t you. Kevin being here is the universe’s reminder that I don’t do repeats of mistakes I make—none of them.”

      Jason began to gently rock them, and she lowered her eyelids. “We are not a mistake, DS.”

      “I know that, knew it in August.” Dani lifted damp eyelashes and shifted on the swing until she faced him. “My heart needs to know why. I didn’t expect one of my closest friends, someone I believed knew me, to treat me so wrongly. Why, Jason?”

      “Because you broke my heart.”

      Jason’s voice was a faint whisper, and she wasn’t sure she heard correctly. “I broke your heart?”

      “You ripped it from my chest when you said you were in love with someone else. It was bad enough seeing you with Greg. To lose you to someone I didn’t know you were seeing...” He turned to fully face her. “Understand, DS, I fell in love with you the first time I saw you, long before our first class together.”

      He tangled his fingers in his hair. “I saw you walking from the coffee shop. You were talking to Rachel, and something she said brought a smile to your face, and my heart knew.”

      He wrapped a strand around a finger, his voice tentative when he said, “Graywolf men know when they meet the other half of their soul. You were the one, the only woman I want to spend the rest of my life with.”

      “You were in a relationship,” Dani exclaimed. “In fact, several during law school.”

      “I was afraid.”

      “Afraid? You afraid…of what, Jason? I’ve never known you to be afraid of anything.”

      He scrubbed his face with his hands. “I was afraid to approach you, ask you out. Afraid that I’d walk up to you and say, ‘Hi, I’m Jason Aaron Graywolf, and I intend to marry you. What’s your name?’ Yeah, I could see that going down well.”

      Dani laughed. “Okay, I’ll give you that one.”

      “So, my brilliant idea was to sit next to you in constitutional law, but by the time I was free, you weren’t. What I hadn’t factored into the equation was Greg.” Jason took her hand in his and rubbed warmth into her chilled fingers. “I’ve been such a fool, Dani. I’ve loved you for years and never once thought it was possible to lose you until I did.”

      The bitterness and self-recrimination in his voice nearly broke her. “Jason.”

      “No, Dani, I need you to hear me out. When I returned home after Mexico, I was truly messed up. After a couple of weeks, Dad, AG, Evan, and Deacon dragged me out of my house, and we went tracking.”

      “Tracking?”

      “Hunting without killing anything. Returning to the land, discovering what is important about who we are as people, as family, as individuals. I returned home, but my life wasn’t complete even though it wasn’t empty. Seeing you in Linc’s Place in D.C. forced that truth home, and it didn’t help that your cousin was the other half of Aidan’s soul.”

      He stood and pulled her up from the swing. “Before we go in, I need to tell you this, Dani. I’ve never been jealous about any of the women I dated. I couldn’t care less if they ended things because I never saw myself in a relationship with any of them. The only woman I’ve ever had a serious relationship with is you. The only woman I want to have a relationship with, the only woman I want in my life, is you. My jealousy and fear of losing you nearly destroyed my chances once. I won’t let that happen again.”

      Dani felt a tear trickle down her left cheek. He reached up and tenderly wiped it away. “Yeah, I got jealous of Kevin, and I still am. But DS, I’m going to fight for you, for your love, for your heart and soul. It’s what I should have done from the beginning. I’m not going to let that pompous piece of crap get between us.”

      He took her hand and led her into the inn. The quiet wrapped around her, allowing the idea that Jason loved her to sink in. There was so much she needed to process and work through before she could admit how she felt. Until then, she would work on letting go of the past not even Jason knew about.

      When they entered the suite, she stopped and waited until he closed the door, then went to him and wrapped her arms around his waist. Raising herself up to her tiptoes, she brushed his mouth with hers.

      It was an invitation, and he accepted. Their kiss was steeped in longing, missed opportunities, and hope. When they finally parted, each one gasping to catch a much-needed breath, she squeezed his hand, then walked into her bedroom and closed the door.
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      Dani joined the people meandering the sidewalk down Main Street. Brentworth exuded all the romcom small-town holiday feels, and to her surprise, she was getting swept along with everyone visiting the town.

      The town’s Harvest Festival was not a one-day event but a series of daily activities. She grinned as small children raced in and out of a maze constructed of hay bales on the library’s lawn under the watchful eyes of parents, siblings, and volunteers. Visitors and residents, coffee mugs in hand, sat on wooden benches set into niches between buildings. The relaxed atmosphere, the way people stopped to chat for a minute, and the cleanliness of the streets and sidewalks were reminders that stepping outside your box wasn’t all bad.

      A ping on her watch reminded her she needed to be at the bakery in a couple of minutes, so she joined several jaywalkers hurrying across the road. She waved as Angie stepped from her cafe and placed a sandwich board with the day’s lunch specials next to the door.

      “Good morning, Angie.”

      “Hi, Dani. Off to the bakery?” she asked. At Dani’s nod, she said, “Check out the cinnamon rolls. They’re amazing.”

      “Thanks for the rec. I’m meeting with the other side, and a gooey cinnamon roll just might make it less painful. Mmm, that menu is enticing. I might have to stop by for lunch.”

      Angie grinned. “Any time. For what you’re about to do, there’s always a reserved table with your name on it.”

      Dani laughed and walked the few yards to Dark Roast Andy’s Coffee and Bakery Shop. Her phone vibrated, and she pulled it out to see who was texting her. Moving closer to the wall and out of people’s way, she sent Portia a message that she would call her in an hour.

      Tucking her phone into her pocket, she entered the bakery, and the delicious smell of freshly baked pastries greeted her. She inhaled deeply. “Oh my!”

      “I agree,” said an older man holding a decorative bag. “My partner wouldn’t know how to function in the world if I didn’t bring him one of Katie’s cinnamon rolls. I’m Miguel Santos.”

      “I’m Dani Price. Nice to meet you, Mr. Santos. I’ve had the croissants but not the cinnamon rolls.”

      He smiled at her. “It’s Miguel. You’re the lawyer helping Cherie. Thank you. Tia Esther hired me when I was twelve to clean the yard. She said it’d keep me out of trouble, and she was right.”

      A frown creased the space between Miguel’s still-dark eyebrows. “Aldon and I used to be close. Then he got a hair up his butt to go chasing after his daddy. Man lost sight of what’s important. Pendejo must have completely lost his mind to disrespect Tia Esther like this.”

      Dani smiled when Miguel grinned and patted her forearm. “You drag his sorry ass, Dani Price. Make him sorry he forgot his community and his family.”

      He started to leave the bakery when Kevin arrived. The older man held the door open, and Kevin strolled in without acknowledging the gesture. Miguel made eye contact with Dani and mouthed, drag both their asses. She inclined her head and smiled.

      “Good morning, Dani.” Kevin reached out to embrace her, then lowered his arms. His lips became a narrow slit, then a careful smile. “I’m glad you agreed to meet me so we can catch up.”

      Dani’s teeth clenched before she forced a smile. When the cashier greeted her, she ignored Kevin and ordered and paid for her food order. She glanced at Kevin. “I’ll get us a table.”

      She scanned the bakery until she spied one in a corner next to the window and not far from the door. She went to claim the table and the chair against the wall, a smirk on her lips as she slid onto the seat. Kevin hated sitting with his back to a door. As he walked toward her, her eyes caught the perturbed look on his face, and she stared down at her coffee to hide her amusement. It was obvious he wanted to point out her mistake, then thought better of it. His expression became even more clouded when she pulled out her journal and pen once he was seated.

      Kevin’s eyes narrowed, and he placed his hand on top of the hand holding the pen. “Can we do business in a minute, Dani? I really didn’t want this time to be spent talking about the case. I’ve missed you in my life, so let’s talk about what went wrong.”

      Dani glanced at his hand, and he quickly removed it, leaning against his chair as one of the bakery’s staff approached. “Cinnamon roll and a latte?”

      “Here,” she said, smiling at the server.

      The server turned and placed Kevin’s pastry and coffee cup in front of him. “Enjoy.”

      Dani glanced at the cinnamon roll. It was warm and gooey, so she decided to use a fork. Putting a piece in her mouth, she closed her eyes and moaned softly. Miguel was absolutely right. The roll was amazing. She lifted her eyelashes and found herself staring into Kevin’s open-mouthed gaze as he did the lip thing.

      Okay, diplomacy and tact were out of the question. She took a sip of her coffee. “This meeting really has nothing to do with your clients, am I right? It’s about your personal life and where I fit in?”

      Kevin relaxed his shoulders. “Exactly.”

      She took another bite of her roll and chewed slowly before swallowing. “Do you remember the dinner with your parents and my mother? The first time you met her?”

      “Of course,” he said smugly. “Your mother was exactly as I imagined, charming but a bit opinionated. Even dad agreed with my assessment. How is your mother doing, by the way?”

      “She’s doing well.” Dani continued to eat and drink. Once she said what she had to say, it would be time to leave. “You and I dated, but you have to admit there was no real relationship between us, Kevin. I admit my eyes got in the way of my brain each time you asked me out. You are very easy on the eyes.”

      Kevin preened at her words. “I do my best for a beautiful woman.”

      “Anyway, the dinner with you and your parents made it clear you and I were moving on different escalators. Not to mention we were both coming up for partner with our firms. Can we just leave it at that?”

      Kevin’s smile disappeared, and he stared at her in confusion. “I don’t get how a dinner played into our breakup, Dani. My parents had a wonderful time, and my dad thought you and your mother did too. You never said otherwise. I understand our schedules got busy, and we didn’t see each other until we had lunch a month later. That’s when you said you wanted to focus on making partner. I understood putting us on hold. Since I was coming up for partner too, I was okay with it.”

      He sipped his coffee, then licked his lips. “All that’s behind us. We both made partner, and I’d like to restart us. I’m okay with a long-distance relationship for the next six months while I scout a job for you. Then you can move to St. Louis.”

      Dani drained the last of her coffee and stood. She took some bills from her jean pocket and placed them on the table near her plate. Her eyes locked on Kevin’s face. “I agreed to this meeting to discuss the lawsuits. Obviously, we’re still not on the same escalators, and candor is needed. I ended things because there was no us, Kevin. There was never an us. So, if you have nothing to add to what was said yesterday, I’ll see you in court.”

      She strode out of the bakery and headed back to the Fairmont Creek Inn. As she turned up the road, a hand grabbed her wrist.

      “What the fuck?!” She swore and whipped around, her left hand fisted and ready to swing. Seeing it was Kevin, she jerked her wrist from his fingers and hissed, “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

      “We haven’t finished talking,” he said angrily. “Apparently, you decided to break up with me, and I want an explanation. I believe I deserve one.”

      “Don’t you ever touch me again, or I will break your fucking arm.” She stared at him before she said derisively, “As to an explanation, let me give you the one my mama gave me, and I quote, ‘Don’t even think about bringing Kevin Harper into my house talking about him being the father of my grandchildren. Danielle Selena Price, I brought you into this world, and I will take you out if you marry that fool.’ Is that explanation enough, Kevin?”

      She turned to continue up the road when he jogged ahead and planted himself directly in her path. “You’re telling me you’re gonna let your mama tell you what to do? What kind of woman without a man does that?”

      “Get. Out. Of. My. Way, Harper.”

      His hand snaked out, and she raised her fist, but before she could strike, Bok Choy raced over and snagged his right pant leg with her teeth. Right behind the dog came a hissing B.A.C., whose sharp claws swiped Kevin’s other leg. Kevin yelped and shook his legs, trying to rid himself of the enraged defenders. Bok Choy’s teeth tore a patch off his pants, causing him to lose his balance.

      Certain of their victory, Bok Choy and B.A.C. hissed at him before sashaying over to stand beside her. Dani erupted into laughter before she spied Jason coming down the steps toward her. A chill raced through her when she saw the anger on his face. Once he reached her, he glanced at the two animals. “Thanks, Bok Choy, B.A.C.”

      Bok Choy scurried over to where Kevin stood, brushing the dirt off his ass, and attacked his leg one final time before she returned to B.A.C.

      “Are you okay, Dani?” Jason demanded, his eyes examining her wrist. “Did this asshole hurt you?”

      As Kevin rose to his feet, Dani leaned her body against Jason’s and gripped his fingers. “I’m okay.”

      He gently removed his hand from hers and stroked her chin before positioning her behind him. She realized he was about to hit Kevin, so she moved to place herself between them.

      Jason’s hand stopped her. “Don’t you ever touch Dani again, Harper.”

      Kevin glared at him. “Who the hell are you to tell me what I can or can’t do? Dani and I have a—”

      “There is no Dani and you,” Jason growled. “There has never been a Dani and you if this is how you fucking act. Touch her again, and I’ll drag your ass to St. Louis behind a car.”

      “He’s not worth your time or anger, and definitely not mine,” she said, gripping Jason’s arm. “We’re done here.”

      She tugged him toward the inn, her fingers moving in small concentric circles near his wrist while Bok Choy barked angrily at Kevin and, B.A.C. padding at her side, the dog nipped at Kevin’s heels as he raced back to town. Satisfied the man was thoroughly bested, the two animals bumped each other and strolled in Dani and Jason’s wake.

      “Will you walk with me, Jason?” Dani knew he felt the faint trembling she couldn’t hide. “I need to get rid of my anger.”

      Jason eased his arm from her clenched fingers and pulled her against him. “Anytime, DS. Anytime.”

      They walked toward the wooded glen, following the guideposts leading to the mine. Dani felt the familiar sense of rightness she always had with Jason begin to take over.

      It didn’t surprise her when he threatened Kevin. Jason had always been her protector throughout law school, as well as a source of calm when she needed it. A quick peek at his profile revealed the residual anger in his clenched jaw and the furrows across his forehead. She wanted to smooth them away until he gifted her with a smile. His fingers gripped her shoulder when she stumbled.

      “Are you okay, Dani?”

      Her heart stuttered before resuming its steady beat when she saw the intensity in his gaze. Adjusting her body until only a few inches separated them, she continued to stare into his eyes. The tenderness she witnessed chipped away at the last corner of the wall she’d erected around her heart. She was so in love with him, and that love refused to be denied any longer.

      Her hands glided up his shoulders to take hold of his head and gently draw it downward, closer to her mouth. “I want to kiss you, Jason. May I?”

      Her question had taken him by surprise, and a half-giggle broke free. “I need your consent, Graywolf.”

      His mouth opened, but no words emerged, so he nodded. She ran her tongue across his full lips before she licked each corner. Her fingers moved down his until she could interlace them. Holding him close, she pressed the tip of her tongue against his lips until they granted her entry.

      Jason’s hands slid down her sides and rested on her hips, and Dani began to explore the inside of his mouth. It was a slow, teasing kiss, and she was determined to savor it, refusing to hurry the exquisite sensations the kiss was giving her.

      When her lungs screamed for air, she ended the kiss and sucked in a breath. His body performed the same task before he gazed down at her. Staring into eyes no longer merely gray but storm cloud pewter, she shuddered. Desire had given them a fierceness that sent shivers of need racing across her body.

      She raised her lips to take his mouth once more when he touched his forehead to hers. His eyelids closed, long dark eyelashes resting against his cheekbones, and his arms wrapped about her as if he would never let her go.

      “You have no idea how long I’ve waited for you to kiss me like this, Dani,” he murmured huskily. “So very long.”

      He slowly released her and took her hand, his fingers moving back and forth across her knuckles. “We need to return to the inn. Evan is supposed to call me in forty minutes, and I need to regain my equilibrium. Can we continue this later?”

      Her frustrated sigh echoed loudly among the trees. He kissed her forehead a second time and chuckled. “I promise, DS, we will continue.”

      “I may not be in the mood later,” she teased as they started to walk.

      He halted and kissed her until she was panting. “I’ll get you in the mood, I promise.”

      “I’ll definitely hold you to that.” Her words emerged breathlessly soft. “That’s my promise.”

      She slid her arm around his waist, and they strolled back to the inn. For the first time since Mexico, Dani experienced a happiness she’d thought lost forever, all because she’d listened to her heart and not her fears.
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      Dani tapped the button for video chat on her laptop. It took a few seconds for her best friend to connect. When she did, Dani cheerfully said, “Hey, Portia. What’s up?”

      Portia’s face filled the screen of Dani’s laptop, and her brown eyes narrowed, a pucker emerging between beautifully shaped eyebrows. After a second or two, she replied, “Not much, but looking at your face, I have a feeling it’s intervention time. Hold on.”

      Before Dani could speak, a notification popped up inviting her to a video chat. She hesitated, then resignedly logged in. If she didn’t, Portia and Marisa became lionesses and she the prey, which was never fun.

      Portia and Marisa’s faces popped up in galley view, and a grinning Marisa waved as Portia declared, “Okay, now we’re good.”

      “Hi, Risa,” Dani said. “Don’t you have mommy time you need to spend with Mira and Samuel?”

      “You’re right, Portia. She has that ‘I’m about to run’ look on her face.” Marisa smirked. “Good thing you texted me. FYI, Dani, the Graywolf children are with their grands and their daddy, so you have my undivided attention for the next hour or as long as it takes to make you see sense. What did you do, and why do you think it’s a mistake, and why do you need to run?”

      Portia’s boisterous laughter poured from the screen, and Dani hastily connected her earbuds. Turning down the sound, she waited until Portia was done. “Girl, you’re loud! What made you think an intervention is needed? Maybe things are good with me.”

      “Yeah, and I’m off to skydive tomorrow. Now speak. Wait, where’s Jason? Is he in the room with you? Did y’all finally do the do?”

      “No, I’m in my bedroom, and you need to stop being so nasty, Portia Morgan,” Dani retorted. “Jason rode with Omar to a hardware store in Auburn to pick up a special-order replacement part for the bathroom sink in the room I was supposed to be in.”

      “Whoa, put that into reverse, girl,” Marisa interrupted. “The room you were supposed to be in? What does that mean? You said you’re in your bedroom, but the room is not the one you’re supposed to be in.”

      ‘😳 and 🤨. Explain yourself...’ appeared in the chat seconds later. Portia’s snort and wicked laugh in response to Marisa’s emojis tempted Dani to disconnect and end her misery right then. Instead, she sighed. “Are you two done?”

      “No,” Marisa cackled. Her laughter continued for several seconds, then she asked, “Are you and Jason in a one-bed, close proximity, enemies-to-lovers kinda moment?”

      As much as she tried to school her expression, Dani realized she’d failed when Marisa screamed, “Oh shit, you are! Damn, cousin, you have to start from the beginning, and don’t leave a single detail out. Not a single one.”

      “I have one question and one only,” Portia chimed in.

      Dani groaned. “Shut up, Portia! Where’s your husband, Risa?”

      “I told you, with the wolflings. Now talk.”

      Portia added, “Dani, you’ve got fifteen minutes before I call Deacon, who’ll call Evan, who’ll text Aidan, and you know Jason talks to his brothers.”

      Marisa’s cackling returned, and Dani yelled, “Portia! I thought you were my bestie. Traitor.”

      “Not yet, so talk. I want to know what is going on, and no option will go unused to get the information I want.”

      Dani shook her head and muttered, “You’re both too much,” before she settled the laptop desk on the bed and grabbed the bottle of water from the nightstand. Opening the bottle, she drank a quarter before replacing the cap tightly. Sitting cross-legged in the middle of the bed, she adjusted the screen so they could see her fully.

      A sigh slid past her lips. “Okay, remember how I texted you and said I think our moms were matchmaking? I still think so, but the legal reasons for our being here are real. So, we set some boundaries.”

      “You mean you set boundaries but never let him forget you were still pissed at him for being loyal when that’s one of the things you love about him. But peak Danielle Price doesn’t want to move past her bad choices in men, aka Michael Scott and Greg Abbot, and deal with her emotions,” Marisa said.

      “Yeah, but did you and Jason end up doing the do?”

      “Portia!” Marisa and Dani said simultaneously.

      Portia’s lips pursed, and she tilted her head and shrugged. “Dani, what is the first rule for the Midsummer Sisters?”

      “No lies and no secrets.”

      Portia nodded. “Right. Risa, what’s the code for the Graywolf boys?”

      “Got each other’s backs and no secrets,” Marisa said. “Cousin, you know Jason’s been talking to his brothers, especially Aidan...who hasn’t said a word to me.”

      Dani and Portia giggled as a deep frown temporarily scarred Marisa’s forehead. “I’ll deal with that man later, so tell us what’s going on with you, Dani. Why are you making taking what you want harder than it has to be?”

      She understood Marisa’s question—it was the same one she’d worried to death last night instead of sleeping. In fact, for the past two years—since she ran into Jason in Washington, D.C.

      “I’m waiting, Danielle,” Marisa stated.

      The answer wasn’t easy because it meant she had to remove the Michael Scott fiasco from the mental storage unit, open the box, and examine and relive the damage again. “I know it’s Michael,” she stammered. “I was such a fool, Risa.”

      Portia jumped in before Marisa could speak. “We’ve all been there, D. What that asshole did... He better be glad he and that woman moved to Europe. If it wasn’t a violation of the sisters’ code, I’d mention his name to Deacon.”

      “Portia, don’t,” Dani said. “I’m angry and embarrassed that I didn’t learn from that relationship. Instead, I walked right through that door with Greg and got fucked even worse.”

      “Why would you say that, cousin?”

      Dani focused on Marisa’s eyes. The compassion in them unbuckled a confession she’d not voiced, not even to the sisters. “You never asked why I went out with Greg or why I stayed beyond the shelf expiration date.”

      “Which was?” Portia questioned.

      Dani chuckled. “Six months.” Her smile faded. “I dated him so I could be close to Jason but not have to deal with what I feared would become another Michael heartbreak.”

      Her tongue tripped over her words before her self-imposed restraints fell off as she talked to Marisa and Portia, describing her reactive response to Jason and insisting on friendship. She’d used the women he dated to avoid dealing with her growing feelings for him. It all seemed to work until Greg’s proposal.

      She explained that the one night-stand with Jason was supposed to be a one and done, to clear out not just her pipes but also the blockage in her heart. Three months later, she was as conflicted and miserable as ever.

      By the time Dani described the previous night’s kiss, she knew things between her and Jason could never be the same.

      “What have I gotten myself into?” she declared, flopping onto the bed.

      Marisa looked away from the screen and said something. Dani caught the tall silhouette of Jason’s older brother. “Hi, Aidan.”

      “Hey, Dani, hey, Portia,” he replied before he walked out of the room.

      Marisa focused once more on the screen. “Dani.”

      “Don’t say it, Risa. I know I screwed up. I should have never kissed him until we figured out what we are to each other and where we want to go.”

      Marisa huffed. “Stop trying to put words in my mouth and projecting your reactive tendencies onto me.”

      “Learned from the best,” Dani said, grinning.

      “Okay, I’ll give you that one. Short version, you need to stop fighting yourself. You can either have what you want or continue to run. It’s your choice. If Jason didn’t shove you to the ground and walk away, he’s yours forever.”

      “I’m scared,” Dani whispered.

      “We know you are, D,” Portia said. “You remember how Risa acted when Aidan showed up. She couldn’t decide whether to take what she’d been dreaming about or to slam the door in his face. And before you go off on me, Risa, your words.”

      “Yeah, and look where it got her,” Dani joked. “Two kids and a dog.”

      “Who told you about the dog?” Marisa demanded. “Jason told you, didn’t he? Damn…don’t say anything to Mira. You know, those Graywolf men don’t know how to keep a secret unless it’s one of theirs.”

      “Risa, I do believe this particular intervention is about Dani and Jason and not your forthcoming dog. Can you please focus?” Portia took over the conversation. “I’m going to ask you one question, Dani. Why not?”

      Dani stared at Portia. There was no answer except fear—fear that her heart wouldn’t survive another betrayal from Jason. “He asked for my forgiveness with the Greg situation, something I already processed and gave a couple of years ago. Jason is one of the most loyal people I know, and despite my anger, I understood where he was coming from.”

      “To a fault, Nina says. According to Aidan, Jason has always been that way,” Marisa piped up. “Have you told Jason, Dani?”

      “Yeah, he knows he has been forgiven.”

      “Yeah, all that, but have you told him you’re in love with him?”

      Dani shook her head. “I’m afraid to—”

      “To what?” Portia demanded. “Giiirl, you’ve been loving that man since day one. Shit, for two whole days when you came home that first year, all we heard was Jason Graywolf. Nothing’s ever going to change how you feel about him, so all you need to do is get out of your own damn way. Besides, you already got a taste of what he can bring home every night and offer for breakfast in the morning.”

      “Portia, you’re not helping here,” Marisa interjected, disrupting her friend’s flow. “Let me step in.” Her expression gentle, almost contrite, Marisa smiled at Dani. “Someone once said to me, ‘What’s it gonna be—a lifetime of erotic happiness with the first man to give you multiple orgasms or the sorry life of an old dried-up Shakespearean rose?’”

      Dani started laughing, tears leaking past her eyelids. “I can’t believe you just handed me my words on a plate. How do you know it was multiple?”

      “Girl, did you think me and Portia didn’t know what was going to happen the minute you and Jason left his parents’ place? Also, if he hadn’t give you multiples we wouldn’t be having this conversation, Danielle Selena Price.”

      Marisa’s gaze was loving even as her expression became serious. “I can’t tell you what to do, cousin. My relationship with Aidan started in a different place, and I was to blame for that beginning. I’m still working on forgiving me, something Aidan did the moment he met his daughter.”

      Portia intervened when Marisa choked up. “I don’t think Jason’s going to let you go, Dani. He’s in love with you.”

      “I know, he’s told me,” Dani admitted.

      “Then why the fuck are we having this conversation?” Marisa challenged. “Girl, get off your petard and go take care of business—it’s up to you. I got to go, but please think about what I’ve said. Love you.”

      Dani nodded and said goodbye to her cousin. She felt her friend’s intense stare. “Okay, Portia, what?”

      “You managed to avoid Jason for almost two years until Risa and Aidan hooked up. Since their wedding, you and Jason have been in the same place exactly twice. Don’t you think it’s time you stop running?”

      “I’m not running.”

      “You’re a hot mess when you’re around him, Dani,” Portia said. “You need to fix this, or things will never be right. Jason’s come to claim his woman, and you need to decide if you want to claim your man.”

      Dani smiled at her best friend. “Thanks, Portia, for being here.”

      “Always, D,” Portia replied. “We both know betrayal so well, and you twice. I can’t say it’s going to be easy, but since I met Deacon, I’m willing to trust again. You need to do the same, especially since you have history. Risa is right, Jason loves you, and you are madly deeply into him. Don’t trip over your feet, girl. Give that man some and have him grovel between your thighs.”

      “Girl, you really are nasty. Bye.”

      Dani closed her laptop and set it on the bedside table. She chewed her bottom lip for a second. If it was only that easy to just let Jason grovel between her thighs, but their relationship had been far more than that. There was no denying she loved him, was in love with him, but the open scars from her time with Michael wouldn’t let her trust.

      The scars weren’t on the surface. Those wounds were cell-deep, along with her trust issues, and had inflicted themselves on all her relationships with men. What she hadn’t confessed to Portia and Marisa was the lingering fear she’d be hurt again if she gave her heart to anyone.

      Sighing, she rose from the bed and decided what she needed was a bath. Before heading to the bathroom, she grabbed some clothes and put them on the hook beside the door. Turning on the water, she let it run for a minute or two before she poured in the bubble bath. The smell of gardenia rose with the steam as the bathroom was sweetly scented. Dipping her toe in, she smiled, climbed into the tub, and sank into the water.

      Dani shook her head as laughter bubbled up from her chest and pushed past her lips. Have him grovel between your thighs was exactly something Portia would say, and it wasn’t bad advice. Jason owed her a grovel, whether it was on his bended knees or between hers. The important issue was timing—the when and where.

      Closing her eyes, her hand slid up to stroke her breasts to memories of Jason’s fingers teasing her nipples into hardness. He had been her first, in more ways than her cousin and best friend imagined. She’d never admitted to either one that there were no toys in her bedroom. What orgasmic releases she enjoyed came from her imagination and her fingers—just as she was doing now.

      Except for puffs of air and soft splashes of water against the inside of the tub, the bathroom guarded her descent into erotic bliss as she recreated the patterns of Jason’s touch etched in her memories. Tension, exquisite and painful, locked her body in place against the heated porcelain of the bathtub until, her fingers squeezing her clit, Dani climaxed.

      It was a temporary salve to her desires. She wanted the feel of Jason’s dick thrusting inside her, driving her over a cliff into a mind-blowing orgasm. As she lifted her eyelashes, she told herself, for now, this bit of bliss would have to do.
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      “I need coffee,” Dani’s throaty voice grumbled as she emerged from her bedroom and staggered toward the door. “And some of Cherie’s waffles. Move it, Graywolf.”

      Jason chuckled and stepped out of her path. He’d learned a quick and painful lesson on their first visit to Mexico when he knocked on her hotel room door, and she ranted for a full five minutes. Finally, after a dozen expletives, she’d flung a pillow at him, warning him not to try an early visitation ever again.

      Her “What the fuck is this doing here?” triggered laughter before he swallowed it. Not soon enough, apparently, since she gave him the evil eye. Not ever her best early in the morning, no matter how she tried, made watching Dani navigate the bed and breakfast’s schedule such fun. “You can always sleep in and head over to the bakery or Angie’s, DS.”

      “If you truly cared about my well-being, Jason,” she grumbled, “you’d do room service duties instead of standing there mocking me, which I know you’re doing behind that easy smile and innocent look on your face.”

      She haughtily swept past him, his eyes tracking the sultry sway of her hips as she exited before he followed her down to the dining room. With the end of Brentworth’s harvest festival the previous day, fewer people were staying at the Fairmont Creek Inn. Cherie and Omar had explained there would be a lull until the snow crowd showed up after Thanksgiving to take advantage of Brentworth’s proximity to California’s ski country.

      Jason stopped on the dining room’s threshold when loud voices on the porch echoed behind him. The front door opened, and a pained groan escaped his throat. The morning was going to be something of a shitshow, and he considered a hasty retreat but, knowing Dani, he abandoned that tactic. Her level of tolerance for shitshows and, as his mom would say, ‘citified fools,’ was nearly zero.

      Striding into the dining room, he saw she was already seated at their favorite table, so he went to the buffet and fixed himself a plate before he joined her. As the group entered the dining room, Dani’s expression went from surprise to anger.

      “Don’t, DS,” he said urgently as he sat. “They’re here to start some mess, and we need to let them. You got your phone?”

      Dani rolled her eyes at him. “Is the dolphin a mammal?”

      Jason laughed. “Don’t know why I asked. Can you text Cherie and let her know they’re here? I’ll send one to Omar. Also, let’s keep these cameras rolling.”

      Within a couple of minutes, Cherie and Omar stood on the threshold to the dining room and watched the interlopers help themselves to breakfast. Cherie waited until they’d loaded their plates and seated themselves at a table before she approached.

      “Well good morning, and welcome to the Fairmont Creek Inn,” she greeted the group cheerfully. “The buffet is $25 a person for non-guests, and it’s all you can eat. I’ll take cash or credit card.” She whipped out a card reader and stepped closer. “That’ll be $75.”

      Elvinia Rayne’s head snapped up, and she squealed, “Excuse me? Half of this place belongs to my daddy.”

      “Not yet, and not the food,” Cherie stated. “So, cash or card?”

      D’Andre Thompson rose from his chair and walked around to where she stood. “Morning, sweet cakes. I know you’re not going to charge me. I mean, you and me got history.”

      “That and $25 will get you breakfast.” She directed her gaze at her father. “Your turn.”

      Aldon Rayne glared at her, then looked beyond her at Omar, who had come up behind Cherie. Rayne started to speak, then closed his mouth, pulled out his wallet, and put a hundred-dollar bill on the table. “Keep the change.”

      Cherie ignored the sarcasm in his voice and picked up the bill. “Thanks, the cleaners will be pleased.”

      Jason wanted to applaud Cherie’s cool but decided to focus on Dani. All that was needed was for Kevin Harper to stroll in. Loud hissing from B.A.C. and Bok Choy’s enraged barking out in the foyer had Dani and Jason eyeing each other before they gazed at the doorway. Omar sauntered over and began to speak softly to the agitated animals, who strategically took up defensive positions in the hallway across from the dining room. B.A.C. meowed loudly as he sat on his haunches.

      “Oh, fuck no,” Dani hissed and pushed up from her chair.

      Jason laid his hand on top of hers. “Channel your inner Ms. Bette, DS. Wait, make that your inner Cherie. I’ve seen your mom in action, and I’m not paying for the carnage.”

      Dani rolled her eyes before she lowered herself to the seat. “You know me so well, Graywolf.”

      “I still shudder when I remember your mom and my mom at Aidan’s after Risa was kidnapped, and in the courtroom when Risa’s ex was sentenced.”

      Dani nodded. “I thought the judge did well hiding her laughter when mama chewed Jerome out. Maybe I need to channel Risa. She’s low-key.”

      “Low-key? Marisa Graywolf?” Jason shuttered his eyelashes, then raised them to stare at Dani. “Does the name Elinor Benveneste ring a bell, Ms. Price?” Jason took a sip of coffee before he said, “We need to let this play out, sweetheart.”

      Dani nodded, then frowned when Kevin sauntered into the room, nervously glancing behind him at the two furry sentries across the hall. He strolled over to the table occupied by Aldon, Elvinia, and D’Andre. After greeting the group, Kevin made a slow sweep of the room, his gaze resting on Dani and Jason. Jason inclined his head before he reached over and caressed Dani’s hand.

      “Gasoline on the fire, Graywolf?”

      He shrugged. “Just making sure he understands I’m not playing.”

      Kevin huffed loudly and headed to the buffet table. As he started to fill a plate, Cherie walked over to him. “Just so you know, it’s $25 all you can eat if you’re not a Fairmont Creek Inn guest. We take cash or card.”

      Jason chuckled when Kevin’s lips became even more pinched before he mumbled, “Can I finish my plate and pay once I sit?”

      “Of course, Mr…”

      “Harper, Kevin Harper.”

      Jason dipped his gaze to his plate to hide his amusement when Cherie said, “Welcome to the Fairmont Creek Inn, Mr. Kevin Harper. It seems Big Ass Cat and Bok Choy have already made your acquaintance. Nice to meet you and enjoy your breakfast.”

      Once he was seated, Cherie accepted Kevin’s credit card and handed him a receipt after the charge was approved. She came over to Jason and Dani and flashed them a wicked smirk. “How’s breakfast?”

      “Excellent as always,” Jason replied. “Although, I’m not sure Dani has had enough coffee to truly enjoy the show.”

      Dani glared at him and snorted. Her eyes were sympathetic when she focused on Cherie and asked, “Are you okay?”

      “Once the initial shock passed, yeah. Alright, you two, what’s up with that Kevin Harper fool? Why do Bok Choy and Big Ass Cat have attitude toward the man? They’ve been eyeing him for the past five minutes as if they haven’t eaten in a couple of weeks. Good thing this room is off-limits.”

      Jason’s laughter rumbled across the table. “B.A.C. is obsessed with Dani, and I can’t blame him.”

      He studied Dani for a minute, her quick sexy smile and warm glance sparking a sharp increase in his heart rate. “Anyway, Harper lost his mind the day before yesterday and tried to put his hands on her and B.A.C. was not having it. Of course, Bok wasn’t about to let her man throw down without having his back.”

      Cherie’s body quaked with silent laughter while Dani shook her head in between giggles. Cherie raised an eyebrow. “And you, Mr. Graywolf?”

      “Eyewitness.” He looked at Dani and smirked. “You want to tell Cherie what you did, DS?”

      Dani pushed away from the table. “Nope, although if I’d known he’d show up during breakfast, I might have let you kick his ass. You want something? I need some biscuits.”

      “No thanks, DS, I’m good.”

      His gaze trailed her sensuous walk as she went to the food table and added two biscuits, jam, and a small bowl of fruit to her plate. The growl that rumbled from the pit of his stomach had Cherie laying a gentle hand on his arm. He glanced at her.

      “Let Dani handle that fool, Jason.”

      He clenched his teeth and forced his body to partially relax, although his gaze returned to Dani. Kevin had blocked her path.

      Raising his coffee mug to his lips, Jason observed. Tension refused to leave his body even when he overheard Dani’s voice declare, “Apology accepted. Now, if you will pardon me, Jason is waiting for me.”

      Kevin peered in his direction, and Jason waved as Dani walked to the table. She sat and ate a piece of fruit before she speared him with a pointed look. Cherie shook her head, murmuring, “You two just need to share a bed,” before she wandered over to the food table.

      “I’m going to say this once, Jason Aaron Graywolf,” Dani hissed. “Kevin Harper and I were finished before you and me…before Samuel’s christening. He is a zero in my life. There is no way, no how, and never with him. Understand?”

      Jason’s gaze dipped to his coffee mug, then sought her face, contrition coloring his gray eyes a darker shade. “Can’t help it, DS. It’s not you, it’s me. I’m afraid—”

      “Get out! All of you!”

      Dani and Jason turned to see Cherie standing beside the buffet table, her hands clenched into tight fists, as Elvinia stood a few feet from her. Jason measured the distance between Cherie’s fists and Elvinia’s face, as well as the anger wafting from Cherie’s body—Elvinia didn’t stand a chance.

      “Come on, Dani,” he said, rising from his chair. “Pre-holiday bloodshed wasn’t on my agenda today.”

      They pushed away from the table and raced to Cherie just as Omar hurried into the dining room. Cherie sucked in a deep breath, her mouth pursing as she blew it out.

      “I’m not going to call you out of your name, Elvinia, because Nana Esther, our grandmother, taught me better. All I’m going to say is you and that semen donor need to get off my property immediately and take that piece of trash D’Andre with you.”

      “Now you wait just a goddamn minute, Cherie!” Aldon Rayne yelled, shoving his chair back and joining the fray. “I have as much right to be in this house as you do. It was my mama’s. You can’t talk to your father like that.”

      “Not touching that last comment,” Cherie snarled. “This place is mine, bought and paid for with my money, which means you three buttholes are trespassing. You know what…never mind, I’m done talking. Omar, call the sheriff and tell him to bring the paramedics.”

      Dani insinuated herself between Cherie and her father, slowly walking Cherie backward, trying to talk her down from her rage. Jason positioned himself in front of Aldon Rayne, who was screaming about what Cherie owed him. When Omar returned to the dining room, Jason raised his hand. “As your attorney, Omar, I’m advising you to take Cherie into the office, please.”

      “I ain’t going nowhere! This is my home, my business, and these sorry ass suckers ain’t coming in here and acting like they have rights.”

      Cherie struggled to push past Omar. “Let me go, Omar!”

      “I. Have. Had. Enough.”

      The entire room abruptly went silent, and every pair of startled eyes turned in Dani’s direction. She was standing on a chair, her hands clenched into tight fists, resting on her hips. Jason didn’t bother to hide his amusement, even when she glowered at him.

      What surprised him was the sudden hunger whipping through him to kiss that rage into calm. A furious Dani was a turn-on. With each angry breath she took, her gorgeous breasts rose and fell while her eyes sparkled. He was just happy he wasn’t on the receiving end and hoped his dick paid attention to his brain’s commands to settle down. Their gazes locked, and she intoned, “Focus, Graywolf, we’ll deal with all that later.”

      Heat rushed from his groin to his cheeks at her words. Damn! Was it that obvious? His eyes studied hers and wondered if his thoughts were written on his face. At her knowing nod, he reined in his lust and directed his attention to what was happening in the room.

      “Now that I have everyone’s attention, Cherie, I’m sorry I’m standing on one of your chairs, and I’ll pay for any damages or if it has to be replaced. Kevin Harper, your license should be revoked, and you disbarred, but since you don’t practice any longer in California and I don’t have that power—yet—I’m going to tell, not ask, you and your clients to leave the premises.”

      Jason ducked his head to stifle the laugh pushing against the inside of his mouth. Dani was definitely related to Bette Price and Marisa Graywolf.

      “There are other dining places in Brentworth,” Dani stated. “Until a court decision is made about the outcome of Mr. Rayne’s lawsuit, Cherie is within her legal rights to ban them from her property and consider any violation an act of trespassing, Mr. Harper. I suggest you explain that to your clients.”

      She sucked her teeth and mumbled about a pot of burnt grits. Jason grimaced, both in confusion and amusement. It was the fire in Dani’s eyes that convinced him whatever she was about to say, Kevin Harper was not going to like it. Jason shifted his body slightly just in case he needed to take the man to the floor. His face neutral, he kept his eyes on Harper.

      “As an attorney, Mr. Harper, you should know the state and federal laws governing your clients’ case better than they do,” Dani stated. “Did you inform them they were without any legal rights with respect to this property until the lawsuit was resolved?”

      Kevin ducked his head and remained silent.

      “I thought not,” she said caustically. “That shamed face tells me you knew exactly what they planned to do this morning, and arrogant as you are, assumed you could waltz in here and…what? Why are any of you even here?”

      When he lifted his gaze to her, Dani’s eyes widened. This time Jason didn’t bother to school his expression, and while Kevin’s hubris deserved what was coming at him, Jason did pity the man for the lesson he was about to receive.

      “Did you honestly believe I’d changed my mind about you after what you did?” Dani’s derisive grunt echoed in the vaulted ceiling room. “Were you even listening two days ago when I told you my mama called you a witless fool and threatened to end my life if I even thought about making you the father of her grandchildren? What part of never did you not get?”

      Cherie and Omar’s laughter erupted in the room. Dani eyed the pair until it abruptly ended. As her body swayed on the chair, Jason moved into position to catch her should the chair topple. She slammed her fists on her hips, and her gaze whipped from Kevin to the Raynes and D’Andre. “As for you three worthless people, you’ll have your day in court. Now, my client has asked you to leave. As her attorney, I advise you to do so.”

      Elvinia took a step toward where Dani stood on the chair, defiantly wiggled her shoulders, and asked, “Who’s going to make us?”

      Dani scowled at the woman and jumped down from the chair, landing gracefully and ready to fight. Jason reached for her arm only to have her make an evasion any quarterback would die for. With a couple of feet separating her from Elvinia, Dani shook her shoulders as if loosening them up.

      “I need at least three cups of coffee before noon. I’ve only had one and a half because of you fools. My biscuits are probably frozen, also because of you fools, and I suspect Cherie’s too mad to make more,” Dani said. “I was also hoping to have a quiet day of romance reading, but it seems that’s not about to happen. If I weren’t Cherie’s attorney, I’d demonstrate how easy it is to make you leave. But then I’d be sitting in jail, listening to my mama fuss about the fact I didn’t put your ass in the hospital and that she had to fly all the way up here to do it herself.”

      Elvinia’s mouth gaped, and Dani glowered at the woman. “Be grateful I value my law license, Ms. Rayne. As I stated a minute ago, you and your daddy have no rights to this property whatsoever at the moment. I strongly encourage all of you to return your narrow asses to wherever you’re staying. And if the thought to test me crosses that empty space between your ears, please don’t.”

      “Umm, Miss Dani?”

      She glanced behind her, then focused on Elvinia again. “Good morning, Mr. Santos. I didn’t know you were the sheriff.”

      A uniformed Miguel walked up to her, a deputy sheriff right behind him. “I am, and this is my youngest son, Arnold. He is the deputy sheriff, and I’d prefer it if he doesn’t have to arrest you. And your mama sounds like a scary woman, so I’d rather not have to make a phone call.”

      Jason’s snort escaped his throat. When Miguel looked at him, he shrugged. “She is.”

      “And your mom isn’t?” Dani sneered.

      Jason walked over to her and wrapped an arm around her shoulders. He kissed her forehead. “I’d never say that. My mom is terrifying, and I know your mom would call her if you were arrested and Miss Bette found out I wasn’t sitting beside you in jail.” He cringed. “I honestly don’t want to consider the implications.”

      By the time he finished, everyone but the Raynes, D’Andre, and Kevin were laughing. He released Dani and extended his hand to Miguel. “I’m Jason Graywolf.”

      “Sheriff Miguel Santos. This is my son, Arnold.” At Dani’s expression, Miguel shrugged. “His mother. You’ve met my daughter, Angelina. Nice to meet you, Jason.”

      “Aren’t you going to do something, Deputy Santos? She threatened me,” Elvinia whined.

      “Actually,” Arnold began, “Ms. Dani made conditional statements as to what she would do in light of your challenge. However, since she didn’t actually assault you, I don’t believe an arrest is warranted. What is an arrestable offense is your refusal to leave when the property owner asks you to do so.”

      “Um, arrestable is not actually a word, Deputy Santos,” Dani interjected.

      “Dani,” Jason warned.

      She turned to Jason, about to argue, and he decided there was only one way to silence her. He pulled her into his arms as his mouth claimed hers, his tongue slipping past her lips to taste every bit of hot, wet flesh. When he ended the kiss, he stared down into her passion-glazed eyes. “You were about to say?”

      “That was dirty, Jason Graywolf,” she said breathlessly.

      “I know, and you can return the favor later.”

      She gazed at him, and a wicked smile creased her lips. “I intend to, trust me.”

      Jason held onto her as Sheriff and Deputy Sheriff Santos escorted Aldon, Elvinia, D’Andre, and Kevin from the room. With a nod to Omar, whose arm was wrapped tight about Cherie’s waist, Jason led Dani out of the room and up the staircase.
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      The evening air was cold, yet the charcoal-colored sky was clear, stars and satellites winking against the stark, nearly black canvas. Dani grabbed Jason’s hand as they left Angie’s Cafe. Dinner had not been the private time Jason expected when Miguel Santos and his partner Carl Roberts walked in, saw them, and joined their table. The four of them shared a bottle of wine, and the conversation was wild and hilarious, especially after Dani discovered Carl was a writer of cozy mysteries and his pen name was one of her mother’s favorites.

      When it came time to pay the bill, Carl snatched the check and gave his card to Angie, telling Dani that he was paying for the inspiration she’d given him for the next series he needed to write.

      The quiet walk to the inn was peaceful, and Dani smiled when the first snowflakes began to fall. Her smile faded once the cold seeped past her clothing and settled into her skin. She shivered. “Come on, Jason. I’m not dressed for snow, and it’s freezing.”

      She tugged him as she ran toward the inn. What had kept her warm on their walk over to Angie’s, a Henley shirt, a thick sweater, and jeans, were all that stood between her and a featured role as a snow girl in some animated movie. A chunk of snow dropped from a tree branch onto her head.

      Her growl echoed in the night air as she angrily brushed the frozen ice from her head. Jason’s laughter disrupted the quiet a second time, and she snarled, “Not funny, Graywolf.”

      “Sorry, DS.” He halted when they were a couple of yards from the inn and swooped her up in his arms. She flung her arms around his neck as he hurried up the steps onto the porch. “You got the key?” he asked.

      “Wait a minute.” She struggled to get the key from her jean pocket. “Put me down, please. I can’t reach it.”

      Jason released her, and she slid down his body with a slowness that had his dick semi-hard in seconds. Ruthlessly, she dragged her palm across the front of his jeans before she reached into her pocket and extracted the key to unlock the front door. Warm heat enveloped them as soon as they stepped inside.

      “Now, this is more like it,” she murmured.

      She waited for him at the top of the staircase while he relocked the inn’s front door. When he reached her side, he tapped her nose. “We’re going to have to get you some serious winter clothes, Counselor Price. Otherwise, you’re never leaving this place.”

      “Yep.”

      Jason opened the door to the suite, and she entered the living room. The waning moon cast a soft shadow over the area, and she wanted to keep it that way long enough for her to steal several kisses from him. He blinked when she flicked on the switch for the fireplace and then the one for the chandelier. He joined her beside the coffee table, where a bottle of wine, a covered dish with nuts and dried fruit, and several bags of popcorn sat on its surface.

      “What’s this?” she cooed before she picked up a note card next to the wine bottle. She giggled and read the message aloud. “First real snow of the season. Y’all probably want to snuggle in cuz that’s what me and Omar plan. If you need anything, it’ll have to wait until morning. Breakfast will be late, around 9. I love getting me some loving at the first snowfall. Goodnight, and ignore Bok and B.A.C. if they come scratching. They like you two and don’t respect boundaries.”

      When Jason’s laughter subsided, she grinned at him. “At least we won’t starve until breakfast. Want to watch a movie?”

      “Sure, but I need to check in with Evan and AG first. Give me twenty minutes.”

      “Why is Aidan involved? Is it about Aldon Rayne?”

      “Kind of. Rayne isn’t broke, but he’s not wealthy either,” Jason explained. “His employer has been linked to a few pyramid schemes but managed to extricate themselves before the pyramids came tumbling down and took a few companies with them. Evan is digging a bit deeper.”

      Dani frowned. “How many companies?”

      “Three, maybe four. They were small businesses, and one or two had shady practices, including their accounting systems, but nothing to incite the SEC’s interest into Rayne’s firm.” Jason stroked his jaw. “Anyway, Aidan thought it would be a good idea to investigate.”

      Dani considered the implications and asked, “When did these schemes collapse? Are they recent?”

      “Not really. The first one happened about twelve years ago, and the most recent was in the last four years.”

      “Since Rayne filed his lawsuit, all his financials are fair game, and if he’s suing Cherie to create a steady cash flow…” Dani sucked her teeth. “What an asshole. Should I let Cherie know what’s going on? Does Omar know?”

      “Not yet. As Deacon would say, Aldon Rayne done f-up,” Jason drawled. “Once Evan finishes his part, we can decide whether and how much to tell Cherie and Omar. Now, about the movie—”

      “Nope, you don’t get to dictate,” Dani cut him off. “We watch what I want to watch. Go talk to your brothers while I’m getting movie night comfortable.”

      Jason cocked an eyebrow and grinned wolfishly. “Movie night comfortable? What exactly does that mean, and will I like it?”

      “You’ll see,” she teased as she two-stepped into her bedroom, stopping briefly to blow him a kiss before she shut the door.
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      Jason strode into his bedroom to reach out to his brothers, deciding to video chat Aidan since there was a three-hour time difference. His brother answered, and Jason heard Marisa in the background.

      “Hey, Marisa,” he greeted as his sister-in-law’s face popped up on his laptop screen. “How are the wolflings?”

      “In bed and asleep. How long are you and my husband going to play? I have some nighttime plans.”

      “TMI, Risa. Hey, AG, I won’t keep you,” Jason said with a laugh when Aidan’s face filled the screen.

      “Hey, Jase.”

      “Any more news on Thompson or Elvinia Rayne?”

      Aidan nodded. “I received an email about an hour ago, but I haven’t had a chance to read it yet. I’ll forward it to you and Evan before I go to bed, and we can chat in the morning. How are things going in Brentworth?”

      Before he could answer, Marisa moved into view. “Where’s Dani? Have you two kissed and made up?”

      “AG, can’t you please do something with your wife? She’s getting as pushy as mom,” Jason begged. Marisa’s sputtering ceased when he said, “Okay, Risa, Dani is fine, and we’re talking, and that’s all the intel I’m giving. At the moment, she’s getting, and I quote, ‘movie comfortable,’ since it looks like we might be snowed in tomorrow.”

      “Ooh,” Marisa cooed. “Have you dealt with your issues?”

      “Don’t answer, Jase,” Aidan ordered. “She’s got mom on speed text, and anything you say will be recorded and can and will be used against you in Alice Graywolf’s court. Enjoy your movie, and we’ll chat tomorrow so you can see your niece and nephew. Take care, brother mine.”

      “Thanks, and you too, AG. Goodnight, Risa, and you really are becoming my mom’s clone. Stop.”

      Aidan ended the call as Marisa stammered a retort Jason didn’t hear. He texted Evan, who was dining with a client and replied with a link for a video meet and the message he’d be available in fifteen minutes. Jason decided to use the time to take a quick shower, so he texted Dani before he went into his bathroom. Once he finished, he slipped on pajama bottoms and a plain t-shirt and strolled into his bedroom. Sitting at the desk, he clicked on the link Evan sent and smiled when his older brother’s face appeared.

      Their hellos were quick, and for several minutes, Jason jotted notes in his journal while his brother talked. He set the journal and pen on the desk when Evan ran his fingers through his hair, his gray eyes betraying his tiredness.

      “That’s all I got for now, Jase. My paralegal is driving to Sacramento to examine Esther Rayne’s original will and get a copy, as well as whatever documentation the law office has related to the will’s initial filing. The attorney who drew up the original is dead, but his partner is still alive, although retired and living in the Bahamas. I’ve been in touch, and we’re talking in the morning, so I should have more information for you tomorrow night.

      “Anyway—and this is for your ears only—I’m certain the will Rayne entered into evidence is a forgery, but until I can get David Markham to review it, I don’t want to raise flags or spook them. I’ll let you know if and when Dani needs to subpoena the original.”

      “How do we prove the will’s authenticity? No judge will sign off on a Graywolf company doing the verification.”

      “My group doesn’t need to be the one to do it,” Evan explained. “In fact, you’ll want the judge to appoint whoever opposing counsel suggests. You just need to make sure Dani hires David as her expert. I’ve already had him clear his schedule until after Christmas.”

      Jason relaxed at his brother’s words. David was on retainer with EG Security and one of the best counterfeit specialists in the country, doing work for the SEC and the Treasury Department. “Great. I’ll talk to Dani tonight, and we’ll make the request for the subpoena through her office.”

      “Cool. How is Dani, by the way?”

      “Dani,” Jason chuckled. “She nearly kicked Elvinia Rayne’s ass this morning.”

      “What?” After Jason described the situation, Evan roared with laughter. “She and Marisa are definitely cousins. I saw on the news you were getting snow tonight. What’s on the agenda?”

      “Wine, popcorn, and a movie.”

      “And what’s in your pocket?”

      Jason rolled his eyes at his brother. “Goodnight, Evan. I’ll talk to you in the morning.”

      “Hey, Graywolf, are you joining me?” Dani yelled. “I’m ready to start the movie.”

      Jason disconnected from his laptop and closed the lid before he walked out of his bedroom and saw Dani on the sofa.

      She lifted the throw covering her legs and patted the spot next to her. “It’s big enough for the two of us. I poured you some wine. Grab that bowl of popcorn before you sit.”

      He slid beneath the throw, his hip pressing against hers. “So, what are we watching?”

      She handed him a glass of wine and side-eyed him. “You’re welcome, and I’m several sips ahead of you.”

      “Thank you, and I repeat, what are we watching? Please don’t make me watch a tear-jerker, I’m not in the mood.”

      “I ought to, but the local public station has a Nick and Nora marathon tonight.”

      “I love you, Danielle Selena.”

      She laughed. “I know, Jason Aaron.”

      

      Jason glanced at the clock to the left of the fireplace. It was a little past one, and Dani’s head was nestled against his shoulder. He leaned over to kiss her forehead. “Hey, sleepyhead, time for bed.”

      “‘K, yours, not mine,” she mumbled, her hand sliding across his thigh. “I want to sleep with you.”

      He trapped her fingers before they reached his dick, which was already responding to her touch. “Dani,” he said more gruffly than he intended. “I don’t think tonight is a good night, especially given the amount of wine we’ve had. I don’t want regrets.”

      “Not interested in talking tonight, and I won’t be having any regrets,” she murmured as her other hand raised his t-shirt and lightly stroked his chest. “We can talk tomorrow or the next day. I want to sleep in your bed right now.”

      “Dani, you don’t know what you’re asking,” he protested.

      “Yes, I do.”

      “No, you don’t know what you’re asking of me.” He pulled her hands away from his body, his skin aching at the loss. “If we end up in my bed, we’re not sleeping—at least not for a while.”

      She raised her head, her eyes dark orbs in the dim light. “Despite the wine I’ve consumed, I’m fully aware of what I’m asking, Jason Graywolf. However, I won’t beg. I’m also aware there is more unspoken stuff we have to work through, and we will, but right now, right here, I want to feel like I did in August. I want to lay in your arms, feel your warmth on my skin. I want to wake up to your smiling gray eyes.”

      She lifted her chin, and Jason stared at her before his mouth lowered to hers. The emotional turmoil that plagued him since Mexico and caused an unbearable ache whenever he was near her finally eased as he delicately licked the inside of Dani’s mouth. Her soft moans and the quick flicks of her tongue against his nearly had him undone. Yet, he refused to rush.

      He would not miss reclaiming a fraction of the sweetness he first tasted in August, and he kept his strokes methodical, short bursts and flicks that slowed his passion even as it intensified the slight noises coming from Dani. Her tongue dragged across the top of his, the heated wetness another spark to the desire building inside him. Jason trapped her tongue with his and held it a second or two before slowly teasing it into submission. Dani’s moan curved past their tangled tongues and beyond their joined lips. The sound had his pulse racing, and he moved his hand to caress her jaw.

      Her hand slid beneath his shirt, her fingers warm against his flesh. She stroked his chest, her thumb moving in a slow concentric pattern across his nipple. His dick hardened, and his free hand gripped hers. “DS,” he rasped.

      “Shh, Jason, let’s just allow whatever happens to happen. I’m done thinking about what could have been or what happened years ago,” she breathed against his mouth. “I want you so much.”

      Her words burned themselves into Jason’s mind, and he deepened his kiss, thrusting and withdrawing until soft moans poured from her throat. He needed air and lifted his head. “You have no idea how long I’ve waited to hear you say that, Dani. So long.”

      He stood and swept her into his arms, carrying her into his bedroom to set her gently on the bed and stare down at her. Her brown eyes were glazed with passion, her lips plump from his kisses. A faint sheen of perspiration shone on her forehead.

      Jason leaned down and kissed her lightly. “I’m going to repeat what I said in August and again two days ago, Danielle Price. I’ve wanted you since that first day I saw you walking across campus and even more that day in our constitutional law class.”

      His lips brushed hers. “Tonight, I’m going to take my sweet time loving you, feasting on you until I’m sated. We’ll rest, and then I’m doing it again. Tomorrow, we’ll talk about you, me, and where we go from here. This, what’s about to happen between us, changes everything. I have one question, Dani. Will you let me love you?”

      Her eyelids fluttered open, and she stared at him for some time until a sensuous smile formed on her mouth. She reached up and stroked his cheek. “I will, Jason. For as long as you want.”
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      Dani gazed into Jason’s eyes and saw the uncertainty and hope in them. She knew what he was about to ask even before the words left his lips.

      “Are you sure, Dani? We don’t have to make love now.” He reached down and stroked her cheek with his knuckles. “I’m happy to have you sleeping beside me, sharing my bed.”

      They had moved to his bedroom, and she was sitting on his bed while he stood nervously near the window, a couple of feet from her. Moonlight framed him, and she watched his fingers toy with his hair. She loved this man so much.

      Scooting to the middle of the bed, she positioned herself onto her knees and beckoned him. “Jason, I have been dying to tear off your clothes from the moment you walked down the stairs and offered to share this suite with me.”

      She patted the bed and smiled when he positioned himself on his knees in front of her. Dani felt the wetness in her eyes as she studied his face. Although she knew every inch, it seemed she was seeing faint lines that hadn’t been there before. A finger lifted and stroked one of the worry lines stretched across his forehead before it grazed his cheek and chin.

      The same finger pressed against his mouth. “You want to know if I’m sure, if my mind and body are in sync, and the answer is yes. Yes, Jason, I am sure, so very fucking sure.”

      His hesitancy fled, replaced by a joy she hadn’t expected to see in his eyes, and her heart hitched. They had done so much hurt to each other…

      He moved off the bed and went to the light switch, turning the chandelier on and dimming the lights. She watched him return to the bed and sit on its edge, his hand gently pressing against her left breast. A deep sigh curled through his body, and he trembled.

      “You have no idea how long I’ve waited for this moment, Dani. I know we made love three months ago, but this…this is different.”

      “No tequila,” she teased.

      He grinned. “No tequila, although the wine we’ve had tonight may balance things out. I drank very little that night in August because I was hoping we could talk, get the boulders out of our way. I wanted to plead my case, beg you to give me a chance to become the man you fall in love with because I was and am so deeply in love with you.”

      Dani trembled when he took her hands in his. “I had so much I wanted to say that night. I wanted to ask for your forgiveness, tell you what is in my heart, but I didn’t get the chance.” His voice broke, and he inhaled and slowly released air.

      She blinked back the tears forming in her eyes. They had missed so much. “You have no idea how much I regret—”

      Jason shifted onto his knees, leaned forward, and kissed her nose. “Not now, DS. The universe has given me one more chance to tell you how much I love you, how much I need you in my life—forever. My body is trying to sing a different song, but I need to say it, Dani. I love you.”

      He kissed her long and hard before he lifted his mouth. “Now, I better show you how I feel before my dick acts a complete fool.”

      His hand gently caressed her nipple into hardness as he whispered what he intended to do, then reclaimed her mouth. Her body reacted with faint quivers as two fingers massaged and softly pinched her bud. The friction sent sparks zinging through her body, setting tiny fires alight in every cell, and her moan escaped the prison of their lips. He kissed her again, his mouth warm and lush against hers.

      “Oh, Jason,” she said huskily. “Do that again.”

      He brushed the left side of her mouth before he pulled away, biting her bottom lip as he did so. “That pleases you?”

      “It pleases me very much.”

      His mouth settled on hers again, his tongue licking her flesh like a lollipop, slow, smooth caresses that had her writhing on the bed. She opened her mouth to give him more opportunities for a fuller exploration. He continued to lick as if he had all the time in the world, nibbling, tasting, savoring. It was obvious Jason intended to uncover what pleased her, what caused a slow burn, what sent her tumbling over the edge with a stroke or two.

      Oh yes, his kiss said he had plans and no intentions of rushing.

      He eased her to her feet, placing his finger against her lips. “Not a word, sweetheart. Tonight, I intend to love you as I have always wanted, no hesitation, no questions. In this room, we are not friends. We are lovers finding our way home in and with each other. The world is on the other side of those windows, held in check by snow and these walls. Tonight, Danielle Selena Price, you are mine. If you agree, please let me know.”

      She deliberately frowned and pursed her mouth. Then she began a slow smile that triggered his in return. She stared into his eyes, giving him the consent and desire she knew he wanted from her along with her heart. “I am yours, Jason. I’ve always been yours.”

      Dani witnessed the emotional storm in his gaze as he realized she was giving more than just her body. His finger traced her lips, and he touched his forehead to hers. “Dani.”

      She raised her finger to his mouth and silenced him. He inclined his head and stepped away from her. Jason’s gaze swept her body, and he reached for the buttons of the gray Henley she wore. The owner of the general store had suggested it for warmth, although the shirt wasn’t her usual style. Now, the way he looked at her, she was happy with the purchase.

      You have no idea how sexy you look in a Henley,” Jason whispered. “I almost hate to take it off, but I need to see and taste your beautiful skin. I’m buying a collection for you to wear just so I can remove them.”

      He tugged the shirt up and over her head and tossed it on a nearby chair. “I can’t decide whether to remove your bra or take off your sweatpants next.” He stared at her breasts. “I think the bra. I have very fond memories of the look and feel of your breasts in my palms. So firm, and the way your nipples get hard so quickly.”

      Dani trembled when he undid the front-facing hook of her lace bra. He ran a finger across the top of her breasts and then down the valley between them, keeping his eyes on her face as his finger and thumb playfully rubbed and squeezed her nipple until it firmed. “Much better.”

      Here throaty moans floated over their heads as he lowered the left cup and began to kiss and lick her exposed breast. “I do believe this one is my favorite,” he murmured.

      He sucked her nipple for a time, then moved over to her right breast and drew the bra’s cup away to perform the same erotic magic. “Hmm, maybe I don’t have a favorite since both are equally magnificent.”

      He loved her breasts until she could no longer distinguish the sounds of their mutual pleasure. He murmured how much he loved the feel of her silky skin against his tongue, the taste unique to her. How the fire she ignited low in his belly quickly spread to his dick when he sucked and kissed her nipple. She heard his words of desire, vowing to never put his satisfaction before hers.

      Jason lifted his head from her wet nipple. “Now, the pants.” His hands gripped her hips and pulled her sweatpants, along with her panties, down to her ankles. He lifted her in his arms, kissing her before he laid her on the bed. As his eyes lovingly traced the contours of her body, he grinned. “Yep, I’m going to feast tonight.”

      An anticipatory giggle escaped her lips as his mouth and hands began to fulfill his promise to love her slowly and as deeply as possible. She finally stammered, “I want to feel your skin beneath my hands, against my palms, Jason. Take your clothes off.”

      He stepped away from the bed and quickly stripped.

      She licked her lips like she’d been handed her favorite dessert. “I hope you’ve got condoms.”

      “Truth or a lie?”

      She laughed at the reference to a study game they’d played in law school. “Lie.”

      “Sorry, you lose, Ms. Price,” he reported as he went to the nightstand and removed several foil packets. “I had hopes.”

      He opened one of the packets and eased on a condom. While he prepared himself, Dani had repositioned on the bed, and when their gazes met, his eyes were bright with desire before they glanced down at his penis. A half-smothered gasp fled her throat when he began to stroke himself before he climbed in beside her, his hand tracing an erotic path from her breasts to her clit before he tugged the covers up over her trembling body. “Make love to me, Jason.”

      “I plan to, DS.”

      His finger inched into her pussy, and her hips jerked upward. The motion was calculated, and her body responded, clenching each time he pushed inside her, releasing as he withdrew. The wet noise of his strokes in echoed in her ears, and as he eased a second finger inside her, she pressed her thighs together.

      Her body resisted; it wanted the exquisite agony that came with an orgasm. Jason’s fingers pumped inside her, one finger hooking and scraping against the spot she knew would send her over the edge. When her climax hit, it came hard and fast, and she screamed his name as her body rocked with tremors.

      Jason maintained the pressure until she went limp beneath him. Through partially closed eyelids, she watched him suck her liquid from his fingers. “Yum.”

      Dani’s laughter triggered a mini orgasm, and she spread her thighs invitingly. Jason positioned himself between them and teased her labia before he thrust into her vagina.

      “Fuck!”

      The word exploded from Dani’s mouth at the same time her inner muscles clenched his erection. He pushed deeper inside her before he stilled. Kissing the tip of her nose, he whispered against her mouth, “I want us to experience each other’s release as if we were one body, so stay with me, DS. Don’t come until I do. Can you do that for me, love?”

      As he uttered the words, Jason began to thrust and withdraw inside her, his strokes unhurried and rhythmic. Her vaginal muscles tensed, caressing his dick and sending almost unbearable sensations to the base of her spine before they fanned out across her body. Her hips jerked, then found his pace, and they moved in synchronicity.

      The ache signaled she was close. “Jason,” she pleaded. “I don’t know…”

      Suddenly, his thrusts became deeper while his withdrawals became shallow. Dani’s body was playing the same song as her legs wrapped around his hips, and she tried to still his movements. “Stay with me, Dani. Stay with me.”

      “Jason,” she whispered. “Please.”

      He drove into her, and she was no longer in control of her passion, unaware she murmured, “I love you so much, Jason. I’ve always loved you,” as his dick sent her spiraling into an orgasm. Her muscles seized, and the contractions pulled him into release. He pumped into her, his shudders mimicking hers until, with a groaned, “I love you, DS,” he collapsed on her, their erratic breathing mirrored.

      “So, this is what boneless feels like,” she breathed before she kissed his earlobe. “I think I like it.”

      They remained entwined until Jason reluctantly separated their limbs, kissing her as he rose from the bed. “Do not move a muscle. I’ll be back in a sec.”

      She giggled. “Did you hear what I said, Graywolf? Boneless. I couldn’t move if you lit a fire beneath the bed—especially after the one you set alight in this bed.”

      Jason preened for a second, then went into the bathroom to get rid of the condom. When he returned, he climbed into bed and pulled her into his arms, kissing her until they were once more gasping for air.

      Dani gazed at him before a yawn refused to be silenced. “Sorry. Between the wine and your delicious body, my brain is like, ‘sorry, girl, I’m done for right now.’ You’ll have to go the next round without me.”

      Jason’s laugh caressed her ears as he leaned close and whispered, “Rest thou, DS. I want you and thy brain involved when next I partake of your succulent morsel.”

      She howled with laughter. “Partake? Rest thou? Succulent morsel? Good lord, Jason, you’ve been around my Shakespearean cousin too long.” She kissed him. “Perhaps I’ll be the one doing the tasting.”
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      Jason yawned and stretched before his eyelids lifted. Dani was nestled against him, his morning erection pressed against her buttock. Her light snores did nothing to relieve the ache in his groin, and he fought the urge to turn her onto her stomach and tease her into awareness before entering her from behind. Instead, he scooted away from Dani’s body only to find himself blocked by dead weight.

      He eased up to a sitting position and, in the early morning light, found himself gazing into a pair of bright hazel green pupils. Reaching for the duvet, he asked in a low voice, “B.A.C., what are you doing in my room?”

      B.A.C. sat on his haunches, a soft mewl the only warning before he swiped at Jason’s hand. A second growl dared Jason to try it again as the feline padded over his hip to sandwich himself between Jason and Dani.

      “What the hell?” Jason snarled.

      B.A.C. lowered his head and gave Jason a threatening glare before flattening his thick body, faint purrs filling the air over the bed. Jason leaned close to the cat’s face.

      “You’re not supposed to be in my bed,” he muttered, then frowned. “Damn cat, were you here all night?”

      B.A.C. meowed and rolled over, so his butt faced Jason, who muttered, “Oh, no, you don’t,” and grabbed for the cat. B.A.C. clearly was having none of it as he yowled, plopped onto Jason’s chest, and head-butted him.

      “What the fuck?!”

      Startled into wakefulness, Dani jerked up and, turning toward Jason, became entangled in the sheets. B.A.C. screamed his annoyance and stood up to walk over to her. Instead, the cat got caught in the duvet, and his rage was fierce as he struggled to free himself, only to entrap his large body even more.

      “Serves you right,” Jason declared before reaching out to free the cat. Furious, B.A.C. nipped his hand.

      “Ouch!”

      Dani got out of bed and freed B.A.C., who glared at Jason before jumping off and trotting to the door. He flicked a glance at Dani, who, with a burst of laughter, walked over and opened it. Following the cat, she did the same with the door to the hallway, and B.A.C. rubbed up against her and sauntered out of the suite.

      Strolling into the bedroom, a giggling Dani stared at Jason and shook her head. “Why were you going fist to paw with B.A.C.?”

      “He started it, and why was that cat in my bedroom?”

      She shrugged. “He sneaks into my room at night. Usually, I put him out before I go to sleep, but last night... Well, let’s just say I was somewhat preoccupied.”

      Jason went to the bathroom, and when he came out a few minutes later, he pulled Dani into his arms. “I had plans, and that cat spoiled them.”

      Dancing from his arms, she headed into the bathroom. When she emerged several minutes later, she strutted to the bed. “Did he really?”

      She’d stripped off her sleep shirt and completely naked. Jason’s dick responded instantly. “Um, maybe not,” he replied huskily as she climbed back into the bed. “Maybe not at all.”
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      Jason wrapped his arms around her when Dani shivered from the cold, despite the winter coat she wore. They stood on the porch, watching snow fall to the earth and melt just as quickly. Brentworth’s location meant the early morning temperature hovered in the thirties, although it was supposed to reach the mid-fifties by noon.

      Dan leaned into his embrace and he kissed her until they needed air. “You sure you don’t want to ride with me?”

      She pressed her head against his chest and stroked his arm. “No, with the Raynes and D’Andre in town and not a brain to pass between them, I worry Cherie might take a shotgun to their asses.”

      Jason laughed and kissed her once more before he draped his arm across her shoulder and walked her down the steps and out to his rental car. “It shouldn’t take more than a day for me to review the documents Evan’s legal assistant has gathered. The hearing is set for 9 a.m. on Friday, and I’ll be back tomorrow.”

      He peered down at B.A.C., who was wedging his body between Dani’s legs and his. “Look, B.A.C., we’re going to have this conversation once and only once. Dani is my woman, and you need to respect that. You can’t go around hitting on another man’s girlfriend. I mean, what would you do if I rubbed up against Bok Choy?”

      B.A.C. meowed and bumped against Dani’s ankles before he stared at Jason, who muttered, “Boundaries, man, respect the boundaries.”

      Dani’s infectious laughter brought Bok Choy scurrying from the rear of the inn. The dog looked between the two humans before eyeing B.A.C. Jason leaned down to scratch Bok Choy’s head. “Did you come to save your man’s ass, my lady? ‘Cause I’m definitely about to get next to it.”

      Bok Choy barked excitedly at B.A.C., and the cat strolled over and gently bumped her. Together, they raced up the steps and sat on the porch, watching Dani and Jason share a kiss.

      “Get on the road, Graywolf.” Dani tapped a gloved finger on his nose. “I’m not about to take on Ms. Choy over that cat, so your claim on my attention is safe. Please drive carefully, Jason, and say hi to Evan.”

      He kissed her once more before he got in and drove off. Dani started to turn to the house when she heard a familiar voice calling her name. She halted and turned toward the sidewalk. Kevin was strutting toward her from the side street leading into town. By the angry look on the man’s face, she knew he’d seen her and Jason’s goodbye. She huffed a frustrated breath and folded her arms across her chest. “What do you want, Kevin?”

      “How long have you and Graywolf been doing…whatever it is you’re doing?”

      The asshole was serious. “Excuse me?” She walked toward him and stopped. “Are you here to inform me that your client has withdrawn his lawsuit? If not, we have nothing to discuss, Mr. Harper.”

      “Is he why you ended things with me, Dani? I did my homework. Is it because his family has money? Is that why you walked away from our relationship? I don’t appreciate being made a fool.”

      He went to grab her wrist, and her hand came up and slapped him hard against his nose before her open palm pushed him backward. Bok Choy came racing down the steps barking furiously. Kevin jumped out of harm’s way only to feel the slap of claws on his ankle from B.A.C.

      “I told you, don’t ever try to touch me again,” she gritted out. “This is your last warning, Kevin. Next time I will break your nose and your arm, I promise.”

      Backing away, she stared at him. “I don’t owe you a fucking explanation about my life. My life is my life. You’re here to represent your clients’ interests, and I believe that is where your attention should be directed, not on me and Jason. You and I were never going to be a couple, Kevin. You’re arrogant, boring, and my mama doesn’t like you.”

      When he started to speak, she waved her hand to silence him, and he flinched. “Let me tell you about Jason Graywolf. He may have wealth, but there is substance to the man. He owns his mistakes and is willing to do whatever is necessary to figure out what it will take to win the woman he loves.”

      At this point, she realized she was talking to herself as much as to Kevin. “Jason and I should have been a couple long before now, long before a man exactly like you—full of shit with his head up his ass—got in the way. I’m not sure how fate got Jason and me to this place at the same time, but I suspect she used our matchmaking mothers… Anyway, he and I are paying attention.”

      A smile formed on her lips. “And I’m down for wherever this relationship goes. Last thing? I’m in love with Jason and have been for years, so you never had an iota of a chance. Now, if you will pardon me, I need to speak with my client.”

      She whirled to find Omar standing at the foot of the steps leading onto the porch. She walked toward him as Bok Choy barked at Kevin until he disappeared down the street. Omar nodded at her before he went to his car and got in. As he drove off, Dani entered the inn and headed upstairs to the suite.

      For several minutes, she angrily paced the suite’s living room. She thought about calling Portia or Marisa to vent but decided to walk out to the mystery mine. Dani went to the window and peered out. The snow flurries had stopped, and the wet ground was covered with leaves. Shoving her feet into a pair of boots, she left the room.

      B.A.C. lounged at the top of the stairs. When she got near him, he rose and stretched before he glided down the stairs to sit at the bottom. Dani laughed and headed down to Cherie’s office. She knocked once and walked in at Cherie’s response.

      “Hey, Dani, where you off to this morning?” Cherie’s smile became a frown. “Bok Choy, get off that sofa. You got a pillow bed over there.”

      “Kevin Harper just left, and I’m hoping a quick walk, now that the snow has stopped, will help me get rid of some of this rage before I drive into town and kick his ass.”

      “This is about Jason.”

      “Yeah,” Dani admitted. “I was so irritated at Kevin, I might have put my business in the street.”

      “May have? Girl, I heard you all the way in here.” Cherie rose from her chair and came around to where she stood. “You need to stop running from your heart, Dani. You’re in love with Jason, and he loves you. I don’t care what got in your way before, it’s not there anymore, and you need to let it go. Have you told Jason how you feel?”

      Dani nibbled her bottom lip. “No, not yet. My fears that he’ll do it again won’t quite disappear.”

      “What did he do, sleep with another woman?”

      “Jason would never do that,” she declared. “If you’re his woman, he’s loyal. No, he chose his friend over me.”

      Cherie peeked at her through one partially closed eyelid, her head tilted to the right. “I’m seriously confused. Sit down, since I apparently have time to play therapist, and start from the beginning.”

      “You just want to be all up in my business,” Dani muttered as she lowered herself next to Bok Choy, who refused to abandon the sofa.

      “Yep, not much else to do today since Omar is headed to Nevada City,” Cherie said. “Also keeps my mind off them fools trying to take what isn’t theirs.”

      Dani stared at her gloved hands. “I fell in love with Jason my first year in law school. Because he was dating someone else, I never let my feelings show, and we became friends. After a few months, his best friend Greg asked me out, and pretty soon, we became a couple. Greg was smart and easy on the eyes.”

      “But he wasn’t Jason.”

      “He wasn’t Jason.” Dani blew out air. “No man is Jason. Anyway, at the end of each school year, a small group of us would rent a villa in Mexico and party for a week. The year we graduated, I decided to end things with Greg. We’d been dating almost two years, and I knew we were going nowhere. Apparently, Greg had a different plan, a very public one.”

      “Oh, my goodness, he didn’t,” Cherie chirped. “Why do men do that shit without any idea it’s gonna work? How many people were in the room?”

      “He did, and in front of our law school friends and about fifteen other people who were in the restaurant’s bar area, which was adjacent to the small banquet room we always took over. Doors were wide open when he decided to propose. We’d been eating, drinking, and dancing most of the evening, so no one was really sober, and it took me several seconds to realize it was a classic ‘what the fuck, please don’t do this’ moment.”

      She looked at Cherie and grimaced. “It was like trying to stop an 18-wheeler with no brakes and a six-percent grade on the I-80.”

      “Damn,” Cherie uttered. “I’ve seen one of those, and it’s not pretty.”

      “It wasn’t. I tried to shut it down, but…” Dani closed her eyes. “I was surrounded by silence. Even the people in the bar had gathered by the open doors to watch. I freaked and blurted out that I was in love with someone else and couldn’t marry him.”

      Cherie’s booming laugh enveloped the room. “Damn, I wish I could have seen his face. Serves him right, shouldn’t have put you on the spot like that.”

      “I’ll introduce you to Portia. She has the video, which she got from Emery, one of my classmates. Anyway, the whole thing wasn’t pretty, and I was kinda drunk because I wouldn’t have said it in exactly the way I did.”

      “Yes, you would have,” Cherie declared. “Just not in front of…how many people?”

      “Including the folks at the bar and those who came because of the noise, around thirty.” Dani lowered her head, and her hand reached up to squeeze her forehead at the memory. “And that was twenty-eight too many. You could have heard a feather drop. It was so quiet in that room.”

      “Help me out here. Greg proposed, you said no, and somehow that cut ties between you and Jason. Me and Bok Choy are terribly confused.”

      She stared at Cherie. “Jason was furious because he believed I was messing around on his best friend. Like I said, he’s very loyal, sometimes to a fault, and this was one of those moments. Embarrassed, I left and went to my room. Changed my flight so I could leave the next morning and started packing. Usually, I share a room with my ex-law school bestie Rachel, but this trip, I wanted my own space, and I’m glad I did.

      “A couple of hours later, Jason shows up. He accused me of messing around behind Greg’s back with some other man. Wanted to know why I didn’t end things with Greg before he proposed.”

      Dani swiped at the wetness trickling down one of her cheeks. “I was about to confess he was the man I was talking about, but he kept cutting me off. He didn’t want to hear my side, and he got angrier when I refused to explain. I became furious because he wasn’t the man I thought I knew, and I told him to lose my number and my name and get out.

      “I left the next morning, and we had no contact until his brother Aidan and my cousin Marisa got together. Even with that, we didn’t really deal with the elephant until this past week.”

      “Don’t you think it’s time to tell Jason you’re in love with him?” Cherie questioned.

      Dani laughed bitterly. “I said it to Kevin this morning when he pissed me off, but I haven’t really told Jason outside of making love. I’m afraid to give him the power to hurt me again, Cherie. I don’t think I can withstand that.”

      Cherie walked over to her, sat on the sofa, and gave her a quick hug. “Let me tell you what I see when I watch you and Jason. I see two people totally in love with each other and struggling to find a way out of whatever stands between them. I also see a fool who thinks he can move back in and not pay rent.”

      “Kevin.”

      “Yep, but remember the operative word is ‘fool.’” Cherie waited until Dani stopped laughing and continued. “It’s obvious Jason screwed up. He broke your trust and knows it. Yet, I see a man determined to win the woman he loves. Has he owned his f-up?” Dani nodded. “Then you need to own yours.”

      “I didn’t do anything wrong,” she protested.

      “Yes, you did, Miss I’m Not Wrong Here. You should have ended things with Greg long before he got down on one knee and embarrassed himself. In fact, you shouldn’t have gone out with the man in the first place, knowing you were in love with Jason. As I see it, you betrayed both men, and you’re punishing Jason for someone else’s behavior.”

      “I—”

      Cherie tapped Dani’s forehead with her fingertip. “You were in love with one man and eventually dated his friend, and it doesn’t matter that the man you loved was unavailable—dating his friend was not cool. I think you need to put your big girl pants on and be honest with yourself. Jason’s a good man worth fighting to keep. Just like my Omar.”

      She stood and returned to her desk. “I shouldn’t have been with D’Andre. Omar asked me out when we first met, but I was all about the pretty face and the rumored big dick magic, and I said no. Hooked up with D’Andre, and you know the rest. What you need to do is own your f-up, Danielle Price. Once you do, you can stop feeling guilty about how you handled things—because that’s what’s stopping you.”

      Dani pushed herself off the sofa and went to the door. She turned the knob but glanced over her shoulder at Cherie before she opened the door and walked out.
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      Dani zipped up her winter jacket, glad it was fleece-lined. While the brief flurry of snow had ended earlier in the morning, the air was cold. Crisp. She chuckled as the word flitted across her mind. Apples and pickles were crisp; air had two feels—cold or hot, with variations in between, and the weather in the Sierra Nevada mountains a week before Thanksgiving was not crisp.

      She strolled along one of three leaf-strewn paths that Cherie said was the shortest route leading to the mystery mine. Being out in the woods mid-morning wasn’t as bad as she imagined, and it gave her plenty of quiet for reflection. While she’d gone camping once or twice and decided it wasn’t for her, Dani always thought the beach was the place that recharged her batteries. However, as she stopped and bent to stare at a sluggish bee grounded because it was foolish enough to be out in the cold trying to fly, she wondered if she’d been like the bee for the past two years.

      All around her was the noisy quiet that came with the faint crunch of leaves beneath her boots and the soft rustling of wind through bare, thin branches. She inhaled and released the air, smiling at the visible breath she’d just taken. There was a solace that came with the absence of cars and people, something not even her favorite oceanic perch could promise. Self-reflection came much easier when she didn’t have to pay close attention to where she was headed or who was passing by.

      Cherie’s words hung like fragile paper lanterns inside her head, dangling from invisible strings and shifting in the spaces she tried to ignore, truths she knew existed but refused to heed. Had she truly betrayed Jason when she got involved with Greg? Dani didn’t think so, but uncertainty hovered. Perhaps, her mind whispered, you couldn’t see how your actions affected him because you didn’t want to see.

      She dug deep, looking inside herself at the reasons she got into a relationship with Greg and what she saw she didn’t like. It was jealousy, and her own fears about relationships, especially after her breakup with Michael and the debacle that was her cousin Marisa’s first marriage.

      She groaned at that thought and realized she and Marisa had been twins when it came to relationships. The shattered heart lay hidden, concealed by layers of seemingly impermeable reserve that allowed no one in, especially after the devastating breakups they’d experienced.

      For Marisa, it had been Jerome Heller. For her—Dani’s mind stumbled over the name—it was Michael Scott. He’d seduced her with words, determined to be her first sexual experience even though he’d secretly married a woman he’d gotten pregnant. Dani found out when she saw them together, and even despite being married, Michael begged her to continue their relationship. Dani remembered his rage and her humiliation when she refused.

      After Michael, she dated but never gave her trust to any man, refusing to risk her heart again.

      Until she met Jason.

      A tear slipped from her eye and rolled down her cheek. God, she had been such a fool, and it nearly cost her Jason’s love. It wasn’t just Greg showing up at her hotel room, screaming at her in his rage, “Did you fuck him, Dani? Is that why you refused me? To think I pretended to keep my dick in my pants for you. To think I wanted to marry you. Who is he?”

      She’d wanted to fling Jason’s name in Greg’s face, tell him she was in love with his best friend. What stopped her wasn’t the memory of Michael’s betrayal or Greg’s admission he was no different than her first love. No, what stopped her was what occurred when Jason came to collect his drunk friend, giving her a look that sliced deeper than anything Greg had said. With that one glance, she knew there was no way she could confess that it was Jason who would always come between her and any man.

      The residual pain of her cowardice, the dishonesty beneath her guilt, cracked, and for the first time, she admitted she was equally to blame for the damage to her relationship with Jason. Since law school, her life had been a series of shoulds and shouldn’ts when it came to Jason. She shouldn’t have let things get so far with Greg. She should have admitted her feelings to Jason. She should have insisted they talk while at his parents, or at the very least, she should have gone home with Risa and Aidan. She shouldn’t have made love to Jason.

      That last shouldn’t was a lie. She had always intended Jason to be the first and only man she’d make love to, the man who gave her forever dreams. Yet she’d torpedoed what they could have had. And why…because she wasn’t sure she could trust him not to break her heart. And, if there was one man who could destroy her heart it was Jason Graywolf.

      Dani believed she could control the situation in Georgia. He wanted to talk, she’d deferred the potential pain, telling him it could only be sex. Instead, Jason made love to her, imprinting his love on her skin, in every cell, and on her heart. Her tears soaked his pillow when he made love to her just before dawn and she heard the words she’d longed to hear. “I love you, Dani.”

      It was a whisper she silenced with a kiss.

      Her phone beeped, jarring her out of her thoughts. Dani glanced at it, and her smile broke free as she read Jason’s text.

      This bears repeating. When we dance again, it will be at our engagement.

      Dani laughed and sobbed at the same time. She was done running. She replied to Jason’s text, As long as I get to choose the song. She watched the three bubbles bounce before a single word appeared.

      Always.

      Entering the mouth of the mystery mine, she shoved her phone into her back pocket, wiped the residue of tears from her face, and followed the signs that promised to reveal the mine’s mysteries. The dimly illuminated signs gave the tunnel a creepy feel. Props to Omar for creating a not entirely terrifying atmosphere but one spooky enough to have her checking over her shoulder every few seconds. As she passed one of the in-ground lights, a low moan started to fill the chamber. The sound increased until she was about a couple of yards past the light.

      No wonder the tours were so popular. The subtle special effects Omar had put in place were first-class. Her foot bumped a metal bucket, and the noise resonated in the cave-like entrance as her frightened half-squeal, half-laugh became part of the cacophony. The deeper into the mine she went, the creepier the sounds became. This place must be amazing at Halloween.

      When a faint rumbling began to fill the cavern, she ignored it, assuming it was just part of the tour. As the sound grew louder and a rush of air swept past her, Dani increased her pace, a bit worried the noise didn’t fade. Instead, the volume intensified behind her, and she stopped to look over her shoulder. There was only blackness. Snatching her phone from her pocket, she tapped the flashlight icon and directed the light toward the entrance.

      “Oh, shit!”

      A thin wall of dust swirled in her direction as the rumbling continued to grow, producing a vibration she feared was an earthquake. It was time to exit. Unsure of what lay ahead, she turned and hurried toward a lighted sign about twenty feet in front of her. When she reached it, the sign pointed to the right, and she headed in that direction, hoping she wasn’t far from the exit. Dust swarmed over her like angry insects, and she began to cough. Her eyes burned, and she blinked to keep the tiny particles out. Increasing her pace, she stumbled over a rock shaken loose.

      She screamed as her right ankle gave way, and she fell to the ground. Pushing herself up to her feet, she took a step, and a sharp pain shot from her ankle up her leg.

      “Ouch! Fuck!”

      She hopped over to a wall and propped herself against it, inhaling deeply against the pain. She waited a few seconds before placing her ankle on the ground. Although she put no weight on her foot, she grimaced and squeezed her eyes to stop her tears. “Okay, it’s either badly sprained or broken.”

      Her hand reached into her back pocket, and a volley of curses bounced off the cave walls. She must have dropped her phone when she fell. A quick search located a muted light, and relief flooded her. At least the flashlight function still worked. Slowly lowering herself to the ground, she crawled to the light and grabbed her phone.

      “Don’t panic, Dani. Your phone is fully charged, and you got light.” She tapped the message icon and then Cherie’s number. No signal.

      “This is why Danielle Selena Price don’t do outdoor adventures. Shit like this will inevitably happen,” she muttered, knowing it was weird talking to herself, but it did help to ease her anxiety.

      Struggling, she managed to scoot over to a cave wall and pull herself upright. She put the phone on power save, made sure notifications were on—just in case— and slid it into her pocket, leaving the flashlight on. While the light was minimal, there was enough so it wasn’t completely dark. She did some quick breaths in and out before she used the wall to balance her movement and keep her weight off her injured ankle.

      Her pace was frustrating as hell, and every few hops, she was forced to stop and rest. “At this rate, it’s going to take a hundred years to get to the exit.”

      There is no need to exaggerate, Danielle.

      “Okay, I’m really losing it if I’m quoting my mama inside my head.”

      She started forward again. No idea how long or how far she’d gone, she gave into exhaustion and the throbbing pain and rested. She reached into her jacket pocket to pull out the bottle of water she’d grabbed before leaving the inn. Her fingers brushed the baggie with a nutrition bar and apple she’d also grabbed. At least she’d have something to eat since there was no telling how long it would take her to get out.

      As she ate her apple, Dani wondered what had happened behind her. After the one vibration, there were no more tremors, which meant it probably wasn’t an earthquake. Also, her more practical side suggested, the walls are still intact, which also meant it probably wasn’t a cave-in in this tunnel… Maybe it was in the original mine that had been sealed off. The path she’d taken was actually aboveground and ran alongside the old mine entrance, so there was no way the entrance to B.A.C. Mystery Mine should have collapsed. Yet there was no denying the dust and rocks were shaken loose by some type of explosion.

      Something—or someone—produced this mess.

      Her apple finished, Dani wrapped the core in a napkin included in the baggie and placed it inside. She put the bar in the same pocket, then sipped some water. She made sure the cap was as tight as it could be before she stuck it in her other pocket.

      “Better get moving, girl. You got a long journey ahead of you. All of…” She squinted as she recalled the signpost she’d passed. “Three hundred yards before you reach the exit. Be sure to watch out for ghosts and their pranks as you go.”

      She definitely was hoping the ghosts left her alone since she was in no mood for anybody’s pranks. She half-turned and placed her hand against the wall, inching her way up until she was on her feet. “This is really fucked up.”

      She inhaled and slowly pushed the air from her lungs, then began her hop-walk. She paced herself, swallowing her impatience and growing frustration. After a few minutes, she stopped, leaned against the wall, and pulled out her phone. Still no signal.

      The pattern continued for nearly an hour until she collapsed against the wall and slid down to the ground. Tears refused to be checked any longer and poured down her cheeks. Her ankle was throbbing painfully, and she wasn’t certain how much longer she could continue. She had pressed the emergency icon but knew that, with no signal, it was stuck inside the cave walls.

      Dani dropped her head to her knees and gave her tears their freedom. “I love you, Jason Graywolf, with all my heart and soul. I just wished I had told you before you left.”

      Stretching out on the ground, she rested her head on her arm, her tears falling to the earth. “Find me, Jason,” she sobbed. “Please find me so I can tell you how much and how long I will love you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 18

          

        

      

    

    
      Jason’s fingers tapped on the car’s steering wheel, keeping the beat as he sang along to “Shining Star.” Traffic on Interstate 80 between Nevada City and Sacramento had been more congested than he expected for midweek, then he’d reminded himself Thanksgiving was a week away. By the time he reached the Interstate 5 turnoff, most of the cars had headed south or north, and he made up the half-hour lost.

      His phone rang, and Aidan’s voice came through the speakers after he pressed the car’s answer button. “Hey, AG, what’s up?”

      “Nothing much, Jase. Got a minute?”

      “Sure. I’m driving to Evan’s, and in this traffic, I have all the time you need,” Jason replied with a laugh.

      “I’ll send you and Evan a pdf so you two can talk. In the meantime, I thought you might like a summary of what Aldon Rayne has been up to for the past couple of years,” Aidan said.

      Suddenly his niece Mira’s voice declared she wanted to see her uncle Jason. As Aidan explained it wasn’t a video chat, Mira demanded to hold the phone. Jason chortled as Aidan said, “Sweetheart, Uncle Jason and I have business to discuss. Okay, just for a minute.”

      “Hi, Uncle Jason!” Mira greeted. “How come I don’t see your face?”

      “Hi, Wolf Girl. You can’t see my face because I’m driving, and there’s no video in the car.”

      Mira sucked her teeth. “But I want to see you ‘cause I have so much to show you from school, and you’ve been gone forever. When can we video chat? Stop, SG, I’m talking to Uncle Jason. Daddy, tell Samuel to go away.”

      Jason laughed. “Mira, let me say hello to your brother, and then he’ll stop.” There was a pause, then the babble of a toddler poured through the speakers. “Hey, Wolf Boy. What have you been doing?”

      Aidan’s son, Samuel, chattered for several more minutes before Mira returned to the phone. “What time are you going to get on the computer, Uncle Jason? Will Aunt Dani be with you? Are you coming to Nana Bette’s house for Thanksgiving?”

      Jason answered Mira’s rapid-fire questions until his brother said she needed to go do schoolwork. With a grumbled goodbye, she was off, and Aidan returned to the phone. “Sorry about that. Your niece and nephew have not learned to respect boundaries yet. They also miss their uncle.”

      “Hmm, boundaries… I wonder whose fault that is? I doubt it’s Risa or mom.”

      “Truth. Mostly dad,” Aidan said. “Don’t laugh, Jason. I may be bad, but dad’s worse when it comes to his grands. About Rayne. Apparently, he and his employer, Caspar Sandhill Investments, are being investigated for their role in a couple of investment pyramids that collapsed a year ago, and Rayne was a definite player.”

      “I’m confused,” Jason admitted. “I thought he was a mid-level employee. Usually, people at that level don’t have lots of leeway to run pyramids.”

      Aidan chuckled. “Normally, that’s the case, but he was demoted for ‘confidential reasons’ by the firm amid some rather shady practices. One surprise in my research—”

      “Research? You’re starting to sound like your wife, bro.”

      “Whatever. The surprise is Elvinia Rayne. She used to work for the company as a senior financial analyst. She left three years ago and joined an investment firm managed by…guess who? Marc Sandhill, Caspar’s younger brother.”

      “Please tell me both companies are being investigated,” Jason implored.

      “They are, and the Raynes right along with them. Elvinia may be facing embezzlement charges. Anyway, the law firm representing Rayne and Thompson also represent the Sandhills. All the details are in the document I just sent you, confidential for now. Review it with Evan and let me know if you need me to do anything else.”

      Jason put on his signal and moved over two lanes to make sure he remained on Interstate 80. “Thanks, AG. I’ll share this with Dani once Evan and I talk.”

      “Speaking of Dani, how is she doing?”

      “Is Marisa in the room?”

      “Yes, Jason, I am,” Marisa interrupted. “Now, answer Aidan’s question because I have a few of my own.”

      “Dani is doing fine, Risa, and I’m not answering any of your questions,” Jason declared . “Love you, sis-in-law, bye. Bye, AG, hug the niece and nephew. I’ll see all of you next week.”

      Jason disconnected and grinned like he was a fool. Dani was coming with him to Georgia as a surprise to the family. He planned to ask Evan to arrange for Miss Bette to be on the plane when he and Dani drove to Sacramento. His phone rang, and once he saw the name, he quickly tapped the answer button.

      “Hey, DS.”

      “Where are you, Graywolf?”

      He glanced at the freeway sign. “Emeryville. I should be at Evan’s in twenty minutes. Traffic is moving pretty well. I don’t know how you, Portia, and Evan deal with this traffic. I sat for fifteen minutes and didn’t move an inch. This is a frigging dumpster fire.”

      Dani’s laughter was warmth personified as it filled the car. “We manage because we live in San Francisco, most of our work is in the city, and we’re smart enough to avoid rush hour traffic. What time will you arrive tomorrow?”

      “Missing me?” She grunted, and he chuckled.

      “If I’m lucky, I’ll be returning early this evening. Aidan sent a report on the Raynes,” Jason informed her. “He summarized the contents, and I can’t share until I talk to Evan, but my gut tells me Aldon Rayne ain’t getting shit.”

      Dani’s “Woo-hoo!” burst through the car’s speakers. “Is that because I may be returning later today or for your client?” Jason said.

      “Both,” she sang.

      “Hold on, it’s Evan.” Jason took his brother’s call, then returned to Dani. “You’re magic, DS. David Markham is joining us for lunch and apparently has an update about the wills. What are you doing today besides missing me?”

      “You’re so full of yourself, Jason Graywolf.”

      She paused for a long second. Far too long for Jason’s comfort. “What’s up, Dani?” he pressed.

      “Kevin was here, crept up while we were saying goodbye.”

      Jason’s fingers gripped the steering wheel. “What did he want? And did he put his fucking hands on you again?”

      “No, he didn’t touch me although he wanted to, but the widget discovered I have self-defense skills. I had to physically check him, and his nose is going to be sore for days. He wanted to know what was going on between you and me. I was honest and told him.”

      Dani’s sigh was clearly one of exasperation, and Jason wished he was there with her. “I’m sorry, sweetheart.”

      “It’s all on him, Jason. Not our fault he doesn’t recognize no is a complete sentence. Just so you know, B.A.C. was all in his face—actually, all over Kevin’s ankle. He got the message, and I don’t expect to see him again except in court.”

      “You know hands on you don’t sit well with me, DS.”

      “Jason,” she warned. “Don’t do anything like you did with Greg. Kevin’s going to fall with his clients; that will be enough. I get the feeling that his daddy won’t take his son’s disgrace well. Promise me, Graywolf.”

      “I can’t let his actions slide, DS. People putting their hands on the women Graywolf men love is not forgivable.” He turned into Evan’s U-shaped driveway and parked. “I’m at Evan’s, sweetheart. I’ll text you when I leave.”

      “Okay. I’m off taking in nature while in Brentworth,” she teased. “If it sticks, I might let you take me camping.”

      “Yes! I love you, Danielle Price.”

      She cooed. “I thought you might say that, Graywolf. See you tonight, and we’ll talk about the roadblocks that kept us apart.”

      His smile emerged as he approached his brother’s house, and it felt as if he were suddenly transported to Georgia and set down in front of Evan’s home there. The main difference was in size, as Evan’s San Francisco house was nearly two hundred square feet larger since it included a strategy room for EG Security, which was the most secure in the house, with very few people knowing its exact position in the six bedroom, five bath structure.

      Tapping his code into the alarm pad beside the door, he entered once the security system was temporarily disarmed. Closing the door behind him, Jason heard the alarm re-engage. “Evan.”

      “In the kitchen, Jase,” his brother’s voice echoed in the hallway.

      He strolled toward the kitchen, admiring the wood floors. He made a mental note to ask Evan about installing something similar in his Georgia house. “Hey, bro, what’s for brunch?”

      Evan wiped his hands on a towel and came around the large island to hug him. “Ham and cheese sandwiches, a salad, and since I suspect you won’t be staying the night, sweet tea.”

      “What makes you think that?”

      “Have I told you I got all y’all’s phones tapped, even Mom’s?”

      At Jason’s stunned expression, Evan chuckled. “Kidding. I got AG’s email and read the file, and David’s in the cave with some good news for you and Dani. Come on, help me carry the food in so we can get you back to your woman.”

      Jason ducked his head sheepishly, provoking his brother’s amusement. “You’re just wrong, Evan.” He picked up the tray of sandwiches and followed his brother into what Evan called The Cave. Walking in, Jason realized how much the space reminded him of Aidan’s home office in Alpharetta—both were minimalist and functional. The only departure was the family photos on one wall.

      “Hey, David, how have you been? Thanks for helping out on such short notice,” Jason said as he placed the tray he carried on a side table.

      David Markham, a slender middle-aged white man, rose from his chair and went to help. “I’m good, and that’s what your brother pays me damn good money to do. Show up when he summons.”

      After a rapid exchange of affectionate challenges, the three men sat and began to eat. Evan filled David in on the information Aidan had sent. After David gave them documents and a certificate proving Aldon Rayne’s will a forgery, they discussed how best to get the information to the federal investigators once a decision was made with Rayne’s lawsuit against his daughter.

      “I hate to eat and run, but I’ve got a plane to catch,” David said, drinking the last of his tea. “Evan, on the other case, I’ll send you an update once I take a look at the Masters’ paperwork.” He ran his fingers through his thinning hair. “I don’t know what’s wrong with criminals nowadays.”

      “Most of them don’t expect you, Markham,” Evan drawled as he rose from his chair. “Or they don’t know you.”

      Jason stacked the dishes and glasses on the tray and followed the two men from the room, heading to the kitchen. Once the dishes were in the dishwasher, he wandered into Evan’s living room and plopped onto his favorite chair. It was nearly two p.m., and he was antsy to leave for Brentworth. He glanced at his messages to see if Dani had replied to the one he’d sent twenty minutes earlier. Nothing, which was unlike her, so he sent another text.

      He looked up as Evan strolled into the living room and said, “So, what did you want to talk to me about?”

      “Dani’s coming to Georgia for Thanksgiving,” he replied. “You’re the first to know. Can you arrange for Miss Bette to be on the plane without mom knowing? I suspect they talk every day.”

      “You do realize my skills are expensive,” Evan commented. “The rates went up after Aidan.”

      Jason snorted and waved his hand in the air. “Whatever. I thought Miss Bette could be on the plane when Dani and I got to Sacramento Airport.”

      “I’m glad to hear things are good between you and Dani, Jase. You two have been dancing around each other for years. You do realize our mother and hers were responsible for you two being in the same place at the same time? Also, they will never let you hear the end of it, ever.”

      “Yeah, Dani pointed that out to me when she arrived in Brentworth. I didn’t ask mom because I really didn’t want to go there, especially since Dani was ready to hand me my head on a platter,” Jason replied. “I’m okay with mom’s gloating since her interference worked. I mean, what Dani and I shared—”

      “Think about mom before you continue that thought,” Evan interjected with a stern look.

      “What? Nah, man, that’s just cold, and I’m not about to put my business in the streets.”

      “I’m not the streets,” Evan smirked. “Besides, your face is so expressive, Jase, and you were about to tell me you and Dani made love.”

      Jason sucked his teeth. “Funny.” His fingers toyed with his hair. “Did you get the ring?”

      “You’re going to do it at Thanksgiving? Oh shit, this will be like giving mom another grand.” Evan squinted at his brother. “Dani’s not pregnant, is she?”

      “No! Children will be on her terms, and we’re just starting our relationship.” Jason glanced down at his phone and frowned. He sent a quick text to Cherie.

      “Bro, you and Dani have been in a relationship for years. You’re just getting around to admitting it.”

      Jason’s phone pinged, and he answered it. “Hi, Cherie. Yeah, I was wondering if Dani is around. I can’t seem to get through to her phone. When? What time did she leave? It’s nearly 3 p.m. Can you check the suite, please? No, don’t hang up, I’ll wait.”

      Evan leaned toward his brother. “What’s up?”

      “I can’t reach Dani, and Cherie hasn’t seen her since ten this morning. Yes, I’m still here, Cherie.” Jason’s body stiffened on his chair, and he half-rose. “Do you think she went into town? Please call me as soon as you’ve checked.”

      He disconnected and looked at Evan. “Something isn’t right. Dani went for a walk, and she hasn’t returned. She’s not into nature, so she wouldn’t go too deep into the forest.”

      The phone pinged, and Jason tapped the answer icon on his phone. “No one has seen her? Is her car still in the parking lot? Something’s happened to her, Cherie. She’ll be the first to tell you she’s not an outdoors person. I’m on my way. Okay, thanks. Bye.”

      “I’ve got to go, Evan,” Jason flung behind him as he hurried toward the front door. “She’s not in the suite, and no one in town has seen her.”

      He took a step, then froze, his face a mixture of anger and fear. “That motherfucker!”

      Evan went to his brother’s side. “What motherfucker?”

      “Kevin Harper. He came to the inn when I was leaving. He confronted Dani about us. If he’s involved, I’ll slit his throat.” Jason turned a wild-eyed stare to his older brother. “Where is she?”

      Evan grabbed him and held him. “Hey, little brother, don’t go there, she’s fine. This is Danielle Price we’re talking about. She probably took a wrong turn and didn’t think to use her phone as a compass. Besides, if she’s out walking in the woods, she probably doesn’t have great reception.”

      Evan let him go and pulled out his phone. He sent a text, then said, “Come on, let’s go. I’ve ordered the helicopter, it’ll be waiting at the helipad. I’ll drive.”

      Jason numbly followed his brother from the house and into Evan’s garage. It took forty minutes for them to get to the helipad, the longest forty minutes in Jason’s life as images of an injured or unconscious Dani floated across the surface of his mind. The other possibility...he refused to let it seep in as he got into the helicopter.

      Evan climbed in behind him. Buckling up, he peered at Jason’s agonized face and shook his head. “You’re worse than AG when it comes to your woman.”

      Jason flashed him a wan smile. “No, I’m not. Aidan gives new meaning to the word ‘terror’ if anything goes wrong with Risa. Besides, he didn’t crack until Wolf Girl did. I’m nothing like him.”

      “Oh yes, you are. Don’t forget whose doorstep you showed up on after Mexico.”

      Jason scrubbed his cheek. “Maybe I am a bit like AG.”

      Evan chuckled. “Look, no matter what, I’m here for you. Besides, Mama’s not going to be happy if she and Miss Bette can’t plan Dani’s wedding.”

      The helicopter engine kicked in, and for the next thirty minutes, Jason tried to shut down his fears. Afraid to look at his phone yet terrified he’d miss a message or a call, he stared at it. As the aircraft slowed and descended, he released a quick sigh. Still no word from Dani, but once he was on the ground and at the inn, he’d feel more in control. He looked up when the pilot shut off the engines. Glancing around, he turned his puzzled gaze to Evan. “Where are we?”

      Evan climbed out of the helicopter. “Apparently, Brentworth has a heliport for fire and rescue aircraft, which makes sense given its location. The town sheriff is waiting for us.”

      Evan flung his arm across his brother’s shoulder. “Come on, let’s go find your woman. And Jase?”

      “What?”

      “AG took Risa and Mira tracking. You need to do the same with Dani. That way, she won’t get lost again.” Evan paused and barely hid a grin before he observed thoughtfully, “Unless she gets tired of your ass and wants to get away.”
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      Cherie walked out of the inn and stopped abruptly when she saw D’Andre strolling up as if he belonged there. Bok Choy and B.A.C. used the pet door to make their way to her side. As she descended the steps, Cherie took in the man she’d thought she loved, the man she’d assumed she’d marry, and the fool who couldn’t keep his dick inside his boxers. When she got to the bottom step, she studied D’Andre Thompson.

      She had to admit he was still handsome. A few pounds heavier than he was when they met, but the extra weight had been well distributed, and D’Andre was still well-toned and muscled. His hair was exactly as he always wore it, a short crop that drew attention to his well-shaped eyebrows, pillowy lips, and the tiny dimple in his chin. D’Andre’s broad nose flared as his eyes raked her.

      Funny, she felt absolutely nothing from the perusal. His best feature, his mouth, curved down slightly at her lack of reaction. Before Omar, that look might have thrilled her. Now... Now, it was nothing more than an irritation, like a mosquito trying to figure out why it couldn’t get close to its victim’s skin.

      “What the hell are you doing on my property, D’Andre Thompson?” Cherie didn’t bother to stifle her anger. She was tired of him and that lousy father of hers.

      “In fact, what part of ‘no trespassing’ did your useless brain miss? I’m going to say this one last time. Don’t show your ass around here again, or I’m gonna put a cap in it. You were a cheating snake the whole time you had me, and you let all this goodness slip through your fingers. You’ve got no reason to come around here anymore.”

      D’Andre folded his arms across his chest, and a smirk made his full lips even fuller before he uncrossed his arms and dragged his hand across the top of his head. “Maybe, woman, you want to hear what I got to say before you go getting all in my face.”

      “Make it quick, D’Andre. I don’t have time for your foolishness.”

      The smirk morphed into a broad grin, and he sucked the inside of his bottom lip. “Would you have time for that piece of crap Omar calls B.A.C. Mystery Mine?”

      She took a menacing step toward him, her eyes narrowed, and he did a little hop-skip. “What are you trying to be coy about, D’Andre?”

      He shuffled beyond her reach. “I don’t think it’s fair I got to leave the same way I came. Know what I’m saying?” He rubbed his thumb and first finger together.

      “D’Andre Rufus Thompson,” Cherie said, “you ain’t got a pot to piss in or a window to throw it out. What’s not fair about you going out the same way you dragged your butt here? If you think you’re getting a rusty penny from me—”

      “Even if the publicity about the mine’s most recent accident…oops.” He glanced at his watch. “You may not know about it—yet.”

      “What accident, D’Andre?” Omar walked up and stepped in front of Cherie. “What did you do to my mine?”

      D’Andre puffed out his chest even as he backed away. “You might want to get out of my face, Valenzuela. I ain’t afraid of you.”

      “You should be,” Cherie threw out. “Although Omar, maybe you should just get the shotgun. What about the mine, D’Andre?”

      He moved beyond Omar’s reach, making sure he had space to walk or run away if he had to. “I was taking a stroll not far from the mine. I was just about to turn and head to town when I heard an explosion. I went to check it out, and…” He shrugged. “It looks like your little money-making empire, Omar, is about to crumble around your ankles.”

      Omar and Cherie exchanged a charged look, then Cherie’s expression became horrified. “You don’t think…”

      “Don’t think it, baby. Maybe she didn’t go inside. Go call—”

      Cherie gripped his arm as a patrol car pulled into the parking lot. Before the driver turned off the engine, Jason exited the car, followed by another man. As the pair strode toward her, Cherie knew the second man had to be a Graywolf. There was no mistaking the gray eyes, the squared jawline, and that thick black hair. Lord have mercy, those Graywolfs produce some gorgeous men, she thought as she stared at Jason and his brother. Dani and Jason were going to have some beautiful children.

      “Have you heard from Dani? Is she back? Do you have any idea where she is?” Jason asked, dragging his fingers through his hair. “I’m still not getting through to her phone, no messages or calls.”

      Cherie eagle-eyed D’Andre before she focused on Jason. “I’m sorry, Jason, she hasn’t returned to the inn. However, this fool is talking about an accident…”

      D’Andre resembled a bobblehead as his gaze whipped between her and Jason. He nervously rubbed his hands on his jeans and cleared his throat. “Hey, baby, it looks like y’all got a lot going on. I’ll just head back to the motel. I just wanted to tell you about what I heard.”

      Omar stepped in front of him. “Nah, bro,” he growled as he blocked D’Andre’s path. “You started to tell us about an explosion at the mine… Fuck!”

      Before Omar could take off, Jason rushed off in the direction of the mine, Evan following his brother. Omar took a step and nearly stumbled over Bok Choy, who raced after B.A.C., who dashed after Jason. “These motherfucking animals gonna be the death of me.”

      “Watch your mouth, Omar Jesus Valenzuela,” Cherie chided. “Besides, the way those two animals are always hugged up with Dani, they’ll lead Jason straight to her. We need to deal with this piece of trash right here. Hello, Miguel. Hi, Arnold.”

      Arnold had moved into position just behind D’Andre while his father went to Cherie and kissed her cheek. Omar rolled his eyes before he said, “I need to go help Jason look for Dani.”

      Miguel shook his head. “You don’t need to worry, those two boys know about tracking. They’ll find her. With Bok Choy and B.A.C. leading the charge, since you trained them to the mine, they can lead Jason and Evan right to her.”

      Miguel scrunched up his mouth. “I’ve been meaning to ask you about something that intrigues me, Omar. My grandchildren said that they dug up some old people’s bones at Halloween. They were so certain, I had Arnold run tests on them, and the material is so realistic it could fool anyone. Where did you get them? What else you got hidden in that mine of yours?”

      Omar’s eyes brightened like a child at a birthday party. “Don’t give away my trade secrets, but way back when, I invested in a props company. The people who ran it had some mad skills, and now they’re one of the largest manufacturers of props for film and theater in the country. I get most of my stuff from them, except for the small pieces of gold nuggets I occasionally put out.”

      “Can I help next time?” Miguel asked. “I think—”

      Arnold noisily cleared his throat and said, “You okay, Miss Cherie?”

      “Not at the moment. Can we focus here, Omar?” she hissed. “What were you saying about an explosion, D’Andre?”

      Arnold pushed his hat slightly away from his forehead, and his dark brown eyes zeroed in on D’Andre. “I thought we escorted you off Miss Cherie’s property, Mr. Thompson.”

      D’Andre stammered a bit, then swallowed air. “I was out walking and heard an explosion and came to tell Cherie. Since y’all are all here and can investigate, I’m gonna head back to town if that’s okay with you and the sheriff.”

      Arnold glanced at his father, who pursed his lips. “Nah, my dad thinks you need to remain until Jason and Evan return. If Miss Dani is in the mine, we’ll need to talk to the only witness to the accident.”

      “Why? I didn’t have nothing to do with what happened to that woman getting trapped in that mine.”

      Cherie balled her fist and lunged at D’Andre. Omar grabbed her and swung her away from the man. Arnold stepped between her and D’Andre when she leaned over Omar’s arm to take another swing. “How do you know Dani’s trapped? You got a hot minute to get it all out of you before I put my fist upside your fucking head and my size ten up your ass!”

      Miguel and Omar stared at Cherie, then their laughter erupted. Omar held her tightly despite her struggling to break his grip.

      “Baby girl, I know you didn’t just cuss,” Omar stammered in between laughs.

      “Not now, Omar,” Cherie huffed, fighting to break free. “This fool has worked a nerve I didn’t know I had. Put me down.”

      Once Omar released her, she reached around Arnold and slapped the side of D’Andre’s head, who yelped in pain and balled his fist. The deputy took one look at Omar’s face and grabbed D’Andre, jerking him out of range as Miguel handed his son his cuffs.

      “Thanks, Dad.”

      Once D’Andre was handcuffed, Arnold led him over to the patrol car and temporarily out of harm’s way, fully aware that Cherie was unpredictable. She eyed Arnold and D’Andre for a bit before she turned her gaze to Miguel. “Who was with Jason?”

      “His brother, Evan.”

      “I thought it was a brother.”

      “Aidan is the oldest, then Evan, and Jason is the baby brother. They’ve got a sister, Nina, who’s in between Evan and Jason,” Omar explained. At Cherie’s arched look, he grinned. “They’re family, remember?”

      She sucked her teeth and blew out a breath of air. “Omar Valenzuela, your mama is married to a man whose mama is a fifth cousin to Jason’s mama. At some point, the lines cracked and splintered off into new branches.”

      He leaned over and kissed her. “Come on, baby girl, you know how we roll. If an elder says they’re kin, people are kin.”

      Cherie leaned against him. “True, and I don’t know why I’m giving you grief. I’m just scared, I guess. Dani and Jason are family, and I just hope they find her safe and not hurt before too long. It’s supposed to be in the low thirties tonight.”

      She looked over at D’Andre, and her voice carried when she said, “If that fool had anything to do with Dani going missing or she is harmed in any way, Arnold, you better get him to San Joaquin County jail and take my car keys, my wallet, and my phone.”

      Miguel laughed. “Dani will be fine, Cherie. There’s too much love for her to be otherwise, and she’s feisty.”

      Cherie nodded as she stared in the direction of the mine.
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      Jason raced to keep up with Bok Choy and B.A.C. until they came to an abrupt stop in front of the entrance to the original mine. Motion sensor lights clicked on when B.A.C. sat several feet from what was once the opening. The cat licked a paw while watching Bok Choy carefully sniff a debris-covered area. Shards of sunlight created an eerie pattern of stripes across the blocked cement of the mine. By the time Jason and Evan approached, the dog had finished her inspection and trotted over to sit beside B.A.C. in front of a pile of rubble.

      “What are they doing?” Evan asked, puzzled by the animals’ behavior.

      Jason’s heart skipped a beat as he sucked in air. “This is the entrance to the new addition. The cemented wall over there blocks the original mine’s entrance.”

      He gripped Evan’s forearm as he stared at what was once the opening to the addition. “Unless you have explosives, you’ll never get past the concrete barrier. Omar wanted to make sure no one could trespass into the original mine shaft because there’s no way to guarantee its stability. This entrance here,” he pointed at the pile of rocks and bushes, “is the only way into the addition.”

      Evan’s hand rested on Jason’s shoulder when his voice broke as he stared at the rocks, chunks of concrete, and broken tree branches blocking the entrance. A beautifully carved sign with the words B.A.C. Mystery Mine lay broken almost in half on top of a pile of rubble.

      “She’s inside, Evan. I can sense it, but what I can’t feel is whether she’s hurt or not.”

      “Will you let me do what I do best, Jase? Given the baseline damage to the original site and the collapse here, I have a feeling the explosion was deliberately set, and that makes it a crime scene.”

      Jason stared at Evan before he nodded, then watched his brother carefully examine the area around the original mine’s entrance. When he finished, Evan walked up to him.

      “Looks like a crude pipe bomb was used,” Evan stated. “Because the original opening was reinforced, the explosion caused minimal damage, mostly scarring and cracks. This entrance is rock with some concrete mixed in but not enough to affect the natural look of the opening. That’s why the bomb did more damage to the new entrance and the nearby tree stumps.”

      Evan returned to the original mine shaft opening and kneeled down. He took out his phone and began to take pictures of the area. “Text Omar and ask him to have the sheriff get a forensic specialist out here to collect evidence.”

      Sending the message, Jason stared at his brother. “The only one to benefit from the tourist site’s closure is Cherie’s father, but given the man’s greed, I can’t imagine him destroying a money-making operation. That leaves D’Andre Thompson... This would be a jail sentence, and he can’t be that brainless.”

      Jason looked down when Big Ass Cat bumped him. “Not now, B.A.C.” Jason swallowed hard, struggling to get the words out. “Evan.”

      Evan went to his brother and gripped his shoulders. “I won’t lie because anything is possible. I suspect Dani is in the reinforced part, and there’s an exit somewhere. Why don’t we separate and see if we can locate it?”

      Bok Choy started barking fiercely and jumping up and down in front of Jason while B.A.C. repeatedly bumped his leg. Jason peered down at them. “What?”

      Both animals ran past the original mine entrance and disappeared among a group of trees. Jason took off after them as Bok Choy continued to bark. Evan ran after his brother. The density of the trees increased, darkening the path, and Jason took out his phone and tapped the flashlight icon. Evan did the same as they tracked the noise of the two animals. After several minutes, Jason found himself standing beside an exit sign. He searched the area for footprints and found none.

      “If she went in, she hasn’t come out.” He checked the temperature on his phone. “It’s probably a few degrees colder in there. Let’s go.”

      Evan grabbed his arm. “Not without a plan.”

      “Why the fuck do we need a plan?” Jason snapped. “If she’s inside, we need to find her and get her out.”

      “I take it you didn’t notice that exit sign over there,” Evan stated. “We don’t know the layout or how many tunnels are there. Are they intersecting, or do some lead to a dead end?”

      Jason peered in the direction Evan pointed. “Okay, let’s split up. You take that one, and I’ll go in this way.”

      “Come on, Jase, use the skills and smarts dad gave you. First, you’re going to text Omar and let him know where we are and which entry point each of us takes. Also, if Dani is inside, the reinforced walls may be the reason her phone isn’t working, and that means ours won’t work. We need a signal so we don’t get lost in there.”

      Jason sucked in air and nodded. “I just… Dani is everything to me, Evan. I don’t know what I’d do if something happened to her.”

      “She’s smart and probably will want to kick the ass of whoever did this before she files charges and sees them prosecuted,” Evan observed. “Do you know if there is a map showing the layout?”

      Jason released the air in a long slow breath. “I doubt it. I think that’s the charm of the place, and from what Omar told me, he changes the signs along the paths so people who return get a different experience. The tours are seasonal, and the mysteries are tied to holidays. It’s actually kinda cool how he designed it.”

      “In other words, there’s nothing straightforward about the inside of the mine,” Evan muttered. “That means we don’t have a guide map. So, how do we find Dani?”

      Bok Choy started barking at Dani’s name. Jason peered down at the dog and then B.A.C. For the first time, a smile creased the taut lines around Jason’s mouth. “The tour guides.”

      He kneeled down. “Bok Choy, B.A.C., we need to find Dani. Can you lead us to where she is?”

      The animals started into the mine and stopped to stare back at Jason. “Bok, you go with Evan, and I’ll go with B.A.C.”

      Bok Choy trotted over to Evan, sniffed his leg, and turned to one of the mine’s two exits. The dog sat, her tail wagging impatiently as she waited for Evan. Evan looked at the dog, then his brother. “The dog I trust. Not so sure about that… I assume it’s domesticated?”

      Jason chuckled when B.A.C. strolled over to Evan and rubbed up against his left leg, then meowed before swiping at his shoe. “More or less, and I’ll explain later.”

      He waited until Evan and Bok Choy entered the first exit before he walked over to the second one. “Come on, B.A.C., let’s go find Dani.”

      Jason shivered as he walked into the mine, keeping an eye on the large cat. The temperature drop was apparent, and he worried Dani might not be dressed for the cold. Using his phone’s flashlight, he kept B.A.C. in sight as the cat meandered through several tunnels and passageways. Jason nearly stumbled over a large rock, cursing as he righted himself. B.A.C. meowed and, when Jason started walking again, led him down a winding path until they reached a three-way split in the tunnel’s system.

      Bok Choy’s enthusiastic bark could be heard in the distance before it faded, and Jason assumed Evan and the dog had entered a tunnel. He turned into the left passage until he realized B.A.C. hadn’t moved from where he sat. Jason came out and walked over to the right tunnel. The cat stood and strutted past him.

      “Why didn’t you just say so?” Jason groaned.

      B.A.C. led him deeper into the mine, and Jason used his phone’s flashlight to make sure there were no loose rocks to trip over and check for fractures in the tunnel walls. He breathed a sigh of relief seeing the walls had not been damaged by the explosion—a good sign if Dani was trapped in this part of the mine.

      B.A.C. suddenly stopped, plopped down on his butt, and began grooming. Jason shone the light on the spot and saw a small wooden plaque tossed against the wall. He kneeled and reached for it and read the inscription, “Beneath this piece of wood lies the last remains of Mike the tinner.”

      Jason flung the plaque away and shone the light on the cat. “B.A.C., what the hell are you doing? We need to find Dani.”

      B.A.C. bumped Jason’s leg, and then he started to dig at the spot where the plaque had rested. The cat meowed loudly and head-butted Jason’s hand a second time.

      “Alright, but no more stops along the way,” Jason warned as he began to dig furiously alongside the cat until his fingers brushed a small tin cup. He grabbed it and stood. “Come on, cat. It’s cold in here... Dani.”

      B.A.C. flounced away and continued through the tunnel. The path twisted and turned, seeming to double on itself, and Jason muttered his satisfaction that the cat did not stop again until they turned into a tunnel so dark his phone’s flashlight just barely illuminated it. It was a second before he realized it was a dead end.

      “What the fuck?!” Jason swore and flung the cup down. B.A.C. walked over and sniffed the cup before he sat a few feet away from the wall, hazel green eyes staring at Jason. “A fucking dead end? Come on, cat.”

      Jason whirled to retrace his steps to the fork. B.A.C. yowled as he ran to Jason, swiping his claws across the top of his shoe before he trotted over to the wall, stood up on his hind legs, and placed a paw against the smooth stone. Jason directed the light at the cat as B.A.C. angrily verbalized his outrage while pushing a section of the wall. A portion of the stone swung away, and Jason found himself staring into an even darker passage. B.A.C. walked over to him and gently pawed his leg before he turned around to enter the passage.

      “Okay, I’m sorry I screamed at you,” Jason mumbled after he entered the tunnel to find B.A.C. sitting patiently in the middle of the path. “In my defense, I don’t know the design of this place, and we seemed to be wandering, not getting any closer to finding Dani. You could have said something.”

      “Meow,” B.A.C. threw out.

      “I said I was sorry. Can we just continue? It’s freezing in here, and Dani—”

      “Jason?”

      “Dani?” He froze at the slight cough coming from deeper in the passage before his name reverberated in the tunnel. Then he started to run until B.A.C. jumped in front of him and brought him to a halt—a reminder to use caution. “Thank you.”

      He used the flashlight as he followed the path, calling Dani’s name. B.A.C. skittered down the passage, returning every few seconds to brush against his leg. Jason walked carefully but with purpose, moving the flashlight back and forth to check for fallen rocks or loosened objects on the path. The light flickered across B.A.C.’s tail as the cat turned a corner. Jason followed, sweeping the light across the space until he spied Dani laying on the ground about two yards from where he stood. He raced over to her.

      “Sweetheart, are you okay? Talk to me,” he said with desperation. “Are you hurt?”

      She lifted her hand to his cheek, then smiled weakly at B.A.C. when the cat came over and rubbed against her hip. “Thanks, B.A.C.,” she murmured. “Where’s Bok Choy?”

      Jason heard the dog’s yapping get closer, and Bok Choy trotted over to them, Evan trailing a few feet behind the dog. Jason started to lift Dani, and she groaned painfully. “What’s wrong?”

      “My ankle.” She sucked in a breath and released it. “It’s either broken or badly sprained. I can’t tell anymore because it’s numb. I was trying to make it to the exit, but I was too tired and in too much pain.”

      Jason kissed her forehead and took off his jacket, handing it to his brother. “I’m going to lift you up. Evan will wrap my jacket around you, then we’ll get you out of here.”

      She nodded as he cradled and gently lifted her before handing her to his brother. Jason rose to his feet, and without a word, Evan eased her into his brother’s arms. Jason leaned over to kiss her, and a tear fell onto her cheek. “I love you, DS.”

      He slowly followed Evan and Bok Choy through the tunnel, B.A.C. hovering close but never getting in his way. With Dani in his arms, he felt the earth-sized boulder of fear lodged in his chest begin to shrink. Once they exited the mine, his arms held her a bit closer. Night had fallen, and the temperature had dropped nearly ten degrees.

      Jason noticed the golf cart and Omar sitting in the driver’s seat, who nodded. “I thought you might need some transportation.”

      Once everyone was seated, Bok Choy and B.A.C. nestled at Jason’s feet as Omar drove slowly to the inn. Jason stared at Dani’s face, seeing the exhaustion and pain she struggled to hide. Once the vehicle stopped, Evan got out and came around to where he sat. Jason tenderly handed Dani to his brother before he got out of the cart.

      “I’ll carry her inside, Jase. I’m sure the constant movement isn’t doing Dani any good. Lead me to your room.”

      Jason started up the stairs before he stopped. “Can someone call a doctor, please? Dani’s ankle may be broken or sprained.”

      Cherie came out of her office. “Already done, now get her upstairs.”

      Once they reached the suite, Jason directed his brother to Dani’s bedroom. “Your room,” she mumbled. “Your bed’s bigger.”

      He turned and strode into his room, flicking the light switch while Evan carried Dani to the bed. Cherie strode in, and her gaze swept both men. “Everybody out of here.”

      When Jason balked, she glared at him. “That means you too, Jason Graywolf. I need to get Dani out of those clothes, and I don’t need your help. Why don’t all of you go talk to Miguel? He’s in the sitting room with Omar. Tell those two to make sure they don’t touch my tequila, or I’ll be sending both of them to Mexico before the night’s out.”

      Jason looked at Dani, who said, “Go, Graywolf, I’ll be okay.”

      Evan grabbed his arm and dragged him out of the room. “Come on, Jase. Dani doesn’t need you acting like a mother hen with a newborn chick.”
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      “It’s a clean break, Ms. Price,” the doctor stated, ignoring the mumbled string of curse words pouring from Dani’s mouth. “With a walking boot, your ankle should be healed in four to six weeks, but don’t take my word for it until you see a specialist. At the very least, you need to stay off that foot until you get a boot.”

      He flashed Dani a smile. “You know, in my house, it’s twenty-five cents each time you use a curse word. Right now, you’d owe me four dollars and seventy-five cents.”

      She shifted, wincing until she found a comfortable position in the bed. “If you’ll hand me my bag, I’ll give five since I’m about to use another one. How fucking long is that going to take, Dr. Sloane? To get a damn walking boot? I have to be in court on Friday.”

      “You probably should ask for a postponement, young lady,” he replied. “That foot needs to be examined by an orthopedic doctor, x-rayed to confirm my sense of the break, and measured, so the proper boot is ordered and fitted. With luck, you’ll get a boot in about three to four days. How much pain are you in? On a scale of one to ten.”

      “A lot,” Dani grumbled. “Twenty.”

      Dr. Sloane chuckled. “I’ll call Mavis and get her to send over some pain medication tomorrow for someone whose pain level is around six but whose attitude is a fourteen. In the meantime, take these.”

      He handed Dani two pills and a bottle of water Cherie had placed on the nightstand. While she took the medication, he faced Cherie. “Is she kin?”

      “No, my attorney.”

      The doctor laughed loudly this time. “Not surprised. She reminds me of you when you broke your wrist.”

      “Thank you, James, for throwing that moment in my face. Memory runs deep, especially when you come by for breakfast on Sunday.”

      Dr. Sloane’s skin paled and he flashed her a pleading look. “Aw Cherie, you’re not going to ban me this time, are you? The last time you acted out, Barbara threatened to go upside my head because she had to pay when you refused to take my money.”

      “That’s what happens when you mess with a Black woman, you know we don’t play,” Cherie teased smugly. Her face became serious. “Thanks for coming so quickly, especially with the storm sweeping in.”

      “Glad to do it. I switched over to the snow tires, so I’m good, but I’m going to head out now since I need to check on Mrs. Dunlap before I go home.”

      The doctor sanitized his hands and grabbed his medical bag. He looked at Dani. “You were fortunate, Ms. Price. A word of advice. Don’t be foolish and think just because you’re young, you can ignore doctor’s orders or recommendations. Stay off that foot.”

      “Don’t worry, James,” Cherie said. “Once I talk to Jason, she’ll either be rooted to this bed, or her feet will never touch the floor.”

      Dani huffed her disappointment. “Betrayed by my own client.”

      The doctor’s laughter trailed off as he left the room. Dani shifted again and bit her bottom lip to stop her cry of pain. What she couldn’t silence was the agonized expression on her face.

      Cherie came over and eyed her. “That hurt, didn’t it?”

      She nodded, fighting the tears. Her mobile phone buzzed, and she started to reach for it. Cherie snorted and said, “Thought it might. Here, let me get that. Well, well, if it isn’t Miss Bette…”

      Dani took her phone and held it to her ear. She turned to find her buds, then remembered she’d had them in the cave. “Hi, Mama. How are you? I’m okay… Well, my ankle is broken, but Jason and Evan found me with Bok Choy and B.A.C.’s help. Yes, they are really cute and smart. They knew where to look and guided Jason to me... Yes, Mama, the doctor examined my ankle and said I’m fortunate because it looks like a clean break that will heal faster. I’ll need a walking boot once an orthopedic doctor examines it. I won’t...I promise.”

      She rolled her eyes and smothered the sigh struggling to break free. “I’ll have him call you as soon as he gets in the room—wait, here he is.”

      Dani watched Jason walk into the bedroom. She held out her phone. “Mama wants to speak with you.”

      As Jason talked with her mother, Dani glanced at the others in the room. Evan, Cherie, and Omar stood listening to the one-sided conversation between Jason and her mother. A soft yip and then a plop on the bed made her wince, but Dani smiled as Bok Choy and B.A.C. walked up to her. The dog gently climbed on her lap while B.A.C. settled alongside her hip.

      She stroked both animals. “Thank you for coming to my rescue,” she said, fighting to keep emotion from her voice. “You’re the best.”

      “I definitely will, Miss Bette, don’t worry. Of course, first thing in the morning. Yes, Ma’am. You too, good night.”

      Jason handed her the phone, and she wished her mother good night. Dani narrowed her eyes at Jason but called out to his brother. “Okay, Evan Graywolf, who did it and why?”

      Evan laughed and strolled into the living room to grab a couple of chairs. Once everyone was seated in the bedroom, Jason, having displaced B.A.C. to the other side of the bed, sat beside her and held her hand. “D’Andre Thompson.”

      “Aha, I knew it!” Dani screamed. “Please tell me Rayne and Elvinia were also involved so I can drag their asses into court on attempted murder charges.”

      Evan shook his head. “You’re definitely Risa’s family. I wish we could, Dani, but apparently, the evidence ties Thompson to the crime, and between moments of blubbering, he swore he didn’t know anyone was in the mine. He just wanted revenge. He’s in custody, and I’m assuming he’s contacted his lawyer.”

      Dani’s chortle disturbed Bok Choy, who yipped and skittered off the bed. “Someone should tell D’Andre he’d be better off with a public defender because Kevin will shove him into shark-infested waters to save his reputation.”

      Cherie, who had left the room, returned with a tray and four shot glasses. She gave one to everyone except Dani, who said, “Excuse me, is that tequila, and I don’t get one?”

      “You’re on pain meds, so no.”

      Dani cast a soulful look at Jason, and he shook his head. “No, DS. You haven’t really eaten anything, and you know tequila needs to be unadulterated. Water or tea or hot chocolate, your choice.”

      “Hot chocolate.” She pouted.

      Cherie walked out again to come back with a mug of hot cocoa and handed it to her. “I thought that might be your choice.”

      Inhaling the fragrant steam, Dani shifted her gaze to Evan. “How badly was the mine damaged?”

      “We won’t know until it is inspected,” he replied. Before he could continue, Jason’s phone pinged.

      “Hey, Risa, sure,” he said, handing Dani the phone.

      “I’m fine, cuz. A broken ankle…yeah… Hoping to see about an orthopedic doctor tomorrow or the next day. Do me a favor and let Portia know since I have a feeling she’s next in line to call. Kiss the wolflings for me. Love you.”

      Jason took the phone and set it on the nightstand. “An orthopedic specialist will be here at ten in the morning, DS. I gave him your shoe size so they’d have a general idea, and they’re bringing several boot styles.”

      Tears formed in her eyes, and she smiled at him. He leaned down to give her a kiss. “Thank you, Jason.”

      He shrugged. “I know you, and the fight isn’t worth it. Sheriff Santos will join us for breakfast in the morning, and that will be soon enough for you to get angry again.” He rose from the bed. “Now it’s time for you to eat and rest. Cherie, may I use your kitchen in the morning to make my girl a special omelet?”

      “Nope.” At Jason’s stunned face, everyone laughed. “I don’t even let Omar in my kitchen, and despite your pretty hair, I’m not making an exception for you. You tell me what goes in it, and I’ll make Dani an omelet when you carry her down to the dining room. Now, everyone out. Omar, show Evan where he’s sleeping. Bok Choy, take your shady cat boyfriend downstairs.”

      Laughter cascaded as the dog yipped once and headed to the door. B.A.C. gently bumped Dani’s side before he jumped off the bed and strolled behind Bok Choy. Once she and Jason were finally alone, she peered at his face as he sat beside her, his expression a mask of relief. Her hands cupped his head, her eyes searching his. “I’m okay, Graywolf. The ankle hurts like hell, but I’m really okay.”

      He touched his forehead to hers, his strong nose lightly caressing the tip of hers. “I understand how AG felt when Marisa was kidnapped. When you didn’t answer my texts or calls, I...”

      Dani watched his struggle to hide the residual fears she knew churned inside him—fears she had battled while in the mine. Fear that she might not survive, might not see him again. Her fingers traced his jawline. “I love you, Jason.”

      He sucked in air and released it in a quick breath. “Empty. I felt so empty, so helpless, so lost. Without Evan, I’m not sure what I would have done.” He laughed dryly. “My dad trained all of us, and I couldn’t remember the first thing to do when we got to the inn. Despite his voyeuristic tendencies, B.A.C. will always have my gratitude.”

      Jason kissed her, his mouth moving tenderly against hers before his tongue stroked her lips apart and entered. She sensed the care he was taking with his kiss. The slight licks, the faint caresses, and gentle sucks were messages of love, of his fear of losing her, and his joy in finding her.

      Her soul and head finally at peace, Dani returned his kiss with the same loving care, reassuring him that she was safe, how much she loved him, and that he held her heart. What they shared in a single touch, in the soft press of their lips, was a promise and a commitment. When their mouths finally separated, their lungs pulling in air to replenish what had been given to the kiss, she leaned back against the pillows.

      “I love you so much, Jason,” she confessed. “When I left for my walk this morning, I did it to work out in my head what I wanted to say to you when you returned from San Francisco. To apologize for the hurt I caused both of us.” She blinked at unexpected tears. “I should have told you from the beginning how attracted I was to you, but I was afraid, and silence became my armor. I punished both of us, even Greg, because I was too much of a coward to trust you and myself.”

      She took Jason’s hand in hers, staring at the contrast between his long reddish-brown fingers and her slender dark brown digits. She raised his hand to her lips and pressed a kiss to several fingers before she entangled them.

      “I accused you of betrayal when it was me. I betrayed us by not being honest when you asked who I was in love with that night in Mexico. I didn’t tell you that a man had shredded my heart and my ability to trust. Instead, I ran and kept running from myself, from you, and from the truth. Whatever our mothers did to get us to this place, to this moment…I’m glad they loved us enough to interfere. However, I will deny these words ever passed my lips.”

      When he stopped laughing, she brought his fingers to her lips once more. “I love you, Jason Aaron Graywolf. Will you be my boyfriend?”

      His stunned expression tripped Dani’s seriousness wire, and she erupted in a fit of laughter. At the sound of a solid rap on the suite’s door, he rose and went to open it. Cherie strode into the bedroom, carrying a lap tray with their dinner. She eyed Dani. “Why is Jason looking like someone stole his bicycle and swore he gave it to them?”

      The question sent Dani into another round of giggles. When she could catch her breath, she said, “Because I asked him to be my boyfriend.”

      Dani watched steam rise from the bowls on the tray, and the smell had her grinning from ear to ear. “Is that chicken and dumplings, Cherie?”

      Cherie didn’t answer. Instead, she focused her gaze on Jason, an eyebrow raised, before she placed the tray on the desk. “It’s too late for you to be thinking, Jason Graywolf. That horse has left the barn and took the cow with it. Just say yes, so you and Dani can eat and get some rest. Yes, it’s chicken and dumplings, and the bowls had better be empty when I come to get them.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Dani and Jason said simultaneously.

      Once Cherie left the suite, Jason placed the lap tray over Dani’s legs. He set a bowl on the tray, handed her a spoon, and grabbed the second bowl. They ate in silence, soft moans of satisfaction breaching the air. When both bowls were empty, Jason took them and the tray and set them outside the suite door. He returned to the bedroom and sat next to Dani.

      “Yes, Danielle Selena Price, I will be your boyfriend.”

      When her giggles subsided, his expression became serious, and he closed his eyelids for a second. The dark eyelashes lifted, and Dani saw the unshed tears glistening in his eyes. “Jason.”

      “Dani, I love you, and I intend to marry you. I want to become the father of your children if you decide to have them, and if you don’t, I will be forever by your side, there whenever you’re sick or moody—”

      Dani playfully slapped his forearm. “I don’t get moody.”

      “Okay, in your feels. I intend to be at your side no matter what life throws at you, at us. We will grow old together, our dreams never deferred, our love never ending. We will be at odds—disagree,” Jason corrected when she glared at him. “And we will dance every year beside my dad and mom, AG and Marisa. When you say it’s okay, I will ask and wait for your answer.”

      Dani wiped the wetness from her cheeks. “When you ask, I will answer.” She smiled sheepishly. “This is somewhat embarrassing, but I need to pee, and you’ll have to help me.”

      He lifted her from the bed. She wrapped her arms around his neck, kissing his temple as he carried her into the bathroom and helped her onto the toilet. He moved to the wall and leaned against it while she worked her underwear down to below her knees. Flashing her a grin, he said, “In sickness and in health, but I’m not wiping.”

      Dani laughed and shook her head. “Get out and close the door until I call you.”
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      Dani leaned against Jason’s shoulder as he helped her up the stairs and into the inn. Snow had steadily fallen most of the morning, coating the ground and the naked shrubs and holly bushes with snow. The beautiful contrast between the bright red berries and the whiteness was definitely worth the short walk in the cold. Despite winter’s icy arrival, the town’s mood shifted to one of anticipation for the winter holidays.

      Leaving the courthouse, she worried about the approaching winter storm. Her only hope was that the weather predictions held true, and the worst part of the storm came after Thanksgiving. She and Jason were scheduled to leave the next day for Georgia.

      Jason guided her into the large sitting room and over to her favorite chair. A fire burned in the fireplace, creating a cozy gathering space she’d miss when they left. She’d also miss the community they’d discovered in Brentworth. Omar, Bok Choy, B.A.C., and especially Cherie had taught her an unexpected lesson about love and trust.

      “Sit,” Jason ordered as he lowered her onto the chair, then pulled up a footstool and placed her injured foot on it. “Want a woolen throw?”

      “No thanks, it’s warm in here. Where’s Cherie and Omar?”

      “Right here,” Cherie said, walking into the room. Behind her came Omar, who carried a tray with food, and the ever-present rear-guard Bok Choy and B.A.C. “I don’t know about you two, but I’m starved. Seeing my sperm donor weep when he found out he was about to go to jail for fraud gave me something of an appetite.”

      She repositioned a table, and Omar set the tray on it. Cherie sat next to Dani and fixed her a plate. “My special chicken salad sandwiches. Want pickles or hot peppers? Omar, honey, where’s the bowl of chips?”

      “In a minute, woman, I knew I needed to make two trips.”

      “Peppers,” Dani said with a laugh. “Thank you for making lunch, and it was kind of funny to see Elvinia Rayne’s face when the judge handed down her decision.”

      Omar returned with another tray. He removed a bowl of chips and set them on the table. He then handed a steaming mug to Jason and one to Dani. After he set a mug on the side table sandwiched between Jason and an empty chair, he gave the other one to Cherie. He took the empty trays and went to set them on a side table near the door. Dani grinned when Omar kissed Cherie, who handed him a plate as he sat.

      “What happens next, Dani?” Omar asked before taking a bite of his sandwich. “I do love these, Cherie.”

      Dani brought her mug to her lips and sipped. “Rum punch!”

      “Sorta,” Omar grinned. “I call it O’s Winter Punch.”

      “Whatever, it’s so good. Anyway, Rayne and Elvinia will be charged in federal court for fraud, extortion, and, it turns out, money laundering. D’Andre is going down with them, in addition to willful destruction of private property and bodily harm.” She took another sip. “Yep, this is really good, Omar. What’s in it? I can taste the rum, but what is the sour-sweet taste?”

      “Lemon and mango juices and a few other things thrown in. Just don’t drink it too fast or drink too much. It can go to your head.” He frowned at her. “Are you still on pain meds?”

      “Didn’t take one today,” Dani said after she finished her sandwich. “I took ibuprofen.”

      Jason eyed her, worry sitting between his eyebrows. “What is your pain level, DS?”

      She glanced at him. “At the moment, somewhere around a 4. Before O’s punch leaves me tongue-tied, we should talk about whether we should sue D’Andre for restitution for the damage to the mine. He was a fool in love, it seems, and Elvinia dragged him by the nose.”

      “D’Andre ain’t got no money,” Cherie blurted out. “He was coat-tailing my father, and once his bogus lawsuits fell apart, D’Andre’s hopes for money were gone. He’s just a sad, pathetic loser.”

      Jason reached for Dani’s glass, and she slapped his hand away. “Stop, I’m good. Since both you and Omar are victims, Cherie, you have the right to seek damages for the destruction of your property. Although, because he’s going to jail, D’Andre won’t have income to pay for anything.”

      “The insurance will pay for the repairs to B.A.C. Mystery Mine,” Omar said. He peered into his mug for a few seconds. “I’ve known D for a long time, and this move isn’t like him. I think he got twisted up behind—”

      “Don’t you dare say the word I know is about to fall out of your mouth, Omar Valenzuela.”

      Omar stared at Cherie and winked. “Anyway, I don’t need money, Dani. Justice is him sitting in jail with Rayne and Elvinia for trying to screw over Miss Esther after she’s gone, and Cherie. If the judge wants to cut him some slack, I’m good. Jason, tell Miss Alice and Uncle Martin thank you, and if they want to get away from Georgia, they always got a room here. Right, sweetheart?”

      Cherie nodded and looked at Dani. “Same goes for Miss Bette.”

      “Good luck with that,” Dani and Jason spoke at the same time.

      “The only way my parents will leave Georgia is if AG and Marisa tell mom and dad they’re bringing the grandchildren here for Thanksgiving or Christmas holiday,” Jason intoned.

      “Same for my mom,” Dani chimed in. “I mean, she left Riverside to be in Georgia when Marisa was kidnapped by that asshole ex of hers—sorry, Cherie. My point is, unless you plan to hold me hostage, Bette Louise Price is not traveling up here. I couldn’t even get her to go on a vacation with Great-Aunt Lettie.”

      “Well, y’all just need to plan a holiday getaway for the whole family,” Omar observed. His phone beeped, and he glanced down at the screen. “I need to go deal with some deliveries.”

      Jason peered at Cherie. “Omar told me you have a private group coming in for the holiday. Is that usual, Cherie?”

      “No, the request came the day Dani was trapped in the cave. When I named an outrageous amount, and they agreed, me and Omar figured we could use the money to get started on the repairs to the mine while we wait for the insurance company.”

      She sipped her punch. “We’ve never done this before. We usually shut down and go visit my sister and her family for Thanksgiving and Christmas. It’ll be interesting to spend Thanksgiving here. Fortunately, they seem like a nice family and arrive the day you two leave.”

      Dani sipped the last of her punch. “I’m sorry you won’t get a break, Cherie. Is there anything Jason and I can do to help?”

      Cherie’s gaze flicked down to Dani’s booted foot, then back to her face. “Yeah, right. Like you’re going to be helpful dragging that thing around while cleaning toilets.”

      “You don’t have to hate on the boot. I’m good to go,” Dani said as she pushed herself from the chair. “Whoa. Okay, Omar’s punch is definitely on my shot glass list.”

      She wobbled a bit before she managed to stand up straight. Jason laughed and rose from his chair. “What do you need, DS?”

      “I’ve been meaning to ask, why do you call Dani DS?” Omar inquired, walking into the room.

      “Danielle Selena,” Dani interrupted. “He’s the only one who can do that. And my mama, and my cousin Marisa.”

      “Yes, I’m special but why are you standing?”

      She speared him with a frustrated look. “I need to pee.”

      Jason wrapped his arm around her waist. “I’ll take you to the toilet, and then you’re going upstairs to lie down, Ms. Price.”

      “Why?” She heard the hint of a slur in her voice. “I’m not tired.”

      She squinted as she stared at him and just caught the quick look that passed between him and Cherie. “What?”

      “Come on, sweetheart,” he cooed. “I want you to elevate your foot. It will help a lot.”

      She let Jason help her to the toilet and then upstairs, admitting to herself the rum was definitely kicking her ass. If it weren’t for Cherie’s sandwiches, the effects of the punch would be far worse. Dani leaned her head against Jason’s shoulder when he opened the suite door, lifted her into his arms, and carried her into the room.

      “Your room or mine?”

      She raised her mouth to his cheek, brushing her lips across his smooth skin. “Ours.”

      His smile sent shivers through her. God had definitely gifted the Graywolf men and, as desire suddenly went warp speed, all she could think about was some playtime between the sheets. She glanced at the window. Snow was falling faster, blanketing tree limbs with whiteness. For a brief wistful moment, she wondered what it would be like to remain at the inn and in Brentworth for Thanksgiving.

      Yeah, a tiny voice in her head sounding just like her cousin Marisa whispered, that will go over well with your mama.

      “It’s snowing a lot harder,” Jason said as he placed her on the bed. “I hope that family gets through safely. We’re supposed to leave tomorrow morning.”

      Jason undid her boot and began to tenderly caress her foot. Despite the faint twinges of pain, the sensation was heavenly, and she moaned with pleasure.

      “I made arrangements for your car rental to be returned to Nevada City while we were in court. My rental is a 4-wheel SUV with snow tires, so we’ll be fine. Once we reach Auburn, the most we have to worry about will be rain.”

      “Mmm, that feels good. Have you talked to your mom?”

      “Yeah, and you might want to pray for the roads to be impassable tomorrow even with the car I’m driving. AG says she’s been plotting, and I suspect Risa is aiding and abetting.”

      Jason left the room and returned a few minutes later with her favorite sleep outfit. “I thought you’d be more comfortable in your faves. Let me put the soft boot on.”

      He removed her sweater and started to slip the oversized sleeping shirt over her head. “Wait, I need to take off my bra. Turn your back, Graywolf.”

      “I’ve seen your breasts before, Dani. Last night, this morning...I especially liked the feel of your hard nipples on my tongue.”

      “Just do it.” Jason heard a few grunts and groans, then, “Okay, I’m done.”

      He pulled her to her feet, she made a little noise, and he looked up and gave her a lopsided grin. “You don’t plan on sleeping in your pants, do you? I’ll have to sleep in your bed if you do. Put your weight on me while I unzip these, DS.”

      After he unzipped her pants, Jason pushed them down past her hips, then guided her onto the bed. His hands cupped her hips, fingertips lightly grazing her flesh. She sucked in a quick breath as her skin responded to his touch. “Jason.”

      “I need to get your pants off, Dani,” he said huskily.

      He carefully eased her pants over her ankles and tossed them aside before slipping his arms beneath her hips to settle her on the smooth cotton sheets, settling her head on one of the thick pillows. Dani felt the uneven pulsing of her heart, heard the unmistakable erratic drumbeats in her head. She seized control of her breathing and smoothed it, bringing the rhythm of her heart in sync with each breath.

      She gasped when Jason’s fingers scraped the inside of her thighs as he gently worked her pajama bottoms up over her hips and to her waist. “Thank you.”

      The rasp in her voice clearly didn’t go unnoticed as he kissed her and replied, “No, thank you.”

      “Will you lay with me, Jase?” she asked.

      He stood and strode over to the dresser. Removing a t-shirt and his pajama bottoms, he changed and went to the bed. “I wondered when you’d get around to inviting me into your bed. Promise to be gentle?”

      “Promise,” she giggled. “Although, the punch makes no such guarantee.”

      When he slipped in beside her, she sighed happily. Her arm rested on his chest and her fingers stroked his skin, the faint layer of hair brushing her tips a sensuous pleasure.

      “Hmm, I could get used to this on a daily basis,” she mumbled with a half-swallowed yawn.

      Jason leaned over and kissed her forehead. “So could I, DS. So could I.”

      Her eyelids lowered, and she yawned once more. As she drifted off to sleep, she admitted she was no match for O’s Winter Punch.
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      Jason’s eyelids fluttered open. The sight of Dani’s face inches from his brought a smile to his lips. She was a side sleeper and had managed, despite her soft cast, to turn toward him so that their mouths were a kiss apart. As much as he wanted to awaken his sleeping beauty, he chose to just watch her, amazed his deepest wish had been fulfilled. Dani Price loved him.

      His mind drifted to his memory of walking into a classroom, seeing a woman with the most exquisite dark brown skin, and knowing he needed to meet her. He had set aside his dislike of front row seats—and middle ones at that—to squeeze past a half-dozen students and claim the chair next to her.

      Although he had no “type” when it came to dating, instinct said she could become his type. Her hair in shoulder-length twists, her deep brown eyes peering from behind glasses, and a sultry mouth took him in a direction he never thought to go. It was the first time in his adult life he had given any thought to marriage—but only to the woman sitting next to him.

      Dani’s soft groan interrupted his reminiscing. He gazed at her, waiting for her to open her eyes. When she didn’t, he returned to his thoughts.

      He thought he’d been cool as fuck when he introduced himself, and then she smiled and said her name was Dani. He had so many regrets in that second; the most striking one was that he was involved with another woman, and there was a Graywolf code about fidelity and loyalty. By the time he and Aleshia ended their relationship, Dani was involved with his law school buddy Greg.

      Another groan wrenched him out of his memories a second time, and he reached for her, then hesitated as she shifted onto her back. He waited to make certain she was okay before he eased out of bed and walked silently into the bathroom. When he returned, Dani was sitting up. Her eyes began a meandering sweep of him, starting with his bare feet, then lingering long enough at his groin to produce an instantaneous reaction before resuming her examination. By the time their gazes met, he was tugging at his pajama bottoms to give his dick what could only be called breathing room.

      Temptation hit him hard, and he almost convinced himself to undress and join her until she swung her injured foot over the edge of the bed. She shifted, and her other leg followed. As she reached down to exchange the soft cast for the walking boot, Jason lost all interest in sex and hurried to put her boot on.

      “I’m going to take a shower,” she said as she hobbled toward the bathroom. “Would you please get me underwear and clothes to wear? Preferably a sweater, and the black wide-leg sweatpants, since they’ll be easier to put on and take off.”

      Jason went to her bedroom. When he returned to the bathroom, she was leaning against a wall, her sleep shirt off, her boot half-undone, and her breathing strained. He set her clothes on a teak bench and went to her. Kneeling to remove the boot, he fussed, “Why didn’t you wait for me? Are you always going to be this stubborn? I could have carried you in here.”

      She flashed him an exasperated look tempered with affection. “Jason, you do realize the boot is designed to help me walk and balance? It’s awkward but manageable, and I love you even though you’re making me a bit loopy with all this.”

      “I won’t say sorry,” he replied. “I love holding you, and after all these years of wanting and not getting, I’m going to take you into my arms whenever I can.”

      Dani blushed and pressed a swift kiss on his cheek. “I’ll definitely need you to help me shower.”

      “Now that’s the kind of help I’m looking to give, in fact, ecstatic to give. Now?”

      “In a minute, Graywolf. I think I’ll need different clothes. I peeked out the window, and it looks colder today than yesterday.” Her nose scrunched a bit before she said, “I’m feeling my blue zippered hoodie will be warmer during the ride and easier to take off if I get too hot.”

      When he returned, the hoodie clenched in his hand, Jason nearly dropped it. Dani was naked and standing near the shower. “Warn a guy next time, woman.”

      Her throaty laughter sent desire warping through his body, and his dick was instantly erect. “Come join me, Graywolf. No need to waste water.”

      He stripped, putting the hoodie on top of her clothes and his next to them on the bench near the door. He entered the walk-in shower first before he helped her inside.

      “Mmm, this heat feels so good,” she murmured.

      “Don’t put any weight on your ankle,” he warned, turning her toward the water. He held her waist and put at least two feet of distance between them. “I’ll balance you while you wash.”

      He knew she heard the breathlessness that pushed the words from his mouth when she laughed and began to soap her upper body. Once she was done, she handed him the cloth and said, “Here, do my lower half. I’ll lean against the wall to balance myself.”

      As she positioned herself against the shower wall, his eyes focused on her gorgeous ass. His dick throbbed with impatience, wanting to slip into her from behind. Mind on the task, Graywolf. On the task.

      Keeping one hand on her hip, he kneeled and washed her uninjured leg first, then her injured one. He rose and moved the cloth over her back and her hips, telling himself a waterproof boot could put an end to this kind of torture.

      “Are you done, Jason? My good leg is getting a bit wobbly, and my shoulder is starting to ache.”

      “I’m done.”

      She peeked over her shoulder, and he saw the mischief in her eyes as she made her request for him to turn her around to rinse. Her breasts drew his gaze like a magnet attracted iron bits, and he groaned. “Dani, my penis and I can’t take much more.”

      Her head tilted down a bit, and his dick did an involuntary dance before her eyes met his, and she smiled. “While my ankle is broken, there’s nothing wrong with the rest of me. After breakfast, I’ll give you a demonstration. Might even let you take the southern route.”

      He laughed and kissed her quickly before he reached around and turned off the water. He grabbed two towels from the rack, wrapping one around her and the other around his waist before he got them out of the shower. Her hand reached under his towel and stroked his penis.

      “Stop, DS. You’re going to end up with two walking boots and me a broken neck if you don’t quit messing around.”

      She nipped her bottom lip and squeezed his hard flesh. “He’s just so happy to see me, I’m returning the love.”

      It took some time for them to get her dressed because of her playfulness. Jason opened the bathroom door and waved his hand for her to leave. She blew him a pouty kiss as she walked out, managing to make her exit so sexy he wasn’t certain he’d last through breakfast. He quickly dressed and tossed their towels in the hamper. If they hadn’t promised Cherie and Omar they’d meet them for the meal, he’d...

      “I’m starving,” Dani announced. “Let’s get some breakfast. I’m going to miss Cherie’s cooking when we leave.”

      Jason entered the bedroom and glanced out the window. Snow continued to fall, not as heavy as the night before but enough to suggest they needed to get on the road soon. He laced his fingers with Dani’s and brought her hand to his lips. Planting a quick kiss, he guided her to the bedroom door. “If we don’t get downstairs, we may be eating Thanksgiving breakfast here since the snow hasn’t let up. Let’s plan a getaway in January.”

      “I knew you were a smart man, Graywolf,” she teased, opening the door to the living room.
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      “Aunt Dani!”

      Dani screamed with joy as Mira Graywolf raced to her. Mira halted when she spied the walking boot. “What happened, Aunt Dani?”

      Jason watched his niece abruptly turned to him, and her expression was one of sheer outrage—characteristic Mira when someone she loved was hurt. Her arms folded across her chest, she tilted her hand and demanded, “What happened, Uncle Jason? Why did you let Aunty get hurt? Where were you?”

      “Mira Alice Graywolf, you know better,” Marisa chided. “Aidan, talk to your daughter.”

      “Wolf Girl, use your manners,” Aidan said absentmindedly.

      Jason stared down at his fierce-looking niece and smiled. He released Dani’s hand and swung Mira up into his arms, planting a kiss on her cheek. “Your Aunt Dani is a lot like you, Wolf Girl. Independent and stubborn. She tripped and broke her ankle. She’s wearing the boot so she can walk without her foot hurting too much, and so it can heal.”

      “Okay. Please put me down.” Once he did, Mira went to Dani and wrapped her arms around Dani’s waist. “Here’s a hug to make you feel better. Take my hand. I’ll be your… Mommy, what is it called?”

      “Helper.”

      Mira shook her head. “No, the other word.”

      “Aide.”

      “That’s it, and thank you, Mommy. I’ll be your aide, Aunt Dani,” Mira announced, grabbing her hand and leading her over to the loveseat where Marisa and Portia sat, and the two women made space. “Sit down, Aunt, and I’ll fix you a plate ‘cause that’s what aides do. No, Wolf Boy, you don’t get to help.”

      Samuel Graywolf, who was holding his arms out to his older sister, began to jabber angrily at her, much to the amusement of everyone in the room. After the laughter died, Jason glanced around the living room. His parents, brothers, niece and nephew, Dani’s mom, and Portia were seated and eating breakfast. “When? How?”

      A knock on the door sounded, and Evan went to open it. Cherie and Omar entered, carrying trays of food. They placed the steaming dishes on the dining table before joining the group.

      Aidan rose and crossed over to his brother. “We arrived yesterday. Nina sends her love. She couldn’t change her travel plans on such short notice, and says she can’t wait to see you when you get home. My wife, her daughter, and Portia wanted to spoil this little surprise and burst in last night, but fortunately, wiser heads prevailed.”

      “You mean Mama and Miss Bette threatened them,” Jason remarked.

      “Yup.” Aidan hugged his youngest brother. “You alright?”

      He knew what Aidan was asking and flicked a glance at Dani, who looked up at him and smiled. Returning his attention to his older brother, he grinned. “Yeah, I’m alright.”

      “Then I suspect you’ll be needing this, baby brother,” Evan whispered as he joined them and hugged Jason, using the moment to slip a small box into the pocket of his jeans.

      Once Evan released him, Jason looked between his two brothers and grinned broadly. “I might have to claim you two. Whose idea was it to book the inn for Thanksgiving?”

      Aidan smirked. “You have to ask? Once Risa told me what they wanted, I handled the strategy and gave Evan the task of carrying out my well-conceived plan. That’s how it’s always been, you know that, Jase.”

      “Task? Brother, please,” Evan retorted. “Planning is nothing. It’s all in the execution, and I am a master of execution. I also figured you’d need the little something-something you left at my place.”

      “So, you decided to help things along only because of Mom and Risa, right?”

      Evan grinned. “That’s what big brothers are for, baby bro. I’m assuming, since your girl, Risa, and Portia’s heads are nearly conjoined, and their grins are as big as Samuel’s head, that Dani has forgiven you for fucking things up in Mexico. Ouch.” He turned to see who’d pinched him. “Dad!”

      None of the brothers had noticed their dad’s stealthy approach until he pinched Evan’s arm. “You better be glad it wasn’t your mama,” Martin Graywolf chastised. “She’d make you go get a switch.”

      “Not in this weather, and she’d never use it,” Aidan drawled.

      Martin eyed his oldest son. “Don’t tempt me to test that hypothesis, Aidan Marcellus. Now, what are y’all plotting and planning? It’s enough you got me and your mama up here in all this snow for Thanksgiving, although this is a beautiful house. I was going to ask for a proper tour, but with all this snow and cold, my bones ain’t made for it.”

      “It snows in Georgia, Pop,” Evan said. The look his father shot at him prompted his brothers’ laughter. “Besides, your youngest son is happy you’re here, and he doesn’t have to move his girlfriend from the suite.”

      An eruption of barking and hissing at the door silenced everyone before Omar went to open it. Bok Choy yapped once and trotted in while B.A.C. followed, indignantly slapping Omar’s ankle with his tail before walking over to Jason. He lifted his head and meowed softly, and Jason bent to scratch behind his ear. “Hey, Big A— B.A.C., what’s up?”

      “Uncle Jason, who’s that? Oh, the dog is so cute. What are their names?” Mira demanded as she hurried over to her father’s side.

      Bok Choy sauntered over to Jason and sat beside B.A.C. “This noisy thing here is Bok Choy. That one over there, this is Big— B.A.C.”

      Balancing a plate on one hand and gripping a mug in the other, Omar said in a loud voice, “Cherie said she’s not warming up any food once it gets cold, and you’ll eat it as is.”

      “Come on,” Jason urged, looking at his brothers. “Cherie Rayne don’t play about food, and I’m not about to get on her bad side.”

      They loaded their plates and sat wherever there was an unoccupied chair or spot on the sofa. Jason placed his plate on the coffee table and sipped his coffee before turning his eyes to his sister-in-law. “Okay, Marisa Graywolf, spill.”

      “What?”

      “Wipe that innocent look from your face. I detect yours and mom’s fingers in this pie, and Aidan doesn’t get in you and mom’s way. What prompted the holiday move to Brentworth, California? I heard your husband’s version; now I want the real instigator to speak.”

      “Damn, Jason,” Omar said. “Instigator? That’s cold.”

      Jason looked at his brothers and then at Omar but spoke to Marisa. “I was being polite, Omar. If you knew my sis-in-law… Well, you want to clarify things, Marisa Elena?”

      “My whole name? If I didn’t have Samuel, Jason…” She glared at Aidan and Evan until their laughter died. “Portia and I did chat once we found out about Dani’s broken ankle. Then we talked to Aunt Bette and Mom. We decided to come here and surprise you too. You know…with everything kind of changing between you and Dani.”

      “You’re equivocating, Risa, which means you and Portia went apeshit after our video chat,” Dani interrupted. She turned her questioning gaze to Cherie. “I’m curious about your role in all this, Cherie ‘a private family group rented out the inn’ Rayne. Never mind, I know who the perps are.”

      Dani’s final words had every pair of eyes in the room focused on Alice Graywolf and Bette Price. Martin chuckled and got up to refill his coffee cup. Omar moved through the room and collected empty plates, Mira acting as his assistant and Samuel trailing behind Bok Choy, who was obviously hoping some food would drop to the floor.

      When the dishes were stacked on the dining table, Omar picked up the coffee pot. “Any refills on coffee before Miss Bette and Miss Alice put these two in their place?”

      “Hey, man, whose side are you on?” Jason demanded.

      Omar shrugged. “Sorry, Jason. If you ever need me I gotcha back, except when your mama and Miss Bette are involved. Then…ain’t no fool taking up residence in this house. Well, except for those two fools over there.”

      B.A.C. looked up as Omar pointed at him and Bok Choy. The cat mewled loudly, then went back to grooming the dog.

      Dani’s mom sipped her coffee, then glanced at Alice. “You two were taking too long to clean up your mess,” Bette observed.

      “Lord knows that’s the truth. If we waited for you and Dani, Bette and I would be too old to plan a wedding, and the way the rest of my children are acting, Mira and Samuel might be my only grandchildren, and I’m not having that,” Alice declared. “So, when the opportunity came…carpe diem.”

      “Yes, indeed, especially after Cherie told me about that fool Aldon Rayne and his fake lawsuit,” Bette said. “I don’t know where that boy’s mind went, thinking he could just set aside all of Miss Esther’s wishes, and with a fake will? He turned out just like his daddy, stealing people’s money.” She shook her head. “Anyway, I was talking to Alice—”

      Dani eyed her mother. “Just how often do you and Miss Alice talk, Mom?”

      “Maybe once or twice a week,” Bette offered. “But that’s neither here nor there.”

      “Mama, it is here and now. Did you and Miss Alice plan for me and Jason to be here at the same time?”

      Bette sighed dramatically, and Dani gently sucked her teeth, afraid of what was going to come out of her mother’s mouth. When her mother’s eyes became sad, Dani wanted to get up, apologize, and hug her.

      “Do you remember the first Thanksgiving you came home after starting law school, Danielle? If you don’t, I do,” Bette stated. “All I heard was Jason Graywolf this and Jason Graywolf that. Every day for an entire week.”

      “I didn’t,” Dani said, ducking her head. “I wasn’t that bad.”

      “Yup, you did, and you were,” Portia chimed in.

      “Amen,” Marisa interjected. “I’ve got the texts to prove it.”

      “Anyway,” Bette interrupted, “while you were in law school, Jason was the only man you really talked about. Even when you were dating that Greg fool, Jason’s name was the one to fall from your lips when you came home or I talked to you on the phone. Then you came home from Mexico after graduation, and I’ve never seen you so miserable, Danielle. You wouldn’t talk about what happened except that you dumped that widget, which pleased me to no end.”

      Alice looked at her son. “You were in no better shape when you returned from that trip, Jason Aaron. Then you moved to Washington, and when you did come home, you acted as if everything was fine except you never mentioned Dani’s name.”

      She smiled at Aidan, who had moved his chair behind Marisa and was making faces at his son. “When I finally met Dani, I understood, and I could see you both were hurting. So, I talked to my daughter-in-law after Samuel was born.”

      Marisa jerked a bit. “Mom, you’re going to throw me under the bus?”

      Alice and Bette laughed. “If we’re going down, you and Portia are coming with us. If Nina were here… Well, I’m just saying,” Alice declared. “After Samuel’s christening, Bette and I decided to become interfering mamas. I assume it worked?”

      Dani and Jason exchanged a glance and a quick smile. “That still doesn’t explain why all of you are sitting in this room.”

      “That’s all Marisa,” Aidan said, scooting his chair away from the sofa so she couldn’t reach him.

      “You’re going to pay, AG,” she growled, then kissed Samuel’s head as he began to fuss. “Okay, it was my idea to change the Thanksgiving location once I heard about your injury. As mom said, carpe diem.”

      “So, you knew about mom and Miss Alice’s matchmaking scheme?” Dani asked.

      Marisa grimaced. “I did. Anyway, it was easy enough to use my billionaire husband’s influence.”

      I’m not a billionaire, Risa.”

      She shrugged. “Whatever. After the three of us,” Marisa waved her hand at Dani, Portia, and herself, “talked, I knew that you and Jase were…um…more than friends, cousin, and it seemed like a good idea to celebrate where it happened. So, Portia, me, Aunt Bette, Mom, and Cherie had a meetup.”

      Marisa turned and handed Samuel over the top of the loveseat to Aidan. “He needs changing.” She reached over and took her cousin’s hand. “Do you love my brother-in-law?”

      “With all my heart,” Dani said as she stared at Jason. “With all my soul.”

      “Then it was a chance worth taking, for all of us.”

      Dani hugged her and reached across to include Portia in the hug. “I love you two.”

      Marisa kissed her cheek. “So, when are you going to give Mira a girl cousin? The brother thing has worn off.”

      Dani’s embarrassment was made worse when Mira stopped playing with Bok Choy and B.A.C. and said, “Yeah, Aunt Dani. Even if it’ll be years before she can play with my stuff.”

      “Hey, Jason, I’m going to lay Samuel down on your bed,” Aidan said, interrupting his daughter’s flow.

      “Need help? I’m afraid your child is going to come after me next,” Jason mumbled as he got up from his chair. “I’ll get more pillows from Dani’s room.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 24

          

        

      

    

    
      Jason ignored the derisive sounds and laughter as he walked into Dani’s bedroom from the living room. Her scent lingered, and he closed his eyes and inhaled, taking the essence of her into his lungs. Exhaling slowly, he grabbed several pillows from her bed and started to leave. Hearing his name, he decided to enter his bedroom through the French doors. He grinned when he saw Aidan struggling to settle Samuel in the middle of the bed. “Here, you’ll need these.”

      He handed his brother the pillows and helped to create a pillow fort. Samuel giggled and snuggled down in the center of the fort as his father spread his son’s favorite blanket across his wriggling body.

      Aidan leaned over and kissed his son’s forehead. “Go to sleep, SG. I need to spend some me time with your sexy mama.”

      Jason chortled. “Does Risa know you talk to SG like this?”

      “Nope, and she’s not hearing it from your lips, baby brother,” Aidan warned.

      “Do you think he’ll be okay? The bed’s kind of high,” Jason said, worry wrinkling his forehead. “He won’t crawl over the pillows, will he?”

      “He’ll be fine. SG usually calls for his mama when he wakes up from a nap, and I’ve put his monitor on the table, so we’ll hear him. Besides, he’s climbing out of his crib already. If he gets down from your bed, he’ll land on his ass like he does at home.”

      Aidan stared at him for a couple of seconds and crossed his arms against his chest. “I recognize that look. What’s up, Jase?”

      “I don’t know, AG,” he said, dragging his fingers through his hair. “All this stuff with mom and Dani’s mom, and their matchmaking, and now all of you are here and…maybe I should wait a while to propose to Dani. I mean, we’re just starting our relationship.”

      Aidan shook his head. “Listen to you. You’ve loved Dani from day one. I vividly remember the text you sent me and Evan. ‘I met the woman I’m going to marry.’ I still have it just in case your lawyer’s heart needs proof.”

      “That’s cold,” Jason said. “Do you have all my texts involving Dani?”

      “I do. Besides, it’s not like you two don’t know each other in the biblical sense.” At Jason’s startled expression, his brother smiled. “There are no secrets between me and my wife, and I happened to walk in on a video chat between Risa, Dani, and Portia. Besides, Jase, there’s something even more important that you’re missing.”

      What’s that?”

      “You and Dani know each other better than anyone else. While the chemistry, as Risa would argue, between you and Dani was always in play, your relationship began in friendship because you both denied what was between you two was more than that. When you used to talk about her, it was obvious that sexual desire was there, but what was also obvious was you wanted more.”

      Jason’s fingers toyed with a strand of his loose hair. “I did, but the timing was never right, and then our connection got damaged—broken—and it’s just now being repaired. I’m not sure the threads are strong enough. What if...”

      “What if what?” Aidan demanded. “At this point, if you and Dani have dealt with what broke you, then you’re ready. Let me ask you something, Jason.”

      “Yeah?”

      Aidan tugged the blanket over his sleeping son before his gray eyes focused on Jason. “Did you trust Dani before you two fell out, and do you trust her now?”

      “Of course,” Jason snapped. “More than anyone. Even when she ghosted me, she had my trust. After family, she’s the only person I trust one hundred percent.”

      “Then what was broken? You weren’t dating her, and whatever she was doing with Greg wasn’t your business. When she broke things off with him, you went off on her, hurt her emotionally. Was it really a sense of loyalty to Greg that triggered your anger, Jason? Or was it your own feelings that got hurt?”

      “My feelings. I felt betrayed when she said she was in love with someone else.” He inhaled and exhaled brusquely. “It ripped me apart when I heard those words. She’d moved on, and I never had a chance to tell her how much I loved her. At least that’s what I believed. I was angry because I’d been so obtuse and let the only woman I wanted walk out of my life without knowing how I felt about her.”

      “So, you did the typical Graywolf thing and cut off your nose to spite your face,” Aidan stated. “Been there, done that. What you need to get from this brotherly moment of Graywolf wisdom, baby bro, is that Greg or any man Dani dated never had a real chance.”

      “How can you be so sure? Dani wasn’t sobbing over me the past few years, as far as I know. I mean, she started dating Kevin Harper, and I don’t know who else.”

      “Yet she’s with you now. Don’t fuck this up, Wolf Boy.” Aidan slung his arm across his brother’s shoulder. “You don’t have to ask today—ask when it feels right. From the start, Marisa felt right. Yeah, we went through some very difficult shit, but I never doubted she was the one. From that first dance in Linc’s Place, she was the only woman I could ever love. Do you have doubts?”

      “No, none.”

      “Then you got your answer.”

      Jason stared at his older brother. “Thanks, AG. I’ll be out in a minute.”

      He felt the scrutiny of Aidan’s gaze, and it took everything inside him not to squirm. Aidan eventually nodded and left the room, and Jason released a noisy burst of air before he went to stand in front of the window. Staring out at the snow-covered ground, he thought about his brother’s words.

      Hearing them exposed the fear and insecurity sitting inside him, waiting to raise the what-ifs. What if Dani wasn’t ready and wanted or needed more time to get past the hurt he had caused her? What if she wanted to take her time rebuilding trust in him because he’d savaged their friendship and created a rupture that was only now being mended? Did he dare jeopardize their new start because of his impatience?

      “Jason.”

      His head jerked in the direction of the door. Dani was closing it behind her, and her face was worried. So into his insecurities, he hadn’t heard the door click, not a sound until she said his name. “Hey.”

      “What’s wrong, Graywolf?”

      He walked over to her and ran his finger across the crinkled lines on her forehead before he kissed her lips. His heart unclenched, and he took inside him the pleasure of the intimate taste and feel of her mouth. When he pulled away from her, he smiled. “Nothing, DS.”

      “Then why are you standing here, looking like you’ve lost all your sheep?”

      He swallowed his laughter so he wouldn’t wake Samuel. “Come here, Dani.”

      He led her over to an overstuffed chair and had her sit. Kneeling before her, he laid his head on her knees before he raised it and stared at her. He pulled the ring box from his pocket and opened it. “I’m asking.”

      “What?!”

      “Danielle Selena Price, I have loved you from the moment I saw you on campus. Loved you even more when you said hello in our first law class together. I also foolishly believed the smartest, sexiest woman in the class couldn’t possibly be interested in me, so I never asked her on a date. I have made mistakes, I have hurt you, and I’m asking you to forgive me. I love you, DS. Will you become my wife?”

      Dani’s scream startled Samuel, who woke up, looked around, and burst into tears. Marisa and Portia were the first to come racing through the door, Marisa picking up her son and calming him. Evan and Aidan were right behind the two women. Jason turned to look at his brothers, Marisa, and Portia. “Can you give us a moment? I’m waiting for an answer.”

      Her eyes wet, Dani wrapped her arms around his shoulders. She kissed him and sputtered, “Yes. It has always been yes.”

      Jason’s wolf howl roared through the room, and his brothers joined in. Mira ran in and began to howl despite the confusion on her face as to why everyone was howling. Samuel looked at his father and leaned his head back, trying to imitate his dad.

      Marisa, Dani, and Portia shared a look and shook their heads. Finally, everyone left the bedroom until only Dani and Jason remained.

      “You got five minutes before our mothers appear,” Aidan advised as he closed the door.

      Jason removed the ring from the box. “I saw this stone during a visit to Tanzania and it spoke to me. I just knew I had one chance only to make things right, to win your heart. I bought the tanzanite as a sign that Fate was guiding me back to you.”

      “Oh, my goodness, Jason. It’s beautiful, and the color reminds me of the water near the cave in Mexico where we first went snorkeling.” She kissed him, her tears wetting his cheeks.

      “You always had my heart, Jason Graywolf. From the moment you sat next to me in class, there was only you. I love you so much.” She kissed him again. “I’d drag you into this bed and show you how much, but I’m afraid—very afraid—of our mamas, so I’ll save my appreciation gift to you until later.”
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      Thanksgiving dinner had been amazing, and Dani sat on her favorite chair, her injured foot propped on a footstool. She was so ready to get rid of the walking boot and the soft cast. Except for Samuel, nestling against her chest, his light snores bringing a quick smile to her lips, she was the only person in the sitting room.

      She gazed down at him. Like his older sister, he was such a combination of his mom and dad, although Samuel had inherited more Marisa’s cautious yet strong-minded interfering spirit. His sister was Aidan’s clone, especially in her personality.

      Dani gently caressed Samuel’s head with her left hand and the twinkle of the tanzanite stone in her engagement ring caught her eye. Her eyes suddenly misted, and she swallowed against the emotions rising inside her.

      Six years of mistakes, mistrust, and her pride getting in her way of having the man she wanted in her life. Yet, Jason hadn’t given up, convinced her to give their love a chance. A tear fell on the back of her hand and she reached up to wipe away the wetness on her cheek.

      Samuel stirred and, lowering her head, she brushed a kiss on his forehead. Both he and his sister inherited their father’s eyes, and she wondered if she and Jason had children, would they have the Graywolf eyes? Most likely. Those genes ran strong. While she was in no hurry to become a parent, Jason would be the best father and Mira and Samuel amazing cousins.

      On cue, she heard Mira’s bossy voice along with several barks and meows in the hallway. Cleanup must be done.

      “Miss Alice, you’ve trained your sons well. Aidan, Evan, and Jason left my kitchen spotless,” Cherie said. “Y’all want jobs?”

      Cherie’s words evoked loud protests from the three men and laughter from everyone else. The group entered the sitting room, and their voices woke Samuel, who tilted his head upward and stared at Dani, giving her a sleepy smile before his chubby hand started to pull up her sweater.

      “Oh no, you don’t, Wolf Boy,” Jason said as he swaggered over to her chair. “Those are mine, go get your own. Ow!”

      He glowered at Dani, who had smacked his forearm. “What? He’s got his mama’s. He doesn’t need to poach my woman.”

      Marisa strolled over and took her son from Dani’s arms. “You and your brothers are just wrong, Jason, with all this possessive noise. Our bodies don’t have your names imprinted on them and y’all need to stop pretending as if your mom didn’t raise you.”

      She lifted Samuel from Dani’s arms and kissed his cheeks. “Thanks, cuz.”

      Dani peered at her booted foot and back to Marisa. “Not much else I could do since this Graywolf male wouldn’t let me help with the cleanup. Besides, SG fell asleep listening to me grumbling about Jason’s overprotectiveness. We were both happy.”

      “Okay, people,” Martin called out. “Karaoke time!”

      A loud collective groan bounced against the walls of the Fairmont Creek Inn’s sitting room. Dani stared open-mouthed as Omar began to set up a karaoke system. “You’ve got to be kidding? You have a karaoke machine, Omar?”

      “Yup,” he said as he worked. “When the tourist influx gets light, some of the locals like to come for Saturday brunch or potluck and don’t leave until the sun goes down. It also makes it easier to entertain guests when the weather gets bad enough they’re stuck inside for a day or two.”

      His gaze swept Jason, Aidan, and Evan. “Give me a hand clearing some space.”

      Before the three could protest, their father smiled and said, “I’m going to sing to my wife and then dance with her.”

      In silence, all three Graywolf brothers helped rearrange the furniture in the room, creating a small performance space and enough room for dancing. As they worked, the front door’s bell jangled, and Cherie left the room. Laughter sounded in the foyer before she returned, the Santos family and their partners trailing behind her. She led them over to the sofa where Alice, Bette, and Martin were sitting.

      “Mr. Martin, Miss Alice, and Miss Bette, I want you to meet Miguel Santos, Brentworth’s sheriff, his daughter Angie, who owns Angie’s Cafe, and his son Arnold, who is deputy sheriff. This handsome man is Miguel’s partner, Carl Roberts, while that cutie pie there is Cassandra Santos. She’s brought Arnold as much respectability as he’ll ever get—don’t look at me like that, Deputy Santos—and promises to give me children to spoil.”

      Cherie turned to the man with Angie. “Javier de la Rios is the handsome man escorting Angie. He showed up one day, then refused to leave town because of Angie’s cooking. His words were, ‘as a chef ella es un chili dulce,’ and I thought Angie would go upside his head with a pan. Instead, she cooed like a dove. Kinda reminds me of your boys, Miss Alice.”

      Angie blushed and headed over to Dani. “Hey, Dani, how are you doing?”

      “I’m good, Angie. Are you sure you want to hang? Between my mom and Miss Alice, you’ll be engaged by the end of the evening,” Dani joked. “Especially since Deacon Reynolds isn’t in the house, which makes Portia kind of safe from their machinations for the moment.”

      “Did I hear someone mention my name?”

      Portia’s loud squeal then immediate embarrassment sent waves of hilarity through the room as she jumped up and raced over to Deacon standing on the threshold. She flung her arms around him. “What are you doing here?”

      He kissed her. “I heard my cousin finally snagged the woman he’s been after for…how long has it been, Jase? Eons?”

      Jason used his middle finger to scratch his cheek, and Deacon chuckled. “And I missed you, Portia.”

      “You’re just in time, D,” Aidan said. “Dad’s doing karaoke.”

      Deacon groaned. “You mean I could have gone to Georgia and missed this? Portia, baby, the things I put up with just to get next to you.”

      “Deacon Graywolf Reynolds…” Martin began.

      Deacon’s chin nearly touched his chest at the utterance of his full name, and he muttered, “Sorry, Uncle Martin. What do you want me to do?”

      “There are two chairs near my youngest son. Go occupy them.”

      Once Portia and Deacon were seated next to them, Dani overheard Jason mumble, “Coward.”

      “No fools in this family, Jase,” Deacon returned, and eyeing Dani, he added, “now.”

      Martin accepted a bowl from Cherie and stood. “To make this fair, I’ve created a system.”

      “Dad!”

      He eyed each of his sons singly, and their silence was deafening. “As I was saying, I got a system thanks to Cherie. Every token has two colors, red and blue, because I’m going to make it easy on my boys. They also have a number on each side. Red is individual, and blue is for a group. The number on the blue side tells you what group you belong to, while the red is when you get to perform. The only exception is the song Alice and me will dance to. Any questions?”

      Arnold pursed his mouth and stared at Jason. “Jason, since I’m not a Graywolf, does that mean I can leave?”

      “No!” every woman in the room yelled, Cassandra’s voice the loudest. Once the laughter faded, she piped up. “I’m so ready for this, Arn. I’m sending pics to our entire familia.”

      “Omar, we need some winter punch if I’m forced to do this!” Dani shouted.

      Omar strolled into the room, pushing a serving cart, B.A.C. and Bok Choy following. “Got you covered, Dani.” As he handed her a mug, he grinned. “Remember to go easy.”

      “Nah,” she said, after taking a sip. “You haven’t been to a Graywolf karaoke. I’m going to need a refill in a few.”

      As Omar offered mugs to everyone, telling the Santos clan they had rooms in the inn, Mira frowned. “What is in the punch, Mr. Omar? Can me and Wolf Boy have some?”

      “I made you and your brother a special punch, Mira. Only you and Samuel can drink this.”

      Her face broke into a wide smile as he handed her a special mug. “Thank you, and I love my cup!”

      Martin followed behind Omar, extending the token bowl. As everyone took a token, he nodded. “This will be fun.”

      “Damn, Omar, this is good. What’s in it?” Aiden asked, tasting the punch.

      “Aidan Marcellus Graywolf, you watch your mouth,” his mother chided.

      “Sorry, Mom. Forgot myself for a minute, but Omar’s winter punch is something else. Heck, I might even volunteer to go first.”

      “No,” Dani and Marisa said in unison.

      “Deacon should go first since he’s the only one of you younger Graywolfs who can carry a tune,” Marisa added.

      “Ouch,” Evan chimed in. “I don’t think I’m ever going to get married. Y’all ain’t right, Risa and Dani.”

      Martin cleared his throat, and his sons devoted their attention to Omar’s winter punch. Martin pulled a token from the bowl. “Red, number one.”

      “That’s me,” Carl answered as he pushed away from his chair and walked to the mock stage.
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      “Last call before we close the bar,” Omar said.

      A giggly voice asked, “May I have the mic, Grandpapa?”

      Martin, who held the microphone, looked down at his granddaughter and smiled. “Of course, baby girl.”

      He handed Mira the microphone and wandered over to sit next to his wife. Mira waved at her mother, Portia, and Dani. “Shall the Wolf Girls put on a show again, ladies?”

      Dani pointed to her foot and shook her head. “I’m injured, Mira.”

      “Didn’t you hear what your clone said, the Wolf Girls?” Marisa shrugged. “Besides, you’re the only one of us who can really sing. If I’m slightly drunk enough to embarrass myself again, you can darn well join me.”

      “Good thing Samuel is off the tit for today,” Portia declared. “Risa had two helpings of that punch. Come on, Dani, let’s show the boys what being a Wolf Girl means.”

      “Aren’t you forgetting a small detail, Portia? You and I don’t wear the Graywolf name.”

      “For karaoke, both of you are Wolf Girls because you’re hooked up with Graywolfs,” Marisa piped in.

      “Thank you, Marisa Elena. Okay, let me finish this first.” Dani said as she drank the last of her punch and set the mug on a nearby side table. “Alright, let’s get this over with, cuz.”

      Despite her unsteady gait, a combination of the punch and her boot, she trailed behind Marisa and Portia. “Okay, little tyrant, where do you want me?”

      “You stand right there, Aunt Dani.” Once Mira was satisfied with her lineup, she turned her dark gray eyes to Omar. “Mr. Omar, ‘Shining Star,’ please.”

      Mira mischievously eyed her father and the four men seated next to him. “Daddy, Grandpapa, Uncle Evan, Uncle Jason, and Uncle Deacon, the Wolf Girls are going to show you how to do it right. Again.”

      Once the final note of the song faded, after they took their bows, Dani leaned down and kissed the top of her niece’s head. “Okay, I’ll admit that was fun, sprite. I’ll do karaoke with you any day.” She looked at her cousin. “As long as we have a stock of O’s winter punch.”

      She, Marisa, Portia, and Mira started to return to their chairs when the song played again, and the Graywolf men stood. Martin took Alice’s hand, pulled her to her feet, and danced her into the middle of the room. Aidan and Deacon did the same thing. Dani watched Jason cross the room to meet her, his black hair brushing his shoulders as he moved. A quick scan of the other Graywolf men revealed all of them had unbound their hair.

      When Jason stood before her and took her hand, she spied a wicked sparkle in his gray eyes, and a burst of desire jolted the pit of her stomach. He swayed seductively, slowly pulling her against him. He won’t do anything in front of his parents or the others in the room, she told herself.

      Dani almost had herself convinced until a smile joined the look in his eyes, and he gently began a subtle grind against her body. Shit! She could feel the dampness spreading across her panties. If he continued, she’d be soaking wet.

      Closing her eyes, she fought to control her instinctive reaction to the Jason Graywolf effect. His mouth brushed her cheek to move close to her ear, and he whispered, “You’re wet for me, aren’t you, DS?”

      Before she could answer, he started crooning the lyrics of “Shining Star.” As always, it took a few seconds for the Graywolf men to find their own harmony, and Dani released a somewhat drunken giggle. He raised an eyebrow before he kissed her forehead and returned to the song.

      Lifting her arms, she circled his shoulders, her fingers entangling themselves in his hair. He moved them in time to the song’s magic, holding her close to take the pressure off her foot. It was so like Jason to take care of her, something he’d done throughout law school. She looked at him and found his gray eyes focused on her, so full of emotion and tenderness as he sang the song’s refrain. How could she have ever imagined a lifetime without him?

      She leaned against his chest and heard the rhythmic beat of his heart, each breath moving through his lungs, and knew the answer—she couldn’t.

      Her gaze met his as he sang, and, her eyes shining with unshed tears, she whispered, “I love you, Jason Aaron Graywolf.”

      He tilted his head down and brushed his mouth across hers. “I love you, Danielle Selena Price.”
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