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      Carly

      It was hot.

      That was what most people didn't get, and what surprised traveling vendors at the Minnesota Renaissance Festival. In summer, Minnesota was HOT. Not an "it's fifty degrees in Florida and now I need a coat" type of thing, but an "it's 95 degrees and you could swim in the humidity" hot. Minnesota, land of 10,000 lakes, actually had more than 13,000 of them, and all of them were quite happy to add to the heavy moisture in the air.

      Carolyn "Carly" Waite of "Dream Weaver" was fanning herself with a hand wool carder, sweating in the shade of the booth she shared with her friend Dawn Price. Dawn was a weaver and was working at a large loom in the shade of the shop. Carly was leaning over the rustic counter, trying to attract customers to their stall. Carly spun and dyed yarn, but right now, the skeins were in the kettle soaking. She'd run out of fiber to spin, and carding at high noon on this particular day was heatstroke waiting to happen.

      It didn't help that they were in their garb—peasant-type clothes, complete with fitted bodices. Carly's breasts were nearly spilling out of the top, covered loosely by a white peasant blouse. Her long black hair was plaited into a braid down her back, and a crown of dried baby's breath completed the ensemble.

      Sweat beaded on her skin ran between her overflowing cleavage and also and down her back and legs. If the costumes weren't so thick, she'd look like a wet mop.

      At least she wasn't one of the characters who needed to be meandering out in the sun among the press of the first-day crowd. Then, the heavy costume might just have killed her.

      "How's it going, sis?" a teasing voice asked before her younger brother, Matthew, came into view down the dusty path. He leaned on the counter, giving Carly a wink and Dawn a taste of his come-on-and-date-me smile.

      "Same old, same old," Carly said, suppressing a smile as Dawn ignored her brother, per usual. "Another year, another heatwave. Global warming is real."

      "True," Matthew said. "But hey, when the icebergs melt, we'll finally have beachfront property."

      "Ha-ha," Carly replied. "So, what brings you in… shorts and a t-shirt… to our humble booth?"

      Matthew made a face. "You're never gonna get me in tights, sorry, sis." He slung a backpack off his shoulder. "Mom wanted me to give you this." He plunked a cooler down on the counter. "Ham sandwiches and Jell-O salad, just enough for two." He made big puppy eyes at her.

      "Oh, go get a turkey leg, you," Carly said. "You know Mom made them for Dawn and me."

      "Bring some salted nut rolls back while you're at it," Dawn chimed in from her loom.

      "You got it," Matthew said, perking up a bit now that Dawn had actually spoken to him.

      Both women watched Matthew disappear into the crowd, Carly envying his cool outfit, Dawn checking out other assets.

      Dawn gave a loud sigh. "Damn your brother is fine."

      "Then why won't you go out with him?" Carly asked.

      "It's the principle of the thing. If I wanted to be another notch on a bedpost, I'd still be with Eric," Dawn sniffed.

      Ah yes. The cheating ex-husband. Just seeing Dawn's harrowing experience with that asshole was enough to make Carly swear off love for the rest of her life. That and the stiff relationship her parents had with each other had turned Carly off the idea of happily ever after. She'd much rather sit at home and spin than deal with all the headache—and heartache—of a relationship.

      "Men take too much care and feeding," Carly agreed with a sigh.

      "That's right," Dawn said. "If I need something that needs cleaning up after and its ego stroked, I'll get a cat."

      Carly burst out laughing at that, "you have a cat."

      "I could always get another six before going head first stupid into another—" Dawn trailed off, something catching her eye.

      Carly turned around and found herself face-to-face with the most beautiful pair of amber eyes she had ever seen.

      "Oh," she said once she found her words again. "Hello. Can I help you?"

      "Yes," his deep voice rumbled, almost setting the counter to vibrating as he leaned across it. He sniffed the air and inclined his head, "I think you can."
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        * * *

      

      Kiernan

      Mate.

      That had been the drumbeat of Kiernan Peters' whole morning.

      Mate.

      Mate.

      MATE.

      Usually, Kiernan would be at the Wisconsin Renaissance Festival this time of year, but circumstances had conspired against him being ready for it, so he'd opted for the later-opening Minnesota equivalent.

      He had his tent. He had his woodworking wares. He had a vending spot. He had everything planned and prepared for the new venue, except for one major, unforeseen problem. Somehow, someway, this black-haired, green-eyed, porcelain-skinned beauty had activated his inner wolf with the oldest genetically ingrained imperative his people had.

      Mate!

      "Are you looking for yarn? Maybe a rug or a blanket? We've also got some nice table runners and..."

      Kiernan didn't catch the rest, basking in the sound of her voice rather than the words. When she paused, it took him a moment to realize she was asking a question. Her soft words made his wolf rollover with a sigh and beg to be petted. If it hadn't been for the morning’s influx of customers, Kiernan would have been glued to this booth the moment he’d first scented her.

      As it was, the scent had gotten stronger and stronger until finally, at noon, Kiernan couldn't take it anymore. Though it was probably one of the peak times for customers to meander over to his tent, his wolf's mating call had gotten so overpowering that Kiernan felt lucky he hadn't shifted. Now, he saw why. She was sweating, pretty little rolling drops he longed to catch on his tongue.

      "Sir?" his mate asked.

      "Yes," Kiernan said, pulling his eyes from her cleavage back up to her face.

      His porcelain beauty was blushing. "Um... yarn?" she asked again.

      "Right," Kiernan said. She was normal, he could smell it, not a were-shifter of any kind. She also gave off a tang that made him frown. It brought back memories, bad ones. But he couldn't in his right mind believe that Fate would have given him a mate who was also a Hunter.
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      Carly

      Carly was fairly certain he'd just checked out her assets and not the ones in her stall. She didn't know whether to be pleased or offended. The sandy-haired hulk of a man was also staring at her expectantly, as though he'd asked for something. But he hadn't. At least, not that Carly could recall.

      He smelled like cedar and cinnamon and was practically molded into his black pants, wearing a loose-fitting black shirt that was open at the collar and high boots. He looked something like the Dread Pirate Roberts from "The Princess Bride." She'd always liked Wesley. The only difference was the eyes.

      "So... what kind of yarn were you looking for?" Carly asked. She figured if he could ogle, so could she.

      The stranger smiled slowly. "What kind do you make?" he asked in his oh-so-sexy deep voice.

      "Um... I use a variety of fibers, actually. Most people are looking for wool or cotton yarn… do you have a preference of color or combination of colors?" Carly asked. He wasn't sweating, and she had no idea how that was possible. Not a drop hindered her view of the delicious deep V in his shirt.

      "I like wool," the stranger said. He tipped Carly's chin up so she was looking him in the eye again. "Reminds me of sheep."

      "Well, that's where it comes from," Carly said lamely.

      Dawn snorted in the background. "She's also got some nice alpaca back here."

      The stranger flicked his gaze briefly to the auburn-haired, blue-eyed, curvy Dawn. Carly thought for a moment she was in the clear and could tamp down on the heart-pounding sensation in her chest. But his eyes came back to hers almost immediately. He might as well have put a NOT INTERESTED sign over Dawn's head. This was an incredibly unusual occurrence. Men tended to favor Dawn, as a rule.

      "I'm Kiernan," the stranger said, extending his hand.

      Carly self-consciously wiped her hand on her skirt and shook Kiernan's hand. The touch was so electric she wondered if there'd been a static shock between them.

      "Carly," she said after staring at their hands a moment, belatedly pulling away. "So... wool yarn? Any particular color?"

      "What's your favorite?" Kiernan asked.

      This was by far the weirdest conversation Carly'd had with a customer. "I... er... scarlet?"

      "Nice," Kiernan said. "It would go well with your skin tone."

      "Uh... thanks?" Kiernan's slow smile made Carly's mouth go dry. "Do you mean you'd like a commission?"

      "What do you make?" Kiernan asked.

      To distract herself from the tantalizing V in his shirt, Carly began ticking items off on her fingers. "I make all kinds of things. Sweaters. Dolls. I crochet and knit."

      "How about a scarlet sweater," Kiernan said. "My size."

      "Oh, right, great," Carly said. "If you could just come back here and I can take your measurements..." She swallowed again, realizing she was going to get to touch him.

      Carly felt Kiernan's rumbling laugh all the way down to her core. "I think I'd like that," Kiernan said with a wink.

      "So much for getting a cat," Dawn chuckled behind her.
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        * * *

      

      Kiernan

      Kiernan knew he was missing some kind of inside joke, but wasn't that bothered by it, especially when the redhead stood up and said she was taking her lunch. He could have hugged the woman for her perfect timing. Now, he'd get to go into the booth with his mate alone. Well, not exactly alone—he doubted the red-haired friend would have allowed that. There were people bustling outside the stall, and the open counter left them in full view of the public.

      "No funny business, then," Kiernan lamented aloud, his eyes twinkling at Carly.

      "Uh..." Carly said.

      "Relax," Kiernan said, holding up his hands. "I'm just kidding." For now.

      "Right," Carly said, and she blushed again.

      Everything in Kiernan wanted to see her flushed with pleasure while she lay underneath him, screaming his name while he marked her as his. It made his wolf howl inside, and Kiernan had to remind himself Carly wasn't a wolf. She was Normal. There was nothing inside her telling her anything right now except perhaps that he was a stalker. The idea made Kiernan laugh.

      "What?" Carly asked, opening the booth's swinging counter door for him.

      "Nothing." Kiernan stepped inside. This close, he couldn't help but notice how he dwarfed her small frame.

      Apparently, she couldn't either, because Carly's eyes had gone wide as saucers.

      Kiernan decided to have mercy on her and took a respectful step back. "I'm not going to eat you," he said.

      "Right, no, of course not," Carly said with a nervous laugh. She stepped to the middle of the stall and got out a tape measure. "Um... would you mind removing your shirt?"

      "With pleasure," Kiernan said, whipping the black pirate-esque shirt over his head. The way she stared at his body made his wolf give a self-satisfied growl.

      "Yeah..." Carly said, shaking her head. "Right, measurements." Then she began pressing the tape measure across his shoulders, waist, and arms.

      Kiernan wished she wouldn't be so professional about it. He wouldn't have minded one bit if that flicker of desire in her eyes had caused her to linger over her measurements. But, he also had to respect his mate for her businesslike demeanor. He certainly wasn't holding a whole lot back.

      "I'm a woodworker," Kiernan said, breathing in her scent as she worked around him. There was that subtle, strange tang again that worried him, but her overreaching scent of citrus, sage, and something smoky and nice drowned it out. "You should come visit my tent sometime."

      "Oh, I love woodwork! I thought you smelled like cedar," Carly said, then clamped a hand over her mouth.

      So, his mate had scented him. Kiernan's wolf purred. "I'll bet I do. I work with a lot of cedar."

      "That would make sense, yeah," Carly said. She finished notating down his measurements and put the tape measure away, much to Kiernan's disappointment.

      "I'm just down the road there," Kiernan said, pointing. "I've got some comfortable chairs. We could sit and chat awhile." He pulled his shirt back on.

      "Uh... sure," Carly said, her blush returning.

      Kiernan beamed. "It's a date."
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      Carly

      Before Carly could respond to that final revelation, Kiernan was gone, whistling to himself as he wandered back down the path.

      Dawn materialized out of nowhere, making Carly jump. "So," Dawn said. "How was your time with Mr. Tight Pants?"

      "Kiernan," Carly said, still blinking in bewilderment. "I... I think he may have asked me out."

      "Well, duh, yeah, I figured that much," Dawn said eagerly. "Details, woman! Is he as hot as I think he is under that shirt?"

      "It's not like it left a lot to the imagination," Carly said with a blush. "You didn't miss much."

      "Bullshit," Dawn said. "I may be divorced and jaded, but that was one YUMMY specimen of a man."

      "No argument here," Carly said. "But he's a bit out of my league, don't you think?"

      Dawn took Carly by the shoulders. "Listen you. You're always putting yourself down. You're a gorgeous, smart, talented woman and he'd be a fool not to want to date you."

      "Date me? As in more than one date?" Carly squeaked. "Oh God, and here I thought I'd just go sit in an Adirondack chair for a minute and shoot the breeze with him."

      "I think you should go sit on his lap and..." Dawn said.

      Matthew arrived then with salted nut rolls. He frowned at Dawn. "Who's sitting on whose lap?"

      "Carly's got a da-ate," Dawn grinned, snatching her salted nut roll from him and sitting down to munch. "Cashews! You remembered!"

      "How could I forget?" Matthew said. He turned to Carly. "Don't go sitting in the guy's lap right away. Make him work for it," he teased.

      "You two really are made for each other," Carly grumbled, going to check on the yarn she was kettle dyeing.

      "Could you tell Dawn that? 'Cuz I don't think she's gotten on the Matt train," Matthew said.

      "Oh, so it's a train and not a wagon?" Dawn sniffed.

      Matthew grinned. "You'd better believe it, babe."

      "Gross," Carly said. She reached in the cooler and handed Dawn her sandwich and Jell-O salad. "How's about we eat lunch."

      "Sounds great. I'll eat here. You go see Mr. Tight Pants at his tent. I scoped it out already. He has some nice stuff," Dawn said, taking a big bite of sandwich.

      "He's a vendor? Awesome, I'll come with you. I've gotta approve him before he gets all handsy on you," Matthew said, sticking Carly's salted nut roll in the cooler and waving her out from behind the counter.

      "Matt, I'm going alone," Carly said.

      "Aww, come on. What's a brother for if not to completely embarrass you and harass potential boyfriends?" Matthew asked.

      "If you stay here, I'll let you eat lunch with me," Dawn said.

      THANK YOU, Carly mouthed as Matthew slid into the booth and pulled up a stool.

      YOU OWE ME, Dawn mouthed back.

      "Whatever. Do everything I would do," Matthew said. "Just don't tell Dad."

      Carly cringed at the very thought of her stern father finding out she'd even THOUGHT of having sex with Kiernan, much less acted on the impulse. Wait, when had this turned to sex? Stupid Matt. Still, if it got that far, Carly was sure her father would already have some sort of dossier on him. Even at twenty-three, her father still guarded her like she was Fort Knox. She wished she had more of Matthew's freedom. "You better not tell dad," she said.

      "Would I do that to you?" Matthew asked innocently.

      "Yes. You did it once in high school and then again in college," Carly reminded him. "I swear, if you do it again, I'm going to push you off Schaar's Bluff."

      "Mendota Falls would be much more dramatic," Matthew called as Carly started on her way.

      "Less chance of getting caught at the bluffs," Carly called back, and her brother's laughter followed her down the path.

      It wasn't difficult to find Kiernan's setup, despite the crowd of costumed RenFest goers, characters, and people milling around in normal clothes. A thick, tan tent was staked down at the end of a row of vendors. Furniture of all shapes and sizes spilled out of it, as well as stained sculptures and children's toys. Kiernan was busy showing a small, mirrored cabinet to an elderly couple when his eyes met Carly's. The smile he gave her made Carly think she was going to melt, and it had nothing to do with the heat.

      "Take a seat," Kiernan said, gesturing to, yes, Adirondack chairs. "I'll be with you in just a second." He turned back to the couple, describing the wood, process, and stains he'd used to create the cute little cabinet, complete with a rose relief at the top of the inset mirror.

      Carly sat down in one of the chairs he'd indicated and just watched, smiling at the elderly couple as they held hands. Kiernan's eyes flicked up to hers occasionally, and Carly blushed.

      The woman chatted a mile a minute, the husband hardly able to get a word in, but he didn't seem to mind. He just watched his wife fondly, then paid for the cabinet once she'd decided she wanted it.

      "Do you need me to drop it off at your house?" Kiernan asked kindly, making Carly feel warm inside. A lot of vendors would have said, even to an elderly couple, that they needed to figure out a way to haul their purchases themselves.

      "Oh aren't you a dear," the elderly woman said, pinching Kiernan's cheek. "No, my grandsons are coming tomorrow. They can pick it up then."

      "Sounds good," Kiernan said. "You both take care now. Enjoy the rest of the fair."

      The elderly couple smiled at him and tottered off, hand-in-hand.

      "I want that someday," Kiernan said, sliding into the Adirondack chair next to Carly's.

      "A cabinet with a rose on top?" Carly said with a grin.

      "Cute," Kiernan chuckled. "No, I mean I want to be in a relationship like that. I want to be a hundred years old and still feel like the luckiest sonofabitch who ever lived."

      Carly shrugged. "I guess. If you believe in that stuff."
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        * * *

      

      Kiernan

      Kiernan's attention snapped to Carly. "You don't?"

      "I believe love like that is the exception that proves the rule," Carly said. "No offense."

      "Some taken," Kiernan said, wondering what else he could possibly say to that. Not only was she still giving off that slight warning scent of Hunter, she also didn't believe in happily ever after. If only she knew she was his mate—that he would love and adore her forever. Not that the love bit had happened yet. Mostly it was just the biology at this point. But Kiernan found unhappy mates in his pack to be few and far between.

      "Sorry," Carly said, blushing. "Probably not the most hopeful beginning to a first date conversation."

      "At least you agree it's a date," Kiernan said, a bit of his smile coming back. If he could turn hickory into a desk, he could get past her barriers.

      Color rose in Carly's cheeks, and Kiernan's inner wolf licked his lips. Down boy. "Well, you did SAY 'it's a date,' so I'm taking you at your word," Carly said.

      "You set the bar pretty low for me. I appreciate that," Kiernan said, realizing he'd been grinning like an idiot since she first arrived. "How about, after we talk for a bit, we go out to dinner. My treat."

      "I'm afraid you won't like me very much," Carly said. She was fidgeting her hands in her lap.

      Kiernan couldn't help himself. He took one of her hands and kissed the back, then held her hand between them, resting on the arms of the Adirondack chairs. "I think you're wrong," he said.
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      Carly

      Carly's heart thumped loudly as they held hands, having fluttered like butterfly wings when he kissed the back of her hand. She was drawn to him, no question, and she wanted to believe him. But she'd seen it all go wrong a time or seven too many. Perhaps she was even more jaded than Dawn.

      "We'll see," she replied, and left it at that.

      Kiernan smiled at her. "Ah, a glimmer of hope. I'll take it."

      Carly couldn't help but laugh at his easy confidence. "Okay, okay. You've known me for all of thirty minutes, but let's leave it there for now. On to less serious topics?"

      "Sure. What's your ring size?" Kiernan said.

      "What?!" Carly said, her heart suddenly thundering for some reason.

      "Kidding, kidding," Kiernan said, his grin completely unrepentant. "So, it's Saturday. What do you usually do on a Saturday night? Aside from having dinner with me."

      "Oh, it gets pretty wild," Carly said. "I might go back to my parents' farm and knit some slippers. Maybe do a little spinning. Sometimes, I even read a book. Crazy stuff."

      "What do you read?" Kiernan asked.

      Carly was getting accustomed to the way her hand fit in his, and her heart started slowing down a bit. That was until he squeezed her hand, ramping things right back up. "Um..." Carly said, feeling herself blush. "I read... fantasy."

      "Really? Me, too," Kiernan said. "Among other things. Who's your favorite author?"

      "Terry Pratchett. I like how he's funny, while at the same time tackling serious topics," Carly said.

      "He's great, isn't he," Kiernan said. "Though I'm not sure about his depiction of werewolves."

      "Werewolves?" Carly said, confused. "That's random. What don't you like about it?"

      Kiernan's eyes twinkled. "I don't like how they get stupid if they shift into wolf form too much."

      Carly blinked at him. "You're weird, Kiernan. Next you're going to tell me you don't like his depiction of vampires."

      "Well, now that you mention it..." Kiernan said.

      It was too ridiculous. Carly began laughing. "Of all the things you could say, werewolves is really your sticking point."

      "Let's say it's a topic near and dear to my heart," Kiernan said.

      "Nutball," Carly giggled. She actually giggled. Like a schoolgirl with a crush.

      Kiernan's wide smile made her heart pound. "Nutball? Is that some new insult I'm not familiar with?"

      "Sorry. It's my word," Carly said. "And I really didn't mean to insult you-"

      Kiernan squeezed her hand again, and Carly thought she might actually have a heart attack. "You're fun to tease," he said. "I don't feel insulted, don't worry so much." He broke their hand-holding, and Carly felt the loss keenly, until Kiernan stroked a finger down her cheek. "I like it when you blush. It's cute."

      "Er... okay," Carly said, and wanted to kick herself for stuttering. She was twenty-three after all, not thirteen.

      Still, when Kiernan's hand drifted back down to hers, Carly felt an inexplicable sense of coming home. Oh boy, was she in trouble.
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        * * *

      

      Kiernan

      He knew he was being a bastard, but every time he made her heart pound, like just now when he'd touched her cheek, it gave him a deep sense of satisfaction. Kiernan also enjoyed hearing her speak. His mate was intelligent, well-read, wanted to travel but had never actually gotten further than Iowa. As she spoke, he just basked in the light of her smile and the passionate way she waved her free hand in the air to illustrate her points.

      Carly's hand was warm and delicate in his. He imagined her deft little fingers spinning yarn, feeding the fiber through her fingertips. Of course, he imagined her delicate hands doing other things, but that was for later. Right now, he was happy with their easy conversation, and his wolf seemed satisfied just to be with their mate. It would do no good to push her, that much he knew, and his wolf, mercifully, agreed. They wanted Carly for life, and if that required taking it slow and pushing past all the barriers she'd put up around her heart, well, Kiernan was ready to do that.

      She was open now, however, animated and happy.

      "What about you?" Carly finally said, drawing Kiernan out of his reverie. "You didn't say what you do on a wild Saturday night. Actually, aside from Pratchett, I think I've done all the talking." She was blushing again, looking just like a porcelain doll.

      "Me?" Kiernan said. "Oh, I get pretty wild. I might take a lathe to a dresser. You'd better watch out." He was pleased she was a bit of a homebody, like him.

      "Wow. I'll be sure to watch out for my virtue," Carly laughed.

      You'd better believe it, Kiernan thought to himself. He didn't care either way, but her comment had his mind wandering elsewhere.

      "... hobbies?" Kiernan caught the end of her question.

      "Hmm?" he said, bringing his mind up out of the gutter. With effort.

      "Do you have any other hobbies? Besides reading. I know woodworking isn't a hobby," Carly said.

      He liked how she respected his profession. Kiernan was sure that, like him, she got a lot of comments about how her chosen profession was more of a "hobby."

      "I hunt," Kiernan said. "Fish. Hike. I like the outdoors."

      "Me, too," Carly said. "I mean, I don't hunt, but as for the rest, I'm game. I used to fish with my grandfather. I kind of miss it."

      "Then I'll have to take you fishing," Kiernan said.

      "I'd like that," Carly said.

      Kiernan's mind filled with a long, sunny afternoon spent in a boat, just the two of them. "So that's two dates we've got set up now. See? Throw in a library date and that's three."

      "You really are determined, aren't you," Carly said, shaking her head.

      "You have no idea," Kiernan replied.
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      "You can't wear that," Dawn said, frowning at Carly's current outfit. "You're having dinner with a handsome guy, not churning milk."

      Carly looked at her rose-patterned dress in the mirror. "What's wrong with it?"

      "You look like a couch," Dawn said. "God, if I'd known your wardrobe was this bad, I would have brought you something of mine."

      "Oh right. Like it'd fit," Carly said.

      Dawn shrugged. "You've got enough boobs to carry off one of my dresses."

      "Ahuh. You keep telling yourself that," Carly said. She stripped off the dress and went to her closet to hunt down another.

      "You really don't have appropriate dating clothes. Move aside. I'll figure something out," Dawn said, elbowing Carly out of her own closet.

      Carly sat down on the bed, shaking her head in bemusement. "You really think you're going to find something I can't," she said.

      "It's all about layering, darling," Dawn said. "Ah, here we go." She pulled out a rather plain-looking light green sundress and a short, white, short-sleeved jacket.

      "I'm wearing that?" Carly said.

      "Yep," Dawn said. "And these." She laid the dress and jacket on the bed, and pulled out a pair of strappy white heeled sandals.

      "But... I wore those to my cousin's wedding!" Carly said.

      "And they're getting new life tonight," Dawn said. "Okay, go on, put it all on."

      Carly slipped into the outfit, then looked at herself critically in the mirror. "You were right, it does look good."

      "I'm always right," Dawn said. "You're just realizing that now?"

      Carly laughed. "Okay, okay." She pulled a small pearl drop necklace out of the jewelry box on her dresser and fastened it around her neck.

      "I see you do have some small sense of style," Dawn said. She went over to Carly and straightened her jacket. "Now, you go get you some of Mr. Tight Pants."

      "Seriously? You think I'm going to have sex on the first date?" Carly said.

      "A girl can dream," Dawn said.

      "Ugh. You're impossible," Carly chuckled. She made a little twirl for the mirror, her long black hair left loose to her waist.

      "That's what he said," Dawn said, and they both dissolved into laughter.

      There was a knock on her door. "Boy here, wants to see sister before the big event," Matthew called through the door.

      "Shh, Matt, Dad'll hear you!" Carly said, opening the door and dragging her brother inside.

      "You do know you're twenty-three years old, right?" Dawn said.

      "Tell that to Dad," the siblings said together.

      "You're sure you don't want me to drop you off and, you know, hang out in the bar?" Matthew asked.

      Carly slugged him in the arm. "Don't you even dare. He's not some crazy stalker. He's just a regular guy."

      Dawn gave Carly an evil grin. "With very tight pants."

      "Dawn!" Carly said.

      "So much information I didn't need to know," Matthew chuckled. "Alright, so you're taking your car. What did you tell Dad?"

      "That I'm going out with Dawn," Carly said.

      Dawn rolled her eyes. "Headline: Grown ass woman scared of overprotective father..."

      "Yeah, yeah." Matthew put a supportive arm around Carly. "You'd be scared of him, too, if he was your dad."

      "Don't I know it," Dawn muttered.

      "Okay, you two, fight's over. Dawn and I have to leave," Carly said, "or I'm going to be late."

      Matthew winked. "Do everything I would do."

      "You always say that," Carly protested.

      "And I always mean it," Matthew said.
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        * * *

      

      Kiernan

      Patrick's Irish Pub was located in downtown Minneapolis, near the Target Center. Its dark wood decor interspersed with pictures of famous American Irishmen and lightly scuffed furniture gave it a kind of homey feel. Kiernan decided it was the perfect place for a first—or rather second—date.

      Carly had been insistent that Kiernan not pick her up at her home, which was 45 minutes out of his way anyway. Kiernan was a bit relieved at that, not because he would have minded the drive so much, but because that subtle Hunter tang in her scent made him leery of going wherever this hamlet of Vermillion was.

      They'd agreed to meet at 9 PM. Kiernan had arrived early to secure a table—it was Saturday night, after all—securing coveted street parking with his rented SUV. At 9:10, Kiernan began to worry he may have been stood up.

      Then, through the crowd, he saw her. A server was pointing her in the direction of his table. She looked positively mouth-watering, and Kiernan had to beg his wolf for patience as he stood to pull out her chair.

      "Sorry," Carly said breathlessly. "Parking was interesting."

      "No doubt," Kiernan said. He sat down and immediately took her hand, laying their hands together on the polished wood tabletop. "I was beginning to worry a little, but I should have realized." He rubbed his thumb on the back of her hand, taking the reward for his patience when her pulse quickened and color rose to her cheeks.

      "I thought this would be a nice place. I've always liked the ambiance," Carly said. "Plus the food is good, too."

      "How do you feel about black and tans?" Kiernan asked, subtly flagging over their waiter.

      "We're at Patrick's. Of course, you at least have to try theirs," Carly said.

      "My thoughts exactly," Kiernan said. "Two black and tans, please."

      The server nodded, and left them alone once more.

      "I was thinking the fish and chips, but they also have a fantastic corned beef Rueben," Carly said, without even bothering to look at the menu.

      "I'll go with the Rueben, then," Kiernan said. "Best of both worlds." He looked up as the server returned with glasses of their duel-colored ale, Bass on the bottom, Guinness on the top. "Thank you, sir."

      "You're welcome. Are you ready to order?" the server asked.

      "Yes, one corned beef Rueben, and one fish and chips," Kiernan said. Then he turned back to Carly. "Too bad we can't go fishing after this. I promise, when we go, we'll have a great fish fry after. I'm a bit of a master fryer."

      "Handsome and humble," Carly said.

      Kiernan grinned. "You know it."

      The conversation was easy between them that way, right up until the food came. Then Kiernan began cautiously quizzing Carly about her background. "So, I know what you do for a living. How about your family? I know you have a brother."

      "They take care of the family farm. I help, of course," Carly said. "We're kind of isolated."

      "Isolated, huh." Kiernan mulled that over. "So, no incidents there?"

      "Incidents? What do you mean 'incidents'?" Carly asked, clearly confused.

      "Oh, you know, strangers accidentally falling into farm equipment or anything like that," Kiernan said.

      "Kiernan, that's creepy," Carly replied, frowning.

      He'd gone too far. "You're right, sorry."

      "Are you some kind of amateur detective or something? That's only happened the once," Carly said.

      Once. Right. "Seriously?" Kiernan feigned surprise. If she was associated with Hunters, it was absolutely no surprise to him that a stranger—meaning werewolf—would have "mysteriously" fallen into a combine. It was one of the preferred methods of Hunters dealing with lone wolves.

      "Yeah, seriously," Carly said. She looked down at her plate. "Right, okay, I get it now. You're trying to pump me for information. The police never figured out what happened, but you and Google, you're going to make a case out of it." She stood and began digging in her purse.

      "No, wait, Carly," Kiernan said, rising as well. "That's not why I asked you out. I'm sorry."

      Carly pulled out her wallet. "Yeah, right."

      Kiernan stopped her. "No, I've got this."

      "Fine," Carly said and headed for the door.

      Kiernan cursed and dropped a hundred on the table, then quickly followed her out. "Carly."

      "What?!" Carly rounded on him. "What do you want, Kiernan?!"

      Kiernan's wolf growled at the challenge. "This," he said and pulled her to him, giving her a searing kiss.
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      Carly

      He tasted like woodsmoke and Guinness, and still had the lingering scent of cedar and cinnamon. Carly opened her mouth so she could pull back and tell him off but then went weak-kneed when his tongue pushed into her mouth, dancing with hers.

      Kiernan's arms wrapped around her, holding her up, and as the kiss went on, she could feel him hardening. "I..." she whispered, not recognizing her own husky voice. "I think we may have a problem."

      "I'm glad you're calling it a 'we' problem," Kiernan said, pressing his forehead against hers. "How do 'we' intend to take care of it?"

      "I'm not the kind of girl who goes to bed with a man on the second date," Carly said, trying to sound prim but failing miserably. Her eyes dropped to his lips.

      "How about the third?" Kiernan asked, fusing their lips together once more.

      "Third? When did we go on three dates?" Carly asked.

      "We'll call date one when you felt me up in your booth," Kiernan said.

      "I did not feel you up!" Carly said.
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