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      Hadley returned home from her vacation in Colwood, Montana with more than just a few cheap souvenirs. After a night to remember with one of the hot local firemen, she’s more than just satisfied and relaxed. She’s knocked up.

      

      Axel, the polar bear shifter of the firehouse crew, wants nothing more than a mate to start a family with. So, he’s thrilled when his one-night-stand of a few weeks ago returns with a round surprise, only problem is, she doesn’t want anything to do with him.

      

      The hot firefighting shifter has one night to make Hadley fall in love with him, but when a vicious ice dragon comes lurking around, they may not even make it to the morning.

      

      This series should be read in order for maximum enjoyment. Start with Book One featuring Zane: https://www.amazon.com/dp/B077CZFQG3
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        Axel

      

      

      “It’s cold,” Jax said as he looked up at the sunny summer sky.

      Axel was a polar bear shifter and never got cold, but he could tell there was a chill in the air by the way the little hairs on Zane’s arm were standing straight up.

      “Do you think it’s really… one of Draven’s brothers?” Jax asked with a gulp as he looked through the tall cedar trees.

      “I hope not,” Zane answered as they slowly walked into the thick of the forest. “Maybe it was just a prank call.”

      But Axel wasn’t so sure. There had been a few too many dragons flying around the town of Colwood, Montana lately for this to be a coincidence.

      The three shifters had been busy finishing up the last of the firehouse renovations when they had received a call from a freaked out hiker who claimed that he had seen a blue dragon flying around the nearby Abrasoka mountains.

      “Draven and Aleida said their brothers were in Europe,” Jax said as he looked around with wide eyes. “What the hell would one of them be doing here?”

      “Maybe looking for Jarin?” Axel said as he stepped over a thick root. “Or looking for Draven. Or for Aleida.”

      Jax swallowed hard as he looked around. “Let’s just hope that hiker was high on acid or something because we’re a little outgunned to face a mated dragon.”

      The wind changed directions and the smell hit Axel’s nose, making him cringe. It smelled like a dragon, but at the same time, it didn’t. It was the same smoky charcoal scent that dragon shifters usually had, but there was a biting coldness to it that Axel had never experienced before.

      “Just be ready for whatever it is,” Zane whispered as they got deeper into the forest.

      Axel’s inner polar bear was already on full alert. He was ready to jump out and attack at the first sign of a dragon.

      He could see by their flexed muscles and with the scent of fur in the air that Jax and Zane were ready to shift at a moment’s notice as well. If the dragon shifter that was spotted by the hiker was one of Draven’s brothers, he would be a mated dragon, which meant they were in big trouble.

      Whenever a dragon shifter bonded with their mate, their core would ignite and their true power would be released. They had recently learned that Draven’s dragon shifter brothers were all mated, and they were planning on going around the planet, destroying every power grid they could find, so they could then rule over the ashes of civilization.

      They had just faced one of the brothers, Jarin, and had barely squeaked out with the win. And that was with Aleida who was another mated dragon, Draven, and Gunner fighting alongside them. Axel, Jax, and Zane wouldn’t stand much of a chance by themselves.

      “I have a bad feeling about this,” Axel whispered as he looked up at the tall trees as they trembled in the wind.

      It was much too quiet in the forest. On a normal day, the wilderness was alive with sounds of squirrels running through the trees, insects buzzing on the ground, and birds singing overhead, but it was like the forest had turned the volume off and there was nothing but an eerie silence looming around.

      The sun was shining down from overhead on the hot summer day, but the further they walked into the forest, the colder it became.

      “Look,” Zane said with a gasp as he pointed through the thick trees.

      Axel followed his finger and jerked his head back in surprise when he saw what the Kodiak bear shifter was pointing at. There was a huge block of ice in the shape of a waterslide winding through the trees.

      “What the hell is that?” Jax asked, squinting as he stared at it.

      The three of them had stopped in their tracks, unsure if they should go any further.

      “Didn’t Aleida say that one of her brothers was an ice dragon?” Axel asked, taking a quick look around.

      “Valerius,” Zane whispered as his body shook with a shiver.

      The three of them cautiously stepped forward, being careful not to make a sound. There was more and more ice the closer they got until they were standing in the middle of it all, surrounded by thick giant ice slides and frozen trees.

      “I don’t get it,” Jax said as he ran his finger along a melting block of ice. “He sneezes out ice instead of fire?”

      Axel had a heaviness in his chest as he looked around. The ice was definitely in the shape of dragon’s fire—long sweeping trails of ice that seemed to originate from the sky.

      “I think he’s gone,” Zane said as he inspected a frozen tree. “The ice has been melting for a while.”

      Axel swallowed hard as he caught a glimpse of his reflection in a large piece of ice. “But what was he doing here?”

      “Hunting,” Jax said with his back to them. “Check this out.”

      “Holy shit!” Zane said, gasping as he walked over and saw what Jax was looking at.

      Axel joined them as a sour taste hit the back of his throat. He didn’t like anything about this and the faster they could leave, the better.

      “Is that a—?” he asked, staring at the shocking scene with wide eyes.

      “A grizzly bear,” Zane said, staring at it in disbelief.

      The huge body was broken up into chunks of frozen blood and guts as if the dragon had frozen the bear into one solid block of ice and then shattered him to pieces.

      “If he can freeze that grizzly bear into a block of ice,” Jax said, swallowing hard.

      “Then he can freeze us,” Zane finished.

      “But can he…?” Axel didn’t want to finish the thought. Could Valerius really freeze and then shatter them like he did to that grizzly bear? The three shifters could heal from almost anything with their enhanced shifter healing, but they definitely couldn’t heal from that.

      “We better head back to the firehouse,” Zane said, glancing back in the direction they came from. “It looks like he’s gone.”

      “Hopefully for good,” Axel said with a nervous flutter in his stomach.

      “I wouldn’t count on it,” Jax muttered under his breath.

      “We have to be careful,” Zane said, taking the lead. Their alpha Draven had left Zane in charge while he was away taking care of family business. “We have to be alert. If this Valerius is anything like his brother Jarin, we’re in a really dangerous position, and this time we don’t have two dragons and a crazy lion shifter to help us out.”

      “We do have the town to help us,” Axel said. The town of Colwood, Montana was a makeshift haven for shifters and he knew that if they needed help they could rely on the shifters in The Clawed Squad, The Wilde Crew, and the four Vega brothers to come help. “We can call on a whole army of shifters to help if we need to.”

      Zane gulped as he looked down at the grizzly bear’s severed head that was frozen in a block of thick ice. “I’m not sure how much help they’ll be against something that can do this.”

      “Should we call Draven back?” Jax asked. “He’ll want to know about this.”

      “Probably,” Zane said with a sigh. “But I have no way of reaching him. I was expecting to hear from him by now, but there’s been no word.”

      “Lovely,” Axel said with a shake of his head. This wasn’t exactly what he had signed up for when he joined the firehouse crew.

      He watched a drop of water form on the frozen tree in front of him and took a deep breath as it ran down the length of the trunk before dropping onto the floor of the forest below.

      “Let’s just go,” Zane said, turning back. “There’s not much more we can do here. The sun will take care of this.”

      Axel hadn’t realized how hard his heart was pumping until they were back in the normal, unfrozen part of the forest. They walked the rest of the way in silence until they arrived at the fire truck.

      “I guess I’ll have to cancel my vacation with Gwen,” Zane said, cursing as he got behind the wheel. “She was really looking forward to it.”

      Axel knew that Zane was looking forward to it too. The Kodiak bear shifter had booked a week-long vacation with his mate to visit the wineries in California. Gwen had been so busy lately with her muffin shop that she was looking exhausted and in desperate need of a vacation.

      “Don’t cancel it yet,” Axel said, looking out the back window as the fire truck started rolling. “Maybe he’s gone for good.”

      Axel looked up at the sunny blue sky, hoping that was the case, but the bad feeling in the pit of his stomach was telling him that it was wishful thinking.

      The three shifters were each deep in thought on the drive home. Axel’s mind quickly switched from worrying about the dragon to thinking of Hadley.

      I wonder what she’s doing right now.

      Whatever she was doing, Axel was wishing that he could be right beside her doing it too.

      Axel hadn’t been able to stop thinking about the girl since they first went on a date a few weeks ago. He had met Hadley when his alpha Draven had forced him and his fellow firefighting shifters to take part in a charity auction. The four of them were paraded on stage while horny women in the audience bid on them for a date.

      Axel had been the luckiest of the four, landing a hot blonde named Hadley who he had hit it off with immediately. He had a whole romantic date planned, but they never made it to the restaurant. Axel had picked her up at her hotel and less than a minute later, he had his tongue in her mouth and she was pulling him inside while they were both pulling each other’s clothes off in a frenzy.

      It had gone well.

      But there had been no second date. Hadley lived in Philadelphia and was only in Montana on vacation. She had left Colwood the following day, but she had never left Axel’s mind. He couldn’t stop thinking about her.

      His inner polar bear had been in a constant state of agitation since then, and it was starting to drive Axel crazy. He could barely sleep anymore. He just laid awake all night, thinking of her.

      He wondered what she was like and what her interests were. Axel and Hadley had barely talked during their night together and so their connection was purely physical. It had been one of the best nights of Axel’s life, but there was a small part of him that regretted not taking the opportunity to get to know her better.

      “Hello???” Jax said, waving his hand in front of Axel’s face. “Earth to Axel. Are you in there?”

      Axel shook his head, trying to clear the obsessive thoughts that were taking over. The fire truck was parked back at the fire station and both Zane and Jax were turned in the front seats, staring at him. He usually got so absorbed when thinking of Hadley that he often lost all concept of space and time.

      “He’s thinking of that girl again,” Zane said with a laugh. “He always gets that look on his face when he’s thinking of her.”

      “What look?” Axel asked, snapping out of his daze.

      Zane laughed. “A hungry look on your face like a waiter just dropped a forty ounce T-bone steak in front of you.”

      Jax chuckled. “Or like you’re about to get a lap dance from a couple of Playboy playmates.”

      Axel just rolled his eyes and climbed out of the truck. These guys didn’t understand. Zane had gotten his girl, and Jax, well, Jax seemed to be better off alone. They didn’t get what he was feeling. Axel wanted to settle down with a mate. He wanted a family and kids with a woman he loved. What was so bad about that?

      “Who’s hungry?” their neighbor Gwen called out as she made her way over with a huge platter in her hands. “I know my boys always get hungry after a call.”

      Axel’s stomach growled and his mouth watered as the smell of Gwen’s freshly baked Bear Buns hit his nose.

      “Ugh,” Jax said, turning away with his tongue sticking out. “I don’t know how you guys eat those. They look disgusting.”

      Zane and Axel were at her side in an instant. Gwen owned the muffin shop next door to the firehouse and made the best thing on the planet as far as Axel was concerned. They were called Bear Buns and the bear shifters in town were absolutely obsessed with them. They were enormous muffins packed full of pieces of juicy elk, chunks of fresh salmon and they were coated in sticky honey.

      They had single-handedly turned Gwen’s muffin shop from almost bankrupt to the hottest spot in town, at least for the bear shifters who lived here. Everyone else on the other hand…

      “So gross,” Jax said, shaking his head as Axel bit into it.

      Man, that’s good.

      Axel could eat Bear Buns all day until he weighed five hundred pounds, and he would have too, if he could afford it.

      “I’m working on something special for lion shifters next,” Gwen said to Jax. “I’m thinking some chunks of antelope and zebra.”

      Jax perked up. “That does sound pretty good.”

      Gwen rubbed her chin. “I just have to find a grocery store that carries Zebra meat.”

      Zane laughed. “Good luck with that.”

      Surprisingly, the mom and pop grocery store in the small town of Colwood, Montana didn’t have the best selection of exotic game meat.

      “Excuse me, Zane,” Gwen said with her cheeks turning red. “Can you come help me with a… pipe that’s clogged?”

      Jax snorted out a laugh as Zane nodded.

      “Sure,” Zane said, trying to act casual. “Let me just get my tools.”

      “He only needs one tool to clear her pipes,” Jax whispered to Axel as the two of them walked into the muffin shop. “And it’s in his pants.”

      The lucky couple disappeared inside and Axel couldn’t help but feel a twinge of jealousy. He was happy for his friend Zane, but he wanted a mate too, and seeing them together just reminded him of what he didn’t have.

      “I’m going upstairs,” Axel said as he licked the honey off his fingers. He had been waiting for an opportunity to get to his computer all day. He just always felt better after seeing Hadley’s photos.

      “Have fun jerking it,” Jax said with a laugh. “I’m going into town to grab a bite to eat. Something that’s not absolutely disgusting like a Bear Bun.”

      Axel waited for the lion shifter to leave and then he ran upstairs to grab his laptop. It was a such a beautiful sunny day in the small town of Colwood that he decided to bring his computer outside. He grabbed a coffee from the kitchen and sat down in his favorite chair, smiling as the sun warmed his face.

      With his heart racing, he opened his laptop and clicked onto Hadley’s Facebook profile. He let out a contented sigh as he clicked on her photos, smiling as he went through them.

      He was so absorbed in her beautiful face and hot body that he didn’t hear the footsteps coming up behind him.

      “Is that me?” an outraged voice asked, making him jump out of his chair. The laptop went flying into the air, but Axel managed to catch it before it slammed onto the ground.

      Oh no. Axel’s chest tightened in embarrassment as he slowly turned around.

      Hadley was standing behind him with her arms crossed over her chest.

      “Stalk much?” she asked, narrowing her eyes on him.

      Axel gulped. How the hell am I supposed to explain this?
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        Axel

      

      

      Axel couldn’t find any words. He really wasn’t expecting to see Hadley and the shock of having her pop up behind him out of the blue had him struggling to find any words. Especially words that explained why he was looking at pictures of her in a bikini.

      “I was just about to… message you,” he said, trying to recover with a little dignity. “To see how you’re doing. That’s why I’m on your Facebook page.”

      “Oh,” Hadley said, dropping her arms as her face softened. “I just thought…”

      “No,” Axel said, shaking his head as he forced out an awkward laugh. “I wasn’t about to masturbate to your pictures.”

      “What?!?” she said, taking a step back with a horrified look on her face. “I was worried you were stalking my Facebook page. Were you going to…?”

      Axel shut the laptop closed and placed it on the chair behind him. It was time for a total change of conversation. This one wasn’t going well at all. “I thought you went back home,” he said, ignoring her question. “It’s great to see you!”

      Her skeptical look faded away and she suddenly looked nervous, shifting her weight from foot to foot as she held her elbow.

      She looked beautiful as always with her long blonde hair tumbling down in waves. Her face looked like a doll’s with her dainty little nose and soft pink lips.

      Hadley glanced behind her and Axel took the opportunity to let his eyes roam over her body, taking in every beautiful curve. She was a curvy woman, just how Axel liked them. He held back a groan as he remembered the amazing night when he got to explore each one of those curves.

      “I came to talk to you,” she said, turning back to him. There was a shakiness in her voice, but Axel couldn’t focus on that.

      His heart was swelling inside of his chest. Was she here for him? He had thought his feelings were too strong to be one-sided, and he was right. Hadley had returned to Colwood, Montana to tell him that she wanted a relationship. Axel couldn’t believe his luck. Everything that he had hoped for was coming true.

      “Yes!” he blurted out with a thrilled look on his face. Yes to everything. Yes to her moving here. Yes to her feelings. Yes to being in a relationship. Yes! Yes! Yes!

      “Excuse me?” she said, tilting her head as she watched him with a look of confusion on her face. “Yes, what? I never asked you anything.”

      “I’m sorry,” Axel said, embarrassed that he got ahead of himself. “Please proceed. You came here to be with me…”

      “To talk to you,” she corrected. She took a deep breath as she ran her hands down her shirt, smoothing out the fabric.

      Axel couldn’t take his eyes off her. Her curves and big breasts were making his heart race as he remembered how amazing they had felt under his fingertips.

      “There’s no easy way to say this,” she said, glancing around uneasily, “so I’m just going to say it. I’m pregnant.”

      Axel’s mouth dropped open as he leaned forward. Pregnant?

      He couldn’t speak. This was the best news he’d ever heard and he was too excited to think straight.

      “I’m sorry to come here and unload this bombshell on you,” Hadley said with her voice racing, “but it was pretty shocking to me as well.”

      Axel wanted to run down the street screaming the good news for everyone to hear, but he was still in a bit of shock and couldn’t move.

      “I want you to know that I’m keeping the baby,” she said in a tone that was final. “You are definitely the father, but I’m not expecting anything from you. I’m going to raise the child in Philadelphia and you don’t have to be involved if you don’t want to be.”

      Axel couldn’t contain himself any longer.

      “Let’s get married!” he blurted out with a huge smile on his face.

      “What?” Hadley said, jerking her head back in shock.

      “Let’s get married!”

      “No!”

      “Why not?” Axel asked, suddenly feeling sick to his stomach.

      “Well, for one,” Hadley said, staring at him in disbelief, “we hardly know each other.”

      “We had a great time on our date,” Axel said.

      “We barely talked!” Hadley snapped back. “You had your tongue down my throat the entire time as well as… other places.”

      “See?” Axel said, nodding his head. “We had fun!”

      Hadley let out a nervous laugh as she rubbed her forehead. “I’m not marrying a stranger. Not to mention we live twelve hours away from each other.”

      “You can move in here,” Axel said, pointing to the firehouse behind him. Draven would let her and the baby move in. Hopefully.

      On second thought, maybe I should have asked Draven first.

      “Move in there?” she asked, crinkling her nose up as she pointed at the building.

      “Yes!”

      “Into the firehouse?”

      “Yeah!”

      “With five guys?”

      “Yes!” Axel said, nodding with an excited smile on his face. “It will be great!”

      “Are you crazy?”

      Axel’s face dropped. “If you don’t want to live there, then we can buy a house.”

      Hadley raised her hands and took a step back. “Okay. Slow down. Waayyyy down.”

      “A house with a pool,” Axel said, getting carried away again.

      “I don’t even know your last name,” Hadley said, staring at him in disbelief.

      “And we can get one of those large pool floats that we can both sit on,” Axel said, already picturing it. “One that has drink holders for our cocktails.”

      “Okay,” she said, taking a deep breath like she was trying to reign this situation back under control. “Like I said, I’m going to be living in Philadelphia. I’m not movi—”

      The words vanished from her mouth when Axel dropped to his knee.

      “What are you doing?” she asked as all color drained from her face. It wasn’t the reaction that Axel was hoping for, but his knee was already on the pavement and it was too late to back out now.

      “Will you marry me, Hadley?” he asked, looking up at her with a big smile on his face. “I promise I’ll buy you a really shiny ring if you say yes.”

      Hadley covered her eyes and shook her head. She’s about to say yes!

      “This is so crazy,” she muttered under her breath.

      “I know,” Axel said as his eyes started to well up in tears. “I can’t believe it either.”

      “No,” she said, staring down at him. “I meant you’re crazy. I’m not going to marry you.”

      Axel gasped at her crushing words. It felt like someone had their hand wrapped around his poor heart and was squeezing the life out of it.

      He finally managed to compose himself enough to speak. “Why not?” he asked, wondering if he should get up or keep kneeling in case she changed her mind.

      “I just… we don’t… can you just get up please?” she asked, looking very uncomfortable.

      Axel climbed to his feet and stared into her light brown eyes, wishing she felt the same way that he did. How could she not see how amazing it all could be? They could be husband and wife, raising their own little bear cub in America’s most perfect town. Axel knew that he would make a great father. He had endless energy for piggyback rides and puppet shows and spaghetti fights. If only she would give him a chance, he knew that she wouldn’t regret it. He would treat her right and do everything he could to make her happy.

      “Look, Axel,” she said as her body tightened. “That was very nice of you to do the honorable thing and propose, but you don’t have to. I’m completely capable of raising this baby on my own and I intend to do just that. In Philadelphia. By myself.”

      Axel’s stomach dropped as cruel reality set in. She was here to tell him about the baby, not to reconnect with him. She didn’t want his help. She didn’t want him.

      But Axel wasn’t one to give up easily. He didn’t give up when Jax had dared him to eat fifty-three hot dogs in one sitting and he wasn’t about to give up now.

      There was still time to turn this all around.

      As long as Hadley was here in Colwood, he had a shot to make her fall in love with him, and that was exactly what he was going to try and make happen.

      Just because she couldn’t see it now, didn’t mean it wasn’t a possibility. They could be a family—just him, her, and their little cub.

      All he had to do was make her fall in love with him before she left.

      “When is your flight home?” he asked, trying not to panic. He would need at least a few days to properly woo her and get her nice and in love with him. Maybe even a few weeks.

      “Tomorrow morning,” she answered.

      Axel gulped.

      That’s a tall order.

      This was going to be harder than he thought.
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      I knew this was a bad idea.

      It would have been so much easier to stay in Philadelphia, have the baby, and just let her vacation fling stay oblivious for the rest of his life, but Hadley’s conscience would never have let her get away with that.

      Axel was the father of the baby. He had a right to know.

      So, she had hopped on a plane and flew back to Montana to tell him. She considered calling him to let him know, but every time she picked up the phone, she nearly had a panic attack before hanging up without dialing a single digit.

      “You’re leaving tomorrow morning?” Axel asked, looking panicked.

      She was prepared for him to get upset, to be shocked, to be stressed, but she hadn’t prepared herself for a proposal. Of all the possible scenarios that she had concocted in her head, she never even considered him dropping to a knee and asking her to marry him.

      “Ten A.M.,” she said with a nod. Hadley would have booked a flight out the same day if she could, but the earliest flight back home was the next morning.

      “Can you postpone it?” he asked, wringing his hands together.

      “Postpone it?” she repeated under her breath. “Why?”

      He ran his hand through his hair as he swallowed hard. “To see if there’s anything here,” he said. “You came to the small town of Colwood, Montana when you could have gone on vacation anywhere in the world, you walked into the exact bar on the exact night when I was taking place in a charity auction, and you bid on me when there were three other guys available. And now you’re pregnant. What if… this was all meant to be?”

      Hadley stared at him as his words sank in. What if it was meant to be?

      She and her friends had planned to go to Vegas for the weekend when Sara booked their flights to Montana instead because it was cheaper and because (her words) ‘they were getting too old to party.’ Then their rental car broke down when they were on their way to Whitefish and they ended up in this random little town called Colwood. They did end up in the exact bar on the exact night when Axel was taking place in a charity auction.

      Maybe it was fate.

      Hadley wasn’t even planning on bidding on any of the guys, but when she saw Axel, there was something about him that made her throw her hand in the air and make a bid.

      He looked so sexy in his firefighter gear with his huge frame and strikingly handsome face. His hair was styled in a fashionable mohawk that gave him a hint of danger that Hadley found irresistible. Maybe it was the four pints of beer that she had, or maybe it was fate—probably the four pints of beer—but Hadley couldn’t stop bidding until she had won the date with him.

      Going out with a firefighter had been on her bucket list for ages, so she had used that to justify spending money she didn’t have to go on a date with a guy who lived in a different state. The four pints of beer flowing through her veins had also helped justify spending the money.

      But now that Axel had seeded the idea of fate into her head, she couldn’t let it go.

      What if all of this was a clever ploy by fate to get her the life she always dreamed of?

      Stop. This is how Mom’s life turned to crap. Do you want to go down the same road?

      There were a lot of things that Hadley feared—snakes, going number two in a public bathroom, her parent’s basement at night—but ending up like her mother was at the top of her list.

      Her mother had married the guy who got her pregnant, and although her mother would never admit it, Hadley could tell that it was her biggest regret.

      Hadley’s father was a great guy and always treated her mother well, but there was no passion there, no spark. They stayed together out of duty. Out of a misguided commitment. They were more roommates than lovers, and that was not what Hadley wanted for herself.

      She wanted a fulfilling relationship—one that made her thankful to be alive. Not one that had her wishing for an early grave.

      “Please,” Axel said, looking at her with hopeful eyes. “I still owe you a dinner.”

      Hadley turned away as her cheeks warmed up in embarrassment. They had never made it to the restaurant on their last date. They had skipped right to the good part.

      “Fine,” she said in a tight voice.

      “Yes!” Axel said, pumping his fist in celebration.

      “Hold on,” she said, raising her hand. “We can go to discuss how we’re going to deal with this… situation. It’s not a date.”

      “I agree,” Axel said, nodding his head. “Just two people going to a romantic restaurant and—”

      “No,” Hadley interrupted. “Not romantic. We’re just going to talk.”

      “Right,” Axel said with a nod. “I’m on the same page. We’re going to see if there’s anything between us.”

      Hadley let out a long sigh.

      “There’s going to be the continental United States between us if you try anything funny,” she said with her eyes narrowing on him. “Okay? We had our fun last time and look where it got us. This is all business. Got it?”

      Axel nodded, but the hopeful look was still in his sparkling brown eyes. “Just business,” he said. “I’ll pick you up at seven?”

      Hadley took a deep breath and held it as she watched him. “Okay,” she said as she exhaled long and hard. “Seven.”

      He could barely contain his smile, which made her want to smile as well. It was really cute the way he instantly proposed, and Hadley knew that it would be a long time before she could get the image of him down on one knee out of her mind.

      The truth was she did have fun on their date. A lot of fun. Axel was always making her laugh, and he had given her the best sex of her life. If things were different she would be delighted to be going on a second date with him tonight.

      But they weren’t different, and it wasn’t a date.

      She had a child to worry about now, and that had to be her first concern.

      His sculpted abs would have to be second.
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* * *

      “What’s the point?” Hadley muttered as she opened the door to the room she was staying in. She tossed her purse on the floor and collapsed onto the squeaky bed with a sigh.

      The point is that he is the father of your child.

      She had been going back and forth in her mind, debating whether or not this was a good idea.

      It’s too late now anyway.

      Hadley had already agreed to go out on a date with Axel tonight, and she doubted that he would let her get out of it.

      It’s just a dinner. Not a date.

      She had tried to make that clear, but the excited grin that wouldn’t wipe off of Axel’s face made her unsure if her warning had gone through his thick skull.

      Well, she would make it clear tonight. They had a child in common now and were going to be in each other’s lives from now on whether she liked it or not. It was important to have a good relationship for the sake of their child.

      There would be no flirting, no romance, no giving into any desires. That would just be irresponsible and would lead to complications like it did the last time. The last time she gave into her desires with Axel had resulted in the most complicated of complications.

      What was more complicated than having a child with a stranger who lived on the other side of the country?

      Hadley turned on the bed and stared up at the ceiling as her hands slid down to her belly, cradling the child that was growing inside of her.

      A comforting warmth flowed through her as she pictured her little baby all snuggled up and sleeping inside her womb.

      It would be so much easier to just discount Axel and leave him in her past, but there was a piece of him inside of her now, and things were more complicated than that.

      This little beating heart was half his. Just because it was in her now, didn’t mean that she could keep him from the baby once it was born.

      How did things get so complicated? Why didn’t we use a condom?

      But in a weird, twisted way, Hadley was glad they didn’t. She smiled as she held her stomach, excited for the day she could hold her baby for real.

      She wasn’t sure if she should include Axel in her vision. Would he be beside her? Would they be a family?

      His words replayed in her head, making her even more unsure. What if this was all meant to be?

      Maybe it was fate or maybe it wasn’t.

      Hadley wasn’t sure, but she did know that she had to go into the dinner with a clear head. Having unrealistic dreamy thoughts of a rosy future could put her in the same situation as her mother.

      She really didn’t want to find herself in a loveless relationship down the road all because she was seeing the positives she wanted to see and was blind to the negatives that she wanted to ignore.

      I’ll go to the dinner tonight and there will be no spark.

      She stood up and looked at herself in the mirror.

      We’ll figure out how involved he wants to be in our child’s life and then I’ll leave tomorrow.

      Alone.
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      “Why are you all dressed up?” Jax asked as Axel snuck out of the firehouse. He was hoping to leave without the boys seeing, but it was hard to sneak past a shifter who could hear a leaf falling from half a mile away.

      Zane looked up from the barbecue and frowned when he saw Axel wearing his nice gray pants and a button-up shirt.

      “I have a date,” Axel said with a crack in his voice. He didn’t care what Hadley had wanted to call it—he was calling it a date.

      “Where?” Zane asked.

      “At the nice restaurant where you took Gwen on your first date,” Axel answered.

      Zane and Jax glanced at each other.

      “That’s about forty minutes away,” Zane said, his frown deepening.

      Jax huffed out a laugh. “There’s a freaking ice dragon flying around Colwood and you want to go out on a date? No way.”

      “It’s not up to you,” Axel said, smoothing out his shirt. “I’m going.”

      “It’s up to me,” Zane said, putting a little oomph in his voice. “It’s too far away. Jax is right. There’s an ice dragon flying around somewhere close by. We need you around in case he shows up.”

      Axel’s stomach hardened as he locked eyes on Zane. He didn’t care what was flying around, he wasn’t missing this.

      This was Axel’s chance at having a family. At having a mate. At having a little bear cub to wrestle around with. He wasn’t willing to give up that chance for anything, even for his crew mates.

      “I’m sorry, guys,” he said with a heavy heart. “I have to go.”

      Jax didn’t like that answer. He stepped forward with cold hard eyes. “Your alpha just said you’re not going.”

      “Temporary alpha,” Axel said, feeling his body tense. He really didn’t want to mess up his only fancy outfit but if Jax tried to stop him, he would.

      Jax stepped forward until his face was only an inch from Axel’s. The two shifters were glaring at each other as animosity swirled between them.

      “Temporary or not,” Jax growled in a deep voice, “he’s still your alpha and you still have to follow his orders.”

      “Can you have your dinner in town?” Zane asked as he flipped the burgers on the grill. He was always more reasonable than Jax was. “That way you can still be close if we need you.”

      Axel shook his head. He couldn’t. The restaurants in town wouldn’t cut it. He only had one shot at this and it had to be perfect.

      He only had a few hours to make Hadley fall in love with him, and there was no way that it would ever happen if he took her to Flo’s diner in town or the loud, overcrowded steakhouse. He needed quiet. Romantic. Love-inspiring.

      Zane had taken Gwen for their first date to the same restaurant and it had gone well. They had started the date absolutely hating each other and returned as bonded mates. That was the kind of place that Axel needed to take Hadley to.

      “He’s not going anywhere,” Jax hissed as he raised his chin. “There’s an ice dragon nearby and he’s going to stay and help in case it comes to say hi.”

      Axel’s eyes fell to the pavement. “I’m sorry, guys,” he said with a heavy sigh. “I wouldn’t go if it wasn’t important.”

      “It’s a date,” Jax said. “It’s not important.”

      Maybe they wouldn’t be mad that he was leaving if they knew that Hadley was pregnant with his child. But Axel wasn’t ready to tell them that yet. He needed to see how the date went first. He would either be telling them that they were in love and she was staying, or that it didn’t work out and she had left with his child.

      Axel turned to Zane who was watching with a confused look on his face like he was trying to figure all of this out. It wasn’t like Axel to bail on his crew mates when they needed him, and the temporary alpha looked like he didn’t know how to handle it.

      “I’d stay if I could,” Axel said, feeling a quiver in his stomach. “But I really can’t.”

      “You can,” Jax said, grabbing a fistful of his shirt. “And you will.”

      Axel’s hands launched forward, shoving the lion shifter back with a hard push that took Jax by surprise. He flew backward, stumbling on the pavement as Axel jumped into the pickup truck. He shoved the key into the ignition and started the engine as Jax glared at him.

      “Get back here!” the angry lion shifter shouted as Axel hit the gas and drove down the street.

      Axel would apologize to Zane and Jax later, but right now he had bigger things to deal with than the furious shifter who was giving him the finger through the rearview mirror.

      His future with Hadley and their unborn child was on the line.
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* * *

      “You look stunning,” Axel said when he picked up Hadley.

      “Not a date,” she reminded him with a warning look.

      But still. Axel couldn’t help it.

      She did look stunning. Her long blonde hair was looking sexier than ever and the sight of her wearing a skirt and blouse was getting his heart pumping faster than it had been on the drive over.

      His eyes dropped to her stomach as she stepped out of her room. The fact that his baby was growing inside of her was making her even sexier.

      “Where are we going on our not-a-date?” she asked with a grin as she closed the door and locked it.

      Axel laughed as they made their way down the hall. “We’re going to a beautiful restaurant that’s in a log cabin at the base of a mountain.”

      She made a skeptical face as she watched him. “That sounds romantic.”

      Axel scrunched up his nose and shook his head. “Not romantic at all. Unless you consider roaring fireplaces, candles, soft music, and quiet tables for two romantic.”

      Hadley stopped and sighed as she looked at him. “I thought I told you…”

      “Don’t worry,” Axel interrupted with a grin. “I specifically asked for the lights to be on full blast with a table beside a crying baby.”

      Hadley’s face softened as she smiled. “Let’s just go,” she said, rolling her eyes playfully.

      They got into the pickup truck and Axel started driving as they talked. They had been through so much together already, but they hardly knew anything about each other. They had skipped over all of the basics.

      “So, what do you do for a living?” Axel asked as she admired the scenery. He smiled when he looked down and saw her hands cradling her stomach.

      That’s my baby she’s holding.

      “I work in a grocery store,” she answered.

      “Oh, that’s interesting,” Axel said with a nod.

      “No, it’s not,” she said, laughing. “Actually, it’s the opposite of interesting.”

      They chatted easily the rest of the way. He learned that she had two older brothers and her favorite movie was Grease 2. That had been a shocker.

      “Your favorite movie is Grease 2?” he asked, staring at her in shock.

      “Surprising, I know,” she said with a cute little giggle.

      “It’s beyond surprising,” he teased. “I don’t think the sentence: My favorite movie is Grease 2, has ever been uttered in the history of the universe.”

      “Well, it has now,” she said with a grin.

      “We’re making all kinds of history tonight,” Axel said with a smile.

      She tilted her head as she looked at him. “What do you mean?”

      “It’s the beginning of our relationship,” he answered nonchalantly. “The history of Axel and Hadley. Or is it Hadley and Axel? Which one sounds better?”

      They both sounded good to Axel.

      She just let out a sigh as she looked out the windshield. “Let’s just get through dinner.”

      They arrived at the beautiful restaurant and Axel was thrilled that Hadley looked impressed. It was a gorgeous log cabin that stretched along the base of a large mountain in the middle of the Montana wilderness.

      “See?” Axel said when they got out of the truck. “Perfect place for a not-a-date.”

      Hadley grinned as she looked at him sideways. “I’d love to see where you would take someone on a date.”

      “We already did that,” Axel answered with a sly grin. “Remember? We went straight to the bedroom.”

      She rubbed her stomach as she rolled her eyes playfully. “How could I forget?”

      They went inside and got comfortable at their table. The conversation flowed easily enough, and Axel thought it was going well. They ate dinner and each had a dessert, and although they never had any long awkward silences or uncomfortable moments, there also didn’t seem to be the same spark that there was the last time.

      There was no heart pounding, nervousness, light-headedness or warm shivers. It was just a pleasant meal between new friends.

      A feeling of dread began to worm its way into Axel as the dinner came to an end. His chest tightened and his stomach clenched when the waiter dropped off the bill.

      This was his only chance to woo Hadley and somehow he had gotten lost, steering off into the dreaded friend zone instead.

      It’s the lack of wine. Wine always makes things more romantic.

      But Hadley was pregnant and couldn’t drink, so they just ordered sparkling water instead. How can anyone fall in love while drinking sparkling water? They can’t! It’s impossible!

      Axel cursed the water and the bland music and the fire that wasn’t roaring high enough in the fireplace as he pulled out some cash and slapped it onto the bill.

      He swallowed hard as Hadley thanked him for the dinner.

      “We don’t have to end the night just yet,” he said, desperate for another chance to make her fall in love with him. “We can go dancing or bowling or get some coffee somewhere.”

      Her eyes fell to the table and Axel’s shoulders slumped forward as he anticipated her response.

      “I’m getting really tired,” she said softly. “The pregnancy is taking a lot out of me. I’d just like to go back to my room.”

      A heaviness settled into Axel’s body as he nodded. “Sure,” he said, feeling like his heart was shrinking. “Just let me pay and I’ll take you home.”

      He took care of the bill and they walked back to the truck. When Axel had pictured this moment earlier, he had imagined them holding hands and stopping every few feet to make out with Hadley unable to keep her hands off of him.

      It wasn’t like that at all.

      They were walking a safe distance apart and it was breaking Axel’s heart. His small window of opportunity was closing fast and he had no idea what to do.

      It was mostly silence between them on the way home as Hadley struggled to keep her eyes open.

      Axel was hunched over in disappointment as she had her head turned—looking out the side window. I guess that’s it. I guess my kid will grow up twelve hours away from their dad.

      Axel’s heart was breaking as the devastating reality consumed him. They wouldn’t end up together. They wouldn’t be a family. Their erotic night together was just casual sex. Their not-a-date was really not a date.

      “All right,” she said as he pulled into the parking lot of the inn. She clutched her purse as she turned to him. “I guess we’ll be in touch?”

      “Okay,” Axel said with a sad nod. “Do you need a ride to the airport tomorrow?”

      She shook her head. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll just take a cab,” she said with a shrug.

      Awkwardness filled the air as they looked at each other. She was about to walk out of the truck and the window of opportunity would be closed forever. Axel had to act fast if he wanted to make his dreams come true. It was time for a hail mary.

      He closed his eyes and leaned in for a kiss.

      Oh, crap.

      His lips hit nothing but air and when he opened his eyes, he instantly regretted it because he was forced to look at Hadley pressed back against the window with a look of horror on her face.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, looking very uncomfortable.

      “No, I’m sorry,” Axel said, shaking his head. “I shouldn’t have…”

      Hadley took a deep breath and straightened in her seat as Axel shrunk back to his side. “I don’t think this was meant to be, Axel,” she said with a look of disappointment on her face. “We should just try to be friends. I think it’s going to be better that way.”

      Axel held back the tears that were stinging his eyes and nodded. He was worried that his voice would crack if he tried to say any words.

      “It’s going to be better for the baby,” she said, reaching for the door.

      Axel nodded, swallowing hard. “Whatever is better for the baby.”

      “Okay,” she whispered as she opened the door, turning the light on over their heads. “I’ll call you next month to let you know how the pregnancy is going.”

      Axel managed to squeak out an ‘okay.’

      His eyes never left her body as she closed the door and walked into the inn. His heart clenched as she disappeared up the stairs and out of his life.

      “No,” he whispered to himself as feelings of loneliness consumed him. It had all gone so wrong. He wanted to put his fist through the steering wheel, he wanted to break something, he wanted to scream out until every animal in the forest was wide awake, but all he could do was slump down in the seat as his eyes watered.

      “I blew it.”

      After a few moments, he took a deep breath and began driving home as feelings of worthlessness sank in deep. I’ll never get a mate like Zane. I’ll never find the one for me like Gunner.

      By the time he pulled onto his street, Axel was feeling very sorry for himself. He was so distracted with his negative thoughts that he didn’t notice the ice covering the firehouse until he stepped out of the pickup truck.

      “What the hell?” he whispered to himself as he looked around with wide eyes. It looked like winter in July with slides of ice sweeping down from the firehouse building to the fire truck. The concrete was covered with a thick layer of ice and even the fire truck looked frozen solid.

      It finally hit him like a snowball to the forehead. “Valerius!”

      This was the work of an ice dragon. But if the ice dragon had come…

      “Zane!” he shouted as he rushed forward, slipping on the ice as he ran. “Jax!”

      Axel had already lost his girl and his baby tonight. He didn’t know what he was going to do if he lost two of his best friends.

      “Where the hell are you guys?”
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      Axel flew around the firehouse in a panic, running from room to room as he called out his friends’ names. “Jax!” he shouted, getting more and more desperate with every second that he couldn’t find them. “Zane!”

      They weren’t inside. Axel had checked every room.

      His heart was pounding in his chest as he ran back outside among the maze of ice covering the property. Everywhere he looked, there were thick streams of ice hanging over his head like giant party streamers.

      There must have been a vicious fight. Valerius had really gone to town spewing out his jets of ice. Axel just hoped that his heavily outgunned friends did okay.

      Both Zane and Jax were as tough as they came, but even they wouldn’t have much of a chance against a mated dragon. And the fact that there was no dead ice dragons lying around made Axel worried that his friends had lost the battle.

      It was only when he checked behind the building that he found them. Or, what was left of them.

      “Oh, no,” he said, rushing over.

      The two shifters were each trapped in a solid block of ice. Their frozen faces were twisted in a look of shock and horror, capturing the moment that Valerius had frozen them alive.

      “Zane!” he said, rushing over. He placed his palms on the cold ice as he stared into his friend’s wide eyes. The bear shifter’s skin was blue and he looked like he may be dead. Zane’s hands were raised in front of him like he was trying to stop the onslaught of ice that had consumed him.

      Axel squeezed his eyes shut as he blamed himself. This is all my fault.

      What was he thinking leaving them alone to face a mated dragon all by themselves? He was the one who deserved to be in the ice, not them. This was his fault.

      “Jax!” he shouted as he rushed over to the frozen lion shifter. There was an angry scowl on Jax’s frozen face that gave Axel a cold shiver.

      “Hang in there!” Axel shouted, trying to get his voice through the thick ice. “I’ll get you out of there.”

      He had no idea if a shifter could survive being turned into a solid block of ice, and he was terrified to find out. Panic was rushing through his veins as he ran into the firehouse looking for something to help get them free. He was so worried, and that intense worry was preventing him from thinking clearly, which was why he came out with a hairdryer.

      Jax was closest to the plug so he was first. It took a long time to melt the ice around his head, but Axel didn’t take one break.

      First, the top of Jax’s head was free from the ice, then his forehead, then his eyes. Axel took a breath of relief when the lion shifter’s wide eyes moved, looking around in panic. The rest of his face was still trapped in the ice so he wasn’t able to tell Axel what had happened yet.

      A little while later, the ice was melted around his nose, then his mouth.

      “Will you hurry the fuck up?!?” Jax screamed when his mouth was finally free. “I’m fucking freezing!”

      Axel gulped, beginning to wish that he had started with Jax’s feet instead. The lion shifter didn’t look happy.

      “It’s on the hottest level,” Axel said with a gulp as he looked down at the hairdryer in his hand.

      “Make a fucking fire!” Jax screamed. “That’s going to take forever!”

      Now that Jax mentioned it, building a fire probably would have been a better idea. Axel went back inside and collected a bunch of wooden chairs and the desk they used for the computer. After smashing them to pieces he built a small fire in front of each of the shifter popsicles.

      It took about half an hour before they could each break free from their melting blocks of ice.

      “What the hell happened?” Axel asked after Zane and Jax had each taken a steaming hot shower to warm up. They each had a blanket over their shivering bodies as Axel handed them a hot cup of coffee with a shot of Whiskey on the side. “That will help warm you up.”

      Both Zane and Jax downed the shot first before chugging the hot coffee.

      “I’ll be surprised if I ever get warm again,” Zane said through chattering teeth. “I feel like my insides are frozen.”

      “Because they were,” Jax said, shooting Axel a scowl. “Remember when we saw that shattered grizzly bear? His insides were frozen solid.”

      A thickness settled into Axel’s throat as he thought back to earlier that day in the forest when they saw the shattered remains of the frozen bear’s dead body.

      “He could have done that to us,” Zane said, looking pathetic as he held his cup of coffee in his shaking hands. “One hit to that block of ice with us inside would have shattered our frozen bodies to pieces. He spared us.”

      “Thank God he did,” Axel said, swallowing hard.

      Jax turned to him with a glare. “Yes,” he said in a tight voice. “Thank God is right. It’s no thanks to you.”

      Axel’s chin dipped to his chest as guilt sank in. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. He had abandoned his friends when they had needed him the most and they had nearly died because of it.

      And it was all for nothing. He didn’t get anywhere with Hadley. If anything, he had gone backward after that failed, embarrassing attempt at a kiss.

      “You should have been here,” Jax said, shaking his head as he looked at him in disgust. “I’m going to recommend to Draven that you get kicked out of the crew.”

      Axel’s chest tightened with his words. The firehouse crew was all that Axel had left. It would kill him to lose it, but he knew that he had it coming.

      He shouldn’t have left. He should have been there for his friends.

      “Let’s not let things get out of hand,” Zane said, giving Jax a look. “If Axel had been here, he would have been frozen as well and we would have had no one to thaw us out.”

      Jax shook his head. “Maybe with three we could have—”

      “Come on, Jax,” Zane said with a hint of annoyance in his voice. “You were there. A whole crew of shifters wouldn’t have been able to slow him down. Axel is here now and we’re going to need him more than ever. Valerius will be back.”

      “What happened?” Axel asked, wanting to know everything.

      Zane’s eyes glossed over as he stared down at the coffee mug in his hand. “He just came walking up the street,” he said with a shiver, “and asked for Draven.”

      “We told him that Draven had moved away three months ago,” Jax added, “but he didn’t believe us.”

      “That was when he released his dragon,” Zane said, cringing with the memory.

      They explained how they had tried to fight back, but he was way too strong and fast for them to handle.

      “We couldn’t see,” Jax said, shaking his head. “There was ice everywhere. Coming down from the sky like blue fire that froze the instant it touched anything. How can you fight something like that?”

      “We have to let Draven know,” Zane said.

      “But we don’t know where he is,” Axel answered as he held his breath. “He could be anywhere in Europe right now.”

      Jax looked from Zane to Axel. “I think we’re on our own for this one, boys,” he said with a look of dread on his face. “It’s time to pull out our snowsuits and sharpen our ice skates.”

      Axel’s face reddened as Zane turned to him. “Can we count on you this time?”

      “Yes,” he said with a nod. “Absolutely.”

      “The date didn’t go well?” Jax asked with a condescending laugh.

      “No,” Axel said, feeling his heart break all over again. “It didn’t.”

      “Cheer up, buddy,” Jax said, giving Axel a hard slap on his shoulder. “Because you have a date with a dragon.”

      Zane was watching Axel closely. “Are you okay?” he asked. “You look like you just got your heart broken. Who was that date with?”

      Axel cringed. “With Hadley.”

      “The girl from the auction?” Jax asked, tilting his head to the side. “I thought she went back home. Don’t tell me she came back to see you.” He laughed.

      “She’s pregnant,” Axel blurted out. “And it’s my kid.”

      Zane sucked in a deep breath as he leaned back in his chair. “So, that explains why you left.”

      “Don’t tell me we’re going to have a fucking kid running around here now,” Jax said, looking annoyed. “I’ll quit.”

      Axel just sighed. “You’ll be happy to know, Jax, that she’s going back home tomorrow.”

      “Oh, thank God,” Jax whispered under his breath. His face softened when he saw how devastated Axel looked. “I mean, I’m sorry, bud. That really sucks… for you.”

      “She’s leaving?” Zane asked, ignoring the rude lion shifter. “Are you going to see her again?”

      “I’m not sure,” Axel said, trying to hold himself together. It wasn’t an easy task after the night he had. “She lives in Philadelphia and is planning on raising my kid there. I’ll be lucky if I see him or her once a year.”

      His head drooped down and he closed his burning eyes. If only there had been a spark. If only they had connected. Axel could be telling them the news and instead of sad faces and whispered condolences, he could have been getting slaps on the back and shouts of congratulations.

      “Don’t look so glum, Axel,” Jax said, trying to make him feel better in his own flawed way. “It’s better this way. Really. Kids are the worst.”

      Zane rolled his eyes. “Come on, Jax. Don’t say that!”

      But Axel’s curiosity was piqued. “Why do you hate kids so much?”

      He had always wanted to know. Jax was always going on and on about how horrible kids were and how they would ruin your life if you were stupid enough to have any. There had to be a reason why he was so anti-children.

      “They’re stinky, sticky, whinny, crying, blobs of germs,” Jax said, crinkling his nose up in disgust. “I can’t stand kids.”

      “Jax didn’t have the best experience with children when he was growing up,” Zane said. “The kids in the orphanage were a little bit cruel.”

      “A little bit?” Jax shouted, raising his voice higher than even he seemed to expect. “No. They were more than just cruel. They were straight out of my nightmares.”

      “Not all kids are mean like that,” Axel said, wondering what happened. “You can’t hate all kids because of the actions of a few.”

      “Oh, yes I can,” Jax said with a huff. “Watch me. I don’t want to be around any kids. It’s better that your little girl is not living here.”

      “How do you know it’s a girl?” Axel asked. “It could be a boy.”

      “That would be even worse!” Jax shouted, getting all worked up. “She’s raising the kid in Philadelphia. Let her stay there and you stay here. You dodged a bullet as far as I’m concerned.”

      Axel’s head was starting to hurt from talking about this. All he wanted to do was lay in bed and drown in the beautiful obliviousness of sleep. He just hoped that he would be able to fall asleep with the way his mind was racing.

      “I’m going to bed,” he said as he stood up from the table. “I’m really sorry I wasn’t there for you guys. I’ll be there next time.”

      And since Valerius was still around, there probably would be a next time.

      “It’s okay, Axel,” Zane said with an understanding nod. “I’m sorry it didn’t work out for you tonight.”

      “His kid is gone and he didn’t get turned into a shifter popsicle,” Jax said with a glare. “It seems like it worked out pretty well for him.”

      “You still have some ice on your head,” Axel said before smacking the lion shifter hard across the back of the head with his hand. “That’s better.”

      Jax frowned as he held his head and watched Axel walk to the stairs.
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      “Look, lady,” the pissed-off looking elderly man in front of Hadley said. “I have to get to Philadelphia today.”

      Hadley cringed as the airline employee at the desk looked away with disinterest, not seeming to give any shits about where the rude man had to be. She just kept spewing out the standard cookie-cutter corporate lines of fake sympathy. “On behalf of everyone at Montanya Airlines, I’m sorry for any inconvenience you’ve experienced.”

      “I’m sure you are,” he muttered as he charged away from the desk with a huff.

      The whole airport was in an uproar. All flights had been delayed indefinitely.

      It was a gorgeous sunny summer day in Montana and all of the flights had been grounded due to extreme weather. None of this makes any sense.

      The manager of the airline stepped up onto a platform and the crowd of outraged commuters quieted down for the first time since Hadley arrived at the airport that morning.

      “There’s been a… situation,” the manager said, looking unsure of how to explain it. “All of the planes are non-operational.”

      “It must be a terrorist attack,” someone behind Hadley whispered.

      Hadley’s eyes widened in panic. What if it’s a terrorist attack?

      “It’s not a terrorist attack,” the manager said. “At least, I don’t think it’s a terrorist attack. All flights arriving at and leaving Green International Airport have been canceled.”

      The crowd exploded into angry shouts.

      “What?!?”

      “You can’t do this!”

      “We have rights!”

      “I have to get to Dallas for a wedding!”

      Someone even threw a water bottle at the poor manager who was suddenly at the head of an angry mob of stranded travelers.

      “Please!” the manager said, looking increasingly nervous. “This is beyond our control. The weather—”

      “The weather is perfect you idiot!” the mom of four beside Hadley screamed out. “Where are we supposed to stay?”

      The crowd pushed forward, overwhelming the balding manager who retreated behind the desk.

      There were hundreds of stranded travelers in the airport who needed a place to stay and a cab to get there. Hadley hurried over to the line-up for the taxis and it was already around the corner with only one overwhelmed cab driver left.

      Oh, crap. I’m really screwed now.

      Then she saw him. Winding through the crowd like the savior that he was.

      “Axel!” she shouted, waving her hand in the air.

      His searching face lit up in a smile when he spotted her. Hadley had never been so relieved to see someone. Maybe there was nothing between them romantically, but she knew that Axel would take her out of there and give her a place to stay until the flights were up and running again.

      “What’s going on in here?” Axel said after he pushed through the crowd to get to her. People were looking even more panicked now that their amount of options were quickly declining.

      “All of the flights are canceled due to the weather,” she said, shaking her head. “Maybe too much sun? I don’t get it either.”

      Axel took her arm and pulled her protectively against him. There were people rushing by with bags and suitcases, which could bump into her stomach and hurt the baby. She wasn’t very far along and the odds of that happening were pretty slim, but Hadley was already beginning to worry like a mother.

      “You can stay with us until the planes are running again,” Axel said, holding her close. Her chest fluttered at being held by the muscular man like she was the most important thing in the world. He kept his thick arms out, protecting her and their baby against the unpredictable crowd.

      “Thank you,” she said, getting a whiff of his masculine scent. “I really don’t want to sleep here.”

      Axel took her bag and guided her to the exit, making sure that nobody bumped into her.

      “What are you doing here anyway?” she asked when they were outside where it was less crowded.

      “I came to see you off,” he said, looking at her with his soft brown eyes. “Did you really think I was going to leave without saying goodbye?”

      Hadley didn’t answer. She just turned away as her cheeks got warm. She wasn’t used to men being so thoughtful and acting so chivalrous. The men she dated back in Philadelphia hadn’t been like this.

      As they walked to Axel’s truck, she thought back to last night, wondering why there hadn’t been a spark. You know why.

      The truth was that she was attracted to the hot firefighter and she did often think about him, even when she was back at home in Philly. But last night, she was too busy trying to convince herself that there was nothing there and pretending that she wasn’t interested to actually see if there was anything between them. Hadley was convinced that it would be easier that way in the long run.

      Having a boyfriend in Montana, or feelings for her child’s father was just too complicated. It was bound to go all wrong.

      Sure the feelings were real now, but what would happen when the attraction eventually faded and they were stuck in a hopeless marriage? She would be stuck in a loveless relationship like her mother and that was something she wasn’t willing to risk.

      Still, a small part of her wanted it to work out. It was the part that took over when she was tired and her defenses were down. It was the part of her that showed itself whenever she saw a happy family walking down the street or an elderly couple holding hands. As much as she told herself that it was a bad idea, she still couldn’t help picturing moving out here to the beautiful town of Colwood, marrying a hot fireman, and becoming a happy family.

      “Where are you going?” she asked as Axel pulled her away from the parking lot. He stepped onto the grass and was walking toward the fence, pulling her along with him by the hand.

      “I want to see what’s really wrong with the planes,” he said as he glanced up at the impeccable blue sky. “Because it certainly isn’t the weather.”

      Hadley was curious herself so she grabbed onto the top of the fence when they arrived and pulled herself up.

      “Wha-?” she gasped when she saw what really caused the flights to be canceled. “How is that possible?”

      There was ice everywhere. Covering every plane in thick frozen blocks, coating the runaway, even turning the tower into a frosted igloo. It was the middle of July and she was wearing a t-shirt. How could there be that much ice?

      Axel nervously ran his hand through his mohawk as he watched with a tight expression on his face.

      “What do you think happened?” she asked, staring at him in shock.

      “Not sure,” he muttered as he got down from the fence. “Must be a freak ice storm or something.”

      Hadley frowned as he helped her down off the fence. Freak ice storm? She had never heard of a freak ice storm in the middle of July. Maybe it was a Montana thing…

      “Let’s get out of here,” Axel said, looking shaken up. He took her hand and hurried to the truck.

      “It’s probably going to take a few days for them to clear that ice and check the planes,” Axel said once they were in the truck and driving down the highway. “You can stay with us in my room. I’ll take Gunner’s room.”

      “Oh, that’s okay,” she said even though that sounded like fun. “I don’t want to put you out. I can stay at the inn again while I’m here.”

      Axel shook his head, looking like he wasn’t about to take no for an answer. “You should save your money for the baby. I have a free room and free meals.”

      Hadley thought about it as she looked out the window at the tall cedar trees whizzing by. She did need to save her money for the baby. There were going to be a lot of expenses coming up, and she had to start getting her finances in order—one more thing to worry about.

      “Okay,” she said softly. “I’ll stay with you guys if it’s not too much of a burden.”

      “Not at all,” he said, looking happier than he had all morning.

      A few minutes later he pulled into the parking lot of a drug store. “I’m sure you’re going to need a few more things for your stay.”

      “Thanks,” she said, looking at him in surprise. He definitely was thoughtful and attentive to her needs.

      They walked in together and Hadley began picking up some stuff. She had only planned on staying for one night, so she was seriously understocked on deodorant, shampoo, and body wash.

      Axel had disappeared down another aisle and she went to find him once she had everything she needed.

      She let out a soft laugh when she found him in the baby aisle with an overflowing cart. It was packed with bottles, baby pajamas, diapers, spoons, cups, and a bunch of other stuff that she didn’t even realize she needed.

      He’s cute. I’ll give him that.

      Hadley leaned against the shelves and silently watched him as he read the labels on two different brands of formula. “Excuse me,” he said, calling over the woman who was stocking the shelves at the other end of the aisle. “Which formula is better for babies?”

      “Let me see,” the woman said as she walked over. “This one is a little bit better, but it’s much more expensive. Your baby should be fine with either one.”

      Hadley smiled as he tossed the more expensive one into the basket.

      “How old is your child?” the woman asked with a big smile on her face.

      Axel smiled back even wider. “Zero,” he said with a laugh. “It’s still cooking in the oven.”

      “Oh, that’s wonderful,” the woman said, clapping her hands together. “When is your wife due?”

      He took a second to count on his fingers and then turned back to her. “April,” he said with his face beaming.

      “What a delight a baby is,” the woman said with a smile. “There’s no better feeling than when you first hold your newborn baby in your arms.”

      Axel’s face dropped as the woman congratulated him and went back to work. His big round shoulders drooped down as he stared at the full cart with an empty stare.

      Hadley knew what he was thinking. He wouldn’t be there to experience any of it. The pregnancy. The birth. The first smile, the first step, the first word. He would miss it all.

      She walked over with a tight smile, feeling guilty for keeping him and his baby apart.

      “What’s all this stuff?” she asked, trying to get a smile back on his face.

      The smile returned when he turned and looked at her. “I hope you brought a big suitcase,” he said with a grin. “You’re going to need it.”

      “Don’t go crazy,” she said with a laugh. “I just have a backpack.”

      “Next stop, the suitcase store,” he said, tossing a plastic rattle onto the pile of stuff.

      Hadley just watched as he continued to fill the cart, making sure that anything he put in was baby friendly. He would be a good dad.

      She could picture him taking care of their child, and taking care of her. There was no harm in indulging in the fantasy a little bit. Is there?

      But either way, it was too late. Hadley already had an image in her mind of them laughing together as they tried to change a diaper for the first time. She was picturing how hot he would look holding her baby in his big protective arms.

      That’s just a fantasy. She had to remind herself of that. Reality wasn’t like that. Reality was her parent’s loveless marriage, and she definitely didn’t want that.

      After Axel paid the huge bill, the two of them walked back to the truck. Axel insisted on carrying everything and Hadley just watched with a smile on her face as he spoiled her, loading the bags into the truck all by himself.

      “Are you sure that Jax and Zane will be okay with me staying at the firehouse?” Hadley asked for the fifth time once they were back on the road.

      “Of course,” he said with a smile. “They’re going to love you. Except maybe for Jax. He doesn’t like anybody.”

      “Sounds great,” she said, laughing nervously. She really didn’t want to be a bother to his friends.

      “He’s not so bad once you get used to him,” Axel said with a shrug. “Just don’t talk about kids around him.”

      “Why?” she asked, looking at him funny, but he didn’t answer. He was distracted as he pulled onto the street. A few minutes later they pulled into the parking lot of the firehouse.

      Butterflies made their way into Hadley’s stomach and were flapping around as they stepped out of the truck. She hadn’t officially met Axel’s friends and she wasn’t sure how she would be received—the girl from out of town who got pregnant with their friend’s baby and was keeping it from him.

      “That’s Jax,” Axel said, pointing to a firefighter that Hadley remembered from the auction. How could she forget him? He was unforgettable with the way he stood on stage, glaring at the women who came to bid on dates. He didn’t get one single bid.

      “And that’s Zane,” Axel added, pointing to a hot firefighter with brown hair and a short cropped beard. He looked a little nicer than Jax did.

      Hadley got nervous as the two of them walked over. “I thought you were leaving,” Zane said.

      Jax rolled his eyes. “Don’t tell me you’re staying to marry this clown,” he said with a chuckle. “It’s bad enough that you slept with him.”

      “Uhm,” Hadley said, feeling her cheeks getting insanely hot. She couldn’t even deny that she had put out on the first date. The baby bump pushing out of her stomach had taken away any chance at that.

      “Guys, this is Hadley,” Axel said, proudly presenting her. “She’s the mother of my child.”

      Both of them smiled and congratulated her on the pregnancy.

      “All of the flights going out today were canceled,” Axel said as he watched Zane closely. “The planes were covered in ice.”

      Zane’s mouth dropped open.

      “Must be one of those freak ice storms,” Axel said with a raise of his chin.

      “Must be,” Zane muttered as he rubbed his bearded jaw.

      Hadley watched them closely and couldn’t help but think that there was something going on under the surface. Did they know something about the ice that they weren’t telling her?

      “I’m going to go check the news,” Zane said, hurrying inside.

      “Are you staying here?” Jax asked her.

      Hadley swallowed hard. “Uhm…”

      “Yes, she is,” Axel quickly stated. “She’ll stay in my room and I’ll sleep in Gunner’s.”

      “Is that okay with you?” Hadley asked in a sheepish voice.

      Jax just shrugged his broad shoulders. “As long as you leave by the time the baby is born,” he said as he turned back inside.

      Axel just smiled. “I told you he was a bit of an asshole. But don’t worry, you’ll get used to him.”

      Hadley followed Axel into the firehouse and he had her laughing as he gave her a tour. “This is the fire-pole,” he said, slapping the pole. “It also doubles as the stripper pole that Jax practices on.”

      “I hope I don’t see that while I’m here,” she said, laughing as they walked past it. Although she wouldn’t mind seeing Axel grinding on it.

      He showed her to his room, which was simple but nice and cozy. The bed was comfy and the blankets smelled like him. Axel left her alone to set up as he moved some of his stuff into the room beside her.

      “It’s so cute here,” she whispered to herself as she looked out the window at the little muffin store beside the firehouse. The spectacular Abrasoka mountains were visible in the background with a snow cap even though it was in the middle of summer.

      It was the perfect place to raise a family, but her time here was almost at an end. It wasn’t healthy to indulge in the fantasy of staying here and marrying Axel, and it was best to stop before it got out of hand.

      She sighed as she imagined Axel lifting up a little boy and putting him behind the large wheel of the fire truck.

      Maybe I can indulge just a little bit longer.
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      “Wow,” Jax said, shaking his head. “That was pretty stupid. Even for you.”

      Axel frowned as he stared at the lion shifter.

      “She shouldn’t be staying here,” Zane said, taking a deep breath. “Valerius can return at any moment. Do you really want a pregnant woman walking around during that?”

      Axel didn’t, and maybe Jax was right that it was a stupid idea, but Axel didn’t know what else to do. He had been given a bit more time with Hadley and he was desperate to take advantage of it.

      Maybe Valerius had already left. Maybe they were worrying for nothing.

      Or maybe he had put the woman he wanted to be with and their unborn child in mortal danger.

      “How are you going to explain the winter wonderland if she wakes up from her nap and there’s ice everywhere?” Jax asked with a smirk.

      “I won’t have to explain,” Axel said with a shrug. “I’ll probably be frozen in a huge block of ice like you guys were.”

      “Don’t remind me,” Zane said with a shiver.

      “That was horrible,” Jax said with a cringe. “I’ve had blue balls before, but not literally.”

      Axel looked up at the window to his bedroom where Hadley was taking a nap. She said the pregnancy was making her more tired than normal and she had needed a nap. It had only been twenty minutes and he was already missing her, hoping that she would wake up soon.

      And it wasn’t just him that was missing her. His inner polar bear had been agitated for the past ten minutes, pacing around restlessly with the desire to see her.

      He knew he should have brought her to the inn where she would have a little bit of distance from Valerius if he were to return, but Axel and his protective polar bear wanted to keep her close beside them where they could keep her safe. Or at least try to.

      “Do you think Valerius is going to come back?” Axel asked, hoping that Zane would say no.

      “He better not,” Jax said with a frown. “I’m not spending another night chopping ice.”

      The three of them had spent close to four hours the night before using axes to break up the ice that Valerius had graciously left behind. They broke it all into baseball-sized chunks that they melted over the fire. It wasn’t something that any of them wanted to do again.

      “Not sure,” Zane answered, rubbing his beard. “Hopefully, he froze the airport right before leaving town, but who knows? He could be around the corner right now.”

      All three of the firehouse shifters turned their heads and stared at the empty street corner, expecting the ice dragon to appear. Luckily, he didn’t.

      “Why would he freeze the airport?” Jax asked, looking confused.

      Zane shook his head. “Not sure. He was probably trying to keep Draven from fleeing out of town. Draven’s not a mated dragon so Valerius was probably expecting him to take an airplane out of here. It would have been faster that way.”

      Axel still wasn’t sure why the dragon shifter had done that, but he was glad that he did. It meant he would be able to spend at least one more day with his sleeping beauty.

      “Do you think the security cameras at the airport caught him?” Jax asked, looking worried.

      “Let’s hope not,” Zane said, rubbing his chin. “That wouldn’t be good for the town.”

      “That wouldn’t be good for anyone,” Axel muttered. He didn’t even want to think about what kind of scrutiny that would bring down on their peaceful little shifter town. “We should check.”

      The three of them made their way to the computer that was now sitting on the floor.

      “Good thing you broke our only desk,” Jax said, shaking his head as he sat down on the floor.

      “Next time don’t get your dumb ass frozen,” Axel shot back, “and I won’t have to.”

      Zane just ignored them as he turned on the computer and googled Montana airport. A bunch of news articles popped up but none of them mentioned a crazy blue dragon.

      “Summer ice storm in Montana is confusing local meteorologists,” Zane read, looking more relieved by the second.

      “Click the video,” Jax said, pointing at a clip from the evening news. It looked like it was the security footage from the airport.

      “Travelers at Green International Airport were not so chill after they were left stranded as dozens of flights were canceled by a freak ice storm that left planes frozen and the runways covered in ice,” the male news anchor with the plastic-looking hair said. “The summer ice storm has left officials skating for an explanation.”

      “Enough with the puns,” the female anchor beside him muttered as she shook her head in annoyance.

      The male anchor shot her a quick frown before continuing. “CTZC News has obtained the security footage of the wintery scene, and I’m snow glad they did because it was definitely not an ice day at the airport.”

      Axel watched with held breath as the video started. It was a black and white camera pointed on the sleeping airplanes. Axel gasped as a soft shadow shot across the runway, but before anyone could tell what it was, the camera started shaking, filling the screen with a white blur as the off-screen dragon covered the airport with ice. A few seconds later the camera steadied and the airport looked like winter in July.

      The video cut back to the newsroom where the woman was looking into the camera with a serious look on her face. “Climate change? Terrorist attack? Officials are still stumped at this stage, but are taking the situation very seriously.”

      “Let’s just hope that this was an ice-olated event,” the male anchor said, looking pretty proud of himself as he chuckled, “otherwise it would be plane awful.”

      The woman beside him was staring at him with a blank expression on her unamused face as the video shut off.

      “That was a little too close for comfort,” Zane said after a long exhale. “If that camera would have caught Valerius…” He shuddered, not wanting to finish the thought.

      “Well they didn’t,” Axel said, trying to look on the bright side. Can we just try not to focus on dragons and ice sculptures? I want to show Hadley a good time tonight. I really want her to like me.”

      Zane nodded. “Maybe some good can come out of this. We’ll be on our best behavior. Right, Jax?”

      Jax begrudgingly nodded. “I’ll be a perfect gentleman, but it’s going to cost you.”

      “What?” Axel asked skeptically.

      “You have to promise never to ask me to babysit your little squirt.”

      Axel laughed. “I don’t think you have to worry about that,” he said, smiling in relief. “I don’t want you anywhere close to my kid.”

      Jax grinned. “I was hoping you’d say that.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Axel was waiting in the hall when Hadley suddenly opened the door after her nap.

      “Crap,” he gasped, quickly looking at the wall, pretending he was inspecting it.

      “Axel?” she asked, rubbing her eyes when she saw him awkwardly standing there. “Were you waiting out here for me to get up?”

      “No,” he said, laughing a little too hard to be believed. “I was just checking the drywall for… leaks.”

      “Leaks?” she asked, eying him skeptically.

      “Yup,” he said, running his hand over the wall. “You can never be too careful of water damage.”

      She smiled. “I think checking for leaks on a sunny summer day is being a bit too careful.”

      Damn. Busted.

      Hadley was the first to speak after the awkward moment. “So, what do you guys do for fun around here?” she asked. “You know, besides creepily hanging outside of rooms where innocent women are sleeping inside?”

      Axel tried but he couldn’t stop his cheeks from heating up. “Colwood is the best,” he said, laying it on thick. “There are a million fun things to do here. You can live here your whole life and never get bored.”

      He hoped she was taking the hint, although it was hardly subtle. The only way that he could be more obvious that he wanted her to stay was if he held a big flashing neon sign over his head that said STAY!

      “Fun things like what?” she asked as she tucked a loose strand of blonde hair behind her ear.

      Both Axel and his bear let out a groan at the sight.

      “Uhm…” Axel said, glancing up at the ceiling. “Oh, there’s the pub…”

      “Pregnant,” she answered with a laugh. “Did you forget already?”

      Axel shook his head as his cheeks turned red. He was blowing it all over again.

      “We can go hiking in the forest, or climb the mountain,” he said, desperately thinking of ideas that would appeal to her. “There’s kayaking down the river or rock climbing. We can go horseback riding too if you’d like.”

      A muscle in her jaw tightened as she leaned against the wall and studied his face. “How much do you know about pregnant women?” she asked as her eyebrow raised.

      Axel gulped. Not enough.

      “Right,” he said, feeling stupid. “No physical stuff. Sorry… I’m just a bit nervous.”

      Her face softened as she watched him. “Yeah,” she said under her breath. “So am I.”

      Hadley had made it clear that she wanted to keep things platonic between them, but as hard as Axel tried, he just couldn’t let go of the thought of them together.

      “What would you like to do?” Axel asked. He had run out of bad ideas.

      “Well,” she said as she rubbed her stomach, “one thing you should know about pregnant women is that we’re always ravenously hungry.”

      “We have more in common then you think,” Axel added with a smile.

      “Good,” Hadley said with a laugh. “Then let’s get something to eat. I would kill for a big juicy steak right now.”

      “Yup,” Axel said, nodding his head as his mouth started watering. “We’re going to get along just fine.”

      The two of them walked down the stairs and headed outside where the evening sun was slowly making its way behind the mountains.

      “Fire up the barbecue,” Axel said to Zane as Hadley walked to the pickup truck. “Steaks on me tonight!”

      Jax was sitting in a fold-out chair, looking shocked as Axel walked past him. “You’ve never treated us before,” he said, lowering his can of beer as he stared.

      “It’s a special occasion,” he answered, flashing a smile at the pretty blonde who was waiting by the passenger side of the truck.

      It was the most special of special occasions. Against all odds, fate had delivered Hadley for another night, giving him a second chance at making her his.

      Zane smiled as he jumped out of his chair. “I’ll make my famous potatoes,” he said, rushing into the firehouse.

      “I’ll make the rub,” Jax said, running in after him.

      Axel laughed as the two shifters disappeared into the firehouse. Nothing got them excited like steak night.

      Hadley tilted her head to the side as he walked straight up to her instead of going to the driver’s side. “Let’s take the other truck,” he said.

      She looked around with a look of confusion on her face. “What other truck?”

      Axel grinned as he pointed to the big red fire truck parked beside the building. “That other truck.”

      Her beautiful face lit up with a smile.

      “Have you ever ridden in a fire truck before?” he asked, feeling his heart swell at the look of excitement in her eyes.

      She just shook her head as she stared at it. “No, but I’ve always wanted to.”

      Axel grinned as he reached into his pocket and pulled out the keys. “Good. You’re driving.”

      “I’m what?” she asked, turning to him with a look of shock as he dropped the keys into her hand.

      He just grabbed her wrist and pulled her to the driver’s side. “It’s easy,” he said as he opened the door for her. “It’s just like driving a car. A huge car that can kick some serious ass in a water fight.”

      She looked a little nervous, but the excitement was quickly taking over her nerves as she sat behind the big wheel, gripping it with both hands.

      “My father would be so jealous if he could see me now,” she said, grinning as she buckled herself in. “He loves fireman.”

      Let’s hope the apple didn’t fall too far from the tree.

      Axel helped her start the massive engine and showed her the basic controls. Technically what they were doing wasn’t exactly legal, but it would be worth spending a lifetime in jail just to see Hadley with that smile on her face for another few minutes.

      The engine roared to life as she turned the key and Axel laughed as she let out a little squeal of delight.

      “We should get going,” Axel said as he glanced back at the door and saw Jax and Zane rushing out with confused looks on their faces. “Sooner rather than later.”

      Hadley put the truck in drive and pulled onto the road as Jax and Zane shook their heads. Axel knew he would definitely get in shit for this, but he was only going a few blocks away and would be gone for less than ten minutes. The firehouse had a smaller backup fire truck that they hardly ever used. Zane and Jax could use that in case there was a fire while they were out, and anyway, if that happened Axel would hear the sirens blaring, run out of the grocery store, and meet them en route.

      “Why is Zane shaking his head like that?” Hadley asked when she glanced into the side mirror and saw the Kodiak bear shifter with a sullen look on his face. “What does that mean?”

      “It means I have to get him the biggest steak I can find,” Axel muttered under his breath. They both looked pissed off, but Axel knew that the bigger their steaks, the more likely they would forget their anger.

      He turned his attention back to the hot blonde beside him and watched her closely. She was a natural at driving the big truck and Axel couldn’t take his eyes off her. He wondered if there was anything she wasn’t good at.

      “Having fun?” he asked with a grin.

      She was gripping the steering wheel so hard that her knuckles were white, and Axel was sure she hadn’t blinked once since the red beast started moving, but her smile was stretched from ear to ear.

      “This is incredible,” she said, giggling as everyone moved out of the truck’s way. “I can’t believe I’m driving a fire truck!”

      “I can’t believe you haven’t run over the sidewalk yet,” Axel said with a laugh. “Want to turn the siren on?”

      She whipped her head toward him and her wide eyes opened even wider. “Can we?”

      Axel grinned as he pointed at the switch over their heads. “Right here.”

      Hadley giggled as she reached up and flicked on the siren, letting it blare through the town. People were looking at them funny. They had the siren on but were crawling down the street at about five miles per hour.

      Zane would be even angrier that he let her put the siren on, but right now he didn’t care. That look on Hadley’s face was worth any price.

      And it was going to cost him.

      It was going to cost him the biggest steak in the store.
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      In a weird way, Hadley was actually glad that her flight had been canceled. She was having a lot of fun.

      The steaks were cooking on the barbecue, smelling so fantastic that they were making her mouth water and the guys were at each other’s throats in such a funny way that her cheeks were hurting from smiling so much.

      “You’re burning them,” Jax said, sounding panicked as he looked over Zane’s shoulder at the steaks.

      Zane smacked him on the forehead with the spatula. “How dare you question my barbecuing skills,” he hissed.

      “Are they always like this?” Hadley asked Gwen, their nice neighbor who was sitting beside her.

      “Only when they’re cooking,” Gwen replied, shaking her head as she smiled at them. “And when they’re working… and hanging out… yeah, they’re pretty much always like this.”

      Axel walked out of the firehouse holding a tray with five tall glasses of lemonade on it. When he caught her eye and smiled, she was surprised to feel her heart flutter.

      Don’t start, she warned herself. Just because he was hot and made her laugh and was walking over with an ice cold lemonade, didn’t make him husband material.

      Hadley could try and control her thoughts but she couldn’t control her body, and right now her body was definitely reacting to the hot fireman who was walking toward her. A smile crept across her lips, blood rushed to her cheeks, and her heart began to race a little harder as he knelt down in front of her.

      “Ladies first,” he said, flashing her a sexy grin.

      Both Hadley and Gwen leaned forward and took a cold lemonade off the tray. Axel never broke eye contact with her until he stood back up and turned away.

      Even then, Hadley couldn’t look away. Her heated eyes were fixated on his muscular back as he walked over to the guys by the barbecue.

      “So,” Gwen whispered to her with a conspiratorial grin on her face. “You and Axel.”

      It was painful, but Hadley pulled her eyes off of the sexy firefighter to turn to Gwen. “So. You and Zane.”

      She smiled shyly as she stirred her drink with the colorful straw. “Yup. Me and Zane. I still can’t believe it. I lived beside him for two years and we fought every day, and then one day we just clicked.”

      Hadley glanced back at Axel. Would the day come when they just clicked? Maybe that day had been their first date, but Hadley was too busy holding up a wall between them to notice.

      “So, it’s been going well between you two?” Hadley asked.

      “Well is an understatement,” Gwen said with hearts in her eyes as she looked at her man. “It’s been incredible.”

      Hadley smiled tightly as she took a sip of lemonade, feeling happy for her new friend, but also a tad jealous.

      “I heard the news,” Gwen whispered as she glanced down at Hadley’s stomach. “Congratulations. Axel is going to make a wonderful father.”

      “You think so?” Hadley asked even though she already knew the answer. They had only been on two dates, but she could already tell that Axel had been the most thoughtful and attentive guy she had ever been with. He was a real sweetheart.

      “Definitely,” Gwen said, nodding. “I can’t wait to see him with his little bear cub.”

      Bear cub? Hadley smiled. She had never heard of a child being referred to as a bear cub, but for some reason, it just felt right. They definitely do things differently in Montana.

      Gwen went on talking about babies and the firehouse, but Hadley was having a hard time focusing on what she was saying. She was too busy watching Axel, wanting to know more about him.

      She had to stifle a giggle when she saw Jax’s face after he took a sip of the lemonade. “There’s no alcohol in this,” he said, glaring at Axel as if he just committed the most unthinkable act imaginable.

      “Hadley is pregnant,” Axel said, staring back at him. “I thought we could go non-alcoholic tonight.”

      “You thought wrong,” Jax said with a frown.

      “Please,” Axel pleaded in a whisper that Hadley wasn’t supposed to hear. “I really want her to feel comfortable and enjoy herself.”

      “And me enjoying a cold cocktail on this fine summer night is going to make her feel uncomfortable?” Jax asked with a sarcastic laugh.

      “I don’t know,” Axel said, huffing out a breath as he ran his hand through his hair. “I just… I just want this to work so badly. I don’t know what to do.”

      Hadley’s chest tightened as she eavesdropped on them. He was trying so hard, and here she was actively trying to shut him down without even giving him a chance. Maybe she would end up in a loveless marriage like her mother, but then again, maybe she wouldn’t. Maybe she was throwing away her chance at true happiness, which would be even worse.

      She had been so worried about repeating the mistakes of her mother that she hadn’t realized that the mistake she could be making may be far worse.

      “You’re doing great,” Zane whispered to Axel. “Just be yourself. She’s bound to fall in love with you when she sees the true you.”

      “Why are you lying to the poor guy?” Jax said with a mischievous grin on his face. “Axel you should act in the opposite way of how you normally act.”

      “Shut up,” Axel said with a chuckle.

      Jax was teasing him in the way that only close male friends could. “You should act like Gunner. Chicks love sullen and broody.”

      “No, they don’t,” Axel answered with a scoff. “Do they?”

      Zane laughed. “Axel, there’s nothing sullen and broody about you at all. You’re like an energetic puppy.”

      “Cute and cuddly?” Axel asked, perking up.

      “No. Energetic and annoying,” Jax corrected with a laugh.

      “Lovable and full of life,” Zane said as he frowned at Jax. “Just be yourself. It will work out.”

      Axel let out a sigh. “I hope so.”

      His eyes darted to Hadley and she quickly turned away, trying to focus on whatever Gwen was saying.

      “So, then I mix the sugar in before I add the blueberries,” she was saying, rambling on about muffin recipes. Hadley just stared at her face, not listening to a word she was saying.

      Her mind was racing, going over what she had just overheard. Axel wants me to fall in love with him? He wants a relationship?

      She had been certain that he was a player. Hadley wasn’t the type to have a one-night stand, but he had made it happen so easily. She had been convinced that it was because he was a pro. A natural. A player who had done it a million times and that was why it happened so fast.

      It never even occurred to her that it was because there was some deep underlying connection between them.

      She had thought that he wouldn’t want anything to do with her or their child. She had expected him to be happy that she was planning on living in Philadelphia and raising the child by herself. She thought he would be excited to get her back on the plane and out of his life, so this was all a surprise.

      It wasn’t something she was prepared for. It hadn’t even occurred to her that he might want to be involved. And not just involved… He seemed to want to be with her, for her. Not just out of some misguided sense of moral duty.

      She had a lot to think about, and she had to do it quickly because she would probably be on an airplane on the way back home sometime tomorrow.

      “A pinch of salt, two eggs…” Gwen said, rambling on about her bran muffin recipe. Hadley nodded every five seconds and added the occasional ‘ah’ to keep her going. She had a lot to think about.

      “Steaks are ready!” Zane called out from behind the barbecue.

      “They were ready an hour ago,” Jax complained. “You burnt them.”

      “Just yours,” Zane answered with a grin. “All of the other ones are perfect.”

      Axel was busy setting up a folding table and placing the chairs around it.

      “I should go help,” Hadley said, excusing herself to Gwen. “I can’t wait to try those blueberry muffins.”

      Gwen’s face was beaming. “Tomorrow morning,” she said with a huge smile on her face. “They’re best when they first come out of the oven.”

      “Can’t wait!” Hadley took a deep breath and walked over to the table where Axel was smoothing out a tablecloth with his hand.

      “Fancy,” she said, smiling at him.

      “Well, you’re here, which means it’s a special night,” he answered with a softness to his voice. “Where would you like to sit? You get first pick.”

      “Anywhere is fine,” she said, even though there was only one place she wanted to sit. She took a deep breath, deciding to be open to any possibility. “As long as it’s beside you.”

      Axel’s eyes widened and his face lit up as he looked up at her. He was radiating happiness (just like a new puppy) and Hadley couldn’t help but smile.

      Hadley still didn’t know if it was fate that covered her airplane with ice, but with every look that Axel gave her, it was starting to feel more and more like it was.
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* * *

      The dinner was perfect. The steaks were delicious and the conversation had gone great. Even Jax had lightened up after Hadley insisted they bring out some wine. The five of them were laughing and joking around like they were old friends.

      She thought it was strange how she could just start a meal with a bunch of strangers and have them turn into friends by the time they had dessert. She just fit in. Even back home with her best friends, she had never felt so easy and relaxed. Sara was fun but always so judgmental, and Josee always seemed more interested in the contents of someone’s wallet rather than the content of their character.

      They were a different breed here in Montana. Axel, Zane, Gwen, and Jax were just themselves. Good and bad, they were who they were and Hadley felt like she could be who she was too.

      She had caught herself looking at Axel a lot throughout the dinner, sneaking glances, sharing little moments between just the two of them—a quick smile, a touch under the table. He filled her plate with the delicious potatoes without asking after she had quickly plowed through them, which she thought was sweet. He was definitely attentive to her needs.

      The sun was gone and the magnificent stars were out by the time they all got up, stretching their stiff limbs. Jax volunteered to clean up, and Gwen and Zane disappeared into the bakery to prepare some things for the morning rush (at least that’s what they claimed).

      “Are you tired?” Axel asked her as he slid his hand over her lower back. It was a simple touch but it felt so natural. It felt like it was where his hand belonged.

      She looked into his soft eyes and shook her head. “No,” she said. “I’d like to stay up.”

      “We can do anything you like,” he said, looking thrilled that he had more time to spend with her.

      Hadley took a deep breath of the cool mountain air as she looked up at the dark sky. The stars were incredible. She knew in theory that there were gazillions of stars in the sky, but she never thought she would be able to see them all at one time.

      “Let’s go sit somewhere and talk,” she said, turning away from the magnificent view to the even better one in front of her. Axel really was a gorgeous man. She remembered not wanting to spend any money at the auction, but when she saw him in his firefighting gear, she just had to have him.

      “I never get to see the stars like this back home,” she said. “I can see maybe ten if I’m lucky.”

      He took her hand in his and turned. “Come,” he said, looking at her with a grin over his round shoulder. “I know just the place.”

      Hadley’s fingers were tingling in his hand as she followed him behind the building. She felt so relaxed with a hint of excitement swirling through her body. He smelled so good, like the sweet sun and all she could think about was getting closer to him to breathe it in a little more.

      “Are we driving again?” she asked when they turned the corner and the fire truck was there. It had been a blast driving that thing through the town and having everyone look at them.

      “Not tonight,” he said, stopping at the side of the truck. “You said you wanted to see the stars. We’ll get a better view from up there.”

      Hadley bit her bottom lip as she looked up at him. She had a strong urge to run her hand down his chest but she grabbed the handle on the truck and pulled herself up instead.

      Axel helped boost her up to the top, careful not to put his hand on her ass. The back of her thighs burned with a hypersensitivity to his touch, and she suddenly remembered why she was so quick to have sex with him in the first place.

      “Careful,” he said as she climbed onto the roof. “You’re holding some precious cargo.”

      She laughed as she settled cross-legged on the roof and turned to help him up, but he didn’t need any help. Axel climbed up easily, swinging his legs up with a graceful agility that surprised her.

      He sat down beside her, their legs touching, and breathed in deep as he looked up at the stars. “I’ve lived here so long. Sometimes I forget to stop and admire the stars.”

      “They’re beautiful,” she said, trying to spot a familiar constellation but they all just looked like a garbled mess of bright lights. “Have you lived here your whole life?”

      “For most of it,” he said. “I was a farm boy growing up until I turned twenty and started driving my parent’s crazy. My dad was a friend of our fire chief, Draven, and he got me an interview here. I hit it off with Draven, got the job and have been living here for the past five years.”

      She smiled as she listened to his soft soothing voice. He seemed like a down-to-earth guy who enjoyed the simple things in life. That sounds pretty good right about now.

      “What was it like growing up on a farm?” she asked, watching his face. She wanted to know everything about him. Not just because he was the father of her child, but because she was genuinely interested. The more she got to know him, the more she liked him.

      He told her all about his parents and his younger siblings. He was the oldest of six. Four boys. Two girls. He had her laughing as he told her a story about the time he tried to start a band with his brothers and sisters. “We thought we were going to be rich and famous,” he said with a laugh. “Until we realized that none of us had any musical talent.”

      “What instrument did you play?” Hadley asked, picturing him as a young teenager surrounded by his family.

      “Oh, we didn’t have any instruments,” he said with a chuckle. “Mostly pots and pans. My sister Caroline had an old recorder and my brother James had a broken harmonica. It squeaked with every second note.”

      “I wish I could have seen you guys play,” she said with a smile.

      “No, you don’t,” he said, laughing as he shook his head. “You really don’t. One day, my mother came in screaming at the top of her lungs that if she heard one more sound out of us she was going to move to Madagascar and we would never see her again. It was a long winter for her.”

      Hadley smiled as she inched a little closer to his muscular body. It dawned on her that Caroline and James and his other siblings would be her child’s aunts and uncles. The screaming mother would be his or her grandmother. It should have been a scary thought, but it wasn’t. It sounded nice. It sounded homey. It sounded perfect and she couldn’t wait to meet them one day.

      “Can I tell you something?” she asked, inhaling his masculine scent.

      “Anything.”

      “I thought you’d be mad at me.”

      “For what?”

      “That I was pregnant.”

      His eyes softened as he looked at her. “It was as much my fault as it was yours,” he said with a soothing laugh.

      “But that I’m keeping it. I thought you’d be upset.”

      “I’d be upset if you didn’t,” he said, holding her a little tighter. “This is a good thing, Hadley. I’m so happy that you’re having my baby.”

      Hadley’s eyes burned as her eyes watered. “Really?”

      “I want this,” he said with a hint of pain in his voice. “I just wish…”

      “Yeah?” she whispered, tilting her chin up to his. Their eyes were locked on each other’s. So many unsaid words swirling between them.

      “I want…”

      His lips finished the thought, landing on hers with a beautiful kiss. His big arms wrapped around her, pulling her close against his warm body. Her heart was pounding in her chest and her stomach filled with butterflies as she kissed the father of her child.

      She let go of all her worries and preconceived notions and just fell into the perfect moment, enjoying his warm tongue sliding against hers as the stars shone brightly overhead.

      He kissed her until she was breathless. Until she was warm between the legs and wanting more.

      “Axel,” she gasped as she slid her hand around his neck, pulling his mouth to hers in case he dared leave. It felt too good to stop. It felt too good to not go farther.

      Their hands began exploring each other’s bodies for the second time, finding the familiar curves and nooks that were already starting to feel like home.

      Axel took off her shirt and moved on top of her as she laid down on the roof of the fire truck. His brown eyes were piercing as he looked down at her with love and Hadley couldn’t help but hope that their child would get its father’s eyes.

      She let out a low moan as she felt his hard erection press against her outer thigh. The sex had been incredible the last time and that was when they were strangers. It would be even better now that they shared an intimate connection that could only come from creating a life together.

      It was all so perfect.

      Until it wasn’t.

      The blaring siren scared the crap out of her and she jerked up, smacking her forehead into Axel’s.

      “Are you okay?” he shouted over the siren as stars clouded her vision.

      “Ow,” she muttered as she touched her pounding head with her palm. That fucking hurt.

      The siren was coming from inside the firehouse, making her ears hurt. What the hell is going on?

      Axel was still hovering over her, making sure she was okay as Jax and Zane came sprinting out of the firehouse and jumped into the truck that Hadley was half naked on.

      “AXEL!” Zane screamed at the top of his lungs as he closed the door.

      “Up here!” Axel yelled back as he placed a protective arm over her.

      “Hold on!” Zane shouted back to him.

      “Oh no,” Hadley muttered as the engine roared and the truck began to shake. Before she could find her shirt, the fire truck was racing down the street and heading into the middle of the town.
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      “Where’s my shirt?!?” Hadley screamed as the fire truck whipped around the corner, slamming both her and Axel into the ladder running across the roof.

      Axel grabbed onto her arm to make sure she didn’t go flying off the truck as it barreled down the street. The sirens were howling as Hadley’s frightened face was lit up by the rotating red and white lights.

      It was a beautiful summer night and the town was full of people—people who were all staring at Hadley in her bra as she desperately looked for her shirt.

      “Oh my God!” she shouted in a panic as she frantically searched. “This is so embarrassing.”

      Axel spotted her shirt and grabbed it from between the rungs of the ladder as the laughing and cheering townspeople pointed and took pictures from the sidewalk. He yanked it down over her head and waved back to the crowd like he was on some kind of perverted parade float as Hadley struggled to pop her head out of the armhole.

      “Geez,” she shouted as her head finally emerged through the right hole. Her hair was plastered to her head and she looked so adorable that Axel couldn’t help but laugh.

      “What are you laughing at?” she shouted as she slapped his shoulder. “This is your fault!”

      Thankfully, the truck was past the busiest part of town, and they didn’t have much of an audience anymore.

      “Is there a fire?” she asked, looking at Axel with wide eyes.

      “Not sure,” he said, glancing back over his shoulder. “Let me go check.”

      He made sure that Hadley was safely secured between the rungs of the ladder and climbed along the roof to the front of the truck.

      Figures. Just as I was getting somewhere with her… This better not be Tom Hopkins’ stupid goat again.

      The boys had been to Tom Hopkins’ farm at least a dozen times this year alone. He had a goat who was always climbing up on the roof and getting stuck.

      Axel grabbed onto the lights with one hand and dropped his head over the edge, scaring Jax as he popped out of nowhere.

      “What the hell?!?” Jax screamed, clutching his chest as he looked at him in shock. “You trying to give me a heart attack or something?”

      “You need a heart to have a heart attack,” Axel said with a chuckle.

      “Get in here,” Zane snapped. “Quit fucking around. It’s go time.”

      “It’s what time?” Axel said as a feeling of dread sunk into his stomach. I hope it’s not…

      “It’s Valerius,” Zane said, squeezing the steering wheel as he swerved around a car. Axel lifted himself up and glanced back at Hadley to make sure she was still hanging on. She was okay. Terrified but okay.

      “What do you mean it’s Valerius?” Axel asked, dipping his head back down. He was sure that the blue ice dragon had moved on from Colwood. Axel always had an optimistic lookout on life, but sometimes that meant ignoring any negative possibilities.

      “The Vega Brothers called,” Zane said in a tight voice. “He’s on their ranch.”

      No.

      All of a sudden, Axel had a hard time breathing as it felt like a tremendous weight was sitting on his chest. They were well past the town and heading down the secluded mountain road that led to the Vega Ranch. Which was worse? Leaving Hadley on the side of the road in the middle of the night where any wandering bear, mountain lion or crazy ax-murdering cannibal could make a meal out of her, or bringing her to a potential battle zone between a dozen shifters and a mated dragon?

      It was a lose-lose choice, so Axel decided to stick with the option that kept her close by.

      She looked so small and vulnerable as she held onto the ladder as the wind whipped through her blonde hair sending it spiraling all around her.

      This better be okay.

      He didn’t know what he would do if she was hurt under his watch, although he knew that he would die before he let anything happen to her. And it wasn’t just him who would be protecting her. He had a vicious polar bear inside who would maul anything that tried to hurt her.

      Still. He hoped it would be enough.

      “What’s going on?” she asked with wide terrified eyes as he hurried back to her. “Is there a fire?”

      “Something like that,” he said, swallowing hard. “Do you remember how to drive this thing?”

      Her jaw was tight but she nodded.

      “Good. When we get there I want you to climb down from here, get behind the wheel and drive out of there as fast as you can. Understand?”

      “No,” she said, shaking her head. “Don’t you need the truck to put out the fire?”

      He grabbed onto her arms and squeezed them. “Hadley. You have to trust me. You might see some weird things where we’re going, but I need you to ignore all of that, okay?”

      She was looking more fearful than ever. “What kind of weird things?”

      “Just keep your eyes in front of you, get in the truck, and drive back to the firehouse,” Axel said in a desperate tone.

      She closed her eyes and shook her head as the truck turned a corner. “I don’t even know where we are,” she said in a panic. “What’s going on? What’s happening?”

      But it was too late to explain. They had already arrived.
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* * *

      Axel had never been so happy to see The Clawed Squad. In fact, he had never been happy to see The Clawed Squad—the six shifters who lived next door to the Vega Brothers.

      But there they were in the field with the Vega Brothers, nine shifters, and one skin shifter, watching nervously as a lone stranger sat by the fire, roasting a marshmallow.

      Cold chills snaked down Axel’s back as he looked the dragon shifter over. He had a supreme confidence about him as he blew out the flaming marshmallow at the end of his stick, sitting there like he owned the place. Although from what Draven had told them, Axel knew that Valerius felt like he not only owned the land he was sitting on, he felt like he owned the entire planet.

      Valerius casually looked up at the fire truck with his icy blue eyes as it rolled to a stop beside the crowd of anxious-looking shifters. He didn’t look too imposing—shorter and smaller than his brother Draven—but Axel wasn’t fooled by that. He knew that his size had nothing to do with how powerful he was.

      “Who are those guys?” Hadley said in a shaky voice. “What is this place?”

      “Those are friends,” Axel said, motioning to the group of shifters who were hurrying over.

      “What about him?” she asked, looking past them to Valerius. He popped the marshmallow into his mouth and licked his fingers like he didn’t have a care in the world.

      “That guy… well…”

      “Tell me my brother is in there,” Valerius said in a deep booming voice as he stood up from the chair. His eyes were locked on the truck as Zane and Jax climbed out. “I’ve had enough of this dragon and mouse game. Where is Dravenous?”

      “Hide for now,” Axel whispered to Hadley as he gently pushed her head down. He knew now that he had made the wrong decision. He should have left her on the side of the road. Anywhere was safer than here.

      She nodded, looking like a scared kitten as she ducked her head down.

      “Whatever happens, I’ll make sure you’re okay,” Axel promised her. He really hoped he could keep his promise.

      “Where the hell is Draven?” Thorn the alpha of the Clawed Squad asked as Axel climbed down from the roof of the fire truck. “This is twice now that a dragon shows up and he’s missing. Where the hell is he?”

      Axel swallowed hard as he looked at the anxious faces in front of him. The twins, Karl and Slate who never stopped joking around, Royal the disgraced prince of Malderanian, Stetson the huge polar bear shifter who was mated to the sheriff, the one-legged skin shifter Tyler, and their alpha Thorn. The four Vega brothers were there as well: Julius the smart ass brother, Khan the mean one, Hannibal the smart one, and Alexander the even meaner one. Axel was happy to be surrounded by so much muscle, but he was worried that it wouldn’t mean much if Valerius decided to let his dragon come out to play.

      “He’s at our house this time,” Hannibal said in an impatient tone. “Where is Draven?”

      Zane’s jaw was tight as he took a deep breath. “We don’t know.”

      “What do you mean you don’t know?” Alexander said, squeezing his meaty hands into fists as he stepped forward. The huge polar bear shifter looked furious. “He came to our house. Our mates and kids were sleeping inside.”

      “Are they still inside?” Zane asked, looking past him to the huge sprawling house in the background. The Vega brother’s house was located on a secluded ranch away from any curious eyes.

      “We got them out,” Hannibal said as he placed a hand on Alexander’s huge arm. “They’re driving away now.”

      “Same with us,” Thorn said as he glanced over his shoulder. The Clawed Ranch was next door separated by a large field and some forest.

      At least they got their mates and children to safety. Axel’s stomach dropped when he looked back at the fire truck where Hadley was hiding on the roof, wishing for the first time that she was back in Philly.

      “Come join the party,” Valerius shouted from the fire. The thirteen shifters turned and looked at the smiling dragon shifter who was motioning to the empty chairs. “And explain to me where my brother has gone.”

      He sat back down in the chair, grabbed another marshmallow from the bag and shoved it onto his stick. “I’m waiting,” he said impatiently as he lowered the marshmallow over the fire, cooking it in the flames.

      “Zane,” Thorn said with a tight voice. “You’re telling me Draven has fled from Colwood?”

      “He didn’t flee,” Jax snapped back. His muscles flexed as he took a threatening step forward. “You don’t know anything about it.”

      Axel grabbed onto the angry lion shifter and pulled him back. He didn’t like anyone talking shit about his alpha either, but these shifters weren’t the enemy. They had to work together if they were to survive the night. If Hadley and his unborn child were to survive the night…

      “They’re not our enemies,” Axel whispered to Jax as he pulled him back. “We have to focus.”

      Jax pushed away from Axel and shook out his arms as he glared at Thorn. He was in control. For now.

      Zane took a deep breath as he looked at Valerius. “I’ll go talk to him,” he said, swallowing hard. Axel’s temporary alpha began walking over and Axel and Jax caught up with him, flanking his sides.

      “Hey!” Valerius said, smiling in amusement as they walked toward the fire. “Didn’t I freeze you two in blocks of ice?”

      “We got out,” Jax hissed.

      “I can see that,” Valerius said as he pulled the marshmallow from the fire. He stared at the flames as they arrived, stopping behind the chairs.

      “Please, sit,” Valerius said, motioning to the empty Adirondack chairs in front of them.

      Zane and Axel exchanged a quick glance before the three of them sat down. As much as they didn’t want to admit it, they were overpowered by the mated dragon shifter and it was best to keep things peaceful. At least until Draven came back with the prophesied weapon that he was searching for.

      “I suppose that my brother is not hiding in the back of that truck,” he said, looking annoyed as he blew out the flaming marshmallow.

      “He went home to find you,” Axel said. “He’s in Europe.”

      The ice dragon jerked his head back in surprise. “Really?” he said, sounding amused. “I wasn’t expecting that.”

      Zane flashed Axel a look of disapproval. Draven had the advantage of surprise on his hands, but now that was all gone.

      “And my brother Jarin?” Valerius said as he popped the marshmallow into his mouth. “I don’t suppose you know where he went to?”

      Axel glanced up at the dark mountain where the gray dragon’s dead body was buried. “Nope.”

      Zane shrugged. “So, unfortunately we can’t help you out. I guess you’ll be leaving now?”

      Axel held his breath and leaned in, hoping he would, but the ice dragon didn’t move. He just sat there smiling at Zane. “Now what fun would that be?”

      Axel’s hopeful feeling was replaced with dread as Valerius reached into the bag for another marshmallow, looking more comfortable than ever.

      He heard some movement behind him, and when he turned around, the Clawed Squad and the Vega Brothers were all standing behind them like a muscular wall of pissed-off looking shifters.

      “Perhaps you misunderstood my friend Zane,” Stetson, the massive polar bear shifter said. “That wasn’t a request. Get the fuck out of here before we start to get angry. You’re trespassing on our property.”

      Valerius smiled. “That’s where you’re wrong.” He opened his arms and looked around. “The dragon throne is mine. All of this is mine. My kingdom. My birthright.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong,” Stetson said, stepping forward with murder in his eyes. “You ain’t the king of shit around here. We killed your brother Jarin and we’ll kill you too.”

      Axel dropped his head. Shit.

      “What?” Valerius whispered. His body was still except for his trembling hands. “You killed my brother?”

      His chest was heaving up and down as his lips pulled back, baring his teeth. He looked so terrifying that Stetson stepped back with an anxious look on his face. “Actually it was them who killed him,” the polar bear shifter said, pointing to Axel, Jax, and Zane.

      Axel gulped as Valerius’ horrible blue eyes fell back on them. They were glowing a cold icy blue that was brimming with hate. He gripped the armrests on the wooden chair so hard that they snapped under his fingertips.

      “Oh shit,” Zane said as he leaped out of his chair. Axel and Jax jumped up as well and took a step back as the dragon shifter began to shake. His tight skin turned blue then scaly as large wings ripped out of his back.

      Axel’s stomach dropped as he glanced back at the fire truck where Hadley was hiding, hoping that she was getting into the truck and fleeing.

      She wasn’t.

      When he was forced to turn back to the ice dragon, all hell broke loose.
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      Hadley couldn’t believe her eyes. The men all around her were exploding into animals. Her jaw dropped when she saw a full-grown lion with a long golden mane explode out of Jax. Identical brown bears burst out of the twins, and a vicious Kodiak bear ripped free from Zane.

      What the hell?

      Her eyes darted to Axel just in time to see an enormous polar bear emerging from his skin. She would have stared in shock if something even stranger hadn’t caught her eye.

      The strange man who had put all of the men on edge had transformed into a huge blue dragon. Hadley’s heart was racing so hard that it felt like it was going to explode. She froze—fighting back a scream—as the massive dragon stood up on its hind legs and spread it’s shiny blue wings.

      She cradled her stomach, trying to protect her baby in the only way she could as the army of bears surrounded the dragon.

      Am I hallucinating?

      It didn’t make sense. None of this was making sense, but somehow Hadley knew that it was reality and not a hallucination. Hadn’t her friend Sarah said something about Colwood? Shifters… the video!

      Last year there had been a video of a bunch of shifters phasing into their animals in the middle of town, but it had been debunked as a hoax. She could see now that it wasn’t. It was as real as the blue dragon in front of her.

      Her eyes fell back on the polar bear that had emerged from Axel’s skin. He’s a shifter? The father of my baby is a shifter?

      But there was no time to think about that now. She had to focus on what was happening. A war was about to break out in front of her.

      The bears circled the enormous dragon with the hair on their backs standing straight up, their black lips curled back in snarls, and their heads hung low. There were three polar bears in total, and the rest were a mix of black and brown bears. Jax was the only lion and there was only one man left among them—the guy with the artificial leg.

      Hadley’s body trembled as the massive dragon raised its head and let out an ear-piercing chirp. Jax’s lion was the first to react. He leaped forward on his thundering paws and jumped onto the dragon’s back, trying to sink his long white teeth into the dragon’s scales. The blue scales were too tough and his fierce claws couldn’t penetrate them. He snarled and growled as he slid back down, desperately trying to bite through.

      Hadley ducked down as the rest of the bears attacked, charging forward on powerful paws. The terrifying dragon swung its tail, knocking down three of them as it flapped its wings, trying to get into the air. Axel’s polar bear jumped on a wing, pinning it to the ground as the dragon opened its fierce jaws in the direction of two charging brown bears and shot out a surge of blue flames.

      “No…” Hadley gasped, terrified to see the bears engulfed in the blue fire. But when the dragon shut its mouth, and the rush of blue flames stopped, the bears weren’t rolling around on fire, they were trapped in solid blocks of ice.

      After seeing that, the rest of the bears attacked with a new ferocity, jumping and slashing at the dragon who was desperately trying to get off the ground. Axel’s bear was the only thing keeping it from taking off, but he was having trouble holding onto the wing.

      “Come on, baby,” she whispered, urging him on. But it was no use. One strong flap of the wing and Axel’s polar bear went flying off, crashing into another bear as he landed.

      Without hesitation, the dragon leaped into the air, flapping its massive blue wings as the bears desperately tried to reach him. They hit nothing but air as the dragon flew over their heads with its bright blue eyes shining brighter than ever.

      Hadley gasped as the dark night lit up in a gorgeous blue light as the dragon let its icy flames go. The bears tried to escape, but there was nowhere to go. The horrible flames covered the area as the dragon whipped its head from side to side, freezing every animal in its path.

      Stop. Please…

      It was so cold. Hadley shivered as the air temperature dropped, but she couldn’t focus on that. Her friends were getting slaughtered by the onslaught of icy blue flames, and there was nothing she could do about it.

      When the dragon finally shut its mouth—hovering in the sky like a blue demon—the ranch was covered in thick ice. She spotted Jax’s lion first, frozen in a pounce with his face twisted into a vicious snarl. He was encapsulated in the thick ice like all of the other bears.

      Except for three.

      Axel’s polar bear, along with the two bigger polar bears, were free from the ice. Oh, thank God.

      The dragon turned its head toward the largest of the three polar bears, opened its mouth, and shot out a stream of blue flames directly at him. They washed over the white bear harmlessly as he walked forward.

      Alright, Hadley. Time to get out of here.

      Maybe the blue flames couldn’t hurt the polar bears, but the dragon still had rows of sharp teeth, a deadly tail, long black talons, and the ability to fly.

      Go. Now!

      Hadley really didn’t want to abandon her new friends, especially Axel, but there wasn’t anything she could do to help. Plus, she had a more important concern now. She had her baby to worry about, and her maternal instinct to protect her child was taking over.

      She swallowed her fear and started to move, crawling along the roof to the front of the truck. Her pulse was racing as her adrenaline spiked, planning to do exactly what Axel had told her to do: get in the truck and drive away.

      A vicious growl ripped through the night as she swung her leg over the side, trying to climb down. The metal fire truck was freezing and her hands were so cold and numb that she almost slipped off, just managing to grab back on at the last second.

      She kept her eyes in front of her, trying to focus on what she was doing and ignore the urge to look back at the horrible scene behind her.

      Axel was back there, fighting for his life, and she felt horrible leaving him, but she had to. She had to get her unborn child to safety. She opened the door, climbed behind the large wheel, and turned the keys that were thankfully in the ignition.

      The urge to look was too great, and she turned her head as she threw the fire truck into drive.

      A gasp escaped her trembling lips when she saw a polar bear with red matted fur lying on the ice. It wasn’t Axel. It was one of the other two.

      The dragon swooped down from the sky like a bullet, slamming into the other polar bear with a terrible thud. The bear didn’t stand a chance, flipping over backward as the dragon descended on it, digging its talons into the bear’s white fur.

      “No!” Hadley gasped as the white fur turned a ghastly red. He was killing all of them, and Axel would be next.

      Her heart was pounding as she watched Axel charging at the dragon from behind, snarling viciously as he bounded forward on his massive paws. He looked terrifying but had nothing on that blue dragon. If the two larger polar bears couldn’t put up much of a fight, then Axel was as good as dead too.

      The fire truck’s engine was rumbling and if Hadley wanted a chance at escaping alive, she had to go now. Once the dragon took care of Axel, there would be nothing stopping him from coming over and finishing her off.

      But still, she couldn’t turn away.

      The poor polar bear that was caught under the dragon’s talons went limp as the blue dragon stepped off of his body and turned toward the last remaining bear. Axel was bravely racing straight for him, charging to his death.

      Hadley closed her eyes for a second, said a quick prayer, turned the wheel, and stepped on the gas.
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      Every nerve in Axel’s body was screaming out in pain, but he kept going. He didn’t expect to survive, he didn’t expect any of them to survive, but he just had to keep going long enough for Hadley to escape.

      She was finally in the fire truck and moving.

      Valerius had made short work of them. In less than ten minutes, he had taken out over a dozen of the most powerful shifters Axel had ever seen.

      And this time, Axel knew that Valerius wouldn’t be sparring any of them. Once the ice dragon was through with him, he would shatter the frozen shifters to pieces, killing each and every one of them.

      The thought made Axel shudder. These were good men. His friends. His new family.

      The Vega Brothers and The Clawed Squad could be annoying as hell, but he knew they had good hearts with mates who loved them, and children who needed them. It wasn’t fair. The thought of the little cubs waking up in the morning and being told that they didn’t have dads anymore was heartbreaking.

      The thought of his own little cub growing up without a father was killing him. Axel knew now more than ever that he wanted to be with Hadley. He desperately wanted to see his child grow up. He wanted to see how beautiful Hadley looked with a glow in her eyes as she held their newborn baby for the first time.

      He wanted to grow old with her and share the good times and the bad.

      But all of that was no longer an option.

      The ferocious dragon in front of him wasn’t going anywhere, and Axel was powerless to stop him. His scales were too thick to be penetrated by his teeth or claws. He was too fast, too strong, too big, and there was no escaping his fate.

      He pushed down the sad, heartbreaking feelings and focused on the task at hand. He just had to last long enough to buy Hadley some time to get out of there.

      Valerius was on top of Alexander’s polar bear, sinking his long talons into the bear’s skin. The long white fur on his belly turned into a sticky red mess as his head dropped down to the ice and his eyes slowly closed.

      Why isn’t she moving?

      The fire truck’s engine was rumbling, but it wasn’t going anywhere.

      Go, Hadley! Get out of here!

      Valerius raised his head and was about to turn toward Hadley when Axel’s polar bear let out a loud vicious snarl. A furious tightness ripped through him as the intense need to protect her and his cub took over.

      The ice dragon whipped its head around and glared at him with its icy blue eyes. Axel charged forward, wishing that Hadley would take the opportunity to flee, and she did.

      The fire truck lurched forward on its big tires and started rolling. Axel turned away from it in relief as he charged to his death.

      The ice dragon was so big—at least three times Axel’s size—and the closer he got, the bigger Valerius looked. But he didn’t stop. He wasn’t going to stop until one of them was dead.

      The dragon jumped forward with its long deadly talons extended, trying to skewer Axel like he had skewered Alexander. Just as the sharp talons were about to crash into Axel’s polar bear, he ducked down and slid on the ice, letting his momentum carry him forward. He caught the dragon’s hind leg with his paws and tried to sink his teeth into the loose scales, but they were too tough and strong.

      Valerius kicked his leg out and Axel’s bear wasn’t able to hold on. He flew off and landed with a thud on the ice, skidding to a stop just in time to see the dragon’s long hard tail come crashing down on him. It landed like a sledgehammer on his shoulder, cracking bones and sending shocks of searing pain ripping through him.

      Get up. Do it for Hadley.

      Valerius was so fast, turning in a blur as he faced Axel with his massive jaws opening up wide. Axel tried to fight through the pain as a cloud of blue flames appeared at the back of the dragon’s throat and rolled down his long tongue toward him.

      The blue flames shot out, engulfing him with a coldness that sunk deep into bones. Axel was a polar bear shifter and never got cold. He didn’t even know the feeling until those blue flames washed over him, but they didn’t stick. They just kept gliding over his bear’s body, harmlessly sailing past him.

      Axel had never been so happy to be a polar bear shifter. He couldn’t imagine how cold the others were feeling right now.

      The flames stopped and Valerius’ forehead crinkled as the dragon glared at him, looking at him with frustration and disbelief. It didn’t last long.

      Valerius moved so quick that Axel couldn’t jump out of the way in time as he launched forward, grabbing his polar bear’s back in his horrible jaws. Fierce, blinding pain shot through his back as the dragon’s teeth sunk in deep, turning his white fur into a crimson red.

      Before he could even react, the dragon had thrown him up into the air, sending him helplessly spinning and rolling into the night sky. Axel’s thoughts returned to Hadley as he came plummeting back down to the ground. He wasn’t going to last long after this and hoped that she was far enough away, although he could still hear the roaring engine of the fire truck through the pounding in his ears.

      A dreadful thought passed through him as he fell. She won’t get away.

      He slammed into the ground with a tremendous force that ripped the air out of his lungs and snapped his front leg. The dragon stalked forward as Axel’s bear whimpered and writhed around, trying to get up, but crashing back down as he was unable to hold his weight up under his broken leg.

      Axel was dazed and hurt, trying to look through his watery eyes. He could see Valerius approaching with his mouth open. Rows and rows of long sharp teeth the size of long daggers were heading toward him. Alexander and Stetson’s polar bears were starting to move on the ground in the distance as their enhanced shifter healing started to kick in.

      But they wouldn’t be much help. They were too hurt and too far away. Once Valerius finished him, he would make short work of them, and then be on to his friends, smashing them to pieces.

      And then on to Hadley after that.

      That horrible thought gave him the push he needed to climb to his feet. He ignored the burning in his leg, he fought through the pain, through the agony, and was determined to go out fighting.

      Valerius stepped forward on his hind legs and opened his mouth for the finishing blow. Axel took a deep breath, bracing himself for the kill shot, when two spotlights came out of nowhere, lighting up the dragon’s blue scales.

      The ice dragon turned just in time to see the fire truck slam into his ribs with a deafening crash. Valerius slid across the icy ground, and the red truck kept going, driving over the dragon’s twisted body with the front tires. When they stopped, the dragon was pinned to the ground with the heavy truck stuck on top of him.

      Hadley was behind the wheel staring forward with a look of shock on her face. Axel had to act quickly. He phased back into his human form, pulling his bear in as he rushed forward.

      Out of the corner of his eyes, he saw Alexander and Stetson both phase as well. They looked hurt but determined as they limped over, grimacing in pain. The dragon had the wind knocked out of it and looked stunned as its fierce blue eyes dulled for a moment. Hadley had helped give them the edge they desperately needed. The dragon was down for now, but it wouldn’t last long. They needed to act fast.

      “Hadley!” Axel yelled as he stepped on the dragon’s body, reached up, and opened the door. She looked like she was in shock, staring down at him as her body trembled. He quickly unbuckled her seatbelt, took her in his arms, and carried her a few feet away. “Run!” he said as a naked Alexander and Stetson arrived, leaping onto the dragon’s body.

      Hadley just stood there, staring at him like her body had shut down. Axel could help her later. Right now, he had one shot to kill Valerius and save them all. He had to take it.

      He turned and ran back to the truck, just as the dragon started to move. The huge fire truck was still resting on his back, and he still didn’t have the strength to get up. For now. Axel knew that his enhanced shifter healing was already getting going, so they had to do this fast.

      Alexander and Stetson were both punching and kicking his dazed head with their hard fists and massive feet. It wouldn’t be enough. Valerius would shake off those strikes with a laugh when he was back to his full power.

      What can I do?

      He frantically looked around with his mind racing and it dawned on him when he saw the fire hose coiled up on the side of the truck. He tried to ignore the burning in his leg as he hurried forward and grabbed the hose.

      “Hold him down,” he yelled to the two polar bear shifters as he unraveled the thick hose.

      Alexander and Stetson struggled to hold down the blue dragon who was starting to regain some of his strength.

      Axel thought of Hadley, he thought of his friends, and his child as he fought through the pain and wrapped the thick hose around the dragon’s neck. He made a quick noose and pulled back with all of his might, strangling the horrible beast with the hose.

      Valerius thrashed around violently, sending Stetson flying off as Axel pulled even tighter. His forearms were burning, his shoulders and chest flexed to the max as he pulled.

      Stetson jumped back on, holding Valerius’ head in place as Alexander pressed all of his might onto the dragon’s shoulders. The fire truck that was still pinning Valerius’ back down began lurching around as the dragon desperately fought to get free.

      Axel squeezed his eyes shut and gritted his teeth as he pulled. He was exhausted. He was in pain. He was spent. But he kept pulling for the woman he knew was going to be his mate. For the child he knew was going to be the light of his life. He kept pulling for them.

      The violent thrashing started to subdue as the last of the air left Valerius’ cruel lungs. His massive head lowered, his body relaxed, and his fierce blue eyes faded to a dull, dead gray.

      The three polar bear shifters held on for an extra minute, just to be sure, but they could tell without a doubt that the dragon was dead.

      Axel let out an exhausted huff of breath as he released the hose and sank to the ground. His whole body was aching, but when he saw Hadley rushing forward, he had never felt so alive.

      “Axel,” she gasped as she dropped to a knee in front of him. “You did it!”

      “You did it,” he whispered as she cupped his cheeks and kissed his lips. The cold that was lingering in Axel’s bones melted away as a new warmth filled his body. The pain was subsiding, but there was a new feeling gripping him. He slowly opened his eyes and saw the world around him disappear in a cloud of blackness as his soul bonded to Hadley’s.

      She was the only thing he could see, surrounded in black, as she became his mate, his soulmate, the center of his world.

      His head was spinning when the blackness faded and the bonding was complete. He always thought that she would be his mate one day, but now it was official. His bear, or fate, or whatever it was, had chosen her.

      “What was that?” she whispered, swallowing hard as she stared into his eyes. She was so perfect. Her shocked brown eyes slowly wandered over his face, looking at him in a new light, as she slid her hand down his arm.

      “That was the start of our life together,” he whispered back to her. “A long, happy life together.”

      “With our new cub?” she asked.

      He nodded as his lips curled into a smile. “Definitely.”

      They kissed long and hard until they were interrupted by a deep cough.

      “Hm-hm,” Alexander coughed as he stood over them, trying to get their attention.

      “Can we leave the kissing until later?” he asked in his deep voice.

      “As long as you get that fire hose out of our faces,” Axel said, holding his hand up to shield Alexander’s long cock from their vision. It was right in front of poor Hadley’s face.

      “Are they going to be okay?” Stetson asked as he walked up to a frozen block of ice that had Tyler stuck inside. The skin shifter was frozen inside with a twisted grimace on his face

      “They’ll be fine,” Axel said as he rose to his feet before helping Hadley up. “After they’re thawed out, they’ll be as good as new.”

      “Look at them,” Stetson said in amazement as he walked over to another block of ice with Thorn’s Kodiak bear frozen inside. “It’s like Pompeii, the shifter version.”

      “It’s kind of peaceful,” Alexander said as he stared at an ice block that had his loud-mouthed brother Julius inside. The grizzly bear had its mouth wide open. “Can we leave them like this?”

      “The longer we wait,” Axel said with a grin, “the more pissed off they’ll be. Trust me.”

      Alexander laughed. “I can deal with that.”

      Axel glanced down at the blue dragon that was still lying lifeless under the truck. If that dragon hadn’t come, then Hadley would have left on the plane and they would never have connected in the way that they did. He couldn’t help but feel a bit of gratitude toward it, but more than anything, he was glad that it was dead.
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        Hadley

      

      

      “Have you ever seen this much ice in July before?” one of the shifters asked as he looked around at the ice-covered ranch.

      “I have,” Julius answered with a nod. “Three years ago. Epic Margarita night.”

      Hadley laughed as Julius flashed her a grin. It was early morning now with the sun halfway up in the sky. They had spent a long, long, really fucking long night making fires, breaking ice, and melting the frozen shifters from their icy prisons.

      It had been a lot of exhausting and grueling work, but Hadley had to admit that she also had a lot of fun. She loved watching the boys joke around, throwing insults as well as snowballs and teasing each other as they slowly broke each other free from the ice.

      Julius had put a bra on Jax’s frozen lion as he thawed, and Axel kept his beer cold by placing it Slate’s open mouth.

      Hadley helped for a bit, but everyone (especially Axel) kept telling her to sit down and relax. “You’re preggers,” Royal said, shaking his head as she threw a log on the fire that was thawing Hannibal out. “Sit back. Relax.”

      They were all so nice, and Hadley really didn’t mind watching. It was quite a view with muscular shifters walking around naked, animals phasing into people, and a dead dragon in the middle of it all.

      But with all of that going on, her eye was still constantly drawn to Axel. Her heart swelled in her chest as she watched him work and talk with the guys. He was so sexy and perfect. How could she not see it before?

      This night had turned things around for her. She could now see how they were meant to be together. How they were perfect for each other. She could feel it in her bones.

      They were soulmates.

      She was no longer worried that a relationship with Axel would turn out like her mother’s loveless marriage. She knew down deep that she would love him completely until her final breath.

      “That’s the shifter bond you’re feeling,” Axel had explained after they had snuck away for a quick make-out session. “As strong as it is for you, it’s even stronger for me.”

      Hadley had a hard time believing that. It was pretty damn strong for her.

      After the last of the shifters was thawed out, they turned their attention to the dead dragon.

      “Shotgun his head,” Slate said. “I want to hang that thing over my fireplace.”

      Zane shot him a frown. “That’s my alpha’s brother,” he said in a sharp tone. “We’re burying him.”

      “Fine,” Slate said with a roll of his eyes. “It’s a bit too big for my cabin anyway and it will probably give Layla nightmares.”

      Hadley watched in astonishment as the group of shifters all grabbed a hold of the fire truck and lifted it off the dragon. These guys were incredibly strong.

      It suddenly dawned on her that the child growing inside of her stomach may be one of them. The second she could grab Axel, she did. “Is our child… going to be a shifter?” she asked after she pulled him aside.

      He looked a little worried. “Would that bother you?”

      She immediately shook her head. “Not at all.” If her kid was as brave and strong as these shifters had been, she would be honored for her child to be one of them.

      “It’s possible,” he said, smiling in relief.

      “Possible?” she repeated, raising an eyebrow.

      “Most likely,” he said. “But it’s going to be okay.”

      She wrapped her arm around his and smiled up at him. “I know it is.”

      It took another hour or so for the boys to dig a large enough hole in the field and pull the dragon into it. They all helped bury it, and when the job was finished, there was a new hill on the side of the field.

      “Subtle,” Julius said with a laugh. “That’s not noticeable at all.”

      Hannibal shrugged. “The kids will enjoy sliding down it in the winter.”

      Hadley stared at them in shock. They definitely did things differently here in Colwood, Montana. And she couldn’t wait to be a part of it.

      They said goodbye and she climbed into the truck with Jax, Zane, and Axel. “Tell Draven to keep his family squabbles out of Colwood,” Thorn said as Zane started the truck. “I’ve seen enough dragons for one lifetime.”

      “I think we all have,” Zane said with a nod.

      Hadley was in the back with Axel and she waved to her new friends as they drove back home to the firehouse.

      “Welcome to Colwood,” Jax said as he looked back with a grin. “The real Colwood.”

      “You’re one of us now, Hadley,” Zane said, turning to her with a smile. “You’re going to fit in just fine.”

      Her insides flooded with warmth. “Thanks,” she answered. “I think I’m going to like it here.”

      She lowered her head onto Axel’s lap and looked up at his handsome face, unable to contain her smile.

      “In fact,” she whispered only loud enough for her mate to hear. “I know I will.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      A bed had never felt so good. The sun was shining outside on the beautiful summer day, but Hadley was in the perfect place: Axel’s bed.

      She pulled the sheets up to her nose, inhaling his rugged scent as she waited for him to come in. She was so tired after the long night that she felt like she could sleep for days, although sleep was the last thing on her mind.

      Maybe it was from feeling so safe and warm after intense rushes of adrenaline, or maybe it was the pregnancy making her more aroused, but she was turned on more than ever and anxiously waiting for Axel to join her in bed.

      She squeezed her thighs together and moaned as she remembered what it had felt like to have Axel between them. Every second was torture waiting for him to finish showering.

      Just as her hand started sliding down her stomach, the door opened and Axel walked in wearing only a towel wrapped around his waist. His damp messy hair looked adorable after being towel dried, and Hadley had to control herself against the urge to jump up and sink her hands into it.

      “How was that shower?” she asked, grinning as he shut the door. Her own hot shower had felt like heaven after the cold night.

      “Best shower I ever had,” he said, giving her a contented smile. “I could have stayed in there forever.”

      Her eyes roamed over his big naked chest and hard abs, making her heart beat a little faster. “I’m glad that you didn’t,” she answered with a grin. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

      His eyebrows perked up and his eyes widened as he watched her. “Really?”

      She smiled. “Really. I think it’s time for our second date.”

      Axel grinned as he approached the bed, moving with the grace of a panther. “I was hoping you were going to say that.”

      When he arrived at the bed, Hadley lifted up the sheets, revealing what she was wearing: nothing.

      He swallowed hard as his eyes brushed over her naked body with an intensely hungry look. Her nipples ached as his gaze lingered on her chest. She wanted him so bad. She was already so wet for him.

      With a flick of his finger, the knot on his towel unraveled and it fell to the floor. A little moan fell from her lips as she saw his long hard cock jutting out in front of her. She jumped to her knees and was on it at once.

      “Oh, Hadley,” he moaned, closing his eyes as she took him in deep, sucking his long shaft with her greedy lips.

      Hadley couldn’t tell who was having more fun, him or her. She moaned on his dick as he sunk his hands deep into her blonde hair, guiding her mouth along his thick length. From the base to the tip, he tasted so good that she never wanted to stop.

      She pulled him out of her mouth and took a gulp of air as she stroked his length and looked up at him.

      “Fuck you’re beautiful,” he moaned in a deep throaty voice as he watched her. “I can’t believe you’re mine.”

      “Forever,” she whispered before taking him back in her mouth. And it was true. They would be together forever. She knew it down deep in a place she didn’t know existed until last night. They were meant to be together for all eternity.

      “Lie down,” he said as he placed two fingers under her chin and lifted her head up until his dick slid out. She was breathing heavily, her pussy throbbing for him.

      “It’s my turn to taste you,” he said as he gently guided her shoulders back down to the mattress.

      Her clit was throbbing as she spread her legs for him, wanting to feel his warm tongue all over her. She thought she was ready for him, but when his hot tongue slid up her sex, her back arched, her hands gripped the sheets, and she let out a sudden gasp.

      “Oh, God,” she moaned as his strong hands slid up her stomach and gripped her aching breasts. His tongue was everywhere—swirling around her opening, dragging across her clit, plunging in deep. It was all enough to make her legs start trembling as she pushed up against his mouth.

      “Fuck me, Axel,” she gasped. She could barely speak. His tongue was pure perfection but his hard cock was pure heaven, and she wanted it now more than ever. “Please.”

      Without a word, he climbed on top of her, wiping his wet mouth with his arm as he came. Hadley couldn’t breathe with the delicious anticipation of it. Her breath was caught in her throat, the only thought coming through the swirling heat in her head was of what was to come. She was shivering with need as he pushed the thick head of his cock into her wet opening.

      “Ohh,” she moaned as he suddenly drove in deep, burying his thick cock in her aching pussy, filling it with one beautiful stroke.

      She buried her face into his shoulder, clawing his taut back muscles as she adjusted to his massive size. She had almost forgotten how big he was, how he filled her completely.

      Axel started off with slow steady strokes that got faster as her breath got quicker. It was better than before. The first time was just lust. This time there was a deep love simmering underneath the heat, an unworldly connection that she felt, but still didn’t fully understand.

      He was the one for her and knowing that made it feel even better.

      His pace quickened with faster, harder strokes. Their groans became louder as he plunged in deeper, hitting her with hard pumps that made her back arch and her toes curl.

      Their orgasms came at the same time, tearing through them in intense waves of heat that had them clutching each other and screaming out loud.

      “Fuck!” Hadley screamed as she writhed on the bed, clamping her legs shut around Axel’s trembling body. Her legs were shaking as she felt his body tighten as his warm seed filled her pussy.

      This was how she wanted to go to sleep every night, with their naked bodies tangled up and with Axel’s big dick rooted deep inside her.

      She knew now that she wasn’t going home. Maybe to introduce him to her parents, but as soon as she could get back to Montana, she would. This was her home now. This was where she belonged.

      She belonged in Axel’s arms.

      It was the only place for her.

      The sexy polar bear shifter kept his hard body curled around her until they were both ready for more.

      A few hours and many orgasms later, Hadley dropped her exhausted head onto her mate’s massive chest and fell asleep to the soothing sound of his heartbeat.

      And there was no place she would rather be.
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      “You’re sure you can handle this by yourself?” Axel asked, looking at Jax nervously.

      “Of course,” he said with a shrug. “All of you guys are dead weight anyway. I can handle this place on my own. Piece. Of. Cake.”

      Axel huffed out a breath as he looked past the lion shifter to the firehouse in the background. It had been a week since the night they had killed Valerius and there hadn’t been any trouble since then. No sign of any dragons, and still no word from Draven or Gunner.

      Zane and Gwen had left on a five-day vacation and were returning in a few days, so it wasn’t the worst time to leave, although it wasn’t the best.

      “I’ll be fine,” Jax said, narrowing his eyes on him. “Seriously, Axel. Go. Meet your new family.”

      Axel took a deep breath and glanced back at his new mate who was waiting by the pickup truck with an excited look on her face. He had agreed to fly home with her to Philadelphia so that he could meet her family, and then help her move back. She had to gather her things and do a bunch of errands like quit her job, cancel her apartment, and other stuff like that. They would be on a flight back in a few days.

      He had been thrilled when Hadley agreed to move into the firehouse, and even happier when Gwen offered her a job. It would be perfect for the girls. Axel knew they’d become great friends and Gwen desperately needed help running her busy muffin shop, so it was a win-win for everyone involved.

      But all of this meant that he had to leave Jax home alone for a few days, and he wasn’t sure if that was a good idea.

      “What if there’s a fire?” Axel asked, rubbing his chin. “You’re going to put it out by yourself?”

      “Yeah,” Jax answered with a shrug. “Of course I will. There’s nothing I can’t handle.”

      “And you’ll call Thorn if you need some back-up?” Axel asked nervously.

      Jax rolled his eyes. “Will you just go already? You’re going to miss your plane. There’s nothing that’s going to come at me that I can’t handle.”

      “But if—”

      He huffed out a frustrated breath. “Fine! If I can’t handle it, I’ll call the freaking Clawed Squad for back-up, okay?”

      Axel lunged forward and wrapped his arms around him in a hug. “Thanks, Jax. I love you, man.”

      “Get off of me!” Jax snapped as he pushed him off, shaking his head as he muttered something to himself. Axel wasn’t offended in the least. He knew that the grumpy lion shifter had a hard time showing his feelings. It was just his way.

      “Have fun,” Jax said, slapping his shoulder. “You two look great together.”

      Axel beamed. That was as close to an I love you as Jax would ever give.

      “I’ll be home in a few days,” Axel said as he rushed over to the truck where his beautiful mate was waiting. “And Zane will get home before me.”’

      “Don’t worry about me,” Jax said as Axel opened the door for Hadley. “Worry about your new mother-in-law!”

      They got in the car and joked around as they drove to the airport, excited to get on their flight.

      “So, do you think your parents are going to like me?” Axel asked with a smile as he parked the car at the airport. He wasn’t really worried. The parents of his previous girlfriends always loved him. He was great with them.

      She wrapped her arm around his and smiled up at him. “If they like you even a small fraction of the amount that I like you, then you have nothing to worry about.”

      He smiled as he leaned down and kissed her soft lips, wondering how he got so lucky.

      “Well, I’m excited to meet my child’s grandparents,” he said, sliding his hand over her stomach. She rested her hand on his and smiled warmly. He was already loving his little family. “And I’m even more excited to meet my child.”

      “That makes two of us,” Hadley said, looking thrilled.

      Axel could have stayed like that—with their hands on her pregnant belly—forever, but they had a plane to catch and family to meet.

      And Axel was looking forward to every moment of it all.
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