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      An attraction too hot to resist, too dangerous to indulge…

      

      Tiger shifter Dmitry Chernikov fell in the love with his brother’s head waitress the moment he saw her. Jane Emmerson is sexy, smart, stubborn…and absolutely perfect for him. Unfortunately, Jane makes it clear she’s done with men. All men. For six years, Dom has fought his feelings for the beautiful human woman, and for six years he’s managed to keep the peace between them. But when a family reunion brings him back to Eirene, Colorado—to Jane—six years of resistance crumble. Now he has to overcome her determination and convince her they’re meant for each other.

      

      Jane Emmerson has very bad taste in men. If she’s attracted to a man, it’s a sure sign he’s bad news. When she moves back to Eirene after yet another disastrous relationship, she promises herself she’s done with romance for good. Then she meets Dom Chernikov. The deliciously sexy Dom tests her determination to remain single. Unfortunately, the very fact that she wants him means there must be something wrong with him. She can’t risk her heart again, not after working so hard to build a life for herself and her son. She doesn’t need a man. But oh, does she want this one.
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      Dmitry Chernikov parked his truck outside his older brother’s cozy house in Eirene, Colorado, opened the driver’s side door and pulled in a deep breath. Pine and snow, rich earth, squirrels, the faint scent of Nick’s diner a short walk away on Main Street, and the definite scents of his brother, his sister-in-law, and—Dom smiled—their five-month-old baby girl.

      He climbed out of the truck, stretching sore muscles and savoring the crisp, sharp bite of Colorado in December. The late afternoon sun hung low in the sky. He’d driven for several days to get here, stopping a few times to sleep but otherwise continuing straight through from West Virginia. He’d been spending so damned much time at the elders’ US compound lately, helping his friend Victor Romanov with the compound’s security, he’d barely seen the inside of his own home in Vermont. Not that it had much lure. It was just the building where he stored his stuff.

      He looked in the direction of Nick’s diner. Dom’s heart had been in Eirene for a long time…

      The door to Nick’s house opened. Dom glanced back to see his older brother framed against a riot of bright, colorful Christmas decorations.

      “Tiana says to come inside,” Nick called, “before the ladies get a look at you and invade the house.”

      Dom rolled his eyes and snorted softly as he climbed the two wooden steps up to Nick’s front porch. “That would be Mitch causing all the female rioting. How’s Chrissy?”

      “Sleeping so keep your voice down. I, on the other hand, haven’t slept in months.”

      “You want a nap now?”

      “Nah.” Nick grinned. “Just need a little more quiet before the excitement starts again.”

      Dom had never seen his brother look so light and happy. Not since they were kids. In fact, Nick hadn’t looked this easy and content since before they’d found their mother’s body when they were both so young.

      “What smells like peppermint?” he asked when the faint scent wafted out to him from somewhere close to his brother.

      “Nothing,” Nick said. “I don’t know. Maybe Tiana’s hot chocolate. Get inside before we freeze.”

      Dom raised his brows at Nick’s weird tone but shrugged it off, figuring the sleep deprivation was getting to him. Dom stomped his boots off on the mat outside the front door—a new addition he attributed to Nick’s wife—and walked into the house, shrugging out of the light jacket he used more as camouflage than for actual warmth.

      “Who’s cooking at the diner today?” he asked, then looked into the living room and spotted his sister-in-law. “Tiana. You look beautiful.”

      He spoke quietly because she was cradling a sleeping baby across her lap, one hand supporting the now quite large five-month-old and the other holding a tablet. The coffee table had been scooted close to the couch and held a cup of what smelled like mint-flavored hot chocolate.

      Dom nodded to the cup. “Guess that is the mint smell.”

      Tiana looked past him to Nick with an amused expression Dom couldn’t interpret. When he glanced at Nick, Nick was scowling.

      “Hey, Dom,” Tiana greeted, facing him again and smiling. “Come on in and get comfortable. Chrissy should be waking up soon. We weren’t expecting you for a couple more days. I’m surprised Victor let you leave ahead of him.”

      The whole extended Chernikov clan was gathering in Eirene for the winter holidays and to celebrate little Chrissy’s five-month birthday. Christina Loban-Chernikov was the first female born into the Chernikov family in more than a century—since Dom’s grandmother, as far as he knew. Which meant Chrissy was going to be extremely spoiled and doted on. The five-month birthday celebration was actually his grandmother, the elder Elizaveta Chernikova’s idea because she wanted another excuse to come visit her great-granddaughter.

      “Last I saw,” Dom said, “Alexis was dragging Victor away from his ongoing campaign to keep the security at the compound from ever being compromised again. They’ll fly into Denver at the end of the week.”

      “You drove?” Nick asked, motioning Dom into the living room. “Did they have a room for you at the motel or do you need to stay here?”

      Dom took a free chair across from the couch so Tiana wouldn’t have to turn too much to talk to him. The chair was large and soft, the light from a huge front window at his back giving the room a warm glow. There was a small fire in the fireplace, but a window somewhere in the back was open to keep the house from getting too warm for their higher tiger shifter metabolisms.

      “I checked into the motel before coming here,” Dom said. “And yeah, I drove from West Virginia. I needed the quiet.”

      Since he’d started helping Victor with the security at the compound—neglecting his own security business to do it—he’d been surrounded by other tigers almost constantly for months now. He never spent that much time with his own kind. Even his brothers, though they were close and talked a lot. He was, in a lot of ways, a stereotypical tiger—much happier on his own than surrounding by others.

      Except, for some reason, here in Eirene he felt comfortable. Not crowded. Never hemmed in. Not even with the place full of other tigers—like it had been for Nick and Tiana’s wedding back in May. Something about the place…

      Or maybe it was because she lived here.

      He shook off the thought, but it did remind him. “You didn’t answer my question earlier. Who’s watching the diner?”

      “That new cook who came into town a few months back. She’s working out really well. Been doing a fine job giving me a little extra time to spend with Tiana and Chrissy.”

      “Which means you’ll be buying her her own restaurant soon, then?” Dom asked, not entirely joking. His stoic, grumpy, occasionally broody big brother was a secret philanthropist who kept giving his best cooks money to open their own restaurants in other towns. One, a place in Vail, was starting to get international notice now. All because Nick fronted the owner enough money to open her restaurant.

      Nick scowled. Tiana laughed softly. Chrissy snuffled a little in her sleep and rolled closer to Tiana, snuggling against her arm. Tiana smiled down at the baby’s soft, fuzzy head.

      “Anyway,” Nick said, “Lulu has the grill, and Jane is minding the front.”

      Dom had perfected not reacting to the mention of Nick’s head waitress over the last six years. He kept everything he was feeling neatly tucked under a casual screen of curiosity.

      “How’s Jane doing? Ben started college this fall, didn’t he?”

      “He did,” Tiana answered. “Jane survived. But barely.” She grinned. “She’s better now, but I think that’s because Ben is home for the winter break.”

      “Is he? I’ll have to stop in and say hi.”

      “Bet he’d love that,” Tiana said.

      “I’m sure Jane will be glad to see you, too,” Nick added without any hint of innuendo.

      That didn’t keep Dom from a knee-jerk suspicion that Nick already knew his secret.

      Not that it mattered. Jane had made the situation clear when they’d first met, not long after Nick had moved to Eirene and Dom had come for a visit. She wasn’t interested in dating or relationships. She was well and truly done with men. And the woman was just stubborn enough to mean it.

      Dom decided thinking about Jane would get him into trouble, so he switched to other topics. “How are things with the wolf pack?” he asked Nick. “They’re okay with another invasion of tigers at the edge of their territory?”

      “Since the tigers are coming into my territory, it’s none of their business,” Nick said, his voice just a little deeper than it had been a moment earlier. “Their businesses in town are doing good—especially Siobhan Walsh’s boutique.”

      “But?”

      “But there’s infighting.” Nick shrugged. “You know how it is when a new alpha takes over. There can be years of settling out.”

      Dom nodded. He knew very little about wolf politics, and cared even less. But the Colorado pack’s territory butted up against Nick’s, close enough to be trouble. Anyone or anything that might cause trouble for either of his brothers was Dom’s business.

      “You hungry?” Nick asked. “I’m sure I can whip something up.”

      “You’re tired.” Dom waved him away. “For good reason. I’ll go across to the diner, see how good this new cook of yours really is. Before you lose her.” Dom stood and grinned unrepentantly at his brother’s frown.

      He crossed to Tiana and kissed her lightly on the head, letting his gaze linger on his new niece. A baby girl in the family. He was still a little stunned by the reality of it. None of the Chernikov brothers thought they’d have kids. He let his hand hover above Chrissy’s soft, sweet-smelling head, afraid if he touched her he’d wake her up, then smiled at Tiana and headed back to the front door.

      “You guys rest,” he said, slipping into his coat. “While you can. I’ll be back in a few hour.”

      “Say hi to Jane for us,” Tiana said, casually.

      “Will do.” He turned toward the door but didn’t miss the look Tiana exchanged with her husband. He just chose to ignore it.

      

      Nick’s diner was a classic, homey place, with tables lined in paper that children could draw on, wooden accents, and a Formica counter with bar stools facing the kitchen, visible through a large order window. It always smelled of delicious food and good, fresh coffee.

      The entire town congregated at Nick’s diner to eat and visit. This time of the afternoon, between the dinner and lunch rushes, the place was relatively quiet. Old Charlie Sanchez—an Eirene fixture—sat at the counter regaling a tourist with town “history,” which if Charlie was telling it would be embellished past the point of recognizable fact. Dom caught a few sentences and had to hide his smile—Charlie was telling a story about an ancient mythical beast that had stalked the area at night when Charlie was a kid, the beast preying on the unsuspecting.

      If only Charlie knew the diner he sat in was owned by a “mythical beast.”

      A handful of other people sat at the tables and booths filling the dining area. Dom recognized a few locals, but the rest were tourists.

      He sat at the counter, a few stools down from Charlie and his unwitting victim, and let the feel of the place settle into his bones. More than most anywhere Dom had ever been, the diner felt like home.

      Though he tried not to make it obvious, Dom watched for Jane, carefully pulling in the various scents of the place, looking for hers… And there it was, under the perpetual coffee and grease smell, under the more pervasive, territorial scent of Nick and Tiana, the very faint touch of Jane’s human, earthy, pine and fresh grass scent.

      As if taking in her essence called her, Jane came out of the kitchen carrying a tray with two plates of sandwiches and fries. She was dressed in her work uniform—a pair of snug-fitting, low-rise jeans that always did amazing things to her ass, a light blue polyester shirt that should not have been sexy but somehow was because it hugged her glorious curves, and a short apron where she stored her pen and order book. Her thick, dark brown hair was pulled up into a bun, but tendrils of springy curls had escaped to frame her face, highlighting her high cheekbones. Her dark eyes were framed by thick lashes. Her full lips, as always, looked lush and kissable.

      His heartbeat thudded hard and he flexed his hands against the counter, working to control the instant hit of lust.

      She spotted him and nodded, smiling faintly as she carried the tray to a couple obviously in Colorado for the skiing.

      “Be right with you, Dom,” she said in passing.

      He returned her nod of greeting and remained casually seated at the counter, not following her with his gaze, not straining to hear her speaking to the customers…and impressed he managed that much. He hadn’t seen her since Nick and Tiana’s big wedding bash in May, which wasn’t unusual. He made an effort to go as long as he could without seeing her. Somehow he was always drawn back to Eirene, to Jane, and to the certain and hopeless knowledge that she refused to admit to the attraction between them.

      He smiled in greeting when she rounded the counter, keeping the barrier between them, and stopped to pour him a coffee.

      “How did you know?” he asked.

      “Everyone needs coffee or tea at this time of the afternoon.”

      She looked up from the cup to grin, the expression crinkling the corners of her eyes in that way he adored. He wrapped his hands around the mug to keep from reaching for her.

      “When did you arrive?” she asked.

      “Half hour ago. Chrissy is napping so I thought I’d get some food. And try out this new cook Nick’s hired.”

      “You’re gonna be impressed. She’s almost as good as Nick. What’ll you have?”

      You. Aloud, he said, “What’s best?”

      She narrowed her eyes at him, her mouth pursed as she considered. The expression drew his attention to her mouth and he almost groaned aloud. He loved her mouth. She had such perfect heart-shaped lips, and all he could think about in that moment was pulling her into his arms and kissing her hard.

      “Think you’ll love the fajita sandwich,” she finally said.

      He blinked and focused on her eyes. Which didn’t actually help the erotic fantasies his imagination was torturing him with.

      “It’s one of Lulu’s specialties,” she added. “Be right back.” She paused on her way into the kitchen, looking over her shoulder at him. “It’s good seeing you again, Dom. Always nice to have you back in town.”

      He didn’t let the pain show in his expression, but he was grateful Nick wasn’t around because Dom’s scent filled with a longing he knew was pointless. He should have stayed away, despite his grandmother’s insistence that everyone be here. He really needed to keep as far from Jane as he could get. For his own mental well-being. She didn’t want him, or any man for that matter—a small mercy—and she’d made it clear years ago that she wasn’t ever going to change her mind.

      The worst of it was, she was attracted to him. He caught delicious, tempting hints of it in her scent, and tormented himself by memorizing those elusive flavors of spice and want. If she hadn’t revealed that much to him, if his tiger could just be convinced there was no hope, Dom was pretty sure he’d have been over this obsession by now.

      His heart thumped harder when she came back out of the kitchen and he sighed quietly. Well, maybe not exactly over the obsession. But at least there wouldn’t be even a hint of hope in his soul. There wouldn’t be this nagging sense that maybe, just maybe she’d change her mind.

      

      Jane forced a casual smile. She stopped at the counter again to exchange small talk with Nick’s younger brother, and all the while she had a running monologue rolling through her mind, the irritating voice of her wiser self, telling her to get over this attraction to Dmitry Chernikov.

      Stop acting like a silly girl. You’re too old for this. You’re too old for a crush on a man this young. He’s not really interested in you so stop acting like a fool—even if only in your head.

      She’d nearly dropped a hot pot of coffee the first time Dom had walked into the diner. Jane had stood like a love-struck fool for what felt like an eternity, just staring at him. To this day, she wasn’t sure what it was about him, exactly. He was sexy as all hell, and his eyes could turn most women to mush. But her boss was gorgeous enough to be a male model, and she’d never reacted to Nick that way. She’d been done with men for more than two years when she’d first met Dom, and she’d been completely unprepared for the impact he had on her, the way he’d turned her inside out.

      A little taller than Nick by an inch or two, Dom was thickly muscled even though he was a computer geek—his words—which made her way too curious about what he did to earn those muscles. His hair was a little more brown than blond, and his hazel eyes sometimes looked green and other times more gold. His features were sharp and strong, his voice deep and husky. And his smile… His smile made her knees wobble.

      When Nick had arrived in town, he’d turned the female population of Eirene on its head, but Jane had always seen him as…well her boss and a friend. She was protective of him, the way she was protective of the town. And she was amused by what other women had done to get his attention, but she’d never been attracted to Nick.

      Dom, on the other hand… She’d felt like she’d been hit with a two-by-four when he’d smiled at her and had barely managed an intelligible hello when he’d taken her hand in greeting as Nick introduced them.

      The last time Jane had reacted to a man that way had been…a long time ago and led to yet another very bad situation. Before Dom, she’d been certain she’d finally gotten over all the romantic longings nonsense she’d harbored in her youth. Dom proved just how wrong she’d been.

      And she’d run from that attraction as fast as a woman could go. Not physically. Eirene was her home, and she’d be damned if she’d be chased away just because she got all hot and bothered by her boss’ brother. The man didn’t live here. She didn’t have to see him all the time. But she’d rolled up all those girly feelings of desire and stomped them down deep, under her cynical, battered and scarred soul.

      “How’s the coffee?” she asked when she realized she’d been staring at him without speaking.

      “Perfect. As always.”

      She needed casual things to discuss, stuff you’d talk to your boss’ brother about. Nothing too personal. Nothing to hint that she was restlessly trying not to notice how good he smelled, or how fantastic he looked. His hair was a little shaggier than usual, a bit longer than the last time she’d seen him, and it was all she could do not to reach across the counter and brush a few stray strands off his forehead.

      No! Act like the grown woman you are. Stop panting after the younger man. He’d probably be embarrassed for you if he knew what you were thinking.

      “You staying with Nick?” she asked.

      “No, I’m at the motel by the highway for the next few days. I didn’t want to crowd them, with the baby and all.”

      “You’ll get more sleep at the motel,” she said.

      Dom chuckled, and her thighs clenched. Jesus wept, the man had a sexy laugh.

      “Elizaveta rented that cabin she loves,” he said. “I’ll move up there once the rest of the clan descends later in the week.”

      A beat of silence and she almost got lost in his eyes. Damn it. She blinked. “So how’s your work going?”

      “Good. Busy. Working with Alexis’ husband at the moment.”

      At the mention of Nick’s aunt, Jane smiled. She liked Alexis. A lot. Woman was down to earth and didn’t suffer fools lightly. Just the kind of person Jane could relate to. “She and Victor coming to the big family reunion Tiana’s been gushing about for a month?”

      His crooked grin sent an obscene amount of lust through Jane. She ignored it. Forcefully.

      “They’re coming,” he said. “Bringing Isabella and Scott. James will be arriving a little late. He’s got some college exams to finish or something.”

      “Good to hear. Good to hear.” She bit the inside of her cheek to keep from saying anything else inane and shifted gears. “Ben’s home for the winter break, too.”

      “Nick told me. How’s he doing?”

      “Seems to be doing well. What he tells his old mom, anyway.”

      “You must be proud of him.”

      “Too much for words,” she said, with complete honesty.

      “Think he’d like a visit?”

      “He’d love it.”

      Her son adored Dom, and had since they’d first met and fell easily into talking about computers. Ben’s conversation could be a little hard to follow sometimes—even now. At twelve, Ben had almost been able to hold a conversation like a neuro-typical kid, but he’d still stumbled over words and the order to put them in when he got excited about a topic. Dom hadn’t even blinked, just followed Ben’s rambling and disjointed discussion without missing a beat.

      Jane had been attracted to Dom from the start, but she was pretty sure she’d fallen in love with him in that moment.

      Which had set off so many alarm bells in her head, she’d gotten a headache from them.

      “How’s Ben adjusting to college life so far from home?” Dom asked.

      She blinked away the memories. “Better than my worst fears. The college has a group for kids like Ben, to help them adapt to the social stuff. He says he’s enjoying it. It can be hard to tell with him, you know.”

      “How are you doing?” he asked with a knowing nod as he sipped his coffee.

      She snorted. “As well as can be expected. Empty nesting and fussing like a mother hen whenever he calls. The usual. I’d have preferred him going to school somewhere closer to home, but the local places didn’t have strong support systems for autistic kids. And at least Washington isn’t a long flight from here.”

      Dom grinned. Her heart thumped faster. She ignored the reaction.

      “He’s at the house now,” she said, “if you want to stop by after you eat.”

      She almost hated to invite Dom into her home—his scent lingered and tortured her—but she did every time he was in town. Ben was crazy about him, and Jane never had been able to refuse her son much when it came to socializing. That was her excuse anyway. An excuse she acknowledged as bullshit only in the middle of the night when she couldn’t avoid her own guilt.

      “I will,” Dom said. “Thanks.”

      A ding from the bell on the order counter drew her back to her job, a blessing of a distraction. She retrieved Dom’s sandwich, then excused herself to fill coffee cups and check on the other customers, making an effort to chat and act normal. To her everlasting irritation and supreme embarrassment, old Charlie Sanchez flashed a gummy and lecherous grin at her when she filled his cup, waggling his eyebrows in Dom’s direction.

      Nosey old coot, she thought, scowling at him despite the heat crawling over her cheeks. Charlie just chortled wickedly and raised his mug to her in a silent toast. She glared a warning at him and stalked away, swearing she’d put him in his place as soon as Dom was out of earshot.

      Then she’d put herself in her place, too. Because her lust-fueled obsession was too obvious if Charlie was teasing her about it. Her only hope was that Dom would continue to be a gentleman and ignore her inappropriate feelings. Someone had to be the grown-up.

      Even if it was the younger man.
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      Dom devoured his sandwich, accepting as truth everything Tiana had said about Nick’s new cook and making a mental note to eat at the diner a lot over the next week before Nick helped Lulu buy her own restaurant, or sent her to culinary school, or whatever other noble thing he’d end up doing for the woman.

      When Dom was finished and had paid, despite Jane’s insistence that his money was no good there, he wandered back out onto Main Street, pulling in a deep breath as he tried to clear Jane’s scent out of his nostrils. Clouds were rolling overhead, bringing with them a sharp, crisp taste of approaching snow.

      The ski resorts in the area were probably ecstatic. It had been a good December for them.

      He strolled down the street a ways, nodding to the occasional local he’d met before. The sidewalk trees were strung with little white lights that would brighten the area as soon as the sun set. Snowflake lights were strung over the main road, and most of the shop windows boasted some sort of seasonal decorations.

      Tiger shifters didn’t share the religious and secular holidays humans celebrated except as a form of camouflage. Whatever holidays were the most popular and prevalent in the countries they lived in, those were the holidays tiger shifters celebrated. Dom had always liked this time of year, and all the different holidays observed at once in the US, especially the focus on light and color. And food. He loved the focus on food.

      He purposefully strolled past the werewolf-owned clothing boutique, just to get a feel for the place. He hadn’t been so sure Nick made the right decision, letting so many wolves into his territory. But the boutique seemed to be doing a good trade, and he knew from Nick that they employed half a dozen Eirene citizens. Dom didn’t really like werewolves and rarely interacted with them—or any other shifter for that matter—but if the shop worked for the people here, he couldn’t argue with Nick’s choice.

      And he’d met the new pack beta, a good man named Adam Walsh. The fact that Dom liked Adam almost immediately did bode well for the health of the once gang-like pack. Jane had told him the stories about the way the pack had been tormenting Eirene before Nick arrived—though of course none of the humans in the town knew the pack were werewolves; they assumed they were human thugs. The very slight fear in her tone when she’d relayed the story of the previous alpha threatening an old man with a steel pipe had set Dom’s tiger growling even though it was all in the past. Dom’s tiger just saw the fear in the woman he wanted even if she hid that feeling well. Dom’s tiger wanted to destroy anyone who caused her fear.

      Fortunately for everyone involved, he had never had the “pleasure” of meeting the former pack alpha. Dom hadn’t been even a little unhappy to hear he’d been overthrown—a process that meant he had to die. From everything Nick had told him, the new alpha was a much better leader. Which meant Jane was safer now. And that was all that mattered to Dom.

      He hovered outside the boutique, half-pretending to study the little display of children’s clothing in the window while he watched the comings and goings inside. Most of the customers seemed at ease, casually shopping, a few taking things off racks and heading to a set of curtain-covered changing rooms at the back.

      But as he watched, Dom noted a more heated and tense-looking conversation near the counter. A woman with dark, reddish colored hair, her eyes narrowed, her mouth pursed, glared at a man at least a foot taller than her. He was smiling in a smarmy way as he said something Dom couldn’t hear from outside the shop over the traffic. As the door opened and closed behind a customer, though, Dom caught the tone of the very quiet conversation. The man speaking sounded insistent and threatening.

      Dom also caught the smells and was pretty sure the arguing woman and man were both wolves.

      He was tempted to go in and investigate, but they’d know instantly who he was from his scent. They had to keep wolf business out of Eirene if they wanted to keep running businesses here—that was the deal Nick had made with their alpha—so they wouldn’t want to say anything in front of Dom that could get back to Nick.

      Instincts Dom couldn’t explain hinted at trouble. All the Chernikov brothers had gotten good at spotting trouble over the years. Their “outcast” status among the tigers and the frequent fights of their youth had made them all hyper-sensitive to danger. Dom had always been able to feel a fight coming.

      And what he was watching was a fight waiting to happen.

      He hovered a moment longer, gathering what details he could when the door opened and closed again, then he moved on so the arguing wolves didn’t take notice of him. He pulled his cellphone out of his coat pocket and texted Nick with his suspicions. They’d talk more when he went back to Nick’s place, but he wanted to give his brother a heads-up. Just in case.

      He’d reached the side street that would take him to Jane’s house by the time Nick acknowledged the text. Stuffing his cell back into his pocket, Dom turned down the residential street with its cottage-like houses and almost non-existent front yards, breathing in the strong, pleasant scents of the pine trees that dotted the area and the burning wood from a few fireplaces. Clumps of grubby snow piled at the base of the trees, though a few of the yards still had thicker, cleaner patches of white. The approaching snowstorm would cover this area and add a sparkling freshness to an already charming stroll.

      Jane’s house was a ten-minute walk from Main Street, a two-story bungalow that was small but well kept. A full porch fronted the house and was empty now as Jane had taken in the chairs and table she put out for the warmer months. She’d strung colored lights along the thick white wooden posts holding up the porch roof, and wound more lights around the rails alongside the front steps. The base of her house was stonework that needed a good wash, but the rock and shrub yard was tidy, and the house had been painted a soft moss color since the last time he’d visited.

      He braced himself for the way Jane’s smell permeated the entire home, then rang the bell, tucking his hands into the pockets of his jeans and scanning the surroundings as he waited.

      Ben answered a few minute later, his dark hair messy, his blue eyes distant and distracted…until he spotted Dom.

      “Hey, Dom!” He grabbed Dom’s hand and shook before motioning him in.

      Dom hid his grin at the boy’s strength. He’d never been sure if Ben realized how strong he was for his age. And Ben had a tendency to misjudge physical contact. The boy was gentle in spirit but his handshake could pull a grown man off his feet. Dom had always been glad for
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