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      BEVERLY HILLS, 1984

      Damien Van Buren tipped back in his black leather chair to look at his daughter.  Stephanie was playing peacefully in the corner of his home office, her toys scattered around her on the beige carpet.  He might just get away with making a phone call, and he certainly had plenty to do.  He picked up the receiver and dialed.

      “Mike, it’s Damien.  How are we today?”

      “The Damien-meister!”  Mike was always a little too casual, no matter what was happening.  “I’m fantastic, man!”

      “Great.”  Damien cast another quick glance at Stephanie, happy to see that his sweet dragonling was still occupied.  “I just wanted to check with you and see if you have that demo recorded for me yet.  I’m anxious to see what this band can do.”  Damien had recently been turned onto a band that he thought might have a great new sound for his label.  As director of A&R, it was Damien’s job to find new talent.  As thirsty as society seemed to be for music those days, it was a continuous job.

      “Dude, they just wrapped up a couple of hours ago, and they’re awesome!  I should have the tape ready in a couple of days.”

      “Wonderful.  I’m glad to hear it.”  And he truly was.  Even if his personal life was in shambles, at least his professional life was still going strong. He had a good feeling about this band.

      “Hey, are you free tonight?  Me and a few other guys are heading out to see Red Dawn.”

      Damien pressed his lips together and glanced over his shoulder at Stephanie again.  At one time, it would have been easy for him to slip out to the theater with his coworkers.  But there was no chance of it happening tonight, and he was surprised to find that he actually didn’t mind.  The only thing he really wanted was quality time with his daughter.  “I really can’t, but thanks.  Just make sure you send that tape over as soon as you can.  Have the courier bring it to my house, since I’ll be out of the office for a few days.”  Damien winced and looked down as he felt something hard smash into his knee. Stephanie was standing next to his chair, holding onto the arm with one hand and putting her toys on his lap with the other.  She grinned at him.

      “Yeah, I heard.  Phew, that’s rough.  Divorce is tough on anybody, but I always thought you and Linda were the ultimate power couple.”

      Damien swiped a hand down over his face.  It seemed that no matter who he talked to or what they were supposed to be talking about, the conversation always turned to his divorce.  With both he and Linda being involved in the entertainment industry, it had been somewhat of a high-profile affair.  That was only exacerbated by the fact that Linda had been sleeping around with every man—and every coke dealer—in Hollywood.  “It’s fine.  I’m adjusting to it.”

      “Well, my condolences, anyway.  I’m never going to get married.  I’ll just be single for the rest of my life, and then I’ll always be happy.”

      Stephanie was trying to leverage her way into Damien’s lap.  “Good luck with that, Mike.  I’ll talk to you later.”  He hung up the phone and hoisted his daughter up easily, smiling as she patted his cheeks with her little hands.  “I guess you’ve decided it’s time for me to call it quits for the day, huh?”

      The little girl grinned again.  She was a gorgeous child, with dark, curly locks and brilliant blue eyes.  “Daddy!” she squealed.

      “What?”  He tickled her ribs, getting a kick at the way she thrashed around in response.  It was a simple way to play, but it was one of his favorites because it always ended in snuggles.  “What’s the matter with you?  Why are you acting so crazy?”

      Stephanie squealed with delight.  “Daddy!”

      Damien scooped her up and stood, carrying his daughter under his arm as he headed for the kitchen.  He wasn’t the world’s best cook, so fortunately, there were several containers of leftovers from when the cook had been in.  Damien had reduced her to part-time to help make up for his alimony payments, and he hoped he wouldn’t regret it.  “What do you think?” he asked as he held open the fridge door.  “Lasagna?”

      “Yucky!” the little girl replied.

      “Okay, how about some pork steak?”

      “Steak?”

      “Um, no.  It’s a little bit different than the kind we usually have.  But there might be some beef steak in here.”  That was one thing he did know how to cook.  He set Stephanie down so he could dig through the fridge more easily, but couldn’t find it.

      The phone rang, so dinner would have to be put off for a few more minutes.  He grabbed the cordless off the kitchen counter.  “Hello?”

      “Well, I hope you’re happy,” seethed a bitter voice from the other end.

      A row of shimmering spikes emerged along the back of Damien’s neck. Rubbing his free hand over his forehead, he paused to collect himself before responding, and the spiny projections slowly melded with his human flesh once again.  “What do you want, Linda?”

      “What do I want?  I thought you already knew that, which was exactly why you took it away from me.  You don’t think I know, but I do.”

      “It would be nice if you were direct for once.  I don’t even know what you’re talking about.”  Damien dodged across the kitchen to stop Stephanie from getting into a knife drawer.  Instead, he opened a cabinet full of Tupperware and let her have at it.

      Linda made a noise of disgust.  “Yeah, right.  I know the only reason you insisted on taking custody of Stephanie was because you wanted to get your revenge on me.  Well, it’s not going to work, Damien.  I’m her mother, and she should be with me.”

      Damien tipped his eyes up to the ceiling and drew in a deep breath.  Linda had only been out of the house for a week.  It would have been sooner if he’d had his way, but she refused to leave until the divorce was final.  Even so, he had already realized just how peaceful things were around the house without her.  The fights they used to have were so intense that it was nearly impossible for them not to shift, and having two dragons thrashing about inside a mansion in Beverly Hills could get a little too expensive, even for them. “We’ve been over this, and I don’t see any point in covering it again.  You can say whatever you want, but the judge’s word is final.”

      “Only because you paid him off.”

      “No, I didn’t!”  Stephanie turned her big eyes to him when she heard his raised voice, and Damien paused for a moment to try to calm himself down yet again.  Linda was trying to drag him into an argument.  It was what she was good at, and it had taken him far too long to figure it out.  The knowledge wouldn’t have saved their marriage, but it might have saved him a few years of grief.  He couldn’t remember the last time they had actually gotten along.  “I’m not arguing with you about this.  Be an adult.  For once.”

      “Oh, trust me, I am.  I’m having a blast now that I don’t have your sorry ass dragging me down anymore.”  Her voice dripped with venom, even over the phone.

      “Good for you, but I’m pretty sure I never stopped you before.”  He reached into the fridge for a container of macaroni and cheese, unable to keep the memories from flooding to the forefront of his mind once again.  He’d been heartbroken when he discovered Linda’s infidelity and could still feel the surge of anger and jealousy in his chest when he caught her with another man—a human, at that.      The saddest part was that he hadn’t been surprised, and at that moment, he’d realized that the two of them hadn’t been in love for a long time.

      “You’re right.  You haven’t.  You were always so nice to me, Damien.  There are so many awful people here in Hollywood, but I could always count on you to be there for me.  It’s what made me fall in love with you in the first place.”

      He recognized the cajoling tone in her voice, and he was thankful that he wasn’t that gullible anymore.  Linda had realized that she couldn’t get him riled, so now she was trying a different tactic.  “I don’t want to hear this.”

      “But Damien, you and I were so good together.  You had your music and I had my shows. We never even got a chance to collaborate like we always wanted to, with you finding the perfect opening music for my latest series.  I think that’s something we could still do.  There are so many things we could still do.”

      Damien pulled the phone away from his ear and looked at it, trying to decide whether or not he should hang up.  He was incredibly tempted; after all, Linda had been calling him almost every day.  But he also knew what happened when he hung up on her.  The last time he did it, she called back incessantly until he’d had to turn off the ringer for the rest of the night.  That wasn’t something he really wanted to put up with, considering he still had a few calls he needed to make for work.

      “Linda, just stop.  You and I are done.  We weren’t good together, and that’s okay, but it’s time for both of us to move on.  I just want to do my job, take care of Stephanie, and live my life.”

      Another snort of disgust came over the receiver.  She was back to her original tactics.  “You’re pathetic, Damien.  You think I can’t see straight through you?  You were so bent out of shape about me sleeping around a little, but you just said you’ve moved on.  Who are you fucking?”

      It wasn’t any of her business, and the question didn’t even deserve an answer, but it was difficult not to defend himself.  “I’m not sleeping with anyone, and I never said I was.  I’ve got to go.”

      “Sure.  Take the easy way out.  That’s always been the way you’ve done things.  But let me tell you something:  there is no way you can handle this on your own.  You can’t work and take care of Stephanie.  You’ll be begging me to come back to you in less than a month; mark my words.”

      “Don’t hold your breath on that one.  Look, I’ve got to get going.”  He clicked the button before any more of her vile words could spill from the receiver.  He was so sick of her.  Maybe he and Stephanie could take a vacation and just get away from everything for a week. But he had plenty of work to do still, and he wasn’t sure how easy it would be to take a two-year-old out of town.

      With a sigh, he set down the phone.  Stephanie had pulled all of the plastic containers out of the cabinet and was happily stacking them on top of each other.  She was adorable and good-natured, and she was everything Damien needed in his life. But as much as he didn’t want to admit Linda was right, he knew that he couldn’t really do this on his own.  Working from home was great when he had the chance, but he still had to get out and scout new talent and attend business meetings.  If Stephanie was older, things might have been different.  He could have left her with his mother for a few hours a day.  But she was still so young, and she needed so much attention.  Damien touched one of her curls, hoping he knew the right way to take care of this tender life he was in charge of.

      She looked up at him, her attention drawn away from her play for a moment.  “Dinner?”

      “I’ve got it right here for you, pumpkin.”  He picked her up and seated her at the table, placing a plastic Rainbow Brite plate in front of her.  While she enjoyed her macaroni, he promised himself he would find a nanny as soon as possible.
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      Brianna Murphy lifted a hank of her light brown hair and carefully placed it across the plate of her crimping iron.  There was nothing more satisfying than the texture of her locks after she’d spent an hour getting them to look their best—and biggest.  Her mother didn’t approve, saying it wasn’t appropriate for a young country girl in Ireland, but that was exactly the point, as far as Brianna was concerned.

      “Do you have another can of hair spray?” Cathy asked as she poked around on Brianna’s dresser, her bangle bracelets clanking together.

      “I never thought I would say this, but I think you’ve got your hair just about as big as you can get it.”  Brianna giggled at her best friend, who had just spent a good hour with the teasing comb.

      “Says you!  I’ve seen all your magazines.  I know you want to be just as trendy as I do, or maybe even more so.”  Cathy located more Aqua Net and began spraying, creating a cloud around her head.

      Brianna carefully moved the crimping iron to the next chunk of hair.  “Yeah, I know.  And you’re right.  What I wouldn’t give to go to L.A.!  I’ve got to get real, though.  There’s no way it will ever happen.”

      Cathy turned around on the vanity stool, finally setting down the hairspray.  “Why not?  You’ve got lots of talent.  I’ve heard you sing.  You should just go out there and start looking for gigs.  You’d make it big in no time.”

      “That’s a nice thought, but it’s not realistic.”  Brianna picked up a copy of Rolling Stone.  It was several months old, but she hadn’t been able to stop looking at that picture of David Bowie on the cover.  The pages were well-worn from the numerous times she had paged through the issue, wishing and dreaming.

      “Why not?”  Cathy picked up a pair of gigantic pink hoop earrings and carefully put them on, fluffing her hair out around them.  “With your voice and your look, you’re a shoo-in.  Plus, you’re a shifter.  I mean, I don’t think anyone who’s anyone in the entertainment industry is just an ordinary human like me.”

      Brianna couldn’t forget that she was a dragon, even if she had tried.  It had always made her popular in school.  When she was little, the human kids were constantly asking her to let her wings loose or to show them her scales.  Her mother had chided her, claiming that they were just teasing her, but Brianna hadn’t felt that way at the time.  She was special, from one of the few dragon families in their small town, and she liked it.  But she was in her twenties now, and it was expected that she would keep her body under control, at least most of the time.

      “Yeah, I know, but I can’t just march into California, announce that I’m a singing shifter, and expect someone to hand me a record contract; there are already so many talented shifters in L.A.  I’ve read all sorts of stories from people who have tried to make it big out there, and they just ended up working at Carl’s Jr.  Granted, they still get to live among all those famous people, but still.” Satisfied with her hair, Brianna got up off her bed and joined Cathy in front of the mirror.

      Cathy handed her best friend an eyeshadow compact.  “Don’t be silly.  You would at least work your way up to one of the nicer restaurants,” she giggled.

      “To be honest with you, I do have a plan.”  Brianna carefully swiped pale pink powder over her lid before adding some baby blue to the crease.  “I’m not sure if it will work, but at least it will keep me from having to sleep in a cardboard box when I get there.”

      Cathy turned to her slowly, her eyes widening.  “Seriously?  You didn’t tell me that!”

      Brianna couldn’t keep the smile from her face.  “I know.  I wanted to wait until everything was set.  I still don’t have it all in place, but it’s getting there.  My mom will go absolutely mental when she hears about my plan anyway, so I want to make this as good as possible.”  She did her other eye and picked up the mascara.

      Cathy yanked it out of her hand and slapped it back down on the dresser.  “Stop!  Don’t make me wait any longer!  Tell me what’s going on!”

      “Shh!  My mom will hear you.  It’s bad enough I’m still stuck here living with her, but I don’t need her to come listen at my door when she gets suspicious.”  Cyndi Lauper’s “Time After Time” was blaring on the radio, but she tried to filter it out for a moment while she listened for footsteps on the stairs.  Nobody was coming, but this couldn’t keep going on.  If her Los Angeles plan didn’t work out, then she would have to find a way to get a place of her own.

      “We’re good,” Cathy assured her.  “Now tell me!”

      “Okay.  Like I said, I don’t want to just go out there without a job or a place to stay, so I checked with an employment agency.  Turns out there are plenty of jobs out there, and with my skill set, the agency recommended I apply for position as an au pair.  That gets me a job and a roof over my head.  It doesn’t get any better than that!”

      If it were possible, Cathy’s eyes grew even wider.  “And then you can book singing gigs in your spare time!  That’s so exciting!  Say you’ve got a suitcase big enough for me to fit inside!”  She bounced up and down, clapping her hands.

      “I wish I did!  But hey, maybe you can do the same thing.  I’d love to have you come out there with me.”  As excited as she was for a potential new life in America, Brianna was still a little scared.  She didn’t know anyone out there, and while she was hopeful that she would make some new friends, it would all be a little bit easier with a familiar face at her side.

      “No way.  I want to, but I’ve got too much going on here.”  Cathy didn’t say it, but they both knew what she meant.  Her father had passed away less than a year ago, leaving her mother to handle all five of their children.  She couldn’t exactly just leave them all behind.

      “I’m sorry.  If I get to go, I hope you don’t hate me for it.”

      “Never.”  Cathy hugged her tight.

      “Thanks.  And don’t get your hopes up for me too much.  I’m trying not to.  I want to do this so badly, but there’s no guarantee that it will happen.  The employment agency is supposed to send me some job listings that match what I’m looking for, but I bet there are hundreds of people competing for them.”  She flopped back down on her bed, looking hopelessly at the ceiling.  Her dreams were huge, but she knew deep down that it was just as likely she would end up working her dead-end job at the local grocer for the rest of her life.  She could always go back to school, but the only thing she truly had a passion for was music.

      “Brianna!”  The voice came floating up the stairs, followed by heavy footsteps.  “Brianna, the mail just came, and some of it’s for you.”  Her mother came into the room without knocking, handing her a stack of envelopes.  “Seriously, girl, you’ve got to stop sending off for so much junk in the mail.  I nearly tipped over backwards just trying to get up the stairs with it.”  She plopped a thick stack of magazines, catalogs and envelopes down on the mattress.

      Her heart surging with excitement, Brianna did her best not to make it obvious.  Her mother would only get suspicious if she understood how desperately Brianna wanted to dig through the pile.  “Thanks!”

      “Mmhmm.  Don’t forget you’re helping me with dinner tonight.  I’m not letting you stay here just so you can lay around in your room all day listening to the radio.”  Mrs. Murphy stormed out and slammed the door.

      “Wow, what’s she so mad about?”

      Brianna shook her head as she began sorting through the glossy publications.  “Don’t mind her.  She likes to pretend that she’s doing me a big favor, when it was really her idea that I stay here instead of getting a flat of my own.  She said she wanted me to save money, blah blah blah.  It’s really just so she can control me.  Oh, here it is!”  She triumphantly held a thick envelope in the air.  “Good thing the employment agency is just over in Carlow.  If there was a more exotic return address, she might have ripped it right open.”

      Cathy joined her on the bed as Brianna willed a long, razor-like talon to surface at her fingertip, sliced open the envelope and took out the packet of papers, revealing the various listings for work as a nanny.  There weren’t as many as Brianna had been hoping for, but at least it was a start.

      “Oh, look at that one!”  Cathy took one of the sheets and read aloud.  “Prestigious couple seeking an au pair for their five young children.  Must be willing to work nights and weekends and be a talented cook.  Payment will be discussed during interview.”

      “Let’s set that one aside for the moment.  I could do it if I had to, but I’m not sure about tackling five kids on my own.  It might not be worth it.  Look at this one.”  Brianna pointed out another listing, tracking the words with her claw as she read them aloud:  “Seeking a full-time caretaker for young daughter.  Light housekeeping also required.  Salary fair and living quarters provided.”

      “It sounds more doable, that’s for sure.”  Cathy leaned over her shoulder to see.  “But are you really sure this is the right way to go?  What if you get all wrapped up in this nanny business and you don’t have any time to work on your music?  Maybe you could just start sending demo tapes to some of the record labels.”

      “I have, unfortunately.”  Brianna had spent all of her savings just to have it recorded, but no one seemed interested in it.  The few replies she had received were polite, but they were still rejections.  “I don’t think a crappy tape from a local studio is going to impress the bigshots.  I think my best bet is to have a steady job so I can work on my music without having to worry about running out of money.  Maybe I can even record a new demo once I get out there.”

      “So, are you going to apply?”

      Brianna straightened her back, trying to exude a confidence that she didn’t completely feel.  Could life be like the movies?  Probably not, but she could try, anyway.

      “Yeah.  I am.”
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      Little Stephanie’s eyes flashed their reptilian form as she pounded her tiny fists against her thighs.  “No, Daddy!  Pink one!”

      Damien closed his eyes and took a deep breath.  He didn’t remember Stephanie being so difficult before.  It was possible she was trying to adjust to the divorce as well, even though Linda had never spent all that much time with her.  He supposed the absence of even a bad presence was still an absence, that would take some getting used to.

      “All right, sweetie.  You can wear the pink shirt, but this is the last time you get to change your mind.”  He took the top off the little hanger in her closet and swapped out her yellow shirt for the pink one, as she requested.  Damien wanted nothing more than for Stephanie to be happy, but he was beginning to realize just how hard it was to find the line between letting his daughter make some of her own decisions and spoiling her.  He didn’t want her to turn out like her mother, constantly expecting everyone around her to give her exactly what she wanted.

      “Okay, Daddy.  Braids?”

      “I’ll do my best.”  He ran a brush through her curls and attempted to tame them into two braids.  Stephanie sat still for him, and he was gentle as he removed the tangles, but he was certainly no hairdresser.  Her part was crooked, one plait was thicker than the other, and he couldn’t even find two matching hair ties.  If he ever found a class that taught dads how to do their daughters’ hair, he would sign up in an instant.  Fortunately, Damien knew that Stephanie wouldn’t mind a slightly sloppy hairdo while she was still so young.  “Are you all ready to go?”

      “The park?” she asked hopefully.

      “No, the airport, remember?”  He had already taken her to the park twice in the last several days, doing his best to blend his parenting and his work schedules.

      The search for a nanny had been much more difficult than he’d anticipated.  Damien had started by putting an ad in the local paper, but that backfired on him quickly.  He was soon receiving calls at all hours; some were from people who legitimately wanted the job, but none of them seemed to have decent references.  Others were simply using random phone numbers they had found in the paper as leads to peddle the latest beauty products to or try to wrap him up in their financial schemes.  It was bad enough that he had considered changing his number.

      “Don’t bother with any of that,” his cousin Molly had advised when he called her to see if she had anyone to recommend.  As a prominent attorney, she usually needed someone to take care of her children for her.  “Everyone here is so hungry for a job, they’re starving—and, shifter or not, they’ll do anything, even if they aren’t qualified.  I hope you didn’t put anything in the ad to indicate just who you are or what you do for a living.”

      “No, I thought I kept it pretty simple.”

      “Still, anyone offering a full-time, live-in position has obviously got money, so I’m sure half the people who called are just trying to swindle you somehow.  Or worse, since you’re in Beverly Hills, maybe they assume you’re in the industry and they’re just trying to weasel their way in to get their fifteen minutes of fame.”

      Damien sighed, frustrated with just how difficult the process was.  “Then what do you suggest I do?  I don’t know anyone who’s qualified, but I’m reserved about leaving Stephanie with a complete stranger.”

      “I know, dear, I know.  But since you can’t just stay at home with her, you’ve got to get over some of that.  Hire an au pair from overseas.  She’ll have no idea who you are, and she’ll have to do a good job or risk getting kicked out of the country.  It’s your best bet, and it’s very in right now.”

      It sounded a little cold to him, but Damien wasn’t sure he had any other good options.  “Okay, I’ll give it a try.”  To his surprise, he’d received several decent responses from the employment agency he placed the ad with.  They didn’t sound like people who were just trying to butter him up to get their foot in the door, and he liked that.  Damien sent a response letter and a plane ticket to the applicant that seemed the most promising, a young woman from Ireland.

      “Why airport?”  Stephanie stumbled a little over the words.

      “I’m going to pick up your new nanny,” Damien reminded her as they headed downstairs and toward the garage.  It had been a difficult thing to explain to his little girl, but he hoped she would understand once the au pair was in place and he started spending more time at the office.  “Daddy has to go to work, and he can’t always take you.  So Daddy found a very nice lady who’s going to come and stay with you.”

      “Daddy go away?”

      “No, no.  Daddy won’t ever leave you, sweetheart.  Daddy will still come home every afternoon for dinner, and he’ll be here to tuck you in at bedtime.  I promise.”  He kissed her little cheek before buckling her safely into the backseat of his BMW 733i.  As he got behind the wheel, his heart ached to think that Stephanie might believe he was abandoning her.  Linda had already disappeared from her life, and even though she had a right to supervised visitation, she had yet to take advantage of it.  If his job were different, he would have just taken Stephanie with him everywhere he went.

      As guilty as he felt for having to hire a caretaker for his daughter, there was something he felt even more rueful about.  When he’d first met Linda, she seemed spontaneous and fun.  As they continued to date, he saw more and more of the true side of her, but he’d convinced himself he was in love with her and that nothing else mattered.  It had brought him no greater joy than to welcome their daughter into the world just a year after their wedding.  But it had somehow never occurred to him just what might happen when a child is born to two dragons who are so very different.

      Stephanie had immediately shown her shifter qualities.  Much of her skin had been scales when she was born, a trait that she soon learned to control.  She showed her joy and her displeasure in her transformations, sending sparks of fire from her mouth when she didn’t like her breakfast and rippling the scales on her arms as she played.  It had been a constant source of annoyance for Linda, who felt it was much more proper to stay in human form.  The public eye was on them, after all, and while shifters had been a known presence in the world for some time, there were still subsets of humans who hadn’t fully acclimated to them as of yet.  Linda feared their judgement, but Damien, on the other hand, had loved that his daughter took such relish in being herself.  It was thrilling to see new life carrying on the shifter gene, and he bonded closely with his baby girl very quickly.

      He could handle the fact that he was divorced; these things happened.  But Linda’s vile nature and the fact that she resented her own daughter—even though she never blatantly said so—had affected Stephanie’s life as well.  He didn’t know what his future held, but Damien was sure that it was going to be a very long time before he ever let himself care for someone else.  He had to make sure Stephanie was protected at all costs.

      Traffic was thick as Damien made his way to LAX, and it didn’t help his nerves.  He met new people all the time, and he had never been one to shy away from social situations.  But he didn’t know this woman from Ireland.  What if she’d lied on her resume?  Damien had called her references, but those could also have been faked.  He pulled in a deep breath and let it out through pursed lips.  He would just have to rely on his instincts and see how he felt about her once he met her.  He was the one who’d sent her a job offer and a plane ticket, so that was on him.  But whoever took care of Stephanie had to be absolutely perfect.

      “Plane!” Stephanie squealed from the backseat.  “Plane!”

      “You’re going to see a lot of those as we get closer to the airport,” Damien explained, happy to engage in a conversation with his daughter and get out of his own head.  “Most of them are really big planes, too.”

      “See more plane?”

      “Yeah.  And I’m sure we can watch a few of them take off and land while we’re there.”  And he knew he would probably also stop in the gift shop and let her pick something out.  They probably had some little plastic airplane she could take home to play with.

      The place was packed, and for a moment, Damien wished he had just told the new nanny to catch a cab and come to the house.  That wasn’t very professional, though, and it didn’t seem like a nice way to welcome someone to a new country.  It was going to be difficult to find someone in this crowd, though.  He was glad that he’d at least had the forethought to tell this Brianna that he would be waiting just outside his favorite cocktail bar.  It was easy to spot, and it was the best place he could think of.  He picked up Stephanie and held her on his hip, not wanting to risk losing her.  She clutched the little plastic plane they’d easily found in the gift shop, making it swoop through the air while they waited.

      As he scanned the crowded terminal, his eyes landed on a woman emerging from of one of the gates.  Her light brown hair was thick and flowing, teased into gentle waves that floated around her face as she walked.  Her skin was the color of cream, with bright rosettes of color on her cheeks, and her brilliant blue eyes were like a beacon, even across a crowd.  She had a bold look about her, as though she felt she had every right to be walking through that airport and she didn’t care what anyone else thought about her.  Only after he had thoroughly studied her face did he notice her show-stopping curves and the way her hips swayed while she walked.

      Damien swallowed, finding that his throat was suddenly very tight; his core growing hotter by the second from the fire his dragon threatened to unleash.  It wasn’t like him to see a good-looking woman and instantly feel that sort of attraction.  Beautiful women surrounded him all the time.  Most of the singers and other band members that came through the studio kept themselves polished and trendy, but it had never affected him more than using that sex appeal as branding for upcoming albums.  His friends, coworkers, and even the people he had met through Linda were all gorgeous, and that had become an everyday occurrence for him.  Damien had assumed things would still work for him that way, but maybe being newly-single had changed his perspective.

      He looked away but was forced to look back as he realized the woman was heading right toward him.  Those sapphire eyes locked on his, and she flashed a brilliant smile.  It couldn’t be.  It was impossible.  But he couldn’t deny it as she approached him with one eyebrow raised.

      “Damien Van Buren?” she asked, the gentle lilt in her voice mesmerizing.

      He cleared his throat and put out his hand, reminding himself that this was purely a professional transaction, and he would have to keep it that way, no matter how appealing she was.  “Hi, you must be Brianna Murphy.  Welcome to America.”

      “I am,” she said, dazzling him with that million-dollar smile once again.  “It’s so nice to meet you.  And this must be Stephanie!”  As bright as her eyes had seemed before, they positively lit up when they landed on the little girl.  “You and I are going to have so much fun together!”

      For a moment, Stephanie simply stared at the newcomer.  But then her face slowly transformed as she smiled, and the same light was reflected back in her own eyes.  “You’re pretty!”

      “Thank you very much,” Brianna said with a self-conscious giggle.  “You’re very pretty, too.”

      The group turned and headed toward the exit.

      “I hope your flight was all right.”

      “It was very long, but overall, it was enjoyable.  I love that I got to see so much of the U.S. on my way here.  Everything is just so beautiful!”

      He could say the same about her, but he held his tongue. “I hear the same thing about Ireland.”

      Brianna nodded, creating more movement in her hair.  “It is, but in a different way.  It’s the complete opposite.”

      “I hope you won’t be too terribly homesick.”  He felt like such a dolt saying stiff sentences like that, but he didn’t want to just walk along in silence.

      “No, I think I’ll be fine.  I’ve been looking forward to a change of scenery.”

      Stephanie suddenly began wiggling in his arms, and when Damien looked down, he saw that she was reaching out toward Brianna.  The au pair had seen it as well, and she held out her arms to receive the little girl as though it was the most natural thing in the world to fly to a new country and scoop a child into her arms as if she were her own. With a smile, he let his daughter go.

      They easily found his car in the parking lot, and Damien let Brianna buckle Stephanie into the backseat.  “It looks to me like you’re starting your probationary period right away,” he said when he opened the passenger door to let Brianna in.  At his cousin’s suggestion, Damien had extended the job offer with a probationary period of thirty days.  That would give them each time to decide if it was working out.  “She seems to be taking well to you.”

      “Like I said in my letter, I have a lot of experience with little ones.”  Brianna turned around to give Stephanie a wink in the back seat.  “I have more cousins than I can count.  As one of the oldest, I’ve spent most of my life babysitting.”

      “That’s good to hear.  Stephanie really needs someone who will interact with her while I work.  She’s not the sort of kid who’s content to sit in a corner with her toys all day.  Even the TV only occupies her for so long.  She likes to get outside and play, and she’s already got quite the imagination for a two-year-old.”

      “And what about your wife?  Does she work?”  Brianna craned her head to look out the window at the palm trees lining the road.

      Damien thought quickly, realizing he hadn’t put anything in his ad about being a single father.

      “I’m recently divorced, actually.  It’s just Stephanie and me.”

      “Oh.”  The pale pink in Brianna’s cheeks deepened slightly.  “I’m sorry.  I didn’t realize…”

      “Don’t worry about it.”

      Brianna looked troubled.  “Is she dealing with it well?”

      He knew she meant Stephanie, and his heart warmed to know this woman already cared for his little girl so much.  “She seems to be, as far as I can tell.  And I think it will be even better for her now that she has someone to take care of her full-time.  I’ve been doing my best, but it’s not an easy thing to do by myself when I also have to work.  It’s been nice to have the extra time with her when I work at home, though, and I think I’ll continue to do that for a few afternoons a week.”

      He realized just how much he would miss having Stephanie on his lap while he made phone calls or taking a little longer to get to work because the two of them were snuggled up on the couch watching Sesame Street.

      “Don’t you have any family that can help you?”  Brianna clapped a hand over her mouth.  “I’m sorry!  I shouldn’t have asked such a thing.  It’s just that I come from such a big family, and there was always someone around to help with childcare.  I suppose we’re very old-fashioned in that sense.”

      “It’s okay,” Damien replied, and he meant it.  He had gotten very used to people asking him about both his divorce and his daycare arrangements.  Since those topics were often on the forefront of his mind, it was just becoming a way of life.  “My mother lives over in Burbank, but she doesn’t get around very well these days and it’s difficult for her to keep up with a toddler.  Plus there’s the commute to her place, then work, and then back again.  With the traffic along those highways, it’s not always worth it.  I thought it might be a better idea for Stephanie to have someone permanent and reliable.”

      He hoped Brianna could be that person.  Stephanie certainly seemed to like her.

      “That makes perfect sense to me.  I look forward to getting started.”

      They were silent for a moment as Damien continued to drive, but he felt there was still something in the air.  It was the same electricity that had made him notice her from the other side of the airport, and he realized what it was.  He felt like an idiot.  He should have realized sooner.

      “You’re a dragon, aren’t you?”

      “I am.  I hope that’s all right.”

      He smiled, still keeping his eyes on the road due to the heavy traffic, but wishing he could turn to look at her once again.  He wanted to see that spark again, especially now that he knew it was the animal inside her.  “Absolutely.  Both Stephanie and I are as well.  It will be good for her to have another shifter around.”

      They pulled into the garage, and Damien took Brianna’s suitcase from the trunk while she got Stephanie out of the car.  It seemed that even the two of them worked naturally together, and he felt good about this.  “I’ll give you the grand tour, and then you can settle in.”

      Stephanie insisted on staying in Brianna’s arms as he showed her around the house.  “I want you to consider this your home while you’re here.  Feel free to use anything in the kitchen, the library, the pool, anything.  I just ask that you please knock before coming into my office, since I might be on an important phone call.”  He gestured at the heavy door that separated his home office from the rest of the living space, and then guided her into the kitchen.  “I put my work number, my mobile number and my mother’s number here by the phone, should you need anything when I’m not here.”

      Brianna nodded but didn’t reply as she took in the white cabinets, wood-trimmed countertops and eat-in breakfast bar that separated the food prep area from an informal dining room.  The window wall in the breakfast area overlooked the pool room, and he thought he saw Brianna’s jaw drop a little. She had a similar reaction to the rest of the house, and it made Damien realize just how good he had it.  He had been living in the lap of luxury for a long time compared to some, and he looked at his home with new appreciation as he showed her around.

      “Here’s your room,” he said when they reached the second story and he opened the first door on the right.  “It’s right next to Stephanie’s, so you can get to her easily.  You have your own bathroom, as well.  I hope it’s comfortable enough for you”

      “It’s…wonderful,” Brianna said breathlessly.  She stepped gingerly into the white-carpeted room and delicately touched the edge of the bed.  “Thank you.”

      He suddenly felt awkward, and he stepped back out into the hallway.  “I know I said a little bit about it in my letter, but I’d like to discuss expectations a bit more.  I’m entrusting you with the most important thing in my life, and I want Stephanie to be your priority at all times when you’re on duty.  I don’t expect you to know every little thing about her right away, as I know it will take you a little time to get to know one another, but please remember that she’s why you’re here.”

      Brianna nodded, suddenly looking very serious as she followed him into the hall.  “Absolutely.  I was going to ask if she has a schedule as far as when she wakes up, goes to bed, takes her naps and has her meals.  I know how important that is for a little one, and I don’t want to disrupt that for her.”

      She could just be saying it to appease him, but Damien had the distinct impression that Brianna really meant it.  She was clearly delighted to be living in a mansion in Beverly Hills, but that didn’t mean she wouldn’t be a good au pair.  “I have it all typed out for you.  We’ll go back downstairs to my office and we can go over it.”  He gestured at the staircase, allowing Brianna to go first.

      “I also want to make sure you understand that I’m somewhat in the public eye due to my job.  It’s not like I’m a celebrity, but people around here know who I am.  When you take Stephanie out, I expect only the best behavior from you.  You’re representing my family, after all.”  Once he said it, Damien realized just how harsh he sounded.  He started to apologize, but then he stopped himself.  There was nothing wrong with being frank and forthright with someone who was going to be caring for his child.  He wouldn’t have been any different had he been at work.  Besides, Brianna was a dragon at heart.  She could handle it.

      “Understood,” she replied evenly as she followed him into his office.  “May I ask what you do for a living?”

      “I’m the director of A&R for Rising Star Records.”  He crossed the room to his desk and picked up the file folder he had prepared for Brianna.  It contained an entire packet of information he had typed up on his daughter, including her schedule, her favorite foods, and what his preferences were for her care.  Some of it was very basic, but he thought it was best to cover all his bases.  When he turned to hand it to Brianna, that hint of color was back in her cheeks again.  He waited for the reaction he usually got when people found out what he did: shoving their demo tapes into his chest or insisting that he come to some backwater nightclub to watch their cousin sing.

      “Oh.  That’s very nice,” she replied as she tenderly touched one of Stephanie’s braids.

      Yes, things were going to work out just fine.
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      When Brianna woke the next morning, for a split second, she didn’t quite recognize the ceiling over her head.  The bed seemed far too comfortable.  But then she remembered where she was.  She turned over to press her face into the pillow so no one would hear her squeal of delight, but Brianna had a feeling that these walls weren’t the paper-thin ones she was used to.  With a gleeful punch of her pillow, she sprang out of her bed and got ready for the day.

      Stephanie was waiting for her as she slipped into the bedroom next door.  She was just sitting up on her toddler bed and pushing back her Care Bear bedspread.  Her hair was a messy, dark cloud around her head, but she offered a sleepy smile to her new nanny.

      “Good morning, Sunshine!  Who’s ready to get dressed and start the day?”

      Stephanie pointed her finger.  “You!”

      Brianna laughed.  “Yes, me.  And you, too, I hope.  Let’s get you dressed, and then we can head down for breakfast, okay?”

      She was glad she had stayed up a little late to put all of her clothes and makeup away.  The schedule Damien had given her showed that she would have a decent amount of time to herself in the evenings, and that most of the time she was needed for Stephanie would be during the day.  Still, she didn’t want to waste any time getting settled.

      And she couldn’t wait to find some time to call Cathy and tell her all about the new home she was living in.  It was nothing like the small bungalow she had left at home, where there was barely enough space for everyone to sit—nevermind shift—comfortably.  The front entryway, where the stairs curved gracefully to the second floor, was tiled in white marble and trimmed in dark wood.  The kitchen was massive; so stunning and immaculate, she was afraid to even cut an apple without making a mess.  Damien had opened the door that led to the massive pool while he had shown her around the house, and she had been incredibly excited to see the indoor pool with decorative tile.  There were even changing areas and bathrooms off to the side, which made it seem like it couldn’t possibly belong in a home.

      Even Stephanie’s bedroom was the ultimate dream room for a little girl.  The Care Bears were her favorite characters, and they were plastered everywhere.  Her canopy bed was draped in the colorful bears, and there was even matching wallpaper.  The walk-in closet was full of dresses for every occasion, as well as plenty of shorts, swimsuits and comfy rompers.  Several of the pieces still had the tags on, and Brianna doubted anything had ever been a hand-me-down.

      She took her time to dress Stephanie, eager to show that she was capable of the job. Together they chose a cute yellow sundress, and Brianna even found frilly socks with matching yellow bows.  She combed the little girl’s hair, surprised at how still she sat for the process, and put it up into a ponytail.  Another yellow bow went into her hair.

      Carrying her down to the kitchen, Brianna opened the big fridge.  Damien must have had it stocked recently, because there was hardly any space left on the shelves.  “What would you like for breakfast?” she asked the little girl.  “Maybe some bacon and eggs?”

      “Lucky Charms!” Stephanie squealed.

      Just to be certain, Brianna checked the folder Damien had given her to make sure that was acceptable. It seemed a little silly to carry the file around with her, but for the first few days, it was the easiest way to ensure she stayed on schedule and didn’t accidentally give the little girl something she couldn’t have.  “All right, Lucky Charms for you, and bacon and eggs for me.  I’m starving after that long trip.  They fed us on the plane, but the food was terrible.”

      “Starving!” Stephanie echoed as Brianna set her in a high chair and turned back toward the kitchen for the cereal.

      She laughed.  “Yes, ma’am.  My mother always told me I had an appetite like a lumberjack.  What about you?  Do you like to eat?”

      “Eat!  Eat!”

      It was so easy to get a reaction out of her, and Brianna loved it.  She swore her cousins had never been that fun.  As she served Stephanie and started to make her own meal, Brianna found a note on the counter.

      

      I took off early for the office.  I have a lot of catching up to do now that you’re here.  Please call me if you need anything.  –Damien

      

      That suited Brianna.  It would be easier to get used to the house and her new job without anyone watching over her shoulder.  Damien had been a bit intimidating as he explained the details of the position the day before, but she could understand.  He had a high-profile job and a child whom he truly cared about.  He wasn’t just hiring someone to run errands for him.  Brianna was living in his house and taking care of his daughter, and it didn’t get more important than that.

      Remembering what he’d said about his job, Brianna felt her cheeks heat up.  They seemed to do that a lot when Damien was around, and she hoped he hadn’t noticed.  She just hadn’t expected him to be so handsome—or a dragon.  If his tan skin, jet black hair and chocolate eyes weren’t enough, there was his strong nose and sculpted lips.  His wide shoulders and washboard abs didn’t hurt, either.  He looked casual enough in his linen blazer and jeans, but she could immediately tell that he was a formidable man who didn’t put up with any bullshit.

      Brianna allowed herself a smile as she thought about how hot her boss was—and what his sheer presence stirred in her inner dragon—but she knew she had to remember that he was just that: her boss.  And that was exactly why she didn’t say anything about her dreams to be a singer.  It wouldn’t be fair to try to use him to make her way in the music world, and he hadn’t exactly asked.  The funny thing was that she had hardly given a thought to getting gigs or recording a new demo since she had arrived.  Part of it was that she had been so overwhelmed with all the new sights, but she had also been thoroughly charmed by Stephanie.

      Brianna brought her plate to the breakfast bar and sat next to the little girl.  “What would you like to do today?”  She was too young to really carry on a conversation, but Brianna had always had a habit of talking constantly to little children.  Her mother had noticed this when she’d started watching her cousins and said that it made them smarter.  Brianna didn’t know if it was true or not, but her charges certainly seemed to have large vocabularies.

      “Walk?” Stephanie asked, then giggled as her tiny tongue elongated and forked, snapping up a clover-shaped mini marshmallow from her spoon.

      Brianna’s eyes widened and she clapped for the little girl. “What a neat trick!”

      Smiling proudly, Stephanie’s tongue resumed its human shape and she continued to munch on her cereal.

      “I think taking a walk sounds like a great idea.”  Brianna glanced out the window as she put a bite of egg in her mouth.  It promised to be a beautiful day, and she had seen an entire array of sun hats in Stephanie’s closet.  There was a stroller in the garage, which would make it easy, and it would be a perfect opportunity to explore her new town.  “We’ll go right after breakfast.”

      Half an hour later, Brianna and Stephanie set out.  As soon as she’d received Damien’s letter, Brianna ordered a map of the Los Angeles area so she could get a feel for where everything was.  She had located the street Damien lived on and traced her way to Rodeo Drive so many times, she could practically close her eyes and walk there.  She was thrilled to find that it was a short walk, and she was even happier to see that this place was just as dazzling as she had hoped.  Every single house was nothing short of grand, with palm trees growing in the front yard and carefully manicured lawns.  No one had chickens running around in the yard, and she never saw a man covered in greasy clothes bending under the hood of his vehicle. The other people she saw out for a walk were dressed in bright, crisp sport clothes as they headed rapidly down the sidewalk with their tiny dogs on tight leashes, no longer entranced by their glorious surroundings.  It would be an extremely touristy thing to do, but Brianna decided she would have to bring her camera on her next walk.  Her family and friends back home would never believe this.

      She could hardly believe it herself as she passed the Beverly Wilshire.  The building was magnificent, so stately that she couldn’t imagine anyone being able to afford staying there.  As she progressed down the street, she saw so many brand names that she recognized from the magazines she had been getting back home.  She dared to look in the window at Harry Winston, trying not to imagine just how much those brilliant gems must cost.  She marveled at the windows and signs for Chanel, Louis Vuitton, Cartier and Chanel.  A part of her really wanted to go into the stores and actually shop.  Her salary from Damien really was a generous one, but she had been working for less than a day and only had the small bit of money her mother had reluctantly pressed into the palm of her hand the day before she left.  The real shopping would wait.  Besides, she wanted to see everything she could.

      Brianna was grateful for the ramps at Anderton Court that allowed her to easily explore the shops there while pushing a stroller, and she didn’t mind the shade, either.  The sun was so close out there that it felt as though it was sitting on her shoulders.  It was no wonder everyone was so tan, and as she looked at her ghostly reflection in a window, she realized just how much she stuck out.

      Stopping briefly at a little café to get a bottle of water for herself and a juice box for Stephanie, Brianna found a bench and sat down, turning the stroller around so she could see her charge.  “I hope you’re having a good time,” she said quietly.  “You live in such a beautiful place, and I’m sure you don’t even know it yet.  But I think you’re one lucky girl.”

      Stephanie grinned, probably just because she was enjoying the sunshine and the smooth vibrations of the stroller, and she wrapped her chubby hands around the juice box.

      “You know what I like the best?”  Brianna leaned forward, putting her hands on her knees so she could share her secret.  “I love the palm trees.  Everywhere I look, there are beautiful plants.  I know we’re right in the middle of a city, but I like to know that there’s still a little bit of nature around.”  Granted, those plants had all been groomed and manicured into the perfection that was demanded of an area like this.  Never did she see a palm leaf with brown edges or a blade of grass that was a different length than the others.  She only hoped that she herself could keep up with such flawlessness.

      Brianna continued her walk.  She was grateful that she had always been physically active, or she might not have had the endurance to keep up with her interest.  She almost didn’t want to blink in case she missed something.  As it was, she knew that she shouldn’t keep Stephanie out too long, or she might miss her nap.  She crossed the street and headed back, trying to memorize the way every single shop looked.

      Stopping in front of the Gucci store, Brianna admired the mannequins in the window.  It looked like Madonna might shop there, with its short fluffy skirts, wide belts and vivid colors.  She glanced down at her own outfit, realizing once again how little she fit in there.  Her jeans were a Guess knockoff, and while she had thought her striped purple-and-white shirt was cute, it suddenly seemed very ordinary.  A yellow Ferrari zoomed down the street behind her, a young girl with a crop top and curly hair hanging out the passenger side driving home the point.

      Taking a deep breath, Brianna continued her walk.  She had to get home—if she could even allow herself to think of it that way—and she couldn’t let all the money and the fashion that she was suddenly surrounded by get to her.  The only people that mattered were Damien and Stephanie.  The little girl seemed to like her just fine, and she had a feeling Damien would have said something yesterday if he didn’t like the way she kept herself.

      “Just what do you think you’re doing?” barked a voice.

      It startled Brianna.  She had been so lost in her thoughts that she hadn’t been paying any attention to her surroundings, and she looked up to find a woman staring at her.  With short, blonde hair that frizzed a little at the end and harsh eyes that were caked in blue eyeliner, she stared at Brianna with vehemence.

      “Excuse me?” Brianna squeaked.

      “I said, what do you think you’re doing?  That’s my daughter in that stroller.”  She pointed a long, lacquered nail toward Stephanie.

      Brianna swallowed.  The only person she had really talked to since arriving had been Damien, and he had been nothing but courteous.  Clearly, this wasn’t the case with the woman who must be his ex-wife.  “I’m her au pair.  Her father hired me to take care of her.”

      The woman folded her arms in front of her narrow chest.  “Oh, I see how it is.  He gets me out of the house, accuses me of cheating, and then he turns right around and moves a little floozy in across the hall.”

      “It’s not like that, ma’am.”  Brianna’s heart surged against her ribs, and she took half a step back.  Inside, her body reacted, threatening to shift.  But she refused to be embarrassed on the street like that where anyone could see her losing control.

      “Ha!”  The other woman didn’t seem to notice that the other passers-by were staring at their little scene.  If she did, then she didn’t care.  “I know how he works, and eventually, you will, too.  He’ll lure you in, and then he’ll turn around and completely change.  Do yourself a favor and don’t fall for him, because he’ll yank the rug right out from under you!”

      None of what she was saying made any sense, but it wasn’t any of Brianna’s business what happened between Damien and his ex.  “I don’t think we should be talking about this…”

      “Oh yes, we should.  Damien has Stephanie right now, so you have a job.  But I’ll be getting her back in a month or two.  My lawyer is already working on it, and he’s a shark.  So you’d better be checking the want-ads for some other sucker’s kids to watch, because you’ll be out on your ass in no time.”  Her face suddenly changed, and she started snickering.  “Do you have any idea what kind of tax breaks you get when you have a kid?  Not to mention all the child support I’ll be collecting from Damien.  Better tell him to be looking for another job, too, because he’ll have to work at least two of them just to keep up with the payments.”  She waggled her fingers in the air, her nails quickly extending into claws, and marched on down the street.

      Brianna remained still for a moment, too shocked to do anything else.  She had been enjoying her outing, but now, she didn’t want to do anything but get back to Damien’s house and focus on her job as a nanny.

      With that thought, she looked down at Stephanie.  The little girl was happily playing with the little Strawberry Shortcake doll she had brought along for the ride.  She had taken no notice of the fact that her mother had been standing a few feet away from her.  There had been no begging to get out of the stroller or cries of “Mommy!”  There must be a lot to the story behind their breakup, but Brianna wasn’t sure she wanted to know about it.  She put her sneakers in gear and headed back.
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      Damien loved it when he left work early.  The roads were relatively clear, and he had a chance to let the engine of his Porsche 944 really open up.  Driving it brought him great satisfaction, but most of all, he knew that his little girl was waiting for him at home, and he never minded leaving behind the urgency of work to relax a little with Stephanie before dinner.

      It had been three weeks since he had picked up Brianna from the airport, and he hadn’t regretted a single day.  Many mornings, he left the house early to get a head start on work so that he wouldn’t feel guilty about those afternoons that he missed, and he knew without a doubt that Stephanie would be clean, fed and happy while he was gone.  There was such a sense of relief that came with that, more than he had anticipated.

      If Damien were honest with himself, he hadn’t really had any reservations about Brianna once he’d met her.  She was young and perhaps a bit naïve from the way she goggled at the scenery, but she was sweet and extremely devoted.  When Damien came home from work, he never found her lounging in front of the television while his daughter was left to play alone.  Instead, the two of them were always doing something together.  It was amazing, and he hoped that Brianna would want to stay at the end of her probationary period.  Damien couldn’t imagine finding someone else as fit for the job as she was.

      I’ve got a few other jobs in mind for her, his dragon groaned.  As tempting as the pictures flashing through his imagination were, he tried his best to push the torrid thoughts from his head.

      The phone rang in the kitchen just as he came in from the garage, and he grabbed the receiver off the hook.  “Hello?”

      “Hey, Damien!  It’s Gordon!”  The man on the other end had to shout over the bad connection.  “I’m going to be in your neck of the woods in about five minutes.  Mind if I drop by for a bit?”

      “Yeah, sure.  See you soon.”  Damien hung up.  He and Gordon had met at one of the numerous parties that Linda had dragged him to.  He didn’t always care for the kind of people who hung out at them.  Gordon wasn’t much different, except that he insisted on being Damien’s friend for some reason.  He had to wonder what the man wanted, but it would still be nice to have someone over, especially since he didn’t see any sign of Brianna and Stephanie.

      The front doorbell rang a few minutes later, and Damien threaded his way through the house to answer it.  A bright red Lamborghini was parked out front, and Gordon was on his doorstop, running a hand through his wavy blonde hair.  He wore brightly colored Hawaiian print board shorts and a white guayabera button down, which coordinated perfectly with his flip flops.  “Hey, there you are!  You know, I hadn’t seen you in such a long time that I was starting to wonder if you still lived in the state.”

      “I’ve been around.  I’ve just been busy.”  Gordon’s assessment hadn’t been completely off the mark, considering that Damien had been so busy with Stephanie and work since the divorce that he hadn’t really been out at all.  He hadn’t even missed it.

      “Yeah, I’m sure you have been busy, you tiger,” Gordon said as he stepped inside.  “Busy chasing babes now that you’re single again.”

      “Not quite.  Why don’t you come have a cup of coffee or a soda?”  Damien turned toward the kitchen.  “Help yourself to whatever you’d like.”

      Gordon followed him, but he wasn’t ready to let that conversation go.  “What?  You’re not going to tell me about all your conquests?  Are you too much of a gentleman to kiss and tell?”  He punched Damien on the arm and laughed.

      “It’s not like that.”  He busied himself with getting coffee filters and mugs out of the cabinet, wishing he hadn’t let Gordon come over at all if they could only have locker room talk.  There was a place for it, but he wasn’t really in the mood.  “I’m focusing on myself and my daughter.  That’s all that matters to me right now.”

      “That’s easy to say when you’ve got a babe like that prancing around the house.”  Gordon had grabbed a Pepsi out of the fridge, but it was unopened in his hand as he leaned a hip against the breakfast bar and gazed through the window wall.

      Damien followed his line of vision and nearly dropped his coffee mug.  Brianna and Stephanie were playing in the pool, the nanny’s back turned to the kitchen.  She wore a simple one-piece maillot cut high on the thighs, and she had tamed her waves of hair into a high ponytail.  She was innocently playing with Stephanie in the shallow end, splashing, jumping, and trying to teach the little girl to float.  It was all perfectly natural, but he couldn’t believe just how amazing she looked in that suit.  And how perfect those hips are for mating, his dragon added.  Damien cleared his throat.  “Um, that’s my au pair.”

      “No wonder you don’t leave the house anymore.  What kind of action are you getting off that?”  Gordon continued to stare through the windows, even moving his head a little to get a better angle.

      It angered Damien, but he tried his best to play it cool.  “It’s not like that, Gordon.  She works here, and that’s all.”

      Gordon finally turned to look at his friend, his golden eyebrows raised.  “Seriously?  You’ve got a bodacious chick like that working for you, relying on you to be able to stay in this country, and you haven’t done anything but write her a paycheck?”

      “It’s not like that, man—”

      “But it should be!  Come on, Damien.  You’re a dragon; you can be a smooth operator when you want to be.  I bet you could make her obey every whim you have, every beck and call, and she would do anything for you.  I can tell.  She’s got that look in her eyes, like she’s just dying to be your sex kitten.”

      “You haven’t even seen her eyes,” Damien pointed out, irritated that it had come to this.  He knew Gordon was a womanizer, just as most of the other men around him were, but he all of a sudden found it annoying.  “And I’m not about to take advantage of her.  She’s wonderful for Stephanie, and I can go to work without worrying whether or not Stephanie is taken care of.  It’s a purely professional relationship, and nothing else would be appropriate.”

      Gordon rolled his eyes, looking at Damien with disbelief.  “Hey, we’re all adults.  If the two of you decided you wanted to get together, then nobody would have anything to say.  It’s the eighties, man.”

      “Eighties or not, I’m not doing something like that.  I couldn’t find a better caregiver for my child, and I’m not messing that up for anything.  Besides, I’ve only been divorced for a couple of months.”

      “Pfft.”  Gordon waved his hand in the air as though none of that mattered.  “So?  You’re free, and it’s your right to get out there and explore, have a little fun.  Look, why don’t you drop Stephanie off with a babysitter and take that girl out.  You show her a good time, a little wining and dining, and she’ll be yours.  Guaranteed.”

      “Just stop.”  Damien felt the flash in his eyes as he spoke the words, and a chill rippled down his back as his body threatened to shift.  He could only be pushed so far.  “She’s not like that, and I’m not like that.”  Maybe he should have been.  There were times, when he lay awake at night after the divorce, that he wondered if he could be as much of a cat-about-town as most of the other men he knew.  There was a certain appeal to loving and leaving, but it just wasn’t in his blood.

      “Okay, okay.”  Gordon put his hands in the air and took a step backwards to show that he was done with his argument.  “I’m just looking out for you.  I know it must not have been easy to go through that divorce, and I don’t want to see you waste away.”

      “Trust me, I won’t.”  He had plenty to keep him busy, but it would be hard to get that image of Brianna in her swimsuit off his mind.  Why did he have to find a woman who was so damn sexy, even when she wasn’t trying?

      That glint was back in Gordon’s eye.  He leaned forward on the breakfast bar.  “All right.  Well if you’re going to just let the opportunity go to waste, then mind if I go out there and introduce myself?  I’d like to get to know her a little better, if you know what I mean?”

      Damien stared down at the black liquid he had just poured into his mug, trying to control the urges that were surging up inside him.  How had he ever become friends with this asshole?  If Gordon was a symbol of what his life had been when he was still with Linda, then he was delighted to let him go.

      “Get out.”

      “Whoa, man.  I wasn’t trying to piss you off.  And hey, at least I asked.  Plenty of guys would have just come back when you weren’t home.”

      The fact that Gordon had even come up with the idea infuriated Damien.  He came around the end of the breakfast bar until his face was only a few inches from Gordon’s.  “I don’t want you talking to her or even looking at her,” he warned, his teeth thinning into ivory daggers.  “If you so much as drive by my house, I’ll fucking end you.”

      Gordon could feel the heat of Damien’s raging fire on his face as he spoke, and his head shrank down into his shoulders.  “W—What’s your beef, man?”

      “My beef is that there’s a complete douchebag in my house, and if he doesn’t leave in the next five seconds, he’s won’t have any arms or legs left to drive that Lambo.”  His vision was turning red around the edges, and he felt a chill on the backs of his arms where his scales were beginning to show.

      “I get the point, man!  I’m out!”  Gordon booked toward the front door.

      Damien watched him go, trying to slow down his breath as he watched the sleek sports car screech away.  He might have overreacted, but he didn’t care.

      The sound of Stephanie’s giggles suddenly carried through the house, breaking the threat of shifting that still slithered just underneath Damien’s skin.  He turned back into the kitchen to see that Brianna and his daughter were just coming in from the pool.

      Brianna looked startled to see him, and she turned a frantic glance to the wall clock.  “I’m so sorry!  I didn’t realize you were home already.  We were having so much fun, and I completely lost track of time.”

      Stephanie ran to him, and he scooped her up, wet swimsuit and all.  “Don’t worry about it.  I’m home, but I still have some work to do.  I’ll be in my office for a bit, if you don’t mind staying with her a little longer.”

      “Not at all!”  The way she beamed at Stephanie let him know that she truly meant it.  “You want to go back in the pool for a bit?”

      “Yeah!”

      They went back through the sliding glass door, and Damien stomped off to his office, more frustrated than he’d been in some time.
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        * * *

      

      There was plenty of work he could have done.  It was both a blessing and curse that there was always more than could possibly be done in a forty-hour week.  He had an entire folder of song lyrics to look over, and the good ones would need to be matched up with the right artists.  The band he had brought in to do a trial recording was fantastic, but they still needed a singer.  There were several acts that he really needed to go see in person.  But when he returned to his office, his mind wouldn’t let him focus on any of that.

      His lifestyle had completely changed now that he was single.  He used to spend so many hours per week at work that he had stopped keeping track of them.  He would stay up until all hours just to make sure the artists and the record label had everything they needed.  He was constantly on call, no matter what.  And it was all worth it, because Rising Star paid him well—and he enjoyed being away from Linda.

      But now Stephanie was his priority.  Even with Brianna there to take care of her, Damien discovered that he was spending less and less time at the office.  Even when he promised himself that he would go to his home office after Stephanie went to bed to finish up a few things, it didn’t usually happen.  There was always something else to keep him occupied, something else that seemed more important.

      One night, he had found Brianna in the kitchen with a bowl of ice cream and a magazine.  She was dressed simply in a t-shirt and jeans, with her hair braided over one shoulder, but she looked positively elegant as she lowered her spoon into the bowl and then lifted it to her lips.  She’d looked up at him a moment later, that alarmed look in her eyes, and started to apologize.

      “Stop.  I told you to make yourself at home, and I’m glad you’re doing it.  I don’t want you to feel like you can only be in your room if you’re not with Stephanie.  In fact, I’ll join you.”  He had dished out some strawberry Frusen Glädjé for himself, trying to remember that last time he had indulged like that.

      He had expected Brianna to say a little bit about herself or to talk randomly about celebrities and television, but the only thing that was on her mind was Stephanie.  She told him how bright his little girl was, how well she had played at the park with a boy about her age, and how she had stubbornly refused to wear a purple bow because it wasn’t quite the same shade as her dress.

      Damien hadn’t thought much of it at the time, but as he tipped back in his desk chair and stared blankly at the screen of his computer monitor, he began to wonder a little about himself.  What had made him join her in the kitchen that night?  What had made him get so defensive when Gordon had suggested he was sleeping with Brianna?  There were worse things he could have been accused of, but it had riled him to no end when Gordon had suggested taking Brianna to bed himself.

      One point on which he couldn’t argue with Gordon was that Brianna had looked phenomenal in that bathing suit.  His dragon wouldn’t let him forget that sight.

      I’m being an idiot, he thought as he leaned forward and began aimlessly shuffling papers on his desk.  I’m just lonely, and I’m looking to fix that in places where I shouldn’t.  Maybe I need to start dating again just to keep myself in check—

      The soft knock on the door was a welcome reprieve from his thoughts.

      “Come in.”

      Brianna looked apologetic as she poked her head around the doorframe.  Her hair had dried into those soft waves that seemed to come naturally to her, still holding the volume that was so popular without looking fake or forced.  “I’m sorry to bother you, but I’m about to put Stephanie to bed.  I thought you might want to say goodnight.”

      Damien slowly set his papers down.  “Have I been in here that long?”

      “I’m afraid so.  But don’t worry, Stephanie’s had dinner and her bath and everything.”

      Of course she had.  Because Brianna would have done anything for the little girl, no matter what it took.  “I’m sorry.  I must have gotten wrapped up in my work.  I’ll be there in a minute.”  When the door closed, he wanted to kick himself.  He had taken off early in order to spend more time with Stephanie, but in the end, he had done nothing but wallow in his own misery.  That wasn’t going to happen again.

      And as he headed across the house toward the stairs, he realized that maybe it was time for things to return to normal.  There were probably tons of talented artists out there he wasn’t finding because he was staying home instead of hitting the nightclubs and checking out other small venues where hopefuls gathered.  He would talk to Brianna about extending her hours.  He already paid her far more than most au pairs earned, and he didn’t think she would mind more time with Stephanie.

      But as he headed up the stairs, an angelic sound drifted down to his ears.  Someone was singing.  Did Brianna have the radio on?  No, he realized from the slow swing of the music that it was a lullaby.  Damien couldn’t quite hear it clearly, and he strained his ears as he approached the landing.  He didn’t recognize any of the words, and in fact, he didn’t recognize the song at all. But it was sweet and soft, and it was the most beautiful thing he’d heard in a long time.

      “Good night, sweetling,” Brianna said as Damien approached the door, which had been left open just a crack.  “Your daddy will come say goodnight in just a minute.”

      Damien paused where he was so he wouldn’t run into her as she came out of the room.  She stepped to the side to let him pass, and he pointed a finger at her as he did so.  “Can you wait here for a second?  I need to talk to you.”

      He stepped onto the plush pink carpet of Stephanie’s room.  She looked so small in her big girl bed, a white canopy bed that he had bought at a high-end furniture store before Stephanie was even old enough to leave her crib.  It just looked so pretty, so right for his baby.  He would do anything for her, and as he approached her bedside, he realized that his thoughts about work were already proven to be wrong.  He couldn’t go back to the way things used to be.  So what if he missed out on some artists and another record label picked them up instead?  The one thing he didn’t want to miss out on was his daughter.

      “Are you all ready to go to sleep?” he asked quietly, brushing her dark hair back from her forehead.

      “Bri sing,” she replied sleepily.  “Bri sing pretty.”

      “Yes, I know.  “I want you to have sweet dreams, okay?  And I’ll see you tomorrow.  I love you.”  He leaned forward, kissing her forehead and her cheeks and inhaling the clean scent.  She was the most precious thing in the world.

      Stephanie’s little hands wrapped around his neck and she pulled him closer, pressing her own lips against his cheek.  “Love you, Daddy.”

      He’d already said it, but he would say it a hundred times a day just to make sure she understood.  “I love you, too.  Good night.”  It was so hard to leave that room.  He wanted to just sit on the edge of the bed and watch her drift off, studying the delicate curve of her cheek and the way her lashes lay against it, but he knew there was other business to attend to.

      Brianna was wringing her hands when he came back out into the hallway.  Her eyes were wide when she glanced at him and immediately looked away.  “I’m so sorry, Mr. Van Buren.  Should I have gotten you for dinner?  I didn’t want to disturb you.”

      He felt like an ass, not only for sitting alone in his office for so long, but for making Brianna feel like it was her fault.  She could be confident when she needed to be.  He had seen her talk to the mailman as though they were old friends, and she had introduced herself to the cook without hesitation.  But she never seemed to have that self-assurance when he was around.  Damien shook his head.  “You didn’t tell me you could sing.”

      Her cheeks colored visibly, and she looked away again.  “I love to sing.  It’s my greatest passion in life,” she replied quietly.

      “It is?  Then why have you been keeping it such a secret?”

      “I didn’t really mean to, but when you said you were in the music business, I didn’t want to give you any cause to think I was here to take advantage of you.  I’m sure you get people all the time who want you to get them signed, and I don’t want to be one of them.”

      “I appreciate that.”  And he did.  Most other people wouldn’t have had that kind of courtesy, and it was so endearing that he wasn’t sure what else to say about it.  “What was that song?”

      Brianna brushed her hand through the air as though waving aside the lullaby.  “It’s called the Ballyeamon Cradle Song.  It’s silly, I know, but my mother used to sing it to me all the time when I was little.  I turned around and sang it for my cousins, and it’s just become an old habit.”

      “It’s just lovely.  Stephanie says you ‘sing pretty.’”  He had to agree.  There didn’t seem to be anything about her that wasn’t lovely.

      “Thank you.  I’ll just go clean up the kitchen and get to bed.”  She rushed down the stairs and disappeared.

      Damien watched her go, his mind working overtime.  He hadn’t been able to concentrate on his business that afternoon, but suddenly, that was no longer the case.
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      Brianna wiped down the kitchen counters and rinsed the sponge.  She peeked into the living room to make sure Stephanie was still happily watching My Little Pony before throwing in a load of laundry.  She worked quickly to make sure she would still get some time to snuggle up on the couch with the little girl before she got bored and wanted to go play with her Barbies or her Cabbage Patch Kid.  Brianna loved to play with her, and the two of them had made up all sorts of interesting storylines for her dolls, but there was also something extremely gratifying about curling up on the couch with Stephanie.  She would wiggle her little body against Brianna’s thigh, reaching out to pat her leg or touch her hair.  It was endearing, and it was at those times that Brianna knew she had made the right decision by coming to America.

      It had been a little easier to feel she fit in as long as she avoided any place where she thought she might run into Linda again.  Brianna had accidentally overheard Damien on the phone, so now she at least knew his ex-wife’s name.  Once or twice, she had considered telling him about the incident.  But it seemed clear the only reason Linda had said anything to her at all was because she was angry at Damien, and if Brianna had actually delivered the message Linda had given her, it would’ve just continued to fuel the fire.

      Instead, she made the best of her time around the house with Stephanie, swimming in the pool or playing in the back yard.  They walked down to the park to play and have picnics.  Once or twice, the two of them had taken a ride with the cook to the grocery store.  It had been delightful to fill the cart with food and never worry about how much money they were spending, although Brianna was always careful not to abuse that right.  Damien was a good boss, and she truly enjoyed her job.  She wanted to stay as long as she could.  She just had to hope that he wanted to keep her when she reached the end of her probationary period.

      “Which pony is your favorite?” Brianna asked as she joined Stephanie on the couch.

      She pointed to a yellow pony with butterflies on its rump.

      “I like that one, too.  I think her name is Butterscotch.  What about that one?”  Brianna pointed to a pink pony with white dots.  “Do you remember that one’s name?”

      Stephanie shrugged, an adorable gesture on such a little girl.

      Brianna smiled.  “I think it’s Cotton Candy.”  The two of them continued to watch.  Stephanie was no doubt lost in the bright colors and the high voices of the characters, but Brianna took the time just to enjoy being with her and to plan out the rest of their day.  When she got the chance, she wanted to ask Damien if there was a library nearby.  He had stayed home to work, but she didn’t want to knock on his office door unless it was absolutely necessary.  Her boss hadn’t even come out for lunch, so Brianna figured he must have had a heavy workload.

      When the show ended and Brianna was just about to suggest they go outside for a little while, Damien appeared in the doorway.  “Brianna, could you please come to my office for a minute?”

      “Of course.”

      He left, and she looked down at Stephanie.  “Here.  You can watch a little more TV, and I’ll be right back, okay?”

      Stephanie’s focus was on the screen, and she nodded absently as Brianna got up from the couch.

      Her blood thrummed against the walls of her veins, and she tried to walk calmly to the office.  It was getting close to the end of her trial period.  Was he going to tell her whether or not she would be allowed to stay?  As far as she knew, she had been doing a good job.  She liked to think Damien was the sort of man who would have told her outright if he wasn’t happy, but she had only known him for a few weeks.  She paused uncertainly in the doorway of the office, and Damien waved her in.

      “Have a seat.”  He gestured at the leather chair across from his desk.  “I have a few things I’d like to talk to you about.”

      She sat, hoping the shaking she felt inside didn’t show.

      Damien tapped a stack of papers, lined them up and then set them aside.  He smiled at her.  “So, you like to sing, right?”

      Her heart shot up into her throat, but she pushed it back down again.  She couldn’t let herself even hope that Damien was going to help her achieve her dreams.  “I do.”

      “Good.  I’ve secured an audition for you.”  He watched her expectantly, letting the words sink in.

      But Brianna couldn’t seem to process them correctly.  “I… I don’t understand…”

      “It’s my job to find new talent, but having talent is only the beginning.  The right songs need to be paired with the right artists, and sometimes bands and singers need to be put together as well.  There’s a lot more to being an A&R director than just hearing good music and signing artists.”

      Brianna nodded.  “That makes sense.”

      “A few months ago, before you came here, I heard a new wave band in a nightclub that belonged to a friend of mine.  They were pretty good, but I could tell they needed some tweaking.  I had them come in and record a demo with us. They already had one of their own, but I wanted to see what our sound guy could do with them.  I still felt like something needed to be changed, and then their singer up and quit.  Would you like to audition to be their new singer?”

      “I…That’s…”  Brianna couldn’t believe her ears or even catch her breath long enough to give Damien a solid reply.  This was the opportunity of a lifetime, and he was handing it to her on a silver platter.  “Me?”

      Damien laughed, a sound she hadn’t often heard from him.  He was always so serious unless he was around Stephanie.  “Yes, you!  You’ve got a wonderful voice, and it was even better that I got to hear it when you didn’t know I was listening.  You were just being yourself, so I know I was hearing the real deal.  I think your bright, clear voice could be a wonderful contrast to the heavier synth sound this band has.”

      “Oh my god, that’s… that’s awesome!  Thank you so much!”  So many times, Brianna had dreamed up something like this.  She’d heard of singers being discovered in odd, random ways, but she had never imagined she would be one of them.  Her mind raced, her heart surging with excitement, and without thinking, she ran to Damien, wrapping her arms around him, squeezing him in a tight hug.  Her dragon quaked at their sudden closeness, sending bolts of electricity through every cell in her body, and she stumbled back, her face flushed.  “I—I’m sorry; that was entirely inappropriate.  I—”

      Damien stepped forward, brushing a stray lock of hair behind her ear and she felt the heat of his touch once again.  “Hey, don’t worry about it.”  He flashed a warm smile, pausing before placing his hands into his pockets.  “I don’t think talent like yours deserves to be hidden away, so I’m happy for the chance to have you audition.  Now, again, there’s nothing definite here.  We’ll have to see how well you can work with the band and if your sounds will truly mesh as well as I think they will.  Then I’ve got to get the approval of the president.  But I honestly think you have a strong chance.”

      “Thank you.  I’m so grateful.”  A tear trickled down her cheek from the excitement of it all.  “But what about Stephanie?”

      Damien tipped his head slightly to the side.  “You know, you’ve been wonderful for her.  I can’t tell you how appreciative I am that with this big opportunity thrown in your lap, the first thing you do is think of her.  But I’ve already got it taken care of.  My mother will come by that day to watch her, and I can take you to the audition.  I’ve got everything covered.”  There was that smile again.  When Damien looked at her like that, she could always see the kindness in his eyes.  “I’ve got the original demo tapes here.  You can listen to them for the next couple of days to familiarize yourself with their sound and with the songs.  Then you and I will drive to the studio, and you can spend some time in the booth with them.  That’s really all you have to do.”

      “Okay,” she replied breathlessly.  He made it sound so simple, but he wasn’t the one getting behind a microphone.  “I’d better get back to Stephanie. But really, thank you.”

      She felt dizzy as she went back to the living room.  Brianna knew there was a chance that this wouldn’t work out.  She loved to sing, and her friends and family always told her she had a real knack for it.  Even Damien seemed to think so.  But she had never worked with a band before, and her modest recording session back home had taken place in little more than some guy’s remodeled basement.  That seemed like such a long time ago now.

      And then there was that fiery jolt he sparked within her as they touched.  She couldn’t even begin to explain it, and she certainly couldn’t ignore it.  But for the time being, she decided it was best to do so, as much as possible.

      Sinking down onto the couch, she watched as Stephanie danced excitedly to a Toys ‘r’ Us commercial.  It was adorable, just like everything else she did.  Someday, if this worked out, she would have to thank Stephanie.  It was all because of her that this was happening, after all.

      “Play?” the little girl asked when the commercial was over.

      Brianna was grateful.  She had so much excitement and energy in her, she didn’t think she could possibly sit still.  “Let’s do it!”
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        * * *

      

      As much as she loved her job, Brianna couldn’t wait for her shift to end that day.  Damien insisted he would feed Stephanie her dinner, and so Brianna rushed up to her room.  It had its own phone line and she immediately picked up the receiver and dialed.

      “Hello?” Cathy asked moments later.

      “Cathy!  It’s Brianna!”  Hearing her voice, Brianna realized just how much she missed her best friend back in Ireland.  The two of them had been close for so many years, and it was odd not to be able to talk about everything on a regular basis.  She wanted to keep her international calls to a minimum for Damien’s sake, even though he’d told her not to worry about it, and the first phone call she had made had been to her mother.

      “I just got your postcard the other day!  How are things going?  Tell me everything!  Have you met any celebrities?”

      Brianna laughed at her friend’s enthusiasm.  “Things are wonderful.  Stephanie, the little girl I’m in charge of, is wonderful.  She’s sweet and playful, and she never complains when it’s time to go to bed.”

      “What kind of place are you staying in?  I always imagined that if someone is hiring an au pair, they must be some crazy rich person.  But I guess that doesn’t mean they don’t keep you in a closet under the stairs.”

      Brianna laughed.  “Nothing like that at all.”  She went on to describe her room, which she had taken small measures to make her own.  It was a wonderful room already, but she had bought a rug and a few wall hangings that she liked to add her own personal touch.  She had justified them to herself with the fact that even if she didn’t stay with Damien, she could take them to her next place.  She lay down on her bed, feeling like she had died and gone to heaven.  “And you should see the house itself; it’s huge.  It must be six times the size of my mother’s place.  Everything is top-of-the-line, and there’s even an indoor pool.  I can’t tell you how lucky I am.”

      “Oh, it really sounds like it!” Cathy enthused.  “But what about the celebrities?  They must be all over the place out there.”

      “Not really.  There’s definitely a lot of money here, but I can’t say that I’ve met any.  There was a guy on the sidewalk who looked an awful lot like Lionel Richie, but I doubt it was actually him.”

      “I’m sure you’ll find one eventually. Do you know if you’re staying yet?  Because if you are, then I’m going to save up for a plane ticket to come and see you.  I don’t care if I have to tag along while you work, but I’ve just got to see all this with my own eyes.”

      Brianna laughed as she twirled the phone cord through her fingers.  “That would be so rad.  I’d have to clear it with my boss, but I’m sure we could work something out.  He’s pretty cool.  As a matter of fact…”  She trailed off, not sure if she should say anything yet.  There was, as Damien had said, nothing definitive.

      “What?  Tell me!”

      She pulled in a deep breath.  “It turns out he’s a record label executive.”

      “Wait!  Let me guess.  You gave him your tape, and he loves it.  You’re going on tour with Duran Duran next summer, and you’ll be stopping in Ireland, and you can’t wait to introduce me Simon Le Bon.”

      “No, nothing quite that good.”

      “You can’t blame me for dreaming.”

      “Anyway, I never gave him my tape.  I didn’t want him to think I was just here to use him.  But he happened to hear me singing little Stephanie a lullaby, and he offered me an audition with a band that he’s trying to get for his record label.  I’m going to the studio on Wednesday to see how we sound together.”

      She had to hold the phone away from her ear so Cathy’s screams wouldn’t burst her eardrums.  “You’ve got to be kidding me!  That’s totally awesome!  I can’t wait to tell everyone.  I’m going down the street first thing tomorrow morning, and I’m going to tell that awful Rose Meyers what you’ve done with your life.”  Rose had been the most popular girl back in school, and that notion seemed to have carried over into her adult life.

      “Take a chill pill, Cathy; this is just an audition.  Maybe the band won’t like me.  Maybe I’ll get so nervous that I won’t be able to sing at all.  Or maybe Mr. Van Buren will realize that I wasn’t as good of a singer as he thought, he’ll fire me, and I’ll come back home with my tail between my legs.”  The thought had crossed her mind, although she hoped she was wrong.

      “Stop talking like that.  You’re going to do great.  And you said this was your boss who got you this audition?  Sounds to me like you’ve got it in the bag.”

      “I don’t know about that.”  Damien had been sure to tell her that it was still a gamble.  She hoped he wouldn’t do this as any sort of favor to her, but because she really deserved it.  “He’s a great guy, though.  He’s wonderful to work for, so even if I don’t nail the audition, I won’t mind coming back home to be a nanny.”

      “Oh?  Tell me more about this boss of yours.  Is he hot?”

      “Cathy…”  She didn’t want to say anything like that about Mr. Van Buren, especially not when she was speaking on his telephone line.

      “Grow up!  There’s nothing wrong with a little bit of gossip.  Besides, I think I hear a little something in your voice.  You like him.  I’m sure.  I’m so sure.”

      “Quit it!  He’s my boss!  I think you’ve let this whole thing go to your head.  It’s not like that.  He’s kind, and the job is good, but we’re purely professional.  Nothing more.”

      “If you say so...”

      “I do, and I’d better let you go before I rack up a phone bill so big that he decides to cancel the audition.  But I’ll call you as soon as I hear anything, okay?”  They hung up and Brianna lay on her bed for a little while longer, just trying to catch her breath from the day.  Was this really happening?  Was she really getting her shot at a recording contract?

      And better yet, what did she think of Damien?  She thought of him by his first name in her head, but she had only ever addressed him as Mr. Van Buren.  He’d never indicated they could be on a first-name basis, and other than the night when they sat together eating ice cream, the two of them hadn’t spent any time together unless Stephanie was involved.

      But she couldn’t deny her attraction to him, nor the spark she’d felt the other day when she’d hugged him.  A shiver of pleasure ran down her spine as she thought about him, and it made the sharp teeth of her dragon form threaten to descend.  He might spend his time behind the scenes, pointing his finger for the record label, but he could just as easily have been a movie star.  She’d never seen anyone quite like him, and it was hard not to stare.  The dark umber of his eyes was hypnotizing, and while she was usually quite confident, the alpha energy he radiated made her weak in the knees.  Most of the time, she saw him in suits or business casual attire.  But then there had been those occasions when she had spotted him in a polo and khaki shorts, or that one morning when he had come through the kitchen in his bathrobe for a cup of coffee.  It made him seem more like a real person—and it only showed her just how tempting his body was.

      She sighed.  If she had to tell the truth, she was most definitely attracted to him.  To her boss.  Not only that, he was the man who was giving her a chance at a big break.  Everything else would just have to be forced to the back burner for now.  She had a career to work on.

      Getting up, she slid the tape Damien had given her into her boombox and pressed the play button.
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      “Just relax.  I promise, nobody there is going to bite you.”  Damien was navigating traffic to get to Rising Star, but it was impossible to ignore the tension that had taken over Brianna.  It made her a completely different person compared to who she was when she was playing with Stephanie, and he was worried for her.

      “I’m sorry, I’m just a little anxious.  I’ve never done anything like this before.”  She rubbed her fingers nervously across her lips.

      Damien forced his eyes away, finding the gesture far too seductive.  “Don’t worry.  This band has been playing together for a bit, but they’re barely professionals themselves.  You listened to all the songs?”  He wondered if Brianna realized what an advantage she had in having access to the songs ahead of time.  Some artists were forced to learn on-the-go.  Maybe he wasn’t being fair by doing her that favor, but he really wanted this to work.

      “More times than I can count.”

      “Good.  Then you’ll be fine.”  Damien switched lanes to get around a semi.  Since his mom had Stephanie, he’d decided he would drive Brianna to the studio in the Porsche.  It was fast and smooth, and he enjoyed the ride, but he realized it probably looked like he was showing off.  Brianna, however, was too nervous to notice.

      “I hope so.”

      Deciding this was the best time to bring up something that had been weighing on his mind, Damien turned down the volume on The Psychedelic Furs’ new track emanating from the speakers, “The Ghost In You.”

      “I want you to know that I’m excited for you, but I also don’t know what I’m going to do if you get this gig.  I’m not looking forward to hiring a new au pair.”

      Brianna blushed, and he once again had to make sure he kept his focus on the road.  “I’m sure you won’t have anything to worry about, but I would never leave Stephanie until I knew you had someone else lined up for her.”

      How had he managed to find someone who was so kind and considerate?  There just wasn’t anyone else in Los Angeles county like her.  “I appreciate that.  Really.  But don’t sell yourself short; there’s a chance this could all work out for you.  Today, you’ll meet a few people who will be working on the recording.  They’re all very cool, very relaxed, and they won’t be the ones judging you.  It’s their job to make sure you and the band sound as good as possible.  You’ll meet the band, and you guys will go in the booth.  Just relax and do what you do naturally.”

      She pulled in a deep breath through her nose and let it out slowly through her mouth. She must have been even more nervous than he had anticipated.  “I know I shouldn’t be asking this, but how long will it be until we know something?”

      He tapped his finger against the steering wheel.  Technically, a lot of this decision was riding on his shoulders.  No one would really say anything if he made the call on his own, but he wanted to get the president involved.  He had to make sure that he was being objective, since he had been living with Brianna for the last few weeks.  “It shouldn’t take too long.  The tape will be ready in a couple of days, and then the executives will need some time to listen to it.  I’d guess a week or two.”

      “That’s not very long, but it feels like it.”

      “It’ll fly by,” Damien assured her.  He pulled into the parking garage attached to the studio and came around the side of the car to let her out.  At his suggestion, she had gone shopping for a new outfit.  It wasn’t because he didn’t like the way she dressed, but he knew that having new clothes always made someone feel more confident.  She stepped out in black miniskirt and a royal blue belted blouse that made her look like she was anything but a nanny.  Brianna had spent a little more time on her hair that morning, crimping a few pieces and teasing even more volume into it than usual.  With her heels and a vivid swoop of blue eyeshadow, it was hard to tell that she wasn’t already a rock star.

      Once inside, Brianna’s pleasant nature took over.  She smiled as she shook hands with everyone, and the band instantly seemed impressed with both her look and her attitude.  Damien knew it would take a lot more than that to get her this job, but they were off to a great start.

      Mitch, the drummer, waved toward the booth as he spoke to Damien.  “Hey, do you care if we just jam a little before we actually start?”

      “Sounds like a good idea to me.  We’ll keep the mics off on our side while you get to know each other.  Just let us know when you’re ready.”  He watched her go into the sound booth with the band, and he stepped into the production booth with Mike.

      With his curly black hair and a pair of sunglasses perched at the end of his nose, Mike looked like a complete slacker.  He usually sat behind the mixing board with his feet propped up, looking through a magazine or doodling song lyrics on a notepad like he had nothing better to do.  But Damien knew that, even though he was human, he was one of the best in the business.  He could take a mediocre band and make them sound like they had been pros for years.  “So this is her, huh?”  He was looking through the glass with more interest than Damien had seen in his eyes before.

      Damien had phoned ahead to let Mike know what they’d be doing.  “I hope so.  She’s got a great voice.  We’ll just have to see.”

      “Are you okay?  You look a little rattled.”  Mike squinted at him with bloodshot eyes.

      “Hmm?”  He had been watching Brianna closely as she chatted with the band, smiling and gesturing with her hands.  “Oh, I’m fine.  I think I just had too much coffee today.”

      “Not possible, man.”  He found a chair and parked himself while he waited.  He understood why the band would want to have a little practice time, but he was anxious for this to get started.

      When it looked like they had run through a couple of songs together and Brianna was smiling at the microphone, the guitarist gave them the signal to start.  Mike turned up the volume, and they started playing.

      Damien was glad he was sitting down.  He had a good ear for music, as he should with his heightened shifter senses, but also because he had been in the industry for so long.  But even he couldn’t have predicted just how good they would sound together.  Brianna bopped along to the beat of the music, looking so natural as she belted out the lyrics.  The band members were grinning, too, and Damien knew they were hearing the same thing.  Their former singer had been okay, but the combination of their talent and Brianna’s was unmatched.

      In his mind’s eye, he could already see what their future album cover could look like.  It wouldn’t take anything to get a music video made, since they just looked so natural together as they played. Once the president had a chance to hear the tape, he knew there would be no question of signing them, no matter who any of them were.  Brianna was about to become a star, and his house was about to become a much lonelier place.  He didn’t even want to think about how he would break the news to Stephanie.

      “Wow, your girlfriend really has a set of pipes,” Mike remarked.  His fingers were on the mixing board, but they weren’t moving.  “I won’t have much work to do on this one.”

      “Yeah, she really does.”  Damien smiled, completely blown away.  “But she’s not my girlfriend.”

      Mike twisted a small green knob on the board, but only by a fraction of an inch.  “What do you mean?”

      Damien tore his eyes away from Brianna and the band to look at him.  “What do you mean, what do I mean?  She’s not my girlfriend.”

      “Ooookay,” Mike replied, dragging the word out so that it was dripping with doubt.  “Then what is she to you?  It’s obvious that she knows you.”

      “How’s that?”  Damien instantly felt defensive.  He hoped Mike wasn’t trying to pull the same bullshit that Gordon had, feeling him out for his relationship with Brianna just so he could get a chance with her.  His scales were getting ruffled, and nothing had really happened.

      Mike shrugged and gave Damien a quick smirk.  “I’ve seen the way she looks at you.  There’s some sort of connection there.  You didn’t just find her on the street or in the nightclub.”

      Damien looked through the window, ready to argue.  He was her boss, and that was all.  But as she sang, he could see exactly what Mike was talking about.  Brianna’s eyes were lit like stars, and every time she looked at him there was a softness that he couldn’t deny.  He wondered why he hadn’t known it before, but the makeup she wore that day must have accentuated it.  “She’s just having fun in there singing.  Look at her, she’s a natural.”

      “Oh, I’ve looked at her.  And so has everyone else in this building, I’m sure.  Hey, don’t look at me like that!  She’s hot, okay?”

      Damien relaxed the curled fist that had come naturally to his hand, even though he had kept it at his side.  “I’m sorry.  I guess I’m a little protective of her.  She’s new in this country, and she doesn’t know anyone yet.  And I’m her boss, if you must know.  She watches my daughter.”

      “Oh, okay.  Cool.”  Mike still didn’t sound like he believed him, but he was content to leave it at that for the moment.

      Damien was grateful.  He would hate to think that someone he worked so closely with was as much of a sleaze as Gordon.  If Mike had tried to move in on Brianna, he would have had a problem on his hands.

      The band wrapped up the song, and Mike flipped a switch.  “That was great, guys.  Go ahead and do the next one.  I’m ready whenever you are.”

      The guitarist and the drummer gave the thumbs up while the keyboardist made a few adjustments to his instrument.  Brianna beamed at Damien, looking like she might explode.

      And he thought he might do the same.  Shit.  He couldn’t feel this way about her.  So what if she was talented, kind—and breathtaking?  She was his nanny, and he had barely lost the tan line where his wedding ring used to be.

      His phone rang, jarring him out of his thoughts.  He’d almost left the damn thing at home, since he didn’t really like being tied down by his mobile phone, but he wanted to be available in case his mother had any issues with Stephanie.  He pulled his giant Motorola DynaTac 8000S out of his briefcase and stepped out of the booth.  “Hello?”

      “Damien!”  The yell that came through the phone was ear-splitting.

      “Linda, how nice to hear from you.”

      “Do you know how hard you are to track down?” she barked.  “I called your house and your office, and you weren’t there.  Where the fuck are you?”

      He closed his eyes and leaned against the wall of the hallway.  Across from him, several platinum records sparkled in the lights.  It was no wonder he had been able to get so many of them from the company when his alternative was going home to the hateful woman on the other end of the line.  “I don’t think that’s really any of your business.”

      “It is when you have my daughter!  Is she there with you?”

      “No, I’m working.”  He glanced at the light above the door.  They were still recording.  Good.  He didn’t want to be doing this when Brianna came out of the booth.

      “Then where is she?” Linda screeched.  “Is she with that little hussy you hired?”

      “She’s with my mother,” he countered, “and what are you talking about?”

      “Right.  I guess you didn’t think I would find out.  But I know all about that bimbo you’ve got living with you.  You’re sick, Damien.  You get me out of the house and hire yourself a whore?  I guess she plays with Stephanie during the day and then plays with you at night, right?”

      He rubbed one hand over his eyes.  He wasn’t going to dignify the question with a real answer.  “Brianna is an excellent caregiver.  And seriously, how do you even know about her?  Are you stalking me or something?”

      “I don’t have to stalk you to find out about anything.  I saw the bitch on Rodeo Drive.  You should have seen her.”  Linda descended into a fit of giggles.  “Poor little thing was terrified of me—as she should be.  I’m going to tear that little bitch apart.”

      “You’re not going to do anything,” Damien corrected.  “It’s none of your business where Stephanie is, anyway, since you don’t have custody of her.”

      “Something which you just love to wave in my face.”

      “I might as well, considering you didn’t even show up for your last scheduled visitation.”  Damien had chosen to meet Linda at the park instead of in his own home.  The idea of his ex coming over had given him a gnawing feeling in the pit of the stomach that he couldn’t ignore.  But after waiting for a solid hour without a sign of Linda, he had let Stephanie finish playing on the slide and brought her home. Fortunately, he hadn’t told his little girl that she would be seeing her mother that day, so she didn’t have the chance to be disappointed.

      “It’s my business because I’m taking you back to court.”

      The blow was a low one.  He didn’t really think Linda could win, but he didn’t want to go through all of that again.  “The judge already made his decision.”

      “Maybe so, but I’ve got a much better lawyer this time.  One whose dick is at least twice the size of yours, by the way.  You can’t keep Stephanie away from me just because I cheated on you.  Lots of people do that, and I won’t let you punish me for it any longer.  You’ll be getting the papers in the mail soon.”

      She was right about the cheating part, but of course she wasn’t about to bring up her drug use, erratic behavior, or the fact that Damien didn’t trust her to properly take care of Stephanie.  In fact, she was probably high right then and there.

      “You know what?  That’s fine.  You bring your lawyer and his dick, and I’ll see you in court.”

      He hung up and shoved the phone back in his briefcase, all the excitement from Brianna’s audition drained out of him.  He’d made plenty of mistakes in his life, and most of them, he had been able to move past, but having a child with Linda was probably the biggest.

      He stepped back into the booth just as they wrapped up their song.  “That’s it for now, guys.  Great job,” Mike said over the intercom.

      Brianna turned to the band.  Damien couldn’t hear her, since Mike had flipped the switch again, but it looked like she was thanking the band.  They shook her hands, clapped her on the shoulders, and the drummer even hugged her.  It was obvious she had their approval.
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      Brianna’s blood was rushing through her body so fast, she thought she might pass out, but only in a good way.  She’d been terrified on the way to the recording studio, certain that Damien had made a mistake. Boy, had she been wrong.

      “Thank you so much, guys.  That was killer,” she said once Mike had given them the all-clear.

      “No, thank you,” replied Mitch as he tucked his drumsticks through his belt loop.  “We thought we were shit out of luck when our vocalist quit, but you’re ten times better than she ever was.  And you’re a dragon?  How sweet is that?!”

      She felt heat rise in her cheeks.  “Oh, you don’t have to say that for my sake.”

      “He’s not.”  This was Joel, the guitarist.  He had dyed blonde hair with blue streaks, and intense blue eyes to match.  “You were great, and a lot easier to work with than she was.  We had to do about ten takes to get one song.  As far as I’m concerned, you’re hired.”

      “Agreed!” said the bassist and the keyboardist at once.

      Mitch nodded.  “Works for me.  If they decide they don’t want us at this label, then we’ll just move onto the next one.”

      She wondered if they had any idea of her link to Damien, but she decided to keep quiet about it for the moment.  She didn’t want to ruin the high she was on, just in case it was something that might offend them.  “Wow.  Thank you.  I’ll be in touch, but I’d better go.”  Brianna had caught a glimpse of Damien through the window, and he looked antsy.  She came through the door, resisting the urge to hug him this time.

      He stood with his hands in his trouser pockets, his face serious.  “Brianna…”

      Oh, no.  This was it.  This was when he was going to tell her that he didn’t like the sound and he would have to pass.  She would have to tell him that the band wanted her anyway, and then what would happen?  Would he get pissed off and fire her?

      “You were marvelous,” he finally finished.

      “Really?”  as she asked it, she realized just how much she wanted his approval of their performance, and it wasn’t just because he would be helping make the decision on a contract.

      “Really.”  His countenance had been hard a moment ago, but it had softened again.  She felt herself melt a little.  “I knew you would probably be a good fit, but that was phenomenal.  What did they think?”

      She didn’t want to lie to him about it and then be forced to tell the truth later.  “They loved it,” she admitted.  “They said they want me in the band, even if you don’t sign us.”

      “Oh, so it’s ‘us’ now, is it?” Damien said with a laugh.  “I’m glad to hear it.  You definitely looked like you had chemistry with them, and that’s important.”

      “Sure is,” Mike agreed.  “It sure beats those scenarios when the bands do nothing but argue.”

      Brianna was so flattered and pleased.  She would have to go ahead and call Cathy again that night despite the cost, just so she could gush about every little detail.  The adrenaline in her system was making everything around her look sharper, and she wanted to remember it all.

      “Let’s get going.  I know Mike has a little bit of work to do, and it will take the band a while to move all their instruments.”  He touched her gently on the elbow and guided her out into the hall.

      The rush of cool air hit her like a blast, and she realized just how warm it had been in the booth.  Or maybe it was just her excitement.  She glanced over her shoulder.  “Do you think I should help the guys?  I could carry a drum or a guitar or something.”

      Damien laughed and kept walking.  “Okay, now I know you get along well with them.  Most singers wouldn’t be concerned about that.  But I treat even my potential clients well, and I’ve already got several interns assigned to help them.  They’ll be all right.”

      “Good.  I wouldn’t want them to think I’m afraid to pull a little weight.”  If their former frontwoman had been such a pain, then she really wanted to set a precedence that she wouldn’t be.

      “I don’t think you have anything to worry about.”  He looked at her with a glint of pleasure in his eyes.  “Let’s go out to dinner to celebrate, I’m starving.”

      When they got in the car, Nena’s “99 Red Balloons” was playing on the radio.  She loved the song, and she almost started singing along with it.  Blowing through a short session like that with the band hadn’t been enough, and she would have sung along to a commercial for The Gap.  But even though Damien had just heard her sing her heart out, she still felt a little self-conscious about belting it out in front of him alone.

      He got behind the wheel, listened for a moment, and immediately flicked off the radio.  “Sorry.  I’ve just heard that one too many times.”  He was back to that serious face again, and Brianna had to wonder what was going on.  He was vacillating between sharing her enthusiasm and clamming up.

      When they arrived at the restaurant, Mr. Van Buren let her out and they walked in, leaving a valet to park the Porsche.  He guided her in through the arched front door, where a maître d looked down his nose at them.

      “Do you have reservations, sir?”

      “Not today.”

      The man gave a little huff.  “Your name?”

      “Damien Van Buren.”

      “Ah.  Right this way.”  He swiped two menus from his podium and turned on his heel.

      Brianna started to follow, but then she noticed her surroundings.  The arched windows, dim lighting, marble floor, and gleaming china made the place look like it must be the formal dining room in a palace.  Soft classical music was the backdrop for tinkling silverware and the murmur of voices, and the scent of the air alone made her mouth water.  Elegant floral arrangements brought a delicate pop of color to the cream of the walls and tables, as did paintings of eighteenth century gardens.  She felt Damien’s gentle tug on her elbow, and she let him guide her along.

      “Madame.”  The maître d pulled out her chair for her and handed her a menu once she was seated.

      “We’ll take a bottle of your finest white,” Damien said before the man left.

      “This is quite the place,” she murmured, too dazzled to even look at the selections.  The tablecloth was finer linen than even her mother’s Sunday best.

      “Like I said, we’re celebrating,” he replied with a smile.

      She tried to catch her breath.  It had been a whirlwind of a day.  First, Mr. Van Buren had sent her out shopping, then she’d had that incredible audition, and now she was clearly in one of the finest restaurants in the area.  “And what, exactly, are we celebrating?  I mean, we don’t know anything for certain yet.”

      A young man appeared at the side of their table with a chilled bottle of Chardonnay.  He opened it, poured a glass for each of them, and then put the bottle in a bucket of ice on the table.  “Can I bring you any appetizers or take your order?” he asked quietly.

      “I think we’ll need a few minutes, please.”  When the waiter left, Mr. Van Buren turned back to Brianna.  “I suppose what we’re celebrating is up to you.”

      “How’s that?”  She tried to look at her menu after the prompting from the waiter, but she couldn’t concentrate long enough to even read the descriptions.  She was still too excited.

      “Well, tomorrow marks the thirtieth day since you started working.  It’ll be the end of your probationary period.  How have you been feeling about the job?”

      “It’s been wonderful,” she admitted.  “I didn’t quite know what I was getting into.  My mother tried to tell me that I would be miserable out here, watching the spoiled brat of some wealthy executive.  Oh, please don’t listen to any of that.  She just didn’t want me to leave.”  Despite all the planning Brianna had put into coming to America, her mother still hadn’t been pleased.

      “I can understand.  I’m sure she misses you, and you were a valuable asset to her household.”

      Brianna shrugged.  “I suppose so, but it’s different here.  I feel like I have more meaning, like Stephanie really needs me and like I’m doing something big by taking care of her.  I don’t mean to make that sound self-important, she’s just such a special little girl.”  It embarrassed her to talk to frankly in front of him.  “I’m sorry, Mr. Van Buren.  I think I’m still a little flustered.”

      “That’s all right.  I see the waiter working his way back over here.  Do you know what you’d like?”  Damien had been handed a menu when they were seated, but Brianna noticed that it sat folded on the table.  Had he even looked at it?

      “I don’t.  I’m sorry; you know I’m not usually like this.”  It was one thing to have a fantasy about coming to Los Angeles and exploring all the places she saw on TV and in the movies, but the reality of it was so much different.  Most of the time when she left the house, it only made her realize that she didn’t fit in.  The new outfit and the recording session had made her feel—just for a moment—that she really was a part of something so much bigger than herself.

      “Stop apologizing.  How about the steak and lobster bisque?  They’re both fantastic.”  He ordered for both of them.

      The waiter nodded, but he didn’t write anything down.  He just took their menus and left.

      “Now, then.  You were telling me how impressive my daughter is, and how she’s going to grow up to be incredibly important.”  He smiled at her across the table.  “But seriously, I think we need to talk about your future.  I’d like to know if you want to stay—at least for now, until you get your contract—or if I have to put another ad in the paper.”

      He had an uncanny talent for making her feel awkward, and it was usually when he was complimenting her.  She had hopes for the band, but she knew her chances were just as slim as anyone else’s.  “I can’t imagine working anywhere else.  I’d love to stay, if you’ll have me.”

      “I don’t think Stephanie would have it any other way.  There, now we really are celebrating.”  He held up his glass in a toast.  “To a continued job, at least until you move on to other pursuits.”

      She clinked her glass against his and took a sip, pleased at just how good it was.  Maybe that was just because she was floating on cloud nine.  “We’ll see.”

      “In the meantime, I need you to be perfectly honest with me about something.”

      “Of course.”  Brianna set her glass down.  Her gaze flicked across the dining room, and she could have sworn that one of the other diners was Kirk Douglas.

      Mr. Van Buren cleared his throat.  “How come you didn’t tell me that you ran into my ex-wife?”

      Brianna’s chest tightened and she raised one hand to her mouth.  How had he found out about that?  She had tried to put it behind her the best she could.

      “It’s okay.  I’m not angry, really, I just wish you had told me.  Linda isn’t a very easy person to deal with, and I’m curious about your interaction.”  He took another sip of his wine, perhaps to fortify himself against a conversation about his former spouse.

      She drew in a deep breath.  “Well, she saw me with Stephanie when I went for a walk on Rodeo Drive.  I’m so sorry I didn’t say anything.  I was just so shocked by the way she behaved, and it was my first full day on the job.  I didn’t know what to say or how to talk about it.”  Brianna looked down at the gold-rimmed plate in front of her, embarrassed.  She should have been adult enough and professional enough to have come to him.

      “That’s understandable.  But I don’t want you to think you have to keep anything from me, even when it comes to Linda.  Part of me doesn’t want to know, to be honest, but what did she say to you?”

      She did her best to recount the confrontation, remembering the way that Linda had been delighted in her own cruelty.   “She, um, she made some insinuations about the two of us.”  Her face was beet red by now.

      “I figured as much, by the way she talked to me earlier on the phone.  I’m sorry for that.  Linda has no right to talk to you at all.  Please tell me right away if anything like that happens again so I can handle it.  I don’t want her to think she can get away with it.”

      His protectiveness over her was charming, but it was still awkward to have to discuss this.  His ex had made very stark accusations that the two of them were sleeping together.  It might have been laughable if she hadn’t been so attracted to him in the first place.  “I will.”

      “Good.  I’ll need you to be in my corner, especially since she also told me she plans to take me back to court to get custody of Stephanie.”

      Brianna had just picked up her glass, but she set it down again with a heavy thunk.  A drop of wine sloshed over the rim and down the side, spreading in a slow stain on the pristine tablecloth.  “I’m so sorry to hear that.”

      “Don’t let it worry you.  No judge in his or her right mind would grant it to her, but it might create a traumatic time for Stephanie.  She loves you, and she’s really going to need you.”

      “I’ll be there for her.  Absolutely.”  And it wouldn’t matter if she had a recording contract or not.  She could be a nanny during the day, and she could record or play gigs or whatever else they needed her to do on the evenings and weekends.  Even if they did well, it wasn’t as though they would rise to instant stardom.  They were years away from any kind of tour, that much she was sure of.

      Mr. Van Buren’s face was soft again.  “Thank you.  I need you to know just what a vital part you’ve played in my life over the last month.  I didn’t know how I was possibly going to be a record exec and a single dad simultaneously.  I almost thought it was impossible, but you’ve shown me that it isn’t.  I can go to work without worrying about Stephanie getting the care that she needs.  No, not just that, but loving care.  And I appreciate it.  Deeply.”

      The heat in her face had spread down to her heart, and she tried to stop it from going any further.  “She really is a special girl.  It feels more like I’m getting payed to play instead of work.  Up until you offered me the audition, I’d hardly thought about a music career at all since I arrived.”

      He pursed his lips.  “And I guess I haven’t made things any easier on you.  Here I am taking you to a recording studio, and then turning around and asking you to stay on as a caregiver.  I’m sure that complicates things for you.”

      Brianna shook her head.  “It’s fine.  I really do appreciate everything you’ve done for me, Mr. Van Buren.”

      “Please, call me Damien.”

      Their orders arrived, giving Brianna a welcome distraction from the handsome, generous man seated across from her.  She started in on her bisque, her mind flashing back to her time with the band.  At that moment, she had felt as though she could do anything.  Brianna could easily see herself going back home for a visit, flying first class, and wearing all the latest styles.  She could only stay for a little while, because she would have to get back in time for a concert.

      Unbidden, Damien also appeared in her fantasy.  He had helped her rise to the top, showing her all the places to go and how to act while she was there.  When he came home with her, he kept his hand on her elbow or at the small of her back, always reminding her that he was there for her.  She glanced up at him, as embarrassed as if he had been able to see her thoughts.

      Their conversation eventually resumed, but they stuck to topics like the food in front of them, the weather, or what Stephanie’s favorite dress was at the moment.  Brianna felt better, happy to slide into the state of comfort and ease that they sometimes found when they were at home.  It didn’t have to matter that they were in a ritzy restaurant or what a crazy afternoon it had been.  They were just two adults, enjoying good food, good wine, and good conversation.
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      Almost a month later, it was time for Brianna’s first concert with the Mixups.  They had still been trying to decide on a name when they had initially recorded with their first singer, but it had been much easier for them once Brianna had joined.  As they told Damien, she just made things easy.

      And as Damien had predicted, everything else they needed to accomplish was going smoothly.  He had pulled some songs he had set aside and had Brianna try them out with the band so that they could have enough for a short set.  She had gone to rehearse with them almost every night.  In the meantime, he had also arranged for a photo shoot on a weekend so that Brianna wouldn’t have to miss work.  It had been no problem to clear the signing with his boss, and Damien couldn’t be happier.

      But for some reason, a nervous electricity encapsulated his stomach as soon as his alarm went off that Saturday morning.  He never felt like this when things were happening for the other bands on the label; it was just business.  But as Mike had noted, he was much more involved with Brianna.  He had invested himself in her and her career, whichever one worked out for the better.

      He slipped out from between the black satin sheets and stood up.  Stretching as he took in the sunrise through the wall of windows across from his bed, he wondered if this was just as nerve-racking for Brianna as it was for him.

      After a shower and a shave, it was time for him to go wake Stephanie.  It was Brianna’s day off, and he still had hours before he was supposed to drop his daughter off at his mother’s house for the concert.  He didn’t mind spending some extra time with Stephanie.  Linda had officially started the court proceedings against him, and most of their time had been taken up by meeting with social workers, lawyers, and arbitrators.  From what his lawyer had told him, though, Linda didn’t stand a chance.  “Good morning, baby girl,” he said softly as he ran his hand down her back.  “Did you have sweet dreams?”

      “Uh huh,” she replied sleepily, sitting up and rubbing her eyes.  “Bri sing pretty.”

      “Oh, did she tell you about that?  She’ll sing real pretty tonight, I’m sure.”

      “I sing!”  Stephanie pointed at herself and grinned.

      Damien smiled.  “Okay.  You sing for me.”

      She indulged him in a rather garbled version of “Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star.”

      “That’s so adorable, I’m sure it deserves its very own platinum record.  Now, let’s get you downstairs to breakfast.  But we have to be quiet; I’m sure Brianna is still sleeping.”  He picked Stephanie up and slipped quietly past the nanny’s bedroom.  He had seen the light on under her door when he had gotten up in the middle of the night to get a drink, so she must have stayed up late.

      But to his surprise, she was already seated at the kitchen table.  Wrapped in a fuzzy bathrobe, Brianna absently sipped at a mug of coffee while she studied a sheaf of papers in front of her.  A stack of fashion and entertainment magazines had already been scattered on the table.

      “I guess you have to get up pretty early around here to catch the worm,” he quipped as he brought Stephanie in and set her in her high chair.

      Brianna looked up, startled, and immediately began gathering up her magazines to get them out of the way.  “I’m sorry.  I couldn’t sleep.”

      “How long have you been up?”

      “Since about two,” she replied sheepishly.  “What time is it?”

      “A little after seven.  Maybe you should lay off the coffee and go back to bed.  You’ve got a long day ahead of you.”  Damien opened the fridge, trying to decide what to make for himself and Stephanie.

      Brianna let out a sigh.  “I can’t.  I’ve got too many things to do.  I still haven’t decided exactly what I want to wear.  Mitch took me shopping last night after rehearsal.”

      “Oh?”  Damien suppressed the surge of jealousy that shot up from the pit of his stomach.  It made sense that the other guys in the band would want her to look her best.  “That was nice of him.”

      “It was.”  She came around the breakfast bar to pour herself another cup of coffee, a wistful smile curling her lips.  “He said he knew some great places for the right kinds of clothes.  Not the Rodeo Drive sort of thing, but little underground, out of the way shops that sell one-of-a-kind pieces.  One of the places is owned by a dragoness, and some of her vintage garments actually go centuries back.”

      “Interesting.  Well, I hope you stayed in the decent neighborhoods.  It only takes a block or two in the wrong direction to end up in trouble.”  He sounded like such a dad, but it was true.  And he didn’t know anything about Mitch except that he was a great drummer—and human.  Would he be able to keep Brianna safe?

      “We were fine,” came her vague reply, “and I ended up with several outfits.  I figured I might as well get more than one, since I would probably need them.  But it’s so hard to decide.  Could you take a look at them for me later?  Give me your professional opinion?”

      As Damien retrieved the milk and reached for a sippy cup for Stephanie, he started to nod automatically.  It was part of his job to make sure that his signees did well that night.  But then a lucid vision came across his mind, one where he stood in Brianna’s room while she modeled the outfits for him.  She hadn’t asked for anything that intimate.  She could just bring them down on the hangers to the kitchen.  But he could practically hear himself saying, “No, you need to put them on.  They don’t look the same on the rack.”  And that implied her changing clothes and him openly examining her body.  He couldn’t do it; not without taunting his inner beast.  “I’m sure whatever you pick will be fine.  You have good taste.”

      She frowned slightly and returned to the table.  “I hope you’re right.  I’ve looked through every magazine I can get my hands on and I’ve watched every music video they’ve played on MTV.  I’m trying to figure out what really makes the right look for a lead singer, but everyone is just so different.”

      Damien set a bowl of Lucky Charms in front of Stephanie and came around to lean on the other side of the table.  “Well, that’s just it.”

      “What?”  She looked up at him, confused and almost alarmed.

      “You don’t want to be like everyone else.  You want to be you.  That’s what everyone is going to love.  Don’t worry about fashion or what other singers are doing.  You’ve got a natural talent, and it completely takes over you when you’re behind the mic.  Rely on that, and just wear what makes you happy.”  He didn’t know exactly where the words had come from.  It was probably a mix of years of pep talks to clients and his true feelings about just how good Brianna was.

      Still, she seemed to take it just as sincerely as he meant it.  “Thank you.  That’s very kind of you.”

      “No, that’s just the truth.  Now, then.  Have you had breakfast?”  He headed back toward the fridge, relieved he could look away from that gorgeous face of hers for a moment.

      “I haven’t.  I’m too nervous.”

      “Too bad,” Damien replied.  “If you insist on being up, then you at least have to be fed.  I can’t have my newest talent passing out on stage during her first concert.  I’m no gourmet chef, but I think there are some frozen pancakes in here, and I can whip up a few scrambled eggs to go with them.”

      “You’re very kind.”  That soft lilt in her voice was evident even when she only spoke a few words, and it made him weak in the knees.  It went away as soon as she started singing, which happened with many vocalists.  It made him feel as though her real voice was a secret that just the two of them shared, even though he knew that wasn’t true.

      “Don’t say that until you’ve actually eaten my cooking,” he warned.  “Now tell me:  what are those papers you’re studying so intensely?  You’re going to put wrinkles in your forehead before you’re thirty.”

      “Just the song lyrics,” she replied, and he could hear the shuffle of the stack as he cracked an egg into a bowl.

      “You’ve been practicing for several weeks.  I’m sure you know them by now.”  He mixed a little milk into the eggs, followed by salt, pepper and garlic.  It wasn’t going to be anything fancy, but he knew Brianna wouldn’t mind.  She wasn’t a high-maintenance woman like everyone else in the area.

      She sighed again.  “I do.  I’m just so afraid of what might happen when we’re actually in front of an audience.  It’s one thing to sing in the studio; I’ve gotten to the point where I really like that.  But nobody is watching me there but Mike, and he usually looks like he’s about to fall asleep.”

      Damien had to laugh at that.  “True, but you’ll be fine.  I know you will, or I wouldn’t have arranged this whole thing.  I’ve been in this business a long time, and I like to think that I know what I’m doing.  Get yourself lost in the song, and nothing else will matter.  Breakfast is ready.”

      As he turned around to hand her plate to her, he found that she had already come around into the food prep area.  Those sapphire eyes were liquid as she looked at him, accepting the plate without looking.  “I hope you’re right.”

      “I know I am,” he replied slowly.  Time stopped for a moment as he drank in the sight of her.  She had been stellar in some of the new outfits she had bought, and she really knew how to do her hair and makeup to flatter her natural beauty.  But even in her pajamas and a robe with no makeup or hairspray, she was a goddess.  He had been worshiping at the altar of her beauty since he had first picked her up at the airport, but he had tried to deny his religion so many times.  Just kiss her, he thought.  Just knock the plate aside, wrap your arms around her waist, and plant one on her.  Let her know what you feel now, right now while she’s standing here looking so normal and innocent, before she makes it big and thinks you’re only riding along on her coattails.  Because she’s about to disappear out of your life, and you’re going to regret it.

      And he could see himself doing that so easily.  But in his fantasy, she instantly kissed him back, her passion just as deep as his.  There was no guarantee that she would reciprocate like that, and he couldn’t ruin that night for her.  Maybe he could tell her some other time, but not now.

      He turned away to pour himself a cup of coffee from the pot she had made.  It was going to be a long day.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Later that night, Damien pulled up to the back entrance of Bliss Nightclub, one of the premier spots for small concerts.  Everyone wanted to play there, from acts just starting out and trying to get noticed to big-time groups who enjoyed more intimate venues.  Fortunately, it was also owned by Damien’s good friend Jackson, which gave Damien the chance to not only try out his newly-signed bands, but discover new talent that hadn’t been picked up yet.

      He knocked on the door, and a bouncer let them in immediately, his golden reptilian eyes on high alert, giving them both the once over.  “Just remember that I know the owner,” Damien said as he guided her to the green room.  “If there’s anything you need, all you have to do is ask.  If you want a bottle of water or a can of hairspray, whatever.  It’ll all get charged to the studio, so don’t worry about money.”

      “Anything else I should know before we go on?  Any tips for stage fright?”

      He paused in front of the door lounge.  She stood with her back to it, looking at him expectantly.  Brianna had spent almost two hours getting ready, and it showed.  Her hair had been curled and sprayed into place, with most of it flipped over to the right side to give it an asymmetrical look.  Green leggings and a crop top matched the deep green of her eyeshadow, and a denim jacket over the outfit kept it just a little on the modest side while still showing off that amazing body of hers.  For someone who had been so nervous about how she would dress, she had pulled it off without a hitch.  It was a completely different look than he had ever seen her wear around the house.  He started to tell her so as a compliment, but decided against it.

      “Just be yourself.  That’s already worked before.”  Once again, his dragon begged to kiss her.

      But the door behind her opened, revealing Mitch.  “Hey, there’s the girl of the hour!” he shouted as she turned to him.  The drummer put his arm around her waist in a manner that looked all too familiar to Damien and guided her into the green room.  “You look great, by the way.”

      Instantly, Damien felt as though he was no longer a part of this thing he had created.  He had introduced Brianna to the band, and they had taken her from him.  It was a process that he was only assisting, and it couldn’t be stopped now.  Like someone had already pushed the big red button that would launch the nuclear weapon, he couldn’t do anything but stand by and watch.

      He cleared his throat.  “I’ll be out front with Jackson.  If you need me, just let one of the stage hands know.”

      “Thanks!” Mitch replied for her as he waved Brianna to an open seat on the couch.

      Empty inside, Damien turned and threaded his way through the building.  The backstage area was crowded with the bands who would be playing that night.  The Mixups were scheduled to play at the busiest hour of the night, but Jackson always had as many acts crammed in to his schedule as he could.  As he stepped out into the dining area, he could see the place was already hopping.  The crush of bodies was suppressive, and he had a difficult time getting around to the bar.

      Jackson was standing behind it, his arms folded across his chest as he had a discussion with his bartender about the temperature of the beer cooler.  “I’ll get someone in here to look at it as soon as I can.  For right now, I think it’s staying just cold enough to get us through the night. Damien! I was hoping you would come.”

      Damien shook his hand, glad to see his old friend again.  People came and went in the industry, but Jackson had always been steady as a rock.  As a shifter himself, Jackson had a loyalty to his fellow dragons that ran deep.  “You know I wouldn’t miss a performance by one of my own.”

      “I hear it’s even more than that.”  Jackson raised an eyebrow as he turned to pick up a drink he had set down behind the bar.  With his wavy hair and the perfect amount of stubble on his chin, he looked every bit the debonair proprietor of an exclusive nightclub.

      Helping himself to a bottle of water from the mini fridge, Damien knew what was coming.  It was the only thing that anyone wanted to talk about anymore, and it was starting to drive him crazy.  “I know what you’re going to say, but it’s not like that.”

      “You sure about that?” Jackson asked skeptically.  He pointed at one of the promotional posters that had been printed up for the concert.  They had been pasted all over town, and this one sat in a frame on an easel near the door.  “I’ve seen her photo.  If she’s half as good looking in real life, then she must be irresistible.”

      Damien pulled in a breath.  “Jack, you ought to know me better than that.  I’ve always been professional about these sorts of things.  I see beautiful women all the time.  Some have literally thrown themselves at me, just hoping for the chance to sing.  I’ve never succumbed to any of them before, so why should I now?”  It was a question he had asked himself a few times over the last several weeks.

      Jackson polished off the last of his drink and set the glass down on the counter.  “Don’t ask me.  I’m just telling you what I see and what others have seen.”

      “I don’t like the sound of that.  I guess I’ve been a victim of the rumor mill?”

      “Whether or not you’re a victim just depends on how you feel about the rumor, I suppose.  Last year, someone saw me out on a date with a blonde and thought she was Daryl Hannah.  She wasn’t, but the next thing I knew I had more people coming to Bliss than I’d ever seen before.  My guess is they were all hoping to get a glimpse of a celebrity.  It didn’t bother me, because they were paying the cover charge and buying drinks while they looked for her.”  He grinned and looked out over the floor, clearly pleased that his luck continued.

      “Since Brianna isn’t anything close to being a celebrity yet, I’m not sure why everyone cares.  I’m not dating her, and I’m sure as hell not sleeping with her.  She works for me, and now I’m screwing myself out of a good nanny by giving her and the band a recording contract.  It’s purely professional.  As a matter of fact, I think she might have something going on with the drummer.”  It pained him a little to admit that out loud, but it was better to make amends with the idea now.  He took a drink of water, wishing he had grabbed something a little stronger.  It was usually his policy to stay sober when he came to concerts.  He wanted to be able to handle any situation that might arise, but he wasn’t sure it would be wise for him on that particular night.

      Jackson nodded.  “I get that, and I believe you.  But I’m telling you, people are talking.  Gordon was just in here the other night talking about what a sweet piece of ass you were keeping at your house and how you told him you’d been fucking her long before Linda ever moved out.  Bringing her on as a nanny was just an excuse to have her around all the time.”

      “Great.  Another one of Linda’s lies.”  He crunched his free hand into a fist as a fine tendril of smoke escaped from one nostril.  “I knew Gordon was a prick, but I didn’t think even he would go that far.  For the record, that’s the complete opposite of what I told him.  I ought to go track him down and rip his throat out.”

      “Easy there, tiger.”  Jackson clapped him on the shoulder.  “I know it sucks, but people like Gordon and Linda don’t really matter.  It’ll all blow over.  People get bored quickly around here, and they’ll find someone else to talk about.”

      “You’re right.  Anything you need me to do before the concert starts?”  It made Damien antsy to stand around doing nothing.  There was little left to do, considering the stagehands would be setting up all the mics and instruments and someone was already taking tickets at the door.

      “Not really.  Well…”  Jackson paused, his nose tipping slightly into the air as he looked around the room.

      “What is it?”

      The nightclub owner shook his head and ran a hand through his hair.  “I can’t quite explain it.  It’s like there’s this tense feeling in the air tonight.  I thought it was just because there’s been so much buzz about your band; you’ve done a great job promoting them, by the way.  But it’s something else.”

      Damien didn’t reply right away, looking out over the crowd and waiting for an indication of that same tension to come across his senses.  He noticed it right away, and he wanted to kick himself for not realizing it until Jackson had said something.  But he had been distracted by Brianna when he’d come in, and then he had only been further distracted by talk of her.  He was going to have to find a way to get her off his mind.  “Yeah.  I see what you mean.  What do you think it is?”

      “I’m not sure, but it’s really been bugging me.  You have to be careful in this business.  A good night can turn into a horrible one in no time.  If I get some asshole in here who wants to start a fight with a guy for looking at him the wrong way, it can break out into a major brawl.  I don’t do well when people come in here and get hurt.”  He scanned the joint slowly.

      “Have you had any issues lately?  Some pissed off worker who missed out on a promotion?  Or maybe a band who was angry when you didn’t book them?”  Damien knew Jackson treated his workers well.  In fact, he was probably one of the more generous proprietors in the club business, since so many of them mistreated their staff.  But it was still possible.  Damien had received death threats at his office more than once when someone didn’t get a recording contract.

      Jackson shrugged.  “Not that I know of.  I went ahead and ordered extra security, a great group of young shifters with good heads on their shoulders.  They’re big guys, and they’ve got great instincts.  You probably saw one of them at the back door.”

      “I did.  Congratulations.”

      “What about your girl?  Is she a shifter, too?”

      Damien nodded.  “She is.”

      “You ever see her as a dragon?  I’m sorry, I know you don’t like people talking about what your relationship with her might be, and I don’t mean it like that. But it’s occurred to me lately that even though Hollywood and Beverly Hills are full of shifters, you almost never see them shift.  What’s the point if you’re staying in human form all the time?”

      “Not a bad question,” Damien agreed with a bob of his head to the side.  “First of all, I’ve only ever seen her as a human.  The only reason I even know she’s a dragon is because I could just sense it, but I’ve not seen so much as a claw or a scale.  As for the rest of it, I think it’s just about confidence and power. We know we can do anything we want to, and that creates a certain energy that’s just unmistakable.”  He didn’t even think about his own reptilian qualities very often unless he was particularly angry and his body threatened to morph.  He wondered what Brianna would look like in her other form; probably just as stunning.

      Jackson gestured toward the stage, where a hair metal band was just coming out with their guitars.  “Looks like the show is about to start.  I’m heading upstairs to my private table on the balcony.  Want to join me?”

      He was tempted to slip backstage one more time to check on Brianna, but he knew he would be no use to her.  “Sure, especially since I know it’s the best seat in the house and the drinks are free,” he replied with a forced smile.
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      Brianna took a deep, trembling breath.  She and the guys could hear the band that was currently onstage.  Were the Mixups that good, or would they completely bomb in front of a live audience?  Either way, at least she knew she had made some great friends.  She had grown close to the guys over the last few weeks, and it was comforting to know she wasn’t in this alone.

      “It’s almost time,” Mitch announced, rising from his seat on the couch and pacing the room while he twirled a drumstick in his fingers.  “I don’t think I’d be so freaking nervous if my girlfriend wasn’t going to be here tonight.”

      “By the way, make sure you tell her that she has great taste,” Brianna told him.  “I never would have known where to go for my clothes if it hadn’t been for her.  It’s too bad she had to work and couldn’t join us for our shopping trip.”

      “Don’t worry.  You’ll have plenty of time to hang out with her,” Joel said, tossing a guitar pick in the air and catching it repeatedly.  “It’s only because of this new job of hers that we haven’t seen her every single day.  She’s a real Yoko Ono.”

      Brianna expected Mitch to get angry about the comment, but he sat back down and grinned.  “You’re just jealous because you don’t have anyone in your bed besides a sticky old copy of Penthouse.”

      The door opened, and a stagehand dressed in black peeked in.  “You’re on in five.  Time to go.”

      The Mixups filed out of the green room, with Brianna at the back.  She let the guys take the lead as they made their way to the backstage area just as the previous band finished up their set.  She peeked through as they thanked the audience, waving the sign of the horns with their hands over their heads as the crowd screamed their approval.  They looked like real pros, but from what Damien had told her, they weren’t even signed yet.  It probably wouldn’t be long before they were.

      Before she knew it, Brianna was trotting out on stage.  She knew Damien was out there somewhere, watching, rooting for her.  It brought her a small sense of comfort, but it wasn’t enough to combat the butterflies that had taken up residence inside her body.  She tingled from her very center, radiating out to her extremities.  Her fingers buzzed and tingled as she took the mic off the stand and the lights came up.

      As Mitch tapped his drumsticks together, counting down the intro for the Mixups’ first song, Brianna closed her eyes.  Damien had told her that morning to get lost in the song, and she intended to do just that.  The pause in the music was her cue.  She started singing, a soft verse that spoke of lost love while only a gentle drumbeat and a few strums of the guitar accompanied her.  But the last line was strong and powerful, showing off her voice.  She opened up her lungs and tipped her head up to the lights, belting it out with all the ferocity she had inside her.

      As she headed into the first rendition of the chorus, she had completely forgotten who and where she was.  She wasn’t Brianna, a simple dragon from Ireland who had come to America on the slim chance that she might make it.  She wasn’t even Stephanie’s nanny or Cathy’s friend, but a completely new person who had something to say and knew just how she wanted to do it.  She felt so comfortable, so bold, so ready for this.

      At the end of the song, a dull roar sounded in her ears.  It was faint, but as the last note from the synth faded away, the sound increased.  It was the audience.  They had gone wild, throwing their hands in the air, screaming and clapping.  A few of them were even trying to get onstage.  Brianna let her free hand drop to her side, unaware of even having raised it.  They were doing it.  They were absolutely doing it.

      “All right!” she heard Joel say off to her left.  “Straight into the next one, guys!”  He wailed on his instrument, the others joining in.

      Brianna was living the dream.  Even if she never played another concert in her life, even if Damien suddenly decided he no longer wanted them on his label, she had done exactly what she had always wanted to do, and she had been a success.  As worried as she had been about memorizing the lyrics or her cues, she found that it had all come naturally to her.  If the rolling smoke from the fog machine just offstage could have lifted her up and carried her away, she wouldn’t have been surprised.

      But just as she was starting in on the final refrain, something thumped into the stage.  She felt the impact as it shuddered throughout her body, and a wave of heat washed over her skin.  Brianna’s voice trailed off as she stumbled backwards, and the music quickly stopped.

      “What the…” Mitch cried out.

      The crowd surged, and the screams that were coming from them now were no longer from excitement and appreciation for the music.  These were screams of terror, and Brianna quickly understood why.  The dull dragon was difficult to see at first amongst the bright lights, but as it came swooping toward the stage, its faded brown form was quite visible.

      Another fireball landed on the stage just as the oncoming dragon did.  With its wings spread and hate in its eyes, it stepped toward Brianna.  “There you are, you little slut.  I guess you thought you could just step in and steal my life?”

      Brianna dropped the mic and tossed her jean jacket to the floor.  Scales rippled up along her spine and down her arms, shimmering in pale green.  Her neck lengthened and stretched as the bones of her skull changed their shape, elongating to accommodate a mouth full of razor sharp teeth.  With two bursts of pain from her shoulder blades, her wings were out.  “How dare you interrupt us,” she hissed.  “What do you want?”

      “What do I want?  I want you to fly your ass back to wherever you came from and leave my man alone!” the other dragon roared as shot another blast of fire and smoke.

      Brianna dodged it.  “You’ve got the wrong person.  I think it’s time for you to be on your way.”  In her peripheral vision, she could see the bouncers moving toward the stage.

      The other dragon pounced, moving too quickly for Brianna to react.  Tumbling backwards, Brianna landed on the stage with a thump.  The brown dragon stood over her, one giant foot resting on her throat.  Only a small movement of her claw and it could easily slip through Brianna’s scales to sever an artery.  “Don’t act stupid, you bitch!  You’ve moved into my house.  You’ve taken my daughter from me.  The social worker from the arbitrator’s office even said Stephanie wanted to be with you instead of me.  And now you’re sleeping with my husband.  I’m going to end you, and I’m going to take back what’s rightfully mine.”

      Brianna suddenly understood.  This wasn’t just some random shifter.  It was Linda.  Damien had said she was losing the custody case, and she must have finally flipped her lid.  She tried to strangle out a reply, but the other woman had cut off her air supply.  Her vision began to darken around the edges.  She barely saw the blur of black as it knocked Linda to the side.

      The brown dragon tumbled into the audience.  The bouncers, who had shifted now, tackled her to the ground before she could do any more harm.

      Brianna blinked against the lights that now shone in her eyes, but they were blotted out a moment later.  The sable dragon who stood over her looked down with concern.  His wings were still spread wide, ready for any action that might be necessary, and he touched the backside of a claw to her jaw.  Instantly recognizing the soft look in his dark eyes, she felt a stab of something in her chest.  It wasn’t physical pain but the knowledge that Damien would do something like that for her when nobody else would.

      “Are you all right?” he asked urgently.

      Struggling to catch her breath, Brianna slowly morphed back into human form and quickly covered herself with her jacket and a few scraps of clothing nearby before slipping her shoes back on.  “I think so,” she gasped.

      Damien followed suit, his wings melting into his back and his face returning to the visage she had become so familiar with over the last two months.  He wrapped a torn piece of drapery from the stage around his hips, then grabbed a tshirt left behind by the metal band and threw it over his head.  “No.  You’re wounded.”  His brow creased as he looked her over.  “I think it’s just superficial, though.  Let’s get you home.”

      The drive felt short, and Brianna was dizzy from the experience at the nightclub.  Damien guided her into the house, his arms supporting her as they came in from the garage.  He took her hand as they headed up the stairs, his fingers twining between hers.  It was an intimate gesture that sent a shock up her arm even in her current condition.

      On the landing, Damien turned and opened a door that Brianna had never gone through before.  The master suite was huge.  Her heels sank into the lush gray carpet as she followed him, noticing the wall of windows that looked out over the city.  They were just high enough that no one else could see in, but it offered a spectacular view of the stars.  She tried to ignore the California king bed on the opposite wall with its gray comforter and large pillows, but she couldn’t when he guided her to the foot of it.

      “Sit down.  I’ll be right back.”  Damien hustled into the bathroom at the opposite end of the room, and Brianna caught a glimpse of the jacuzzi tub in the corner through the open door.

      She quickly looked away, not wanting to intrude on his life, but Damien was at her side again in a moment.  His hands gently took the lapels of her jean jacket.  “We’ve got to get this off so I can get to your arm.”  He gave her a towel to cover her chest, then gently peeled the garment from her shoulders and nodded toward the cut on her biceps.

      Brianna looked away from the blood.  She felt him touch it with something cold, and it slowly took away the sting.  “Thank you for what you did,” she said quietly.

      “It was nothing.”

      “No.  You saved my life.  She could have killed me in an instant.  I was so caught up in the music, and I didn’t quiet understand what was happening until it was too late.  She had me off-guard, and I was at her mercy.”

      Damien set down the bloody cotton ball and picked up a tube of ointment.  “You shouldn’t be thanking me.  I should be apologizing to you.”

      “It wasn’t your fault.”  She quickly turned her head to look at him, and she felt a jolt of pain in her throat.  She turned slowly away again.  “Ugh, this hurts.”

      “It was my fault,” he insisted.  “If I hadn’t brought you here, then you never would have had to deal with Linda.  Or maybe I should have handled her differently.  However you want to look at it, it’s not fair that you had to get involved.”  With gentle fingers, Damien applied a bandage over the wound on her arm.  He moved in front of her, crouching as he touched a damp cotton ball to the slash just at the little curve in her collar bone from Linda’s claw.

      “I don’t see what I had to do with it at all.”  She couldn’t help herself. Brianna studied his face as he concentrated on his work.  His gaze flicked to her for a moment, and she looked away quickly.

      “I think I should be honest with you.”  His wrist brushed her shoulder as he worked, his skin warm.  “Apparently, there have been a lot of rumors about the two of us.”

      “You mean, other than what Linda tried to say when I met her on the street?”  She had been able to forget that day a little easier once she had told Damien about it, and even though she’d felt such a deep attraction to him, she didn’t think anyone else had been privy to that.

      “Yeah, but I can understand why they’re saying it.”  He finished with her throat and looked up, his eyes smoldering as they looked into hers.  “I’ve tried to deny it, to tell myself that you and I are nothing more than employer and employee, but I’m wrong.  I’m crazy about you, Brianna, and everyone can see it in the way I look at you.  I can’t help it.”

      His eyes held hers.  Her lungs refused to move as she tried to find the words to reply.  Electricity jolted through her veins.  She knew exactly what he meant.  There had been those glances, those little exchanges, the barest touch, that she could try to write off as no more than friendship, but in the end they both knew what was happening. “Maybe it’s a little bit my fault, too.”

      He kissed her, those warm, generous lips covering hers as his arms went around her.  She leaned into him, letting herself fall into him like she had wanted to so many times.  His fingers were strong and determined as he raked the tips of them across her lower back, letting her know just how badly he wanted her.  And Brianna knew that she wanted him, too.

      The next thing she knew, she was pulling at the hem of his tshirt.  Her hands shook, her fingers trembling as she touched the soft curls of dark hair that sprayed across his wide chest.  He was just as glorious as she had imagined, with firm abs, strong thighs and the impressive package that was waiting for her in between them.

      Damien lifted the towel from her chest and pulled her into his arms once again.  She untied her makeshift skirt and could now feel his hardness against her, and her core contracted with need.  “I have to know,” he whispered, breaking their kiss just long enough to speak to her, “if this is truly what you want.  I don’t want you to doubt this later.”

      “I want you,” she replied heavily, feeling it in every inch of her body as she slipped her hands around his neck and kissed his lower lip.  “I want you so badly, Damien.  And I have for a while.”  And she wanted to prove it to him.  He deserved at least that, considering how much they had tortured each other.

      Brianna slowly sank to her knees, taking her time on the way down to fully appreciate his body.  He had always looked amazing in his clothes, but he was only more incredible as he stood before her.  She let her fingers slide down his chest to his abs, smoothing down over his thighs as she took him into her mouth.  Damien gasped as she ran the tip of her tongue down his shaft, allowing him to sink all the way in until his head touched the back of her throat.  She pulled and sucked, her own arousal increasing as his did, enjoying the fact that she turned him on.  His fingers pulled gently at her hair, which only encouraged her to suck harder.  When she finally stood again, there was so much electricity between the two of them that she knew she could never be apart from him again.

      They were on the bed then, his virile body on top of hers as he bent his head to tenderly kiss each of her breasts.  Brianna instinctively arched her back, running her fingers through his hair.  He brought one hand down between her legs, touching her, and she gave a shuddering sigh.  His thumb moved in slow, concentric circles against her soft flesh, every movement sending bolts of lightning through her body.

      “I can’t wait any longer,” he said huskily.

      He pierced her, and Brianna moaned, instantly finding a sense of pleasure just in having him inside her.  She moved her hips against him, loving the way their bodies fit together.  She wrapped one leg around his, pulling him in deeper.

      Her core had turned to molten metal, swirling and pulsing as she felt him move inside her walls.  It had never been like this with anyone else.  No one had ever made her want to climax with little more than a glance, and now she felt as though her body would shift if she didn’t let the buildup of energy go.  Brianna cried out against his shoulder as she came, her chest heaving and her legs shaking as everything she felt for Damien came flooding forward.

      When she finished riding out the ebbing waves of pleasure, he rolled over and brought her with him.  She was already dizzy, intoxicated from her orgasm, and she giggled as she regained her balance.  “What’s this for?”

      He smiled up at her, still with that dulcet look in his eyes that she now knew was only for her.  “I need you to do that again.”

      “But I want you to be happy,” she argued as she rocked up and down on top of him, luxuriating in the length of him inside her.

      “Knowing that you get yours is the only thing I need.  I’ve got you, so trust me, I’m happy.”  He rested his hand against her ribs, running it down to explore her waist and turning so that it rested on her behind.

      Brianna reached back and covered her hand with his, willing him to keep it there as she moved.  His grip tightened, pulling her down so that she ground against him.  His shaft hit all the right spots as he pulled her breast into his mouth, and her body once again convulsed around him.

      This time, she wasn’t alone.  His girth expanded, and he pulsed his hips to drive himself up into her.  She willed him to go as deep as he could, spreading her thighs as she straddled him.  Their hands still layered on her bottom, he dug his fingers into her backside as she came, grunting his satisfaction.

      When they lay together under the sheets, her body tucked under his arm, Brianna couldn’t remember ever feeling more comfortable.  Even her time on the stage—before the other dragon had attacked—hadn’t been this good.

      “I don’t have to pick up Stephanie until tomorrow morning,” he murmured.  “Say you’ll stay right here with me tonight.  Say you’ll stay here with me forever.”

      She smiled against his neck, whispering her reply.  “I will.”
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      Damien looked down at his open suitcase, trying to remember if he had everything.  They would be gone for a long time, and while he could always buy an extra pair of socks or a toothbrush on the road, he wanted to be sure he had the essentials.  “Are you ready to go?” he called into the bathroom.

      Brianna stepped out, looking radiant in her designer jeans and a cropped t-shirt.  He was glad to see that all the fame hadn’t gone to her head.  She took her toothbrush out of her mouth.  “I think so, but it’s even harder to pack for a world tour than for moving to a new country.”  She shook her head and went back into the bathroom to finish up.

      Damien zipped his suitcase.  “You might as well get used to it.  With the Mixups being as big as you are right now, it’s going to be a long time before the fans are tired of you.”

      She came back out into the bedroom and picked up Stephanie, who had been playing with her dolls near the window.  “It’s still so hard to believe.  After that incident at Bliss, I thought we were done for.  I figured no one would want to hear us again after that.”

      Damien replayed the scene from that night one year earlier in his mind.  Whatever Linda had been planning backfired fabulously.  After being charged with attempted murder—along with a lengthy list of other infractions—she’d been sentenced to serve twenty-five years in a maximum-security women’s prison, with no hope of ever winning custody of little Stephanie.

      “Well, they say there’s no such thing as bad publicity,” he reminded her.  “The tape of that attack was played over and over in every part of the world, exposing your music to more people than I ever could have promoted it to in a year.  You’re a star, Brianna, and you deserve it.”

      She nuzzled her nose against Stephanie’s.  “Maybe so, but I still feel like my most important job is here.  I just hope I still get to spend plenty of time with this little one while we’re on the road.”

      “Love you, Mama,” Stephanie cooed, and Damien’s heart melted.  Seeing his daughter’s reaction when he and Brianna had announced that they’d be getting married had been one of the most joyful experiences of his life.  She’d been so excited, she’d sprouted her wings and flew around the playroom, shouting, “Married! Married!”  Brianna had even enlisted her help in planning the details of their wedding, right down to the Care Bears cake topper.  The dragonling bounced down the aisle as their flower girl wearing a frilly pink tulle dress she had picked out herself.

      Damien took Brianna’s hand, turning it a little in his so that he could see the diamond on her finger twinkle in the sunlight that streamed in through the window.  “And do you think you’ll be able to fit time into your busy schedule to be Mrs. Van Buren?  Maybe just a few nights a week?”

      Brianna gave him a wink.  “I think I can pencil you in.”

      He took his wife and his daughter into his arms, sure that he had never been so happy in his life.  “I’m so glad I found you.  I never thought I would love someone again, or that it was possible to love someone so much.  And now we’ll be traveling around the world together—as a family.”

      She rested her head in the crook of his neck.  “I came here looking for a career, and I thought just that was a long shot.  Who would have thought I would find my career and my soulmate?  It couldn’t be better.”

      It was time for them to go.  They had so much on their schedule to do, and the plane wouldn’t wait for them. But he could stand there for just one more minute and hold the two most precious people in the world.

      Everything else could wait.
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      BEVERLY HILLS, 1985

      Jackson Casey stood on the third floor of Indulgence, just outside his office.  He leaned on the railing as he overlooked his latest attempt at building his club empire and smiled at the success of it.  The private balcony gave him an easy view down into the other two levels of the club and onto the dance floor.  The tables were crowded on both floors, and floods of other patrons threaded their way between several bars.  The alcohol was flowing freely, but the crowd was a pleasant one.  A dancer stepped into a cage on the far end of the dance floor near the deejay booth, her sequined bikini shimmering in the colored lights that swiveled from a track on the ceiling.  “I Feel for You” by Chaka Khan boomed loudly from the speakers, making shoulders jerk and hips sway.  Even from this distance, Jackson could tell that every person in the club had been cleared through security.  Everyone was beautiful.  The right hair, the right shoes, the right clothes.  Even more importantly, many of them had other connections in Hollywood, and that only brought in bigger crowds.

      He turned back toward his office to chat with Blane Vinson, who leaned against the desk wearing an equally-satisfied smile on his face.  “You know, Blane, when I started up this club, I never thought it would actually be successful.”  Jackson picked up a bottle of the most expensive whiskey he had in stock and poured them each a glass.  So what if he was working?  He deserved it.

      “Why is that?” Blane asked, taking the glass and sipping the amber liquid slowly.  “You’re good at what you do, Jackson.  Every kid in California—no, America—wants to go to Bliss to hear the latest bands and party with the sexiest people alive.  Your bars and restaurants have done exceedingly well.  Why shouldn’t you be able to have a club like Indulgence?”  Glass in hand, he gestured toward the floor of the club.  “Even stars like to party.”

      Jackson fiddled with the sleeve of his white suit jacket.  “Yeah, but it’s easy to draw in regular people.  Make the place look nice, serve pricey liquor, keep a few half-naked girls around, and they’ll come.  But celebrities are a little different.  They always have other places to go, even if it’s to each other’s houses.  I don’t think I could have done this without you.”  He reflected on the fact that he and Blane had been friends for such a long time; long before he’d owned his first bar and before Blane learned what a talent he had for being on the big screen.  It was Blane’s endorsement that had really lifted Indulgence off the ground, and he couldn’t let himself forget that.

      “All I did was walk in the door,” the actor reminded him as he ran a hand through his short ebony hair.

      “That’s all it took.”  As one of the hottest celebs around, it had been enough.  Blane was soon followed by other celebrities, and it didn’t seem to matter how popular they were or what part of the industry they specialized in.  First, it was Val Kilmer, who stopped in after hearing that Blane frequented the place.  The two of them had become friends after working on-set together.  Next came George Michael, who drew in a massive crowd behind him.  All the man wanted to do was sit down and have a drink after a long day at work, and Jackson’s security team had jumped into action to make sure they kept the place busy, but not overcrowded.  It was a fine line they had to walk, but they did it well.  Soon enough, the bigshots stopping in had no direct connection to Blane, but simply had heard that Indulgence was the hottest place to party under the radar.

      It had only continued from there, and Jackson had counted no less than ten big names that were at Indulgence at that very moment, a feat which he felt meant he’d finally made it.  Well, that and the massive line that started at the front door and stretched down and around the block.  Everyone wanted to get in, but the bouncers wouldn’t let just anyone behind the velvet ropes.  Somehow, that exclusivity made them desperate to gain entry even more.  He had watched from his office window as the line grew a little longer each night, and every time, it was filled with Gucci handbags and Armani suits.

      “You can’t give me all the credit, man.  You’re the one who created such a stellar atmosphere, and nobody would be coming here if it wasn’t a great place.  It’s your dragon instinct.  You know a good thing when you see it.”

      A shiver rippled down Jackson’s spine, and he sucked in a deep breath to control it.  He was on top of the world, and his true reptilian form was dying to get out.  But the spikes that lined his back when he took on that form would only tear his designer suit to shreds.  “The only thing this place is missing is a good rooftop bar.  I can’t tell you how much I’d like to stretch my wings at the end of the night.”  He bit his lower lip as he glanced down at the patrons again.  “Humans think it’s novel being in a club owned by a dragon, mingling with celebrities who are dragons, enjoying drinks mixed by dragons…but at the end of the day, they’d freak out if I walked down there in the middle of the dance floor and shifted.”  It was a conundrum that he thought about often.  It seemed that many of the richest, most popular people in L.A. County were shifters, but not all humans were comfortable seeing their dual-sided nature.

      “Don’t push it too far,” Blane warned as he finished off his drink.  “Maybe you don’t give them enough credit.  But they’re just people, after all, and they’re the ones who help pay for that big-ass house of yours.”

      Jackson laughed.  “I guess that’s true.”

      Blane set his glass down.  “I’ve got to run, man.  I have an early shoot in the morning, and I’ve already been late too many days on the set for this movie.  I’ll see you again soon, though.”

      As Blane headed out, Mac appeared at the office door.  As the head of security at Indulgence, the brawny bald man was in charge of making sure that celebrities were ushered in through a secret entrance, that patrons behaved themselves, and that the riffraff was kept out.  His bulky form filled out his black suit, and it was obvious to any patron that he wasn’t a man to be messed with.  Mac seemed to enjoy his job, but the serious look in his dark brown eyes told Jackson that not everything was going as planned.

      “What is it?” Jackson asked immediately.  He had just picked up the whiskey bottle to pour himself a second glass, but he set it back down right away.  “Please don’t tell me the paparazzi got in.  I thought it was going to be the end of Indulgence when that happened last month.”

      “No, but you have a visitor,” Mac replied.  “Alex Babcock is here to see you.”

      Jackson rolled his eyes.  “And I was having such a good night, too.”

      “I can tell him you’re not in,” the bouncer offered.

      “Don’t bother,” Jackson said with a wave of his hand.  “He’s probably already seen my car, and if I know him as well as I think I do, he’ll just keep hounding you until he gets the answer he wants.  It’s best to just deal with him now and then send him on his way.  I don’t think I’ll ever get rid of him completely, but at least it should work for a little while.”

      “If you say so.”  A minute later, Mac escorted another man into the office.  Instead of leaving, he shut the door behind them and stood next to it with his arms crossed in front of his chest, his face grim.

      “Keeping your Frankenstein in here for protection?” Alex Babcock asked, thumbing over his shoulder at Mac.  He grinned as he twisted the large gold ring on his pinky.  His flashy aviators hung by a hinge on the front of his shirt, even though the sun had gone down hours ago.  “I had no idea you were so afraid of me, Jackson.”

      It was difficult not to just swing his fist back and bash the bastard right in the face, but Jackson knew exactly what that would turn into.  He had spent far too much money remodeling the old building and making it into a profitable business just to ruin it with two dragons tumbling off the balcony and destroying the marble dance floor.

      “What do you want, Alex?”

      “I would think it’s fairly obvious.  I mean, I’ve left numerous messages with your secretary, and I believe I’ve sent several letters.  And you can’t exactly pretend this is the first time we’ve met, Jackson.  Our paths seem to cross a lot these days.”

      Jackson pursed his lips.  “That’s true.  No matter how hard I try to avoid you, you just keep showing up.  What do I have to do to get rid of you?”

      Alex laughed, but it wasn’t a mirthful sound.  It was cold and hard, two words that could describe just about anything regarding Babcock.  “You already know.  I just want time to sit down and discuss a little business transaction with you.  It’s a very reasonable offer, and one that any prudent man couldn’t possibly refuse.”  He reached inside the jacket of his Calvin Klein suit and retrieved a packet of papers from the pocket, waving it in the air to taunt the dragon.

      But Jackson already knew where this was headed, and he wasn’t interested.  “Really, Babcock.  You’ve been trying to buy Bliss ever since I opened it.  If you didn’t want your father’s old building turned into a successful nightclub that showcases all the hottest bands, then you never should have sold it to me.”  Bliss had been the first nightclub in Jackson’s empire, and its success had inspired him to go for Indulgence.  Both places had involved finding just the right building, remodeling until everything was perfect, and hiring all the right staff, but the results were completely different.  One trendy club and one exclusive club, with each of them catering to different crowds, were enough to make any other business owner green with envy.

      The other man’s fist tightened around the packet, making the paper wrinkle slightly as his knuckles turned white.  “And as I’ve tried to explain to you, I had no idea at the time what you were going to do with it.  As far as I was concerned, it was just a dingy old building that needed too many repairs to be worth doing anything more than tearing it down.  I thought you were quite the fool for purchasing it for the price I had on it, but I figured it was your cash to waste.”

      “Then what’s the problem?” Jackson challenged.  He gritted his teeth, allowing them to sharpen and lengthen slightly, but he had to be careful.  He could morph very quickly when his emotions were running high, and he needed to maintain his composure.  “You’re upset that Bliss competes with the clubs you own?  That seems like a management problem to me.”

      “Don’t you dare—” Alex stepped forward, his fists curled, but he stopped when he noticed Mac advance as well.  “Fine.  Hide behind your guard dog.  But one of these days, I’ll get that place back from you.  I never should have let you have it to begin with.”  He turned on his heel and stormed out, dodging past Mac on the way.

      The bouncer immediately murmured into his headset, telling his men to make sure Alex got to the door and out of the building before flashing a grin at Jackson.  “What an asshole.”

      Jackson rolled his eyes.  He picked up the bottle of whiskey again, and this time, he poured a glass for himself and one for Mac.  “Yeah.  I think he’s tried every angle to get me to sell Bliss to him.  That club is just the sort of crowd he’s been trying to draw to Club Aqua for the last five years, and it digs at him that I was not only able to do it, but in his own father’s building.  He’s tried sympathy, pleading that he just wants the building back for sentimental reasons.  He’s offered to merge and become partners, and now I’m sure the figure on that paper is an astronomical amount that nobody in their right mind would pay, even for a place like Bliss.  What’s next, death threats?”

      Mac tossed back the drink in one swallow.  “You never know, Boss.  He’s a desperate man.”

      “I’m not worried about him.  I have my own businesses to run, and if he’s got his panties in a twist because his joints are so goddamn mediocre, then it’s his problem.  My problem is that we don’t have a good head of security over at Bliss right now.  I’ve got some interviews lined up, and I’ll want you to be in on them as well.  I just wish I could have you in two places at once.”  He’d been very lucky when he had hired Mac several years prior, just as he was beginning his ventures.  Mac was a shifter as well, and he had quickly proven that he was not just muscle, but brains, too.  “At the very least, I’ll need you at Bliss a few nights a week.  I’m sorry; I know it’s not convenient.”

      The bouncer lifted one muscled shoulder and let it fall.  “I get to filter through the celebrities here for a few nights, then listen to some great music the rest of the week.  I think I can handle it.”
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      Jackson managed to push his feud with Alex out of his mind and have a productive night at work, but alarm bells went off in his head as soon as he turned into his driveway.  It was well past midnight, but all the lights in the house were on, casting long, yellow rectangles onto the carefully manicured lawn.  His jaw dropped when he walked into the living room.

      “Oh, hello, Jackson!”  Crystal called in her tinkly voice when she saw him.  Her long, blonde hair hung in waves down her back, and she wore a flowing paisley dress that trailed past her bare feet.  A large suitcase was open in the middle of the floor with a random assortment of clothing and books in it.  Jonathan and Jessica, their two children, had the Nintendo hooked up to the television and were fighting over the controller.

      “It’s my turn to play Mario!” Jessica insisted, pounding her fists into her hips and lowering her brow.

      “Is not!”  Jonathan had the controller in his hands, and he turned his back to keep her from grabbing it.

      Jackson strode across the room and flicked off the television.  The children protested, but he ignored them.  There was a bigger problem.  He turned to his wife.  “Would you care to tell me what’s going on here?  It’s nearly three in the morning.  What are they doing up?”  He gestured wildly at the suitcase.  “And what exactly are you doing?”

      Crystal looked at the kids, her eyes widening as though she had forgotten they were in the room.  “Oh.  Well, they weren’t really tired.  And since I had a lot of packing to do, I thought they might as well stay up and keep me company.”  She plucked a Waterford vase off the bookshelf and held it in her outstretched hands for a moment with her eyes closed.  “No, this really doesn’t have the vibration I’m looking for.”

      “I take it you’re heading out on another one of your New Age retreats?” Jackson asked impatiently, wondering how he had ever married someone who was such a flake.  Crystal had become very interested in things like meditation and getting in touch with her natural side.  It wouldn’t have been so bad if she didn’t insist on just skipping town whenever she felt her spirit guides calling.

      Setting the vase down, she gave him a look.  “Don’t call it that.  That makes it sounds like such a fad.”

      “Which it is,” he replied.

      “Jack, I’m not going on a retreat this time.  I’m leaving.”  Crystal whisked a loosely woven afghan off the back of the couch and wrapped it around her shoulders for a moment. Closing her eyes, she held out her arms and spun in a slow circle before dropping the blanket unceremoniously into the suitcase.

      There were many things about his wife that gave him pause, but even the screeching of the children didn’t filter into Jackson’s head for a moment.  “What do you mean leaving?” he asked carefully.

      Crystal smiled and touched his shoulder.  “Oh, honey.  For a long time, we’ve both known this materialistic life isn’t for me.  I know now that there’s so much of the universe and of my own mind that I have yet to explore.  And I can’t do that if I’m constantly cooking, cleaning and paying bills.”  She flicked her hands in the air as though she had touched something dirty.  “I’m meeting Master Ken at sunrise, and we’ll start our journey together.  You understand.”

      “No, I don’t,” he corrected.  The urge to transform had been strong when he had been dealing with Alex Babcock, but now it took every ounce of his self-control to stop it.  “You don’t cook or clean, and I don’t remember the last time you paid for anything.  Could you be any more selfish?  You can’t just leave, Crystal.  What about the children?”

      His wife flipped her hair over her shoulder and smiled.  “Well, I don’t know.  I’ve never really known what to do with them at all.  But you’ll figure it out.  You’re good at that sort of thing.  They’ll be much better off here with you than fasting for weeks in the desert or swimming naked in a river.  Oh, and we plan to make some fantastic flights across the country!  It’s going to be so liberating to shed this old human skin and really set myself free.  Now, I need to go upstairs and pick out a few more things to take with me.  Master Ken says it gets cold in the desert at night.  Oh, or we might go to the mountains…”  Her thoughts trailed off as she skipped up the stairs.

      “Unbelievable.”  Jackson stared after her, completely dumbstruck.  How could this have happened?  More importantly, how had he never seen it coming?  It didn’t even bother him so much that she was leaving; admittedly, the two of them had never been a very good match.  Jackson had just happened to meet Crystal when she was going through her worldly phase, but obviously that hadn’t lasted.  The biggest problems right now were still sitting on the couch, pouting.  “You two.  Get to bed.”

      “No.  I want to play!”  Jessica gave her father the same angry look she had been directing at her older brother only a minute ago.

      He thought of himself as a fairly indulgent parent, but this had gone too far.  “I’m your father, and I’m telling you that you’re going to bed,” he said as patiently as he could.  “Get changed and brush your teeth, and I’ll be up to tuck you in.”

      “You can’t make me!” Jonathan yelled.  He stood up on the couch and spread out his arms, letting his wings emerge with them.  They unfurled quickly for a boy of only ten, but he couldn’t control them very well.  He hit the table lamp and knocked it to the floor.

      “Now!” Jackson roared.  “Let’s go!”  He took them each by an arm and marched them to the stairs.  A foul odor made him turn his head.  “Jonathan, is that you?  When was the last time you took a shower?”

      The boy shrugged.

      “Well, you’re taking one right now.  It’s already late enough that a few extra minutes won’t make a difference.”  He took him to the bathroom door.  “And use soap!  Come on, young lady.”

      But when they reached Jessica’s room, she sat on her bed, curled into a ball, and wrapped her arms around her knees.  “I can’t go to bed!  I don’t have any clean nightgowns!”

      This declaration didn’t surprise him.  Crystal didn’t exactly keep up with the household duties, even though she hadn’t held a job for a single day in her life.  But when he opened Jessica’s dresser drawer, he found it full of little pink nightgowns.  “Yes, you do.  Here.”  He tried to hand her one, but she batted it out of his hands.

      “No, that’s not it!  I need the one with Strawberry Shortcake on it!”

      Jackson unfolded the garment, revealing the Cabbage Patch Kids.  “But you like these dolls.  You even have one on your bed.  Just wear it for one night, and then I’ll make sure the Strawberry Shortcake one is clean for tomorrow.”

      Jessica glared at him dubiously but finally nodded.  When he had her changed and ready, he pulled the covers up under her chin.  Her little arms wrapped around his neck, and Jackson suddenly realized just how many goodnight hugs he had missed out on because of his career.  Had Crystal been doing any of this?  He had just taken it for granted that she was, but the force with which his little girl held onto him told him otherwise.

      “Are you going to take care of us, Daddy?  Is Mommy really leaving?”

      Her whispered words broke his heart.  He didn’t want to lie to her, but he couldn’t find it in himself to tell her the truth.  “I’ve got a lot of grown-up stuff I have to figure out, sweetie,” he told her, gently rubbing her back in circles.  “But I promise that I’ll make sure you’re taken care of, one way or another.  Now, you get to sleep.  Love you; I’ll see you in the morning.”

      He headed down the hallway.  Jonathan had finished his shower, but his bowl-cut hair was dripping down his neck and into his shirt.  Jackson grabbed a towel and dried him off the rest of the way, feeling guilty for having yelled at them earlier.  “Did you brush your teeth?” he asked quietly.

      “What do you care?” Jonathan snapped.

      His first instinct was to snap back, but Jackson knew that wasn’t going to help.  “It’s been a long night, and we’re all a little tired.  Let’s go to bed and talk about it in the morning.”  He headed downstairs a few minutes later, quickly skipping past his own bedroom door, where he overheard Crystal muttering to herself about which sandals to take.  He shut the door of his den behind him and sat down heavily on the leather couch, wondering just how the hell he was going to handle all this.
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      Cathy Brennan looked up as the bell over the door rang, indicating a late customer.  It was getting close to closing time, but that never seemed to deter anyone.  She could only hope that whoever it was wouldn’t try on twenty different items and leave them all over the floor of the dressing room.  “Can I help you?” she asked as she came out from behind the counter.

      Two young girls stood near the entryway, probably no older than sixteen, and sneered at the clothes on the racks.  “Don’t you have anything more fashionable?” one of them asked, picking up the sleeve of a dress and letting it drop as though it were filthy.  “These are such old lady clothes.”

      As much as Cathy wanted to defend the items she sold, she knew she couldn’t.  Their tiny little town in Ireland never had much to offer compared to the big stores in Dublin.  The clothes the girls were already wearing suggested they had been shopping in the big city already, and they should have known better than to think they would find the same items around the corner from their homes.  “I do have some nice jeans that just came in.”  She led them to a shelf in the back.

      “Those aren’t name-brand,” the second girl instantly pointed out as soon as she saw them.  “No, thanks.”  The girls turned and left immediately, laughing and talking as they went.  No doubt, they would go out into the world and tell all their friends just what a horrible place The Rack was, and business would be even slower than usual.  Cathy would be lucky if she got to keep her job for another few months before the owner wouldn’t be able to afford her anymore.

      She reconciled the register, turned off the lights, and locked the door behind her before making the short drive to her mother’s house.  There was far more activity going on there than at The Rack.

      “There you are!” her mother scolded as she came through the doorway.  “I thought maybe for a moment you weren’t coming.”  A plump woman with fiery red hair bundled on the top of her head in a bun, Mary Campbell pulled a large roast out of the oven.

      “I had a few late customers.”

      Her mother’s mind was much more focused on getting the family fed than Cathy’s work troubles.  “Help your sisters get the table set, would ya?”

      Cathy obeyed, gently correcting the placement of the silverware that her younger siblings had already scattered on the large table.  Her stomach growled, looking forward to the family dinner more than Mary herself was.  Coming back home just hadn’t been the same once her father had passed away, and it was even stranger now that her mother had remarried.

      Right on cue, Sean Campbell strode into the room.  “There’s my beautiful family!” he boomed as he took a seat at the table.  “And even Cathy!  Nice to see that you made it tonight, dear.”  Her stepfather gave her a meaningful look, one that told her he expected her to come by more often.

      Cathy ignored him.  It wasn’t any of his business.  Sean had tried to step in and act as though he had always been a part of their family, but Cathy was twenty-two and well past the age of needing someone to act as her father.  It hadn’t helped that he had brought his rambunctious sons into the mix, who constantly fought with each other and tracked dirt into the house.  As soon as Cathy had met them, she thought they would be the wrench in her mother’s wedding plans, which were happening too fast as far as Cathy was concerned. But Mary seemed delighted to have even more mouths to feed, and so the Brennan-Campbell family had become a new household without Cathy.

      Dinner was a noisy affair.  Mary constantly corrected the children for chewing with their mouths open, one of the girls cried when she was told she had to finish her beans if she wanted dessert, and Sean talked loudly over the din about anything that came to mind.

      “How was your day, dear?” her mother finally asked as she cut another slice of roast for one of the boys.

      “It was fine,” Cathy replied.  She didn’t bother elaborating about the late customers.  Her mother seemed to have forgotten about her question already, anyway.

      “Have you given any more thought to going to school?”  This was a new tack her mother was trying now that Cathy had moved into her own apartment and taken up the job at The Rack.  Previously, Cathy had always been so busy helping her mother with her younger siblings that there hadn’t been room for either one of them to think about something like a college degree.

      “I don’t know,” Cathy replied indifferently.  “I’m not sure what I want to do yet.”  She poked the tines of her fork into her mashed potatoes.

      “Our Cathy is a dreamer, I think,” Sean volunteered with a smile.  “She wants to move off to the big city and find a different life than what she’s got here in our little village.”

      Focusing fiercely on a puddle of gravy, Cathy clenched her teeth.  “I never said that.”

      “You don’t have to!  I can see it in your eyes, my girl.  You want to fly, but you forget that you don’t have wings.  That college degree might give you wings of a different sort.”  Sean reached across the table to grab a glass of milk before his son could knock it over.

      She hated that Sean insisted on using possessive terms when speaking about her.  He wasn’t her dad, and he had no right.  He was trying to be nice, in his own way, but it didn’t make her feel any better.  “I’d really rather not talk about it.”

      “I think we should.”  Mary got up from the table to fetch a new fork after one of the children had dropped his.  “I let you hang out with that shifter girl far too much in your life, and it’s put dreams in your head that you can’t fulfill.  You’ve been moping around ever since she left for America last year.  If you’re not going to get an education, then you need to find yourself a good man and settle down; maybe have a few children.  That’ll perk you right up.”

      “If you’ll excuse me, I’m full.” Cathy laid her fork down and stood up.

      “Don’t be like that,” Sean beseeched.  “We’re just trying to help.”

      “I’m not being like anything.”  Cathy grabbed her keys and her purse.  “Thank you for dinner, but I’m exhausted.”  She stormed out the door and headed home.

      But her small, dark apartment didn’t do anything to make her feel better. It was crammed full of old, cast-off furniture because that was what she could afford, and the flickering light fixtures and permanently grimy windows didn’t make her feel very good about the independence she had found for herself there.  Her job at The Rack paid her just enough to cover rent and utilities, and even if the store had sold the trendy clothes that everyone wanted, she wouldn’t be able to afford them.  The most stylish piece of clothing in her wardrobe was a pair of Jordache jeans she had bought from a consignment shop in Dublin, and even those were starting to wear at the knees.

      She headed to the bathroom to wash her face, looking at herself in the cracked mirror.  Her hair was her best feature, rolling in natural waves.  But her eyes were the same brown as her locks, and she worried that her brows were a bit too thin to be fashionable.  Cathy had always had her share of boys back in school, but more recently, she had come to realize those were just shallow relationships that had meant nothing.  If she stayed in the tiny town, she would just be another faceless person to live and die on the same street she had been born on.

      The phone rang, startling her out of her morbid thoughts.  She headed into the living room to answer.  “Hello?”

      “Cathy?  Are you okay?  It’s Brianna.”

      “I’m fine.  I’m just a little tired,” she lied. Brianna had left Ireland the previous year to work as a nanny in the States.  When he’d overheard her singing a lullaby one night, her boss ended up signing her to his record label, and then they’d gotten married.  They were now living happily with his little girl.  Cathy was excited for her, but if she were being honest with herself, she knew she was jealous of Brianna for getting out.

      “Wait, what time is it there?  Am I calling too late?  I’m sorry.  I don’t always think about the time zone conversion.”

      “No, it’s fine.”  Cathy smiled, purposely injecting her speech with energy she didn’t feel.  “How are you?  How’s everything with your band?”

      “Oh, it’s so great!  Damien and I are doing really well, and the Mixups and I are taking a little time off before our next tour.  I think the Pet Shop Boys will be on the road with us.”

      A pang of jealousy tightened Cathy’s chest.  After all, her best friend was living every woman’s dream.  She was married to a kind, wealthy man, she was a rising star in the music world, and she became the mother of a precious little girl.  It didn’t get any better than that.  “That’s amazing.”

      “Are you sure you’re okay?  You don’t sound like yourself.”

      Cathy sighed.  “I’m sorry.  I’m bleedin’ miserable, honestly.  I hate my job.  I thought I would work there for a few months while I saved up and then I could move to Dublin.  But the pay is barely enough to put food in my belly, and nobody wants to wear the clothes we sell.  I thought about moving back in with Mum, but I can’t stand to be at home anymore now that Sean is there all the time.  He’s just moved in and has taken over.  As much as I hate the quiet in my own apartment, I don’t like the chaos of their house, either.”

      “You’re that unhappy?” Brianna asked gently.

      There was no point in lying to her best friend.  “I am.  And to make it worse, my mother and Sean won’t stop harassing me about either going to school or getting married.  As if a man is going to fix my problems!”  She was steamed all over again just thinking about it.  “I’m so fed up with my life here.”

      “Good!”

      Cathy held the phone away from her ear, frowning at it.  “What?”

      “I’m glad you’re miserable!  I mean, I’m not, but—well, you’ll understand when you hear why I’ve called.  Damien has a friend with two children, and he’s suddenly in need of a live-in nanny.  He needs someone right away, which means he doesn’t have a lot of time to interview people and check backgrounds.  I told him that I knew a woman who was excellent with children and who might be willing to come work for him if he would buy her plane ticket.”

      “Me?” Cathy asked breathlessly.  The dullness of her current life quickly washed away in the wake of this news.  She hadn’t necessarily thought of herself as a nanny, but she had been raising her younger siblings for almost her entire life.  It would be a fresh start, and she would get to see Brianna any time she wasn’t on tour.  “You can’t be serious!”

      “Oh, but I am!  Jackson can afford to pay you very well, and you’ll be provided with room and board.  It doesn’t have to be a permanent thing if you don’t want it to be, but it would really help him out.”

      Cathy sat down, her free hand pressed against her chest as she tried to absorb it all.  It was so much to think about, and as much as she wanted to scream her agreement into the phone, she didn’t want to make a rash decision.  “Can I at least think about it?  Just for a day?”

      “Of course,” Brianna enthused.  “It’s a big change, and nobody would expect you to drive straight to the airport.  But call me as soon as you decide.  Jackson is pretty desperate.  And he’s a good guy.”

      “I will.”  As they hung up, Cathy rose slowly from the sofa, feeling dizzy from the very idea of packing up her entire life and taking off for the U.S.  She went back to her bedroom to change for bed, thinking about everything she would need to do.  It would be easy to get out of her lease; there never seemed to be enough housing in their little town.  Her furniture could stay with the place for all she cared.  She only needed to pack up her personal belongings.  And of course, say goodbye to her family.

      Cathy took a moment to concentrate on the pang of sadness in her heart at that thought. She hadn’t felt as though she belonged at home for the last six months, ever since Sean and his boys had moved in.  She was delighted to know that her mother would be taken care of, and that she didn’t have to be alone anymore.  The idea freed her in ways she never could have predicted.  Still, she would miss them.  Could she really just up and leave?  Start a new life in a different country?  Brianna had done it, but she was a shifter.  As her mother and new stepfather had so kindly pointed out, Cathy didn’t have such an advantage.

      But as she walked through her apartment, she noted the cracks in the walls and the stains on the ceiling.  Without opening the door, she knew the fridge was nearly empty.  She had done her best to decorate the place to her own taste, but her budget wouldn’t allow it.  A room in some strange man’s home probably wouldn’t be decorated the way she liked it, either, but at least she wouldn’t need to worry about whether she would have a roof over her head within a month’s time.

      And what if she didn’t like this Jackson who needed a nanny so desperately?  Or his kids?  What if she went overseas and discovered that she didn’t like the hustle and bustle of a big city?  Or that life as a nanny was dull or difficult?  At worst, she would have to return to Ireland.  Knowing her situation couldn’t get any more desperate than it had become, she picked up the phone.
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      Jackson paced the living room impatiently.  He had plenty that he should have been doing, but he couldn’t focus on any of it.  His life was about to change—hopefully for the better, in time.  Crystal had no idea just how much she had shaken things up for him and the kids by leaving.  Knowing she didn’t care made it even more aggravating.

      “Would you sit down and relax?  The girls will be back from the airport anytime.  There’s nothing to worry about.”  Damien sat on the couch, grinning at him.

      “Easy for you to say.  You haven’t been missing work almost every night for two weeks because your wife ran off and left you.”  Jackson ran a hand through his dark blonde hair, suddenly irritated at the length of it, but everything irritated him lately.  He’d had a short fuse with the children, and then he’d always found himself apologizing for it by the end of the night.

      “But I did at one point,” Damien replied.  “Brianna has been here long enough that you’ve already forgotten how lost I was when Linda and I got divorced, and how I had to figure out how to manage Stephanie’s care on my own.”

      Jackson glanced into the next room, where Damien’s daughter, Stephanie, was playing happily with his own two children.  They seemed content for the moment, but he knew that as soon as the little girl left, his kids would go right back to fighting.  That was the only thing they seemed to do together, and he couldn’t help but blame himself.  “That’s true.  And I can’t tell you how much I appreciate you helping me out with this.  The nannies from the temp agency are unreliable at best.  They either don’t bother showing up because they don’t want to work at night, or they can’t handle the children.  I know Jonathan and Jessica can be difficult, but you’d think a professional would know how to deal with them.”

      “I’ve never personally met Cathy, but Brianna says she’s fantastic with kids.  It’ll be fine, I’m sure.  And if it’s not?”  Damien put his hands up in the air.  “Then you’ll hire someone else.”

      “Once again, easy for you to say.”

      “Hey, I was nervous when I brought Brianna over here from Ireland.  I didn’t really know what I was getting.  She said she could do the job, but it’s a risk any time you hire someone.  You of all people know that.”  Damien adjusted his cuff and checked his Rolex.  “As long as her flight was on time, she should be here any minute.  I should warn you though; Brianna said Cathy’s a babe.  You might want to watch out for yourself.”

      “Oh, no.”  Jackson took a step back.  “Even if she looks like Christie Brinkley, I’m not interested.  I’ve gotten myself into a big enough mess with Crystal, and I feel like it’s going to be quite some time before I can fully hoist myself out of it.”

      Damien’s dark eyes glittered mischievously.  “You can’t always help it, you know.  I did my best to stay away from Brianna.  She was my employee and all that.  But when it works, it works.”

      “Okay, but Brianna is a shifter.  I’m sure that makes it a little different.  Humans just don’t have the same sort of attraction about them as dragons do.”  Jackson had dated a few human women in his younger days before he had married Crystal.  At first, they’d seemed exotic and exciting, but he quickly discovered they weren’t nearly as thrilling.  They tired easily and they were far too subservient.

      Damien just shook his head.  “Whatever you say, man.  I think I just heard them pull up.  I’ll go get their bags.”

      He disappeared out the door, and a moment later, Brianna walked through the doorway, followed by Cathy.  Whatever Jackson had been expecting—and he hadn’t thought about it past the point of her simply being someone who was capable of taking care of his children—it hadn’t been this.  Cathy had milky skin that could have been infused with moonlight.  Her hair was thick and wavy, cascading softly around her shoulders.  She was dressed simply in a pale blue belted blouse and black leggings, but the outfit complimented her curving body in a way that made Jackson rather uncomfortable to be standing in a room full of people.  He focused on her wide, chocolate eyes as he stepped forward and held out his hand.  “Hi, Cathy.  Pleasure to meet you.  I’m Jackson Casey.”

      She gave him a dazzling smile, and her soft hand cradled perfectly into his.  “It’s nice to meet you, too.  I want you to know how much I appreciate you giving me this opportunity.”

      He swallowed at the beautiful lilt in her voice.  Jackson had heard Brianna speak multiple times and never thought a thing about it, but it was different coming from Cathy.  “I’m sure you want to get settled in as soon as possible, but let me get the kids so you can meet them.”

      His heart thundered as he went into the next room, trying to calm his body.  A cold, tingling sensation made his skin pucker in places.  His scales were trying their best to break through, but this wasn’t the time or the place.  Cathy undoubtedly knew he was a dragon, but that didn’t mean he should instantly shift as soon as he saw her.

      Damien, having brought in the suitcases, caught up to him and grabbed his shoulder.  “You doing all right, Jack?” he whispered.

      “Yeah, but wow.”  Jackson didn’t like to admit that he had been wrong, but there was no point in denying it.

      Damien laughed and scooped up Stephanie, where she had been playing with Strawberry Shortcake dolls on the floor with Jessica.  “Come on, little one.  We’ll need to get home soon.”

      Jackson escorted his own children back into the living room.  “Cathy, this is Jonathan and Jessica.  Kids, this is Cathy.  She’ll be taking care of you while I’m at work.”

      Cathy smiled sweetly at them, bending slightly to address them.  She held out her hand toward Jonathan.  “It’s nice to meet you.  I’m sure we’ll get along splendidly.”

      But Jonathan scowled.  “You’re not my mother.”

      “Jonathan!”  Jackson was horrified.  He had talked to the children several times, and they both knew perfectly well that they would be getting a full-time nanny instead of the various temps that had been coming in and out.  To top it all off, neither one of them had mentioned Crystal more than once or twice in the few weeks since she’d left, which indicated to Jackson that they hadn’t missed her all that much.

      But Cathy took the jab in stride.  “That’s right, and I’m not trying to be.  I just want to make sure that you’re clean, fed, and happy.  Is that okay?”

      The boy still wore an angry look that Jackson felt was dangerously close to becoming a pointed muzzle and sharp teeth, but he reluctantly shook his head.  “I guess.”

      The young woman turned to Jessica.  “Hi, there.  I see you like Strawberry Shortcake.” She pointed at the doll still in the little girl’s hand.

      Jessica beamed.  “You’re pretty.”

      Those were Jackson’s exact sentiments, but he kept them to himself.

      “Thank you very much.”

      “We’d better get going so the four of you can get to know each other,” Damien volunteered, still with that glint in his eye when he glanced at Jackson.

      Brianna rushed forward to hug her friend.  “I’m so glad you’re here!  We’ll get together and take the kids to the park or go shopping.”

      A moment later, Jackson cleared his throat as he was left alone with just Cathy and the children.  He gestured toward her suitcases.  “Here.  I can show you to your room.”

      “Actually, if you don’t mind, I’m eager to hear about the children and my duties.”

      He had one hand on the largest suitcase, but he turned to look at her over his shoulder.  “What do you mean?”

      “Well,” she said with a shrug, “what are their schedules like?  Are there certain foods they can’t or shouldn’t have?  Oh, and I’ll need to know what your schedule is like as well.  Some emergency phone numbers would be good to have, too.”

      Jackson pursed his lips and turned to the children.  “Why don’t the two of you go play for a bit while Cathy and I discuss grown up things?”

      “But I want to tell her about all the food I want to eat,” Jonathan whined.  “She probably doesn’t even know how to make a Totino’s pizza!”

      “Actually, I can heat up a frozen pizza quite well,” Cathy corrected him, the corner of her mouth twitching into a smile.  “And the three of us will have plenty of time to get to know each other.”

      Jonathan looked from one adult to the other, saw that he was outnumbered, and pushed out his lower lip.  “Fine.  C’mon, Jessica.  Let’s go play.”

      “Okay, but I’m not playing Transformers again!  I’ll be Rainbow Brite, and you can be Buddy Blue, and…”  Their voices trailed off as they made their way down the hallway.

      Cathy was watching him eagerly.  Clearly, the plane ride all the way from Ireland hadn’t been enough to wear her out.  “Is there some place we could sit down and I could make a few notes?  I have a pad and a few pens in my bag.”

      “Well, I don’t think there’s a whole lot to take notes on, to be honest with you.”  None of the other nannies had been so inquisitive.  That meant either they were completely incompetent, or that Cathy was a perfectionist.  “They go to bed when they get tired, and they get up when they’re ready.”

      “How much television are they allowed to watch each day?”

      Jackson hadn’t thought about it before.  “It doesn’t matter.”

      “Oh.  I see.”  She nodded and forced a smile.  “And what about food?  Are there certain dishes they like, or any allergies I should be concerned about?”

      Gesturing vaguely toward the kitchen, Jackson replied, “The freezer is full of food.  Jonathan can heat some of it on his own, but of course Jessica will need some help.  She likes mac and cheese and SpaghettiOs a lot.  I don’t expect you to be a full-time cook, you know.”

      “All right.”  Her fingers clutched a little harder at the strap of her purse.  “And are there other duties you expect of me?”

      Jackson ran one hand through his hair.  “No, not really.  The housekeeper comes in a couple times a week.  Maybe just keep up with their laundry.”

      “And what about you, Mr. Casey?  Do you have a certain schedule that I need to work around?”  She had sounded so sweet and eager when she had first come in, but there was a certain bitter undertone in her voice that Jackson’s sharp ears easily picked up on.  He would have corrected anyone else and told them to call him by his first name, but he didn’t this time.  “I own several nightclubs, bars, and restaurants, so I work evenings and nights.  I’m usually gone before dinner and home around two or three in the morning.”

      Her mouth was a hard line as she nodded.  “I guess that covers it, then.  You can show me to my room now.”

      Relieved, Jackson grabbed her suitcases and took them upstairs.  He was grateful not to be discussing their lack of schedule or rules, but he could feel a thick tension in the air that hung around Cathy’s head and threatened to invade his personal space.  This strange woman who didn’t know him from anyone else was judging him already, and he didn’t like it.  He was a powerful business man, and he didn’t usually care what anyone thought about him, but this girl was going to be living in his home.

      He set her bags down just inside the spare bedroom.  “Here you are.  The bathroom is right down the hall, and there’s a linen closet right there if you need towels or extra blankets.”

      “Thank you,” she replied stiffly.  With surprising strength, Cathy stepped into the room and grabbed one of the suitcases, hoisting it onto the bed.

      Jackson started to turn away, ready to get on with his life and leave this vacillant woman on her own, but he found that he couldn’t just let this go.  “Listen, if you have some sort of problem with the way I run my household, then I would prefer it if you’d just come right out and tell me.”

      Cathy paused, her back turned to him as she pulled a pair of white Keds sneakers from her suitcase.  She set them back down and turned stiffly to her new boss.  “I don’t have a problem with the way you run your household.”

      His shoulders relaxed a little.  Maybe he had been wrong about her.

      “Because you don’t run your household,” Cathy continued.  “I’m not saying the children should have a minute-by-minute schedule, but at the very least, they should have a bedtime.”

      Jackson instantly went on the defense.  “I work odd hours, and that makes it a lot harder for them to be on a timetable.”

      “If you’re not even here for bedtime, then it shouldn’t make any difference to you.  And how do you think any nanny is supposed to do a good job of taking care of them if there are no rules and they can eat whatever they want, when they want?  How will I ever know when I should make breakfast, because the children might get up at five in the morning or they might get up at ten?”  Cathy’s voice was firm, but she wasn’t yelling at him.

      That was her only saving grace from getting fired on the spot—that, and the fact Jackson desperately needed to get back to work.  As attracted as he had been to her initially, he now knew for sure he wouldn’t have any problem keeping their relationship strictly professional.  She was far too rigid to be intriguing.  “They’ve been doing just fine so far, and I didn’t hire you to swoop in here and change their lives.  I just need to know that I have a responsible pair of eyes keeping them from killing each other.  Do you think you can handle that?”

      Her deep brown eyes were as hard as her jaw.  “No problem.”

      “Thank you.  Now, since you’re so concerned about it, I’ll make sure I write a few numbers next to the phone and then I’ll be in my den.”  Jackson stomped off down the hall and back downstairs, shaking his head and wondering why he had ever let Damien convince him that this was a good idea.  He and Brianna had insisted Cathy would be a wonderful addition to his household, but it seemed she was only going to create more chaos.
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      Cathy awoke early the next morning, even before her alarm went off.  She knew she should have been tired from traveling and sleeping in a strange bed.  At first, it was pure excitement that was keeping her going.  She was finally in America!  This was the place everyone dreamed of, and she was getting paid to be there.

      But now, it was worry and anticipation that were keeping her from resting.  In the short amount of time she’d had to get to know the Caseys the previous evening, she’d learned a lot.  Jonathan was ten years old, and while he certainly wasn’t old enough to think of himself as man of the house, he definitely thought he knew what was best.  He wasn’t interested in listening to some random woman who threatened to replace his mother.  At six, Jessica was sweet—mostly—but she was used to having her way on everything.  When Jonathan didn’t want to play Rainbow Brite with her for the millionth time, the world was literally caving in on her shoulders.

      And then there was Jackson.  He was handsome, but Cathy hated to admit that his looks were the first thing she’d noticed; she’d made a mental note to chide Brianna later for not giving her a heads up.  His dark blonde hair had natural highlights, and he had let it grow out just long enough that he could keep it brushed back.  With his square jaw, brilliant blue eyes and wide shoulders in a white suit, he was the iconic figure of a powerful Los Angeles man.

      But he was so set in his ways; ways Cathy simply couldn’t agree with.  She was angry about it all over again as she got up and headed down the hall to shower.  She angrily scrubbed apple-scented shampoo into her hair as she relived their confrontation in her room, with Jackson insisting that the children were just fine the way they were.  I’ll fix that, she told herself.  Mr. Casey hired me to take care of his children, and that’s exactly what I’ll do.

      Once she was dressed and had her makeup and hair done, Cathy tiptoed down the hall, carefully avoiding the door she knew led to Jackson’s bedroom.  Her new boss had grumpily warned her that he was on a nighttime schedule and that he didn’t like to be disturbed in the morning.

      Instead, she knocked quietly on Jessica’s door before opening it.  The little girl’s room was a dream for any little princess.  White lace curtains let the morning sunshine filter in over the toys spread over her cream carpet.  Her fluffy pink bedding was heavily laden with every stuffed animal a kid could want.  Although Cathy had yet to memorize every character, she was sure that Jessica had all the Rainbow Brite dolls that were sold.  “Good morning, sunshine,” she said gently as she approached the bed.  “Let’s get up and have some breakfast.”

      Jessica’s flaxen hair was a cloud of knots against her pillow, and she tangled it even more so as she rolled around under her covers.  “I don’t wanna.”

      “I know.  But it will be delicious; I promise.  Let’s get up and get dressed.  I’m getting your brother up, too.”

      Jonathan was even more difficult than his sister.  He yanked the covers up over his head.  “Leave me alone!”

      These children had clearly never been taught to respect authority whatsoever.  Cathy understood that he didn’t yet see her as a force to be reckoned with, but she knew that the boy treated his father the same way.  “It’s already past eight o’clock.  I’m sure you’re hungry.”

      “I only want pizza,” he replied from the other side of his He-Man comforter.

      “That will have to wait until later.  Pizza isn’t a breakfast food, but I have something else in mind that I think you’ll really like.  Come on.”  She pulled the covers back to reveal a very angry Jonathan.

      Half an hour later, she’d finally managed to drag them both downstairs to the kitchen for their breakfast.  Their normal fare of frozen food was fine occasionally, but she was sure she could convince them there were better things to put in their mouths.  Cathy proudly placed plates of bacon, eggs, toast and fruit in front of them, followed by glasses of orange juice and milk.  She took a step back, waiting for them to dig in with shock and delight.

      But Jonathan frowned at his plate.  “What’s this?”

      “Just a nice, hot breakfast.  Eat up.”

      “But I want my Cabbage Patch Kids cereal!” Jessica squealed.

      Cathy took a deep breath.  “Why don’t you try it before you turn your noses up.  It’s quite good.”

      “Would you eat it?” Jonathan challenged.

      Most mornings, Cathy was perfectly happy with a bagel and a cup of coffee, but she had anticipated this.  She couldn’t expect the Casey children to do something she wouldn’t do herself.  “Of course.  I have my plate right here.”  She retrieved it from the counter and sat down across the kitchen table from them.  “You can even put a little jelly on your toast if you’d like.”

      Jessica tentatively picked up a triangle of toast, frowning at the plate underneath it.  “This is a Care Bear plate.”

      “Yes, it is,” Cathy beamed. She had found an array of character dishes in the cabinet, and she thought Jessica must enjoy them.

      “But I don’t want Care Bears.  I want Rainbow Brite.”

      Cathy was seeing a very distinct pattern here.  “I understand she might be your favorite, and maybe we can find that one for lunch.”

      “Can’t we get it now?”  Jessica pushed her plate away as if it were contaminated.

      Cathy pushed it back.  “No.  I’m not going to wash an extra plate when this one will do just fine.  Eat up.”

      Eventually, she had convinced them to at least try a bite of each item.  Jonathan acknowledged that the bacon “wasn’t so bad,” and Jessica had filled up on toast.  It was a start.  But she soon realized why Mr. Casey hadn’t been concerned about how late they slept in.  Her attempts to wash up the breakfast dishes were constantly interrupted by loud shouts from down the hall.

      She stormed down to the play room for the fifth time.  “I’ve asked you very nicely to keep it quiet because your father is sleeping.  He works very hard and very late, and you need to respect that.”  Cathy wasn’t so sure all of that was true.  She had a feeling that Jackson didn’t do anything but party while he was out at his nightclubs, but she had made a promise to herself to raise these children correctly.  That included making sure they had some sort of appreciation for their dad.

      “He took my Barbie and won’t give it back!” the little girl shouted, pointing an accusatory finger at her brother.

      “I’m just doing a science experiment on it.  I’m going to turn her into a real girl so you have someone to play with and I won’t have to play with you anymore.”  Jonathan had his sister’s Barbie wrapped in wires and sitting in a little plastic chair.  The other ends of the wires were wrapped around a Speak and Spell.

      It was far too reminiscent of Weird Science for Cathy’s taste, considering Jonathan was a little too young to have seen that movie, but it was still somewhat amusing.  “Jonathan, give your sister her doll back.  The two of you need to get along for at least a few minutes so I can get the dishes cleaned up. Do you think you can do that?”

      “I don’t have to do anything you say,” the boy muttered, hunching his back and turning away from Cathy to continue his experiment.

      “You do, actually,” Cathy reminded him.  “Don’t worry.  We’ll get used to each other.”  She unwound the Barbie from the wires and handed her back to Jessica.  “Let’s try to share nicely, okay?”

      A few minutes later, she heard a door upstairs open and close.  Footsteps came down the stairs, and Cathy stiffened, waiting for Jackson to chastise her for allowing the children to be so noisy.  But she only caught the barest glimpse of him as he opened a door at the end of the hall, disappearing into the basement.

      When she was finished in the kitchen and went back to the play room to check on them once again, she opened the door to find a disaster.  Jonathan—or at least a creature who had been Jonathan only a few moments ago—stood on top of a small table.  Dark gold scales covered his body and his wings flapped swiftly in the air.  The floor around him was scattered with a pale pink powder.

      “What is this?!”

      “It’s magical fairy dust!”  Jessica held a fist full of Pixie Stix, one end of them open as she shook her hand in the air.  “When you throw it on someone, it makes them fly!”

      Jonathan roared his agreement and shook some of the powder out of his scales.

      “Get down from that table right this minute!”  Cathy pointed angrily at the floor.  “And I suggest your change back to your human form if you can’t control this one!”

      He turned an indignant reptilian eye toward her and blew a steady stream of smoke from his nostrils.

      “Jonathan Casey, you might not like it, but you will learn to obey me.  The two of you are going to clean this mess up, and you won’t get any television time until you do so.  I’ll be right back with the vacuum.”  She nearly slammed the bedroom door behind her, furious that they would make such a mess.  Cathy knew their mother hadn’t been much of a role model, but she’d wanted to meet the woman and give her a piece of her mind.

      As she stormed down the hall, she realized she had no idea where the vacuum was kept.  Mr. Casey had hardly shown or told her anything short of where the bathroom and the linens were.  As it was, she had been fortunate to find the pans and utensils she’d needed in the kitchen while she was cooking breakfast.  After checking several closets, getting angrier by the moment, Cathy realized there was no reason she couldn’t bother her boss about this.  His children were the ones being disobedient, and she shouldn’t have to comb through every nook and cranny of the house just to find what she needed.

      Cathy opened the door that led to the basement.  She had no idea what was down there, but she had caught a glimpse of the light fixture and the stairs when Jackson had gone down.  Loud music was thumping through the walls, and she paused, raising her brow as she recognized Echo & the Bunnymen’s “The Killing Moon.”  Hmm. If anything, at least he has good taste in music, she mused.

      “Mr. Casey?” she called.  No response.  Well, she couldn’t just stand around waiting for him to come back upstairs.  With as fractious as he’d been, there was no telling when that would be.  Cathy descended the steep staircase.

      The basement was nearly as massive as the main floor of the house.  The layout was an open one with a large seating area created by a white leather pit couch and a huge television.  A pool table and a foosball table took up another corner, with a small basketball hoop standing next to them.  Mr. Casey wasn’t anywhere to be seen, but the music was blaring from a tall stereo system next to the TV.

      Turning around, Cathy found that the other side of the basement was a home gym. Several pieces of heavy equipment were scattered on the floor next to weights, jump ropes and a stationary bike.  A weight bench sat in the corner, and Jackson lay on it with his feet on either side.  Cathy was prepared to march up to him and demand to know just what he thought he was doing, but she stopped short when she noticed he was shirtless.  Sweat dripped down his rippling abs as he lifted a weight-loaded bar over his head, causing his biceps to bulge.  He had looked good in a suit, but that was nothing compared to the sight before her eyes right then.

      Color bloomed across her cheeks, but she had a job that needed to be done.  She cleared her throat.  “Mr. Casey?”

      He still couldn’t hear her. The music was loud enough at the top of the stairs, but it was deafening when she was actually in the same room.  Cathy returned to the entertainment area and pushed the power button on the stereo.

      “Hey!”

      Now she had his attention.  She turned back around with a smirk on her face, but it faded a little when she saw him sitting up and glaring at her.  He was an intimidating man with his muscled chest bare to the world.  “I…I’m sorry to bother you, but I need to know where the vacuum is.”

      Mr. Casey shook his head and grabbed a towel from a nearby rack.  “Couldn’t that have waited?  Besides, I never said you had to clean the house.”

      “I don’t plan to clean the house,” she explained.  “But the children made a mess, and they’re going to clean it up.  I need the vacuum so they can do that.”

      Jackson stood and began adding weights on the barbell.  “Seems to me like that wouldn’t have happened if you’d been watching them.”

      “Excuse me, but I’ve already been working very hard this morning making sure they had an actual meal and that the dishes were cleaned up.  Maybe if you’d spent a little more time with them or enforced a few rules around here, they’d know how to behave when left on their own for a few minutes.  They’re old enough for that.”

      Throwing the towel over his shoulder, Jackson gave up on the weights and advanced on her.  “You don’t have any right to come into my house and tell me how to do things, you know.”

      “I do when you’ve hired me to do exactly that,” she retorted.  “And I don’t think it’s fair that I should get chewed out simply for asking where the vacuum is.”  She had to tip her head back to look up at him.  Maybe it was because there was less clothing between the two of them, or perhaps his workout had released some pheromones in the air, but Cathy almost didn’t mind arguing with him—as long as she got to stand near him.  No.  I can’t think like that.

      She expected him to continue arguing, but he turned away from her suddenly and swiped the towel over his face.  “I’m sorry,” he said gruffly as he sat back down on the weight bench.  “You’re right.  Things have just been really tough around here.”

      That caught her off-guard, and she just stared at him for a moment.  “I know.  I’m sorry.”

      “I appreciate that, but you don’t really know.  At least, I don’t know how much Brianna told you.  Hell, even she might not know all of it.”  Mr. Casey balled the towel in his hands and looked up at her.  “The kids’ mom left without any notice.  I mean, I should have seen it coming, but they didn’t.  It might not be so hard on them if they were going to her place every other weekend or something.  But they never hear from her at all.  She was into this New Age stuff, and she wanted to explore her spirituality, and the kids just didn’t fit into that picture.  I know Jessica doesn’t understand.  Jonathan understands just enough to know he should be upset about it.”

      “I’m sure that’s very tough on them,” Cathy murmured, suddenly feeling like an idiot.  Here she had waltzed into this man’s home and just assumed she’d known what was best, when she hadn’t even had the chance to get to know everyone yet.

      “It is, I think.  And it’s been tough on me, too.  Not because I miss her.  Crystal and I haven’t been in—sorry, you don’t need to hear about any of that.  This is about the kids, not me.”  He stood up and grabbed his shirt, covering his hard torso in white cotton.

      “It’s all right.  Sometimes it helps to get things off your chest.”  Her eyes widened in embarrassment and she felt the heat of her face as it flushed once again.  “I—I mean, your mind.”

      He fiddled with the settings on a different piece of equipment.  “I guess it would make sense for you to know, since you’re going to be living here.  I’ve had a horrible time since Crystal left.  Since I work a lot, I’d always assumed she’d been doing all of her motherly duties with the children.  It was only once I had to take on those duties myself that I realized she hadn’t done anything.  I don’t know how to create schedules for them or decide what rules they should have.  I don’t think it would be fair to take anything away from them when they’re already hurting so much from her absence.”  He shook his head again.  “It’s not fair to them, you know?”

      Cathy nodded.  “I saw my little brothers and sisters go through some similar hardships when my father died.  It was supposed to be easier on them when my mother remarried.  In a lot of ways, it was.  But it still took time to adjust to having a new man in the house.  They didn’t want to listen to him or spend time with him, but they eventually came around.  Children are resilient, including Jonathan and Jessica.”

      “I hope you’re right.”

      “I am.”  She smiled.  The mess that would still be waiting for her when she went back upstairs was proof that her charges were just normal kids.  “And what about you?  How are you faring without your wife?”

      “Oh, that.”  He wiped down the weight bench and picked up a jump rope, coiling it into neat loops before hanging it on a peg on the wall.  “That’s the part I’m least concerned about.  We had grown into very different people quite some time ago.  We rarely saw each other anyway, so it’s not much different for me that she’s not here, other than the fact that I’ve had to take care of the children.  My biggest worry is knowing what fucking tent in the desert to send her divorce papers to.”  He gave a genuine laugh, and Cathy found it contagious.  She was soon laughing, too.

      “I really am sorry I bothered you,” she said after a minute.  “I do need the vacuum, though.”

      Jackson smiled, renewing hope in Cathy that the two of them could at least be friends.  “It’s in the closet under the stairs, I believe.”

      “Thanks.”  She returned his smile and trotted back up to the main level and retrieved the machine, wheeling it down to the toy room.  Jonathan had reverted back to a human child, and he and his sister sat looking guilty at the little table.  Long stripes had formed in the pink powder on the floor where someone had tried to clean the mess up with their little fingers.

      “We’re really sorry,” Jessica said sadly.

      Jonathan was less enthusiastic, but Cathy was fairly certain she heard a mumbled apology from him as well.

      “The best way to let someone know you’re sorry is to fix the problem.” They were her mother’s words, and ones that Cathy had heard so many times in her young life that she hated them, but they were quite appropriate at the moment.  The kids were lost when it came to using the vacuum, but Cathy patiently showed them how to safely plug it in and turn it on.  It was too tall for Jessica to use easily, but she was able to use the hose attachment to do the edges of the floor after Jonathan had vacuumed up everything else.  Cathy knew she would need to talk to Jonathan some more about shifting into a dragon and when it was appropriate, but that was a sensitive subject she would need to discuss with his father first.  After all, what did she know about the in and outs of shifting?  It could wait until later, and she took the children outside to play.
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      Bliss was one of the trendiest nightclubs in Los Angeles. The young crowd flocked there to hear all the latest bands, many of them booked by Damien after he had signed them to his record label.  It was a system that worked out very well for the two men, and Damien’s talent for finding chart-topping bands had made Jackson an awful lot of money.

      That night, a band that Jackson hadn’t heard play before was taking the stage.  With heavy guitar rhythms, big hair, and a vocalist that ground out lyrics with a wailing scream, they reminded Jackson of Mötley Crüe or the Scorpions.  While it wasn’t his favorite music, it was nice to have a variety of genres coming into the club.  Brianna’s band had a new wave style, and there were other singers with more of a pop sound.  The patrons never got bored at Bliss.  Jackson’s office there had a tinted glass wall that allowed him to see almost everything that was going on without anyone paying attention to him.

      And even though it was another great night with a throbbing crowd and the drinks were practically flying over the bar, Jackson couldn’t keep his mind on his business.  When he’d left the house, Cathy had just sat the children down for a homecooked meal of pork chops, applesauce, baked potatoes and broccoli.  It was a far cry from the frozen junk they’d been subsisting on for the last few years, ever since Crystal had decided there were far more important things in life than slaving over a stove for more than five minutes.  Countless times, Jackson had considered hiring a cook, but he’d been too busy managing his properties to interview candidates.

      “Would you like to stay and eat with us?” Cathy offered.

      He stopped for a moment to appreciate the delicious aromas wafting through the house, and it had just about been enough to make him late for work.  When was the last time he’d had a homecooked meal?  It was tempting, but he’d been missing out on far too much time at the clubs as it was.  “Thanks, but maybe another time.”  Jackson had dashed out the door as fast as he could.

      Unfortunately, the children didn’t seem to be as appreciative of the meal as he would have been.  They sat frowning at their plates, unsure of how to handle meat that had to actually be cut with a knife instead of eaten on a bun.  Jackson knew Cathy would handle it, but that was something else that concerned him.  She seemed incredibly responsible and downright determined to make sure the Casey kids were raised properly, but her views on parenting were very different from his.  They’d had so few restrictions under Crystal’s care and even his own; it didn’t seem fair to suddenly rein them in.

      Still, he knew Jonathan and Jessica were difficult children.  Many of the temporary nannies had been less than competent, but the unruly behavior of his kids hadn’t helped.  Jackson wanted what was best for them—now, he just had to determine exactly what that was.

      His eyes were on the band, supposedly watching them to see if he’d want to hire them again, but his mind was reliving his conversation in the basement with Cathy.  He hadn’t expected her to have gone down there, or he might not have taken his shirt off.  Still, he had noticed her deep brown eyes drifting down to his chest as they spoke.  He didn’t mind, and he rather liked the idea of the fiery Irish woman enjoying the way he looked sans shirt, but he knew it was unprofessional.  He’d acted like a complete ass, yet she’d still proven to be nice to talk to.  Heat began to rush to his groin and he adjusted his pants.  Maybe I just need to give her more chances to be herself—

      “I don’t like that look on your face,” said a voice at his shoulder.

      Startled, Jackson turned to see Mac standing in his office doorway.  “Oh, sorry.  My mind was elsewhere.”

      “I hope it was on a beach somewhere, because you might not like what I have to tell you,” the guard replied.

      Jackson rolled his eyes.  It was his first full night back without having to worry about the kids, and he didn’t have the energy for drama.  “What is it?”

      “We had a guy down by the bar a few minutes ago who started spilling drinks on the other guests and starting fights.”

      This was unusual for Bliss.  The guests were not individually chosen like they were at Indulgence, but they usually behaved well enough not to get kicked out.  Still, it wasn’t something his guys couldn’t handle.  “Okay, so what’s the hitch?”

      “A couple of the guys grabbed him and started taking him toward the door, but he dug in his heels and started screaming that he had a message for you from Alex Babcock.  He’s probably full of shit, but I don’t know how many people are aware of your, um, association with him.  I thought I’d check with you and see if you wanted to talk to him.”

      Rubbing his temples, Jackson took a moment to think about it.  He hadn’t given even a moment’s thought to Babcock and his ridiculous proposals since all this business with Crystal had happened.  He’d been busy enough just getting through each day.  “If this kid really is Babcock’s little messenger, then I probably won’t be able to get rid of him unless I at least try to deal with him.  Bring him up here.”

      Mac left, dragging a young man in by the arm a few minutes later.  His short mohawk had been dyed a brilliant red, but it didn’t do much to distract from the thick stud in his nose or his heavy eyeliner.

      “What do you want?” Jackson barked, seated behind his desk with his hands steepled near his chin.  He made no move to stand up, shake his hand, or even offer him a drink.  This wasn’t a business meeting; as far as he was concerned, this was probably nothing more than another threat—one dressed in a black Clash t-shirt and a chain choker.

      The kid sneered.  “Alex sent me to tell you that if you won’t deal with him, he’s gonna bring your club down from the inside.  He knows plenty of people who are willing to help, and he can get plenty more by greasing a few palms.  If you want to go out on a high note, you’d better sell right now before it’s too late.”

      Jackson smirked and made no effort to disguise it.  “Sorry, but I’m not too concerned.  Mac will see you out, and I suggest you don’t bother trying to come back.  And that goes for all of my clubs.”

      “You’re gonna regret it!” the kid warned as Mac dragged him back out the door and handed him off to another bouncer.  But he returned to the office and shut the door behind him.

      “What’s the matter?” Jackson asked.  “He’s just some dumb kid who would do anything for a buck.”

      The bald man shook his head.  “I can see why you’d think that, but I’m worried.  How did he know you would be here tonight?  You could have been working at any of your businesses.  It’s not your normal night for Bliss, and you haven’t really even been in circulation much lately.  If you don’t mind my saying so, that is.”

      “It’s just the truth,” Jackson admitted.  “But he could have just gotten lucky.  Babcock probably sent a lackey out to every single one of my places tonight, knowing they’d catch me at one of them.  And even the ones who didn’t talk to me still caused trouble.  Alex still got what he wanted.”  It was annoying, and it wasn’t right that it should come at Jackson’s expense, but there was no way Babcock could actually take his clubs down.

      Mac shifted uncomfortably on his feet.  “I’m afraid there’s more, sir.”

      “Okay.  Hit me with it.”  At least this was getting his mind off of Cathy and the way her lips parted slightly when she had stared at his chest.

      “This kid was causing trouble inside the club, but there have been others causing trouble outside.  I’ve seen several people distributing flyers for Club Aqua right in front of our doors.  It’s a public sidewalk, so I can’t do anything about it.”  He handed over a piece of paper.

      Jackson studied it carefully.  The bright blue paper had Club Aqua’s logo splashed across the top.  It claimed to have bigger bands and hotter celebrities, but adjectives like those were debatable.  The drink specials were much cheaper than what Bliss offered, but Jackson knew they were probably using the cheapest liquor available.  Still, Babcock was doing everything he could to get customers away from him.

      “Has anyone waiting to get in our club taken those flyers and then left, presumably to go to Aqua?” Jackson asked quietly.  It was a dirty trick, but not an uncommon one in his line of business.  Jackson had never personally done it, though.

      Mac shrugged.  “I really can’t say.”

      “Don’t worry about it.  If he wants to play dirty, then I have a few tricks up my sleeve.  I’ll take care of this.”  He set the flyer on his desk and immediately picked up the phone while Mac went back to work.

      “Hey, Damien.  It’s Jackson.”

      “You sound pissed.  Don’t tell me you and Cathy aren’t getting along.”

      He couldn’t get away from her, no matter what else he had going on in his life.  “That’s a whole different matter, but right now I need to talk business with you.  I need to book the hottest band you’ve got.  The biggest thing, no matter how much it costs.”

      “Then I’ve got some killer good news for you!”  The smile on Damien’s face was evident even over the phone.  “It turns out Blane’s sister can really sing.  He came to me with a recording he made of her and her garage band because he thought she really had some talent.  He’s right, and we convinced them to come in and do a few numbers.  They’re great, and when people get wind of who her big brother is, they’re going to go nuts.”

      Jackson grinned for the first time that day.  “I knew there’s a reason I’m friends with you,” he snickered.  “When will they be ready?  Do they have any songs yet?”

      “I had a few that were set aside, just waiting for the right person, so I’m having them work on those to start with as well as a few covers.  They have some original songs that still need some development.  But they’re young and enthusiastic, and they know they have a contract on the line, so I don’t think I’ll have any issue getting them ready to go in a couple of weeks.”

      “That sounds like exactly what I’m looking for.  What’s the name of the band?”

      “The Villainous Ravens.  They’re a bit heavier than what I usually go for, but I think they’re going to be big.”

      Jackson jotted the name down on a nearby notepad.  “Okay, now here’s my idea:  I’ve got a rival club owner who’s doing everything he can to screw me over because he can’t compete with me.  I’ll have the Villainous Ravens come play as soon as you have them ready, and if they’re as good as you say they are, I’ll give them continuous top billing in exchange for staying exclusive to Bliss.  Sound good?”

      “Are you kidding?  They’ll love it.  I’ll be sure to hold the phone away from my ear when I tell them.”

      “Great.  Thanks, man.”  Jackson hung up, glad that he had mostly been able to avoid the subject of his new nanny while still getting some very professional revenge on Babcock.  He wasn’t going to play dirty, because he didn’t have to.  He’d built his little empire because he was good at what he did, and it didn’t hurt to have the right connections.  Jackson stood up and went to the bar for a drink.  He deserved it.

      But no amount of whiskey could keep thoughts of the brazen woman at home from seeping back into his mind.
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        * * *

      

      Several hours later, Jackson pulled into his driveway.  It had been a good night at Bliss, but he was ready to go home and relax.  A few of the lights were on, and he could see the flickering of the television through one of the windows.  For a moment, his mind flashed back to that night he had come home to find Crystal and the children awake, despite the late hour.  His jaw tightened as he realized that Cathy might not be any better than his ex after all.

      But when he walked into the living room, it was only Cathy who’d been up.  The TV was showing some old black-and-white film, and the volume had been turned low.  She was curled up in the corner of the couch in a tank top and soft cotton shorts that revealed far too much of her gloriously long legs.  Her eyes were closed and her breathing was deep.

      Jackson stood there for a moment, unsure if he should wake her.  From the lack of noise in the house, the children must have been asleep.  He kicked himself for thinking it could possibly be otherwise.  The two of them had gotten off to a rocky start, but this Irish woman seemed determined to take care of Jonathan and Jessica to the best of her ability.

      Stepping forward quietly, he took a fluffy throw from the back of the couch and gently spread it over her.  He planned to then make his escape to the den, but her eyes fluttered open, reflecting the light from the television.

      “Jackson?”

      “I’m sorry,” he whispered.  “I didn’t mean to wake you.”

      “What time is it?” Cathy sat up and rubbed her hands over her face.

      Jackson realized this was the first time he’d seen her without makeup, and the differences were only subtle.  As he beheld her natural beauty, a pulse of intrigue rippled through him, and he cleared his throat to quash it.  “About two-thirty.”

      “Oh.”  Her hair, thick and voluminous as always, was a silken cloud around her head.  “I haven’t been sleeping all that well.  I think I’m still not used to the time difference.  I tossed and turned for a while and then came down here.”

      “Looks like you’re about ready to get back to bed,” he commented with a smile.  She was adorable when she was sleepy.

      “I think I’ll make some tea first.  I saw some chamomile in the cabinet; would you like any?”  She rose from the couch, the blanket falling away.

      Jackson wasn’t sure if the offer was an automatic one or a genuine one, but with the way her breasts pressed against the ribbed fabric of her tank top, he found he had no choice.  “That would be great.  Thanks.”  He followed her to the kitchen.

      A few minutes later, she set a steaming mug in front of him.  “I added a little honey to it.  I hope you don’t mind; that’s just the way I like it.”

      “That’s fine.”  Jackson felt an odd sensation in the back of his mouth.  He knew what it was, even though he wished he could deny it.  He was surrounded by enticing, half-naked women all the time when he was working at his clubs, but this small-town girl in her pajamas was sending him over the edge.  The deep blackness of night outside the windows and the silence in the house made it feel as though they were the only two people in the world.  “Tell me what it’s like back in Ireland.”

      She gave him that sweet, sleepy smile as she wrapped her long fingers around her mug.  “You don’t really want to know.”

      “Sure, I do.  I’ve never been, but I’ve always thought it would be a great place to visit.”  He just wanted to hear her talk, to listen to that gentle lilt in her voice.

      Cathy obliged him, telling of her childhood playing on the rolling green hills with her brothers and sisters.  “Things changed as I got older, and then especially once my father passed away.  I spent a lot of time taking care of my family.  I was glad to help, but I was ready for a change once my mother remarried.”

      “And then you came here.”  He hadn’t even thought to ask about the circumstances around her leaving Ireland before, and he felt guilty for remaining so distant from someone who worked in his household.

      “And then I came here,” she echoed with a smile.

      It suddenly hit Jackson just how hard the transition must have been for Cathy.  And he hadn’t made it any better.  “Then I was a total jerk to you when all you did was ask for a vacuum.”

      She had just tipped her mug back to take a sip, and she nearly choked on it with laughter.  “I won’t deny that.”

      “I’m sorry,” Jackson said genuinely.  “I can give you all sorts of excuses, but there really aren’t any.”

      “It’s all right.  We’ve both been tense.  It happens.  I’d like to think it will get better.”

      Jackson was fighting not to reach across the table and put his hand on top of hers.  It was a small gesture, one that could have been interpreted numerous ways, but in the back of his mind, he knew it wasn’t what he needed to do.  He couldn’t allow himself to be so attracted to her, but his inner dragon had other ideas.  “I’m sure you’re right, and—”

      “Did you hear that?”  Cathy sat up straight, her eyes wide.  “I think Jessica’s awake.  She’s been having nightmares.”  She was out of her chair and setting her mug in the sink in an instant.

      Jackson hadn’t heard a thing, and he knew that as a dragon, his hearing should be much better than hers.  “Need me to do anything?”

      “I’ve got it!”  She trotted across the kitchen and through the swinging door.

      Jackson watched her go, knowing it was wrong to be admiring the way she moved and the way her hair brushed against her shoulders.  And despite his misgivings, it seemed she really did care about his children.  He looked down into his mug, the tea barely touched, and poured his into the sink as well.  He didn’t need hot tea—he needed a cold shower.  How was he going to distance himself from such a tempting woman when she lived in his house?
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      A few nights later, Cathy sat on the edge of Jessica’s bed, and her eyelids felt heavy.  She closed the volume of If You Give a Mouse a Cookie in her hand and set it on the nightstand.  “Okay, that’s the last one.  Let’s get to sleep now.”

      But Jessica snatched the book and held it up.  “But it’s so much fun!  I want to hear it again!  And I like it when you make up the words.”

      Cathy gave her a tired smile.  She’d read the same story to Jessica every night that week.  The only saving grace was that it was the one thing in the little girl’s life that didn’t have Rainbow Brite on it, but she was already quite tired of the story.  A few times, she had made up her own words.  Apparently, Jessica had enjoyed that a bit too much, considering she was supposed to be getting sleepy.  “No, sweetie.  Not tonight.  I’m very tired, and I need you to go to sleep so that I can, too.”

      Jessica frowned.  “I don’t want to.  I want you to stay here and play with me.”  She latched onto her new nanny’s arm and refused to let go.

      It was getting late, and even though Jackson wasn’t around to see his daughter’s antics, it was no excuse to allow the children to manipulate her.  She had made what she felt to be rather large strides with the Caseys, but her patience was wearing thin.  It was time to bring out the firm voice.  “Jessica, that’s not how we do things.  You know it’s time for bed, and so that’s what you need to be doing.  No arguments, now.  And I don’t want you getting back up once I leave.  You’ve gone to the bathroom and you’ve had a drink of water, you’ve had your story and your hug, and now it’s time to sleep.  That’s it.”  She stood up and headed for the door.

      Flicking off the light switch, Cathy counted to five before she flicked it back on again.  Jessica had already whipped the covers back and made it halfway out of bed, her little toes dangling down and almost touching the floor.  “I’m serious.  If you get out of this bed, then there will be no television tomorrow.  That means no Muppet Babies.  And you know I’ll do it.”  She waited until Jessica was back under the comforters before she left.

      Jonathan wasn’t any easier.  He had changed into his pajamas, but they were the same ones he had been wearing all week.  Instead of getting into bed as he was told, he was on the floor playing with his Legos.  He barely glanced up at Cathy as she entered.

      As much as she wanted to snap at him, Cathy knew it wouldn’t help.  She desperately wanted to build up a rapport with the boy, and he already resented her presence in his home.  Still, some things had to be taken care of.  “Into bed with you.  And tomorrow, those pajamas are going in the wash.  You can’t just keep wearing the same ones; they’ll start walking on their own soon.”

      “Can if I want to.”  He tossed down a small blue brick and turned to his bed with a sigh.  Instead of climbing in between the sheets, he flopped down on top of the comforter.  “Fine.  I’m in bed.”

      Cathy pressed her lips together.  “All right.  If you’re comfortable like that.  I’ll see you in the morning.”

      Heading back downstairs, Cathy knew that she still had plenty of work to do.  The last of the dinner dishes had yet to be cleaned up, and she needed to fold the load of laundry in the dryer.  But she was exhausted, and she just didn’t feel like it.  Considering that the children had plenty of other clean clothes and Mr. Casey had explicitly said the housekeeper would take care of the cleaning, she decided she could get away with a personal phone call.  She picked up the cordless and took it to her room.

      “Cathy!” Brianna gushed from the other end.  “I was just thinking about you!  Here I was, thinking we would spend so much time together now that you’re in town, and I’ve hardly even talked to you.  How’s the new job?”

      She sounded so excited that Cathy hated to disappoint her, but she had always been honest with her best friend.  “Really, it’s terrible.  Don’t say anything, but I’m thinking about finding different employment.  This just isn’t what I was expecting at all.”

      “No!  Oh, Cathy, I’m so sorry!  What’s going on?”

      “Don’t be sorry.  It’s not like it’s your fault.  It’s just that it’s so much harder than I anticipated.  These kids aren’t like the ones I’ve dealt with before, ones who have already been taught at least a few manners.  But there aren’t any rules here, and it was like pulling teeth to get them to start going to bed at a certain time so that I wasn’t up at all hours.”

      “I had no idea.  I had met Jackson plenty of times, but I’d never spent a whole lot of time around his children other than when Stephanie had played with them some.”

      “I’m about dead on my feet trying to keep up with them.”  Cathy’s mind then drifted to her boss and she sighed.  He had a handsome face but, admittedly, that wasn’t always the part of him she’d concentrated on.  “Mr. Casey and I got off to a bit of a rough start.  Every time I’d try to change something about the way the household has been run, he’d blow up at me,” she huffed.  “We talked through some of the issues one day and things got a little better, but there are still a few things he’s giving me push-back on.  Now, he’s not as impossible to be around, but he’s avoiding me.”  They’d had a pleasant conversation that one night in the kitchen over mugs of hot tea, but it was like everything had changed after that.  Every time she ran into Jackson, he’d barely look at her.

      “What is it that you’d like to change?” Brianna asked.

      “Only what needs to be done to make sure the kids don’t turn into wild animals, but I can promise you that’s already quite a bit.  I’ve mostly got them going to bed on time, as long as Jessica doesn’t get back up and come find me for extra hugs or to beg for another story.  I’m feeding them real meals instead of just frozen waffles and fast food; those I simply won’t budge on.  Mr. Casey seemed to accept that well enough, but he absolutely threw a fit when I tried to talk to him about the children doing chores.”

      “Oh, I see.  Stephanie is still too young for that sort of thing, so that’s not something I’ve dealt with.”

      “Jonathan is ten, and he’s more than old enough to sweep a floor or clean up his bedroom.  And Jessica could do a few little things as well.  At the very least, they need to be cleaning up their own messes.  I wasn’t asking for them to become the new housekeepers, but as soon as I said the word ‘chore,’ they went running for their father.  He said I was trying to change too much too fast.”  She flopped back on her mattress, wishing she knew all the answers.  When she had first come to America for this job, she had been convinced it was something she could handle.

      “I suppose I was very lucky.  Damien had spent a lot of time with his daughter, and she was still young enough to be very impressionable.  Underneath it all, Jonathan and Jessica are sweet kids as well, but they’ve been through a lot.  All of the Caseys have, really.  Crystal was hardly there for them to begin with, and then she up and left out of nowhere.  I know they weren’t a very close family, but I’m sure that was still incredibly difficult for them.”

      Cathy had to acknowledge her friend’s point.  “I guess that’s true.  It’s just that the kids hardly ever talk about her, so I don’t think about her very much either.  Still, they don’t know what it’s like to have a mother figure around.  I promised Jonathan that I wasn’t trying to replace his mom, but the role of a nanny is practically the same thing anyway.  Maybe he thinks I lied to him, and I’m trying to wedge my way in.”  It was something she hadn’t thought about until she’d said it out loud.  That would also explain why Jessica was always trying to get her to stay with her at night.  She did see her as a new mother, and she craved the attention.

      “If it makes you feel any better, it sounds like you’ve already made quite a lot of progress with them.  Damien hasn’t come to me with any complaints from Jackson, so maybe it’s not as bad as you think.  Why don’t you go do something for yourself, maybe have a nice long bath while the kids are asleep?  Relax a little, and don’t make any rash decisions.  I know it’s difficult, but Jackson really does need you.  Things might get better in a week or two, and it would take some time to find a new job, anyway.”

      “That’s true.”  While Cathy had considered leaving, she hadn’t worked out any details.  It wasn’t likely that her current position with the Caseys was going to get any worse, so it couldn’t hurt to stick it out for a while.  She hung up and went down the hall to the bathroom.

      It was a grand affair, as was everything else in the Casey home.  The massive garden tub that rested in the corner had jacuzzi jets.  The cabinets and tile all seemed to be custom made, and the double sink vanity provided more than enough counter space.  Thrilled to have a little time to herself, Cathy went all out.  While filling the tub, she scanned the closet for bubble bath and found a container of Calgon.  Laughing to herself as she recounted the slogan in her mind, Calgon, take me away, she added plenty to the running water and swirled her hand around the tub to distribute it.  There were a few tea lights on a shelf, so she placed them around the tub at intervals and lit them.  By the time she sank into the warm water, the entire room was illuminated by nothing but flickering candlelight.  It was exciting and relaxing at the same time, a combination that she most definitely needed.

      Cathy piled her hair on top of her head and leaned back, closing her eyes.  It had been a crazy week.  The children’s lives had changed, and so had hers.  It was ridiculous for her to think they should all be able to adjust quickly and without issues.  She was overreacting, and Brianna was right.  She just needed to give everyone time to get used to each other.  She allowed herself a fantasy of a happy life there at the Casey home, one where the children didn’t fight with each other and always listened to her.  They would spend plenty of time outdoors or playing games together instead of arguing over what television show to watch. But Cathy would make her concessions to them as well, allowing them some time with their video games while she read a book.  She was already generously compensated and lived in a far nicer house than she’d ever been in before, so that part was taken care of.

      She didn’t realize she had drifted off until a noise from the other end of the house caused her eyes to spring open.  She sat up with a start, realizing as she wiped bubbles off her chin that she’d been sinking into the water and caught her breath.  One of the kids was probably up again.  Her private time couldn’t last forever, but she smiled at the thought.  There was still plenty of potential for her to be happy here if only she had the right attitude about it.

      Just as she stood up in the water, the bathroom door swung open.  Jackson stood there, looking shocked.  Just as surprised, Cathy screamed, frantically reaching for a towel to cover herself.  Heat flushed her cheeks, and her heart thundered in her ears.

      Her boss clapped a hand over his eyes.  “I’m sorry!  I’m so, so sorry!  The light was off, and I didn’t think anyone was in here!”  He turned and left in a hurry, closing the door firmly behind him.

      Cathy collapsed on the edge of the tub, trying to calm herself down. That didn’t just happen.  It couldn’t have.  Right?  All hope for her future there went down the drain with the bathwater, and her career as a nanny seemed doomed.  She was utterly mortified.  How could she possibly ever face him again?

      But as she exited the bathroom a few minutes later—firmly wrapped in her bathrobe—she jumped, noticing Jackson was there in the hallway waiting for her.  “Cathy, look…”

      She was too embarrassed to hear any of it.  Cathy dashed straight to her room and shut the door.  She didn’t even turn the light on at first, so upset with herself for letting such a thing happen.  With a sigh, she finally flicked the light on and got dressed, rehearsing what she would say when she gave her notice.  I can’t very well explain that I just need to find a new boss who hasn’t seen me naked…

      As she pulled on some clean clothes, she realized just how immature she was being.  Accidents happened, and something like this was bound to occur if they all lived under the same roof.  Mr. Casey had tried to apologize, but she had blown him off because she was mortified.  That made her no better than the children, and she wasn’t much of an employee if she didn’t tackle this head-on.

      Fluttering her hands at her sides in an attempt to get them to stop shaking, she opened her bedroom door a crack.  Mr. Casey was no longer in the hallway.  She descended into the living room, and he looked up eagerly as soon as he heard her footsteps on the stairs.  The look on his face was one she hadn’t seen before.  He had always given off the air of being completely confident—cocky, even—but he now looked so guilty, he could have been a puppy in trouble.  Even his square jaw, covered with a hint of stubble, didn’t make him look any tougher.

      She lingered with her hand on the banister.  “So… uh, you’re home early,” she began.

      He laughed at that, which made her feel better.  “I really am sorry.  I never meant to embarrass you.”

      “It’s okay.”  Cathy knew she could forgive him, even if she wouldn’t forget the incident any time soon.  “I should have locked the door.”

      He tapped his fingers against the thigh of his trousers.  “Well, there wasn’t much going on at work, and I thought it would be nice to get up early tomorrow so I could have lunch with the kids.  If that’s not going to ruin anything you have planned for them, that is.”

      Cathy could have taken his words as accusational, but they didn’t sound that way.  It was actually quite a surprise that he was volunteering to spend time with Jonathan and Jessica.  “That would be fine.”

      “Come sit down and have a drink with me.”  He retrieved a bottle of bourbon from a liquor cabinet.  “I think we could both use one.”

      It was her turn to laugh, and she hesitantly sat on the edge of the sofa across from him.  She had been a little intimidated by him from the moment she had met him, and now it was like they were starting all over again.

      Mr. Casey handed her a glass, his eyes flicking to hers for a moment as he did so.  “I think the two of us got off on the wrong foot, and a lot of that is my fault.  Your presence here is supposed to make my life easier, but it’s like my mind hasn’t gotten used to the idea yet.  I’ve had a housekeeper forever, but she comes in when I’m not around, does her job, and disappears.  It’s not the same with a nanny, and I have to admit the situation is a little awkward at times.”

      “It’s a little awkward for me, too.”  Cathy took a sip of the liquid, enjoying the way it burned as it went down.  She could have used some of that while she was in the tub, and then she really would have been able to relax.  “All the childcare jobs I’ve had before have been for people I’ve known very well, friends or family.  I already know how they do things, and we’re used to each other.  It’s different working for a stranger, especially in a new country.”

      Mr. Casey leaned back in his recliner.  He’d taken off his suit jacket, revealing a dusting of gold hair at his chest where the top button of his shirt was undone.  “I’m sure it doesn’t help that I’m gone all the time or sleeping late.  I thought having you here would help me focus on my work, but I’m starting to think that I’m gone too much.”

      “I know you mentioned owning some nightclubs.  Forgive me for being so nosey, but don’t you have managers to run them for you?”  It was something that had nagged at her for a while, but she knew it wasn’t really any of her business.  But the living room was dark, with only the corner lamp sending a faint stream of light through the bourbon, and the late hour made her feel like she could talk more freely.

      “I do have managers,” he admitted.  “But they mostly run the bar areas, and it seems like there’s always something that needs my attention.  Right now, I’m short a head of security for one of my clubs.  And then I have a rival club owner who’s doing everything in his power to shut me down.  Alex Babcock is just an overgrown spoiled brat, and he’s determined to get rid of me.”

      This intrigued her, since she imagined he didn’t do anything but sit around and watch the young, half-naked women parade through his businesses.  “Why’s that?”

      Jackson shook his head as he looked off in the distance.  “One of my most successful places is in a building that he used to own.  It was his father’s place, and he wasn’t doing anything with it, and I snapped it up.  This guy Babcock has let that get under his skin, pathetic as it is.  He wants to buy it back, club and all, but I won’t sell.  Now he thinks he can shut down my little hotspot as revenge.”

      “Can he?”  Cathy knew about retail, but not about these sorts of things.

      Her boss laughed.  “No, not really.  I hope he’ll give up eventually, but while he’s pushing me, I’m doing everything I can to just keep improving my business.  If he had any idea what he was really causing, he would have quit a long time ago.”

      The two of them sat in silence for a moment.  There was more Cathy wanted to discuss with him, but since they were getting along for the time being, she didn’t want to push it too far.  She tossed back another sip of her drink, wondering if she would find the courage in the bottom of her glass.  She might, but it might also get her fired.

      Fortunately, Mr. Casey seemed to be reading her thoughts.  “You know, the kids have been really lost since Crystal left.  They don’t say it, and I’d like to think it’s because they’re not really affected by it.  If I’d had any idea she would’ve been such a distant and unaffectionate mother, I never would have married her in the first place.  But, regardless, she was their mother, even though she wasn’t much of one.  I’m sorry if they’ve been difficult for you.”

      “It’s an adjustment period for everyone,” she acknowledged, touched that he’d noticed this hadn’t been very easy on her, either.  “And I don’t think I’ve helped matters.  I’m pushing too hard to make them live the way I think they should, and that’s not fair.”

      Jackson sat forward to refill his glass, and he topped hers off without asking.  “No, it’s not fair of me to be so resistant to it.  I can see what you’re doing.  You’re trying to give them a normal life, which is certainly something they deserve.  And I shouldn’t have snapped at you about any of it.  Goodness knows, I don’t know enough about childcare to do it myself.  But the three of us just don’t really know how to go on and be normal.  You’ll have to be patient with us.”

      Cathy suddenly felt incredibly remorseful for even considering giving her notice.  Mr. Casey really did need her, and at least he was acknowledging that she knew what she was doing.  “I will.  I really am sorry for everything.”

      He raised his glass.  “Friends?”

      Thank god for bourbon, she mused, smiling at him, feeling warm and happy.  “Friends.”  Cathy clinked her glass to his, tossed back the rest of her drink and bid him goodnight, then headed upstairs to her room.  She settled into bed and closed her eyes, allowing herself a dizzy little dream about Mr. Casey.  He might not always be easy to get along with, but he’s so damn hot.  The pitiful look he had given her when he had apologized had been adorable, a different side of him that Cathy wouldn’t have even guessed existed up until that point.  And while it had been humiliating for him to see her in the buff, she had at least seen him without his shirt.  That was enough to make her wonder just what it might be like if the two of them were to embrace, her skin against his, his lips on her neck…  Feeling blissful tension in her core, she let her hand travel downward, caressing the tender flesh between her thighs as she allowed her hazy mind to wander further.  She’d never slept with a dragon before, but at least she could live out the fantasy in her thoughts.  She continued to work herself, her fingers swirling over her pleasure center faster and faster until she reached her peak, then stifled her quiet moans with her pillow.

      Giggling to herself and rolling over, Cathy closed her eyes firmly, telling herself she had to get to sleep.  The idea of her and Mr. Casey together was even more ridiculous than everything else that had gone through her head that evening.  No matter how enticing her imagination made it out to be.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      It was supposed to be Jackson’s night at Indulgence, but he found himself needing to concentrate on Bliss more often now that Alex Babcock had pulled his little stunts.  He’d spent lots of time with the bartenders discussing all the current drinks they offered, what was ordered the most often, and what they could do to improve both the taste, appearance and the price.  The bouncers had gone through extra training and meetings with him so that Jackson could make sure they all knew how vigilant they needed to be and what to do in certain incidents.  Now, he was watching the Villainous Ravens set up onstage, about to play their first big show.  It was early in the night still, barely past dinner time, but the place was already packed.

      “This is going to be great,” Damien said at his elbow.  He had his arms folded in front of his chest as he watched the stage hands wheel in the drum set.  “Looks like all those flyers you put out have been effective.  Bliss is even more packed than usual.”

      Many of Damien’s bands had played at Bliss, so he would know.  “I think you were right about Blane’s sister being a big attraction.  He’s huge right now, and I don’t mind riding his coattails as long as I get a hot new band that only plays here.  Aqua doesn’t stand a chance against me, not if they’re as good as you say.”

      “Oh, they are.  They’ve worked really hard.  I had to actually kick them out of the studio the other day because I didn’t want them to get burned out before they’d even started.  As soon as they went out for pizza, they came right back with new lyrics written on napkins.  They’re the real deal.”

      “Is Blane coming by to see the first show?”  Grace Jones, Ally Sheedy and Rosanna Arquette had dropped in already, and the rumor was that Emilio Estevez planned to make a stop at the club later.  It was like the clientele from Indulgence was spilling over into Bliss, and Jackson couldn’t complain about that.

      “Jane, his sister, said he’s shooting tonight.  But he should be in later, even if it’s after their set.”

      The singer in question bounded onto the stage with her band behind her.  She wore her bright red hair short in the back, with longer wisps of curls falling down over her face.  Her tube top, fluffy tulle skirt, and numerous bangles gave her the edgy look that most fans were looking for, and Jackson smiled.  Damien had come through for him once again.

      The first song was a cover of Tears For Fears’ “Everybody Wants to Rule the World,” but the Villainous Ravens put a harder, more powerful spin on it that the crowd went nuts for.  As they began their second song, an original, Jackson noticed a familiar face weaving through the crowd.  “Excuse me for a minute.”

      He joined the newcomer and brought him to the bar for a drink on the house, where the music wasn’t quite as loud.  “Cameron, my man!  What brings you by?”

      The film producer smiled, showing his brilliant teeth against his tanned skin.  With his tousled brown hair and piercing blue eyes, several of the young women at the bar craned their necks to ogle him.  He had all the looks of an onscreen celebrity, but most common people probably had no idea who he was.  “I have an upcoming film, and I’m trying to scope out places for the different scenes.  One of them is supposed to take place in a club very much like Bliss.  I don’t suppose I could talk you into letting me film here sometime in the next few months, could I?”

      “Are you shitting me?”  Jackson laughed, feeling like he was floating on a cloud.  “The timing couldn’t be better, actually.”  Having Bliss featured in a big film would really stick in Alex Babcock’s craw.  Besides, he liked to help his friends, and this would make for great publicity.  “Do you need the place full?  Empty?”

      Cameron surveyed the room.  “Just like this, actually.  I can have my people stationed at the door to make sure everyone signs a waiver about being filmed.  What about the band?  They’re pretty good.  Think they’d want to be on board as well?”

      “You’ll have to talk to Damien, but I’m sure it wouldn’t be an issue.  They’re brand new.  They’re playing tonight in the hope of getting an exclusive residency, and I think I’ve already decided to give it to them.  That makes it even easier to set up.  And you know Blane Vinson, right?”

      The producer nodded.  “Of course.”

      “The singer is his sister, Jane.  That can’t hurt.”

      Cameron laughed.  “I guess I stopped in on the right night!  Blane is actually being considered for the male lead.  That’s the kind of stuff the audiences will go wild for.  I’ll be sure to talk to Damien.”

      Jackson pointed through the crowd to where Damien stood just off to the side, watching his latest band with a critical eye.  “You’re in luck.  He’s right over there.  I’ve got to run to the office to do a few things, but I’ll join you guys again in a few.”  He excused himself and headed up the stairs, thinking about the paperwork he would need to prepare for the new band’s residency.  It wasn’t the kind of thing he usually did, but he was sure this was going to work out in his favor.  Eventually, the band would end up going on tour, but he could probably still keep them exclusive within Los Angeles. That would still make a big difference for Bliss.

      Everything was working out perfectly.  His work life was practically soaring, and now his home life was starting to settle down.  He and Cathy were getting along much better now that they’d had their little talk.  The children still gave her trouble, but he was confident she would get them sorted out.  He knew she genuinely cared about them, and that was more than he could say even for their own mother.

      His mind recounted walking in on her getting out of the bathtub.  Jackson had already known Cathy was a stunning woman, and even the conservative clothes she wore while on the job weren’t enough to disguise the tantalizing body lying beneath.  But the hints at her curves under her clothing were nothing compared to seeing the real thing.  Her breasts were heavy and full, slimming down to a neat waist and smooth hips.  Soap lather clung to her body, sliding down slowly, suggestively.  It had been more than his dragon could bear, and he had frozen on the spot, unwilling to look away, even though his human conscious knew it was the right thing to do.

      Once he’d finally made a hasty exit from the bathroom, he thought he might have to fire her.  He didn’t know how he would look her in the eye—especially with his engorged member firmly pressing against his zipper, begging to be freed.  He’d seen her in a far less than professional state, and it was going to be impossible to talk to her without thinking of the way her wet skin glistened in the candlelight.  As he climbed the stairs, he wondered what the future held for the two of them.  Would she stay despite all the difficulties of working with him and his children?  Or would she meet some young guy and run off to get married, leaving him without childcare once again?

      His dragon nagged at the back of his mind with another question.  He tried to push it away, but it was determined.  Could the two of them end up like Damien and Brianna, trying to keep things professional as long as possible before finally succumbing to their carnal desires?  Was Cathy as attracted to him as he was to her?  Damien had warned Jackson, after all.  He’d denied the possibility, but that was before he had seen just how scrumptious Cathy was, this brazen, fair-skinned woman who had the power to drive his inner beast completely wild like no human had before.

      All thoughts vanished when he reached his office and discovered that the door was open a crack.  He had all his employee files in there, as well as the safe, so he was very careful about keeping the door shut and locked.  Only Mac had a key, but he was just as diligent as Jackson was.

      His heart froze when he noticed the piece of paper that had been carefully placed in the middle of his desk.  Jackson always kept his desk clear, and what lay on it was nothing he immediately recognized.  He picked up the paper and carefully unfolded it.

      

      Shut down Bliss immediately, or you will lose what’s most important to you.

      

      His fingers shook in anger and he could feel his talons threatening to emerge as he read it over several times.  This could only be another one of Babcock’s threats.  So far, none of them had panned out very well for the man, but Jackson didn’t like the implications.  He immediately snatched up the phone and dialed his house number.  It rang and rang, but no one answered.

      Jackson practically flew down the stairs.  Mac was nowhere in sight, most likely manning the crush of patrons at the front door.  He spotted Damien, still standing near the corner of the stage, and Cameron was no longer with him.  Jackson shoved his way through the crowd and took Damien by the arm, practically dragging him aside.  He had to tell someone his plan, and the record executive was one of his best friends.

      “What’s going on?”  Damien had seen the look of panic on Jackson’s face.  “Is everything okay?”

      “No.”  Jackson held up the note he’d found, the paper now crumpled in the grip of his hand.  “I think Alex Babcock might be threatening my family.  I called the house, but there’s no answer.  I’m heading over there to make sure they’re okay.  It might just be another bluff, but I have to make sure.”

      Damien nodded his understanding.  “I’m coming with you.”

      “You don’t have to do that.  You have things going on here.”

      His friend’s dark eyes were serious.  “I know I don’t have to.  But the band is doing fine, and some things are more important than business.  I know you would do the same for me, so let’s go.”

      The two men shoved through the remainder of the crowd and headed out the back door, shedding their suits before shifting into their dragon forms.  Jackson tossed his head back as the sensation of the change shivered down his spine, ejecting tiny spikes along the back of his head and down his back.  Brilliant gold scales rippled down his body, replacing his skin with the armor that he always carried beneath it.

      Damien followed suit, transforming into his onyx-scaled form, and once their majestic wings pushed through their shoulder blades, they took off, flying high over the Los Angeles nightlife toward Beverly Hills.
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      In an effort to get the children away from the TV screen for a little while, Cathy had insisted that they go to the park after an early dinner.  To her surprise, they agreed eagerly instead of arguing that they wanted to watch the latest episode of Family Ties.  The evening was a cool and pleasant one, but the trip hadn’t quite gone the way Cathy had planned.

      “Jonathan, I can’t even begin to tell you how disappointed I am in you,” she said sternly as they made their way down the sidewalk toward home.  “You were exceptionally rude to those children. There’s no reason that you can’t share the monkey bars.  You don’t own them, you know.”

      He gave no response, walking along next to her with hunched shoulders and a scowl on his face.

      “When you leave the house,” Cathy continued, “you’re representing your family.  It’s shameful to act that way.  You’ll make everyone think the Caseys are rude, selfish people.  I know that’s not true, and your father would be disappointed in you as well.”  She wasn’t completely sure that was true.  Her connection with Jackson was a better after their talk the other night, but Cathy still didn’t know exactly where Mr. Casey stood on everything.  In general, he seemed to be a believer in the notion that kids would be kids, and that there wasn’t much point in trying to change them.  She made a mental note to discuss Jonathan’s behavior with him as soon as she had the chance.  “Do you understand me, young man?”

      “Yeah.  I’m sorry.”

      Cathy blinked.  Jonathan had never apologized without being specifically prompted, and he sounded almost sincere.  She would take what she could get, and she smiled to herself at the new milestone.

      Jessica, on the other hand, had been as sweet as pie the entire time.  She had insisted on skipping the entire way to the park, she played nicely with a few other little girls that were about her age and had insisted on holding Cathy’s hand for the duration of walk home.

      Cathy reminded herself that this was exactly what she’d been hoping for.  It was progress with these children who practically had to take care of themselves during their young lives, and nothing was going to happen overnight.  If she could make this much of a difference in only a few weeks, there was no telling what she might be able to do with them over the next year.  For the first time in a while, she felt as though she had a goal in life, and she loved it.  She loved them, even though they still resented her when she tried to get them to eat their vegetables.

      As they turned the corner onto the next palm tree-lined street, Cathy caught a glimpse of something out of the corner of her eye that she didn’t like: a sleek black sedan turning with them, slowly pacing them from a distance.  Cathy tried to tell herself that it was just her imagination, and she was being paranoid since she had never lived in a big city before.  But there was something about the situation that unsettled her, and it was better to be safe than sorry.

      “Hey, I have a fun idea!”

      Jonathan turned to her, his brow wrinkled in confusion.  “I thought I was in trouble.”

      “I think we’ve already dealt with that.  I want to test your navigation skills.”

      Now it was Jessica’s turn to give her an odd look.  “Navitation?”

      “Navigation,” Cathy corrected.  “Let’s try taking a new way home. Turn here, Jonathan.”

      He did as he was told, but he didn’t seem very happy about it.  “I thought you said we were going to do something fun.”

      “Yes.  Now you have to tell me where we’ll turn next if we’re still going to get back to the house.”

      “Oh, up there!”  Jessica jumped up and down as she pointed excitedly toward the next street.  “I recognize those pretty purple flowers.  We pass by those when we drive down to the store.”

      “Good job,” Cathy commended her.  But she had to force the enthusiasm into her voice, because the vehicle was still following them.  She walked a little faster, scanning the sidewalks for a friendly face she could stop and have a neighborly chat with, just so she wouldn’t be alone.  But everyone was indoors, watching TV or still eating their dinners.

      When the house was within sight, Cathy decided to change tactics.  “Okay.  Here’s a new game.  Why don’t we have a race to the house and see who can get there first?”  She pulled her key out of her pocket, keeping it ready in her fist and hoping she could manipulate the tumbler fast enough.

      “Yeah!”  Finally, something Jonathan was excited about.  “Get ready, get set, go!”

      The children took off.  Cathy was fit, but she couldn’t compare to those young legs.  Still, she pushed her body as fast as it would go, reaching the door immediately after the kids did.  Her fingers shook as she unlocked the door, and she slammed it shut behind them once they were inside.

      “That was fun!” Jonathan yelled.

      “Let’s do it again!” Jessica piped up.

      But Cathy was too busy looking out the window.  The black car had indeed come down their street, and it now passed slowly by the house.  At least they were inside, and they were safe.  Still, maybe she should call the police.

      “Welcome home,” announced an unfamiliar voice behind her.

      Cathy swiftly turned to see a man standing in the middle of the living room.  A scar ran down one cheek, and he was grinning confidently at them.  He had several other men flanking him on either side, all of them impeccably dressed.

      “Who are you?” Cathy demanded as she stepped forward, putting herself between the children and the strange man.  “Get out of this house, immediately.”

      “Oh, we will.  But not until we’ve got what we came for.”

      Cathy had always imagined that burglars came in the middle of the night, dressed in black, but if these guys wanted to walk away with some stereo equipment, then she wasn’t going to stop them.  “Fine.  We’ll just get out of your way.”

      “That won’t be necessary.”  The man flicked a finger, and the thugs at his side darted forward.

      Cathy threw herself at the brutes, but she had no way of stopping them. They were incredibly powerful, and when she tried to prevent one of them from grabbing Jessica, he practically tossed her across the room with one hand.  She fell to the floor, only to be grabbed by a third man.  Her arms were wrenched around behind her back, her hands tied together at the wrists.  She could hear Jonathan and Jessica screaming and crying, and her heart broke a little more with each sound.

      She twisted and shoved with every ounce of energy she had.  Her foot met with the crotch of one man, but it wasn’t enough to stop them.  A black van screeched into the driveway, and they were hustled out and loaded into the back of it.  They got the children in first, and then Cathy knew she could no longer fight.  She had to be with the children, at least.  The back doors slammed and the van took off.

      Jessica huddled next to her, tears streaking down her fearful face.  The kidnappers hadn’t tied the children’s hands, and the little girl wrapped her arms around Cathy’s waist.  “Why are they doing this to us, Cathy?”

      Even Jonathan scooted over and leaned on her arm.  “I’m scared,” he whispered.

      Tears of anger and terror burned at the backs of Cathy’s eyes.  She didn’t know who these men were or why they had taken them.  She wondered if it was simply because they knew Mr. Casey was wealthy and they could get money out of him.  It didn’t really matter what the reason was behind their actions, because no reason was worth having these poor children being terrified out of their minds.  Cathy was scared, too, but she knew she needed to be strong for them.  She laid her cheek on each of their heads, wishing she could put her arms around them.  “It’ll be okay.  I promise.”

      There were no windows in the back of the van, so Cathy had no way of keeping track of where they were headed.  The ride seemed to last an eternity, but she wasn’t sure she was happy when the vehicle finally stopped.  It meant there was just another opportunity for these guys to hurt them.  “Just stay close to me,” she whispered to the kids.

      The back door of the van flew open, revealing the scarred man who seemed to be in charge.  “Come on.”

      Cathy put on a brave face and climbed out, the children immediately behind her.  She followed the man into a warehouse, knowing she had no choice, considering there were at least four other men escorting them from the van into the building.  Judging by their strength, Cathy had already surmised that they were shifters.  There was nothing she could have done to stop them, and she didn’t like that.  If it hadn’t been for Jonathan and Jessica, she would have been cursing the dragons up and down.

      The inside of the building was vast and echoey.  Dust danced around the lightbulbs far overhead on the distant ceiling.  A few crates were scattered around, but the place didn’t look like it had been used for its intended purpose for quite some time.

      The scarred man pointed at the floor at one end of the building.  “Sit.”

      Cathy kept her eyes on him and the others as she obeyed, glad that the children were doing as she asked for once.  They stayed immediately by her side, clutching at her hands even though they were tied behind her back.  “What do you want?” she demanded.

      “I just want you to sit down and shut up for right now,” the man retorted.  “The boss will be along soon, and if he wants to talk to you, then he’ll talk.”

      Poor Jessica was crying so hard now that she was silent, tears rolling down her face and splashing onto the concrete.

      “It’s okay,” Jonathan said, reaching across Cathy to touch his little sister’s hand.  “I’ll protect you.  I bet these guys don’t know who I really am, and that I brought my teeth and claws with me.”

      It was the sweetest thing she had ever heard come out of his mouth, and it nearly made Cathy want to cry as well.  But she had to make sure that Jonathan was safe.  “That’s kind of you, dear, but I’m pretty sure they’re shifters, too,” she whispered.  She glanced up to see if their abductors were listening, but they were talking amongst themselves about twenty feet away.  “Let’s save your secret weapon until the last moment.”

      “I can do it, too,” Jessica pouted, swiping at her tears.  “I just don’t do it very much because it’s itchy.”

      It would have been a horrible time to laugh, but Cathy was so endeared by Jessica’s sentiment that she had to bite her tongue to stop the giggle that swelled up in her throat.  “Is it itchy now?”

      She nodded, a determined look on her face.  “You know, when the scales come out?  It always itches when they go back, too.”

      “She’s human, Jessica.  She doesn’t know.”

      Unfortunately, Jonathan’s remark was far too true. Cathy wished desperately that she had some sort of defense against these men.  They could get up and make a run for it, but they would never make it out of the warehouse without being caught.  She studied the room around her, looking for some sign of hope.

      The sound of a vehicle pulling up outside made her heart lift, but the man who walked through the door wasn’t anyone she recognized.  He was dressed in a dark suit that matched his eyes and his hair, and his mouth was a thin line across his tanned face.  The sight of him made Cathy’s stomach clench in on itself.

      “Well, well, well.  Looks like you boys did an even better job than I expected.”  He turned and smiled at the man with the scarred face.  “Who’s the woman?”

      The other man shrugged.  “I don’t know.  I didn’t ask her.”

      “Untie her, at least.  It’s not like she’s going anywhere.”  He laughed at his own joke, and he extended his hand when one of the other goons had cut Cathy’s ropes loose.  “It’s a pleasure to meet you.  I’m Alex Babcock.”

      Cathy reached out shakily.  She knew that name; she had heard it from Mr. Casey.  This was either a very good sign or a very bad one.  “It’s nice to meet you, too,” she said as politely as she could.

      Alex took her hand in his, gripping hard and yanked her to her feet.  His dark eyes glittered as they raked down her body and back up to her face.  “You’re a pretty thing.  Why don’t you come with me for a minute?”

      The children scrambled to their feet and clung to her legs.  Alex was still gripping her hand firmly, reminding her that his question was just a rhetorical one and she had no choice but to go with him.  “It’s all right.  You two stay right here, together, and remember what I told you.”  She shot a meaningful look at Jonathan, silently pleading with him not to shift into a dragon and bite someone.

      He looked as though he was about to argue, but he nodded silently and took his sister’s hand.  The two of them sat down again, huddling together on the concrete.

      “Be good,” she reminded them firmly.

      Alex pulled her across the big floor of the warehouse to a door at the other end of the building.  He opened it and flicked on a light switch, revealing an office space that was just as dilapidated as the rest of the place.  An old desk sat in the corner, two of the drawers sitting at odd angles where they had come off their tracks.  A few moldy cardboard boxes rested in the corner.  The one window in the room was high on the wall, showing only the blackness of night that had fallen.

      He shut the door firmly behind them.  When he turned to her, he had a smile on his thin face.  “What’s your name?”

      She was tempted not to tell him, but right now, Cathy just had to buy as much time as possible.  “Cathy.”

      “I detect an accent, Cathy.  You’re from Ireland?”

      She nodded, wondering how long her legs would hold her upright.  There was something about this man that made her wonder if she would see the sun rise again.  “Yes.  Now, why don’t you tell me what you want and we can get all this over with?  I’m sure we can make arrangements for whatever ransom you have in mind, and then I can get back to my life.”

      “Oh, a sassy one, aren’t you?  I like that in a woman.”  Alex stepped toward her swiftly, snagging her by the waist and pulling her close.  “It amuses me that you think you have any control over the situation, though.  This isn’t any of your business, and you weren’t even supposed to get involved.  But you were there when my men showed up, and I’m not one to turn down an opportunity when it gets thrown my way.”

      He was too close.  His cologne was pungent, powerful in her nostrils, and his fingers dug into her flesh.  Cathy had instinctively put her hands up to keep him from crushing her to his chest, but she could tell that was only happening because he was allowing it to.  She was using all her strength, but he was only using a fraction of his.  “Do whatever you want to me, but I’ll rip your face off if you touch one hair on either of those kids’ heads,” she spat.

      Babcock threw his head back and laughed.   “Trust me, I will do whatever I want with you.  But first, you’re going to tell me what role you play in Jackson Casey’s life.  I know you’re not his ex-wife.  I’ve seen her before, and you’re nothing like her.  So what?  Are you the girlfriend?  The pretty little play toy he’s acquired now that he’s not tied down by a marriage license?”

      “I’m just the bleedin’ nanny, you asshole.”  Cathy braced her feet and pulled back, but her strength couldn’t compare to his.

      “The nanny?  That’s such an ugly word for an exquisite woman like you.  How about I make you a deal?  I’ll do my negotiations with Jackson over the children.  I know he’ll comply, because he’s a sucker.  They’ll go home and sleep in their beds tonight.  But you, my dear, you can stay with me.  You won’t have to wipe noses and watch brats all the time.  You’ll live a life of luxury as my arm candy when I need to go somewhere, and you’ll sleep in my bed.  How does that sound?”

      “I’d much rather wipe noses,” she retorted.

      Babcock was undisturbed by her insult.  His hands roved as he pulled her closer, nuzzling her neck.  She cringed away from him, but she wasn’t strong enough to stop him.  “You might as well get used to it now, because I always get my way.”  His teeth nipped against the delicate skin of her neck.

      Cathy squealed and shoved her hands against his chest.  “Oh, fuck off!”

      Alex laughed and let her go.  “I’m going to have so much fun playing with you.  For now, though, you can go back to the ankle biters.  Make sure you say your goodbyes.”  He opened the office door and shoved her through it.

      Humiliated, angry, and terrified, Cathy knew there was little she could do to keep her emotions from showing on her face.  She trotted back to the children and collapsed on the floor between them, pulling them close and holding onto them tightly.  She wasn’t going to let go of them for anything.  The only thing that mattered was that they were safe, and she could only hope that Alex meant what he said about letting Jackson bargain for their lives.
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      Jackson landed on his sprawling front lawn, retracting his wings at the very last moment.  Even before he’d fully shifted back into his human form, he had a sinking feeling that things were just as bad as he’d anticipated.  None of the lights were on in the house, and it was far too early for Cathy and the children to all be in bed.  Even when he came home in the early hours of the morning, Cathy had always left a few lights on for him.  As he quickly threw on the clothing he’d carried with him, Jackson realized how much he hadn’t appreciated that until now.

      Damien was on his heels as he burst through the front door.  “Maybe they went somewhere?” he asked hopefully, looking around.  “Did they have any plans?”

      “Not that I know of,” Jackson replied bitterly.  “Shit.  Her purse is still here.”  He pointed to the pink leather bag on the side table.  “I don’t know her all that well, but I don’t know any woman who leaves home without her purse.”  He charged through the next room and into to the kitchen.  The table had been cleared, but the dishes hadn’t been done yet.  That wasn’t like her.

      “I’ll call the police.”  Damien picked up the handset on the wall.  “They can patrol the area.  Did she have access to any of your vehicles?”

      “No.”  He was kicking himself over and over.  Jackson had thought about offering her driving lessons, since he knew L.A. traffic would be much different to navigate than what she must have encountered in her small hometown.  There were so many things he should have done differently, and they were hitting him all at once.  “Wait.  Don’t make that call.”

      “Why not?”  Damien had his index finger poised on the rotary dial.

      “Look.”  A note on the kitchen counter had grabbed his attention.  Even before he picked it up, Jackson knew it wasn’t from Cathy.  It was on the same thick paper that the note on his desk at Bliss had been written on, and it could only mean one thing.  “Alex’s men have already been here.”

      His friend joined him, reading over his shoulder.  “14566 Industrial Road, Glendale.  I think I know where that is.”

      The address was the only thing on the note, but what it didn’t say echoed loudly in Jackson’s head.  Babcock had Cathy and his children, and now Jackson had no choice but to negotiate with the man.

      “You up for another flight?”

      “Hell yeah.”

      The two men dashed out the back door, taking a moment to undress and shift back.  The painful stretching of Jackson’s fingers as his nails turned into claws was something he relished, because if he had his way, he would be digging those claws into Alex Babcock soon.  Whipping his tail and stretching his newly-formed muzzle, Jackson turned to Damien to see if he was ready.

      The other man’s olive skin and dark hair had transformed into the deep black scales of his other self.  A slight shimmer of iridescence was the only thing that made him visible in the night.  “You’re a little showy for this kind of mission,” he joked as he flung his head at the giant golden wings that had erupted from Jackson’s back.

      “Let’s go.”  They took wing, ascending over the city and shooting in the direction of the address that was on the note.  As they sailed over the Hollywood sign toward Glendale, Jackson knew this was much faster than getting behind the wheel of his car and dealing with traffic, but it still wasn’t fast enough.  He wouldn’t feel better until he had Jonathan and Jessica safely under his wings.

      Along with Cathy.

      “Looks like this is it,” Damien called out over the noise of the wind a few minutes later.

      They landed heavily on the asphalt.  Jackson shook his head and shivered a little as he pulled his wings back inside his body.  “You stay out here,” he commanded, slipping back into his suit.  Damien started to protest, but Jackson cut him off.  “I want to know I still have someone on the outside.  You’ll know if I need you.”

      Damien maintained his reptilian form, and he nodded his head on his long neck.  “Okay.  If you insist.”

      Jackson took a deep breath and charged toward the door, slamming it open.  Babcock was there, and he was ready for him.  He had Jonathan and Jessica on the floor at his feet, and their eyes widened with hope as soon as they saw their father.  Cathy was there as well, sitting between the children with her arms around them.  She held them tightly, even as they tried to get up to run to Jackson, whispering desperately to them.

      Pain tore through his chest as his heart broke.  This had all been his fault.  He should have taken Alex more seriously, and he should have realized that his threats were real.  Now everyone he cared about was in danger, and the anger inside him boiled in his blood.

      The pistol Alex held casually in his hand told Jackson that he meant business.  “I see you got my little notes.”

      “This isn’t funny, Babcock,” Jackson growled.  “Let them go, now.”

      “Or what?  You’ll kill me?  Good luck; this place is crawling with my men.”  He gestured around the room with his gun.

      Jackson had already seen them; there were at least five guys in his crew.  Jackson knew Babcock was a shifter, and he doubted the man would hire anyone who wasn’t as well.  That meant he was outnumbered, even with Damien outside.  But Babcock wouldn’t have brought Jackson there just to have him watch his family get killed.  “Tell me what you want.”

      “I’ve been asked that several times tonight already,” Alex replied with a grin in Cathy’s direction.  “Now that you’re here, I can finally say.  I assure you, Jackson, this is purely a business transaction.  You already know I want to buy Bliss, and now we’re going to make it happen.”

      One of his goons trotted forward with a clipboard and a pen, shoving it at Jackson.

      “You’ll find that all the paperwork is in order,” Babcock explained.  “You’re signing Bliss over to me.  All the rights to the business are included with the building, so don’t think you can just go open the same club somewhere else.  I get the staff, the name, the contents, everything.  Oh, and since you’ve made me go to such trouble to make this happen, I get Indulgence as well.”

      Jackson’s vision was a blur of anger, and he couldn’t even see the words on the paper.  “It’s a shame you’re such a poor businessman; the only way you can succeed is by stealing what belongs to someone else.”  He snatched the clipboard out of the man’s hand and signed at the bottom.

      Babcock looked extremely pleased with himself, his shoulders thrown back and his teeth glistening as he smiled.  “Don’t worry, I’m not a completely selfish man.  I’m letting you keep your little bars and restaurants.”

      “Only because you don’t know how to run them,” Jackson retorted.  “I give it less than six months before you run the clubs into the ground.”

      “You’re awfully bold, considering I still have what you want.”  Alex shoved his knee into Cathy’s back.

      She lurched forward slightly, her face tightening into a scowl, but she gave no other indication that he had hurt her.

      Jackson tossed the clipboard at the thug’s feet.  “There.  You’ve got what you want.  Now let them go.”

      “A pleasure doing business with you.”  He looked down at the kids.  “Go to your father.”

      They jumped to their feet, their terrified faces an image Jackson would never forget as they came barreling toward him.  Jackson reached out and pulled them in tightly, kissing them repeatedly on their heads.  “It’s all over.  It’s okay.”  But when he looked up again, he realized that it wasn’t over after all.

      Cathy had stood up as well, but Alex held her by the arm.  The lascivious look in his eyes told Jackson everything he needed to know about the other man’s intentions.  “You can have the brats, but I’m keeping this one as insurance.  I wouldn’t want you going to court and claiming that the papers were signed under duress.”

      Jackson didn’t have time to respond before Cathy tried to yank her arm away from Alex.  “I’m just the help, you idiot.  He doesn’t give a shit about me.”  She tipped her head back and spit in the man’s face.

      Alex’s jaw tightened as he wiped his cheek with his other hand.  “You’re going to regret that, nanny.  But what you’re forgetting is that I know Jackson Casey better than you do.  Hired help or not, he has to uphold his morals.  You’re staying here with me, and he’s going to run along home.  Right?”  Babcock turned to Jackson, one eyebrow raised.

      Possessiveness throbbed inside him after seeing the way Alex held Cathy in his arms.  He wanted nothing more than to shift again and tear the other man’s throat out with his teeth.  But he had to get the children out first.  If he made a move right now, the kids would be in danger all over again.  The determined look in Cathy’s brilliant eyes told him that she understood that as well.

      “Right.  Come on.”  Jackson took Jonathan and Jessica’s hands and hustled them toward the door.

      “But Dad!” Jonathan protested.

      “I want Cathy!” came Jessica’s whine.

      It was a complicated enough situation, and this wasn’t helping.  Jackson burst out into the parking lot, glad to see that Damien was still waiting for them.  “You two remember your Uncle Damien, right?  He’s going to take you home.  Quickly.”

      Damien nodded, reaching out with his clawed hands to pull the children close to him.

      “Jessica doesn’t fly that well yet.  She’s going to need some help.”  Jackson kissed them each again, hoping this wasn’t going to be the last time he saw them.

      “I can, too!” the little girl protested.

      “Of course you can, pumpkin.  Get to shifting now, both of you.  Can’t fly without wings.”  He was trying to sound calm, even though he was anything but.  He watched as his children transformed into miniature versions of himself.  Jonathan’s scales were a much deeper shade of gold than his own, and Jessica had traces of pink coloration running through her gilded wings.  “Okay guys, get going.”

      “I’ll take them, but what about you?” Damien asked doubtfully.  “What are you doing?”

      Jackson easily freed his own dragon form, his claws tapping on the asphalt as he left behind the weaker human physique that he wore most often.  “Babcock still has Cathy.  And I’m not leaving without her.”  He waited until the other dragons were safely in the sky, Damien’s long black wings stretching out over the two tiny dragons on either side of him, before he took action.

      Retreating to the other side of the parking lot, Jackson charged.  His feet lifted from the ground as he picked up speed, unfurling his wings and shooting forward.  He tucked his body in as he crashed through the massive window over the main door of the warehouse, pleased to see the surprise on the faces of Babcock’s men.

      Alex still had a hold of Cathy, except his hand was tangled in her hair instead of gripping her arm.  His face was flushed, and the cords that stood out on his neck indicated that he’d been yelling at his one remaining captive.

      Jackson landed heavily, sending a ball of flame rolling across the floor to take out the first man who tried to attack him.  “Let her go!” he bellowed.

      Babcock did his best not to appear shaken.  He turned to face Jackson, twisting his hand a little harder in Cathy’s hair.  “I already told you, I’m keeping her.  She’s mine now; that was part of the bargain.  You get two children, I get two nightclubs and a foxy broad.  Tell me, Jackson, is she as good of a fuck as I imagine?”

      Cathy’s head whipped back and her mouth stretched into a grimace of pain, but she shoved her elbow backwards into Alex’s stomach.  It wasn’t enough to affect him, but it pissed him off.

      “Now I owe you for two, you little bitch.”  He looked to his men.  “Take care of this asshole while I handle her.”  Babcock began moving away.

      “I don’t fucking think so!”  Jackson charged forward and the other men shifted, closing in on him swiftly.  His body reacted without any thought, his claws easily slicing into the throat of a deep blue dragon while his tail whipped in the face of an orange beast that had come at him from behind.  Blood sprayed out across Jackson’s scales and the scent hit his nostrils, driving him harder toward the battle.

      Babcock threw Cathy aside as he shifted, morphing into a dark red beast with dripping fangs.  He was bigger than the others, and he turned to Jackson with a hiss.  “You had a chance to get away, fool.  You should have taken it.”

      Jackson’s mind was no longer functioning, his body operating off his blind rage at seeing Cathy flung to the floor like a doll.  It didn’t even matter to him that there were still three other dragons besides Babcock in the room, he knew only that he would see Babcock’s scales split open and his blood running on the floor.

      A green dragon from his left charged into his side as he jumped to attack Alex, slamming into him, knocking him aside.  Jackson reacted quickly, digging his claws into the other monster’s flesh and flinging the lighter dragon over his head, even as he slid across the hard floor.  It landed with a squeal of pain and a streak of blood.

      The other two jumped on him, thinking they could take advantage of his downed position.  But Jackson rolled to his back and targeted the sensitive underbelly of one of them, gutting him with his back claws.  The remaining thug managed to land a solid blow to Jackson’s muzzle before realizing he was on the losing side and retreating.  Jackson jumped to his feet.

      That left only him and Babcock.  The two dragons faced off, dancing a slow circle around each other.  Jackson knew the other shifter wouldn’t be as easy to take down as his boys had been.  Alex was a big dragon, a fierce one who had fought before.  Scars affected the pattern of his scales, and his muscles surged under his hide.

      In his peripheral vision, Jackson could see Cathy roll over and get to her feet.  Fury filled her face.  She ran to the other side of the warehouse to retrieve a long pipe leaning against the wall.  Charging at Alex’s back, she wielded the makeshift weapon over her head and brought it down onto his spine.

      But there was little a human could do to a dragon, even when using all of her strength.  It was just enough to make Babcock turn on her with menace in his slitted eyes.  “Now you owe me for three!” he roared.  He leapt on the woman, pinning her to the concrete by her shoulders.

      Jackson was after him immediately, bounding through the air with his jaws open.  They locked around Alex’s neck and he bit down hard, yanking with all the strength he could squeeze from his muscles.  The red dragon fought against him, his arms swiping through the air as he reeled backwards, but it was too late.  With one final yank, Jackson snapped his neck.  He felt the breakage of bone and gristle against his teeth and let go, sending Babcock crashing to the floor.

      Jackson stood there, his chest heaving and adrenaline surging, when he realized Cathy was staring up at him.  Her lips were slightly parted, her eyes wide and full of tears.  She reached out to him.

      Instinctively, Jackson bent down to her, pressed his forehead against hers and closed his eyes, feeling the soft touch of her fingers as she stroked the scales on his cheek.  There were so many things he wanted to tell her, but none of them would come out.  After a moment, he pulled back a little so that he could look at her.  “We need to get out of here.”

      “What about that?”  Cathy pointed at the clipboard that lay on the floor, the transfer papers on it now splattered with blood.

      “That’s easy enough to take care of.  All of this is, actually.”  Jackson stepped away from her and filled his chest with air, feeling it heat.  He ejected it, sending the clipboard and all the documentation up in flames.  Moving throughout the vast room, he gave the same treatment to the few random crates and boxes that were scattered near the walls.  It would be just enough fuel to make the building catch fire itself, destroying all evidence of what had transpired that night.  He didn’t like to think that a place where such horrible things had happened would remain standing.

      Cathy was on her feet now, and he moved up next to her.  “Come on.  Let’s go.”
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      Jackson’s scaled body was warm around her, something Cathy didn’t expect as they flew home with her in his arms.  His metallic hide had looked so cold, but the flames that raged inside him warmed his flesh all the way to the surface.  She pressed her cheek experimentally against the heat of his chest.

      The lights of L.A. passed swiftly underneath them, but Cathy’s mind was too busy to pay any attention to the dark, hulking buildings and gridded streets.  She was reeling with the concept that Jackson had done such a thing for her.  He had come to the warehouse to save his children, and once he had them in his arms, Cathy had been convinced that Jackson was truly going to leave her there.  He was outnumbered, and she wasn’t nearly as important as Jonathan and Jessica.  But when she’d seen that magnificent golden body breaking through the window, the glass shattering to the floor without putting a scratch on him, she had felt every molecule in her body surge toward the dragon whom she knew instinctively to be Jackson.

      He landed softly in the back yard and set her down.  Dizzy from the flight, she spread her arms for balance, and a wingtip settled gently against her back, keeping her upright.  Cathy looked over her shoulder just in time to see him finish his transformation back into a man, catching a quick glimpse of his impressive naked form before he got dressed.  The suit jacket he had worn when he’d left the house had been lost somewhere, but as he slipped into his shirt, she’d noticed the sleeves had been ripped, revealing his muscled arms.  Having seen just how powerful he truly was, Cathy was appreciative of his strength all over again.

      Inside, Damien greeted them in the doorway to the living room, relief evident on his face.  “I can’t tell you how glad I am to see you guys!  I know the kids will be, too.”

      “Are they all right?”  Cathy felt her heart skip a beat at remembering the fear the children had felt.

      “Shaken, but they’re okay.  What about you two?  Did anyone follow you?”

      Jackson shook his head.  “There’s no one left.  I don’t think we have anything to worry about.”

      “Okay.  In that case, I’m heading home.  I have the distinct urge to hug my wife and daughter.”

      Cathy and Jackson found Jonathan and Jessica on the couch in the living room, but they shot to their feet at seeing the adults.

      “Daddy!” Jessica screamed as she tackled her father.  “You got Cathy back!”

      “Of course I did, honey.”  Jackson smiled as he scooped her up, nuzzling his nose against hers.  “And now we’re all back home where we belong.”

      “I was going to kick their butts, Dad,” Jonathan promised.

      “I’m sure you were.”  He pulled his son in, smiling proudly.

      Cathy stood a few feet away, watching the tableau with an odd feeling in her heart.  She shoved it aside, deciding that this wasn’t the time to put labels on her emotions.  The important thing was that the children were safe, and she had to admit she was grateful she hadn’t ended up as Alex’s slave.

      “You should have seen Cathy!” Jessica boasted excitedly.  Her little face was still swollen from all the tears she’d shed, but she grinned in her father’s arms as she pointed at her nanny.  “When we walked in the house and we saw those bad guys, she stepped right up to them and told them they couldn’t have us!”

      “Did she now?”  Jackson gave Cathy a sideways glance.  “And then what happened?”

      “They were really bad guys, Dad!”  Jonathan was hopping on the balls of his feet.  “But Cathy was kicking and punching at them, and she even kicked one of them in the nuts!”

      “Jonathan!  Don’t say that!  It’s gross!” Jessica protested.

      “But it’s true!  I know she’s not a dragon, but she was fighting really hard!”

      Cathy felt her face flush.  “All right, you two.  It’s been a long night.  How about we get cleaned up and get some dinner in you before you go to bed?  I know I’m ready to turn in myself.”

      To her surprise, Jackson jumped right in to help.  He took Jonathan upstairs to make sure he got a thorough shower while Cathy warmed up some leftovers for Jessica, and then they swapped.  An hour later, each kid had been cleaned and fed, and they were back on the couch in the living room, the two of them cuddled up between Cathy and Jackson.

      “I was really scared, Daddy,” Jessica whispered, her eyelids getting droopy.  “Those mean men put us in the back of a van, and Cathy told us we were going to be okay.”

      “I’m glad you were there with us,” Jonathan said to Cathy.  “But I would have gotten them good if I had shifted.”

      Cathy smiled.  “I know you would have.”  When she looked up over the children, she found that Jackson was watching her.  There was a different, softer look in his eyes that she hadn’t noticed before, and it made that same indescribable feeling bubble up in her chest again.  She snuggled in a little tighter, glad to have the little warm bodies safe on the couch.

      Jessica’s voice was barely more than a whisper now.  “You were so pretty as a dragon, Daddy.  Like glitter.”

      He laughed.  “Thank you, sweetheart.”

      They remained there in the living room until the children had fallen asleep.  Cathy looked down at their angelic faces, never imagining that she would feel so strongly for children she had only known for a few weeks.  “I’d hate to move them,” she whispered, “but they’re not going to be comfortable here all night.”

      “You take one and I’ll take the other,” Jackson offered.

      They carried them up the stairs and tucked them in their beds.  Cathy kissed them each on the forehead, even though they wouldn’t know she had.  The love she’d felt for them was unexpected, but very fulfilling.  She was glad she hadn’t left.

      Jackson caught her in the hallway as she closed the door to Jonathan’s room.  He stepped close, his body only inches away from hers as he spoke quietly so as not to wake the kids.  He was giving her that velvety look again, and it sent a shock of electricity out from the center of her body.  “I haven’t had a chance to thank you.”

      “I was just doing my job,” she demurred.  “I only wish I’d been able to stop them and save the kids from ever having to go through all that.”

      “No,” Jackson argued.  “You did much more than that.  It’s clear that you’re the hero of the night, and I can’t even begin to tell you how much your actions mean to me.”  He touched her arm, his fingers running slowly down her skin.  “But there’s something that concerns me.”

      “What’s that?”  The close proximity had made the sensations along her skin continue to surge, and one of them danced underneath her tongue.

      “You said that you didn’t mean anything to me; that I wouldn’t care what Alex did to you because you were just the hired help.  I hope you know that’s not true.  Not at all.”

      Cathy looked away, embarrassed.  “Oh, well, um…”

      “Cathy…”

      She looked back up then with parted lips, and Jackson pulled her close.  His lips pressed against hers, warm and determined, and she felt herself melting into his embrace.  That bubble in her chest exploded, and she could no longer ignore it.  She knew what it was, and she had a feeling that Jackson did, too.

      He broke the kiss and pressed his forehead to hers, just as he had done earlier that night.  It felt so intimate, and Cathy closed her eyes.  “I was attracted to you from the very first moment I saw you,” he admitted.  “I tried to tell myself that it was too soon and I was just being shallow, but I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you.  And over the weeks, as I’ve seen how much you care for my children, it’s only gotten worse.  I’m crazy about you, Cathy.”

      “That’s just because you’ve seen me naked,” she joked, pleased with the way his chest vibrated under her palm as he laughed.

      “Hey, you just saw me, too.  It’s much more than that, though,” he promised, “but I certainly didn’t mind.  You’re rather pleasing to the eye.”  He kissed her again, pulling her close.

      Cathy felt her body come alive where he touched her, her skin tingling as their bodies pressed together.  She couldn’t remember ever feeling so vibrant; so excited and full of life.  She allowed her arms to slip around him.  “I could say the same thing about you, Jackson.”  It felt thrilling and strange to call him by his first name as she realized that she had not only seen his human form, but his dragon form as well.  Not everyone had that privilege.

      His hands were on her back, in her hair, tracing down her curves.  “I need you, Cathy, like nothing I’ve ever needed in my life.”

      Jackson picked her up by the waist, settling her on his hips and continuing his kisses as he strode down the hall to the room at the end.  He kept one strong arm around her as he opened the door and brought her inside, closing and locking it behind them.

      Cathy had never seen the inside of the master bedroom.  The vaulted, exposed-timber ceiling was impressive, as was the pale gray area rug that spread out from underneath the colossal bed.  The curtains were drawn on the numerous large windows that lined the room.  She might have appreciated it all more if she hadn’t been so focused on the gorgeous man who carried her across the room and set her on her feet.

      “I want to worship every inch of you,” he murmured in her ear as his fingers made quick work of the buttons on her blouse.  He pushed the garment gently off her shoulders, pressing his lips to her skin.  “I haven’t been the easiest to deal with, and I’m going to make it up to you.  Right now.”

      She couldn’t argue with that, given the way his hands felt against her as he touched her stomach and moved toward the waistband of her jeans.  Jackson bent as he removed her pants, trailing kisses up her leg on his way back up.

      She let out a shaking breath as his lips graced her between her breasts, up to her collar bone, and to her neck.  “I want you, Jackson,” she panted, finally realizing that she was practically naked while he was still clothed.  She tore at the remains of his shirt, pulling it from his arms and running her fingers through his hair while he nibbled at her earlobe.  Jackson undid the clasp of her bra with an expert swipe of his fingers, allowing her skin to fully touch his.  She buried her nipples in the fine dusting of golden hair on his chest.  But she wanted more, and she pulled away from him in order to strip off his trousers and reveal what she needed so badly.  Jackson’s body was exquisitely sculpted, his wide chest and trim abs tapering into a V down to strong thighs.  His member was hard and ready for her, and she couldn’t resist the temptation any longer.

      “Oh god,” he moaned as she dragged her tongue along his shaft.  His hands were in her hair, twisting it up gently at the crown of her head to keep it out of the way.  His fingers massaged her scalp, firmly, but never hurting her.  Cathy knew that was always how it would be with Jackson.

      Cathy swirled her tongue around the tip of his cock and down the underside, sucking hard when she retreated.  She wanted him inside her desperately, but first, she was going to show him just how badly.  Opening her throat and allowing him in all the way, she felt her body thrum with excitement every time Jackson moved his hips against her.  It only made her work harder, getting turned on by the fact that she was exciting him so much.

      Finally, she stood up, unable to wait any longer.  “I need to feel you inside me.  Now.”

      Jackson let her hair fall to one side and smiled.  “I like a woman who knows what she wants, but you’re going to have to wait a little longer.”  He lifted her up and sat her on the edge of the mattress, spreading her legs as he bent his head to kiss the sensitive area between her legs.

      “You don’t have to—” she began to protest, but she stopped when she felt his tongue slide across her center of pleasure.  The sensation was intoxicating, and she lay back against the mattress, reveling in the feeling.

      Jackson’s hands stroked the insides of her thighs as he gently ran his tongue over every hill and valley.  He teased and licked, slowly building his speed and intensity until Cathy didn’t think she could take it any longer.  Her insides trembled, needing him desperately, but not wanting to stop him from what he was doing.  She clutched at her breasts and arched her back, biting her lower lip to keep from screaming as she came.

      “You’ve convinced me,” he teased as he planted one final kiss and covered her body with his own.  “I can’t wait any longer, Cathy.  I feel like I’ve already waited forever.”

      They were a sensuous tangle of arms and legs as he pierced her, moving in unison as though they had been destined to do this.  Cathy wrapped her legs around him as he settled into her, their bodies fitting together perfectly.  He was gentle and steady, and she could tell that he was holding himself back.  She bucked her hips against him, smiling at the growl she elicited from deep in his throat.

      “You keep doing that and I won’t be able to control myself,” he rumbled, his hardness pushing even deeper inside her.

      “Why would I want you to?” she challenged.

      “Because you feel too good.”  Jackson kissed her soundly, plunging his tongue against hers in an intimate dance.  “I want this to last all night.”

      Cathy pressed her walls around him, teasing him.  “Sounds good to me.”

      But there was no way either one of them could make that happen.  They were meant to be together, and they knew it.  Jackson’s pace increased as his length became even more engorged.  She gasped at the feeling, knowing she was getting there again.  He roared into the pillow as he came, and his spasms were the final push she needed.  Cathy dug her nails into his back and buried her face in his shoulder as she climaxed.

      Afterward, Jackson lay on his side and pulled her close, keeping his arm and his leg wrapped protectively around her.  Cathy snuggled into the warmth of him, feeling satisfied and safe.
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      Indulgence was packed, and it was only a weeknight.  Jackson wanted to take the credit for it, but he knew there were other factors working in his favor.  Club Aqua had shut down temporarily until new management was found after the mysterious disappearance of its previous owner.  That meant there were even more people flowing through the downtown area, looking for a stiff drink and a good place to party.  Many of them ended up at Bliss, but those who felt they could get in had formed a line a quarter mile long at Indulgence.  Jackson knew he would end up getting complaints from other businesses when they learned where the queue was headed, but he’d deal with that later.

      The other thing that was helping him along in his business was the fact that the Villainous Ravens were a massive hit.  Their songs were already being played on local radio stations, and when Jackson had talked to Damien a few days earlier, he’d mentioned that stations in other large cities were beginning to pick them up as well.  They’d even started shooting a video for MTV.  With Jane Vinson at the helm and able to hobnob with other celebrities without gushing and freaking out, Jackson had booked them at Indulgence as well as Bliss. The rich and famous liked good music just as much as anyone else did, and while they didn’t form a throbbing mass in front of the stage, they still clapped and screamed with a deafening roar after each song.

      Jackson headed downstairs to check in with Mac.  The man looked more relaxed than he had in a long time, and Jackson was sure it was at least due in part to the fact that a new head of security had been hired for Bliss.  Mac was free to dedicate himself to Indulgence without having to constantly run back and forth between the two clubs.  “Everything going all right?” Jackson asked.

      Mac smiled at him.  “It is for me, but what about you?  You look nervous, like you’re expecting Babcock to come walking in that door again.”  He knew all about the incident, and the only thing the bouncer had to say about it was that he wished he could have gotten a piece of the dragon himself.

      “No, but I’ve got some other things I have to take care of tonight.  Actually, that’s what I came to tell you.  I’m leaving early, unless there’s anything you need from me.”

      “Everything is fine here.”  Mac surveyed the room.

      Jackson did the same.  He had never seen so many celebrities in one place.  It looked like every movie poster in the theater had come to life.  He thought he might have seen Michael J. Fox over in one corner, but his other business couldn’t wait any longer.

      Half an hour later, Jackson pulled into his driveway.  The lights were on in the house, casting a welcome glow through the windows.  The sun had just gone down, and a cool breeze followed him into the garage.

      Cathy was on the couch in the living room, with Jonathan and Jessica on either side of her.  Who’s the Boss played on the television, and Jessica’s cute little laugh pealed through the room.  Cathy sat up in surprise when she saw him.  “I didn’t know you were coming home so early!  We could have waited to have dinner.  We just finished up about twenty minutes ago.”

      “Don’t worry about it.”  Jackson held out a hand to keep her from getting up off the couch.  She was just lounging there between the children in a t-shirt and jeans, but she looked perfect.  In fact, the whole scene was perfect, and that was exactly why he had wanted to come home.  His work was important, since it provided for them all, but it wasn’t nearly as important as the things he was missing out on.  Jackson settled in on the sofa on the other side of Jessica, noting the way his body completely relaxed in that moment.  He had no worries, no threats, and he didn’t think he could shift, even if he tried.

      The show was just wrapping up, so Cathy sat up and patted the children’s legs.  “Okay guys, time to get ready for bed.”

      To Jackson’s surprise, they didn’t complain.  They got up off the couch and headed toward the stairs.  “Hang on just a minute,” Jackson interrupted them.  “I’ve got something I’d like to talk to all of you about.  We could push bedtime back by just a few minutes, couldn’t we?”

      Cathy gave him a look, but it was accompanied by a smile.  “I suppose so.  If it’s really important.”

      “Oh, it is,” he promised.  “Come back over here, kids.  This involves you, too.”

      When everyone was assembled, with Cathy next to him on the couch and the children standing expectantly in front of him, Jackson felt his heart soar.  He had been thinking about this for weeks, but it still didn’t seem that it could come soon enough.  “First of all, I’ve realized just how much of your lives I’m missing out on by working all the time.  I do still have to work, and there’s no way around that, but I’m going to reduce the number of hours I spend at the clubs.  I have excellent security men, and I’ll make sure my managers are trained to handle almost any situation.  That means I’ll be here for dinner every night.”

      The children jumped and cheered, hugging him.  “Does that mean you can come to the park with us, too?” Jessica asked.

      “Maybe so.”

      “Dad, you’ve got to help me with my new Lego set!” Jonathan enthused.

      “Okay, I will.  But first, there are a few other things we need to discuss.”  He pressed his lips together, trying to look serious.  “If I’m going to be home more, then it’s likely that I won’t make quite as much money.  I have more employees to pay if I’m not there, after all.”

      Jessica wrapped her little fingers around his hand.  “We don’t care, Daddy.”

      “Just listen.” He turned to Cathy.  “I brought you here because I needed someone to watch the children, but you’ve done much more than that.  They love you, and that means a lot to me.  However, I’m afraid I can no longer keep you on.”

      “What!”  Jonathan balled his fists at his sides, and Jackson thought his eyes were beginning to morph to their reptilian form.  “You can’t do that, Dad!”

      Cathy sat up straight, looking somewhat alarmed.

      But Jackson slid off the couch and got down on one knee in front of Cathy as he pulled a small black velvet box out of his jacket pocket.  “Cathy, you came into my life a few months ago and completely turned it upside down.  I didn’t always know how to handle that, but I see now just how good you’ve been for me and for the children.  They love you, and I love you, too.  I don’t want you to be their nanny anymore.  Because I want you to be my wife.”  He opened the box, revealing the ring that he had so painstakingly picked out for her.

      “Oh, Jackson,” Cathy whispered, pressing her hand to her mouth as tears filled her eyes.  “Really?”

      He took the ring from the box, once again admiring the way the emerald-cut diamond reflected the light in big, bold flashes.  With deep blue sapphires on either side of it, he knew it was the perfect ring for her.  “The diamond is strong and beautiful, just like you are.  I thought the sapphires made it a little more interesting, and life has been nothing but interesting ever since you came along.”  He held it out, seeing nothing in the room except those deep mahogany eyes of hers, wanting to look into them for the rest of his life.  “Will you marry me, Cathy?”

      “Yes.  I will, Jackson.”  She allowed him to slide the ring onto her finger before she dove off the couch and into his arms.  The children piled on top, squealing and celebrating right along with them.

      Jackson could barely breathe under the crush of his family, but it didn’t matter.  For the first time, they were truly whole, and he had everything he could ever need.
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      BEVERLY HILLS, 1986

      Courtney Welsh slipped her sunglasses back on as she stepped out onto the deck, wondering where Blane had gone.  The crowd on the yacht was thick and it was hard to find anyone she knew, much less her boss.  A bronzed, shirtless guy bumped into her as he goofed off with his friend, barely apologizing before heading off down the deck.  Threading her way through string bikini-clad women and men in Hawaiian print shirts, she finally found him leaning on the railing.

      Blane Vinson was quickly climbing the ranks in Hollywood, becoming one of the most in-demand actors around.  Fans screamed his name when he went out in public, and celebrities clamored for invites to his lavish parties.  There on his private yacht, a crowd had built up around him, but he was only paying attention to the blonde at his side.  With his Wayfarers slid halfway down his nose and a smile on his face, the woman would surely be the next person to walk down the red carpet with him.  Of course, Courtney knew that as soon as fans figured out this new woman’s name and started to speculate on their relationship, Blane would have moved on to someone else.

      “Mr. Vinson,” Courtney said as she approached.  Most of the partygoers didn’t notice her.  In a teal blouse and white high-waisted shorts, she wasn’t exactly the center of attention.  But she was working, unlike everyone else there.

      Either Blane didn’t hear her, or he was ignoring her, because he carried on schmoozing with the blonde.  “Well, I’m glad you like it.  This boat was one of the first things I bought after I finished filming Destiny of Hearts.  There’s just something so soothing about being out on the ocean, don’t you think?”

      The bimbo wiggled her body slightly as she twirled a strand of over-processed hair around her finger.  “I couldn’t agree more.  Wouldn’t it be nice to just spread your wings and fly out over the water?”

      Courtney rolled her eyes.  She had a feeling this girl didn’t give a damn where she was, as long as she could say she was with Blane.  She sighed and tried again.  “Mr. Vinson, I need to speak with you for a minute.”

      Finally taking note of her, Blane turned away from the blonde and raised his eyebrows.  He lifted his cocktail to his lips.  “I’m kind of in the middle of something, Court.”

      “I understand, sir, but Cameron has been trying to get a hold of you all afternoon.”  She was trying to keep the impatience out of her voice, but she knew she wasn’t controlling it very well.  When she had signed on as a personal assistant, the agency had told her what a huge undertaking it would be.  The hours were demanding, and so were celebrities.  But Courtney had been convinced this was her best chance at getting her feet wet in the entertainment industry, and if she had to work, she might as well do it in the sector she was most interested in.

      Blane ran a hand through his dark hair and sighed.  “Excuse me,” he said to his guest before moving down the railing a bit.  The crowd around him dispersed, seeing that he wasn’t interested in them at the moment.  “Courtney, don’t tell me you brought your mobile phone onto the boat.”

      “Of course I did,” she replied defensively.  “Although the reception here is terrible.  How else do you expect me to keep up with all of your business?  I’ve scheduled two auditions for you since we left the marina.”

      “But the point in being here is to relax,” Blane countered.  The breeze off the water rippled the brilliant print of his shirt.  “Give me that damn thing so I can throw it overboard.”

      Fortunately, Courtney had safely stowed the device in her briefcase in the cabin.  “They’re a little expensive to just be turning into ocean trash.”

      “Come on.”  Blane pursed his lips and shook his head.  “You’re no fun.”

      “That’s my job,” Courtney reminded him.  And though she knew she was getting paid well, she had to wonder how much longer she could tolerate working for him.  Blane had never been easy, but it seemed the bigger he became, the more difficult he was to deal with.  The fame was getting to his head—which was getting on her nerves.  “Now, as I said, Cameron has been trying to get a hold of you, and—”

      A blasting sound rolled across the water.  Blane and Courtney both turned to see several boats a small distance away.  Some of them held teens, waving and screaming, while at least one or two others had been chartered by photographers.  Long-range zoom camera lenses were pointed their direction.

      Blane raised his free hand, waving and smiling.  The kids screamed their delight, and Courtney had no doubt the paparazzi were eating it up as well.  There would be pictures of Blane and his yacht party plastered all over the tabloids by the end of the week, most likely with made-up headlines next to them.

      “You really shouldn’t encourage them,” Courtney muttered, keeping her face turned away from the cameras.  She’d never really liked having her picture taken, and she knew these photographers had no problem getting the most mortifying angle on someone just to make a sale.

      “Which one?”  He waved again, and another shout could be heard across the water.

      “Either one.  People shouldn’t be able to find you so easily.”  Countless times, she’d had to call the police to get rid of fans who had camped in front of his mansion, just hoping to get a glimpse of him.  And the crowds that surged around him when he went out were nearly impossible to get through.  If he was just a little more reckless, he probably would have shifted and gone for a flight with that girl.  It was no secret that Blane, like many other celebrities, was a shifter, but still.

      Blane finally turned back to her.  “You forget that they made my career.  If the tabloids weren’t constantly after me, then I’d probably never have gotten some of the bigger roles I’ve had lately.  And it’s the fans who keep it all going.  I owe them a lot, and I think they deserve to be thrown a bone once in a while.”  He drank down the last of his tequila sunrise, and a member of the staff instantly appeared with an empty tray for him to set it on.

      “You do a lot more than throw them bones,” she pointed out.  “You’re too accessible, Blane.  It could be dangerous.”

      “You’re not my bodyguard,” he reminded her with a smile, “although I think sometimes you want to be.  I can take care of myself.”

      “Trust me, I’m busy enough just being your assistant.  Now, can we please talk about your business with Cameron?  Just because you’re taking a little time off doesn’t mean the rest of the world is.”  Even as she said it, Courtney knew she would never get away with talking to her boss like that if he had been anyone other than Blane.  He was spoiled and spent his money frivolously, but he was very laid-back most of the time.

      “Fine, let’s get it over with.  Tell me what he wants.”

      “The schedule has changed on the set.  You need to be there tomorrow at eleven instead of one.”

      “Is that it?”  Blane grabbed another drink from a tray as it passed by.  “I don’t even know why you’re consulting me on that.”

      She gave him a level look.  “Because I know you, Blane.  You’re already drinking, and the sun hasn’t even gone down yet.  I need to make sure you’ll actually be there before I confirm the time change.”

      Blane shrugged.  “If he needs me, then I’ll be there.  I’ve never let Cameron down before.”

      But Courtney had done nothing but worry ever since Blane had agreed to star in Cameron’s next film.  It was a romance flick with a bit of action, and she’d even had a chance to look over the script.  She had no doubt it would be a good match for him, but she also knew Blane was lazier than usual when he thought he could get away with it.  He’d been friends with Cameron for several years, and the last thing Courtney needed was to deal with yet another lawsuit over breach of contract.  “Okay, I’ll tell him.”

      “Anything else?  Do we need to discuss what underwear I’ll be wearing tomorrow, or can I go back to enjoying myself?”

      Courtney puffed her cheeks and let out a breath.  There was no telling just how big Blane could get if he would actually apply himself instead of acting like an overgrown child.  “It’s enough for now, but I do have a few other things I need to go over with you later this evening or tomorrow morning.  I want to make sure the appointments I’ve set up will work for you.”

      “You should know better than that by now, Courtney.  We’ve been working together for, what, two years?  You make the schedule and I follow it.  So let’s forget about it right now.  Jane’s band is getting ready to start up, and I know Damien and Brianna are around here somewhere to see them. Go relax.  Have fun.  Mingle.”  He dismissed her with a wave of his hand and headed off across the deck, probably in search of that airhead blonde again.

      As Blane had pointed out, the Villainous Ravens were just about to start their set.  His sister’s band was talented, and they were rising quickly to stardom.  Courtney knew Blane would probably prefer to have Steely Dan playing at his party, but at least he was generous enough to let the Ravens try out their new material in front of his guests before the tracks premiered at the club.  No doubt, word would get around that all the celebrities were already big fans of their new album, and it would shoot to the top of the charts on reputation alone.  Blane and his friends were powerful people, and Courtney sometimes wondered if he even knew it.

      “Hey, Courtney!” called a friendly voice nearby.  Brianna.  Her husband Damien, who was the director of A&R for Rising Star Records, was at her side; he had signed Jane and the Villainous Ravens onto his label.  Brianna was a singing sensation with her own band, the Mixups.  The two were one of the biggest power couples in the L.A. area, yet they were more down-to-earth than most bigshots.  “You should come sit with us for a bit.”

      It was a nice idea, and she appreciated the fact that they wanted to include her, but Courtney didn’t have time.  “I’d love to, but it looks like I need to go refill the drinks.”

      “I thought you’d hired people to do that,” Damien pointed out, his dark eyes sparkling.

      “That’s true.”  Courtney spotted one of the waitresses flirting with a Don Johnson lookalike instead of doing her job.  “But it looks like they need a little supervision.  Maybe later.”

      She moved off across the deck to refill the punch bowl and place another case of cold beer into the tray of ice.  This wasn’t technically part of her job description, but it was up to her to make sure that everything was taken care of for Blane.  If that meant running his parties and ensuring that everyone had a good time, then that was just how it was.  But as she stepped into the cabin to look for more napkins, she again wondered how much longer she could last.

      Courtney had her own dreams—which most definitely didn’t involve rushing around after Blane like she was his mother.  When she’d graduated from high school and started junior college, she decided to pursue a degree in entertainment law.  She had always loved watching court dramas and reading about investigations, but she also loved the idea of working with the stars.  Even more so, she liked the idea of being the person celebrities went to for advice.

      Soon enough, Courtney had realized that continuing with school and getting that law degree wasn’t going to be cheap or easy.  The part-time jobs she’d been able to hold down after class weren’t enough to pay her bills, and the chance to work as a celebrity assistant had been one she felt obligated to jump at.  It would give her the chance to get hands-on experience working with the rich and famous, and that would only help build her platform for getting clients once she finally had that degree in her hand.  It didn’t hurt that the pay was excellent, either.

      As she retrieved a bundle of napkins and a supply of straws from a cabinet in the kitchen, Courtney spotted an elderly gentleman sitting in the lounge area of the cabin.  He stuck out from the rest of the crowd in his light gray suit and tie, but he’d still managed to attract his own small crowd.  She instantly recognized him as Dan Wiseman, Blane’s attorney.

      Moving quickly, Courtney dashed back outside to the drinks table, chucked down the napkins and straws, and headed back inside.  Blane invited Mr. Wiseman to almost every event that he held.  It might have just been because he wanted to surround himself with as many people as possible, or because Blane liked the attention, and almost everyone who got an invite from Blane Vinson showed up.  Mr. Wiseman was a much rarer sight, and Courtney felt her heart jump a little at the idea that she might actually get to sit down and talk with him.  On a normal basis, she couldn’t really discuss anything more than Blane’s appointments unless she wanted to look unprofessional.  This was her chance, and she couldn’t feel too bad about not calling Cameron back or checking on the status of the snack table.  Blane had specifically told her to go relax, so she was just following orders.

      The cluster of people around the attorney were probably just trying to get free advice from him, and when they heard the band start up, they began filtering out the door to get a better look.  Yes, this is it!  Courtney had Mr. Wiseman’s phone number, but she’d never call to pick his brain; it seemed rude, and she didn’t want to abuse her connection through Blane.  But encountering the man at a party was a completely different situation.

      As she approached, she tried to think of what she was going to say.  Courtney couldn’t come right out and ask if he’d be willing to mentor her, and she would need that college education to really get anywhere, but maybe he could at least give her a bit of advice.  Maybe Blane would let her have a day or two off a week to shadow Mr. Wiseman and see what a day in his life was like.

      She cleared her throat, ready to introduce herself in case he’d forgotten who she was.  Courtney was involved in almost every aspect of Blane’s life, but she never expected anyone to remember her.  Most personal assistants came and went with the seasons, and no one bothered to put names to faces.  She would just remind Mr. Wiseman that they’d spoken on the phone on several occasions, and then she would see where it went from there.

      But just as she was about to put out her hand and smile, someone called her from the other side of the room.

      “Courtney?  You got a pen and a piece of paper?”  Blane had poked his head in the door, bringing the deafening sound of the music with him.

      Glancing at the attorney and feeling her heart sink down into her stomach, Courtney obediently turned around to fetch her briefcase.  One of these days, she would get a chance to do what she wanted.  She just had to endure this for a couple more years until she’d saved up enough money to go to school.  Then she could tell Blane where to stick it, and she could bask in the glory of knowing that he’d be lost without her.
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      Blane rolled over and instantly regretted it.  His head was full of concrete, or maybe sand, or both.  Either way, it pounded against the inside of his skull with a pain that sent a jolt of nausea to his stomach with every wave.  There was too much light coming in through the curtains, and even pulling his 800 thread count sheets over his head didn’t seem to help.  Everything hurt, and the entire room seemed to be moving.

      He dared to crack one eyelid, sure that he had fallen asleep somewhere on the boat.  The rolling of the ocean underneath him made him wonder just how far away from the shore they had drifted.  But he recognized the tall ceiling and dark furniture of his own bedroom and realized he was wrong.

      It was too much work for his brain to figure out how he had gotten there, and he wasn’t entirely sure he cared anyway.  He was home, and that was good enough.  His mouth and throat were so dry, they felt fuzzy; his stomach churned, and his limbs were so weak that pulling up the sheets had been a monumental task.  He risked rolling over in an attempt to find a more comfortable position and tried to get back to sleep.

      That worked for a short amount of time, or at least what seemed like a short amount of time, until a faint sound from the other end of the house woke him up.  Blane started to open his eyes again until he remembered just how much it hurt.  He didn’t care what the noise was; if someone had broken into his house and was stealing his new television and VCR, they could have them.

      But the noise was growing closer, and soon enough, it had turned into a pounding on his bedroom door.  This was accompanied by some shouting, but it hurt too much for him to try to decipher it.

      “Blane!”

      There was no mistaking that sound.

      He opened his eyes to find Courtney standing right over his bed, her hands on her hips.  Her dark curly hair had been carefully teased and fluffed.  Her pale purple eyeshadow accentuated her dark eyes and she was dressed in a silk button-down dress, cinched in the middle with a wide belt.  “What are you all dressed up for?” he mumbled as he pulled an extra pillow over his face.  “And why are you up so early?”

      “It’s not early!”  Courtney yanked the pillow away.  “You should have been up and out of the house an hour ago!”  Her forehead was creased with anger, her lips had thinned as she pressed them together, and Blane thought she looked like she might shift at any moment.  He had never seen as much as a scale on her, and it was only because of the instinct dragons had for sensing each other that he knew of her dual nature.  It would have been amusing, but she was already ticked.

      “Oh.”  He swiped his hands over his face, but it didn’t help much.  “Why am I still asleep, then?”

      Courtney sighed impatiently.  “Probably because you drank way too much last night and you’re too hung over to hear your alarm or your phone ring.”  She crossed the room to his closet and began pulling out a few articles of clothing.

      “That’s crazy.”  Blane pushed back the covers, glad to see that at least he hadn’t slept in the nude this time.  He waved vaguely at the handset on the nightstand.  “I would have heard the phone.  It’s right here next to my head.”

      “And apparently, that’s not close enough.”  Courtney returned from the massive closet with a pale blue polo and gray trousers.  “Just throw something on.  You’ll have to change once you get to the set, anyway.  I’ll be right back.”  She bustled out of the room, slamming the door far too loudly behind her.

      Blane did as he was told, but he didn’t want to.  It would have been so much easier to just lay back down and forget his obligations for the day.  He could tell Courtney he was too sick, maybe ask her to bring him a bottle of water and some crackers, and just make it all up to Cameron another time.  But he also knew that Courtney wouldn’t let him get away with it.  She took some sort of pride in making sure he was where he was supposed to be and when, and he had already let her down.  She wouldn’t leave him alone until he got up and put some clothes on.

      When he was sitting on the side of his bed with his trousers and polo on, Courtney breezed back into the room and shoved a mug of coffee into his hand.  “Drink up.  The limo will be here in a few minutes, but you can eat a cinnamon roll on the way.  You’re lucky Cameron is your friend, or he would probably cut you.”  She pulled his loafers out from under the edge of the bed and handed them to him.

      The coffee was piping hot, and it was just what he needed.  She had, as always, made it just the way he liked it.  “How did I get home?” he asked groggily.

      “How do you think?  By the time everyone finally left the party, you were almost too drunk to stand up.  I dragged your ass into the limo and got you home.”  She made impatient gestures at him to hurry up with his coffee and get his shoes on.

      “But what about you?  How are you up and ready to go if you stayed up just as late as I did?”  He squinted at her.  She hadn’t yet opened the curtains or switched on the overhead light, but it was still far too bright in there.

      His assistant sighed.  “Because I have to be, Blane.”

      “Didn’t you at least have a drink?”

      “No, I didn’t. I was too busy making sure everyone else had plenty to drink and writing down the phone numbers of every single girl you met.  I honestly don’t know how you can have so many strangers on a boat you own.”

      Blane shrugged, not sure himself.  He didn’t remember any women, but that did sound about average for one of his parties.  “You know how it is.  I invite one person, and they invite their friends.  It’s called networking.”

      “I think it’s irresponsible, but no one asked me.  Now come on, you might still get to keep your job if you can make it down the stairs.”  She turned on her heel toward the door.

      “Courtney?”

      “Yes?”  She paused, turning to look at him over his shoulder.  She still looked pissed, but that was nothing new.  He might be the boss, but she was usually irritated with him.  Maybe it was the chill that seeped under his skin from drinking too much, or maybe he just hadn’t had enough coffee yet, but he felt a little guilty about it.

      “Thank you.”  He held up the cup of coffee.

      “Oh.”  She blinked rapidly, confused.  “Well, you’re welcome.”  She stopped her nagging for a minute as she headed out into the hall.

      Blane slipped his shoes on and stumbled toward the door.  He could probably catch a nap in the limo; maybe another one in the makeup chair.  He couldn’t remember what scene he was supposed to shoot that day, but he’d hoped it would be an easy one.  This new movie was a mix of action and romance, but neither sounded very appealing at the moment.

      He reached the top of the stairs by the time Courtney was already halfway down.  His head reeled, and he gripped the railing tightly.  When did these stairs become so steep?  Maybe it’s time to quit partying and settle down a little.  Blane laughed at the thought.  He’d told himself that countless times, and it had yet to happen.  He enjoyed hobnobbing with the other celebrities, living it up in a way that most people couldn’t.  There was no limit to what he could do.  If he decided to hop on a plane and fly to Paris for the weekend without a suitcase, he had that option.  There was nothing stopping him, and he wasn’t going to start being careful just because his fun gave him a little headache in the morning.  It would go away soon enough.

      Courtney was busy gathering her briefcase in the entryway and looking through her planner.  “You should have about five hours on the set today.  Then, you’ve got a dinner meeting with a rep from Calvin Klein so you can discuss that endorsement deal.  Remember not to agree to anything.  I’ll forward all the paperwork to Mr. Wiseman so he can look it over.”

      “Sure.”  Blane wasn’t ready to think about it all.  He just wanted to get through the day and let everyone else handle the boring stuff.  He swung open the door, expecting to see the limo waiting for him at the end of the drive.

      Instead, he saw something on the doorstep that he didn’t quite recognize.  He paused on the threshold, looking down at the woven basket full of blankets, wondering if he was still drunk after all.  The blankets were wiggling, and his stomach churned in a similar motion.

      “Come on, Blane!  We’re already late!” Courtney commanded from behind him.

      But he couldn’t take one step.  He had a feeling he already knew what was in that basket.  It was the kind of thing that only happened in movies, but not the kind of movies he starred in.  A piece of paper was pinned to one of the blankets, and it fluttered slightly in the midday breeze.  As though he were experiencing it through someone else’s body, Blane bent to retrieve it.  He opened it slowly, nervous that he already knew what was happening.

      

      Blane,

      Her name is Amanda.  She’s your daughter, and she’s a shifter, just like you.  I can’t take care of her any longer, but I know you will.  Please know that I would never do this if I had a choice.

      

      He flipped the paper over, looking for some indication as to who had written it.  There’s no way this could be right.  I never had a…  He couldn’t wrap his mind around it.

      “Blane!  Let’s go!”

      With a jolt, Blane remembered he wasn’t the only one there.  Fortunately, Courtney was the kind of person who could handle anything.  He stepped aside, opening the door wider so she could see.

      Courtney’s eyes roved down to the threshold.  Blane expected her to demand an explanation or maybe even yell at him, but instead, she swooped down and lifted the baby out of the basket.

      Uncovered from her wrappings, Blane had to admit she was beautiful.  With a fringe of jet black hair matching his own, and big blue eyes that watched Courtney with confusion, he had never seen such a captivating child.

      Courtney seemed to think so, too.  “Oh, sweetheart,” she cooed.  “What on Earth are you doing here?”  She looked to Blane for an answer.

      He handed her the note.  Courtney held the baby with one hand while she read it, her eyes darting as she absorbed the words.  “I don’t understand.  Who’s the mother?”

      Blane opened his mouth, but he had no words; he only shrugged.

      Overcoming her initial surprise, Courtney stepped forward, swept the basket into the house with her foot, and shut the front door.  “Please tell me that’s not true,” she begged.  “Please tell me you have at least some idea.”

      But he didn’t.  Blane wasn’t sure how to process this, or even if he could.  It was like he had woken up in a different dimension.  “I don’t know what to say.”

      Courtney turned her face down to look at the child.  She stroked a tentative finger down the little girl’s cheek, clearly just as stunned as Blane was.  Her face and her eyes softened with concern, but when she looked back up at him, she was back to her business-like self.  “Well, it’s not as though we can change it now.  We’ll contact the police and child services so they can start an investigation.”

      “Yeah.  Okay.”  Blane nodded his consent, but it wasn’t as though he knew what else to do.  Could he really be a father?

      A car honked outside.  Blane glanced out the window to see that the limo had pulled up.  Less than half an hour ago, he had been desperate to stay in bed.  Now, he wanted nothing more than to get to work and forget about reality for a while.  “Looks like my ride’s here.  You’ve got this, right?”  He reached for the door handle.

      “What?”  Courtney curled her free hand at her side.  “You’re kidding me, right?”

      He gestured helplessly toward the door.  “You said yourself that I’m already late.  I’ve gotta go.”

      As many times as he had seen Courtney angry with him, this took the cake.  She set the baby gently down in her basket before striding forward, putting her face only a few inches from his.  “Blane Vinson, you’ve got to be the most arrogant, self-centered, ignorant person I’ve ever worked for.”

      “But you already know what to do!” he protested.  “You were just standing here talking about contacting the police and everything.  How is it going to help if I’m here?”

      “Gee, I don’t know,” she fired back.  “It might simply be the fact that this is your child and you’re sticking me with the responsibility of caring for her.  That’s not in my contract, Blane.”

      He understood now.  “You’re right, and I’m sorry.  I wasn’t thinking.  I’ll double your salary, and you can be her nanny, too.  Or governess, or sitter, or whatever label you want to put on it.”

      The whites of her eyes were threatening, and he swore the tips of her nails were a little sharper than usual.  “You seriously think this is all about money?”

      “You can live right here in the house.  That’ll make both of your jobs easier, since you’re always having to come over here and drag me out of bed anyway.  It’ll just be temporary…until we figure out a better solution,” he pleaded.  Blane was feeling desperate.  He had to do something about this child, but he couldn’t possibly lose his assistant nor find a sitter in the next five minutes.  There was no one more capable than Courtney, and he knew it.  “Pick any room you want.  It’s not like I use them for anything anyway.”

      She opened her mouth to argue, and a shimmering line of scales had erupted along her cheekbones.  Holy shit, she really is mad.  But she folded her arms in front of her chest and glared at him.  “Double the salary?”

      “Double,” he confirmed.

      “All right.  Fine.  Now get your ass in that limo and get to work.  And if I find out that you’ve missed your dinner reservation, I will track you down and drag you there by your feet.”

      Blane couldn’t help but grin, even though he knew it was only going to piss her off more.  “I know you will.”  He trotted out the door before she could give the situation more thought and headed to work.
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      As soon as the door shut behind him, Courtney wondered if she was crazy.  There was barely enough time in the day to get her normal job done, and now she had to take care of a baby on top of it.  Nobody in their right mind would have accepted such a deal, but that promise of a double salary had done it for her.  Courtney didn’t like the fact that she had been persuaded by cash, but deep down, she knew it was so much more.  A higher salary meant she would be that much closer to quitting this job and getting to school like she wanted to.

      But then there was also that gorgeous round face that had looked up at her with such hope when she had scooped her off the porch.  The baby still gazed at her from the basket on the floor, and Courtney felt compelled to pick her up.  “Amanda,” she said softly as she balanced the baby’s weight in her arms and headed into the living room.  “That’s a lovely name.  And you’re such a darling.  How could anyone give you up?  More importantly, what am I going to do with you?”

      Courtney looked around.  The floor was covered in a lush, pale silver carpet, and the expensive furniture had been custom made.  A large porcelain vase sat on a glass coffee table, and several small statues and ornaments had been carefully placed throughout the room.  It was definitely not a child-friendly place.

      And of course, Amanda had no answers.  She simply looked up at Courtney with those giant blue eyes and made a small gurgling sound.

      “I suppose I should have told Blane that I don’t have any experience with kids before I agreed to work as his nanny, huh?”  Courtney was good at her job.  She was never afraid to make the phone calls needed or ask people for favors in Blane’s name.  She made sure he was taken care of, and she didn’t care how far she had to go or how hard she had to push to get it done.  But a baby?  Well, that was a completely different story.

      She picked up the phone and called the first number she could think of.  “Hey, Nikki.  It’s Courtney.”

      “What?  Seriously?” the voice on the other end asked.  “That’s weird.  I thought my best friend had died or something, because I haven’t heard from her in forever.”

      “I know.  I haven’t been very available.  My job makes it difficult to find time for myself.  But I need your help.”  She had known Nikki since junior high, and she didn’t know who else to call.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Courtney looked down at Amanda.  She didn’t want to tell anyone about this.  A celebrity like Blane having a child with some mysterious woman without knowing it, only to find the baby placed on his doorstep?  It was the kind of stuff the tabloids would go crazy for.  “You can’t tell anyone, okay?  Not anyone.”

      There was a moment of silence before Nikki responded.  “Okay, but you’re worrying me.”

      Courtney knew there had to be some way of phrasing the situation so that it didn’t sound as bad as it really was.  “I’ve found myself taking care of a baby, but I don’t know how to.”

      Another moment of silence, and then the line was filled with laughter.  “What is this, some kind of joke?  You stop showing up when I invite you out, you almost never answer my phone calls, and then you want my advice on babysitting?”

      “It’s not a joke,” Courtney said with a sigh.  “It’s complicated, and I don’t know who else to ask for help.”

      “Maybe someone who has kids?” Nikki suggested.  “I don’t know what to tell you, girl.  I’ve never so much as touched a diaper, and I’m not interested in learning.”

      Courtney swallowed a lump in her throat.  This wasn’t going well.  Her job had enabled her to meet numerous celebrities, including some big names that would make anyone jealous.  She’d actually sat next to Patrick Swayze at a charity dinner the week before.  But all the name-dropping in the world couldn’t make up for the fact that being a celebrity assistant had cut her off from the rest of the world.  Her childhood experiences had made it difficult to make friends in the first place, and now she had been alienated from the one person she thought the most likely to help her.

      “I guess you’re right,” she said quietly, swallowing the lump of fear in her throat.  “But I don’t really know anyone.”

      “Court, you work for Blane Vinson.  Have him pay some professional nanny to talk to you.  Hell, he could probably afford to buy a whole daycare if he wanted to.  Ask him for help.”

      But that was absolutely the last thing she could do.  Blane had already put this task on her, and he’d made it clear that he knew even less than she did.  Courtney suddenly wondered if he even wanted to have anything to do with the baby.  There had been so little time to talk about it all.  “Yeah.  I’ll do that.  Thanks.”

      “No problem!” Nikki replied, as though she had actually helped.  “Hey, a couple friends and I are heading to Bliss on Friday night if you want to join us.”

      Courtney had been to the popular hotspot on more than one occasion.  She had even met the owner, Jackson Casey.  But that was only because Blane had dragged her along, thinking he might need her for something, and it wasn’t as though she had truly enjoyed herself.  It had all just been part of the job, like everything else was.  “I’ll keep it in mind.”

      When she hung up, Courtney felt the backs of her eyes burning with tears.  She had no one to turn to.  Most women would be able to call their mothers for advice.  The situation was an odd one, but any mom would have been glad to help.  But the one person who might have been able to tell Courtney what to do was long gone.

      As she gazed down at this poor, abandoned baby in her arms, Courtney couldn’t help but think of her own childhood.  It had been a good one, at first.  Her parents were dedicated people who made sure they spent their extra time with Courtney.  They always had their dinners together; even if it wasn’t at the table, and her mother had spread a blanket in the backyard for a picnic, they spent time talking about their days and their dreams.  Their home was small but cozy, and it was full of love.

      But it was an idyll that couldn’t last forever.  Mr. and Mrs. Welsh were passionate people, and one of the subjects they were most invested in was dragon civil rights.  In that time, shifters weren’t always well-respected.  They were in the entertainment industry quite a bit, but as freaks, more than anything.  They were overworked, underpaid, and treated poorly.  The Welshes were fighting for the same opportunities humans had, and it was a constant battle.

      Once, Courtney had gone to one of the protest rallies with her parents.  She was only six, and she had been excited to see her mom and dad in action.  Courtney wanted to help; she even held her own protest sign as they stood in front of a tall building and called out synchronized chants with the other dragons.  Some of them even partially shifted to show they had a reason to be there.  Courtney had been fascinated.  She didn’t know many other dragons, and it had been exciting to see the wide array of colors, scale patterns, and spike arrangements.

      But things had quickly turned for the worse.  While some folks stopped by and showed their support, others shouted and threw things at them.  The man who owned the building sent his security team down, and it was then that the Welshes decided to grab their daughter and leave.  Courtney hadn’t wanted to go, curious to see what would happen next, but she was hurriedly put into the back of the car and hauled off.  She had never been allowed to go to another rally after that.

      This had upset her, but it was nothing compared to the pain she felt when her parents didn’t return from a protest one day.  Courtney had been left with a sitter, to keep her safe.  She didn’t enjoy going to the old lady’s house down the street; there were hardly any toys, and the woman would listen to boring radio programs.  Mrs. Hodgkins served things like crackers with liverwurst and hot tea for snacks, and Courtney was always anxious for her parents to return.

      On that fateful night, even as a young child, Courtney knew that her parents were running late.  They were always on time to pick her up.  If they told the sitter they’d be back by nine, they’d arrive ten minutes before.  But it was fifteen past, and then half an hour, and the grandfather clock in the living room only continued to tick the seconds away.

      Finally, the phone rang, and Courtney’s tiny shoulders had sagged with relief.  She was sure the rally had gone over, and they were calling to apologize to Mrs. Hodgkins and explain that they’d be there as soon as possible.

      But the old woman instantly took the phone into the next room, and Courtney tiptoed along behind her to catch the conversation.  “Are you sure?  Oh, no.  Oh, dear.  Oh, I can’t tell her.  I just can’t!  I’m not her relative or anything.  No, I don’t know any other family.  I only know—knew them.  Yes.  Yes.  All right.”

      Courtney had quickly darted back to the couch when Mrs. Hodgkins hung up.  Her heart pounded, wondering what was happening, but she didn’t want to get in trouble for eavesdropping.  Her parents encouraged her to be curious, but they wouldn’t have tolerated that.

      Mrs. Hodgkins had a wrinkled old face, but a few lines had somehow suddenly been added to it.  She touched her mouth gingerly with her hand, as though she couldn’t decide how to make it work, and slowly sank into her chair.  Her dark eyes darted to Courtney and then quickly away.  She said nothing.

      Courtney considered asking.  Her parents would have told her what was going on right away, but they weren’t like most adults; even at a young age, Courtney understood that.  She turned her gaze to the television, even though she wasn’t watching, and waited for Mrs. Hodgkins to be ready to talk to her.

      A knock at the door gave her renewed hope, but the two uniformed men on the threshold didn’t.  “You’ll have to come with us, Miss Welsh,” one of them said kindly.  He had a bald head and wrinkled eyes, and she could tell he was trying to be friendly.

      “What’s going on?  Where are Mommy and Daddy?” she insisted.  She hated the old plaid couch that Mrs. Hodgkins had, but she clung to it as though it were a life raft in a sea of confusion.  She didn’t know these men.  For all she knew, they were some of the bad people her parents had been fighting against. She had seen other men in uniform when she had been allowed to go to that one rally, and they didn’t seem to be the good guys.

      “Sweetheart, it’s kind of a long story.  I’m going to need you to come down to the station with us so we can talk about it.”  The bald man smiled at her.

      Courtney huddled against the back of the couch.  “No!  My house is just down the street!  I’ll walk there myself, but I’m not going with you!”

      Mrs. Hodgkins tried to interfere.  “Courtney, please trust me.  These men are trying to help you.”

      “No!”  She could feel exhaustion creeping in behind her eyes.  She wanted a hug from her parents, her cozy pajamas, and her warm bed.  But she wasn’t going to get it.

      And that night at the police station had only been the beginning of Courtney’s new life.

      “Oh, I’m sorry, sweet pea.”  She dabbed at her tear that had landed on Amanda’s arm.  “We’re going to figure this out, one way or another.  At the very least, you’ve got people who want to take care of you.  And we’re going to.”  Courtney knew that Blane had the finances to care for a baby, even if he had seemed terrified by the little squirming package on the doorstep.  Neither one of them probably knew all the details, but she would figure it out.

      Amanda watched her with big blue eyes.  Blane’s eyes.  Her little hands twisted together, the fingers twining.  Courtney wondered if the baby was really as worried as she looked.

      “Okay.  Nikki isn’t going to be any help, and I don’t have any family.  There must be someone else.  Who do I know who has children?  And who won’t go blabbing this to the media?”  Courtney knew it was inevitable, but it was best if they kept this baby under wraps for the moment.

      Amanda curled her little hands into fists, her face reddened, and she started to cry.  The noise pierced the silence of the living room, making Courtney nervous.

      “Sshh, little one.  We’ll figure it out.”  She bobbed the baby up and down in her arms, trying to remember what she had seen her mother do all those years ago when she used to babysit.  It was such a long time ago, though, and Courtney hadn’t paid much attention.  She couldn’t have imagined she’d need the information herself one day.

      The baby wasn’t convinced, fussing with more intensity.

      “Here’s an idea.  My mother used to sing me this song, and I always loved it.  Maybe you will, too.”  She wasn’t sure she could remember the lyrics, but “Kookaburra” had been one of Courtney’s favorites.  It was so silly sounding, and it was the best she could remember.  Her mother had to explain that a kookaburra was a cute little bird, and this had ended up involving a trip to the library so Courtney could see for herself.

      The song helped, but Courtney knew it wouldn’t last forever.  Eventually, this little thing would need to be fed, changed, and probably bathed.  “I definitely don’t have time to go out to Bliss with Nikki,” she told the baby.  “A nanny doesn’t get to spend her time in a nightclub.”

      A sudden thought hit her hard.  When she’d been to Bliss before, she had met Cathy, the wife of the club’s owner.  Cathy was raising her two step-children with Jackson.  She might know what to do.  Courtney instantly rushed to her briefcase for her address book.
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        * * *

      

      When the doorbell rang half an hour later, Courtney bustled to the door with the baby in her arms.  She had managed to change Amanda’s diaper—using one of Blane’s old t-shirts, for lack of a better option—but the baby still wasn’t very happy with her.

      Unfortunately, it was only the mailman.  He handed her the massive stack of mail, smiled with confusion at the child, and left.

      “I don’t think fan mail is going to help us very much,” she remarked as she closed the door.  She’d learned that she couldn’t set Amanda down unless she wanted to listen to her cry, so she took the post to the table to begin sorting through it.  There were several bills, which she set aside to forward to Blane’s accountant.  A few envelopes covered in hearts and stickers went into a separate stack for Blane to read later, if he cared to go through his fan mail at all.  Most of the time, there was too much of it to keep up with.  Courtney laid the stack of catalogs on the coffee table in case Blane wanted them, but she knew the housekeeper would be pitching them by the end of the week.

      Just as her mobile phone rang and Amanda began to cry all over again, the doorbell rang.  “Please be Cathy,” Courtney whispered to herself as she trotted across the room.

      And it was.  “I came as quickly as I could,” she said in her thick Irish accent.  Cathy instantly focused on the baby and scooped her out of Courtney’s arms, setting her against her chest and holding her expertly.  “Someone just left her on the doorstep?”

      “Yes.  I’m so sorry to have bothered you.  I just didn’t know who else to call.”

      “Don’t be silly,” Cathy assured her.  “This is a big deal, and I’m happy to help.   Did she come with any formula or anything?”

      Courtney’s arms, now free from the weight of the child, flapped helplessly in the air.  “No.  Nothing.  I wasn’t even sure what she needed.  But maybe you could help me make a list?  We can order anything and have it delivered here.”  She had considered this after she’d called Cathy, but she hadn’t been sure what she would need to get.

      Cathy’s brown eyes widened.  “Oh, my.  That’s going to be a lot of stuff.  She’ll need diapers, wipes, formula and bottles.”

      Since Cathy was the one holding the baby, Courtney quickly grabbed a pen and paper.  “Simple enough.”

      “Then of course there are clothes, blankets and socks.  Oh, and I don’t suppose you have any furniture for her?”

      “No, nothing like that.”

      “Okay.  You’ll need a crib and a changing table, at the very least.  A bassinet is nice so that you have a place to put her down other than her room, and a swing is always a good choice as well.”

      Courtney wrote furiously, not wanting to miss a thing.  Her phone had started ringing once again, and for the fifth time that day, she didn’t bother answering.  If it was someone important enough, they would call her back; she had bigger things to deal with.  But that wasn’t going to last forever.  Eventually, she would need to be able to juggle both jobs if she wanted the double salary Blane had promised her.  Setting the notepad down and looking forlornly at Cathy, she asked, “Is this always going to be so complicated?”

      The other woman smiled at her and patted her arm.  “Don’t worry.  You’ll be fine.  I’ll help you get started, and pretty soon you’ll realize that your instincts are taking over.”

      Courtney looked at the baby doubtfully.  She still wasn’t completely calm, but she seemed happy enough in Cathy’s arms.  “Why would they?  She isn’t even mine.”

      Cathy’s smile increased.  “Trust me, that doesn’t matter.  You’re just a little thrown off right now because you weren’t expecting her, but you’ll get the hang of it soon enough.  I’ll help you, and then you get the fun of teaching Blane.”

      “That’ll be interesting!” Courtney laughed, and it felt good.  Blane had practically run away from the baby, eager to dump his new problem on her.  Well, she would show him.  By the time he got home, she would have everything taken care of.
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      The movie set was chaotically busy.  Sound and camera men were checking and rechecking their equipment, pausing to adjust a wire or move a light.  Interns rushed back and forth, trying to keep up with the shouted demands of the celebrities.  Cameron, looking serious, was in a deep conversation with his assistant.

      Blane, however, sat calmly in his chair while a busty young woman finished his makeup.  This was the one aspect of being on the silver screen that he didn’t particularly enjoy, but he knew some sacrifices had to be made.  Besides, the makeup artists were usually gorgeous young women who were all too happy to flirt with him while they patted on a little powder and coiffed his hair.

      “Here you are, sir.”  A young intern who didn’t look old enough to be out of high school dashed forward with a cup of coffee.  She watched him for a moment, then backed away a few steps.  “Um, they said you’re on in five.”

      “Thanks.”  He gave her a smile, one he knew she’d be telling all her friends about for a few days, but it melted as soon as he took a sip of his coffee.  Blane swallowed it, but only barely.  “What the hell did you put in this?”

      The intern’s eyes got even wider, a feat he didn’t think was possible.  “Cream and sugar, sir.”

      “Only cream, no sugar!”  Blane corrected, shoving the cup back at her.

      She grabbed it with shaking hands.  “I’m so sorry!  I’ll get you a new one!”

      “Don’t bother.  I’ll get it myself,” he grumbled as he slid out of the makeup chair and ambled through the studio toward the set.  If Courtney were there, she would have gotten him a coffee immediately instead of making him wait around for it, and she would have made it exactly to his liking.  It was going to be a rough day without her.

      As he poured his own coffee, he thought about the incident at the house that morning.  How could I possibly have a child?  And who is the mother?  That was the question he really needed to know the answer to.  Dumping a kid on a doorstep?  Do people really still do that?

      Regardless, he knew Courtney would handle things; that’s how she’d been ever since he’d first hired her.  When the agency had sent her, Blane hadn’t been convinced she was the right person for the job.  She looked too nice, too innocent.  With those doe eyes of hers, Blane had known he would break her within a week and send her running for the hills.  And in some way, he had been proud of that thought.

      But Courtney had proven him wrong.  She had been up for any task he had given her, whether it involved a midnight run to the store because he wanted a Pepsi or a drive to the other side of the city to see how many people had lined up for his autograph signing.  He’d even asked her to track down his favorite imported beer, something he knew wasn’t available anywhere nearby.  Blane had expected her to come back to him in defeat, admitting she couldn’t get the job done, but instead, she had shown up with a six pack.

      “How did you find this?” he had asked in shock, gingerly taking the beer from her.

      Courtney had shrugged it off, giving him a confident smile.  “You can find anything if you know where to look.”

      Blane had later found out that when her search at local liquor stores had proved fruitless, she’d hopped on a plane and gone out of the state to retrieve it.  The task had cost a lot more than a few beers should have, but it impressed Blane enough that he’d decided to keep her on.

      And now, as he stirred just the right amount of creamer into his coffee, he knew he had made the right decision.  No one else would be able to handle a baby as well as a full-time job as a personal assistant.  By the time he made it home, she would have already handled everything.  Hell, she probably would have figured out that the whole baby thing was a huge mistake and got the child back to her real parents.

      “We’re ready for you,” someone said from his side.

      Blane set his cup down again regretfully.  He hadn’t had nearly enough caffeine, and he could only hope that it didn’t show through the camera.  Blane sauntered over to the set.  It had been arranged to look like a romantic restaurant, complete with candles in little red jars and waiters with extraordinary mustaches.  Cheesy, Blane thought, but the women in the audience will go nuts for it.

      He took his place at the table in the center, right across from a stunning woman with cascading waves of blonde hair.  Elizabeth Monroe was a hot item those days, and Blane knew that his name next to hers on the opening credits was going to draw massive crowds.  Her assistant was touching up her makeup, straightening her jewelry, and making sure her black dress sat on her shoulders perfectly.  “Okay, Jeannie.  That’s enough,” the actress snapped.  “I’ve had about enough of you fluttering around me all day.”

      But Jeannie wasn’t finished.  “Your earrings aren’t quite right.  Let me just fix those.”

      “I said get back!” Elizabeth insisted, her carefully sculpted eyebrows scrunching to the middle of her forehead.  Blane had heard that she had the temper of a dragon, even when she wasn’t in the form of one, and so far, that seemed to be true.  “It’s too early in the day for this bullshit!”

      The assistant gave up and retreated behind the cameras, anxiously awaiting her boss to call for her again.

      Blane watched her go, wondering if he treated Courtney the same way.  She kept his schedule organized, made sure all the bills were taken care of, and was available no matter what time of the day or night he called her.  All of this seemed normal, but she also came with him to any parties he had to attend, diving in to rescue him from some longwinded producer who wanted to drone on and on about the one time he went to India.  And she took it upon herself to make sure all of his parties went off without a hitch.

      And then, of course, there was the fact that she was willing to drag his drunk ass home from the boat, get him into bed, and still be there to get him up the next morning.  She had practically dressed him, and even though he could tell she was pissed about it, it was clear to Blane that she wanted to protect him and his career.  Maybe I need to do a little more for her than just double her salary.  But what?

      “Blane!”  Elizabeth’s angry eyebrows were now focused on him, and she snapped her perfectly manicured nails in his face.  “It’s your line, you know.”

      “Hmm?  Oh, sorry.  I’m not awake yet.”  Blane stumbled through his lines.  His character was supposed to be interested in the woman across the table from him, talking smoothly and trying to get her to agree to another date before the first one was even over yet.  But he wasn’t feeling it.

      “Cut!  Take five!” Cameron called.  He set down his clipboard and stepped up onto the set, waiting until Elizabeth has stalked off to her dressing room before he spoke.  “Blane, are you all right today?”

      “Sure, I’m fine.  Why?”

      Cameron was a talented producer.  He had been friends with Blane for quite some time, even before either of them had started making it big.  There were many nights that the two of them had gone out to Jackson’s clubs to watch Damien’s bands, and the four men were building quite the reputation in Hollywood.  “You just don’t really seem yourself this morning.  You always show up ready to work, but I don’t think your head is in it.”

      “I’ve got some stuff going on at home,” Blane admitted.  “But it’s not a big deal.  I just need a little more coffee, and I’ll be fine.”

      “If you say so.  I’d get right on it if I were you, because I’m pretty sure Tiffany Reed has had her eyes on you all morning.  Maybe you should go talk to her for a few minutes.  That’ll perk you up.”  He grinned at Blane and moved off to talk to the camera men.

      Blane scratched his chin.  Maybe Cameron was right.  A little coffee and a little flirtation would put him back to rights.  He headed over to where the actress was perusing the breakfast bar.  He didn’t need to sit there and dwell on Courtney and the baby.  “Hey.”

      “Hi there.”  Tiffany’s smile was dazzlingly white, and she looked hot in the teal satin dress she was wearing.  Her character was supposed to come interrupt the romantic dinner and ruin everything, but in reality, the roles should have been switched.  Tiffany was much nicer than Elizabeth could ever imagine being.  “I’m glad we’re finally getting to work together.”

      “Yeah, me, too.  You were great in that film you did with Mel Gibson.”  He smiled back, but his mind was already beginning to wander again.

      “Thanks.  I was really hoping to get a role in Aliens, though.  I wanted to do something a little more serious than just romantic comedies, you know?”

      “Sure.  I get it.”  Courtney had instinctively scooped the baby off the porch without hesitation.  Why hadn’t he done the same thing?  It was supposedly his child, after all.  And even though she seemed angry and a little scared, she looked almost natural with Amanda in her arms.  What was she doing at his house right now?  He imagined her holding Amanda in one arm and answering the phone with the other, looking like a working mom.

      “Blane?”

      “Oh, sorry.”  He shook his head, embarrassed.  This had to stop.

      He was saved from having to explain himself by a sudden shout from the other side of the set.  “Hey, you can’t be here!”

      A heavyset security guard was chasing down a young woman.  Beads of sweat stood out on his forehead as he did his best to keep up with her.

      The woman didn’t seem to care that she was being pursued.  Her bright red hair was stiff and frizzy, and her clothes were too big for her, making her truly stand out in the crowd of professionals.  A few of the sound guys stepped in front of her to stop her, but she dodged around them easily.  She held up her camera, screaming, “Blane!  Blane!  It’s really you!”

      “Excuse me for a minute,” Blane said to Tiffany.  He straightened his shirt and put on his best smile, preparing for a picture and autograph session.  Sure, the girl wasn’t supposed to be there, but if someone was going to be that determined to get to him, the least he could do was spend a minute with her before the security guards dragged her off the studio lot.  Besides, he was used to the paparazzi, and just because she wasn’t a professional photographer didn’t mean she wouldn’t continue to further his career.  He could easily see her pics showing up in one of the entertainment magazines, detailing what a nice guy he was.  Then he would have no problem landing the male lead for Mannequin, which he would be auditioning for in a few months, thanks to Courtney.

      Cameron ran up toward the fray, barking at the security guards.  “Get her out of here!  This is a closed set.”

      “It’s all right,” Blane tried to assure him.  He knew his friend wanted to keep this movie under wraps until it was ready to be released, but it would be good publicity.

      Unfortunately, the fan made it clear that this wasn’t going to be easy.  She launched herself at him, clutching at his shirt.  “Did you get my letters?” she screeched.  “I’ve been writing to you every day!”

      Blane took a step back.  “I, uh, I get a lot of letters.  But thank you.”

      The camera flashed in his face, and she was holding onto him so tightly, her fingers were starting to rip through the material of his shirt.  “But you had to have gotten mine!” she insisted.  “I mark each one with three little hearts, because I know we’re meant to be together!”

      Several more guards, alerted to the situation, had arrived on the set.  One of them grabbed the woman around the waist and tried to drag her away from Blane, but she wrapped her arms around his waist and refused to let go.  The jostling made her red hair fall off, crashing to the floor and revealing the brunette locks underneath it.  She had been wearing a wig, and now Blane understood why.

      “Kim, you’re not supposed to be here,” he said firmly.  “Let go. Now.”

      “But I can’t!” she protested.  “I’ve got to be close to you.”

      “And it’s this sort of behavior that got you booted from the fan club,” he reminded her.  Kimberly Dunn had been his biggest fan and the president of the Official Blane Vinson Fan Club back when he was only doing small roles.  She had been a part of what had made him famous, and he knew that.  But once he started getting big enough that every young woman in America knew his name, Kim had started acting out.  She showed up at every red carpet event, screaming his name and waving large signs.  When that wasn’t enough, she started showing up on sets and following his limo.  The incidents got a lot of media coverage, but it didn’t sit well with the other members of the club.  They had kicked her out, and rightfully so.  Things had been quiet for the last several months, but apparently, that was only because she had been building up to something bigger.

      “That never should have happened!” Kim screamed.  “You can’t let these people keep us apart!  It’s our destiny, Blane; we’re fated!”

      He rolled his eyes.  It was flattering that people wanted to meet him or even date him, but this was too much.  Blane tried to pull her arms off of him.  “Let go.”

      “I can’t!  Just give me a chance!”

      The guards yanked again, stumbling backwards as they finally pried her off of him with a loud rip of his shirt, and dragged her off the set.

      “Son of a bitch!” Cameron exclaimed.  “That’s the only shirt we have like that.  We’re going to have to reshoot everything with a different one.  Wardrobe!”

      Blane didn’t give a crap about the shirt or reshooting.  It made no difference to him, and he knew the footage they already had of the restaurant was probably no good anyway.  But as he watched his biggest fan get dragged kicking and screaming from the set, he knew he couldn’t risk letting this happen again.  Most people only gave him good exposure, but this woman wasn’t one of them.  He turned around, ready to tell Courtney to get a restraining order filed against Kim right away.

      But of course, she wasn’t there.  Had this been any other normal day, she would have been right behind him, anticipating his every need.  Hell, she probably would have already been getting the paperwork started.  As a matter of fact, she would have recognized Kim right away and stopped her from getting to Blane in the first place.  That was just how she was.
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      Courtney’s stomach growled as she sat down heavily on the couch.  It had been an exhausting day.  Even with Cathy’s help, she had barely been able to keep up with her new duties as nanny, and she knew that her other tasks were suffering for it.  There was a list of phone calls she had yet to return, and Courtney knew it was only going to grow.  She could only hope none of it was too terribly important, yet she knew almost everything in the entertainment industry carried a sense of urgency with it.

      Flicking on the radio and allowing herself a few minutes to relax before she got up and found herself something to eat in the kitchen, Courtney tipped her head back and closed her eyes.  “I Can’t Tell You Why” by the Eagles was playing, and she silently mouthed the words, trying to lose herself in the music.  It was something she had often done when she needed to get away from the real world, but it didn’t seem to be working.  The lyrics spoke to her of obligations, and that was an idea that had been heavy on her mind all day.

      At one point, Courtney had left the baby at the house with Cathy while she ran to her apartment to pack up a few things; she hadn’t been sure when she would get the chance otherwise.  It had felt freeing to be alone for a few minutes, even if she had still been juggling her mobile phone and a few suitcases.  And she hadn’t allowed herself to spend any extra time, feeling guilty already for having left Cathy with a responsibility like that.

      Amanda had been calm and happy by the time she returned.  A large delivery had come, and the baby finally had a full stomach and a fresh diaper.  Cathy had made it look easy, but she had started crying again as soon as Courtney took her.

      “It’ll be all right,” Cathy assured her when she finally left a few hours later.  “You two will get the hang of each other, and then you’ll wonder why it ever seemed hard.”

      But now, sitting on the couch and feeling the ache in every muscle, Courtney wasn’t convinced.  She could have left a hundred times.  She could have told Blane to deal with it himself, or at the very least, to hire an actual nanny.  But there was that sense of commitment that kept her there.  She just didn’t know exactly who it was she was so committed to.

      Just as she was about to drift off to sleep, the front door opened.  Blane stumbled in, looking just as tired as she did.  His eyelids drooped, his clothing was disheveled, and even his hair was disarrayed.  Blane loved the media and any attention he got when he was out and about, and he never left the house if he looked even a fraction short of perfect.

      Courtney instantly shot up off the couch.  “What happened?  Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine.”  He waved her off, but the slump of his shoulders told her he definitely wasn’t.  “It was just a really rough day.”

      “Is there anything I can do?”

      Blane gave a short laugh.  “You’re something else, you know that?”

      Courtney took a step back, unsure if she should be offended or not.  “What does that mean?”

      “I mean that I’m sure you’ve been busy here all day.  I don’t know anything about kids, but I know you can’t just set them in the corner and expect them to stay there.  No offense, but you look the way I feel.  And yet you still want to do something for me.”

      “Well, it’s my job, isn’t it?”  Courtney really was tired, but it was aggravating to hear he thought she might not be capable of doing her job.  If he needed something, then it was up to her to take care of it.

      Blane sat down on the couch, pushing off one shoe with the toe of another.  “Yeah, and I sure wish you had been there today to do it.  Do you remember Kimberly Dunn?”

      Now it was Courtney’s turn to laugh.  “How could I forget her?  She caused plenty of trouble.”  She caught her breath as she began to understand.  “Don’t tell me she had something to do with that ripped belt loop.”

      “What?”  Blane lifted his arm to look at the damage to his pants.  “Shit, I didn’t even see that.  Post-production is going to have a fit when they catch that.  And so will Elizabeth when we have to shoot that scene for the third time.”

      Courtney felt a familiar wave of impatience wash over her.  “Can you please just tell me what’s going on?”  She stood in front of him with her arms crossed in front of her chest, her jaw dropping a little more with each detail.  The song on the radio shifted to “Maneater” by Hall and Oates, which seemed only too appropriate.  “That’s crazy.”

      “You’re telling me.  She kept insisting that she’d sent me letters, too.  I haven’t paid any attention to the fan mail I’ve been getting lately, so I couldn’t say if that part was true or not.”

      “Probably so.”  Courtney fetched the stack she had set aside earlier that day, which seemed like forever ago by that point.  She flicked through a few of the envelopes, looking for the ones that met his description.  It had always boggled her mind that complete strangers could insist they were in love with a celebrity, yet she knew that was what most of these mailings contained.  Kim’s were just a little more obvious because of the way she decorated the envelopes.  Courtney handed them to Blane.

      He put his hands up and leaned away from the offering.  “Hell, no!  I’m not reading them or even touching them.  That woman is nuts.  You can burn them for all I care.”

      The thought was an intriguing one.  It would probably be very therapeutic for Courtney to slip out into the back yard and shift into her dragon form for a little while.  When was the last time she had walked on four legs instead of two?  She could let out a bit of fire, literally getting her load off her chest while she turned these letters into powdery ashes.

      But she had other things to do, so she set them on the coffee table for the moment.  “I just wish I’d been there.  I probably could have stopped her.”  It wouldn’t have been the first time she’d stepped between Blane and the public, serving as a small barrier between him and his adoring fans.

      He gave her a look with those dark blue eyes, one that she had seen plenty of times before.  “As I said yesterday, you’re not my bodyguard.”

      “I’m already your nanny,” she parried.  “What’s one more job?”

      “Yeah, I wanted to talk to you about that.”  Blane ran a hand through his hair, allowing it to stick up in a few places.  “I don’t think that’s going to work out.”

      Now Courtney was instantly offended.  “Excuse me?”

      “We’re going to have to find someone else to do that job.  I’m sure you can find someone with a decent reference, or maybe just contact an agency.”

      She took a few steps toward where he sat on the couch, feeling the need to defend her actions all day.  “I’ll have you know that I’ve worked my ass off taking care of that child!  I talked to the police, who want an interview with you at some point if you can fit it into your busy schedule, by the way.  They want you to do a paternity test, just to be sure.  I’ve washed and sanitized bottles, mixed formula, and changed more diapers than I had ever seen in my life.  In between all that, I’ve set up a crib, found a good pediatrician, and made an appointment for her for Monday.”

      “Whoa, hey.  Relax.”  Blane stood up and moved closer to her.

      “I will not relax!” Courtney insisted.  All the emotions she had felt all day were welling to the surface once again, and she wasn’t sure if she could keep herself together.  But she had to, because she was a professional.  Or at the very least, she had to try.  “It’s not as though there has been a single moment for me to relax all day, considering I’ve also been juggling phone calls from your agent, your accountant, your dry cleaner, your food delivery service, and everyone else that tries to get a hold of you throughout the day.  How dare you dismiss what I’ve been doing as something that can just be handed off to someone else?”

      Deep down, she knew she should have been relieved at the idea of not having to play babysitter anymore.  It was a lot of hard work, and it wasn’t something she was going to get used to any time soon.  Even though Amanda was in bed, the chances were good that she would be up again in the middle of the night.  It was beyond a full-time job, just like Blane was.  But Courtney simply couldn’t fathom giving her care over to a stranger.

      Blane’s face was soft as he looked down at her.  They were standing face to face now, and for a moment, Courtney allowed herself to understand why all those women went nuts for him.  He was giving her that tender look that he gave his co-stars onscreen, the one that made it look as though they were the only person on the planet.  But that was just an act, something he could turn on whenever it was convenient for him.  “I think I understand what’s going on here.”

      “You do?”  He couldn’t.  There was no possible way.  He had no idea that Amanda had sparked her own abandonment issues and made her once again think about all that she had been through as a child, even though she had done her best to push those thoughts out of her adult life and move on.  Her lips parted as she studied his face, blown away for a moment at the possibility that he was more sensitive than she had imagined.  A shiver ran down her spine, one that threatened to bring a few scales with it.

      “Of course.”  He touched her arm.  “We had already talked about you moving in here, and I’m sure that was a very enticing benefit for you.  You won’t have any room or board, and of course it makes your job as my assistant much easier.  So don’t worry about it.  You can still live here.  It’s not as though there isn’t plenty of room.”

      Her heart crumpled in on itself at the realization that this was all about money for him.  She shouldn’t have expected anything else from him.  “I see.”

      “It’ll be fine,” he assured her.  “I can tell you that I sure didn’t expect to have a child.  But once you get a real nanny in here, then it’ll all be better.  And of course, make sure you can get one who wants to be a live-in as well.  It wouldn’t make much sense to have my assistant living here but not a nanny.”  He rubbed his stomach and headed for the kitchen.  “Is there anything to eat?”

      Courtney resisted the urge to pick up the vase on the coffee table and chuck it at him.  He was so oblivious.  Her shoulders sagged.  She didn’t really expect him to understand; that wasn’t realistic.  But she wondered if all of his time on movie sets had made him forget what real life was actually like.

      “I don’t know.  I’m going to bed.”  Any other time, Courtney might have gone into the kitchen with him, unable to get any rest until she knew for certain that he didn’t need her anymore.  But there was no reason the man couldn’t make himself a damn sandwich, and she was too tired to even make one for herself.

      Upstairs, she cracked open the door at the end of the hall.  It had been a large and luxurious guest bedroom, completely decked out with dark wood furniture and its own private bath.  But the king-sized bed was unused, as the room’s occupant only took up a tiny corner of the space in a little white crib.

      Courtney crept across the lush carpet, careful not to make a sound as she checked on the tiny, sleeping form of Amanda.  She was a gorgeous little thing, with soft cheeks and the rosiest little lips Courtney had ever seen.  She might not have admitted it to anyone else, but despite the stress of everything, Courtney had been falling in love with her throughout the course of the day.  The child was a challenge unlike anything she had ever encountered before, but it wasn’t one Courtney was ready to give up on yet.

      Slipping to the room next door, a random one that Courtney had chosen as her own for the moment, Courtney washed her face and changed into her pajamas.  She was so tired, and she looked forward to slipping between the soft sheets.  But as soon as her head hit the pillow, her mind started reeling once again.

      Even though she knew Amanda was sleeping soundly, she couldn’t help but listen constantly for the baby to wake up and start crying again.  Her muscles were tense as she thought of it, knowing she would need to be ready to jump up at a moment’s notice.  Somehow, she had missed ordering a baby monitor, and that was on her list of things to be delivered the next day.  In fact, there were quite a few things still on that list.  Courtney didn’t like to think that the baby had anything less than what she needed, and she vowed to remedy that as soon as she got up in the morning.

      Courtney rolled over, pulling the blankets up and forcing her eyes shut.  She knew she needed her sleep, but it was as though the knowledge of that need was making her too anxious to sleep.  Pulling in a deep breath, she searched for some peaceful thought or fantasy that she could focus on.  Usually, this involved her finally going back to school.  She would excel in all of her classes and graduate with honors.  A prestigious law firm would be glad to take her on, and they would soon promote her to partner.  After that, there was nothing to stop her from starting her own firm.

      Instead, though, her mind insisted on reverting to the past, bringing up all those long, sleepless nights in various foster homes.  Someone had given up Amanda, missing out on the opportunity to be her mother.  Granted, she had left the child with the father, and it wasn’t as though the baby was going to be stuck in the system as Courtney had been.

      Still, she deeply felt a hole in her heart knowing she’d never have a family of her own.  Even if she eventually settled down, married and had children, she would always know that her parents weren’t around to share in her joys and sorrows.  She would never be able to call her mother in the middle of the night and ask for advice on how to get the baby through an illness.  Her father would never get to hold his grandchild and tell her how beautiful she was.

      A tear leaked through her eyelashes and soaked into the pillow.  Stop it, Courtney, she chastised herself.  You’re tougher than this, and it’s time to get over it.  She rolled to her other side and forced herself to sleep while she could.
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      Blane turned around to ask Courtney if she was going to make a sandwich as well, but she was already gone.  He had never known her to disappear that fast unless he’d sent her off on a mission, and he paused for a moment in the kitchen as he tried to absorb it.  “That baby must really have worn her out.”

      He pulled out sliced turkey, pepper jack cheese, a jar of mayo, and a bottle of mustard.  Not one to just have a simple sandwich, he also grabbed the lettuce, a tomato, and some pickles.  Piled on top of the artisan bread that Courtney always made sure to keep stocked in the pantry—even though Blane had no idea where she got it from—he had one hell of a sandwich in front of him.  He ate it quickly, knowing that he should get to bed as well.  It had been a long day, but it wasn’t long enough that he couldn’t sit down with a beer in front of the television for a moment.

      He settled into the leather sofa, looking forward to a little relaxation time.  The late-night news was on when he flicked on the set.  Blane was just about to change it when he realized they were talking about him.

      “The rumors have been spreading today about Blane Vinson,” said the reporter, a woman wearing too much red lipstick and shoulder pads that you could land a plane on.  “The rising star, most recently seen in Destiny of Hearts, was attacked on the set of his new movie today.”

      Somehow, someone had managed to get footage of the security guards dragging Kimberly Dunn out of the studio gates.  The station played this while the anchorwoman narrated.  “Here, you’re seeing the former president of the Blane Vinson Fan Club, who snuck onto the set of the movie and reportedly attacked the actor.”

      Blane ran his hands down over his face.  “What the hell?” he mumbled.  “Do these people just follow me around all the time or something?”

      “This comes on the heels of the news that Mr. Vinson has a child,” the reporter added, confirming his fears.  “The details aren’t known just yet, but stay tuned.  Channel Eight news will bring them to you just as soon as they become available.”

      “Shit.”  Blane turned off the television and downed the rest of his beer.  He couldn’t sneeze without the entire country handing him a tissue.  Most of the time, it was fine.  He didn’t care if his fans were talking about what actress he had gone on a date with or that he had a different haircut.  Somehow, though, this was different.  It gave him an unsettled feeling in the pit of his stomach that he didn’t like.

      For a moment, Blane considered going for a flight.  It wouldn’t be so hard to go upstairs and spread his wings on the balcony.  If he went high enough, he could avoid most of the lights of the city.  Blane had been very careful not to let anyone see him in his dragon form. There were some actors who were willing to do that for a little bit of pay, thinking it would jumpstart their careers.  But Blane knew that acting while shifted was about the same as doing porn.  If you did it once, it would haunt you for the rest of your career.  Morphing into a dragon was a very intimate thing, and he didn’t need footage of that all over the news.  Especially not right now.

      Just as he was about to go into the kitchen for a second beer, Blane heard an odd noise from somewhere in the house.  He paused, trying to decipher what it was until he realized it was the baby.  Instinctively, Blane jogged up the stairs, moving down the hall until he located the door that the crying was coming from.  His hearing was excellent, even while wearing his human shape, and it only took a moment.

      Opening the door, Blane was surprised to see that a crib had been set up in the corner.  It looked odd there amidst the expensive furniture some decorator he’d hired had brought in.  Without turning on the light, Blane crossed the room and lifted the baby out of her tiny bed.

      “Hi, there,” he whispered awkwardly.  “I’m sorry about earlier.  I didn’t know what to do.  But it sounds like Courtney has been taking care of you.”

      Her bright eyes shining even in the darkness, Amanda settled into his arms and calmed somewhat.  She still fidgeted restlessly, though.

      “You’ve been lucky up until this point.  Courtney knows how to do everything.  Me, on the other hand?  I don’t know jack.”  Blane considered finding his assistant and getting her back up.  He sure didn’t know what to do with the baby, after all.  But having to manage on his own that day had made him think a lot about what she did for him.  He could at least give it a try.

      Blane carried Amanda downstairs.  “It’s too bad you’re not old enough to eat turkey sandwiches.  I’m good at making those.”  He headed back into the kitchen, all thoughts of that second beer disappearing.
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      It was after noon when Blane awoke.  His neck hurt from being at such an awkward angle on the couch, and his feet were cold.  He pulled a chenille afghan down from the back of the couch, rearranged the throw pillow, and attempted to get back to sleep.

      But the banging and heavy footsteps coming from upstairs weren’t going to let him slip back to dreamland anytime soon.  He sat up and rubbed his eyes as Courtney came flying down the staircase, her hair a tangled mess.  “Blane!” she yelled.  “The baby’s gone!”

      “What?”  he squinted, his eyelids heavy and sore from a lack of quality sleep.  “Oh, no she’s not.”

      “I just checked her room,” Courtney insisted, pushing her thick locks back with one hand.  “She’s not in her crib, and it’s not like she could have just rolled out.  I looked through the whole room, just in case, but she isn’t there!”

      The panic on Courtney’s face was pitiful, especially since Blane knew the truth.  It was enhanced by the fact that she wasn’t wearing any makeup.  Blane had never seen her without it before, and he noticed the natural, dewy glow of her skin.  “She’s fine.  She’s right there.”  He pointed across the room, almost behind where Courtney stood, to a bassinet decorated in white eyelet lace.  “And you might want to keep it down.  She’s finally getting a good nap in.”

      Courtney turned around and slowly walked toward the bassinet, peering inside with wonder.  Her dark eyes turned to Blane, and then back to the baby.  “You got her up?”

      “Well, she got me up, to be honest.  But yeah, we’ve been hanging out today.”  Blane had managed to slip upstairs long enough to change into an old t-shirt and some sweatpants, so at least he could be comfortable while he caught a few catnaps on the couch.  Other than that, it had been all about Amanda.

      He crossed the room to look down at her.  She was sleeping so peacefully, with no indication of the howling wails she could send up when she was upset.  It still mystified him that he could have a child, but the sharp spikes that had erupted from Amanda’s forehead when she had been particularly angry at about three in the morning told him that she was definitely his.

      “And what about this?”  Courtney fingered the frothy lace of the bassinet.  “I didn’t order this.  I was going to get one today.”

      “I had it delivered this morning,” Blane explained, still not taking his eyes off the child.  “I got a few other things, too.  I found the diapers and wipes and all the bottles, but I also got some blankets and burp cloths.  And a car seat.”  He thought about it for a moment, trying to remember what else he had done, but the lack of sleep was clouding his mind.  “And I know it’s a little early, but I got a high chair, too.”

      Courtney’s pink lips were open in awe, and she continued to look from him to the baby and back again.  “Really?  You did all that?”

      Blane shrugged.  “Sure.  Why not?  It needed to be done.”  When Amanda had arrived on the doorstep the day before, he hadn’t known the first thing to do.  But once he had been left alone with her—or at least he might as well have been, since Courtney was asleep—he had realized that he had to step up and do something.  “Calling and ordering things isn’t all that hard.  I imagine it’s a lot easier than if I had to actually take her to the store with me.”

      Courtney nodded, but then her eyes widened as they landed on the clock on the wall.  “It’s almost two in the afternoon!  You were supposed to be on the set hours ago!”

      Blane laughed.  He couldn’t help himself.

      The dark look she shot him told him that she didn’t get the humor.  “This isn’t funny, Blane!  It’s serious!”

      “Okay,” he admitted, trying to settle himself down.  But he started laughing all over again.  “I’m sorry, I’m sorry!  You look like you want to hit me, and I don’t blame you.  But you’ve got to admit it’s at least a little bit funny.  You’re always the organized one.  You’re always the one dragging me out of bed and shoving me out the door.  But here you are at two in the afternoon in your pajamas, wondering where the baby is and trying to figure out where the new furniture came from.  It’s a nice change of pace, if you ask me.”

      Shocked, Courtney looked down at herself.  The silk camisole clung closely to her breasts and exposed the last inch of her flat stomach before the waistband of the matching tap shorts began.  The outfit was no doubt comfortable to sleep in, but it didn’t leave much to the imagination.  Her face reddened perceptibly.  “I, um, I just grabbed what was clean at home…”

      “Don’t worry about it.  Hell, go back to bed if you want to.  I’ve got this.  I think I might go make some eggs while she’s asleep.  Of course, she’ll probably wake up while I’m in the middle of it, but then I guess I’ll just teach her how to cook.”  He smiled, surprised that he liked the idea of teaching something to a small child.  Amanda was too young to actually learn any skills like that yet, but he was finding that his fatherly instincts were kicking in.  They were also a lot stronger than he ever could have imagined.

      “You don’t need to do that.  You’ve got to get dressed and get to work.  I’ve got everything covered.”  Courtney tried to push past him to the kitchen.  “I’ll get some coffee going for you.  I’m so sorry I slept in.”

      Blane laid a hand on her arm, turning her around.  With the sight of her face flushed and her hair wild, his inner dragon shot a wave of heat through his core.  “Courtney, you slept in because I could tell you needed it.  I tried to wake you up earlier, when I couldn’t find any socks for her and her feet seemed cold.  But you were dead to the world, and I knew you’d already had a busy day.  I took your phone, and I unplugged the alarm clock.”

      What he didn’t say was that as she slept, he’d never seen her face looking so serene.  In the two years she’d been working for him, Blane hadn’t seen Courtney do anything but work. She was either on the phone or running an errand, tracking down the right pair of pants that Blane needed for a movie premier or making arrangements for a new gardener when the former one retired.  It showed him a new side of her, one that he thought had probably been hidden for far too long.  What was the real Courtney like?  Not the one that was a celebrity assistant, but the one with her own dreams and interests?  But then Blane realized he’d stood over her bed for far too long, and he shouldn’t have been in there in the first place.  He made sure she wouldn’t be disturbed and left, ready to face the day on his own.

      But the peaceful Courtney was nowhere to be found that afternoon.  Her hands balled into fists at her sides, and she no longer seemed to care that she was so scantily clad in front of him.  Her jaw hardened as she looked up at him.  “You what?”

      “It’s okay,” he assured her.  “I’ve already called Cameron and everything.  They’re just going to shoot some different scenes today.  It changes up his schedule a little bit, but he can make a few adjustments for his star.”  She shot daggers at him and took a deep breath.  “Don’t look at me like that!” he pleaded.  “Everyone needs a sick day every now and then.”

      Courtney’s gaze was murderous.  “How dare you stop me from doing my job?  Every single day, it’s been up to me to make sure things are taken care of for you.  I do everything.  Who gave you the right to say I just don’t have to do it today?”  Her chest heaved under the thin layer of silk.

      Blane forced his eyes to stay level with hers.  He hadn’t thought it would be a big deal to have her living there in his house, but already, he was questioning that decision.  She was so warm and so close, and the way her breasts pushed against the delicate fabric made it difficult for him to concentrate on the matter at hand.  “Why are you so pissed?  I would have thought you’d be happy.  You got to sleep in for a change instead of dragging my ass out of bed and pushing me out the door.”

      “Because that’s my job!” she gritted out through her teeth.  She took a step forward and poked him in the chest.  “You don’t get to make decisions for me.”

      Blane had been in a pretty good mood, despite the fact he’d only gotten a few scattered hours of sleep.  He had been proud of himself for taking at least some part in Amanda’s life, even though he had yet to figure out who the mother was.  But that good mood had quickly dissipated into something else.  “Okay. First of all, don’t do that.”

      “What?  This?”  She poked him in the chest again.  “You think you’re so special because you changed a diaper or picked out a car seat?  Well good for you, Blane Vinson, but you don’t have to go acting like you’re God’s greatest gift to fatherhood.  Oh no, I’m sorry.  That’s what you do.  You act.”

      “I said stop that.”  Blane felt a deep heat forming in the pit of his chest again, a coal that threatened to turn into a flame.  “I’m not acting like anything.  I thought I was being nice.”

      “Then don’t do it again.  You suck at it.”  She poked him again, a little harder this time.

      Blane grabbed her hand, holding it hard in his own.  She tried to pull back, but he wouldn’t let her have it.  If she poked him once more, he was really going to get pissed.  “I asked you to stop, and I suggest you do.  This isn’t like you, Courtney.  Now cut it out.  You’re going to wake up the baby.”

      Courtney yanked her hand away, and this time he let her go.  “How the hell does a guy like you know how to take care of a baby, anyway?” she spat.

      Before he knew what he was doing, Blane charged at her.  He had her pinned against the wall in a split second, although his hands were spread against the drywall near her shoulders.  His face was only an inch away from hers, close enough that he could feel the growl that she emitted from her throat.  “Don’t you dare talk to me like that!   She’s my daughter, isn’t she?  Don’t I have a right to spend some time with her?  Or are you just pissed off because I asked you to hire someone else to be the nanny, and you want to keep that double salary I promised you?”

      Her eyes narrowed.  “It’s always about the money with you, isn’t it?”

      The growling in the room had gotten louder, deeper, and Blane realized it was coming from him.  He didn’t know if he should kick her out of the house, or throw her over his shoulder and take her upstairs.  She was bringing out emotions in him that made him uncomfortable, and he didn’t know how to control them.  “I don’t give two shits about the money.  I’ve got enough of it to hire an entire team to take care of Amanda if I need to.  But honestly, I’m not sure there’s enough money in the world to figure you out right now.”

      Courtney’s eyes glistened.  Were those tears?  No, that couldn’t be.  That wasn’t fair.  She had provoked him, and now she was going to make him feel like the asshole.

      “I just don’t get it.”  Courtney swallowed and looked away from him for a moment.

      “What?”  That downturn of her eyes had been brief, but it was enough to show that he was winning.  Blane wasn’t sure he wanted to win this way.  If they had been living in a clan of dragons as the shifters had in the old days, then he would definitely be the dominant one right now.  But that wasn’t what he was trying to do, and it only frustrated him more.

      “I worked my absolute ass off yesterday.  I even called Cathy over here to help me.  And then as soon as you come home, you just decide that I’m not worthy of taking care of her.  Then you top it all off by acting like it’s just natural.  I have a hard time believing for one second that a self-centered man like you knows shit about kids.”  She gave him a stubborn look.

      Blane shoved himself away from the wall and turned around before he did something he regretted.  He crossed the room and picked up a book from the end table.  “Guess what?  There are books on these sorts of things, or would it surprise you that I know how to read?  This Dr. Spock guy has been pretty helpful.  You can read it for yourself if you’d like.”  He chucked the volume onto the sofa and stomped up the stairs toward his room.  “I’m going to work.”

      “But you said you weren’t going in today!” Courtney argued.

      Blane paused on the staircase.  What did she want from him?  He wasn’t allowed to stay home, but she didn’t want him to leave, either.  “They’ll just have to deal with me.  At least then you won’t have to,” he retorted.

      It was going to be another long day.
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      When Blane was safely behind his bedroom door, Courtney dragged herself up the stairs to get dressed.  Her body and mind were in turmoil over their encounter, and she couldn’t quite make sense of it.

      As she pulled a blouse and a pair of slacks out of her suitcase—not yet having had the time to hang anything in the closet—she thought back on all her experiences with Blane.  The man was barely able to take care of himself, and it didn’t follow that he would just instantly be able to take care of a baby.  Most guys she knew probably wouldn’t even do well around a child that could feed itself and use the bathroom.  Had he always just been lazy before because he knew she would take care of everything for him?  She didn’t like that idea.

      But admittedly, Courtney also couldn’t quite explain why she was so angry at him for stepping up.  She should be happy that he wasn’t actually leaving the entire burden on her, as she had expected.  Blane’s talent for baby care had been flabbergasting and a little disconcerting, though.  Maybe Courtney was just too possessive over a child that wasn’t even hers.  She blamed her inner dragon as she brushed her hair into a quick ponytail that wouldn’t get in the way of Amanda’s spitup.

      She paused while putting on her shoes as she heard Blane’s bedroom door open and close, her body tensing.  Courtney had never been as close to a full-on shift near Blane as she had been when he’d held her against the wall.  He hadn’t even pushed her; their bodies had simply moved in unison until there was no place else to go.  Her cheeks heated as she finished with her shoes, remembering the way it had felt to be so close to him.  He was a handsome man, and Courtney had known that even before she had begun working for him.  Most celebrities were, and it was part of her job to ignore that.  But when their bodies were so close, feeling the heat from his chest wrapping around hers, it was a much harder task.

      His footsteps moved down the stairs.  Courtney wondered for a moment if he had already arranged for his driver to take him to the set, and she automatically thought she needed to do that for him.  But no, he had already shown her that he could be responsible when he wanted to be.  It was her services that had allowed him to be so lazy in the past, and if he wanted to be stubbornly independent all of a sudden, then that was up to him.

      Peeking out into the hall, Courtney made her way back downstairs once she knew the coast was clear.  Amanda was still asleep in her bassinet, completely ignorant of the tension between her father and her makeshift nanny.  The baby squirmed and stretched, her eyes slowly opening.

      “Hello, sweetheart.”  All of the venom in her voice had vanished, and she picked up that soft, warm body and held it in her arms.  “Maybe your daddy’s not completely wrong.  I feel like I should be the one to take care of you, but don’t tell him that.  It’ll take some time to find a new nanny anyway, right?”

      Having already gotten a very late start on the day, Courtney knew she had a lot of lost time to make up for.  She had phone calls to make and errands to run, but she was determined not to call Cathy unless she absolutely needed her.  She would get it done, and she would be fine.  Then, when Blane came home, it would be his turn to be impressed by how much she had done.

      The universe seemed to have other plans for her, though.  In an effort to hold both a fussy Amanda and the bottle that the baby wanted so desperately, Courtney managed to drop the bottle, sending it to the kitchen floor with a crash.  The mess lay there for several minutes while she made a new bottle and fed the little girl, only getting cleaned up once the child had settled down a bit.  Courtney made the mistake of finding her phone where Blane had hidden it in a drawer in the living room, and of course it began ringing constantly as soon as she turned it on.  Some of the phone calls were from reporters trying to confirm the rumors of Blane’s child, and Courtney hung up before they had a chance to hear Amanda fussing.  Most of the calls were legitimate, though, and she had to take them.  It wasn’t professional to have a crying baby in the background while she spoke to directors, tailors and the manager of the marina, so she learned to keep the baby swing going with her foot while she jotted down notes.

      Out of curiosity, Courtney attempted to pick up Blane’s copy of Baby and Child Care.  She only managed to read the first page or two before the phone rang again, and then Amanda needed her before she could return to it.  The book stayed in its place on the end table for the rest of the day.

      Shortly before dinner, the house was too quiet.  Courtney was used to the hustle and bustle of her normal life, but the phone calls had stopped coming and Amanda was quietly sitting in her swing for the moment.  It was nice, but it was almost too peaceful.  Courtney flipped on the radio and turned the volume down.  Fortunately, they weren’t talking about Blane on the news for a change, something that she’d had to avoid all day.  Toto’s “Africa” was playing, a song that she had always liked.  She sang it softly to the baby, delighting in the way Amanda smiled at her when she got a little silly with it.

      “How old are you, sweetie?” Courtney mused when she was done.  “I just realized that I don’t even know your birthday.  I hope the police can find your mother.  Even if she doesn’t want you anymore, it’s clear that Blane does.  He ought to at least know how old you are.”

      Amanda cooed an unintelligible answer, and a heavy pounding sounded from the front of the house.

      The baby jumped, and so did Courtney.  She checked that Amanda was safely strapped in as she rose to her feet, intuitively not liking the sound.  “You stay right here, honey.  I’ll go see what this is all about.”

      The sun was just beginning to go down, but as Courtney came into the foyer, she could see a figure pressed up against the glass front door.  The knocking sounded again, desperate this time.  “Blane?” a muffled voice called.  “Open up!  I need to talk to you!”

      Only a few people had the code that would get them through the gate at the end of the driveway, like the mailman and Blane’s sister.  Whoever this was either had the approval to be there or had climbed the fence.  It was a woman; she could tell that much by the voice.  “Who is it?” Courtney barked.

      “I’m the mother of Blane’s baby!” the stranger replied.  “Please let me in so I can see her!”

      Courtney froze for a second, her heart crashing down to her feet.  She had been the one to start the investigation, thinking they needed to know the other half of Amanda’s parentage.  But she had never expected the mother to just show up at the front door.  She couldn’t exactly tell her to go away now that she was there.  Courtney unlocked the door and opened it, but instantly regretted her actions.

      The woman on the doorstep was none other than Kimberly Dunn.  Her brown hair had been pulled back in a tight braid, and her eyes were wild as she tried to shove her way through the door.  Courtney blocked her, shoving her backwards.  The fan stumbled, but didn’t give up, charging once again.

      “You’ve got to let me in!” she screeched.  “I’ve got to talk to Blane!  I’m the mother of his baby!”

      “If that’s true, then I suggest you get the fuck out of here before I kill you,” Courtney growled.  She had a hard time believing that Blane would stoop so low as to sleep with someone like Kim, but she had made a point not to keep track of his conquests.  “Anyone who just dumps a child on someone else’s porch doesn’t deserve to live!”

      “Who are you?  His bodyguard?” Kim challenged.  She barreled forward again.

      This was not going well, and Courtney knew from past encounters that this woman didn’t give up easily.  Kim was strong, and she nearly had Courtney back over the threshold.

      With a shudder, Courtney let her body go.  This wasn’t the place to shift fully, but she allowed a long and muscled tail to finally release.  Courtney used it as a brace as Kim lunged at her, swinging it out to shove her out the door as soon as she had her balance.

      Surprised, Kim fell backwards, hitting the concrete with a thump.

      Courtney slammed the door and locked it, grabbing the phone on the hall table, and immediately dialed the cops.  “She’s a shifter, so you might want to bring your specialists.”  It was well-known that dragons were far stronger than normal humans, and the last thing Courtney wanted to see was a group of unsuspecting officers slayed on the front lawn.

      They showed up quickly, as they did any time they were needed at a celebrity home, and Kim was soon escorted off the premises in handcuffs.  Courtney knew she must have given up to be taken away so easily, and a bubble of anxiety took up residence between Courtney’s lungs.  This was the second time in as many days that Kim had shown up.  Will she be back?  At least she wouldn’t be while the police dealt with her, and that had to be good enough for now.

      A few hours later, Courtney took Amanda upstairs and lay her in her crib.  The baby had already been falling asleep in her arms, her breath warm on the side of Courtney’s neck.  “I’m so sorry, little one,” she whispered as she tucked her in.  “If that crazy woman really is your mother, then I’m sure Blane will do everything he can to keep you safe from her.  And I’m also sorry that you’ve been stuck with an incompetent nanny like me.”  The day had gone much better than the previous one, but Courtney still wasn’t sure she was capable of handling this task full-time.  She and Blane made quite the odd couple, and if their argument earlier in the day was any indicator, Courtney would be fired before the week was out.

      As she softly closed Amanda’s bedroom door behind her, Courtney heard the front door.  She paused, bracing herself for another attack from Kim.  But she could tell merely by the footsteps that it was Blane.  She had come to know everything about him, including the way he walked.  Well, she had thought she had known everything until that day, when he had shown her that he somehow knew how to babysit.

      Okay, you can do this, she encouraged herself.  Courtney had gone over her apology in her head several times over the course of the day.  She had lashed out at him because she had been scared and bewildered, and she shouldn’t have taken that out on him.  Courtney felt she deserved an apology as well, but Blane was her boss.  She knew he would do as little as he could get away with.  And Courtney needed this job.  It would be much harder to start over with someone new.  She steeled herself, reciting her atonement in her mind once again.

      He was waiting for her at the bottom of the stairs.  Her heart jumped when she saw him, ready for the verbal onslaught that she probably deserved.  But his face was soft, even sheepish.  He held up a large brown paper sack.  “I brought dinner, if you haven’t eaten yet.”

      “I haven’t.”  She paused partway down.  “Look, Blane, I’m sorry that I—”

      “No, I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to make you feel like you weren’t needed, and I can understand why my actions threw you off so much.”

      Courtney came down two more steps.  “I overreacted.”  It seemed there was more she should say, but she couldn’t quite come up with the words.  She had been expecting to have to track him down and make him listen to her, but he was just standing there waiting for her to accept his apology.

      “We both did.  I think this whole baby thing has been harder on both of us than we’d like to admit.  That’s why I also brought some wine.  I thought we could use it.”  He held up his other hand, showing her the bottle.

      She smiled despite herself and came the rest of the way down the stairs.  “I’ll get a couple of glasses.”

      As they laid everything out on the dining table, Courtney remembered there was something very important she needed to tell him.  “Kimberly Dunn showed up today, and she tried to get in the house.  I stopped her, but I had to call the cops to come and get her.  She wasn’t going to just give up.”

      Blane paused, a Styrofoam container in his hands.  “Shit.  You’re kidding me.”

      “I wish I was.  Clearly, she doesn’t care about a restraining order.  The fence and the gate didn’t do anything to stop her, either.  Unfortunately, the fact that she was here wasn’t as crazy as why she was here.”  Courtney focused on the dark red liquid as she filled one glass, and then a second one.  It would have been nice if she could have left this part out, but it was important that Blane knew.  “She says that she’s Amanda’s mother.”

      “You’re kidding me, right?”

      The levity in his voice was unexpected, and Courtney turned to look at him.  “I wish.”

      “Don’t worry about it.”  Blane continued to empty the paper bag.  “She’s nuts, and even though I don’t know who Amanda’s mom is, it’s definitely not her.  Trust me, I would remember.”

      They both had to laugh at that, and Courtney brought the glasses to the table.  “Well, I have to be honest; I was hoping you had better taste than that.  Oh, this is good wine.”

      “I figured we deserve it.  We’ll get this all figured out, and everything will feel normal again soon.”  He handed her a container.

      Courtney opened it to find chicken marsala and green beans.  It looked delicious, but there were more things she needed to say before she could work up enough appetite to enjoy it.  She’d thought long and hard about her actions, and if they were going to continue to work together, then they needed to be honest with each other.  “I hope you’re right.  The truth is, I was kind of offended when you said you wanted someone else to be the nanny.  I had tried really hard, and it made me feel as though I had already failed.”

      He stabbed a bite of green beans with his fork.  “I’m sorry about that.  I didn’t mean it that way.  At that point, I didn’t even know how well you had or hadn’t done.  I just knew that I had needed you on the set.  It was selfish of me.”  Blane chewed thoughtfully for a moment.  “And if we’re being candid, I was offended when you didn’t think I’d know anything about kids.”

      Courtney shook her head, ashamed of herself.  “I didn’t really mean that.  I was frustrated that it all looked so easy for you, and I lashed out.”

      Blane leaned back in his chair.  “You probably don’t know this, but I took care of Jane a lot when she was little.  My mom worked all the time, so we did what we had to do.  I didn’t really appreciate having to do it at the time, but I guess the experience was kind of good for me.”

      “And what about your dad?”  She realized after she asked that she probably shouldn’t have, but it was already out there.

      He’d had a reflective smile on his face as he’d spoken of caring for Jane, but it melted into something else.  “My dad wasn’t really in the picture,” he replied roughly, setting his fork down and picking up his wine.  “He left when I was pretty young.”

      Courtney looked away, not wanting to intrude on his past.  “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be.  It was no great loss.  He hadn’t been around a lot to begin with, but then he decided to leave with another woman.  She was a shifter, too, and Dad joined her clan and everything.”

      This made her look back up again.  “Really?  I didn’t know anyone did that anymore.”  The idea of living in clans was something that she’d heard of only as an old-fashioned idea, back before shifters were accepted in human society and had even risen to the upper echelons of it.

      Blane shrugged.  “You’ve got to remember that this was twenty years ago.  It was already becoming outdated, but there were still plenty of groups who wanted to stick together.  Dad never even came back to visit us, because he didn’t want to risk getting thrown out of his new clan.  At least, that’s the way I understood it.  He said they were soulmates or some bullshit like that.  There’s no telling how much of that was truth and how much is fiction.  Either way, I mostly grew up without him around.”

      Courtney felt terrible that this had all been brought up.  “I really am sorry.”

      “Please, don’t be.  I don’t need anyone feeling sorry for me.  I’ve done well for myself, better than I ever could have imagined, and now Jane has, too.  It’s worked out for the best.  But I do think having Amanda in my life has grounded me a lot.  She was the kick in the pants I needed to remember what it’s like to be a real person and not just a celebrity douchebag.  It’s no wonder you’re frustrated after spending two years treating me like a child, and then I suddenly stepped up and started doing things.”

      She laughed a little.  “It’s all right.  It’s not like any of us are perfect.”

      “Sure you are.”  He was poking at his chicken again, sliding the mushrooms off to the side.  “You know how to do everything.  You never drop the ball.  You never forget anything, even when you have a list of a hundred things to do.  You’re the only person I know who cares more about making sure everyone else is taken care of than taking care of herself.  I’m sure that if I hadn’t come into your room to take your phone and turned off the alarm, you would have been up with the sun this morning.”

      Courtney frowned.  It was a fair assessment of her, but she wasn’t sure it was one she liked.  “I try too hard,” she said, suddenly feeling a great urge to tell him everything she had ever experienced.  He was her boss, and their relationship had no business going anywhere past her doing the tasks that he asked of her, but she knew in that moment she just had to say it all.  “I can’t help it.  My parents died when I was really young.  I didn’t have any siblings, so I just had to make it on my own.  I went through numerous foster homes, and none of them were very good.  They were just making money off of me until they had a child of their own or had a better opportunity come along.”

      “I think we need more wine.”  Blane retrieved the bottle of wine from the sidebar.  “Sounds like neither one of us had the most picturesque childhoods.”

      “I guess not.  And yet we’ve turned into pretty different people.”  Courtney had never really associated her childhood with the way she was as an adult.  She had always tried to push those memories away, and it was strange to not only have them at the forefront of her mind, but laid out in front of someone else.

      Blane shook his head and sat in the chair next to her instead of taking his seat across the table.  “I don’t think that’s completely true.  We have different personalities, but the whole reason we fought this morning was because we were each so fired up about doing our part to take care of that little girl upstairs.  I don’t think that’s so terrible.”

      He was too close.  Courtney could see every little detail about his face, even the slight imperfections the makeup artists always covered up. He was a good-looking man, but more so in person than on the screen.  She studied the scar near his lip from when he’d had one too many on his yacht and fell overboard.  The other partygoers had simply watched, but Courtney had gone in after him.  “You know, I’ve never told anyone else about all of that.  I mean, most of the kids I went to school with knew I was an orphan, but I didn’t talk about it.”

      When her eyes flicked back up to his, she saw that he was watching her lips as well.  “I understand.  Courtney, you’re the only person in the world I trust.  My mom is long gone.  Obviously, I’m not interested in talking to my father.  Jane’s great, but she’s busy with her own life.  I hated being out there in the world without you the last two days.  I need you in ways I can’t even begin to understand.”  His eyes drifted back up to hers, that dark, piercing blue gaze that shot straight to her soul.

      She felt the back side of her tongue light up with electricity.  It was wrong.  She couldn’t be feeling this way about him.  She knew him well, but he was her boss.  The agency she had originally gone through to get this job had been very clear about the delineations.  But there, in an opulent dining room with a handsome man telling her how much he needed her, none of that seemed to matter.  She licked her lips and swallowed.  “What about all your fans?  You’ve probably got millions of people just dying to hang out with you.”

      Blane was closer now, too close.  Close enough that she didn’t know whether she would be able to stop what was about to happen.  He glanced at her lips once again before gazing straight into her eyes.  “And even all of them together don’t hold a candle to you.”  He kissed her then, his lips soft and gentle against hers.

      A thrill of excitement shot up her spine.  A tiny voice in the back of her mind screamed at her to pull back before they got carried away, that they weren’t supposed to be doing this.  But Courtney’s inner dragon slammed an imaginary door on that voice, not willing to listen.  His lips felt too good, and as his arms came around her she knew she didn’t want to pull away.  She could regret it all she wanted later, but in that moment, it was completely worth it.  Her hands came up, her fingers tracing the outline of his angled jaw, feeling the sandpaper-like stubble that grew there.  She brought them to his shoulders, down his chest to his ribs and then around, pulling him closer.

      Her enthusiasm inspired him to deepen the kiss, and she felt his tongue against hers, sending a jolt through her body.  He was warm and comforting and familiar, but he was also sexy and exciting and new.  She wanted all of it.

      “Courtney,” he whispered as he pulled back slightly to trail his kisses down her neck.  “I can’t tell you how long I’ve wanted to do this.”

      It was enough to almost make her pull back, wondering if he could possibly be serious.  She had always known she was attracted to him, but not until recently had it been something she’d consciously thought of.  “Really?”

      He tightened his grip around her waist in response.  “God, yes.  I tried to deny it.  I would just brush it aside and pretend it didn’t exist.  But earlier today, I knew for sure.  I need you, Courtney.  I need you badly.”  Blane’s lips pressed against her throat, her collarbone, and then lower.  “Please tell me you need me, too.”

      She tipped her head back and smiled to herself.  She could try to argue with him and tell him they were just drunk and lonely, but they’d barely had anything to drink.  And they could never be lonely when they were with each other.  She nodded, unable to find any words that could say it all for her.

      That was enough for Blane.  He pressed one last kiss to the hollow of her neck before standing up and taking her hand.  He pulled her with him from the kitchen and through the living room to the stairs.

      They seemed to stretch up and away from Courtney, an immense mountain to climb.  Yet her feet moved swiftly, as though they belonged to someone else.  She knew this was her opportunity for either one of them to back out of this, to realize they’d made a huge mistake and that they had no business being together.  But he didn’t protest, and she wasn’t about to either.  Her entire body was alight with the idea of being with him, and that was all she needed.

      They reached his bedroom door, and Courtney looked down at her arms just to make sure there weren’t any scales where her skin should be.  Blane started kissing her again as soon as he had closed the door behind them, his lips tracing her outlines as his fingers worked at the buttons on her shirt.  All her doubts went out the window then, flying away and bringing with them the notions of common sense.

      He pulled her shirt back and let it fall to the floor.  Blane’s fingers expertly unclasped her bra and sent it the way of her blouse, bending his head to give her breasts the attention they deserved. She felt her breath heaving in her chest as he pulled her nipple into his mouth, gathering her hair firmly with his free hand.

      “If you keep doing that, I’m not going to be able to control myself,” he warned.

      “Doing what?” she panted, too enraptured by his attentions to understand.

      “Breathing like that,” he responded, letting go of her hair to wrap his arm around her waist and pull her tightly against his body.

      Courtney let her head fall forward to look him in the eye, feeling bold.  “Like what?  Like I want you?  Like I want you more than anything in the world right now?”

      A low growl emitted from his throat as he picked her up and took her to the bed.  It was a massive affair, covered in a thick down comforter and a fur blanket. He laid her down roughly, his body on top of hers as he began kissing her once again.  “You’re trying my patience.”

      “How do you know you’re not trying mine?” she dared.  “You’re the one with all your clothes on, after all.”  Courtney loved the way his weight felt on top of her, but she craved the touch of his skin against hers.  Pulling off his shirt and tossing it aside, she instantly began working on the button of his jeans.

      Blane did the same to her, easily stripping her of her pants.  A few moments later, it was just the two of them with nothing between them.  All their clothes and their inhibitions had been cast aside, and neither of them cared if they ever found them again.  Courtney’s eyes traced the wide expanse of his chest, the sprinkling of ebony hair that had residence there and trailed down the sculpted planes of his stomach.  His hips were narrow but strong, leading to muscular thighs and the massive erection that awaited her between them.

      “Please,” Courtney gasped as they found themselves pressed together in such an intimate way.  Her core convulsed in anticipation, more desperate for him than she had ever been for anything else.  She had spread her legs to encompass his, ready for anything he might ask of her.

      His hand slowly moved down her ribs and to her behind, gripping it tightly.  His eyes were serious, searching hers.  “I just want to know that you’re sure; that this is what you really want.”

      She thought she would go wild with waiting.  “Yes,” she breathed, and as he entered her, “Yes, oh yes.”  He felt so good. The thickness of him inside of her was what she had needed for so long.  Why had she ever denied herself?  Their hips moved in unison, and the feeling of every cell of her skin that touched his was exquisite.

      “But I’ve hardly even done anything,” he protested in her ear, his breath hot and enticing against her neck.

      “You’re doing plenty,” she argued, arching her back to guide him deeper inside.  All the pain she’d ever felt in her life, the frustration, the loneliness, had suddenly vanished.  “How can you possibly feel this good?”

      “I was going to ask you the same thing.”  Blane’s feet tangled with hers as he moved faster.  “I want to do this all night, but I don’t think my body is going to let me.  You feel too damn good, Courtney.”

      She felt him swell inside her, his girth expanding her core and touching places that had been ignored for far too long.  Courtney couldn’t catch her breath as her body responded, convulsing around him and drawing him hard and deep inside her where he belonged.  She dug her nails into his back, desperate to keep him there.  “Blane!”

      But he wasn’t going anywhere.  His hips moved with a ferocious velocity that seemed unfathomable to Courtney, and yet she met every thrust with a slamming of her hips.  She needed him, and even though she had him, it wasn’t enough.  One final slam and he pushed her over the edge.  Sparks danced in front of her eyes, and an unearthly howl filled the air.  It was quickly joined by another voice as their bodies reached their breaking points, and it was only when they lay together breathless a moment later that Courtney realized the sounds had come from them.
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      Two weeks later, Blane stood in front of the full-length mirror in his room and examined his outfit, wondering if he should stick with the Hawaiian shirt or if he should go with something more conservative.  The media had been paying far too much attention to him those days.  Blane knew he shouldn’t care what anyone thought of him, but he didn’t like when they questioned his fashion sense.  One magazine had managed to catch a shot of him in his sweats when he’d answered the door for a delivery, and then posted headlines questioning what being a dad had done to him.

      If he was honest with himself, he wasn’t even in the mood for a party on the boat, but he had arranged it weeks ago.  It would’ve seemed strange to cancel it at that point, when everyone had already been invited and claimed they couldn’t wait to come.  But Blane knew the only reason anyone really wanted to see him at all was to ask about Amanda, and as far as he was concerned, she wasn’t any of their business.  Still, he was going to keep up appearances, as usual.

      He paused in the hallway and knocked on Courtney’s door.  “Are you about ready?  We should get going.”

      “Yeah, give me just a minute.”  Neither one of them had actively looked for a new nanny, and so Courtney had been running late for the evening.  She’d fed Amanda an early dinner and made sure she was clean and ready to go when Cathy and Jackson came to pick up the baby.

      “No problem.  I’ll be downstairs.”  He wasn’t going to rush her.  She was the one who was always getting up with Amanda in the middle of the night, and she was still pushing herself to perform the duties of both a nanny and a personal assistant.  Blane had told her to not worry so much, but he wasn’t sure she’d even heard him.

      He waited impatiently downstairs, just wanting to get this whole affair over with so he could get back home.  Blane wasn’t looking forward to listening to his friends—and the friends they’d bring—tell him how hard it must be to have to deal with a baby now.  He knew they’d ask if he had someone qualified to watch her, and just who this mystery woman was that he’d had a child with.  Blane had taken to leaving the radio and TV off most of the time so he wouldn’t have to see the constant speculation that spewed from the media.  At one point, he’d caught a story where reporters were showing pictures of him and Courtney, wondering if she could have been the mother and how she would have hidden her baby bump.  Blane had immediately changed the channel, grateful that Courtney wasn’t in the room.

      When she did finally come down, she was dressed in a conservative purple top that had been buttoned all the way to her neck.  Her khaki capris showed very little of her tanned legs compared to how much skin the other guests would be showing.  She looked fantastic, as she always did, but she had that uncomfortable air around her that she’d been carrying for the last two weeks.

      Blane pressed his tongue against the back of his teeth, trying to find the right way to phrase what he wanted to say.  “Why don’t you wear something a little more suitable for a party?” he asked gently.  “We finally have a little time to go out and relax.”

      Her dark eyes snapped, and he hadn’t seen an anger in her quite like that for a while.  “Maybe you’ll get to relax, but we both know that I’ll be busy.”  She picked up her briefcase from the table, packing it with her massive mobile phone, her planner, several pens, and an address book.

      He sighed.  This wasn’t how things should be, especially not between them.  “Courtney…”

      “Better get your shoes on.  We need to get going.  There’s no telling what might happen to the boat if everyone else gets there first, and I don’t have time to squeeze in another call to the insurance company.”  She breezed past him and out the door.

      Blane followed her reluctantly.  He kept his hand on the doorknob for one long second, considering canceling the whole thing after all.  They’d understand; and if not, they’d just have to get over it.  And Amanda could just go ahead and stay at Jackson’s house for a little while so Courtney and I could—

      “Are you coming?”  She was already climbing into the back of the limo.

      “Yeah.”  Blane followed, wishing things could be different.  The two of them had been intimate, but it was more than that.  He’d told her how much he needed her, and it had been the truth.  When he’d brought home dinner and the bottle of wine, he had really only meant it as a peace offering so they could have gone on with their normal lives.  But once they’d started talking, Blane had realized just how much he wanted her.  She wasn’t like all the other women that were always throwing themselves at him.  She was so much more, and when he had lain with her, it had changed his life in ways he couldn’t explain.

      But she had slipped out of his bed at some point in the middle of the night.  Blane hadn’t thought anything of it at the moment, figuring she was just taking care of Amanda.  But when she didn’t return in the morning, and when she wouldn’t look at him in the kitchen while she poured her coffee, he knew something was wrong.  He’d tried to ask, but she’d instantly stopped him.  “Let’s just not.”

      And so he hadn’t.  But now the path they were on was one that was far more miserable than the one they’d taken when they were constantly fighting.  Blane settled into the backseat of the limo, trying to decide how he was going to initiate this conversation.

      “We can’t stay out too late.”  She was consulting her planner, making notes.  “You’ve got a meeting tomorrow with a rep from Pan Am about doing a commercial for them.  They don’t just want an audition; they want to meet the person who is going to be representing their company.”

      “That should be fine.  I fly with them all the time, so I don’t think that will be an issue.  But—”

      “And on Monday, you’ll have to be up very early so Cameron can do that sunrise shoot on the beach for your current movie; either that, or stay up late.  And before you ask, yes, I did check with him to see if he could just shoot it at sunset and fake it.  He said no.  He wants it to be more authentic.”

      Blane watched her as she spoke.  Her gaze was focused on that planner, and her entire body seemed to be folded in on itself.  She had her legs crossed and pulled back against the seat, and her elbows were tight at her sides as she worked.  It was like she was trying to protect herself, and he didn’t like it.  “We need to talk, Courtney.”

      “You’re right.  It looks like you’re double-booked on Tuesday, so you’ll need to let me know which appointment you want to cut out.”

      “No.”  He plucked the planner from her hands and tossed it onto the floor of the limo.

      “Hey!”  She tried to reach for it.

      He stopped her with his hands on her arms.  “Courtney!  Stop!  We need to talk, and we’re going to, damn it.  We have a moment with just the two of us, and for all I care we can drive around Los Angeles for an hour just so we can finish.  We can tell the captain to set sail without us, for all I care.  But we’ve got to talk about this.”

      Her eyes were glossy as she looked at him in surprise, but now she looked away.  “There isn’t anything to talk about, Blane.  I understand how these things work.  I crossed a line, and I shouldn’t have.  I’d rather we just go on with our lives and pretend that didn’t happen.”

      “You crossed a line?  If I remember correctly, I was involved, too.  And there’s no reason for either one of us to feel ashamed about it.  We’re adults.”  He didn’t understand why she was so upset about their tryst.  It had been wonderful, and he had thought it might be the start of something that would be good for both of them.  But instead, it was just awkward.

      “We are adults,” she agreed, “but you’re my boss.  There’s work to be done, and we don’t have time for anything other than that.”

      “Why are you saying that?” he yelled, his frustration pushed to the edge.  “What’s so terrible about it?”

      Her lips hardened, but she held her temper.  “Blane, I’m not stupid.  I know you.  You’re never going to be satisfied with a woman like me, and it’s best if I just keep my distance before we get so entangled, we don’t know how to get back out of this.  It’s either that, or I’m going to have to quit, and I’d rather not.  I only have a couple more years until I can go back to school, and I don’t want to settle down with anyone before then.”

      Blane stared at her, open-mouthed.  “School?  What are you talking about?”  He’d never heard her say anything of the sort.  He was going to have to ask her just what the hell she meant about him not being satisfied with a woman like her as well, but one thing at a time.

      “Yes.”  She retrieved the planner now, settling it nearly into her briefcase.  “I’d like to be an entertainment attorney, and I’ll need a degree for that.”

      “Oh.”  Blane suddenly felt as though she had already left.  He had never even thought about her moving on to another job.  But then again, he had never really been one to think about the future.  “I had no idea.”

      “Well, that’s my plan.”  She was fiddling with her paperwork again, refusing to look at him.  “I’m sorry.  I guess I shouldn’t have dropped a bomb on you like that, but it needed to be said.”

      The hole in his heart was a massive one, and his dragon reeled.  Blane didn’t know what else to say.  He had always been the kind of guy who had a quick comeback for everything, but how could he possibly respond to that?  Beg her to stay when she clearly didn’t want to?  That wasn’t going to go over well.  Through the window, he could see the masts of the ships at the docks.  They would just have to figure this out later.

      Courtney trailed along behind him as they made their way to the boat, constantly on her phone or jotting something down.  The captain greeted them as they boarded, but she paid little attention.  Other guests were already beginning to arrive, but she had ensconced herself in the cabin.  She only came out every now and then to check on the food tables or bark at a waitress.

      Blane did his best to ignore her as he hobnobbed with the actors, knowing that this was as much of a show to put on as any of his movies or commercials.  He nodded and smiled at Kelly LeBrock and Olivia Newton-John, and he was fairly certain that was Tom Cruise over by the drinks table.  The boat was looking more like lndulgence, Jackson’s exclusive club that only allowed the biggest names and the prettiest faces through its doors.  He should have been thrilled to know that everyone was flocking to him, but he couldn’t get into it.  His mind was on Amanda and what would happen to her when Courtney eventually left.  Sure, he could always hire someone else, but that wasn’t the point.

      Don Henley’s “The Boys of Summer” was playing on the stereo system, since Jane’s band wasn’t in attendance that evening.  Blane leaned against the railing, studying the way the late afternoon sun slanted against the ocean.

      “You don’t look like you’re having any fun.”  Blane turned to find Tiffany Reed standing at his elbow, a drink in each hand.  She gave him one as she flashed that million-dollar smile at him.

      “I just have a lot on my mind.”  He peered down into the glass.  At any other time, he would have immediately slammed its contents back and been ready for another.  But that day was different.  Everything was different.

      “I heard.”  She batted her dark gold lashes and moved a few inches closer.  “Want to talk about it?”

      There was a chance she might have understood his position better than some other people.  She was popular, and the media circus that surrounded her had to be difficult to live with.  Instead of baby rumors, the paparazzi were constantly trying to get shots of her with men so they could conjecture over who she was dating.  But that still wasn’t the same as suddenly having a child.  “No, thanks.”

      “If you’re sure.”  She sipped her Bahama Mama and tossed her hair over her shoulder.  “I haven’t seen you on the set much lately, and I don’t know if we have any other scenes together.  It would be a shame if we were done already.”

      But Blane wasn’t paying attention.  He glanced over her shoulder to see Courtney at the buffet.  She actually had a small plate of food in her hand, and she was smiling as she chatted with Annie Potts.  He had insisted they hire extra staff for the party so she wouldn’t feel so obligated to run the show, and it looked as though that was paying off.  Even if she was still feeling a little awkward around him, she could at least have a few minutes to enjoy herself.

      “I take it that means you agree?”

      “I’m sorry, what?”  He turned back to Tiffany, embarrassed that he hadn’t heard a word she’d said.

      She smiled, not minding.  “I was just saying that we should get together off the set another time, maybe go have dinner together or something.  You smiled.”

      “Oh.”  He hadn’t even realized it; he’d been too focused on Courtney.  “Will you excuse me for a moment?”

      Tiffany shrugged and moved on to talk to someone else, while Blane made his way through the crowded deck.  They no longer had the privacy of the back of the limo, but there was so much more that he needed to talk to her about.  He wasn’t going to wait any longer, and he wasn’t going to let her argue with him.  They would talk, and he would tell her every single thing he had been thinking, whether she liked it or not.

      But before he could get close to her, a different woman stepped in front of him.  But this time, she’d made no attempt to hide her hair.  Instead, she opted for large sunglasses and a floppy hat.  It was a horrible disguise, one that never should have fooled the security guard posted on the dock.  But they were a long way from the shore now, and she was going to be nearly impossible to get rid of.

      “There you are, Blane,” Kim purred, sashaying her body up to his and sliding her sunglasses down her nose.  “I’ve been waiting for my chance to get you alone.  Why don’t we go below deck and get to know each other a little better?”

      The range of emotions Blane had been through that day was more than most people could bear.  Luckily, the beast inside him was tolerant.  Anger flushed his system, heightening his senses and making his claws threaten to emerge, but he did his best to keep himself contained.  “What are you doing here?  I thought the restraining order made it pretty clear that you’re not allowed to be anywhere near me.”

      Kim pressed her breasts against him as she looked up into his eyes.  “Oh, come on.  I know that was all for show.  If we need to keep things a secret, then that’s fine with me.  But we belong together, Blane, and I won’t be denied my fated mate.”

      “That’s the very last fucking thing I am,” he growled.  He pushed her away to arm’s length and grabbed her wrist, ready to go find the captain and tell him to turn around.  “Come with me.”

      “Whatever you want, Blane.  You know I’m willing to help you live out all your fantasies.  Anything you could imagine, I’m happy to do.  And then we can talk about our living arrangements so I can see my baby again.”

      Kim was annoying enough with her stalking and her antics, but talking about Amanda wasn’t something he was going to tolerate.  “Shut your mouth!  You and I both know that we’ve never done anything together.”

      “Are you really so sure?” she asked, daring to flutter her lashes at him.  “I mean, you’ve been with plenty of women.  Are you going to tell me that you remember all of them?  And think about it this way:  you’ve had a baby left on your doorstep.  No matter who she belongs to, I’m willing to step in and be her mother.  I’ll get to be with you, and you won’t have to worry about what to do with the kid while you work.  It could be a wonderful situation for both of us.”  Kim tried to get close to him again.

      He pulled her around to face him, his teeth grating together as he forced himself to remain in human form.  As much as this woman was pissing him off, he wasn’t going to make a spectacle of himself.  “Listen to me.  That is never going to happen.  I don’t want you around, I don’t like you, and I would never be desperate enough to even take you out to dinner, much less sleep with you.  Stop acting like a psycho and leave me alone.  Go find someone else to stalk.”

      Kim ripped her arm out of his grip, her brow furrowing.  “I’m not stalking you.”

      “No?  Well, what do you call it when you show up randomly at my workplace, and then at my house?  And now on my boat?”  Blane wasn’t being discreet, and he didn’t even care.  A few of the other guests had turned to look at them now, and he barely even registered it.  He’d already had enough for the day, and he wasn’t going to tolerate this.  “Get the fuck off my boat, Kim.  And don’t come back.”

      “Fine.”  She took three steps backwards before turning and running toward the railing.  She cleared it in one swift leap.

      Blane and the other guests shot to the side of the boat to look over it, expecting to see her floundering in the water.  But she had completely disappeared.

      Courtney was at his shoulder.  “Was that who I thought it was?”

      “Unfortunately.  I guess we’d better get a life preserver and get her back on board before she drowns.”  He had wanted to be rid of her, but he wasn’t so cruel as to wish her dead.

      “But where did she go?”  Courtney frowned down into the water below.

      It began to boil, the gentle ripples that had lapped against the hull turning to churning waves, making the boat rock in the water.  Several guests gripped the railing, looking at each other in concern.  Suddenly, a solid mass rose up out of the ocean and into the air.  Water flooded down from bright red scales and the thick leather wings attached to them as Kim rose into the sky in her new form.  Her shadow fell over the deck, sending most of the people on board scattering to the other side.  But Blane knew that wasn’t going to be enough to protect them as Kim let herself fall back into the water.

      “She’s not going to just leave it at that,” he said urgently to Courtney.  He had always made it a point to keep this side of his life private, even if the entertainment magazines knew what brand of underwear he wore.  But he couldn’t just stand around and do nothing.  Pulling in a deep breath and letting it out slowly, he slipped out of his clothes, feeling a shiver of pain down his spine as it lengthened and stretched, his tail lashing out behind him.  His skin undulated as sharp spikes erupted from the back of his skull and his fingernails sharpened into thick talons.  The separation of his skin into scales was never comfortable, but he barely noticed it when he looked to the place where Courtney had stood only a moment ago.

      She, too, had changed.  She was a magnificent woman with her dark hair and her generous curves, but she was also the most incredible dragon he had ever seen.  The deep silver of her scales was iridescent in the sun, changing colors as she writhed with the pain of shifting.  Her massive wings spread behind her, reaching out for the breeze.  Though she had completely changed, those dark eyes were the same ones he had come to know so well over the last two years.  They shot him a determined look that he also knew far too well, and they nodded at each other.  They would take care of this.

      The deck tipped sideways beneath them as Kim surged up from the water once again, this time under one edge of the boat.  Several of the guests went tumbling overboard, and Blane saw Courtney immediately go after them.  Her sterling body shone in the sun as she snapped out her wings and dove into the water on the other side of the boat, skimming through the ocean and snatching up the fallen.

      That left it up to Blane to take care of Kim.  He launched himself into the air, his body slamming into hers.  She fell to the deck with a shivering thump that threatened to capsize the yacht, sending up a shower of splinters.

      But the impact didn’t seem to bother her.  “I don’t know why you have to be so difficult about this!” she roared.  “Surrender yourself to me, and we can be happy together.”

      “Not a chance.”  Blane’s shoulder ached from where he had hit her, but that wasn’t going to stop him.  As she rose up into the air again, he started another attack. This time, he felt his chest fill with fire, and he heaved it with all his might into her direction.

      Kim laughed as she dodged it, her wing sending another slew of passengers into the water.

      “Damn it!”  Courtney was already getting the others, and he couldn’t just let these people drown.  He turned to go after them, but his fan took the advantage while she had it, barreling into his side and pinning him to the deck.  Her breath was hot in his face as she pressed her muzzle close to his.  “You’re a sexy human, but you’re a weak-ass dragon.  You don’t spend enough time in this form.  You belong to me, Blane.  Just admit it.  We’ll raise your baby together like we should.”

      But the battle cry that rose in the air didn’t come from his lips; seconds later, a silvery blur knocked the weight of Kim off him.  Blane watched as one dragoness rolled over another, a tangle of wings and claws.  Kim came out on top, but Courtney was fighting as valiantly as ever.  Her claws raked against Kim’s flesh, sending plumes of blood splashing down onto the deck.  The red dragon screeched her anger and fought harder, lashing out with her own claws.

      Blane felt a wave of horror under his scales as Courtney’s blood mixed with Kim’s on the deck.  She had been cut at the base of her throat, one of the most vulnerable places on her body.  The tip of her wing had been torn, sending a mist of red through the air as she struggled underneath Kim.

      His rage was so deep that Blane could no longer control his body.  It was moving on its own volition, shooting through the air with a velocity he had never attempted before.  He bowled her off of Courtney, his jaws closing around her crimson neck as he whipped his head to the side.  Blane felt the impact of her spine snapping in his own body, a sickening sensation that made him want to vomit.  He dropped her instantly, her body skidding across wood and rolling to a stop against the railing.

      Blane turned to Courtney, terrified of what he would find.  “Are you all right?”

      One clawed hand pressed at the gash at her throat.  “She missed the jugular,” Courtney gasped.  “Let me at that bitch!”

      He put out his hand to keep her down, suddenly realizing that the air didn’t want to come back to his lungs.  That had been too close of a call, and he was dizzy with relief.

      “It’s over.”
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      Blane hadn’t slept.  He’d tried, but every time he closed his eyes, he was back on the ocean, fighting with all his strength against Kim.  In real life, the duel had only lasted a few minutes.  It had been over almost as soon as it had begun.  But it wasn’t like that in his dreams.  Kim just kept getting up, no matter how hard he fought.  Sometimes, he relived his triumph, but more often than not, he saw Courtney die at the red dragon’s hands.

      Courtney, at least, was able to get some sleep once they’d returned from the hospital.  She had a set of stitches near her collarbone, but the wound would heal quickly.  Dragons mended at a much faster rate than humans, and hardly a scar would remain within a month’s time.

      But Blane wasn’t so sure he could forget it was there.

      “Stop fussing over me,” she groaned as he brought her breakfast.  Her words were ill-tempered, but there was a small smile playing on her lips as she accepted the plate of biscuits and gravy.  “I’m fine. Really.”

      But Blane couldn’t stop looking at the bandages that covered her wound.  It had all been his fault.  Courtney had been hurt because Kim had been after him.  He’d made himself too available to the public, too easy to find, and this was something Courtney had often lectured him on.  Blane hadn’t listened, and now she’d gotten hurt.

      He knew he had to say something.  He’d tried several times, and he’d been ready to let it all out when Kim had shown up.  The longer he hesitated, the harder it would be.  Maybe this wasn’t the most ideal situation, with Courtney bundled up on the couch in her pajamas recovering from blood loss, but if he continued to wait, he would never find the right time.

      “Courtney?”

      “Yes?”

      The doorbell rang.  Blane sighed and closed his eyes.  What was the universe trying to tell him, anyway?  “I’ll be right back.”

      He trotted to the front of the house, not surprised to find uniformed men at the door. They had spoken with the police extensively the night before, but they’d said they would probably need to come by for more information.  Blane held the door wide.  “Come on in.  Ms. Welsh is here, too, but she might not have much energy to answer your questions just yet.”

      A heavyset policeman stepped forward.  “Sir, my name is Detective Berkeley.  I’m not here to question anyone, but I do have some information that you might find interesting.  It’s about the baby.”

      “I see.”  In the chaos surrounding the party, Blane had practically forgotten there was another investigation going on.  “Come into the living room.  Courtney will want to hear this, too.”  She may still plan to leave him and go back to school, but at least for the time being, she was Amanda’s caretaker.  He led the men into the next room.

      Courtney had taken Amanda from her bassinet, holding the baby in her left arm so as not to disturb her stitches too much.  She lifted one eyebrow in curiosity.  “What’s this all about?”

      Detective Berkeley looked uncomfortable.  “As you know, we’ve been working to track down the mother of the child that was left on your doorstep a couple weeks ago.  We’ve been gathering surveillance footage and hospital records and interviewing anyone who might possibly been linked to the case.  Abandoning a baby is a serious offense, as I’m sure you know, even if the child is left with his or her father.”

      Blane swallowed and glanced at Courtney.  Her face was a neutral mask, but he knew how much she cared for Amanda.  This could turn their lives upside down once again, and he wasn’t sure either one of them was ready for that.  “Go on.”

      “It turns out the mother was named Sarah Porter.  Does the name ring a bell?”

      Blane remembered her instantly.  “Yeah, it does.”  They had met at a party, and she had been a wardrobe assistant on the new Star Trek movie.  They’d hit it off and slipped away together for a good time, but that had been the last time he saw her.  “Wait.  Was?”

      Berkeley nodded.  “I’m afraid so.  It turns out she had some complications with the birth, and she died shortly thereafter.  She left the child with her best friend, confessing that you were the father and asked her to bring the baby to you.  We found the friend, and she claimed she was too upset to confront you about it.  She’s the one who left Amanda on the doorstep, and she watched from across the street to make sure she was taken inside.”

      Blane sat down heavily.  He hadn’t had a real attachment to Sarah, but it was still shocking to know the mother of his child was dead.  He hadn’t been ready for a family, but he would have done his best to make it right if he had known about the pregnancy.  “I don’t know why she didn’t tell me.”

      The detective shrugged.  “I can’t say for sure, but her friend claimed she didn’t want Amanda to grow up in the spotlight as the child of a celebrity.  I checked with the lab, and the paternity test you did came back positive.  You’re definitely Amanda’s father.”

      “I already knew that.”  Blane hadn’t needed a test to know that Amanda was his.  As soon as he had held her, he had known.  And even if the test had somehow claimed that she was someone else’s child, he already knew that he could never give her up.  She was his, and that was final.  “Is there anything else?”

      “Not much.  It turns out Miss Porter didn’t have any living family, so I don’t think you’ll have anyone coming forward to challenge you on custody rights.  But if there’s anything else you need, just let us know.”

      “Of course.  Thank you, Detective.”  Blane showed them out, his mind reeling.  He was stunned, but he also felt an inexplicable bubble of happiness rising in his chest.  It was as though his life had suddenly been laid out for him, and he liked the way the path looked.

      Courtney was talking to Amanda when he returned to the living room.  “Did you hear that, sweetheart?  You get to stay here with your daddy, right where you belong.  Isn’t that wonderful?”  She looked up at Blane.  “What’s wrong?”

      She was beautiful, but there was so much more to it than that.  Blane knew for sure what was happening now, and his excitement was making him grin like an idiot.  “It looks like I get to keep her.”

      “So I heard,” she replied, bemused.

      His entire world was right there in one corner of the living room, and he wanted it to stay that way forever.  And now was the time to tell her.

      “Courtney, for the last two years you’ve been my personal assistant.  But you’ve been a lot more than that.  You’ve been my agent, my manager, my bodyguard, and now, even my nanny.  You’re my everything.  And there’s no way I can do this without you.”

      She shook her head.  “If this is about what I said about going back to school, it’s not happening anytime soon.  I know we talked about hiring a new nanny, but I’m more than happy to stay on in both positions.”

      “No.”  He reached out and touched her hair as he slid to the floor, getting on his knees and taking her hand.  “I don’t want you as my personal assistant anymore, nor as my nanny.  I want you to be so much more than that.  Courtney, I want you to be my wife.”
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      Courtney stared at Blane, trying to understand what was happening.  She was sure they made quite the tableau, with her sitting on the couch and Amanda in her arms, and Blane standing over them with that loving look in his eyes.  But it just didn’t seem real.

      “I don’t understand,” she stammered.  “Why would you want to do that?”

      “Why wouldn’t I?” he insisted, softly stroking the back of her hand with his thumb.  “Courtney, you’ve done so much for me, more than I could ever repay you for.  And I don’t just mean as my personal assistant.  You’ve completely changed my life.”

      “It was Amanda who did that.”  Courtney couldn’t deny that she had seen a massive change in this man.  He had gone from a selfish, immature playboy to someone who cared far more about his daughter than anything else in the world.  But even that didn’t mean he had changed completely.

      Blane nodded.  “She was a big part of it; you’re right.  But I never could have really fallen into this role as a new father without all your help; not the kind of father I need to be.  I see how much you care about Amanda, and it only makes me want to dig deeper and strive to become a better person.  No one has ever made me feel this way before.”

      Courtney pulled in a deep breath, knowing the rest of her life was being decided at this very moment, and it was such a huge decision to make.  “You know, the night we made love, I saw a different side of you.  It only continued to grow the more time you spent with Amanda, but that night?  That was when I finally began to understand the real you.  It was an amazing thing to behold, but in the morning, I couldn’t help but question if I had understood it all correctly.  I thought maybe I’d just been caught up in the moment and was fooling myself into believing that the two of us could become something more, so I pulled back.  I didn’t want to get hurt, and I thought it would be easier if we kept our relationship professional.”

      Blane reached out to touch her face, his eyes soft.  “Courtney, I could never hurt you.  I can’t promise you that I won’t say something stupid or that I won’t be a grump in the morning, but you and Amanda mean the world to me.  I can’t imagine things ever going back to the way they used to be.”

      Courtney felt a surge of electricity in her chest at his words.  She had spent so much of her life alone, and hearing she was the center of someone’s universe sounded too good to be true.  “Do you really mean that?”

      “I’ve never been so serious in my life.”  He looked down at Amanda, who was watching them both with a serious look in her eyes, as though she understood the importance of the discussion.  He smiled at Courtney.  “The two of us know each other better than anyone else I’ve known, and even when we’re in the same room together, I can’t stop thinking about you.  I love you, Courtney, and I think I have for a long time.”

      A tear glistened in the corner of her eye, and Courtney wiped it away.  After a lifetime of loss and loneliness, she was not only getting a partner, but a family.  It felt so good to be loved that it hurt, but it was something she knew she could get used to.  “I love you, too.”

      “Does that mean you’ll marry me?  Even though I’m a pain in your ass?”

      She laughed at that, which squeezed a few more tears from her eyes.  Her inner dragon soared at the realization that she was going to get to spend the rest of her life with this beautiful, charming man.

      “Yes, Blane.  Absolutely.”
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      Blane pulled her close, circling his arms around his little family as he kissed his bride-to-be.  He closed his eyes, wanting the moment to last forever as he concentrated on the way her lips felt against his.  When he pulled back, he noticed that Amanda’s eyelids were growing heavy.

      “I think it’s time for someone to take a nap.  I’ll be right back.”  He scooped the sleeping child into his arms, relishing the way she felt, and a tear slid down his cheek.  He had his family.  He finally had his family.

      When he closed Amanda’s bedroom door, Courtney was waiting for him in the hallway.  “I was hoping we might get to spend a little time together.”

      “You don’t have to ask me twice.  Blane picked her up and carried her to the other end of the hall. He resisted throwing her on the bed, not wanting to hurt her, but he made quick work of her clothes.  “Are you really all mine?” he asked as he kissed her breasts and worked his way down to her stomach.

      “You’re damn right I am,” she said with a smile.

      She sighed as he trailed lower, kissing the delicate folds between her legs.  She was delicious, and he wanted to claim every square inch of her.  He teased her bud, thrilled at the way her muscles twitched with every move he made.  Blane moved his tongue faster, his member hardening more by the second.  Her back arched as he slipped his finger into the deep warmth of her, and a shiver of pleasure made its way through his body.

      “Come here,” she said softly, trying to coax him on top of her.

      But Blane was enjoying himself, and he wanted this to last as long as possible.  “No way.  I like you like this.”

      She put her foot against his shoulder and gently pushed him back.  “But it’s my turn.  Stand up.”

      He didn’t want to argue with her, and he was glad he didn’t when she got on her knees in front of him.  Her dark eyes lifted to his as she took him into her mouth, and Blane balled his hands into fists at the sensation.  It felt amazing, sending bolts of electricity sparking through his body, but he didn’t want her to do anything she wasn’t ready for.  “You don’t have to do that.  You’re still healing.”

      “But I want to,” she argued before running her tongue down his shaft.

      Blane gasped.  “I had no idea you were so talented.”  He ran his hands through her hair, wondering how long he could control himself.

      “I couldn’t exactly put this on my resume,” she giggled.

      “Come here.”  He pulled her to her feet so he could look her in the eyes.  They would have the rest of their lives to make love and experiment.  Right now, though, he just wanted to know that this was all real.  He ran one hand down her spine and then out to her hip, lifting one leg so that it wrapped around his waist.  “I need you.”

      Courtney moaned as he pierced her, and her other leg gave out beneath her.  Blane easily caught her weight, keeping her pressed close as he moved his hips.  She felt so good, and he knew he was the luckiest man alive if he would get the exclusive privilege of being inside her.  His own knees were growing weak with the indulgence, and he moved to the bed.  He didn’t want to aggravate her stiches, so he turned and sat on the edge of the mattress.

      The seated position put him at a pleasurable angle inside her, and it had the added benefit of putting her breasts right in his face.  She braced her knees on the bed on either side of him as she worked her hips, riding his length for all she was worth.

      Her breath quickened, and he could feel her core having the same reaction.  It had been too long since they had first done this, and she felt so good.  Blane felt his core tighten as her inner walls massaged his manhood, and he held on a little tighter to her hips.  He closed his eyes, letting the sensation take over him.  It had been enough that she was hot and wet as she glided on him, but feeling her come was the last straw.  He buried his face in her hair as he came, feeling every bit of his strength drain into her body.

      Afterwards, they lay together under the covers, their naked bodies pressed against each other, and Blane kissed the top of her head.  It was the middle of the day, and there were things they needed to do.  But for once, Courtney was satisfied to simply lay there with him.
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      Courtney looked in the mirror, trying to take it all in at once.  The faux corset bodice of her wedding dress hugged her curves tightly, the illusion neckline tracing delicate beads around her neck and dropping to her cleavage.  The long, puffed sleeves each had a vee of silk that covered the backs of her hands, a detail she had fallen in love with.  Turning slightly, she admired the massive train that erupted from the bow at the back, just below a long line of tiny buttons.

      “I think we’re ready for the final touch.”  Cathy reached up to place a pearled tiara in Courtney’s hair, the veil reaching all the way to the floor.  She stood back to admire her work.  “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a more fabulous bride.”

      Courtney smiled at her in earnest.  The two women had become much closer over the last few months.  Ever since that first day when Cathy had come over to help with Amanda, they had begun getting together frequently to talk about their children.  Brianna, Damien’s wife, had joined them as well, and Courtney had never imagined that she could be part of such a lovely group.  “Thank you so much.  Both of you.”

      “Don’t even think about it,” Brianna assured her as she knelt in front of her own daughter and adjusted the flower girl’s dress.  She had already made sure that Amanda was decked out for the occasion, even though she was too young to take part in the ceremony.  “I live for this stuff.”

      “Same here,” Cathy agreed as she fluffed Courtney’s skirt.  “And I don’t think Blane could have found a better mate.”

      “Really?”  Courtney knew she was crazy for Blane.  But there had been no mistaking the way he looked at her when he’d asked for her hand in marriage.  She wanted him to keep looking at her that way for the rest of their lives.

      “Absolutely!  Blane never would have settled down if he hadn’t found the perfect woman, and we all agree that you’re her.”  Cathy laughed as she rearranged a tendril of Courtney’s hair.  “Do you know how hard it’s been to keep him out of here while we’ve been getting things ready?  He doesn’t want to be away from you for a second.”

      Courtney couldn’t help but smile at this news.  She felt the same way, and even with the frenzy of planning a wedding, the two dragons hadn’t gotten tired of being around each other.  “I just hope we can pull this off the way we’d like to.”

      “I don’t think you have anything to worry about,” Brianna assured her.  “Damien booked this place in his cousin’s name, so there’s no connection to the two of you at all.  We have the entire inn to ourselves, and the beach is a private one.  I haven’t seen any indication of the paparazzi.  I don’t think it hurts that the two of you did such a good job of keeping your relationship under wraps this entire time.”

      “It hasn’t been easy.”  When in the privacy of their home, Blane and Courtney could share their love with each other every night.  But as soon as they stepped out, they knew they had to keep things extremely professional.  Numerous times, she had been tempted to take his hand or steal a kiss, but she knew better.  It would all come out eventually, and then the media could eat their hearts out about missing the big day.

      When she was finally ready, Courtney waited at the door of the inn while her bridesmaids promenaded down the beach in front of her.  While they had spared no expense on the opulent ceremony, they had invited only their closest friends instead of making it a celebrity spectacle.  Her heart lifted when it was her turn and she saw Blane waiting for her on the sand, the tide threatening to dampen his shoes.  As she walked toward him, she knew that she had finally found her dragon.  Nothing could have made her happier.  Their vows came instantly and easily, and the whole ceremony flashed by like a dream.

      “So, what’s next for the happy couple?” Damien asked on the back deck of the inn as the sun set in the background.  “Don’t tell me you’re going to dive right into another movie.”

      “That would make me happy,” Cameron interjected, “but I have a feeling you have something else in mind.”

      Blane looked to Courtney and smiled.  He looked so handsome in his white tux, and she couldn’t wait to tear it off of him later.  “I’m glad you brought that up, because it’s time for me to give Courtney her wedding present.”

      “Oh?”  They hadn’t talked about any such thing, and she hadn’t known it was coming.  Her friends squealed with excitement next to her.

      Blane raised his glass of champagne.  “I thought about this a lot.  There’s plenty to be said for huge rings and flashy cars, but I wanted to give Courtney something that she could treasure for the rest of her life.  I wanted it to be something that would truly let her know how much I love her.  Which is why I’ll be taking more time off of  work to stay at home with the baby, and Courtney will be going to law school.”

      “What?”  Her eyes widened.  As soon as she had known she would be a wife, she had shoved the thought of becoming an attorney to the back of her mind and imagined it would never be anything more than a dream.  “Are you sure?”

      He pressed his lips to hers.  “I’m absolutely sure.  You deserve it, love.”

      Courtney didn’t know whether to laugh or cry, so she simply kissed him.  She had always been alone, but now she had everything she needed.
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      BEVERLY HILLS, 1987

      Cameron Collins stretched his wings and floated through the night sky, closing his eyes for a moment as he relished the feeling of the wind over his scales.  There was nothing like a long, peaceful flight at the end of the day.

      You should’ve been there, Tess.  He spoke the words in his mind, sending them up to the stars overhead.  You’d be so surprised to see how things have taken off lately.  I have actors and actresses in my latest film that I never imagined I would get the chance to work with.  And I’m told they aren’t there because of the script, but because of me.  It’s just like you said it would be.

      But of course, Tess didn’t respond.  She’d been gone for four years; it was hard to believe it’d been that long already.  Five years since she had been diagnosed with a deadly, incurable virus that only infected dragons.  All the top medical research facilities were working on it, and the doctors had assured Cameron they were doing everything they could.

      Most days, Tess was all right.  Andy had just been born, and she’d been able to manage him.  She rocked him, changed him, and curled up to take naps with him.  For anyone who didn’t know, she was no different than any other new mother who didn’t get enough sleep.

      But Cameron knew the difference in her.  He’d seen it around her eyes, where a dark coloration settled in a rim around her eyelashes and refused to leave, no matter how much she napped or how much makeup she put on.  He’d seen it, too, in the way she spoke and the way she lost interest in all the things she loved.  She no longer wanted to go out and explore the national parks or spend an entire Saturday shopping.  Instead, Tess was content to stay at home and read or watch television.  Anything that didn’t involve too much effort was fine, as long as they were all together.

      The real difference came when she tried to shift.  Cameron and Tess had taken long flights together almost every night when they’d started dating.  It was something they both enjoyed, and there was a romantic aspect to it that couldn’t be described or denied.  Sometimes they would talk for hours as they flew; other times, they simply glided through the air on silent wings.  Cameron had tried to show off, swirling and swooping through the air, but Tess would always just laugh at him and demonstrate her own moves.

      They couldn’t do that once she fell ill.  One side effect of the virus was that she couldn’t remain in her shifted form for very long.  At first, she thought it was just because she was tired.  “I’ll try again tomorrow,” she’d told him one night as they stood in their backyard.  Tess had made the transformation, her body stretching and molding until she was the glorious red dragon that had first impressed him so much.  But only a moment later, she’d shifted back far too quickly.  Her body had slammed into itself as she returned to her human shape, leaving her in a crumpled heap on the grass.

      “No, it’s too much.  The doctor said this might happen.”

      She’d moaned in pain as she pulled herself to her feet.  “I don’t care what the doctor said.  I’m not giving up my true form just because of some sickness.  I can do this.  I know I can.”

      But she couldn’t, not that night.  Cameron had thought she’d finally left the matter alone when they’d stopped their late-night flights, but he’d been painfully wrong.  Tess had shifted one last time, choosing to do it on her own when Cameron wasn’t there to fuss over her.  He’d found her in the yard just as she’d launched into the air, eager to use her wings before they were taken from her permanently.  Cameron had shifted and gone after her, but she’d always been faster than him.  She was still too far away when he’d seen her body betray her for the last time, leaving her without her wings in midair.  He’d gone after her, determined to catch her before she hit the ground, but he just wasn’t fast enough.

      That’d been enough to deter Cameron from shifting for a long time.  He was no longer interested in flying or even seeing his own ochre scales.  He could just be human and be as normal as possible for their son, determined to raise Andy to the best of his abilities.

      But after about a year or so, he’d found himself desperately wishing for a way to talk to Tess.  Cameron knew she was gone and there was no way of bringing her back or actually speaking to her, but it just wasn’t fair that she should miss out on everything in his life—and in Andy’s.  He’d been reckless that first time, jumping out the second-story window and shifting in the air, even though he was out of practice.  But his wings had caught the air before he hit the ground, and he’d been flying almost every night since then.

      I miss you so much, even after all this time.  You were always there to encourage me, and it’s only because of you that I’m so successful.  I would’ve loved to take you to all these premiers and walk you down the red carpet like you deserved.  If you’d ever been interested in acting, then we could’ve been the king and queen of Hollywood.

      Cameron smiled to himself at the thought.  Tess was gorgeous, with long, dark red hair and eyes that could be completely innocent one minute and devilish the next.  She had a body to beat the band, too, and it would’ve been easy for her to get any role she wanted.  But Tess had majored in English literature and was far more interested in her teaching job at UCLA than being onscreen.

      Still, she’d always been his biggest supporter, encouraging him to go to work and spend all the hours he needed to there, even if it meant that it took time away from them.  “You go, and stop worrying.  I’ll be right here when you get back.  This is your career, Cameron.  It’s important.”

      You can’t ever know how much I appreciated you, but I regret spending all that time at work instead of being at home with you.  You were everything to me.  It’s so unfair that I should find my soulmate and then lose her.

      Cameron turned and made a wide circle, studying the city below him.  There were so many lights, so many people down there who were living their lives as though everything was okay.  He envied them sometimes, wishing he could be as carefree.

      It was getting late.  He’d love to spend half the night out there, but he had to get up early the next morning for work.  Even if Tess wasn’t around to see his success, he thought of it as his tribute to her.
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      Cameron descended into his neighborhood, eager for his bed, but his heart thundered in his chest when he saw that several of the lights were on in the house.  Andy had been tucked in when he’d left, and Welda usually only stayed up an extra hour or so to read before she turned in herself.  Most of the lights downstairs were on as well as a few on the second floor.  Cameron swooped down into the backyard, his feet stinging as they hit the earth.

      “What’s the matter?” he asked breathlessly as he rushed in the back door.  “Is Andy all right?  He’s not sick, is he?”  When Tess had fallen ill, they’d tested both Cameron and Andy and determined that neither one of them were capable of contracting the virus.  So far, that seemed to be the truth, but Cameron always worried about it in the back of his mind.

      “He’s fine, dear, just fine,” Welda greeted him at the door in her thick, German accent.  She’d normally be in her long nightgown and fluffy bathrobe by now, but she was still dressed for the day in a dark skirt and blouse.  “You worry far too much about him.  It’s not good for either one of you.”

      “Then what’s going on?  Why is the house lit up like Christmas?”  He glanced around the kitchen.  It was clean and tidy, the counters and appliances as spotless as Welda always kept them.  The faint scent of beef rouladen from that night’s dinner still hung in the air.  There was no sign of disaster.

      “Calm down, my dear.  I’ll make us a nice cup of tea while we talk.”

      Cameron clamped his lips together, fighting the urge to interrogate the old woman.  She’d been there ever since Andy was born, and she always did things in her own time and in her own way.  She couldn’t be coerced by anything, and Cameron was convinced her Old-World patience was something akin to magic.  He’d never met any Americans who were so imperturbable.  It certainly made for a good quality in a nanny, though.

      A few minutes later, Cameron sat across from her at the dining table.  He wasn’t in the mood for tea, but since Welda prepared it, he obediently stirred a spoon of sugar into the hot liquid.

      “Did you have a nice flight?”  The wrinkles around her eyes deepened as she wrapped her long, withered fingers around her mug.  “It was a good night for it, ja?”

      “It was.  Nothing unusual.”  He wasn’t going to draw out the details or they would never get through this conversation.

      “Not like that night when lightning started striking all around you?  That’s good.”  She took a long, slurping sip of her tea and closed her eyes.

      Cameron hadn’t minded that night, actually.  It’d been a thrill unlike anything he was used to when the sudden thunderstorm had popped up, sending brilliant bolts of lightning forking through the air all around him.  It’d been dangerous, but he’d enjoyed it far more than he ever would’ve admitted to Welda.  The surge of adrenaline had felt as though it was enough to last a lifetime.  A much smaller supply of it was currently running through his veins as he waited to find out just why they were sitting there so late at night having tea.  “And how was your evening?”

      Welda stared down into her mug for a long moment.  Her eyebrows twitched, and her mouth pursed and clamped as though she was trying to find all the right words, but couldn’t remember how to form them.  “I received a call from my cousin.”

      “That’s nice,” he replied, unsure of what else to say.

      The old woman nodded.  “It would be.  I haven’t heard from her in quite some time, and international calls aren’t exactly cheap.”

      “Welda, I’ve told you not to worry about that.  You can call home anytime you need to.”  Cameron paid the nanny well, but he firmly believed in fringe benefits.  He could afford a few long-distance calls if it made her happy.

      She waved him off.  “It doesn’t really matter right now.  My cousin told me that my mother has taken ill, and they don’t think she’s going to get better this time.”

      “I’m so sorry.”  Cameron instinctively reached across the table to put his hand on her thin wrist.  He had come to think of her as part of his family, and he ached for her.  He knew what it was like to lose someone special.  While it was difficult to think of a woman as old as Welda still having a mother around, she’d often told him tales of just what tough stock she’d come from.

      Her cloudy blue eyes lifted to meet his, and the corners of her mouth tweaked up into a sad smile.  “And I’m sorry too, dear.  I need to go home to see her.”

      “Of course.  Take as long as you need, and don’t worry about the cost of the plane ticket.  I’ll take care of it myself.”

      But she shook her head, patting his hand.  “You don’t understand, dear.  I don’t know how long this is going to take, and my family needs me.  I’ve made good money while I’ve been here in the States, and it could almost be a home to me, but it’s nothing like our little village.  My mother is probably leaving us and going to Heaven, and someday, it will be my turn.  As much as I love you and Andy, and even this big city, I don’t want to die here. It’s time for me to go home. Permanently.”

      Cameron opened his mouth to reply, but no words came out.  Welda had been a perpetual fixture in his home for so long now.  It was impossible to imagine life without her.  What would he do?  What would Andy do?  “You’re healthy, Welda.  You’re nowhere near dying.”

      She clucked her tongue against the roof of her mouth and shook her head.  “I’m sorry, my dear, but this is how things are for me.  I always knew I would need to return home someday, and I knew I would receive a sign when the time was right.  I don’t think there’s any denying that this is the sign I’ve been waiting for.”

      “When are you leaving?” he asked grimly, not wanting to hear the answer.

      “First thing in the morning, as soon as Andy is awake and I have a chance to say goodbye to him.  I wouldn’t dare leave him without that at least.”

      Pushing away the mug of tea, Cameron felt a distinct turning in his stomach.  He’d felt it before, when he’d sat with Tess at the doctor’s office and they’d received the news of her infection.  He’d felt it again when he couldn’t save her from her fall.  It was a sign all right, but not one he was happy to see.  “I don’t know what I’m going to do,” he said slowly, his mind struggling to wrap around the idea of Welda leaving him.  “I can’t exactly take Andy to work with me.  I can hire someone new, but that takes time.  And how will I know if the new nanny is going to be good to him?  You’ve always taken care of him when he’s been sick and calmed him after his nightmares if I’m out of town.  There’s no one else in the world like you, Welda.”

      She gripped his hands in hers now, the look of her fingers belying the strength of his.  “And there is no greater compliment than that, Cameron, but you must know that I have to do this.  It breaks my heart, as I’ve become so attached to my little Schnuckelchen, but I have to go.”

      “You’re right.  I’m sorry; I shouldn’t be giving you a guilt trip.  What can I do to help?”

      Welda patted the back of his hand.  “Nothing, darling.  I’m a quick worker when I need to be.  I have everything packed and ready to go by the front door.”

      Cameron got up from the table and peered through the doorway into the living room.  As she’d said, her things were packed.  Several trunks and suitcases stood waiting on the marble tile near the door.  “You should’ve waited for me.  I could’ve at least carried them down for you.”

      She brushed past him, patting his cheek and smiling.  “As you’ve said, I’m not dying yet.”

      Leaning against the stairwell, Cameron looked up at the second floor where his son was sleeping.  This wasn’t just going to break his heart.  It was going to destroy him.  Cameron was never going to find someone as good as Welda.  It would have to be someone he could truly trust with the most precious thing in his life, and the nanny was leaving some very big shoes to fill.

      As though reading his mind, Welda put her hand on his shoulder.  “Don’t distress.  You’re a very capable young man, and you’ll get this figured out.  Maybe you’ll find a nice young woman to settle down with, someone who will think of Andy as her own.”

      It was a nice idea, but Cameron didn’t need to think about it for more than a fraction of a second to know it was out of the question.  He’d never met anyone who made him feel the way Tess had, and he never would.  Even before she’d passed away, he’d known that he would be single for the rest of his life.

      “I think I’ll just call the agency instead.”

      She tipped her head at him, looking as though she was about to say more on the subject, but she turned and headed up the stairs.  “If you say so.  I’m going to turn in.  I have to get up early.”

      Cameron watched her go and knew he should be doing the same thing, but he knew he wouldn’t get any sleep that night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      It was a hot and humid day, but Samantha had chosen to walk to the store instead of drive.  Hardly anyone from her small hometown in Illinois took to their feet if they didn’t have to, but she wanted to soak it all in one last time before she left.  Part of her was eager to get out, but the other part knew she would miss the big brick churches, the tiny restaurants where all the locals had the menus memorized, and the old movie theatre that showed new films at half the prices the big cities charged.  She’d wrapped herself in a light sweater despite the warm day.  Samantha was always cold.

      Robinson’s was a tiny grocery store just a few blocks away, and even though Samantha didn’t want to stock her fridge right before she skipped the state for good, she still needed a few things to get by until her flight left.  She ignored the awkward glance from the clerk as she walked in, heading straight to the bread aisle and then around the corner for a small carton of milk.

      “Look, Mom!  It’s Ms. Parker!”

      Before Samantha could turn around, a tiny pair of arms wrapped themselves around her thigh, nearly causing her to drop her groceries and trip straight into the cooler.

      She looked down to see a familiar mop of curly red hair.  “Hi, Annabelle.  How are you today?”

      The little girl pointed a pouty face up at her.  “Mrs. Pembroke said you’re not coming back next year,” she said, an accusational tone in her voice.

      “Annabelle, leave her alone!” snapped a woman as she charged up through the aisle and reached for her daughter.  “I’m sure she doesn’t want you hanging on her in the middle of the store.”

      “It’s all right,” Samantha assured her.  “It happens all the time.”

      But the look on the mother’s face was something more than aggravation at her daughter’s behavior.  “We have to go, Annabelle.  Come on.”

      Regretfully, the little girl let go and went to her mother, who grabbed her hand.  “But are you really leaving?”

      “I am,” Samantha admitted.  “I’m going all the way to California.”

      “But I’ll miss you!”  Annabelle broke free of her mother’s grasp and charged at Samantha one more time, holding tight.  “I don’t like Mrs. Pembroke.”

      Samantha unwound the little girl’s grip from her leg so she could kneel down in front of her and look her in the eye, her grocery errand forgotten for the moment.  “She’s not as mean as you think she is, and I’m sure they’ll be hiring another very nice teacher to take my place.  You can write to me, though, and I promise I’ll write back.”

      A hint of a smile brightened Annabelle’s eyes.  “Really?  Like real letters?”

      “Yes, ma’am.  And if you look at the postmark, you’ll see that it’s coming all the way from Beverly Hills.  Here, I think I have some paper in my purse.  I’ll write the address down for you.”

      “We really don’t have time.”  Annabelle’s mother grabbed her daughter once again.  “Let’s go.”  She dragged her daughter from the store.

      Samantha watched them go regretfully, but she wasn’t surprised.  She knew about all the rumors that had been spreading through Cooper City.  It’d been happening for a long time, starting out as nothing more than gossip among her fellow high school students after the first few incidents had gotten out.  But it had only increased over the years, and even though she had a respectable job at the preschool and a college education under her belt, it was becoming worse.  Parents no longer trusted her with their children.  If there was ever a good reason to move halfway across the country, this was it.

      She checked out and headed home, not looking forward to the work that still remained ahead of her.

      The phone was ringing as soon as she walked in the door.  “Hello?”

      “How’s my soon-to-be-Californian doing?” called a bright and cheery voice from the other end.  “I’m just dying for you to get here!”

      Samantha smiled.  She couldn’t help it any time she talked to Jane Vinson.  The two of them had met at summer camp as kids, and they’d begged their parents every year to continue to send them to the same camp so they would get a chance to see each other.  In between, they called and wrote constantly.  It wasn’t always easy to be two thousand miles apart, but they made it work.  “I’m doing okay.  Unfortunately, everyone seems determined to remind me just why I’m leaving.”  She recounted her experience at the grocery store.

      “Don’t worry about them,” Jane urged.  “Once you’re out here, you’ll forget about everything that’s happened in that silly little town.”

      Samantha pressed the receiver between her shoulder and her ear as she stepped into the bedroom and continued the job she had started earlier, pulling clothes out of the closet and packing them into cardboard boxes.  “I sure hope you’re right.  I can’t say I’m completely certain this is the right move for me.”

      “It’ll be great!  This area is wonderful, and you won’t have any problem finding another school to teach at.”

      “That’s easy for you to say.”  Jane was a shifter, and it was well-known that dragons had an easier time getting jobs than humans did.  They were just popular.  Jane was the lead singer of the Villainous Ravens, and her brother Blane was an actor.  They were talented and personable, and everyone wanted to be around them.  “I’m just a small-town girl, and I don’t know how well I’ll fit in.”

      “Yeah, cause you clearly fit in so well where you’re at,” Jane pointed out.

      “Good point.”  For the longest time, Samantha had been willing to put up with a few whispers behind her back.  The rumor mill was always strong in a place like Cooper City, and the locals were always gossiping about someone.  But it had gotten much worse lately.  Samantha couldn’t go out in public without hearing comments about how she must have sold her soul to the devil.  Her job was on the line as the school board tried to determine if they had enough evidence to fire her.  She could stand all of that as long as Mark was by her side.

      But that had changed, too.  He couldn’t handle the rumors anymore, once he’d realized there was some truth to them, and he’d been quick to move back into his mother’s house.  Samantha had tried to reason with him, asking him to go to counseling with her or at least stay in their shared home until he had a real place to go.  Mark had been adamant, and even his mother had gotten involved.  It was better to let him go.

      “So…how are things?”

      Samantha knew this code.  Jane was the first person she’d told about her ability, and so far, the only person who seemed to understand and accept it.  She knew about the dreams, the visions, and the way it made Samantha feel afterwards.  “Bad, honestly.  It’s only gotten worse.  I’ve tried everything I can, but of course the library doesn’t have a lot of information.  Even if they did, I doubt they would give it to me.”

      “People are much more open-minded out here,” Jane insisted.  “You’ll see.  Look, I’ve got to go.  We might be going on tour with The Bangles later this year, and I’m supposed to meet up with Damien to get it all ironed out.  But I’ll be there to meet you at the airport as soon as your flight lands.  Bye, Sam!”

      “Bye.”  Samantha hung up regretfully.  Jane was about the only friend she had left in the world, and even though being on the phone wasn’t as good as talking to her in person, it was often all she had.  She set the phone down and continued her work, wondering if she would ever get the house packed up in time, when she heard the front door open.

      Coming out of the hallway, she felt an odd surge in her heart when she saw Mark standing just inside the living room.  She hadn’t seen him in months, not since they’d broken it off, but she’d heard that he’d found an apartment and might even be dating someone else already.  His hair was shorter and he’d lost a few pounds.  Seeing him now, he didn’t even look like the same person she’d been in love with anymore.

      “Come to see me off?  Make sure I don’t bewitch you anymore?”  She glared at him to hide the hurt she knew was evident in her eyes.

      He looked around the room, taking in the empty shelves and the stacks of boxes.  He looked anywhere but at her.  “Stop it, Sammy.”

      “Why should I?  And don’t call me Sammy.  You lost that right.”  Feeling the need to stay busy, she turned away from him and pretended to rearrange the knickknacks that had already been placed in a box.

      “You said you found a few of my things?”

      Without turning around, she gestured vaguely at a stack of cartons near the door.  “It’s all there, packed and ready for you.  Take it and go.”

      Mark sighed and shuffled his feet, but Samantha didn’t hear the sound of him getting the boxes out to his car and leaving her the hell alone.  When she turned to look at him, he was watching her.  “What?  Am I that much of a freak that even packing up everything I’ve ever owned is a show now?  Do I need to start charging for tickets?”  Anger sparked in her chest.  It was a familiar feeling, one that often mixed with sadness and made her feel like she was going to explode.

      “Samantha, stop.  I just wanted to say that I’m sorry.” He took a hesitant step forward.

      “Sorry for what?  For selling me out?  For letting the entire rest of Cooper City know about my personal problems?”  She swiped a hand through her hair.  So many times, Samantha had considered telling him all her true feelings, but she always held back when she actually had the chance.  She just wasn’t a confrontational person, and it was easier to let it go.  This was the very last time she would get to see him face-to-face, though; the very last opportunity to let him know just what he had done to her.

      “You know it wasn’t like that.”

      “Yes, it was!  It absolutely fucking was!”  Samantha turned fully toward him now.  “I confided in you because I thought you loved me and you would be able to handle it.  I thought you would understand, and you did at first.  Or at least, you pretended to.  But I guess you were just acting like it didn’t matter, like you did with everything else.  It was all a lie!”

      Mark rolled his eyes, which only infuriated her more.  “It wasn’t a lie.  I thought it was just a phase.”

      “A phase?  Do people have phases that last their entire lives?  Mark, I’ve been seeing spirits for as long as I can remember.  I didn’t understand it when I was a kid, but as soon as I did, I knew I had to keep it a secret.  I told you.  I told my fiancé because he was supposed to love me, no matter what.  But you freaked out when I needed you the most, and you confirmed what everyone had been wondering about!”  Hot tears flooded over her eyelashes and down her cheeks, and she swiped at them angrily.  Her body was betraying her once again.

      “I was scared, okay?”  Mark looked just as angry as she did, and he took another step forward as he pointed his finger at her.  “You have no idea what it’s like to see someone go through that.  It’s terrifying!  I thought you were just having a nightmare, but nobody has nightmares like that!”

      “Trust me, I remember it perfectly.”  Samantha turned away from him once again, but this time, she didn’t mess around with the box.  There was no point in trying to act casual.  She looked out the window, where the sun was just starting to make its descent toward the tree line.

      Her visions had been getting worse.  Samantha tried not to say anything.  She knew that even though Mark had been supportive, it was a lot for anyone to handle.  She didn’t want to be unfair to him.  But one night, she’d been unable to control just how much of her ability he was exposed to.

      The two of them had just drifted off to sleep, and the visions started up almost instantly.  They were usually experiences she could handle, and Samantha had often been able to communicate well with the spirits who reached out to her.  This time, she found herself in a forest.  The sun was setting, spraying shafts of light through the treetops. Samantha walked along, finding the scenery pleasant.  There were even birds, rabbits, and other small animals here and there.

      But something in the air shifted suddenly.  Samantha couldn’t explain it, but she felt a knot of dread in her stomach.  Turning in a slow circle, she realized that the birds were no longer singing. Whatever animals that had been around had made themselves scarce.  The wildlife had felt it, too.

      A man broke through the underbrush.  Samantha couldn’t see him well; he was a blur, as though she was looking at him through water, and a dark shadow clung to him like an aura.  The man stumbled toward her, and Samantha couldn’t move.  Her feet were anchored to the ground, and no matter how hard she tried, Samantha couldn’t get away.

      It might all have just been a regular nightmare, the kind of thing everyone experiences.  But when the creature—for she thought of him now as a monster, whether he was human or not—reached her, he laid his hand heavily on her arm.  His thoughts came rushing into her brain.

      She was now on an open plain, and the sunny sky had been replaced by a dark and cloudy one.  Rows of shields extended away from her on either side, and it was only after Samantha stared at them for a moment that she realized there were soldiers behind them.  She couldn’t see their faces behind the low helmets they wore.  She turned around, looking for the thing that had brought her there.  He was standing just to her left.

      “What is this place?  Why did you bring me here?”

      The shadowy figure didn’t answer.  He simply raised one hand in the air.

      The soldiers brought their swords up to match his gesture, and when the shadow lowered his hand, they marched forward.  Samantha was carried forward with them, as though someone had picked her up and brought her along.

      “I don’t understand!  I’m sure you want something, but I don’t know what’s going on!”

      Her host turned to her and pressed his face close.  She could see his eyes, dark and haunted ones that bored into her own.  Samantha’s mind was instantly overtaken with images of what would happen during and after the battle:  heads split open by axes, bloody and broken bodies laying in heaps, the field soaked with blood and rain.

      It was too much.  It was simply too real.  Samantha pulled herself out of the dream, or at least she tried.  She fought and pulled against what she saw, but the shadowy creature was fighting just as hard.  His hand was wrapped around her arm completely, and he refused to let go.

      What Samantha hadn’t found out about the experience until later was that she had acted out the entire thing, standing right in front of their bed.  Mark had witnessed her getting out of bed, thinking she was just going to use the bathroom, only to stroll back and forth across the room.  Her leisurely actions had quickly become intense.  She screamed and flailed, enacting everything that was happening in her mind with her body.

      When Samantha had finally come to, she was lying on the bedroom floor.  Someone was screaming repeatedly, and it was only after her eyes had been open for a few minutes that she realized it was her.  Mark was standing over her, looking terrified.

      “I needed your help,” Samantha said quietly, trying to shake those memories out of her mind.  She thought about that vision almost every day.  The shadowy figure had been back several times since then, and it was always hard to get away from him.  “I just needed someone stable and calm to come back to.”

      “Sammy, you completely wrecked the bedroom!” Mark argued.  “You broke the mirror over the dresser, you tore all the stuffing out of the comforter, and I don’t think there was a single thing left hanging on the walls. You went completely berserk!”

      “It wasn’t my fault.”  Samantha told herself that constantly, but she had to wonder.  What had she done to deserve these manifestations?  There were times when she’d been able to help these spirits, when they simply wanted her to pass along a message or make sure that a loved one was checked on.  That was easy enough, but her encounter with the dark creature made her wonder if it was all just in her head.  That would’ve made Mark happy, though, if she could just be written off as crazy.

      Mark sighed.  “I never said it was, okay?  And I think it’s better for both of us to move on, anyway.  I just came to get my stuff.  And…”  He trailed off, looking out the window and shoving his hands in his pockets.

      Samantha recognized that.  He was nervous about something.  “What is it?  Just tell me.”

      “I’m seeing someone.”

      She stared at him for a long moment.  Maybe that was what had looked so different about him when he’d first walked in.  That would sound crazy to anyone else, but people had a different presence when they were with someone new.  “Yes, so I heard.”

      “Oh.  Well, I wanted you to hear it from me; I thought it would be best that way.”

      Samantha uttered a sound of disgust.  “Stop acting like you feel sorry for me, like you left me in the lurch and there was some reason for you to feel guilty about it.  I’m not someone to be pitied, you know.  I’ll be just fine on my own.”  She knew that she would be, and it would help to be away from Mark.  She needed to separate herself from the dreams she’d had of getting married. She’s already lost the dream of having children, as doctors told her long ago that she’d never be able to.  This was just the icing on the wedding cake she’d never get to taste.

      His eyebrow twitched.  “You’re really moving off to California?”

      “Yes.  And I don’t expect to be back.  Tell your mother; I’m sure she’ll be pleased.”  Samantha crossed her arms and straightened her back, trying to look strong.

      “Okay.  Well, if you see Eddie Murphy or Patrick Swayze, get me an autograph, will you?”  He picked up his boxes and headed out the door.

      Samantha gladly shut it behind him, pissed that she should have to deal with Mark at all before she left.  They’d been officially apart for a while now, and she should’ve been smarter than to tell him she’d found some of his belongings.  It would’ve been much easier to dump them at his mother’s house in the middle of the night and then head for the hills.

      Fortunately, Samantha had plenty of work to do to keep herself occupied.  The moving truck was going to show up in just a couple of days, and she wanted to be ready to have it all loaded up.  Most of her belongings would go to a storage unit that Jane had recommended until she found a place of her own, since she would be staying with her friend while she shopped for an apartment.  Two suitcases would come with her on the plane, and Samantha hoped she could cram enough of her life into them to last her for a while.

      After a quick dinner and a shower, Samantha settled into bed that night.  It was comforting in a way not to be surrounded by all the reminders of the life she and Mark had tried to build together.  He had been truthful when he said she’d destroyed most of the bedroom, but even the prints and lamps that had survived the occasion were things she was glad to be without.  She would start all over, like the blank wall across from her.

      Stretching and relaxing as she fell asleep, Samantha’s positive outlook about her future couldn’t last long.  The shadowy figure was back.  His fingers dug deep into her arm, and this time she could see them clearly.  Fear overtook her as she turned away, not wanting to see him, but the man always insisted.  He grabbed her face in his hands and showed her the battle once again.

      This time, she was even more of a participant than the last time he’d brought her there.  Sitting astride a massive horse, Samantha led the charge at the other side.  From where she sat, she could see no difference between the enemy’s army and her own.  Somehow, though, she had picked up on the hostile feelings all around her, and she wanted to cut them down.  The horse lunged forward with dizzying movements, and she clung to the reins with her left hand as she raised a battle axe with her right.  Thunder rolled in the distance, but she realized that it wasn’t thunder at all.  It was the sound of her army advancing.

      A battle cry sounded around her, and Samantha swung her axe.  It hit a wooden shield with a thunk that shuddered up her arm, racking her bones.

      Something in the sky swooped down toward the armies.  It was massive, yet it glided through the air as though it didn’t weigh a thing.  Samantha looked up at the great red creature as it rushed past, unable to see it all at once.  The wind it generated nearly knocked Samantha from her mount.

      It also brought a surge of understanding to Samantha’s mind.  She threw her axe to the ground.  “No!  I’m not doing this!”  There were soldiers all around her, but she had to get out.  Samantha stood in her saddle and jumped off.

      She hit her bedroom floor with a heavy thump, terrified of the shadows around her until she realized they were only the shadows of her own home and not of this dark spirit who insisted on reaching out to touch her.  Crying, Samantha hauled herself back into bed and huddled down between the sheets.  She was exhausted, both physically and mentally, but she hadn’t slept well in months. She could only hope this specter didn’t follow her to California—and if he did, that Jane would be far more understanding than Mark had been.
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      “This is exactly what I needed.”  Cameron picked up his drink and took a sip, knowing it would be amazing—just like everything else was at Indulgence.  Jackson Casey, the owner and a good friend, made sure of it.  Even the music was hand-picked and approved by Jackson—instead of being randomly chosen by a DJ—and no matter how popular a song was, it wasn’t allowed to be repeated too often.  Of course, that was to be expected of an A-list nightclub that only let in the cream of the crop. Unfortunately for Cameron, the heavy guitar rhythms of Whitesnake’s “Here I Go Again” thumped through the club, reminding him of just why he was there.

      “Rough week?”  Blane Vinson sat across the small table from him.  He’d just come off the set of the latest Rob Reiner film, and his hair had been dyed a shade lighter for the role.  It was a big change from his normal dark coloring, but it suited him.

      “You have no idea.  Welda left for Germany, and she’s not coming back.  I guess I was delusional to think she could just take care of Andy until he went off to college, but I still didn’t think she would leave so soon.  It’s going to be impossible to find someone to replace her.”  It’d been less than a week since the nanny had boarded her plane.  Cameron had insisted on driving her himself so that he and Andy could see her off.  It was hard on both of them, but it’d been hardest on Andy.

      “How’s he taking it?”  Blane accepted a second drink from a young waitress who fluttered her heavily-lined eyes at him and tipped forward as she passed him the glass, hoping he would take notice of her cleavage.  Blane barely even regarded her, only having eyes for his wife Courtney.  “I know what kind of a fit Amanda throws when we change things around the house, and she’s a lot younger.”

      Cameron shook his head and sighed.  “He’s miserable, honestly.  It was like losing a part of himself.  Andy’s only five, and he’s always been a really good kid.  He’s hardly gotten in trouble a day in his life.  All of a sudden, it’s like I can’t control him.  He’s shifting whenever he wants to, regardless of who’s around or what he might damage.  He doesn’t want to go to bed, and then he doesn’t want to get up in the morning.  I’ve got a temp taking care of him while I work, but I have a feeling I’m going to be running through those pretty quickly with the way he’s behaving.”

      Blane shrugged.  “I wish I knew what to tell you, but you’ve got a lot more parenting experience under your belt than I do.  The way Courtney handles Amanda, you would think she’s her biological mother.  I got really lucky with her.  Maybe the same thing will happen with you.”  A spark of mischief shone in his eyes.

      “You can take that back,” Cameron said with a friendly laugh.  “There’s no woman out there who would want to deal with this.  Andy’s throwing fits, and then I have to find someone who can understand him.  His speech impediment makes it hard, and it gets worse when he’s stressed.”

      “Oh, I don’t know.”  Blane settled back in his seat and crossed his arms in front of his chest, still smiling.  “I’m sure there’s a young lady out there who’d be perfectly happy to deal with that if it means being married to a rather famous and wealthy film producer in Hollywood.”

      The idea was simply out of the question, and for so many reasons.  “Thanks, but no thanks.  I wouldn’t want someone who was only interested in my reputation and money.  There’s never going to be another woman like Tess.”

      “Suit yourself.  The domestic life isn’t so bad, you know.  I always thought I’d be miserable with a woman following me around, telling me what to wear and how to behave.  Of course, Courtney was doing that anyway, since it was her job, but it’s actually completely different now.”  His smile changed and he got a distant look in his eye as he spoke of his wife.

      Cameron imagined that he’d probably gotten that same look when Tess was alive.  It was great that Blane had found someone who made him so happy, but Cameron had resigned himself to a life alone, even before Tess died.  “Enough about that.  How’s everything else going in your life?”

      “Can’t complain.  Billy Idol is doing a song for the soundtrack of the movie I’m in, and he came by the set yesterday.  I know I’m supposed to be a celebrity myself, but it’s still exciting to meet people like him.”

      Cameron nodded and smiled, tuning out the conversation for a minute as his mind wandered back to his son.  What would Tess have done if Cameron had been the one who had died?  Would she have remarried?  Or would she have stayed stubbornly single, trying to find someone capable of raising their son while she worked?  It was an uncomfortable thought, because as much as he didn’t like the idea of Tess being with another man, he also didn’t like the thought of her being as stressed out as he was.

      The music shifted to a slow tempo as “Lady in Red” by Chris de Burgh pumped through the speakers.  Cameron had avoided that song every time it’d come on the radio, because it reminded him too much of the graceful red curves Tess boasted when in her dragon form.  The lyrics spoke to his heart and the way he’d felt around his wife, and he knew he would never feel that way again.

      But as he looked up across the room, hoping to find something else to distract himself with, his eyes landed on a woman who’d just come through the door.  Her blonde hair was a cloud of golden curls, and her blue eyes shone, even in the dim light.  Laughing and talking with her friend she’d come in with, she was the epitome of being light and carefree.  Those eyes slid to his from across the room and locked, and Cameron felt his mouth go slack.  The beautiful woman turned her head toward her friend while still keeping her gaze on Cameron, then she finally dragged her eyes away from him.

      All of this was enough to make Cameron wonder if he’d already had too much to drink.  He’d really only had one, but maybe it’d been a little stronger than usual.  In his line of work and when he was out with his friends, he’d encountered plenty of gorgeous women.  Many of them were actresses, and some were even supermodels, yet they’d never caught his attention like that.  To make matters worse, she was wearing a red dress that too closely matched the description in the song.

      “You okay?”  Blane’s voice cut through to Cameron, bringing him back to the moment.

      “Oh, um, yeah.  Sorry.”

      “What are you looking at?”  He turned in his seat, then smiled and waved.  “Jane’s here.  I didn’t know you were interested in my sister.”  His tone was almost accusational.

      Cameron waved off the notion.  “No, man.  She’s cute, but I wasn’t looking at her.  I just…thought I saw someone I knew.”  It was the best excuse he could make up on the spot.  Considering how hard he’d been denying the idea of ever being attracted to a woman again, he wasn’t about to tell Blane how the stranger in the red dress had turned him upside down for a minute.  He looked across the room again to see that the mysterious woman was heading straight for him.  Her friend was Jane.  He hadn’t even noticed, and he’d known Blane’s sister for a long time.  Cameron’s throat went dry.

      “Hey guys!” Jane said in her usual bubbly voice.

      “Is your band taking the night off?” Blane asked.  “I thought you were booked solid.”

      “Oh, we are,” she assured him, her eyes wide with excitement.  “But I made sure we were free tonight since my friend Samantha just arrived from Illinois.  Sam, this is my brother Blane, and this is Cameron.”

      The woman in the red dress smiled and shook Blane’s hand.  “I’ve heard so much about you.”

      “None of it’s good, I’m sure,” he replied with a look to his sister.

      “Not as bad as you might think.”  Samantha turned those big blue eyes to Cameron and reached out her hand.  “Nice to meet you.”

      Cameron didn’t want to shake her hand, and he didn’t want to give the normal polite reply when being introduced.  There was something about this woman that was making his brain all fuzzy, and he wasn’t sure if he loved it or hated it.  But he knew he couldn’t make a scene, and he slowly took her hand in his.  The electric sparks that throbbed up his wrist made his throat a little tighter.  “You, too,” he replied dumbly.

      “Samantha’s staying with me until she finds a place.”  Jane looked at her friend fondly, like she was proud of her.  “But before we do any of that, I’m taking her around to show her everything.”

      “There’s a lot to see and do.  That’s going to take you a while,” Blane pointed out.

      “I don’t mind.  I think I’m ready for a little bit of adventure.”  Samantha smiled.

      Cameron thought he was going to lose his lunch.  His inner dragon was fighting to get out of him.  While everyone in Hollywood and probably all the movie buffs knew he was a shifter, Cameron made it a point not to show off his abilities.  It was a personal experience, and one that he preferred to keep to himself unless absolutely necessary.  Even his friends had only seen him transform on occasion.  The other three at the table carried on amiably, but Cameron was barely paying attention until Samantha walked away.

      “Where’s she going?” he asked as he watched her red dress disappear into the crowd, the skirt of it swinging around her long, sexy legs.

      Jane tipped her head at Cameron.  “She just said she was going to get her sweater.  Sam’s always cold, even in the summer.”

      “Oh.”  Cameron continued to look in the direction Samantha had gone, wondering how soon she’d be back.

      “Are you all right?” she asked.  “You don’t seem quite yourself today.”  A waitress brought by a B-52 shot, and Jane quickly downed it.

      “He’s trying to find a new nanny,” Blane explained when Cameron didn’t answer.  “His left earlier this week, and he’s all messed up about it.”

      Jane raised on eyebrow.  “Is that so?”

      “Yeah,” Cameron admitted, relaxing a little now that Samantha wasn’t nearby.  “She’d been working for me for the last five years.”  Once again, he was overwhelmed by how difficult it was going to be to replace her.

      “So, I suppose you need someone who’s really good with children?” Jane asked.

      “Well, sure.  Obviously.”  Cameron wasn’t phased by the odd question. There was never any telling what might come out of Jane’s mouth.  As a musician and a party girl, she always liked to shake things up a bit.

      “And ideally, someone with a really good reputation and some references,” Jane said with an impish smile.

      “Mmhmm.”  Cameron considered the bottom of his glass, wondering if he should have another or if he should just quit for the night.  He was already acting like an idiot.

      “And whoever you hire would be a full-time nanny?  You’d give her room and board?”

      “What are you getting at?” Blane asked of his sister.  “Just spit it out.”

      “Samantha!” she exclaimed.  “She’s going to need a job out here, and she just left her position at a pre-school.  She has all the credentials you could ever need.  Plus, I’ve known her almost my whole life.  I can vouch for her.”

      Cameron wrinkled his brow at Jane.  He’d always liked her in a sisterly way, and she was a good person at heart, but she didn’t seem like the kind who would have a nanny for a friend.  “I don’t know.  Andy is pretty special.  And he’s a shifter, just like I am.  I’m not sure if an ordinary human is a good match for him.”  He couldn’t explain how he knew that Samantha wasn’t a dragon.  It was common for shifters to automatically recognize each other, whether it was something in their eyes or the way they behaved or some pheromone that scientists had yet to discover.

      Jane put her elbows on the table and leveled her eyes with Cameron’s.  “She may be human, but she’s anything but ordinary.  She’s been through a lot, and she’s no stranger to unusual things.  Samantha can handle it.”

      The image of the new woman flickered at the forefront of Cameron’s mind, and his entire body reacted once again.  It was best to keep someone like that at arm’s length, not in his home.  “She’s only just moved here.  It’ll probably be too much for her. Besides, Andy has that stutter.  Welda and I are the only ones who can really understand him.”

      “That’s not a problem!”  Jane shook her head, letting her short fringe of black hair swing around her jaw line.  “She’s not exactly a speech therapist, but she has experience with these things.  Some of the children who went to her former preschool had developmental disabilities.”

      Cameron opened his mouth to argue once more, but he couldn’t find another point of contention.  He couldn’t exactly tell her that being in the same room with Samantha was hard to tolerate.  “All right. Fine.  I’ll interview her right now.”  He heard the words but was only vaguely aware that he had spoken them.  It was as though they had come out on their own.

      “What?”  Blane looked from Cameron to Jane and back again.  “You don’t have to do that.  Jane, you need to stop manipulating people into doing whatever you want.”

      Jane looked offended.  “I’m not manipulating anyone, I’m trying to help a few people out!  She needs a job, and he needs a nanny.  It’s not that hard to figure out, Blane.”

      Cameron didn’t want to start a fight between the siblings, and he knew Blane could be a little hard on his sister at times.  “Really, it’s fine.  Jane’s right.  If I don’t start doing something about finding a new caregiver for Andy, then he’ll be stuck with temps for far too long.  He deserves better than that.”  Instinctively, Cameron looked across the room just as Samantha came back in.  Her sweater was red, too, and all the air left his lungs.  This was going to be difficult.
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      “Sorry, I know this is a strange place for a job interview.”  Cameron and Samantha had moved to a separate table and ordered a round of drinks.  He’d decided it was better to keep himself relaxed—even if it was only artificially—so that he might not make a complete idiot of himself.

      She smiled at him as she picked up her glass.  “It’s completely fine.  A surprise, but completely fine.”

      Cameron took a deep breath, unsure of where he should even start.  He wasn’t prepared for this.  Once they’d gotten their own table, he’d spent a few minutes telling her a little about Andy while she listened with a dreamy look in her eyes.  It seemed like a good start, but he wasn’t sure where to go from there.  “Why don’t you tell me about your teaching experience.”

      “Well, I got my degree from the University of Illinois, and I spent the last three years working at Little Wonders Preschool.  I had a lot of friends that wanted to teach the older ones, but I’ve always enjoyed little kids.”  Her face glowed as she spoke.

      “Why did you come all the way out here?”  Cameron waited for the same answer that almost anyone would have to that question.  Most people who migrated anywhere near Hollywood were looking for a job in entertainment.  Maybe Samantha wanted to host a kids’ television show or something.  She could certainly do it if she was as good at talking on camera as she was in person.  Just some slightly softer makeup and a different outfit, and she would be the kind of entertainer that entranced children and enchanted their parents.

      A strange look crossed Samantha’s face as her smile faded slightly.  “I went through some things at home, and I was ready for a fresh start.  I’ve known Jane for a long time, and she gave me the opportunity to come here.  I couldn’t really pass it up.”

      Jane had also mentioned that Samantha had been through some hard times, and Cameron couldn’t help but be desperately curious.  He also couldn’t help but feel this strange animal magnetism toward her, something he’d only felt once in his life before and never thought he’d feel again.  “Do you think you’d be happy being a nanny for just one child?  I mean, it’s not going to be the same type of work you’re used to.”

      Samantha wrapped her arms around herself and leaned her elbows on the table as she rolled her eyes up and to the left.  She looked both chilly and thoughtful, and it was a good look on her.  “You know, I think it would be a wonderful change of pace.  I loved working in a classroom, because I felt like I was making a difference for all those children.  But at the same time, they usually put far too many kids with one teacher.  There were times at the end of the day that I didn’t feel like I’d paid enough attention to each of them.  So yes, I think I would like it quite a bit.”

      Damn. She was just so perfect.  Jane had indicated that was going to be the case.  Still, Cameron questioned his own judgement on this.  Tess had been the one to hire Welda.  How did he know he wasn’t just interested in employing her because she was hot?  George Michael’s “I Want Your Sex” was now playing in the background, which was awkward at best during a job interview.  “There’s something you need to know about Andy.  He’s got a really bad stutter.  The women that have come in from the temp agency can’t understand him very well at all.”

      Her face softened, and her brow wrinkled ever so slightly.  “Poor sweet thing.  You know, stuttering is often exacerbated by anxiety.  He might be having a hard time communicating with the temps because he doesn’t know them very well.  Andy needs to know that nobody’s rushing him or judging him.”

      Cameron nodded slowly and pursed his lips, remembering that Welda had said something similar.  “I have to be honest, Samantha.  I know I shouldn’t be sitting here in a bar interviewing a nanny for my son.  It’s just silly.  But I have a really good feeling about you.  I’d like to hire you.”  There was no telling what Welda might’ve said if she could see him practically hiring a girl off the sidewalk to come take care of his son, but he didn’t care.  At the very least, giving Samantha a shot and having her around for awhile would be better than running through various nannies from the agency.  Jane had vouched for her, and that was good enough for him.

      “Are you sure?”  She leaned a little further forward, her eyes probing.

      This surprised him.  “I thought you wanted the job.”

      “I do, but I don’t want you to rush into anything.  Andy deserves the absolute best, the person who’s truly right for him.  I appreciate the job offer, but I also understand that you don’t really know me.  I don’t want you to feel pressured into doing anything you’re not comfortable with.”  Her smile now was a nervous one.

      But those few sentences told Cameron everything he needed to know about her.  Samantha cared more about a child she’d never met than she cared about a job that could mean the difference in how well she did out there in Beverly Hills.  The job market was a competitive one, and as soon as he put an ad in the paper, his phone would be ringing off the hook.  It was time to just be open with her, since that was what his body had been demanding he do for the last few minutes.  “Look, I’m sure there are several people out there looking for this type of position who would do well with Andy. The trouble is going to be finding them and sorting them out from everyone else.  I think it’s better to see how the two of you do together than to risk waiting for another person to come along that I feel comfortable with.”

      She fingered the napkin under her drink and shook her head, her golden curls tumbling around her face.

      “What is it?”

      “I just wish more parents cared as much about their children as you obviously do for Andy.  It sounds crazy, I know, but so many of them are more interested in their own lives and their own agendas than what’s best for the kids.  I’ve seen it so many times, and it always breaks my heart.”  Her gaze was distant, and she must have been remembering her former students.  “I come to think of them as my own, but at the end of the day, I have to send them home.  It’s hard.”

      “If things work out, it might not be like that anymore.”  Cameron instinctively reached across the table and laid his hand on hers in a gesture that was meant to be reassuring.  As soon as his skin touched hers, he realized he’d made a mistake.  Something like a spark traveled up his arm and down his spine, and he shuddered as he felt several scales erupt from the skin between his shoulder blades.

      “Oh!”  Samantha yanked her hands off the table and stared at him in surprise.  Her eyes were wide.

      “What’s wrong?”  Cameron ran his tongue over his teeth to see if they had sharpened into fangs, but they felt normal.

      She looked down at her hand as though she’d find evidence of his touch on her skin.  “I don’t know.  I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t apologize.  It’s just a weird night.  Here.”  Cameron reached inside his jacket pocket and produced a business card and a pen.  “I’ll put my address and my personal number on the back.  I’ll be home tomorrow around six.  You can come over and meet Andy.  We’ll have some dinner and spend some time getting to know each other, and you can get settled in.”  It felt better to get back to business instead of focusing on whatever it was that had happened between them.

      She took the card, glanced over it, and tucked it in her purse.  “Great.  Thank you.”

      Cameron was saved from having to coordinate an exit by Jane, who trotted over with an excited look in her eyes.  “Sorry to interrupt!”

      “It’s okay.  We just finished up.”

      “Great!  Samantha, you’ve got to come with me.  Annie Lennox just showed up.  She’s not in town very often, but she’s a real kick to hang out with.  Come on!”  Jane grabbed her friend by the hand and dragged her away as Samantha gave a polite wave.

      Cameron once again watched her go before picking up his drink and returning to Blane, who looked like he was about to fall asleep on the table.

      “How did it go?” Blane asked.  “She seems more normal than my sister, at least.”

      “That might depend on your definition of normal.”  Cameron’s eyes were scanning the crowd, hoping to catch another glimpse of her, even though he was guaranteed to see her the next evening.  Samantha definitely wasn’t “normal,” but Cameron couldn’t quite put his finger on why.  Maybe that was what intrigued him about her so much; he just couldn’t figure her out.  “But she’s hired.”

      “That was quick.”  Blane glanced at him out of the corner of his eye as he signaled to a waitress for another drink.

      “Desperate times call for desperate measures.”  And maybe he was just completely insane, or maybe he’d been single for far too long.  Either way, he truly did have a good feeling about her.  Cameron just hoped he was right.
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      Jane’s house was amazing.  Massive modern paintings hung on every wall, a brilliant contrast to the white carpet and the black leather furniture.  She had every commodity a person could want, and the bedroom she’d given Samantha to use was as big as the entire first floor of the house Samantha had just moved out of.

      But as much as she knew she should be enjoying living in the lap of luxury, Samantha couldn’t stop thinking about Cameron and the little boy she would be meeting that evening.  Jane was sleeping in and there wasn’t much to do to keep her occupied, which wasn’t helping.  Cameron seemed like a truly great guy, not like she would’ve imagined a Hollywood producer to be.  Jane had introduced her to several celebrities the night before, and they had ranged from personable to snobby.  Cameron was something else entirely, and from the tender and worried look he got in his eyes when he spoke of his son, she knew this was going to be a good thing.

      Samantha had been prepared to find dozens of attractive men out there in Hollywood.  After all, this was where the most beautiful people came to find their careers in entertainment.  She’d also known that she wasn’t interested in any romantic relationships.  Her split from Mark had been devastating enough, and Samantha wasn’t ready to start up something like that again.

      Meeting Cameron, however, had been like a scene out of a movie.  Samantha could see the humor in the comparison, since he was a film producer after all, but it still had been an experience unlike anything else.  She and Jane had gotten into Indulgence easily, which she knew never would’ve happened if she’d tried to get in on her own.  Her friend had explained that the place was packed only with celebrities, the socially elite, and those who knew them.  The thought excited Samantha, but only because she figured it’d be a great opportunity to meet a few stars.  After all, if she was there, she might as well make the most of it.

      She’d been surrounded by beautiful people as soon as she’d walked in the door, but she’d only noticed them in passing as if they were part of the scenery.  Jane had been explaining to her how Jackson had developed the place when Samantha locked eyes with the intriguing man across the room.  His dark hair had probably been combed neatly earlier in the day, but it was now tousled.  He had a boyish smile, but it had faded into a straight line of captivation as soon as his eyes had locked with hers.  And what eyes they were!  A paler blue than her own, they shifted almost to gray and almost to green depending on how the light hit them, and they seemed to burn right into her soul.  For a long moment, the music, the dancers, and even Jane had faded to the background as they regarded each other from across the room.  Eventually, she’d shaken off the spell that he’d cast on her, but it’d been a struggle to act normal for the rest of the night.  If Jane had any idea just how attracted Samantha was to Cameron, would she still have suggested her for his new nanny?

      Then there was the matter of that hot flicker of energy they’d exchanged when he’d touched her hand.  Samantha was a professional, and she knew that Cameron hadn’t meant anything by the action.  But something inexplicable had happened between the two of them, and she found her attempts at getting her mind off it futile.  While Samantha had no idea what he might have experienced on his end, she’d picked up a massive influx of psychic energy.  The touch had been brief, and the vision that threatened to come to her had been cut off quickly, but it was clear to Samantha that there was a lot more to Cameron than what he showed on the surface.  This had been the first instance of her powers in action since she’d arrived in California, and she wasn’t certain how to feel about it.

      When it was finally time, Samantha’s stomach jumped inside her as she caught a cab to the address Cameron had given her.  Traffic was thick this time of evening, and she hoped she’d left enough time for the trip.  She didn’t want to give her boss a bad impression by showing up late.

      The cab rolled into the circular driveway just on time.  The arched doorways and light brown brick made the place look more like a French chateau than a Beverly Hills mansion, and the thrill in Samantha’s stomach shifted from one of nervousness to one of excitement.  It was gorgeous.

      Apparently, the cabbie agreed.  He rolled out of the driver’s seat and limped to the trunk to unload her bags.  “Quite a place, honey.  You live here?”  he nodded his balding head toward the house.

      Samantha shrugged.  “I’m going to be, if all goes well.”

      He put one hand on his hip and scratched his ample belly with the other.  “I wouldn’t want to have to clean it, that’s for sure.  Good luck!”

      By the look of the interior of the cab, the driver didn’t like to clean much of anything.  “Thanks.  Have a good day!”  Samantha paid the man, picked up her overnight bag, and headed for the front door.

      To her surprise, Cameron himself answered it.  He was casually dressed in a light blue safari shirt and khakis, and he smiled nervously at her as he stepped out onto the covered porch and closed the door behind him.  “I told Andy what’s going on because I wanted him to be at least a little prepared.  He’s pretty nervous about it, though.  He was with one of the temp sitters today while I was at work.  I should’ve taken the whole day off for this.”

      There was something endearing about the concern he had for Andy, and Samantha smiled.  It was funny to think that a man who orchestrated huge productions, who likely had no problem ordering around all the top talent in Hollywood, could be a little shy and nervous when taking on a new caregiver for his child.  “It’s fine.  I’ll have plenty of time to get to know him.  There’s no rush, and there’s no need for you to feel bad about it.”

      His shoulders sagged visibly with relief, and he nodded.  “Come on in.  I’ll get your bags.”  He trotted out to the driveway where the cabbie had left the other two suitcases.

      Samantha stepped inside and was immediately impressed.  The curved marble stairs in the center of the foyer were lined with a wrought iron banister and led up to a landing before spreading off to either side of the second floor.  The arched doorways she’d seen on the outside of the home carried through in there, with several sets of French doors in dark wood.  A number of expensive-looking rugs dotted the floor, and a massive floral arrangement stood on a side table.  The walls and floor were all shades of dark cream and light coffee, giving it a much cozier feel than Jane’s place.  She was just craning her head back to look at the crystal chandelier overhead when Cameron came through the door with her luggage.

      “If it’s all right with you, I’d like for the three of us to go ahead and have dinner together so Andy can have a chance to meet you.  Then I can show you your room later.  There’s a powder room just here under the stairs if you need to freshen up.  You’ll find me right through this doorway.”

      “Thank you.”  Samantha ducked into the room he indicated and closed the door gently behind her.  She didn’t really need to freshen up, but he’d been so polite in giving her the opportunity that she didn’t want to turn him down.  Once inside the bathroom, Samantha had to admire the fact that even a powder room for guests under the stairs had been decorated to match the rest of the house.  The pale yellow wallpaper carried a rich, tapestry-like design and was complimented by the large framed print of farmers in the French countryside.  Samantha leaned on the pedestal sink and studied her face in the oval mirror above it.  She was just a small-town girl from Illinois, and she’d been instantly transported into Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous.  It was so strange, but there was only one way to find out if she could handle it.  Touching up her lipstick, Samantha took a deep breath and headed into the dining room.

      Cameron stood up as soon as she walked in, once again the picture of manners.  “Andy, this is Ms. Parker, who I told you about.  She’s going to have dinner with us.”  He gestured for his son to get up from his chair and meet the new nanny.

      Andy regarded her with wide brown eyes that were the spitting image of his father’s, except for the color.  He had the same shaggy brown hair as well, but his nose and his mouth must have come from his mother.  The boy approached slowly, as if afraid Samantha might lunge forward and bite him, and he kept himself just behind his father’s leg as he stared up at Samantha.  “He-he-hewo.”

      “It’s very nice to meet you.”  Samantha wanted to scoop him right up into her arms.  He was so adorable, but she could tell that he was also very reserved.  It must have been tragic for him to lose his beloved nanny after knowing her his entire life, and as far as Andy knew, Samantha was just another temp who would come and go like the wind.  She certainly hoped that wouldn’t be the case.

      “Please, have a seat.  Dinner’s ready.”  Cameron gestured toward the table and pulled out a chair for her.

      Samantha felt more like she was on a date than a trial period for a job, but she didn’t mind.  It would be hard to separate her physical attraction to her new boss from the professional relationship they would need to have between them.  “You have a lovely home.”

      “I can’t take any credit for it,” Cameron replied as he poured each of them a glass of wine.  Andy already had a cup of milk sitting near his plate.  “My late wife was in charge of all that.  But thank you.”

      This was the first time Cameron had really mentioned his spouse, other than when he’d briefly explained he was a widower during their impromptu job interview at Indulgence.  That probably had something to do with the psychic noise she’d received from him when he’d touched her.  As curious as she was about it, she knew it would be dangerous to probe any further.  She wouldn’t only risk her job, but her sanity.  It’d been nice not to have spirits howling at her all the time as they’d done in Illinois.

      Samantha took a bite of the chicken breast on her plate.  “This is delicious.  Did you make it?”

      Cameron nodded.  “I did, but I had a little help.  Right, buddy?”  He looked to his son.

      Andy hadn’t touched his food yet.  Instead, he’d been watching the grown-ups with a fearful fascination.  “I p-put de owe-owe-owegano on.”

      “You did a very good job,” she replied sincerely, pleased to see that Cameron was close enough with his son that he’d involved him in cooking dinner. That might not have sounded like much, but Samantha knew those bonding moments could make all the difference in a child’s life.  Cameron didn’t need a nanny because he couldn’t be bothered to raise his own child.  If that were the case, he could’ve hired anyone.  He still wanted to be involved, and Samantha was pleased to see it.  “Why don’t you tell me about yourself, Andy?  What do you like to do?”

      He looked to his father for approval before he started talking.  His stutter was a heavy one, causing him to stumble over words almost continually.  Samantha listened patiently, not interrupting, rushing him along, or correcting him.  There were a few words that he missed entirely, but she could guess well enough what they were as he explained that he enjoyed soccer, playing board games, and going to the park.

      “That’s good to know.  Is there a park close by that you like going to?”  Samantha noticed from the corner of her eye that Cameron was watching her with an odd look on his face, but she ignored him for the moment.  She’d asked Andy about himself and he deserved her attention.

      “Dewe’s one!” he said, a spark of excitement coming into his eyes.  “My d-d-dad takes me dewe.  It has a big s-s-swide!”  Andy chattered on for another solid minute, telling her all about the other children that he saw at the park and some of the playground equipment besides the slide.

      “Sounds like a great place.”  Samantha had nearly forgotten about her food as she’d listened to the boy speak.  “And what if it’s a rainy day?  What are your favorite board games and toys?”

      “Just a s-s-sec!  I’w show you!”  Andy jumped out of his chair and ran from the room.

      Cameron leaned toward her as soon as his son was out of earshot.  “You can understand him?”

      Samantha tipped her head in surprise.  “Of course.”

      He glanced once again in the direction Andy’d gone.  “He’s had a lot of trouble with that.  The other kids his age don’t want to talk to him because he takes too long to get his thoughts out, and most adults have a hard time, too, other than Welda.  I’ve had a few days over the last week that I’ve come home to find him in tears because he couldn’t explain to one of the temps that he wanted a peanut butter and jelly sandwich.”

      The thought broke Samantha’s heart.  “I’ve had a few students with various speech impediments before, so I’m sure the experience helps.”

      Cameron ran a hand through his hair, rumpling it once again.  “I don’t know.  I can understand him just fine, but he was a lot clearer just then than he usually is.  I think he was surprised that you actually wanted to know about him instead of just making adult conversation.”

      “It’s a shame that’s so unusual for him,” she replied honestly.  “Sometimes I think I’ve gotten so used to talking to children that I don’t know how to talk to adults anymore.”

      “I think you’re doing just fine,” he said with a smile as Andy returned, cutting off their private conversation.

      The boy had brought an armful of toys with him, and Samantha scooted back her chair so she could see them.  He dumped them in her lap before picking them up one at a time to tell her all about them.  “Dis is O-O-Optimus Pwime, and he’s a T-T-Twansfowma.  And dis is de f-f-fastest caw I’ve got.”  He held up a Hot Wheels car proudly, showing off the flames on the paint.  He continued to introduce her to several Ninja Turtles, ThunderCats, and G.I. Joes.

      “That’s wonderful,” Samantha enthused, making sure she admired every toy he held up for her inspection.  “As much as I’m enjoying this, Andy, I think you’ve completely forgotten about your dinner.  You don’t want it to get cold.”

      He obediently ran back to around the table and jumped in his seat, eating zealously.

      Cameron shot her a pointed look, and Samantha gave him a slight shrug.  Things seemed to be going well, and she could only hope they continued on that same track.

      When they were finished eating, Cameron turned to his son.  “What do you say we give her a tour of the house, buddy?  She’s going to be living here with us, so she’ll need to know where everything is.”

      “I want to show her de p-p-poow!”

      “When we get to the pool, I promise you can be the one to tell her about it.  Let’s start in the kitchen while we rinse these plates.”  Cameron led the way through a double door into a lovely kitchen with stone countertops and dark cabinets.  “I have a housekeeper that comes in several times a week, but Andy and I always do our best not to make her job too hard on her.  She dusts, vacuums, does the laundry, and tidies up the kitchen, but I never expect her to pick up Andy’s toys or have to deal with socks all over the floor.”

      Who was this man, and how did he end up a Hollywood hotshot?  Samantha hadn’t been in town long, but she imagined that most people who could afford a house like this weren’t so considerate.  “Not a problem at all.  I’m used to cleaning up after myself.”

      “There’s a list of emergency numbers here by the phone, which I think is pretty self-explanatory.  My office number and my cell number are both on there.  If there’s anything you need, even if it’s just a question that you think can wait until later, you won’t be bothering me by calling.  I know it’s going to take some time for you to learn the ropes, and I don’t want to leave you hanging.”

      Samantha nodded, certain that she’d never had a boss who was so considerate.

      “Can we do de poow now?” Andy asked without a stutter.

      “Not yet, sport.  I think it would be more polite to show Ms. Parker where her room is.”  Cameron opened the doors that led back out into the foyer and pointed at the small pile of Samantha’s luggage.  “A gentleman always helps a lady with her bags.”

      “Okay!”  Andy shot forward and wrapped his little hands around the smaller suitcase.  With a determined look on his little face, he began dragging it up the stairs.  It banged and slapped against each one as he made his way up to the landing and then turned to the right.

      “Sorry,” Cameron whispered.

      “It’s quite all right.”  Andy was so darling, and she knew he was only trying to help.

      When they reached the top of the stairs, they found Andy standing in the hallway looking confused.

      “What’s the matter?” Cameron asked.

      “I d-d-don’t…”  He trailed off, unable to finish.  He turned nervous eyes to Samantha and took a step backward.

      Cameron took him by the hand and led him a little further down the hall, subtly gesturing for Samantha to stay behind.  She patiently waited near the stairs, pretending not to watch as Cameron knelt down and had a whispered exchange with Andy.  He nodded, straightened, and brought Andy by the hand back to Samantha.  “Andy is concerned about hurting your feelings.  He knows that Welda’s room was the closest to his, but he’s not sure how he feels about you staying in the same room.  I told him that the one across the hall from his room might suit you better anyway, and that I didn’t think you would be offended.”

      Samantha’s heart squeezed, both in affection for the boy who was so concerned for everyone around him and for Cameron, who was the most involved and understanding father she’d ever met.  “That would be perfectly fine, and I’m not offended in the slightest.”

      Reassured by this, Andy took the handle of her suitcase once again and led the way down the hall to a door on the right.  He pushed it open without waiting for them.

      Samantha stepped inside and caught her breath.  “Oh, my.”

      “You don’t w-w-wike it?” Andy asked, tears welling up in his eyes.

      She fell to her knees to wrap an arm around the sweet boy.  “On the contrary, it’s quite pretty.  It just surprised me, that’s all.”

      Back in Illinois, she’d decorated the master bedroom in the home she and Mark had shared, and she’d been proud of it.  The mauve comforter, mini-blinds, and potted plant in the corner had given it a sleek modern look that she’d enjoyed, but it completely paled in comparison to this.

      The spacious room held a beautiful queen-sized bed dressed in pale pink.  A half-canopy had been attached to the wall, draping matching fabric down behind and around the headboard.  To the left, frothy pink curtains surrounded a set of white French doors that led out onto a second-story balcony.  An overstuffed white chair and ottoman made a reading nook in one corner.  Samantha shouldn’t have been surprised, considering what the rest of the house looked like, but it still took her breath away to see that a guest bedroom should be so well done.

      “There’s a private bath over here.” Cameron pointed to a door on the right.  “If it’s all right, we can set your bags in here and then Andy can show you his room.”

      Andy was out in the hallway in a flash, bouncing up and down on his toes as he waited for the slow adults to catch up with him.  He opened a door to a light blue bedroom that was far more modern than everything else in the house.  Samantha guessed he’d picked out the decorations himself, from the Transformers bedspread to the large play tent in one corner.

      “It’s wonderful,” Samantha gushed, seeing the expectant look on Andy’s face.  “I can tell you have a lot of fun in here.”

      “Oh, yeah!  Check dis out!”  He pointed to the floor, where a large rug looked like a track for cars.

      “Andy, why don’t you get your pajamas on and brush your teeth?  Ms. Parker and I need to go over some grown-up things.  We’ll be in the study when you’re done.”

      “Okay, Daddy!”

      Cameron showed Samantha down the first flight of stairs and back up to the other side of the second floor, where he stepped into a room lined with bookshelves on two sides and a large fireplace on the far wall.  “Have a seat.”  He gestured to a cluster of leather couches and chairs.

      Samantha perched on the edge of one couch, unable to read her new boss for a moment.  Was he unhappy with her?  She didn’t think she’d done anything wrong.

      Maybe he was just trying to remember everything, as he retrieved a packet of paper from a desk and handed it over.  “Here’s Andy’s basic schedule for the week.  He’ll be starting kindergarten in the fall, so of course that will change things up a bit. Right now, he doesn’t have to stick to this down to the minute, but I do expect him to stay on a steady sleep schedule and make it to his classes.  I always make sure I’m home for at least three dinners during the week, but I do have days where I need to work late.”

      Samantha looked at the papers.  Andy had a karate class on Thursday nights and what looked like a standing play date with a cousin.  He had things to do, but nothing that was too overwhelming for a child his age.  “I think I can handle this.”

      Cameron sat down across from her, bracing his elbows on his knees with one fist under his chin as he looked at her thoughtfully.  “I’m sure you can, but I have to tell you, I’ve never seen Andy like this.”

      This had her attention.  “What do you mean?”

      “I guess it isn’t obvious to you because you don’t know him like I do, but you have a knack for drawing him out of his shell.  He’s usually very shy, and he doesn’t open up to people like he has to you.”

      “It’s probably just because he knows I can understand him,” Samantha considered.  “You said he’s had a lot of trouble with that, so I imagine it’s a relief for him not to feel judged or misunderstood.”  She didn’t think she was performing any miracles, but she was glad she could help the dear little thing.

      He stood and paced to the window, looking out with his hands tucked in his pockets.  “I hope you weren’t upset by the way he reacted to finding a room for you.  The truth is that I wasn’t going to put you in Welda’s old room, anyway.  There are still several of her things in there that I’ll need to ship to Germany for her, but even so, it’s not as nicely decorated as the one across the hall.  I’m sorry, I shouldn’t presume to know your tastes.”

      Samantha wanted to laugh, but Cameron was being serious.  “I promise, it’s more than fine.  It’s lovely.”

      He turned to her then, concern wrinkling his eyebrow.  “There’s something I’ve been wanting to ask you. I should have been more direct about it at the club, but Jane had assured me it wasn’t a problem.”

      “Yes?”

      “I think you probably already know, but Andy and I are both shifters. For the most part, he knows not to change form unless I’m home with him and he has my permission.  It’s not always an easy thing for him, and I don’t want him to be reckless with it.  Still, he’s a kid.  Do you think you can handle that?”

      Samantha didn’t want to answer his question too quickly.  While she knew the truth about her new boss, it wasn’t something she’d really had the time to consider.  “I think so,” she said after a moment.  “I’d like to think he and I will learn to get along well enough that he won’t give me too much trouble.  That’s not to say I’d reject a little advice from you on the subject.”

      Cameron smiled, looking a little more relaxed.  “I think you’re right.  And if he does act up, just tell him he won’t get any TV time before bed.  That usually straightens him up pretty quickly.”

      “Sounds to me like he’s not that much different than any other child.”  As she smiled across the low coffee table at him and he returned the gesture, she felt her body surge forward.  He was so attractive, with a charm that made her feel both excited and comfortable.  Had it ever been like that with Mark?  She didn’t think it had, and she’d have to make sure she went out with Jane on her nights off to find some distractions.  “Is there anything else?”

      “I don’t think so. We’ll just need to tuck Andy in and then you can get settled for the night.  I think I hear him thundering down the stairs right now.”

      As they stepped out in the hall to greet him and followed him back to his room, Samantha couldn’t help but notice how much the three of them felt like a family already.  She tried to shove the thought away, knowing she shouldn’t be admiring the width of Cameron’s shoulders or the way his eyes turned to blue velvet when he looked at her, but her mind refused to listen to reason.  The two of them took turns hugging Andy, and Samantha could feel Cameron’s eyes on her as she told the little boy to sleep well.

      Cameron paused in the hallway as she was about to go to her room.  She sensed it and turned to him.  She could tell he wanted to say something.  “What is it?”

      He gave her a weak smile.  “Just, thanks.  I’ll see you in the morning.”  He went toward the stairs.

      Samantha stayed still for a moment, watching him go and noting the pause in his step as he reached the landing.  That wasn’t all he wanted to say, and she knew it in her bones, but she wasn’t going to push him.  That wasn’t her job.  He would tell her when he was ready, whatever it was.
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      Cameron had originally planned to take a few days off work while Samantha and Andy got used to each other.  It’d seemed like a good idea, considering how attached Andy had been to Welda and how much he seemed to dislike the temps.  But after spending just one evening with Samantha in their household, he knew he had nothing to worry about.

      The next morning, he went to work as usual.  There was no point in delaying the film, not since he trusted Samantha so much with his son.  He drove slowly to the set, the thought of turning around rolling back and forth across his mind.  Would Samantha see it as an insult?  If she did, should that really affect his decision?  It was his house and his child in question.  He had every right to be there.

      Cameron growled at himself as he pulled into the parking garage for the studio.  Never before had he worried about things like this, and he shouldn’t be now.  “You just like her because she’s a fox,” he muttered to himself as he put his car in park.  “You wouldn’t care so much if she was an old lady like Welda.”

      And as he got out and headed toward his office, he knew there was some truth in that statement.  Samantha struck him in a way no other woman had.  There was physical attraction, certainly, but there was something more.  It took a lot more than a pretty woman to make his inner best fight so hard against him.  It hadn’t helped that he hadn’t been taking his nightly flights ever since Welda left, giving his other side a chance to come out for a while.  It hadn’t seemed prudent, and the temps never wanted to stay with Andy any longer than they had to.  Maybe that would change as Samantha settled in.  She’d known Andy for less than a day, and already, she treated him like her own.

      Briefly, Cameron allowed himself a fantasy of bringing Samantha to work with him.  Everyone would think she was an actress, the latest talent looking for a starring role.  The other actresses on the set, who usually flirted with him because they thought it would get them better parts in his movies, would be jealous as hell.

      “What’s so funny?” Eileen asked as he walked into his office.

      “Hmm?”

      “You’re smiling.  I don’t think I’ve seen you smile first thing in the morning since, well, ever.”  His secretary was a brassy and bold woman of about forty-five who often treated him like he was much younger than he was.  Her motherly outlook ensured that his office was always neat and orderly, and he never missed any of his appointments unless he wanted to feel her wrath.

      “It’s just a good morning so far, that’s all.”  When he’d left the house, Samantha had Andy up, dressed, and sitting down to eat his breakfast.

      “Well, you might not think so here in a second.”

      His shoulders sagged.  “Why?”

      “I’ve had several of the crew members call in sick.  You’re short a camera man, a boom operator, and a gaffer.”  She waved the pink slips she had written the messages on in the air and looked at him over her designer eyeglasses.

      Cameron wasn’t going to let that get him down.  “We can make do without the gaffer for today, since most of the sets should be fine.  Find an intern for the boom mike, and we’ll just shoot with one less camera.”

      “And…” Eileen said as he started to go through the door to his office.

      He paused.  “And?”

      “And Stacy Grafton is in your office.  Again.”

      The rest he could handle, but this wasn’t the way he wanted to start his day.  “Eileen, I’ve only had one cup of coffee.  You know I can’t do this right now.  Why did you let her in?”

      The secretary shrugged.  “Hey, there’s only so much I can do.  She was waiting outside before I even had the door unlocked, and she wouldn’t take no for an answer.  Said she had some ‘important matter’ she had to discuss with you.”  Eileen waggled her fingers in the air for emphasis.

      “Right.  Fine.  But if I don’t come out in fifteen minutes, you might want to send a search party.”

      “Okay, but I doubt there will be anything left of your body to find.”  Eileen flashed him a smile.

      As promised, Stacy Grafton was waiting for him in the chair across from his desk. She wore a slinky yellow dress that clung to her curves and matched her stiletto heels.  Her bottle-blonde hair had been fluffed and teased to its limits, and she smiled at him with blood-red lips.  “Good morning, Mr. Collins.”

      Cameron held back a sigh as he sat down in his chair.  “Good morning, Miss Grafton.  What can I do for you?”

      “I just wanted to talk to you about my role.  You know, in private.”  She wiggled suggestively in her seat, pouting her lips.

      He’d dealt with his share of bimbos, but Stacy was by far the most obnoxious, convinced that her sexuality could get her whatever she wanted.  “I think we’ve pretty much talked about everything.  You came in here and we went over the script because you didn’t like the dialogue.  Then you came in and we talked about your costume because you didn’t think it flattered your figure.  I’m not sure what else we can change within the parameters of the movie.”

      Stacy thrust out her chest and tossed her hair.  “It’s not too big of a deal.  You see, I just think my character should play a bigger part.  She’s really important to the storyline.”

      Cameron wondered who’d coached her to say this.  “Stacy, you have two lines in the whole production.”  She was little more than scenery, as far as he was concerned, but he knew better than to say so out loud.

      “But that’s exactly my point!” she said as she widened her eyes and sent her fake lashes up to her brows.

      He tuned her out as she rattled on about how vital she was the to film and what a big mistake he was making if he didn’t give her more screen time.  His mind wandered to Samantha, wondering how she was doing with Andy.  She’d told him at the breakfast table that she was going to let Andy show her his favorite park.  It was a beautiful day, and if Cameron were honest with himself, he was jealous that he couldn’t go with them.

      There was such a big difference between a woman like Samantha and a woman like Stacy.  Samantha was stunning, but she hadn’t even tried to use her looks to get her job with Cameron.  Instead, she’d sat down and talked with him like a real person.  As far as he could tell, she wasn’t trying to make herself sound better just to impress him.  She cared about Andy even before she’d met him, and Cameron was sure that those feelings had only swelled.  If her employment didn’t work out, he would be surprised.

      “I see you must agree with me,” Stacy purred, jolting him away from his reverie.

      “What?”

      “You were smiling.  You must understand my point.  I’m happy to work any extra hours that you need, even if it’s late at night.”  Stacy touched her tongue to the underside of her upper lip suggestively.

      The smile faded instantly from Cameron’s face.  “No, Stacy.  The role is staying the way it is.  If you don’t like it, then I’ll arrange for a different actress to fill it.”

      She crossed her arms and huffed at him.  “I’ll talk to my agent about this.”

      “Go right ahead, because he’ll agree with me.  Even if he doesn’t, I’m not changing the script just so you can advance your career. That’s not how this works, and I have better things to do.  I’ll see you on the set.”  He marched around his desk and opened the door.

      Stacy let out an exaggerated sigh before she got up and wiggled out of the room.

      When the outer door shut behind the actress, Eileen gave him a knowing look.  “That must have gone well.”

      “We’ll see.  You might be calling the casting director to find me a new Second Woman in the Café.”  He smiled and shut his office door.
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        * * *

      

      The rest of the day went much better, although Cameron couldn’t keep his mind off of Samantha and Andy.  He knew there was plenty of work to be done and that he should get through it as quickly as possible so as not to blow the production budget, but by five o’clock, he couldn’t concentrate anymore.  His stomach was rumbling, and every time the camera loader slapped the clapboard, he realized he hadn’t been paying attention.

      “Cut!” called his director.

      Cameron clapped.  “Good enough for today, folks.  Let’s make it an early one and go home.”

      As he pulled up in the driveway and pushed the button to open the garage door, he hoped Samantha wouldn’t think he was coming home just to check up on her.  As soon as the thought occurred to him, he wanted to kick himself.  It was his house, damn it!  He didn’t need to worry so much about what she thought.

      The door from the garage led into the kitchen, and he walked in to find Samantha standing at the stove. She wore an oversized white button-down shirt with shoulder pads and navy stirrup pants that complimented her long legs.  Her hips swayed lightly to the latest U2 song on the radio, and the delicious smell of whatever she was cooking tantalized Cameron as soon as he came in.

      Andy was sitting at the kitchen table, swinging his legs as he colored.  The entire scenario was one that spoke of home and comfort, and Cameron knew he wouldn’t have stayed at work even as long as he had if he’d known what was waiting for him.  “Hi, Daddy!”

      Samantha looked up in surprise when he walked in, her blue eyes darkened by the color of her outfit.  “Oh!  You’re home!”

      As she spoke, Cameron realized what a jerk he’d been.  This wasn’t one of the days on the schedule when he was supposed to be home for dinner.  “Um, yeah.  Sorry.  Things wrapped up a little early.”

      “Well, you’re just in time.  The chicken parmesan is almost done, and I have some green beans and garlic bread to go with it.”  Samantha grabbed a pot holder from the drawer and bent down to check the contents of the oven.

      Cameron purposely looked away, not certain he could control himself if he indulged.  “I know you weren’t expecting me, though.  I can just make a sandwich or something.”

      “Don’t be silly.”  Samantha retrieved the pan of chicken from the oven and set it on a trivet.  “I cooked enough for all three of us.  I figured even if you weren’t going to be here, at least you would have something you could warm up and eat later.”

      “That was…very thoughtful of you.”  Cameron stood just inside the door, feeling awkward and out of place.  He was also blown away by how easily Samantha was becoming a part of the household.  Making extra food was the kind of thing Welda used to do for him, but that was because she was more of a grandmother than anything.  “You, um, you don’t even have to cook if you don’t want to.  There are quite a few places that deliver, and you can use one of the cars in the garage anytime you’d like.  I should have told you that.”

      “I appreciate it, but I like to cook.  Andy helped, too.  Isn’t that right?”  She turned to the boy, her fluffy curls brushing against her shoulders.

      Cameron clenched his fingers together to stop himself from reaching out and touching them.  What was it about this woman that enticed him so much?  And she was his employee!  He couldn’t be thinking about her like this.  What would happen if he got involved with her and things didn’t work out?  He’d be back at square one, and poor Andy would be the one who suffered.

      “I p-pounded de chicken!” his son volunteered from the table, stopping Cameron from carrying his fantasy too far.

      “That’s great.  Samantha, what can I do to help?”  Cameron turned to the sink and washed his hands.  He needed something to keep himself busy.

      “Andy, did you put the napkins and the silverware on the table already?”

      “Yep!”

      “Then I think we’re all good to go.  I’ll dish up the plates.”

      Cameron turned to Samantha just in time to see her smiling to herself as she retrieved the plates from the cabinet and began filling them up.  It was at that moment that Cameron knew exactly what separated her from the other women he’d met.  She wasn’t just attractive; she was warm and caring.  She wanted so much for everyone else, even people she hardly knew.  He had to wonder what she wanted for herself.

      Samantha handed a plate to Andy.  “Set that at your father’s place, please.”

      “Everything looks and smells wonderful,” Cameron said, not wanting to just stand around in the kitchen watching her.  “I didn’t realize I was getting a cook as well as a nanny.”  He chuckled lightly.

      Samantha didn’t respond.  She stood in front of the stove with a plate in one hand and the serving spoon in the other, but her grip slowly slacked on the spoon and it fell back into the green beans with a splash.  Her gaze was fixed in the distance, as if she was looking straight through the wall behind the stove.

      “Samantha?”  Cameron took a hesitant step forward.

      She didn’t respond, but her lips parted slightly and the plate began to slip from her hand.

      Cameron’s reflexes were quick and automatic, and the plate was in his hand as soon as it left her fingertips.  He set it on the counter and dared to touch her shoulder.  “Samantha?”

      She jumped and turned to him with fear in her eyes, taking a step backward and raising her hand.  Her eyes cleared as she stared at him, and Cameron could see the moment when recognition flickered in them.  “I’m sorry.”

      “What happened?  Are you okay?”

      Tears welled up, threatening to spill over her eyelashes, but she blinked them away and gave him a forced smile.  “Of course.  I just have a headache. Don’t mind me.”

      “There’s some Tylenol in the cabinet.”  He reached for the door in question.

      “It’s okay.  Really.  It’ll go away.  Let’s eat.”  She smiled at him again, but it faded as she turned to the green beans and resumed serving the food.

      Cameron sat at the dining table a minute later, wondering what he’d missed.  Everything seemed fine, and then all of a sudden it wasn’t.  Samantha didn’t seem like she wanted to talk about it, and as long as it wasn’t anything that affected Andy, Cameron had no right to ask.  Still, he was desperate to know what was going on inside her mind.  He watched her carefully as he cut into his chicken.  “Tell me about your day, Andy.”

      “It was gweat!  We went to de pawk, and Ms. Pawka went down de s-swide wit me!”  Andy’s face was alight with excitement.  It was clear he’d bonded with his new caregiver already.

      “Did she now?  That’s nice.”

      “And we pwayed Candy Wand!”

      “Candy Land?  How wonderful.  And did you behave yourself?  You didn’t give her any trouble at all, did you?”

      Andy’s face fell suddenly, and he looked uncertainly between his nanny and his father.  “I w-wied about w-w-washing my h-hands.”

      “That’s not nice, Andy.  Ms. Parker deserves more from you than that.”  While Cameron didn’t like the fact that his son had lied, he would consider it a good day if that was the only trouble he’d caused during his first day with a new nanny.

      Samantha looked up, speaking for the first time since they’d been seated.  “We had a long talk about honesty,” she said quietly.  “And we also talked about how important it is to get those nasty germs off our hands.  But then we moved past it and got on with our day, didn’t we, Andy?”

      The forlorn look in his eyes dissipated, and he smiled at her.  “Yep!”

      “Good.  This chicken is delicious, by the way.  If you keep cooking like this, then I might come home more often.”  Cameron could cook a few things himself, but he only had a handful of recipes he’d managed to master since Tess had been gone.  It was wonderful to have a homecooked meal that he hadn’t made.

      “Weawwy, Daddy?”  Andy was practically bouncing in his seat.

      Shit.  He shouldn’t have said that, but the thought had been a sincere one that’d come out on its own.  The food really was good, and in spite of whatever was going on with Samantha, it made him want to spend more time right there in the dining room with these two people.

      “Thank you,” was Samantha’s only reply before delicately placing a green bean in her mouth.

      Cameron concentrated on his food instead of conversation after that, determined not to say anything else that would make more trouble.
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      The battle had been raging for days.  The bodies of the dead littered the ground, the grass tinted red from all the blood.  Somehow, more soldiers continued to come.  Samantha had seen them more clearly as she clung to the back of her mount.  There were humans, big beastly men with long beards and raging eyes.  Some of them were human women, but their long legs and fierce cries denoted them as being something more, like Amazons.  Then there were the beasts with long fangs and pointed, furry ears, not quite wolf or humanoid.  These were only half as frightening as the elven people, who screamed their hatred in a high-pitched tone that threatened to shatter Samantha’s bones.

      She didn’t want to be back there, listening to the clash of weapons and the death howls of those around her.  Nobody was winning, and she wasn’t sure what any of them were fighting for in the first place.  Samantha looked around desperately for an escape route, but the army crushed around her.  Only the solid horse underneath her kept her from being trampled, but it wasn’t much of a respite.  The beast lurched and surged underneath her, its eyes rolling in fear as sweat gathered around the bridle.

      The shadowed figure was behind her this time, its spindly hands gripping at her shirt to keep her in place.  Samantha tried to pull away, not caring about modesty.  If ripped clothing was what it took to get out of there, then she would run naked through the field if need be.  But the fabric of her dress refused to cooperate, keeping her in place as the figure hissed in her ear.

      “You have to fight!” it growled, the sound sending shivers down her spine and causing her stomach to lurch up toward her throat.  “You must fight for me!”

      “I don’t want to fight!” Samantha sobbed.  “I don’t even know what we’re fighting for!”

      “Inside!  You are the warrior!  You fight!  Fight for me!”  Its nails dug into the skin of her back, searing her flesh with pain.

      “No!  I’m not fighting for you!”  She tried to pull away from him once again.

      As she did so, a massive creature swooped down from the sky.  A ripple of awe and perhaps fear cascaded through the violent crowd, pausing their swords in the air and causing their grips on their shields to slacken ever so slightly.

      Samantha’s legs tightened on her horse as she crouched down in fear, causing the creature to hop nervously beneath her as the beast in the sky tipped its wings back and paused right above her.  Samantha’s heart squeezed so hard, it hurt as she slowly looked up.

      While there was nothing about this battle that seemed familiar to Samantha, she recognized what she was looking at.  This was a dragon, a brilliant crimson one, and she’d seen it previously in another vision.  It had only swooped by before, but this time, it remained in the air directly above her head, its wings sending great rushes of hot air over the army.  Samantha traced her eyes along the thick brown talons that could gut her in an instant, up the powerful body covered in ruddy scales, and finally to a set of deep brown eyes that gazed right back at her.  A deep rumble emitted from its body, a vibration that carried through the air and into Samantha.  It was terrifying, something she’d never experienced before, and yet there was more calmness and serenity in that tone than in anything else around her.

      The shadowy figure that brought her there apparently didn’t agree.  He was more upset than anyone at the dragon’s arrival.  It screamed incoherently behind Samantha.  As he did, a pounding pain built up inside her head until her brain throbbed against the inside of her skull.  She clamped her hands to her temples and bent forward over her horse’s neck, the contents of her stomach threatening to join the mix of blood and dirt below.

      The dragon’s attention turned to the creature behind Samantha, and the rumble emitting from it changed in pitch.  The shadow grew even more agitated, now standing on the back of the horse and reaching with its clawed hand in the air as though it could snag the dragon out of the sky.  Its fingers dug into Samantha’s shoulders, and its feet created gaping wounds in the horse’s rump that dripped brilliant red blood.

      This was too much.  It was all too much.  Samantha closed her eyes and clung to the horse’s neck.

      She fell back into her body with a thump.  In the dim light, the room around her was foreign and discomforting.  She searched her mind for the day of the week, her name, anything that would help her understand where she was and what was going on.  Slowly, reality made itself clear in her brain once again.  She was at home, or at least what she called home now.  It was a beautiful room in Cameron’s house, but the beauty of it couldn’t keep out these terrible spirits.

      Breathing heavily, Samantha cast aside the heavy covers.  She was always so cold, something she’d attributed to the spirits that followed her around, and that hadn’t changed despite the warmer climate she was now living in.  She still wore far more clothing than everyone around her.

      At first, Samantha was pleased to find that the spirits bothered her far less there.  They were completely silent from the moment she landed at the airport, and the first few weeks had been the calmest she’d ever had.  Even finding herself suddenly thrust into a new job that she hadn’t expected to find so suddenly had been a pleasant thing that kept her mind off the troubles of her past.

      She’d thought the incident in the kitchen had been an isolated one.  There was something so comforting and homey about cooking for her new charge and his father, and she thought everything was on the uphill climb.  But that shadowy spirit that haunted her had found her once again, and it was trying to burrow its way into her conscious mind, even when she was awake.  She’d found herself yanked out of reality and heading toward that battlefield again, one she didn’t understand or want to be a part of.

      Samantha perched on the edge of the bed with her head in her hands, wondering why this was all happening again.  Clearly something was trying to communicate with her.  That was nothing new; she’d talked to many spirits in her lifetime.  As a child, she’d even spoken to them out loud, not realizing that other people around her couldn’t seem them.  But the shadow creature had been finding her more and more often over the past week, and now he was in her dreams every night.

      She slowly lowered herself to the floor, bracing herself against the wall for a moment before heading across the room to the door.  There was no chance of going back to sleep, not after that.  She’d wasted too much time lying awake in bed and hoping to drift off again, and that made for an incredibly long night.

      Instead, she made her way downstairs.  Maybe a cup of tea and some time in front of the television would do her some good.  Even in the dark, Cameron’s home was incredible.  Samantha hadn’t gotten used to the massive paintings on the walls—most of them originals—or the expensive furniture.  The irony of it hit her hard.  She was living in a place that most people could only fantasize about, yet she was tortured nightly because of her ability.

      She frowned to herself as she headed down the long staircase, wishing she could figure out what this spirit wanted from her.  Samantha was willing to do almost anything for him if only it meant he would go away, but she wouldn’t fight.  That was the only thing she’d understood from him:  that he expected her to engage in battle and that he insisted she was some sort of warrior.  How could she know that the other beings in her visions weren’t real people of some sort?  She was there, and she was real.  If the effect the dragon had on her was any indication, then it was real, too.  Samantha wasn’t going to slay the spirit of some unknown being just to get herself out of trouble.

      Samantha was so caught up in her thoughts that she didn’t notice the kitchen light through the crack under the door.  It was only when she stepped into the room and put up her hand to shield her eyes did she realize the kitchen was already occupied.

      Cameron sat at the kitchen table, a notebook and several sheets of paper scattered in front of him.  His hair was even more disheveled than usual, and he wore a blue t-shirt with pajama bottoms.  He looked up in surprise.  “Well, hello.”

      She stood in the doorway, dumbfounded.  “What are you doing up?”

      His smile was brilliant, despite the late hour.  “I could ask you the same thing.”

      Samantha’s demons were driven out for a moment as she looked at him.  “I couldn’t sleep.  Bad dreams.”

      He stood up from the table and went to the stove, lighting the burner under the kettle.  “I was sleeping really well, but something jolted me right out of it.  I didn’t think much of it, but then the creative bug hit me.  I started getting all sorts of ideas for the movie I’m working on right now, and then a few for some future movies as well.  You want some hot chocolate?”

      “Sure.”  Samantha glanced at all the paperwork he’d left on the table.  He had highlighters and pens in several different colors, and he’d made bold marks across pages of black type.  “This probably sounds like a dumb question, but what exactly are you doing?”

      Cameron opened a few cabinet doors until he found the cocoa mix.  “Well, a lot of how the film looks, feels, and sounds is up to me.  Someone else wrote the script, and I generally trust my casting director, but I’m the one who figures out exactly what a scene is going to look like.  I start getting ideas as soon as I read over a script, but those tend to expand and change as the movie goes on.”

      “I see.  Sounds like it’s kind of fun.”  Samantha never even considered working in the entertainment industry before.  Her heart was always set on teaching.  “Do you ever write your own scripts?”

      He stiffened visibly as he reached into another cabinet for two mugs, and there was a heavy pause in the air before he replied.  “Sometimes.”

      “I’m sorry if I struck a nerve.”

      “No.  Don’t be sorry.  It’s just that my wife always used to ask me the same thing.  I’ve had a few ideas in the back of my mind, but I’ve always left it up to the scriptwriters.”  He opened the pantry.  “You like marshmallows?”

      “Yes, please.”  She suddenly looked down at herself, wondering what she was wearing and just how inappropriate she was being in front of her boss.  The material of her silk pajama set was thin, but at least she as covered.  “So what’s stopping you?  From writing your own script, I mean.”

      The kettle whistled, a sharp noise for the middle of the night, and Cameron quickly turned off the burner.  “A lot of things.  Time, for one. I get plenty of films to produce and keep me busy, and then I like to have at least some free time to spend with Andy.”  He looked out the dark kitchen window thoughtfully as he stirred their drinks.  “Also, I’m just not sure I can do it.”

      “Looks to me like you’re already doing plenty of work.”  Samantha gestured to the mess on the table as she sat down.  “Especially if you’re even working in the wee hours of the night.”

      “I just know better than to ignore my ideas when they hit me.  I try to tell myself I’ll remember them and write them down in the morning, but it usually doesn’t work out that way.  And don’t get me wrong; there are plenty of ideas that sound great at two a.m. but don’t hold up to the light of day.”  He smiled then as he brought the mugs to the table.

      Samantha was happy to see that he’d been very generous with the marshmallows, and she poked them down into the cocoa with her finger.  “That doesn’t necessarily mean they’re bad ideas, just that they need a little improvement.”

      Cameron let out a laugh as he lifted his drink.  “You haven’t seen them.  They really can be terrible.  But I appreciate your vote of confidence.  You and my wife would’ve gotten along very well.  She had that same kind of attitude, where she thought anything was possible.”  He slowly let his arm fall again until his mug made a quiet clink against the table.  “That was exactly what killed her, too.”

      Samantha looked up at him with wide eyes; curious, but wary.  She didn’t want to overstep her boundaries.  Cameron often seemed more like a friend than an employer, but the truth was that he was writing her paycheck every week.  As much as she wanted to get to know him more, it could be very dangerous.  “I’m sorry to hear that,” she said lamely.

      “Have you heard of Spurnock’s Disease?”  Cameron picked up a pen and twirled it in his fingers.

      “I think I have, maybe in the news or something, but I don’t know much about it.”  The only thing Samantha really knew was that it affected dragons.  There were very few shifters in her small hometown, so it wasn’t really on her radar.

      “It’s a virus, one that affects shifters, and one that our immune systems can’t cope with.  It keeps a person from shifting into their dragon form, or at the very least doesn’t allow them to do so for very long.  Tess had it.”

      “Oh.”  Samantha was thoroughly confused.  First, he’d said her attitude had killed her, which she’d taken to mean that she’d been doing some sort of dangerous stunt and things had gone wrong.  But now he spoke of a virus.

      “Mostly, it just made her incredibly tired.  We were hopeful that she’d pull through.  Nobody else had, but we still believed she would.”  Cameron’s eyes stared right through the surface of the table as he recounted the tale, distant and sad.  “We had to believe in something, anyway.  She might’ve at least lived longer except that she refused to let the disease change her life and what she wanted to do. Tess shifted and took off for a flight, but her body couldn’t hold its form long enough.  She fell.”

      Samantha’s heart squeezed, and tears came unbidden to her eyes.  She blinked, trying to get them to go away before Cameron saw.  She hadn’t known Tess, but she could easily see the hurt within Cameron and could only imagine the hurt inside Andy.  “I’m so, so sorry.”

      He sighed and shook his head.  “Don’t be sorry.  That’s all I ever heard for months from everyone I encountered, even people who didn’t know me.  I don’t want anyone to feel sorry for me.  I loved Tess, and I miss her, but I was lucky to have the time with her that I did.  Andy is the only one I’m really worried about now.”

      “I know I’ve only been around him for a few weeks, but he seems to have adjusted well. He’s mentioned his mother from time to time, and I can see that he’s sad, but he doesn’t let that stop him from living his life and having fun.”  The boy had a picture of himself and his mother in a frame on his nightstand, and Samantha gladly listened one night as he told her how amazing she was.

      Cameron gathered up his papers and tapped them into a stack against the table.  “That’s only because you’re here.  You’ve done some amazing work with him.  He’s really come out of his shell, and his stuttering is noticeably lessened.”

      “I’ve done what I can to make him feel comfortable with me, and I have a few tricks I’ve learned over the years when it comes to children with those kinds of issues, but really it’s all him.  He’s a great kid, and I’m so lucky to get to spend my days with him.”  Her face flushed with warmth as she thought of the sweet little boy. Already her bedroom wall was filling up with pictures he’d drawn for her.

      Her boss’s eyes were deep and sincere when he looked across the table at her.  “No, I believe in giving credit where credit’s due.  He is a wonderful kid, but it takes the right person to help him show that off.  I wasn’t so sure about this arrangement when Jane suggested you as the new nanny.  It seemed so sudden, and the circumstances were odd, but I couldn’t have asked for things to work out any better.  Thank you, Samantha.  Really.”

      She swallowed the lump that was building in her throat, touching by both the compliment and his sincerity.  “I’m happy to help.”

      They sat in silence for a moment.  Samantha imagined Cameron was still embroiled with thoughts of his wife and son, and she was caught up in thoughts of her own.  He might be her boss, but Cameron had been so open and honest with her.  Maybe it was something in the hot chocolate, or maybe it was just the late hour, but as friendly as they’d been with each other, this felt like something more.  It made her want to open up to him as well.  Part of her felt that he deserved to know the truth about her.  After all, this crazy spirit that wouldn’t leave her alone was coming into his house.  She didn’t believe for a second that either he or Andy were in danger, but still.

      As the hot liquid slid down her throat, she had to wonder what would happen if he found out she was a medium.  It was a secret Samantha fought so hard to keep, but that hadn’t worked out back in Cooper City.  Here, everything was different, at least when it came to other people.  Nobody crossed the street so they wouldn’t have to walk near her.  Nobody looked at her strangely or asked her if she could contact Andy Kaufman for them.  Most of all, nobody believed she was evil or a bad influence on their children.

      “I’m sorry.  I’ve gone and made this all about me, when you haven’t been able to sleep, either,” Cameron said, interrupting her thoughts.  “You want to talk about these bad dreams?”

      Samantha opened her mouth, prepared to tell him everything, but the wall of fear that’d followed her around her entire life came crashing down again.  Things were so good there, and she didn’t want to ruin them.  “I’ve always had very realistic nightmares.  It’s something I’ve dealt with my whole life.  It’ll be all right.”

      He lifted one shoulder slightly.  “If you’re sure.  Maybe if some of them are scary enough I can turn them into the next horror flick.”

      “You probably could.”  If his talent as a producer could recreate the gruesome scenes that haunted her mind, he’d have no problem winning over audiences that were into scary stuff.  “For now, though, I think I should try to get some sleep.  Andy and I have a lot planned for tomorrow.”  She rose from her chair and headed for the sink to rinse out her mug.

      “Before you go, there’s something I’d like to ask you.”

      “Yes?”

      “How would you like to go to the Oscars with me?”

      The water filled her mug and ran over the sides for a long moment before she quite understood what he was asking.  “I don’t think I heard you correctly.”

      Cameron stood now and came toward her, reaching just past her to turn off the water.  “I’ve been nominated for an Oscar, and I can’t exactly show up on the red carpet alone.  Would you like to come with me?”

      He was so close, she could feel the heat off his skin, a welcome sensation that burned straight through the silk of her pajamas.  He spoke quietly as his eyes burned into hers, and Samantha felt a thrill of electricity shoot through her body.  Could this really be happening?  Had she fallen back asleep at some point.  “But, what about Andy?” she finally choked out.

      “I’ve thought about that.  I have a friend I know I can trust with him.  He’d be taken care of.  Please say you’ll go with me.  It’ll be a little awkward for me to handle the rejection, considering we live in the same house.”

      He made her laugh with that comment.  Samantha didn’t know what his intentions were behind this question, but she couldn’t very well turn down an opportunity like this.  “All right.  I’ll go.  But for now, I really should be going back to bed.”  She stepped back from the counter, taking a wide berth around him.  Cameron was a dangerous man, but not because he could sprout sharp teeth and claws at any moment.

      “You know,” he said, stopping her as she put her hand on the kitchen door, “it’s not always easy.”

      She turned around, confused.  “What?”

      “Being a shifter, being somewhat famous.  It’s not the kind of life that I would think of as ideal for my son.  But you make everything around here seem much more normal, and I mean that in the best way possible.”

      That soft smile he gave her was enough to make her heart melt, and yet he had no idea just how abnormal she truly was.  “Thanks.”  Samantha headed up to bed.  She knew she still wouldn’t sleep, but at least it was for different reasons now.
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      Cameron had been to plenty of award ceremonies and celebrity gatherings; the first few of them were exciting, but he’d quickly gotten over it.  But that night, being there at one of the numerous Oscars after-parties with Samantha, was nothing short of spectacular.

      “I hate to sound like a hillbilly, but can you tell me what this is?” she whispered with a smile as she held up an hors d’oeuvre that one of the waitstaff had given her.

      He frowned at the little crust of bread piled with some sort of brown fluff.  He’d had the tiny pastries, the shrimp, the little tomatoes rolled in turkey, and the cucumber topped with salmon, but this one looked far less appealing.  “I’m not sure.  It might be pate.  I’m sure it’s safe to eat, but you could always casually dump it in a potted plant.”

      “You’re terrible.”  She opened her mouth and popped the morsel in, frowning as soon as she started chewing.

      “I’m telling you, you should have just ditched it.  I’m sure if you picked up a leaf on one of these ferns, you’d see a whole pile of them.”  Cameron snagged a glass of champagne from a passing server and handed it to her.

      She took it gratefully, drinking it far too fast just to get the taste out of her mouth.  “Oh, that’s just awful!  It tastes like dirt.”

      “There’s plenty of money that goes into these parties, but there’s no accounting for taste.”

      “I guess not.”  She finished the rest of the champagne, and the sparkle of the drink matched the sparkle in her eyes.  “Still, this has been so much fun.  I really appreciate you asking me to come.”

      “Don’t talk like it’s over yet.  These parties go on all night long.  We can stay out as late as we’d like.”  Cameron had left Andy with Damien and Brianna for the night.  He trusted them implicitly, and while they’d watched Andy a few times when he’d been in a bind, he tried not to take advantage of them.  Andy seemed happy to spend the evening playing with their daughter Stephanie.

      “In that case, I’m glad I wore flats.  I’m sure my feet would be killing me by now otherwise.”  She nodded across the room at Michelle Pfeiffer, who was dancing barefoot.

      “You’d look great either way.”  Cameron meant it.  Samantha had chosen a strapless dress with a sweetheart neckline.  The dropped waist had a subtle sequined accent before descending into ruffles that brushed the floor.  It was simple yet elegant, and it suited her perfectly.  What made it even harder to take his eyes off her was the fact that she’d once again opted for red. Samantha had no way of knowing just how much that color meant to him or what it did to him, but he had to admit that it was the perfect compliment to her pearlescent skin.  Her necklace, a dainty diamond drop pendant, kept his focus on the subtle throb of her heartbeat at her throat.

      “You don’t clean up so badly yourself.”  Her smile was full and genuine.  She’d seemed a bit tired lately, and Cameron had worried that something was wrong, but the way she looked that night told him everything was completely fine.  She reached out and touched the collar of his tux.

      That touch was like a drop of water on a pond, sending rippling waves in all directions.  He knew at that moment why she’d created such a stir.  Samantha seemed completely unaware of it, but every journalist and photographer eagerly jumped forward to grab a picture of the two of them.  There were people all around them in the film industry, people who were used to idle gossip and generally didn’t care who some producer brought to a party, but he’d seen several of them whispering behind their hands at each other as they looked in Cameron’s direction.  Samantha had a fantastic energy about her, and everyone wanted to know who she was.  None of them would probably ask, but they’d be watching the entertainment magazines the next day to see if they could figure it out.

      And despite the lights, the expensive clothing and their opulent surroundings, Samantha remained solid and calm throughout.  She never got overly excited when meeting a celebrity, and even though she giggled with him over the odd food, she seemed to fit into this scene much better than he could’ve imagined.

      “We’ve spent all night socializing.  Come dance with me.”  He dared to take her gently by the hand and pull her toward the dance floor.

      She smiled and came along with him, and Cameron could swear she was floating instead of walking.  This entire night had been like a dream.

      He hadn’t recognized the first few bars of the song that started up, but he soon recognized it as “The Next Time I Fall” by Peter Cetera.  His heart rattled against his ribs.  It was too fitting for the situation, and as much as he liked the fantasy of having a real relationship with Samantha, he knew it wasn’t right.  But there he was with his hands on her hips and hers around his neck, their bodies swaying so closely together.  He couldn’t stop this or change it, but he could at least distract himself.  “What’s been your favorite part of the evening so far?”

      She rolled her eyes toward the ceiling as she thought.  “My favorite?  That’s hard.  It’s all been wonderful. But I think seeing you step up on stage as a winner was the best part.  You should’ve seen your face.”  Samantha laughed at him again, a sound he was becoming addicted to.

      “I really thought Garry Marshall would’ve won.”  It’d been more of a shock than Cameron could’ve predicted.  “At first, I thought I’d heard them wrong.  But then you were clapping and nudging my arm, and I realized what was going on.  I barely even had a speech prepared beyond what I’d thought up in the shower.”

      “You did just fine.”  Her eyes glanced down at his lips for just a fraction of a second before returning to his eyes.

      “I hope you’re right.  I’m not sure I remember all of it.”  Was it his imagination, or had their bodies suddenly become even closer?  His fingers gripped her lower back now, enjoying the feel of the dress and the thought of what was beneath it, making his dragon flare with desire.

      “It’s my first time coming to one of these, but I’ve watched them on TV from time to time.  It sounded like you got everyone covered.”  Her fingertips trailed gently across the nape of his neck.

      “I think there’s one person I forgot.”

      The slightest wrinkle of concern crossed her brow.  “Who?”

      “You.”

      “Me?”  Another infectious laugh.  “You didn’t even know me when you made that movie.”

      She had a point, but Cameron knew it didn’t matter.  “Maybe not, but you’ve certainly changed my life.  I was devasted enough to be out a nanny, but I didn’t realize there was a lot more that I needed.”

      Even her blink could be seductive as he cheeks scrunched upwards briefly.  “That’s very nice of you to say.”

      “I mean it.”  No one else was in the room.  Cameron didn’t even hear the music anymore.  It was just the two of them, his heartbeat matching hers as they held each other.  His body raged at him, threatening to shift or do something crazy if he didn’t act on his instincts.  They were the same instincts that had been thrashing inside him since he’d first met Samantha, and spending so much time with her hadn’t made them go away.  He wanted to pull her close until her body pressed against the length of his, to kiss her as though no one was watching, to keep her in his arms and never let go.

      His eyes flicked down to her mouth once again, and just as he was about to bend his head and give in to the cravings that haunted him, Cameron realized what he was doing.  Samantha was beautiful, sweet, supportive, and one hell of a catch, but she was his employee.  Moreover, he’d sworn to himself that he’d never be with another woman.  Not after Tess.

      Cameron’s arms stiffened as he pulled back, his entire body fighting against itself.  “Excuse me for a moment.  I see someone I need to talk to.”

      Samantha looked confused, but she nodded and forced a smile.  “Of course.  I’m going to see what they might have on the food table that’s actually edible.”

      Without a reply, Cameron rushed off to the other side of the room.  He knew most of the people there, at least in passing, but he didn’t want to talk to any of them.  Instead, he pushed past a cluster of young actors and made his way to the restroom.

      It was quiet inside the wood-paneled room, and he leaned heavily on the sink as he looked at himself in the mirror.  “What the hell are you doing?” he whispered to himself.  “You can’t have her, and you know that.”  Even he could see the haunted look in his eyes, and he wondered how many others had noticed.

      The bathroom door opened, admitting Blane.  “You okay?” he asked.  “You practically ran in here.”

      “Yeah, of course.  I, um, I think the hors d’oeuvres don’t agree with me.”  Cameron turned on the tap and splashed a little cold water on his face.  But it did nothing to assuage the heat inside him.

      Blane raised his eyebrows and smiled.  “I don’t know.  I’ve seen you sick before.  Don’t forget, it takes a dragon to know a dragon.”

      Cameron ripped a paper towel from the dispenser and wiped it across his face.  “All right, wise guy, then you tell me what’s the matter.”

      The actor’s smile stretched, like he was thrilled to be making the diagnosis.  “It’s pretty simple, really.  You’re in love with Samantha.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous.”  Cameron knew it was true, but those words felt so heavy as they hit his ears.

      “What’s so ridiculous about it?”  Blane spread his arms wide to encompass the situation.  “She’s pretty.  She’s smart.  She’s obviously working out as a nanny or you would’ve fired her already.”

      Cameron leaned against the sink once again, gripping it so tightly that his knuckles turned white.  He was going to have to find some time to shift soon to relieve some of this tension.  It wouldn’t fix everything, but it would help.  “So what?  Anyone could fit that bill.”

      “Who do you think you’re kidding, dude?  I’ve known you for a long time.  You’re completely smitten.”

      “She’s my employee,” Cameron growled.

      “And?  You think this is the first time someone fell for the help?  Maybe you should start watching your own movies.”  Blane’s smirk was beyond annoying, but mostly because he was right.

      “I just can’t do it.  What about Tess?”

      Stepping forward, Blane set his hand firmly on Cameron’s shoulder.  “It’s admirable that you were so in love with her.  But you can’t mourn her forever.  I didn’t know her as well as I know you, but I’m pretty sure she’d want you to be happy.”

      The joy and excitement of the night had faded completely.  Cameron had a new trophy to put on his shelf, and a beautiful date to spend the evening with, but the only thing he wanted to do now was go home, crawl into bed, and forget that any of it had ever happened.  “I don’t have any way of knowing that.”

      “She didn’t mention it before she passed?” Blane asked gently.

      She had, but Cameron didn’t like to think about it.  It was easier to deny the words of truth she’d tried so hard to speak to him while she was ill.  Tess had sat right there in their living room and told him to move on with his life, to be happy, to make sure Andy was happy.  He’d cut her off, refusing to hear her talk like that, but of course Tess wanted to prepare for the future, even if it was a future she wasn’t destined to be a part of.  “Maybe, but that doesn’t make it any easier.”

      “I’m sure that’s true, and I can’t say that I’d want to be in your shoes.  I can’t even imagine what it would be like for me if something happened to Courtney.  But I do know you have an incredible woman out there who’s probably wondering where the hell you’ve gone and what she’s supposed to do with herself.  Either that, or she’s cozying up to Rob Lowe in your absence and is getting ready to run away with him.”

      “Very funny.”  Blane was just joking, but the idea was enough to make Cameron straighten up again.  He didn’t have any claim to Samantha, but he didn’t like the thought of another man moving in on her.

      “I’m just kidding,” Blane admitted.  “I introduced her to Courtney before I came in here.  They’re probably talking about all sorts of girly stuff.  But I suppose if Rob Lowe happens to come by, well then…”

      “All right, all right.  I guess even if I’m not sure what I want to do about my feelings for Samantha, I can still be a good date.”  He adjusted his tie and straightened his tux jacket, taking a deep breath as he tried to convince himself this was going to be okay.

      “Atta boy.”  His friend patted him on the shoulder once more and smiled into the mirror.  “It’s a start, anyway.  And congratulations, by the way.  You deserved that Oscar.”

      Cameron headed for the door, turning on his heel to look at his friend.  “I’ve earned one for producing, now let’s see if I can earn one for acting.”
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      “Not again.”

      Samantha’s thoughts echoed in her mind, but she couldn’t say them out loud.  It was like her body wasn’t her own anymore.  She’d been able to control some of what she did in these visions, and at least she was no longer a part of the fighting, but she was still caught up in the battle.  The army extended out on all sides of her, shields and helmets and swords as far as the eye could see.  Samantha could no longer tell who was fighting on what side, and she had to wonder if that mattered.  The fighting raged, the clashing of spears and swords thundering in her ears.

      The one thing she felt she could be grateful for was that she was on her horse again.  It wasn’t really hers, but she’d come to think of it as such.  It was like an island in an ocean of chaos, and even though the horse didn’t quite keep her safe, riding on its back was much better than being down on the ground.

      Samantha turned around, looking for the shadow creature, even though she didn’t truly want to find him.  It was more of a sense of curiosity.  Maybe if she figured out who this creature was, she could also figure out why he kept bringing her back there.

      He was there behind the saddle, just as she knew he would be, but she couldn’t see his face.  Nothing but a blurry shadow, and yet he had this much power over her.  The skin on her back jerked and twitched, her body’s way of trying to get away from him. But Samantha knew she was trapped.

      An outcry rose in the distance.  Samantha turned her head, but the cold fingers of the shadow turned her face away.  His touch startled and disgusted her.  She didn’t want him anywhere near her, but she knew she couldn’t get away.  Gritting her teeth, Samantha put up her hand and shoved his arm away so she could look.

      Someone was making their way through the crowd.  Samantha couldn’t see who it was at first, but the rest of the crowd was having a reaction to this presence.  They lowered their swords and stepped back, opening a bloody path.

      The feet of the newcomer’s mount squished into the stained and trampled grass as it approached.  Samantha drew in a breath as she studied the beast of burden, which was far different from her horse.  With the shaggy body of a large wolf, it held its antlered head high as it strode toward Samantha.  Its sleek face held bright blue eyes with a spark in them that suggested self-awareness.  It wore no bridle, marching proudly along on its own volition.

      Finally bringing her gaze back up to its riders, Samantha was startled to see the graceful woman who sat astride the deer-wolf hybrid.  Her dark auburn hair tumbled down past her shoulders, and she kept her deep brown eyes focused directly on Samantha.  Her skin was pure white, and she wore a gauzy red dress that spread out around her on the fur of the animal she rode.

      The shadow was growing extremely agitated.  It gave a strangling hiss in Samantha’s ear and tried to turn her away from the stranger once again.  Samantha shoved her elbow backwards.  She didn’t know if this thing was anything like a human, but it was worth trying.  He gave an agitated cry, but the movement didn’t really deter him.  Instead, he reached forward and grabbed the right rein of Samantha’s horse, yanking hard to turn it away from what was happening.

      The horse rolled its eyes, pulling back against the bit as it tried bringing its dark gray face back around to see what was happening.  It couldn’t have gone anywhere anyway, since the soldiers were packed in on all sides.

      The elegant woman was now about ten feet away and her mount came to a halt.  The fighting had stopped completely now, and every soldier had turned to stare.  Even the shadow had locked his gaze on the woman, and Samantha could sense the fear that arose like a foul stench from his ashy gray skin.

      With a small, knowing smile, the woman opened her mouth to speak.  Samantha leaned slightly off the left side of her horse, still afraid of being on the ground, but desperate to hear what she had to say.

      All hell broke loose.  The shadow creature stood up on the horse’s rump and screamed, and it rallied the soldiers.  They hefted their weapons as they echoed his call, turning to anyone who was in arm’s length and resumed fighting once again.  The pathway that had been open between Samantha and the woman closed instantly as it filled with warring troops.

      The woman’s lips were moving, and Samantha knew she was speaking directly to her.  It was impossible to hear above the din, but Samantha was desperate for whatever information she could get.  She gathered the reins in her own hands and tried to guide her horse toward the deer-wolf.  While her mount seemed to want to go in that direction earlier, the resumed war had changed its mind.  It hopped and leapt underneath her.  The shadow clapped and screeched, encouraging the antics.  In one final movement of desperation, the steed thrust its head down between its front legs and launched its back end into the air.

      Samantha awoke, her breathing heavy and her hands clutching the blankets around her.  Tears had leaked down onto her cheeks and dampened her pillow and sweat soaked the sheets.  She tried to pull in a deep breath, but her body was shaking so badly, it was barely more than a gasp.

      Looking at the clock, Samantha shoved herself out of bed.  Her alarm wouldn’t go off for another twenty minutes, but that wasn’t enough time to try to get back to sleep.  It wouldn’t be worth it anyway if she was going to be launched back into that same vision.  It was better to just get up and focus on the real world.

      But the real world was growing harder by the day. Samantha dragged herself across the room and into the bathroom for a shower, but her body was exhausted.  She hadn’t had a decent night’s sleep in at least a week.  Neither aromatherapy nor meditation helped, and she’d even resorted to trying a glass of warm milk.  Whatever this spirit wanted from her, it was relentless.

      Her shower did nothing to wake her up, and Samantha slumped downstairs to get breakfast started before Andy got up.  She nearly burned his toast when she dozed as she leaned against the edge of the counter.  Her hands were weak, and the carton of milk felt far too heavy.  This was getting bad.  Somehow, she managed to get through the morning, making sure Andy was dressed, fed, and ready for the day.

      Cameron strolled through the kitchen long enough to grab a muffin on his way out the door, and Samantha was glad they didn’t have a chance to talk.  She didn’t want him to see just how miserable she was.  Their night at the Oscars had been magical.  Never having been to such an exclusive event, she hadn’t been sure what to expect.  But it was just a lavish, fantastic party, and Samantha had to admit it was a lot of fun to meet so many big names in the entertainment industry.

      The best part was being with Cameron.  He was such a polite and courteous date, and she knew something was sparking between them.  She didn’t dare to call it a flame yet, but Samantha knew it had the potential to build into a blazing fire.  Cameron sensed it, too; she could tell.  That soft, burning look in his eyes had been unmistakable.  But by the end of the night, he’d pulled back to a polite distance, and Samantha knew it was for the best.  He was her boss, and there were too many complications.

      Still, it was hard not to think of what could have been their first kiss.  It’d been so close to happening, and there was nothing in that moment that Samantha wanted more.  Her stomach clenched every time she so much as thought about it, and that only made it more difficult to be around Cameron day in and day out.  If he was avoiding her, then that was best for both of them.

      “Can we go to de p-pawk today?” Andy asked enthusiastically when he’d returned downstairs after brushing his teeth.

      “There’s a chance of rain.  I’m not sure it’s a good idea.”  It was true, but Samantha was grateful for a good excuse.  She didn’t want to tell Andy that she just didn’t have the energy.

      “Aw, okay.  Wet’s pway a b-boawd game!”

      Samantha pulled in a deep breath.  She’d run along after Andy ever since she’d started. She enjoyed playing with him and teaching him, but she needed a day that didn’t require much thinking or physical movement.  “Maybe later.  I was thinking it would be fun to give ourselves a break and watch a little TV.”  She finished washing his orange juice glass and set it in the rack to dry.

      The boy frowned.  “Dat sounds bowing.”

      “It won’t be so boring.  I think Fraggle Rock is on.  You like that one.”  Truth be told, Samantha didn’t really mind the cute little puppets herself.

      His frown deepened as he turned those big brown eyes on her.  “Don’t you w-w-wike pwaying wit m-me anymowe?”

      Guilt squeezed at her heart, and she knelt in front of Andy.  “Of course I do, sweetheart.  I just don’t have a lot of energy, today.”  She could easily have gone upstairs and headed back to bed, and she didn’t usually like to nap during the day.

      “Awe you s-s-sick?”  He pressed his cool little hand against her forehead.  “Wewda was sick once, and I took cawe of her.”

      “That’s very sweet of you, but I’m not sick.”  At least, not really.  Her body was just exhausted, but Samantha wasn’t sure what was going on with her mind.  “Let’s just go see what we can find on TV for now, and then we can figure out what we’ll do after that.”

      The idea was good enough for Andy, and he followed her into the living room.  He curled up next to Samantha as she picked up the remote to find something to watch, laying his fringe of brown hair on her leg and snuggling close.

      Samantha smiled sleepily, comforted by the warm weight of him.  He was such a sweet boy, and a little time for them to just relax wouldn’t hurt either of them.  She stroked her fingers through his hair as she tipped her head back and closed her eyes, feeling more relaxed than she had in several days…

      Her eyes flew open knowing something was wrong.  Samantha blinked, wondering for a moment why she’d slept in the living room and how long she’d been there. The TV had changed over to a kids’ movie she didn’t recognize, and Andy was gone.  Samantha clicked off the television and looked around.  “Andy?”

      There was no answer, but an odd smell hung in the air.  Her heart pounded as she inhaled deeply, hoping she wasn’t right, but it was definitely smoke.  “Andy!  Where are you?”  Samantha was on her feet, charging through the house.

      It didn’t take long the find the source of the smoke, considering that it crept in wisps along the ceiling.  Samantha traced these down the hallway and around the corner to the kitchen, where she was afraid to open the door.

      Andy stood in the middle of the kitchen—or at least Samantha assumed it was Andy.  What she was actually looking at was a small dragon, snorting as he stomped the black crumbs under his feet.  Every couple of seconds, a small stream of fire shot out one nostril. The smoke was much thicker in here, but it was obvious after one quick look that there were no active flames other than the ones coming from his dragon.

      “Andy!  What on earth is going on in here?”  Samantha curled her fists at her sides, not even sure where to begin.  The one thing she did know was that she was more awake than she’d been in a week.

      He ceased his stomping to look up at her.  A startled dragon might have been amusing if it weren’t for the situation, his mouth slack and his eyes wide.  “I was h-h-hungwy, and you weh asweep.”

      “You could have woken me up!”  Samantha waved her hands in front of her face as she approached him, grimacing at all the smoke.  “And you could have burned the house down!”

      Andy slowly melted back down into his human form.  His wings tucked into his back, and his head rolled uncannily as his neck shortened and straightened.  It wasn’t long before the sulking face focused on her was incredibly human.

      Just when she thought things couldn’t get worse, the door to the garage opened and Cameron stepped through.  After one look at the kitchen, he dropped his briefcase and shot forward to his son and nanny.  “What’s going on?  Is everyone okay?”

      Samantha pressed her lips together.  “Everyone’s fine, but I’m still trying to figure out what happened.  Andy was just about to tell me.”

      Cameron turned to his son expectantly.

      The waterworks began instantly, tears gushing down his cheeks.  “I w-was h-hungwy, and Ms. P-P-Pawkah was asweep.  I tawt I c-could make de t-t-toast mysewf, but aw it did was b-b-b…”  He kept trying with the last word, but he couldn’t seem to get it out.

      “I think we understand,” Cameron said gruffly, cutting him off.  “Go up to your room and get cleaned up.”  He waited until his son left before he began opening windows.

      Samantha helped him, opening the wide patio doors.  “I can’t believe he did this.  He doesn’t ever act up—”

      Cameron yanked up the sash and turned to her with angry eyes.  “What I can’t believe is that you let this happen!  He shouldn’t have shifted and he shouldn’t have tried to cook on his own, but where the hell were you?  He says you were asleep?”  He held his hands in the air helplessly, like he didn’t know what to do with them.

      His words hit her like a blow, and she took a step backwards.  “It’s not what it sounds like.  We were watching TV, and I dozed off.  I just woke up to all this.”

      “You both could’ve been killed.”  He marched across the kitchen toward her, a look on his face like she’d never seen before.  “I trusted you, Samantha.”

      “It wasn’t on purpose!”  She took a slight step backwards, suddenly unsure of him.  “It’s not like I was upstairs in my bed.  I just happened to doze off on the couch!”

      “In the middle of the morning?”

      Tears of anger and frustration burned at the backs of her eyes, and Samantha knew it was mostly from being so tired.  She just couldn’t be calm about this right now.  “Yes!  I haven’t been sleeping for shit, and I fell asleep.  It’s not a crime, I didn’t mean to do it, and even if I did, I had no reason to believe Andy would do something like that.  And yes, it’s the middle of the morning!  You think I don’t know that?”  Samantha covered her face with her hands and leaned against the table, not wanting to let him see her cry.

      There was no response from him for a moment.  “I came home because I forgot a few papers I needed,” he finally said quietly.  Warm fingers tugged gently at her wrists as he pried her hands away from her face.  “Tell me what’s going on.  Why aren’t you sleeping?”

      The smoke had mostly left the room now, leaving behind the scent of heavily burnt toast.  Samantha lowered herself into a chair.  “It’s the nightmares.”

      He moved around to the other side of the table, but he didn’t sit.  “If they’re that bad, then there must be something else going on.”

      Her jaw tightened.  “Why do you say that?”

      Cameron took off his suit jacket and cast it over the back of a chair.  “I’m no psychologist, Samantha, but a few bad dreams aren’t going to do this to you.  Talk to me.”

      The lump in her throat was so thick, she didn’t think she could speak around it.  She tried to look at that as a blessing at first, because she just couldn’t tell him the truth.  But his young son had just shifted into dragon form and practically set the kitchen on fire.  He was no stranger to the unusual.  “I’m a medium,” she finally strangled out.  “Spirits have been talking to me my entire life.”

      “All right.  That’s a start.”

      She looked up at him in surprise.  “It doesn’t bother you?”

      He lifted one shoulder and let it fall.  “No.  I wish I’d known, that’s all.”

      “Well, I didn’t want to say anything because my ability didn’t go over so well in my hometown.  Once everyone figured out that I was a bit different, they didn’t want to have anything to do with me anymore.  The parents of my students wanted me fired because they thought I might be a bad influence on their kids.   My fiancé couldn’t handle it, and he left me.  I just needed to get out and start over.”

      “I see.”  Cameron sat down now, folding his hands on the table in front of him.  “What does that have to do with the dreams?”

      Her head throbbed.  “They’re not really dreams.  They’re more like visions.  Some spirit is trying to get a hold of me.  I don’t know what it wants or how to help it, or if I even can help it.  But he’s terrifying, and he keeps bringing me to this huge battle and trying to get me to fight for him.  It’s so confusing, and so terrifying, and I feel like all these people are dying around me because I don’t know what to do to stop it.”  She couldn’t even try to stop the tears, and they made her vision blur as she recalled all the gruesome details.

      “Is there anything you can do about this?  Maybe there’s a more experienced medium you can talk to who can help you hone your skills.”

      He was so calm and logical about it.  Samantha wished she could be the same way.  “I don’t know.  Maybe, but there are so many people who pretend to be mediums just to make money.  And then there’s the chance that word will get out, and before long, Los Angeles will be like Cooper City.  I don’t want to walk down the street and have everyone pointing and staring at me all over again.”  She folded her arms on the table and laid her head down, sobbing.

      She didn’t hear him get up, but a warm hand was soon running slowly down her back, stroking her gently like a wild animal that needed taming.  “I’m sure we can figure it out.”

      “I don’t know.  I’ve told myself time and time again that it’ll get better, but it never does.”

      His breath was warm on her arm as he knelt next to her.  “It will.  Why don’t you start by telling me about these visions?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      The next day, Samantha felt like she was living in someone else’s body.  She got up and did everything she needed to do in order to get Andy ready.  She fed herself because she knew she had to, but not because she wanted to.  Cameron had made her a special tea before bed the night before to help her sleep, but she still felt drained.

      Samantha knew that it now had less to do with lack of sleep than feeling emotionally wrung-out.  She’d sat at the kitchen table and told Cameron every detail of her visions.  She talked of the blood and the pain, the shadow that kept her there, the dragon, the woman on the strange animal; all of it.  He’d even asked her for more details.  She didn’t know if he truly cared or if he thought it would make her feel better to get it out.  Hell, maybe he was just looking for ideas for his next movie.  It was a difficult thing to do, but she felt somewhat relieved to know she wasn’t the only one who knew what was going on.  She felt just a little less alone.

      As she wiped the table while Andy brushed his teeth, Cameron came into the kitchen.  Instead of his usual attire for work, he wore an island shirt over a tank top and loose khakis.

      She raised an eyebrow.  “Shooting on the beach today?”

      He rocked back on his heels and pressed his lips together.  “I’m not shooting at all, actually.”

      Samantha set down her dish rag, confused.  “Why not?”

      “I have other plans, and so do you, I hope.”

      “What’s going on?  Andy’s looking forward to his play date this afternoon.  He was devastated after that fire, and he thought I wouldn’t let him go.”

      “He’s going, all right.  He’s going to play with Jonathan and Jessica over at Jackson’s house.  I wanted to talk to you a little more about your visions, and I thought it’d be best if we had some time to talk about it alone.”

      It was very sweet, but Samantha felt so embarrassed that he should take time out of his work day for her problem.  “We could’ve done that in the evening.”

      “No,” he insisted.  “Not really.  We need to get this figured out, and the sooner the better.”
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, Cathy had picked up a very excited Andy, leaving the two of them alone.  Cameron invited Samantha into the study, where he poured her a finger of bourbon, despite the early hour.  “I feel like I’ve intruded into your private life by asking so many questions about your visions, but I’m glad I did.”

      “Why’s that?”  Samantha felt apprehensive about this discussion, mostly because she didn’t know what to expect from it.  Now that they were getting started, her stomach rolled nervously inside her.

      “You and I each have our demons.  From what you told me yesterday, you’ve spent practically your entire life talking to and helping various spirits.  What some might deem an advantage has been a bit of a curse for you.  For me, I’ve been constantly haunted by the fate of my wife and what I’ve lost.  It’s been a heavy weight on my soul that I haven’t been able to shake.”

      Samantha took a sip of the smoky liquid, too tired to feel guilty about having a drink so early.  “What does one have to do with the other?”

      “Nothing, for the most part.  Or at least, that’s what I would’ve thought.”  Cameron carried his glass with him as he walked to the window.  “But you have quite a talent for detail.  I don’t know if it’s because you see these visions so clearly, or if maybe you have a writer hiding inside of you, but I felt as though I were right there with you on that battlefield.  And when I looked up and saw that red dragon in the sky, I knew it was Tess.”

      Nearly dropping her glass, Samantha set it on the coffee table with a thunk.  “Your wife?”

      He nodded.  “It sounds ridiculous, I know.  But then when you told me about the other woman, the one who was trying to talk to you?  I knew that was her as well.  It was the way she looked, the way she acted, and even the way she dressed.  Everything is all adding up in my mind, and I feel like there’s some sort of link, some connection that I don’t quite understand.”

      Samantha braced her head against her hand, trying to make sense of this.  “I’ve often wondered if the other people I’m seeing in those visions are real or just a figment the shadow is trying to show me.”

      “It seems to me like at least she is, or maybe I’m just being hopeful.  I don’t know.”  He leaned against the window frame and sipped his drink, brooding.

      A thought was creeping across the back of Samantha’s mind, forming and coalescing quickly.  “Cameron, have you ever had any indication that Tess is still around?  Like her spirit is lingering here for some reason?”

      He bit his lower lip.  “There’s no definitive evidence, no.  But I keep trying to talk to her, asking her if I’m doing the right thing and if Andy will be okay.  She never answers me.”

      “Maybe she is.”  With a new strength, Samantha pulled herself from the deep leather couch and went to him.  “I could be completely off-base here, but the dragon and the woman were each trying to tell me something.  If they’re in fact the same person, then maybe Tess has been trying to get a message to you—through me.”  Her breath left her lungs at the excitement of the prospect.  Samantha knew she couldn’t do anything for the shadow, but maybe she could help Cameron.

      “Then why would she come to you in this horrific scene?  Why not wait to have her own turn with you?”

      She didn’t miss the flicker of hope in his eyes, and she fed off it.  “I don’t know.  These things don’t always make perfect sense.  That’s part of what makes them so hard to deal with.  But if my hunch turns out to be right, then I might be able to ease things a little for both of us.”

      Cameron set his glass on the sill and turned to her, putting his hands on her upper arms and looking into her eyes.  “I can see how it would help me, but how would it help you?  I’d like to think Tess isn’t the one bringing you to that war zone.  You’d still be caught up in the same mess.”

      She shrugged, unsure.  “It might not help me at all, but if Tess is trying to communicate, that would explain why this has been so hard on me.  It’s tiring to be contacted by one spirit.  If two of them are in my brain, that’s a lot to handle.”

      “And what do you propose we do?”

      A slow grin spread across her face, the first she’d felt in at least a week.

      “Contact her.”
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        * * *

      

      “Are you sure about this?  Aren’t we supposed to be doing this at midnight during a full moon or something?”  Cameron sat cross-legged on the floor across from her, his brow creased.

      She poked him in the chest with her finger.  “I’m not a witch, and that sort of stuff doesn’t really matter for this.  If a spirit is out there, then I know how to make it find me.  I’ve done this before, although it’s been a long time.  The candles are enough.”  She looked around at the room.  They’d closed all the blinds to keep out the light of day, and he’d found enough candles to give a soft yellow glow to the study.  “It warms it up in here a little, too.”

      “Is there anything I need to do?”

      “Mostly just be here for me.  I summoned a spirit back when I was in high school.  He wouldn’t come to me and just tell me what he needed, banging on the doors and windows all night instead.  I thought I’d try to let him know I was here to help.  It all worked out well enough, but it was kind of scary when I came to and there was no one around.”

      “Came to?  You think you’re going to pass out?”  He reached a hand toward her like he would catch her even before she fell.

      Samantha had to laugh.  “For a powerful dragon, you sure look scared.”

      He scowled at her.  “I just want to know what to expect.  I’ve never done anything like this before.”

      “It’ll be fine. The worst thing that can happen is that we don’t reach anyone.”  She hoped she was right about that.  As soon as she’d suggested contacting Tess, Samantha wondered if the shadow would find her as well.  He’d stayed away while she was awake so far, but she didn’t want to encourage him.

      “You’re right.  I’m sorry.  I’m right here for you.  Just tell me if you need me to do anything.”

      Samantha scooted forward on the rug so that their knees were touching.  She reached out to take his hands and closed her eyes, pulling in a slow, deep breath.  “Concentrate on her.  Imagine that she’s here with us.  Let me use your mind to understand what she looks like, what she sounds like, what her spirit feels like.  Be a beacon for her to come to.”  The warmth of the candles and Cameron’s hands were comforting, and Samantha felt her body relax as she concentrated on the right vibrations in the universe.

      There were no magic spells she could do this with.  Samantha had shoved her talent aside for most of her life, unhappy with the trouble it brought her, but now she needed it more than ever.  She reached out with her mind, looking for the dragon she’d seen before.

      It didn’t take long.  Samantha’s body melted away, and she floated in deep, silent blackness.  It was comfortable, peaceful, and she didn’t want to leave.  But the black slowly evaporated, and Samantha found herself standing in a place that consisted of nothing but white fog.  It was thick, clouding around her feet, and Samantha waited patiently.

      “I thought you’d never show up.”

      Samantha turned to see the great red dragon once again.  Instead of flying overhead, she was standing on the ground, her long neck holding her head high as she looked down on the human.  She was so massive, much bigger than Samantha thought any of the shifters were in real life.  “I wasn’t sure if this would work.”

      “I’d say it did.”  The low rumble must have been a chuckle.  “And I’m glad.  I’ve been trying to talk to you for quite some time.”

      “Are you…Tess?”  She almost hated to ask the question, afraid the answer would be no.  She knew Cameron was counting on this.

      The dragon dipped her head.  “I am.  And you’re Samantha.  You’ve been spending a lot of time with Cameron.”

      Somehow, Samantha hadn’t thought about that.  What if Tess was trying to reach her because she was angry?  It was clear that Samantha wasn’t very strong in the spirit world, or else she would’ve been able to get away from the shadow a long time ago.  A shudder made its way down her back.  “I, um…”

      “You don’t need to look at me like that.  I’m not going to eat you.”  With a flutter of her wings, the crimson dragon morphed to her alternate form.  She tucked her wings and retracted her claws, changing and writhing until the same statuesque woman who’d visited Samantha on that battlefield stood before her.  “As a matter of fact, I’d like you to give Cameron a message for me.”

      Samantha’s breathing came a little easier.  “I can do that.”

      Tess smiled.  “I know you can, and he definitely needs to hear it.  Tell Cameron that he needs to move on.  I can’t ask him to forget me, but I do want him to be happy.  He deserves to find love again.”

      “Okay.  Is there anything else?”  Samantha thought she might never blink again, wanting to absorb all of this.  It was such a surreal experience, and she hoped she remembered it all once she returned to reality.

      The other woman walked in a slow circle around her.  “You’re quite remarkable, Samantha.  You’ve been wonderful to my son, and I can’t thank you enough for that.  If I can’t be there for him, I’m glad you can.”

      “He’s a wonderful boy.”  Samantha felt a flush of warmth as she thought of Andy, and she wished she could’ve brought him to see his mother.  But it didn’t work like that.  “It’s been a privilege to care for him.”

      There was a knowing look in Tess’s eyes.  “That’s good.  Because you’ll make a wonderful mate for Cameron.”

      “Oh, well, now…”

      “Samantha, don’t forget that I’m a spirit.  I know about these things.”

      “Then can you tell me about that shadow?  And the battlefield?  Why did I keep seeing you there, and why do I keep going back there?”  They were questions that burned in Samantha’s mind, but she was also grateful to change the subject from her and Cameron’s potential relationship.

      Tess folded her hands in front of her, looking beatific.  “The one you call the shadow creature is an old and broken spirit.  He wants to cross over, but he’s conflicted.  He’s fighting with himself over whether he should stay or go, but he doesn’t know which side is the right one.  That’s why he wants you to fight for him.  He thinks you can help him.”

      “Can I?”  Samantha couldn’t even be relieved at this news, since she was still so terrified of returning to that place.

      “I don’t think so,” Tess replied with a shake of her silky hair.  “But I might be able to.”

      This confused Samantha.  “But what about you?  Why haven’t you moved on?”

      “That’s very simple.  I wanted to stay close so I could see Andy grow up and make sure Cameron was all right.  I know the way to go, but I’m just not ready yet.”  She looked completely comfortable, as though this was a decision she’d made purposely instead of most spirits.

      “That’s good to know.”

      Tess closed her eyes and opened them again slowly.  “Yes, you and I can do each other some big favors.”

      “What do you mean?”  Samantha was so intrigued by her, and there was a sense of calmness that radiated from Tess.  Still, walking in the spirit realm wasn’t easy.  Her body shook violently on the inside.  She wouldn’t be able to stay for much longer.

      “You take care of Cameron and Andy for me.  I’ll help the shadow, and I’ll serve as a guardian for you so that other harmful spirits can’t get through to you.”

      Samantha once again felt hot tears.  Cameron was the one who suggested she find someone to help her with this problem, but she doubted he’d had any idea just who that person would be.  “You would do that for me?  I can’t thank you enough.  I’ll do everything in my power to not let you down.”  Her stomach trembled, and Samantha could feel more than see the blackness trying to creep in around the edges.  “I’m sorry, I have to go now.”

      “Of course.  I just need to tell you one thing first.”

      Darkness fell as Tess leaned close.
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      Cameron sat on the floor with Samantha.  He’d made them each a mug of tea, but neither one of them had been able to drink much of it.  Night had fallen outside, and the candles were the only bright spots for them.  “I thought you weren’t going to come back to me.  You were gone for such a long time.”

      She leaned heavily against him, a blanket around her shoulders.  “It didn’t seem like it.  I thought it was only a few minutes.  That probably explains why I was so confused when I’d done it a long time ago.”

      He tightened his grip on her, keeping his arm wrapped around her for dear life.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “What is what?”

      “You sighed.  You’ve been doing that a lot.” Samantha took a tiny sip of her tea.

      “I’m just trying to process it all.  I’ve spent so long feeling guilty and upset, but I never imagined that Tess would give me a message like that.”  He’d heard the words straight from Samantha’s lips as soon as she’d woken up.  She’d grabbed his collar and spoken, desperate to get the words out.  She’d told him Tess wanted him to find love again; that she was not only all right with it, but that she encouraged it.  That created some churning feelings in his mind and in his gut that he wasn’t sure how to handle.

      “She seemed very calm and happy, if that makes you feel any better.”

      “It does.”  Cameron looked down at the top of her head, wondering if Samantha had any idea what he was thinking.  “I hope you’re all right.”

      “A little tired is all.  It was quite an experience. But things should be much better from here on out.  I shouldn’t have to worry about those visions anymore.”

      Cameron pulled in a deep breath and closed his eyes.  He’d been so conflicted for so long, and he was tired of it.  He’d known what he wanted when he found it, but it’d only been his own hesitation that was truly keeping him back.  He couldn’t use Tess as an excuse anymore.  He pushed her gently off of him and began blowing out candles.  “I have an idea.  You might want a jacket.”

      “Um, okay?”  She helped him extinguish the flames before following him downstairs and out the back door.

      The stars sparkled overhead. The sky was clear of clouds, allowing all the stars to show in their brilliance. He looked to Samantha as a gentle breeze ruffled her hair.  “Give me a second.”  He stepped away from her and relaxed his body, letting out his true form.  It’d been so long, and he needed this so badly.  There were many times when he’d been tempted to go for a flight, but things had changed. Everything had changed.

      When his body was covered in orange scales, he turned back to Samantha.  “Let’s go for a little trip.”

      She approached him slowly, reaching out a hand to gently touch the scales along his jawline.  “How do we do this?”

      Cameron never would’ve let this happen with anyone else, but Samantha was different.  He dipped his front leg and curved his head around to gesture at his back.  “Climb aboard.”

      He was careful with his launch, not wanting to knock her off as he bolted into the sky.  Still, she gasped as they left the ground behind them.

      The scenery below him was magnificent, but nothing in his view was as wonderful as what he’d hoped the rest of his life would look like.  Cameron easily landed on a secluded beach a few minutes later and allowed Samantha down before shifting back to the form she was more familiar with.

      “This is gorgeous,” she breathed as she looked at the moon shining on the water and the rocky outcropping that rose behind them.  “How did you know it was here?”

      “You find a lot of interesting places when you’re scouting locations for films.”

      “Which movie did you use this for?”

      “I haven’t.  But I have this scene in my head that this would make a perfect backdrop for.”  He stepped close and dared to put a hand on her waist.

      Her eyes shone in the dim light as she studied his face.  “Tell me about it.”

      “It’s a love story, one about a man who’s too stubborn and foolish to let himself be happy.”  Cameron’s other hand went to the ends of her hair, running them softly through his fingers.

      “Oh, yeah?  Sounds intriguing.”

      Cameron ran the backs of his fingers along her jawline, and she tipped her head to the side to allow him.  “And then he realizes the one thing he’s been looking for is right in front of him.  He’s been trying to deny it, trying to tell himself that he’s not ready.  Then a mysterious woman comes along and tells him what a fool he’s been.”

      The tip of her tongue flicked her lips.  “And then what happens?”

      “I’m about to find out.”  Cameron bent his head to kiss her, tentatively at first.  He knew what he wanted, and he hoped Samantha wanted the same.  To his pleasure, she kissed him back with ardor, her arms wrapping around his neck as her body pressed against his.

      It gave him a heady feeling, and he embraced her fully, never wanting to let her go.  “I love you, Samantha.  I shouldn’t have waited until I had permission to say it, but I really do.”

      “I love you, too, and it’s okay.  I understand.”  She kissed him then, and he knew that it really was okay.

      The two of them sank into the sand as their bodies entwined.  Cameron moved slowly, not wanting to push her further than she wanted to go, but she was ready for him.   Samantha pushed back his shirt as he worked at the buttons on hers.  The feel of her skin against his was exquisite, and no matter how much he touched her, he knew he couldn’t get enough.

      He trailed his kisses down along her neck, his body coming alive as he explored hers.  “Have I ever told you how beautiful you are?”

      “You might have, but I’ve been too busy admiring you.”  Samantha ran her hands across the firm planes of his chest and around to his back, drifting down to slide over his buttocks and then over his hips, wrapping her cool fingers around his shaft.

      He was ready for her, but he wanted this to last as long as possible.  He pulled her closer as he sucked first one nipple and then the other into his mouth.  Her breasts were firm and as soft as silk, and he worshipped them with his hands as well as his tongue.

      She tossed her head back and arched her spine to give him access.  “Oh, Cameron...”

      “Hmm?”  With one breast still in his mouth, he let his hand work its way down her soft stomach to the secret place between her legs.  Samantha may have been chilly most of the time, but she was hot and wet when he touched her there.  It sent a new surge of excitement through him that made him suck in a sharp breath.

      “I want you so badly.”  Her thighs spread a little as she spoke, and she gasped when he slipped his finger into those warm depths.  “I’ve wanted you for such a long time.”

      He laid her back on the powdery sand, gripping her hips as he lowered himself on top of her.  “Then I wouldn’t want to keep you waiting any longer.”  He held her as he penetrated her, every fiber of his being surging toward her.

      Samantha undulated her hips beneath him, welcoming him and encouraging him as she pulled him down for a kiss.  “I guess good things just take time.”

      Cameron couldn’t believe how good she felt.  He’d made himself wait so long for this, but she was right.  It was worth waiting to know that he not only had exactly what he wanted, but that it was right for both of them.

      Her legs wrapped around his hips and she tipped her head back.  Cameron felt the faintest waves beginning inside her, and he thrust harder.  Her body responded, those quivers turning to ripples and then tidal waves around him.  “Oh, my god.”

      Cameron didn’t realize just how turned on he could be by Samantha getting her pleasure, and he felt himself expand inside her.  She felt so good, and his body had taken over without any permission from his mind.  They pummeled against each other, clinging and writhing as they came, their bodies and their souls surging like the ocean next to them.

      Afterwards, they both lay facing the water, Cameron behind her with his arm wrapped firmly around her waist.  He wasn’t going to let her go, not ever.  “Are you warm enough?”

      “I always am when I’m with you.”  She snuggled her body more firmly against his.  Only the moon saw them as they lay naked on their pile of discarded clothes.
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      Cameron stood up from his desk and stretched.  He checked his watch, surprised to see that he’d been working on the computer for two hours straight.  He was finally doing it, and his script was nearly done, but it was time to get up and give himself a break.

      He headed down the hallway, peering into the room just past the master bedroom.  As he knew she would be, Samantha was standing in the nursery with her hands on her round belly.  “You doing okay?”  He asked as he wrapped his arms around her, feeling the taught roundness of what they’d made together.

      She sighed and leaned back into him.  “Yeah.  I’m just really excited to meet our baby.”

      “You’re not the only one.  Andy hasn’t stopped talking about his baby brother or sister, and he was even telling strangers when we got to the store.  Nine months is a long time to make a little kid wait for a big surprise like that.”

      She turned and smiled up at him.  “I thought one good thing about the wait would be that I’d have time to get this nursery ready, but I’m still not sure about it.”

      Cameron looked around at the sunny yellow walls, white crib, and fluffy rug.  The drawers were stocked with onesies and diapers, and the shelf in the closet was stacked high with cozy blankets.  “It looks like it’s ready to me.”

      Samantha tipped her head.  “Mostly, I guess.  But don’t you think it would look nice with a wallpaper border?  Or maybe just more wall hangings?  I found the most adorable print when I went shopping with Cathy the other day.  I should’ve bought it.  It would look cute right over here.”  She’d lifted her arm to show him where she thought it should go, but she ended up grabbing her belly instead.  “Oh!”

      Cameron had her in his arms again in an instant, panic throbbing through his veins.   “What is it?  What’s wrong?”

      She held her breath as she clutched her stomach, a white ring forming around her lips.  “I’m not sure, since I’ve never been through this before, but I might be in labor.  Give me a minute, and we’ll see if it happens again.”

      But Cameron wasn’t interested in waiting around.  He picked up her overnight bag that she’d placed near the nursery door several weeks ago.  “No way.  I’ll have Cathy meet us at the hospital to keep Andy entertained.”  He rushed her out the door and into the car.

      As they sped through town, Cameron felt a rush of excitement overtake his fear for a moment.  He knew he’d been very lucky when he’d found Samantha, and that feeling only increased once he finally let himself admit he loved her.  It’d taken explicit permission from Tess, but Samantha seemed to love him all the more for waiting for her say so.

      Their wedding had been an affair that everyone in Hollywood talked about for weeks.  He knew some of the gossip was scandalous as the reporters wondered how long he’d been dating the help and if they were getting married too soon, but there was also plenty of talk about Samantha’s show-stopping dress, the lavish reception, and the numerous celebrities on the guest list.  Cameron had never been prouder than when he showed off his new wife in that white gown.

      Until the day she’d told him she was pregnant.

      Samantha had been honest with him before the wedding, explaining that she couldn’t ever have children.  Cameron was happy to know they had Andy, and Samantha loved him like he was her own. But knowing they would have a new life in their family was more than Cameron ever could’ve asked for.

      He swooped up to the emergency entrance of the hospital just as a nurse came rushing out with a wheelchair.  “Take care of her.  I’ll park and be there in a moment.”

      It all went too fast for Cameron.  There were so many concerns he’d had in the back of his mind, some of which he’d refused to even voice out loud, not even to Samantha.  They swirled to the forefront once again as he watched the doctors and nurses rush around her with various equipment.  The baby was coming quickly, and her labor would be a short one.

      What if his dragon genes didn’t mix well with her human ones?  What if the doctors were right when they’d told her she couldn’t have a baby, and something went badly during delivery?  What if something happened to Samantha?

      “Cameron.”

      He looked down at his wife, beautiful even with beads of sweat on her brow and her hair in disarray on the pillow.  “Yes, love?”

      “Thank you for this,” she wheezed.  She squeezed her eyes as another contraction hit her.

      “Push!” the doctor reminded her.

      Samantha did as she was told, bearing down with all her might.  When she could relax again, she gripped Cameron’s hand tightly.  “I need to tell you something.”

      “It can wait,” he assured her.  “It’s okay.”

      She flopped her head back and forth on the pillow.  “No, it can’t wait.  I have to tell you now.”

      “All right, dear.  What is it?”  Cameron bent close, knowing she was putting all her effort into having the baby.

      Samantha pulled hard on his hand.  “When I spoke to Tess, she told me you should find love again.”

      “I know, silly.  I’d already found you.”

      “No, I mean she specifically told me that you and I would be good together, and she wanted us to be together.  I didn’t want to tell you that part because I didn’t want you to be influenced in your decision.”

      Cameron stroked a stray hair off her face.  “That doesn’t matter.  I was already in love with you anyway.”

      “And then she told me—ugh!”  Samantha scrunched her face as another contraction hit.

      He watched her writhe on the bed, wishing he could take the pain away from her, but he knew she would do a far better job at this than he ever could.

      “She told me we’d have a child,” she finally panted.  “Right before I came back to you, she said I’d have a baby with you.  I didn’t want to believe her, because I knew it couldn’t be true.  I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you.”

      “Almost there!” the doctor said from the end of the bed.  “Just one or two more pushes!”

      “It’s all right.  It’s fine.”  Cameron meant it.  He understood why she’d kept this a secret, and he wasn’t sure he wanted it any other way.

      “It’s a baby girl!”  The doctor held their child aloft, a tiny squirming bundle.  He let the new parents see her for only a moment before the nurses whisked her to the other side of the room to get cleaned up.

      “You did amazingly well,” Cameron said as he kissed her on the forehead.  “I knew you would.”

      He waited anxiously, and when the soft bundle was placed in Samantha’s arms a few minutes later, he thought he might cry.  He reached out and touched her tiny hand.  They wouldn’t know for a while if she had shifting abilities, or if she was a medium, for that matter.  What they did know is that she was absolutely precious—and she was theirs.

      “What’s the baby’s name for the birth record?” a nurse asked at his elbow.

      “Victoria,” he said proudly.  They’d chosen the name carefully, a name that showed their triumph after all they’d gone through.  “Victoria Collins.”

      “Victoria Tess Collins,” Samantha corrected.

      He looked at his wife, his eyes wide.  “Are you sure?”

      She smiled at him.  “Absolutely.”

      When Cameron brought Andy in, the little boy wiggled up onto the bed to see.  “Wow, Mommy.  She’s tiny.”

      Andy’s speech had improved dramatically over the last several months, and no matter how many times he’d heard it, Cameron never got tired of hearing him call Samantha “Mommy.”  As soon as they’d told him they were getting married, he’d asked if he could.  Soon, there would be two kids calling her that, and he loved the idea.

      “What do you think of our new family?” Samantha asked their son.

      He looked from his father to his mother and then down to his new baby sister and beamed.  “I love it.”

      Cameron reached forward and ruffled his hair.  “Me too, sport.”

      His dragon beamed with pride at the sight of his brood, wanting nothing more than to sprout his wings and wrap them around his beloved family.  But for now, he sat in his human form and relished this moment, his heart feeling so full it could burst.
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      Kaylee Turner shifted uncomfortably in her narrow seat.  Usually, she saw these international flights as the perfect time for reading and research.  While other passengers complained of boredom, air sickness and cramped conditions, Kaylee was content to lose herself in a good book or an essay from her field of study.

      But that wasn’t the case today.

      Turning and pressing her forehead against the cool glass of the window, Kaylee studied the land formations below.  She’d found that every country—and every state, even—looked a little different.  She’d been on so many flights, she’d started to recognize them from the air, even before the captain would announce where they were in a thick accent over the speaker.  This time, she was heading into Zimbabwe, which meant she wouldn’t get to see much of it from the air.  The airport was on the western edge of the country, and the site she’d be visiting was much further east.

      Even so, she scanned the hot, dry earth below her.  Deep inside, Kaylee sensed she was looking for something.  She’d always felt that way, and she would continue her pursuit when she landed and traveled across the country in a vehicle.  Her search had been constant for most of her life, though she never quite knew what she was looking for.

      That was what had inspired her career—that and her love for books and languages, which her father helped foster ever since she was a baby.  Kaylee was always reading, and not always in her first language.  She had a gift for words, one that she couldn’t explain any more than her yearning for finding that missing something.  She took in everything below her, longing to feel some sort of connection to it.  She’d been born on this planet.  She’d been a part of it for her entire life, yet she never felt that way.  The disconnection left her with an unsettled feeling in the pit of her stomach.
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        * * *

      

      “I trust you had good travels?”  Dr. Morrick clasped her hand in both of his, his fingers warm and worn as he greeted her near the entrance of the Great Zimbabwe.  Releasing her, he pushed his dark glasses up on his nose and ran a hand over his slick, gray hair.  His pale, skinny legs stuck out of his baggy khaki shorts, and his matching safari shirt was soaked with sweat.

      “It gave me the chance to get a lot of work done,” she admitted with a smile.  Kaylee had always liked Dr. Morrick.  He’d been one of her first archeology professors, and his enthusiasm had helped her find her own passion.

      He tipped his head to the side and frowned a little.  “Are you all right?  You’re not unwell, are you?  I’ve heard the airplane food is quite terrible these days.”

      “No, I’m fine.  I’m just a little tired.”  Kaylee scrunched her toes inside her boots, wishing she could take them off and rest her bare feet against the hot soil beneath her.  The sun baked them where they stood, and it was clearly making Dr. Morrick uncomfortable.  Beads of sweat rolled down the sides of his rounded cheeks, no matter how quickly he swiped them away with a handkerchief.  To Kaylee, it was a glorious heat that sank through her skin and down to her bones, something she would carry with her once she got back on a plane in a few days.  She would miss it when she returned to the chilly weather back home.

      Dr. Morrick smiled.  “That can be fixed.  I’ve set you up in one of the nicest hotels in the area.  No sleeping out on the ground for the best translator in the world!”

      Kaylee flushed as she followed him down a dirt pathway. It had been carved by thousands of feet, traveling amongst the crumbling stone walls that had once housed numerous people. While some parts of the ruins were remarkably preserved due to the masterful masons who had once built them, there were others that had been reduced to nothing but piles of perfectly shaped granite bricks.  “You don’t have to say that just because I’m right here.”

      “I don’t have to say anything; that’s true.  But I don’t think either one of us can deny that you’re at the forefront of our industry.  People talk about you, my dear.”

      “I’m not sure it’s always in a good way.”  The curving walls of the Great Enclosure rose up in front of them, and Kaylee felt an immediate appreciation for the site.  It spoke of ancient people, lost religions and stories that spanned centuries.  Archeologists would never truly know everything about the Great Zimbabwe, a monument so stunning that an entire country was named after it, but it was still a lot of fun to guess.

      Dr. Morrick reverently touched the stone walls that framed a doorway.  “Don’t take any of that to heart.  They’re just intimidated by you.  Some of them have studied for decades and yet they can’t decode the way you can.  They don’t think that a young woman such as yourself should be able to hold so much genius in her brain.  Sexist, I know, but old ways die hard.”

      “Or they die without a single explanation of why.”  Kaylee had read everything she could get her hands on about this ancient site as soon as she’d received the request from Dr. Morrick to come out there.  She’d been excited both to work with her mentor and to see a new place, but as soon as she’d begun packing her bag, she started to realize the reality of it.  She could handle the rigors of airport security, even when it involved flying to a different country.  She could handle living out of a small suitcase for a week.  She could even handle the inevitable change in diet.

      But she knew the worst of it was yet to come.

      “Perhaps you can help uncover a few of her secrets,” Dr. Morrick replied hopefully.  He led her into a circular stone wall and past several other structures, all built of the same stone.  They reached another doorway, and upon entering it, descended down a set of stairs that had been freshly uncovered from the earth.  “As I said in my email, we’ve only just recently uncovered this new chamber.  It’s been quite exciting for us, as I’m sure you can imagine.  These new technologies that keep popping up are hard to keep up with, yet they’re always giving us new information about old sites.  I love it.  Anyway, we’ve found a tablet we’d like you to interpret for us.”

      “Has anyone else had a go at it?”  The steps beneath her were still slick with the dirt that had been covering them for centuries, but Kaylee confidently made her way down them.  She glanced up from her footsteps to see that a vast underground cavern had been dug out of the dirt.  LED lights on strands had been set up at intervals, run by a generator that grumbled to itself somewhere above them.  Several other rooms extended off the one they were in with more glowing lights emanating from them.

      He paused at the bottom of the stairs and turned to her, a look of concern in his houndlike eyes.  “Well, Dr. Atwood is here.”

      Kaylee’s heart, which had been fluttering somewhere between excitement and anticipation, now dropped into a solid state of dread.  She knew how Dr. Atwood felt about her, but then again, he’d made no attempt to hide it.   She raised one eyebrow.  “And did he have any success?”

      Dr. Morrick’s mouth was a hard line.  “Not exactly, although he claims he’ll have all the answers very shortly.  I should tell you he was rather offended that I called anyone else in on this project.  You know how he is, always thinking he’s the end-all, be-all of any given situation.  I never would’ve brought him on except that his connections with the local university helped me get the permission to dig here in the first place.  Besides, I know you have a lot going on while you finish up your degree.  Tell me, were you able to make sufficient arrangements with your professors?”

      That had been the very first thing Kaylee had done when she’d received Dr. Morrick’s invitation, and her teachers had been happy to accommodate her.  Knowing where she was going and why had only made it easier.  “Of course.  I’ll have a few things to catch up on once I get back, but it shouldn’t be an issue.”

      “Good, good.  Then let’s get started.”  Dr. Morrick strode confidently across the dirt floor and through a doorway.  While the first room at the bottom of the stairs had been fairly nondescript, this one was most definitely a library of some sort.  The wall across from the doorway was covered in ancient scripts that had been preserved by centuries underground and away from the elements.  A u-shaped assemblage of stone seemed to form a seating area in the center of the room, and shelves had been carved into the other walls.  Each of these held thick sheaves of primitive paper, ancient wooden boxes, and stacks of stone tablets.

      “It’s beautiful,” Kaylee breathed, immediately intrigued by the amount of knowledge they might find there.  Even if these writings were nothing more than diaries or recipes, they would certainly give the scientists some definitive insight into the lives of the people who’d once occupied these spaces.

      “I thought so, too,” Dr. Morrick said proudly, his chin rising slightly.  “I assure you, the other rooms here are wonderful, but none are as fascinating as this one.  Oh, where are my manners?  I believe you know Dr. Parkinson?”

      A slender older woman with graying blonde hair stood up from where she’d been crouched on the floor, gently flicking dirt away from a small statue with a paintbrush.  She extended her hand and smiled warmly.  “So nice to see you again, Miss Turner.”

      “And you know I never leave the country without my partner in crime, Dr. Davison.”  Morrick gestured to a man who turned away from the stone shelves to approach them, a fine coat of dust clinging to his salt and pepper beard.

      “No need to be so formal, Douglas.  Call me Jonathan.  I’ve heard so much about you that I’m starting to think Dr. Morrick here is thinking about adopting you.”  He shook her hand as well.

      Kaylee felt a little better.  Maybe she didn’t need to dread this trip at all if there were such good people there.  “I’ve heard quite a bit about you, too.”

      “Only good stories, I hope?”  Jonathan raised a furry gray eyebrow at his partner.

      “Mostly,” Kaylee replied with a smile.

      “Oh, she’s here.”  This voice came from the doorway, and Kaylee turned to see a rather rotund man filling it.  His dark hair had been slicked back and held in place with either gel, sweat, or a mixture of the two.  Overdressed for the occasion, he’d eschewed the traditional garb of khakis and shorts for a dark suit.  He made a disgusted face as he swept a bit of dust off the sleeve of his jacket.

      “Dr. Atwood, this is Kaylee Turner.  I’ve asked her to give us a little help with the tablet.”  Morrick forced a smile onto his face.

      The grimace on Atwood’s face increased, making him look like he’d caught a whiff of some old cheese as his eyes raked over Kaylee.  “Yes, I know of her.”  He advanced into the room with purposeful steps as though he owned the place until he stood directly in front of Kaylee.  He didn’t offer to shake her hand.  “You might as well fly right on back to your little college town and hang out on the quad, my dear.  There’s nothing here for you to do.”

      Morrick cleared his throat.  “There’s plenty for her to do, Atwood.  You know as well as I do that she’s a true genius when it comes to this.  Besides that, I’m the one in charge of this dig.”

      Atwood narrowed his eyes at the doctor, his chins wobbling slightly.  “Do you really want to claim that?  When you’ve brought in an impostor like her?  We all know that she doesn’t really translate anything on her own.  She’s got someone in the wings who does it for her, someone who’s happy to give her the credit.  This child hasn’t been around long enough to know anything about what we’re doing here.”  His voice increased in volume as he prattled on, his face slowly reddening.

      “Sounds to me like you’re a little jealous,” Jonathan cut in.  “You’ve had the first stab at it, but it’s time to step back and let the professionals handle this.  Come here, Miss Turner.  I’ll show you what we’re dealing with.”  He took Kaylee by the elbow and turned her away from Dr. Atwood.  “Don’t mind him,” he whispered as they headed to the far corner of the room.  “He never likes anyone who he thinks might show him up.”

      “It’s okay.  I’m used to it.”  Unfortunately, Atwood wasn’t the first person who’d treated her like that.  She’d been called in on several other digs and either openly ostracized or whispered about behind her back.  If they only knew the truth, there would be a lot more scientists who felt that way about her.

      “As you can see,” Jonathan said, “there’s quite a lot in this old room for us to go through.  Most of it is pretty mundane, and we haven’t had too much of an issue with the interpretations.  But this tablet was set aside in a small stone box with a few other artifacts.  We’re not yet sure what any of it means.  Usually, we can get some idea simply from the context of where an item is found, but we’re a bit mystified.”

      He gestured at what was indeed a small stone box.  Like the shelves on the walls, it had been carved out of the structure of the room itself.  A carefully fitted lid had been lifted and set aside, revealing the contents.

      “What makes it even more of a mystery is that we don’t know what language it’s in,” Dr. Morrick added from over her shoulder.  “It doesn’t appear to be the same as what we see in the rest of the documents here.”

      Kaylee was heavily aware that Dr. Atwood was watching her, but she was slipping into her professional mode.  She knew what her job was, and she was excited to do it.  There was a special, peaceful feeling that came over her when she was presented with a new item to translate.  It drowned out the rest of the world, and it gave her a sense of purpose.  She quickly pulled her pack off her lap and removed a flashlight from it, shining it down on the tablet.  A small smile crept across her face.  She knew exactly what it said.

      But she also knew how the world worked.  She couldn’t just turn around and reveal an exact translation of an ancient tablet written in an unknown language.  Instead, she handed her light to Dr. Morrick.  “Hold that just there for me, please.”  Kaylee removed a camera from her bag.

      “What are you doing?” Dr. Atwood bellowed from behind her.  “Nobody is allowed to take any evidence from this site until the work is completed!”

      Kaylee ignored him and quickly began firing away, taking as many images as she felt were necessary.  She knew what the tablet said, but there was nothing wrong with documenting it thoroughly.

      “Considering this is the only price she requires and that I trust her, I say it’s all right,” Dr. Morrick argued.  “Besides, you can’t expect her to just camp out here for weeks while she translates it.”

      Putting her camera away, Kaylee nodded at the professor.  “I think that’s all I need.  I’ll contact you as soon as I’m done.”

      “Good, good.  Then come with me.  There are a few other things I’d like to show you while you’re here.”  Dr. Morrick led her back up the stairs and out into the fresh air.  They wound their way around several walls until they were on the opposite end of the Great Enclosure from the fresh discovery.  “I truly am sorry about that.  I knew he’d be a pain in the ass, but I didn’t think it would be that bad.”

      “It’s fine,” Kaylee assured him.  “He can gripe all he wants to, but it won’t stop me from my work.”

      He pressed his lips together and dipped his head, looking up at her curiously.  “So, you can read it?”

      Kaylee had long wondered if Dr. Morrick knew her secret.  She’d never told him, but she’d worked with him more than anyone else.  As tempted as she was to just reveal the whole thing, Kaylee knew it was best to just pretend that everything was normal.  “I’m sure I can.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Archard lay back on the rocky surface of the mountain, absorbing the last bit of heat from the day before the chill of the night completely took over.  He propped his head on his hands as he stared up at the sky, watching the slow whirl of the stars overheard.  It was barely noticeable, the kind of thing he’d never been patient enough to watch for when he was a child, but now he easily tracked each of the stars he was so familiar with move through their nocturnal dance.  “It’s almost time for Zimryr.”

      “So?” Callan asked from off to his left.  “It’s not like it means anything.”

      Archard sat up, his back stiff from being in his human form for too long.  He spent much of his time in his scales, but it was easier to communicate when he was among the remains of his clan and they were all walking on two legs.  Nobody could lash out and slice a throat with one swipe of a claw, and their teeth and tongues were more precise when they spoke.  It was the way things had been for centuries or more, and at least some of their old habits still remained.  “It could mean something if we wanted it to.”

      Callan shoved his dark blonde curls back off his forehead.  The firelight reflected the mischief that always lived in his eyes.  “Why would we?  Archard, you know as well as I do that all the old ways are dead.  We should move on and find our own way to live.”

      But the mere idea made Archard’s blood boil inside him, and he felt the ripple of scales threatening a shift on his back.  “So we just forget?  After everything that’s happened, after everything that our people have gone through, we just decide that none of that matters anymore?”  Cousin or not, Archard was tempted to challenge Callan.  He deserved it many times over.

      “Look, just because you still think you have some sort of sacred duty doesn’t mean the rest of us have to be subjected to all the boring ceremonies and stuff.”

      “Excuse me, but I very much do have a sacred duty!  And you would as well if you’d actually bother to follow it.  Your family has been timekeepers for more generations than you can even count, but you’re never the one watching the stars or noting the shift in the sunrise and sunset.”  Archard was on his knees now, furious that Callan should challenge the legacy that had been in his family for so long.

      “All right, boys!”  Lucia stood up and stepped around the campfire they’d built in their midst, holding her hands out to stop her son and her nephew from arguing any further.  “I don’t see much point in having the exact same argument every single year.  If Archard wants to celebrate then he’s most certainly welcome to.  Personally, I’d be happy to join him.”

      Callan snorted his disgust and got to his feet.  “Whatever.  I’m done with all of this.”  He turned and stalked off down the mountain towards the woods, his form slowly shifting into a larger, more agile one as he disappeared into the shadows.

      “He’ll be fun in the morning.”  This came from Kieran, who had been lounging on one elbow and watching the altercation with amusement in his dark eyes.

      “Don’t mind him.  I’d hoped he would find his way in the world, but maybe it’ll just take a little more time.”  Lucia settled herself onto the rock next to Archard and laid a cool hand on his shoulder, bidding him to calm down.  Her long brown hair had streaks of gray in it now, her thin face a little more drawn than it used to be.  “I think it’s very admirable that you still want to keep the old ways.  Life has changed so much since the War of Storms.”

      “I know,” Archard sighed.  Or at least, he knew what had been told to him.  He’d been so young when the war between the dragons and the ogres had broken out that he didn’t remember any of it, except for the general idea that it happened.  Things hadn’t looked too bleak until the wizards had decided to join forces with the ogres, and it was the spell cast by the evil Tazarre that had wiped out the vast majority of the dragons.  The Great Curse had backfired, however, taking many of the ogres and wizards as well.

      “I remember what it used to be like,” Lucia said with a smile.  She turned her head to look up at the mountain behind them, toward the ancient caves where their ancestors had once dwelled.  “There were so many fires that they lit up the night, burning with such a pleasant warmth that even the oldest dragons felt young again.  We sent our wishes for the coming years up into the flames, dispersing into the universe.”

      Archard was quiet for a moment, delving into the back of his mind for the few faint memories he had of the holiday as a child.  “I’ve been spending a lot of time in the royal caves,” he finally admitted.

      “I know,” Lucia replied quietly.  “We all know, but I think I might be the only one who understands why.”

      “Hey, give me a little credit,” Kieran argued.  “I like to think I perform my duties here as best as I can.  There’s just not much of a border left to guard anymore.”  He looked off into the dark distance as though he longed for someone to come charging in upon their secret little spot, someone to challenge him and make him rise up to the occupation that had been in his family for time immemorial.

      Archard knew that feeling.  His father and grandfather had been royal guards.  It was what Archard was destined to be, but it was impossible now that there were no royals left to guard.  The Queen had been killed by The Great Curse, and the King had died fighting the wizards.  Even with the rulers gone, Archard still felt that innate pull inside him, demanding that he do something to fulfill his destiny.  “Have you ever taken the time to read the walls inside the royal caves?”

      “Those old stories?  Don’t let Callan hear you mention those.  You’ll just piss him off all over again.”  Kieran threw a small stick in the fire and watched it burn.

      “Go on,” Lucia encouraged.

      Archard could see the intrigue in her eyes.  She understood.  She kept up with her job as timekeeper, even though it didn’t really matter anymore.  “As I said, I’ve been spending a lot of time in the royal caves.  I’m no linguist, and I haven’t been able to understand all of it.  I probably don’t even understand most of it, if I’m honest, but I can’t seem to stop trying.  Even though it’s written in our own language, it doesn’t all make sense.  What gets me most of all is what seems like a prophecy.”

      Kieran sat up.  “You’re trampling on dangerous ground now.  I haven’t ventured up to Mount Taendru, not knowing if the ogres are living at the base of it, but I hear there are still a few prophets in the world.  They won’t like you butting in on their job.”

      “I’m not butting in on anything, and if they want to come on over here and look at it themselves, then they’re more than welcome.  If the clans start fighting with each other, then we really are worse off than we were during the War.”  Archard knew that Kieran liked to play devil’s advocate simply for argument’s sake, but he wasn’t in the mood to debate this.  “Anyway, there’s this one wall that indicates a return of the Awakened One.”

      “Ah, yes.  I’ve heard of this.  A descendant of royalty, if I recall correctly, but who isn’t from here.”  Lucia’s dark eyes were bright.

      Archard nodded enthusiastically.  Day-to-day life didn’t intrigue him much, especially not compared to the potential for what else might be waiting for him out in the universe.  “I don’t really know what that means.  It doesn’t make a lot of sense, but I can’t help but wonder if there are other dragons out there.”  He looked to the sky again, wondering where they would come from.  There were so few of their own kind left on Charok, and he knew he wasn’t the only one that felt the loneliness of it.  They were sociable creatures, ones who needed their duties, their clans, and their mates.  With only his aunt and his cousins around him, Archard knew there was a lot he was missing.

      “I wish I had the answers for you.”  Lucia stretched and leaned a little closer to the fire.  “I admit the idea is compelling, but I’m afraid I also have to say it’s far-fetched.  If ever there was a time when we needed someone to come and help us, it would’ve been decades ago.  During the War or even right after, we could’ve used some back up.  I’d like to think they’re coming, Archard, but I don’t think it’s very likely.”

      He knew she was just being practical.  That was how Lucia was.  Archard liked to think he was practical most of the time, but he couldn’t deny the deep swirl of emotions that lived inside him.  It was like the universe was tugging at him, demanding something of him, and yet he didn’t know what it was or what he should do about it.  Archard hadn’t told anyone, not even Lucia, about this.  It was ridiculous, a reflection of the old ways, of the ancient rhythms of the dragons on Charok, of the way things no longer were.

      He knew what he would be asking for during Zimryr.
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      I looked up at the hotel standing tall before me as I turned into the parking lot. What they say is true: everything is bigger in Texas. I pulled my rental car up to the entrance and grabbed several bags from the trunk. A man came to help me and loaded them onto a cart. I’d never traveled with so much luggage before, but I wasn’t on a short-term trip. I would be there, in Big Bend, Texas, for an entire semester.

      I headed into the hotel’s lobby and took off my cardigan while I waited. Even in January, the temperature was warm enough for t-shirts—nothing like the Januarys back home in New Hampshire, where the high was only 18 degrees that day. It was hard to imagine snow in this arid climate where the sun shone so brightly. But soon enough, I would be back home, with a fresh degree in paleontology from Harvard in my hand.

      After I checked in and got my key card, I followed my luggage up to my room. I was pleasantly surprised; Harvard had said the accommodations would be first-class, and they certainly were. The room was actually a suite with a bedroom and bathroom on one side and a small kitchen on the other. A living room was nestled in the center, where a large TV hung over an electric fireplace.

      The bellhop finished unloading my luggage, and after I handed him a tip, he thanked me and padded off. I was alone, and for a moment, I felt overwhelmed. Not only was I far from home and my family, I was also far from school and my classmates. I hoped my new partner, whoever she was, would be pleasant and that we’d become friends. It’d be nice to have at least one person to hang out with while in town.

      As I unpacked my things, I thought about what this semester would be like. Long days in the extreme heat, digging in the dirt, hoping to unearth bones or fossils. I needed to find something in order to write my master’s thesis and graduate. That final semester, where everything I’d learned so far would come into play in a real-live dig site inside Big Bend National Park, was going to provide part of the research needed for my paper.

      I pictured the hot days, the cool showers and air conditioning afterward, and my evenings spent writing or seeing the town. A few months of that and then I’d be moving back home. I’d likely live with my parents for a few months while I found a job and a place of my own. Then, I’d be on my way into a new career—and a new chapter in my life. It was so close, I could taste it.

      It would be great to be near family again. The two years it’d taken to complete my coursework had flown by, but felt long at the same time. What made it worse was that my niece was born just a month after I’d left. I’d never been able to spend a lot of time with Allison, and was looking forward to getting to know her while making up for lost time with the rest of my family. Alli’s angelic little face popped into my mind and I smiled.

      Someone knocked on my door and I was unsure of who it might be. But when I opened it, a man stood there—a rather good-looking man. He wore a sport jacket, hanging open to show off his button-down shirt. He looked like he had money and dressed accordingly. His short, dark hair was so glossy and sharp that it looked untouchable. He was stylish, no doubt. But I had no idea who he was or why he was there.

      “Can I help you?” I asked.

      He looked confused. “Room 521?”

      “Yes?”

      “Are you a Harvard student?”

      My confusion mounted. “Yes…”

      “Here on a dig at Big Bend National Park?”

      “Yes…”

      “And there are still only two students coming this semester?” he asked.

      “As far as I know.”

      “Then it seems that there’s been a mistake. I’m your partner.”

      How could that be? We were supposed to have partners of the same sex, not co-ed. I would be spending a lot of time with my partner and we’d be working together closely. Neither I nor the department head wanted any distractions in the way of romance.

      “We’d better check our paperwork,” I said.

      He held up his hand with his papers in it.

      “Come in.” I stepped back to let him in and then went to find my own papers. According to my information, my partner was to be in room 520, across the hall.

      “Are you in room 520?” I asked him as I pointed to the room number on the sheet.

      “I am. But I think I’ve found the problem.” With his index finger, he traced a circle around his name. “I’m Julian Kensington, the fourth.” He held his hand out proudly and I shook it. “Not Julia.”

      “Julia-n. Oh. Seems there was some sort of mistake.”

      “One little letter makes a world difference.”

      “You’d think they would have given more information than just a name.” I’d have to make some phone calls to get this straightened out.

      “It’s no big deal, really.” He grinned and stuck his hands in his pockets. “Besides, I sure wouldn’t mind looking at you for the next few months.”

      My mouth went dry and I swallowed hard. “Thanks…I…really am here to focus on my schoolwork, though. I have a thesis to write.”

      “Don’t we all? We can work together, you know? Help each other out.”

      I didn’t need help from a fellow student, but it would be too rude to say that. “I’m sure as we work together, we’ll help each other plenty.”

      “I look forward to it. You have a good night.”

      “You, too.”

      I felt relieved when I closed the door and locked the chain. What a nightmare it could have been if he’d turned out to be one of those people who just hung around all the time and didn’t get the hint when you wanted to be left alone. Maybe it’ll all work out. Hmm…he is quite good-looking…

      No, that would never work. I picked up my phone and called my program advisor.

      “We have a bit of a situation,” I explained to her. I told her about Julian’s name being incorrect on the paperwork.

      “I do see that,” she confirmed. “What a mix up.”

      I chuckled. “I’ll say. I knew we could get this straightened out.”

      “Well…” I could hear her keys clicking through the phone. “I do have someone in line for the program who is definitely female.”

      “Perfect.”

      “However,” she continued, “she is in classes this semester, finishing her coursework.”

      My stomach dropped. “There’s no one else?”

      “Everyone has been assigned already, I’m afraid. And anyone who hasn’t would be enrolled in classes. I’m terribly sorry about this. We’ll understand if you’d like to wait a semester to be partnered with a female.”

      Wait a semester? And do what, just hang out for months, waiting for a new partner, waiting to start my life? “No, I can’t do that. I’ll just deal with it and hope this doesn’t cause...problems.”

      “Well, if it does, be sure to call me. There’s no room for unacceptable behavior, just because you’re not on campus. Both of you must represent Harvard well.”

      “I want nothing more. Thank you.”

      I hung up, but my stomach hadn’t settled. I didn’t like the idea of working closely with a man. And the fact that he was attractive and had already flirted with me made it even worse. I’d have to keep my focus and not let him or anything else get in my way.
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      I drove down the same dirt and gravel road that I took every day to get to work. My truck, a black Silverado, bounced along, but handled the rocks and bumps so well that I barely noticed. It was a few minutes before 8 a.m., and it felt like I was racing the sun to see who got to work first. Bright orange rays reached me between trees and rock formations in the distance. I made my favorite turn and got a full open view of the park’s highest point, Emory Peak, for a moment before another rock formation blocked it from my sight.

      I pulled up to the Ranger station that I managed and headed inside. It wasn’t a big station in particular; only about six or so Rangers worked out of it. The park had many other stations, and we all worked together to form a bigger team. My job ended up being a little bit of everything, depending on what the day called for.

      I picked up the stack of paperwork that the office administrator left for me and reviewed the less urgent requests for the day. There wasn’t much pressing; just some maintenance tasks and tours that needed to be planned. Most of the work would be assigned to the others, but one task would have to be handled differently.

      Two female students were coming to start a paleontological dig at the park. That would normally be something I took care of, but since they were both female, I thought they might be more comfortable with a female Ranger to assist them. I made several calls and left a few messages, but time was running out, and so far, I had no one else to assist them besides me.

      One thing had been made clear to me through the notice I received from my regional manager. The dig was a big deal, and we were to treat these students and the dig as a top priority. It would create a lot of positive attention for the park, and we needed that to keep people coming in. But that also meant that whoever took on the job would be very busy for several months. The hour drew near for the students to arrive and I still had no female Ranger who was available.

      When I heard two car doors shut, I knew they’d arrived. I waved to them and squinted against the sun as I held the door open. Once inside with the door closed, I was surprised at what I saw. My heart skipped, and I felt my inner bear stir with desire. I swallowed hard and tried to regain myself, but one of the students was gorgeous; maybe the most captivating woman I’d ever seen in my life.

      The other student also caught me off guard—but only because he was male.

      “Oh,” I said. “I thought two females were coming.”

      “There was a mix up with the paperwork,” the male said. “They had me listed as Julia, but my name’s Julian. Julian Kensington the fourth, to be precise.” He stuck out his hand and I shook it, but I immediately felt the urge to wipe my hand after touching him. I wouldn’t want his cockiness to rub off on me somehow.

      “Then I guess I don’t have to worry that I was unable to find a female Ranger to assist you. I made several calls, but I haven’t heard anything back, and well, here you are. I can keep trying if that would be more comfortable for you. I can probably find someone within the next few days, and she could take my place,” I said to the woman. Am I rambling? Gol-ly, she has me frazzled.

      “I don’t know that I’d mind a female Ranger,” Julian said with a sly smile.

      “You don’t have to go to any more trouble,” she said. “I’m fine with whomever is available.”

      Oh, she is fine, indeed. And I’m more than fine with being the one to work closely with her for a few months. “I’m Sawyer Montgomery.” I held out my hand to her. “Howdy.”

      “Madelyn Sutton.” As she shook my hand, I didn’t want to let go.

      I looked into her big, brown eyes and completely forgot what I was going to say. She stared at me back, though, and we both blushed.

      I had to look away to recall my words. “Do either of you have any questions before we get out to the dig site?”

      “What sort of heavy equipment you have?” Madelyn asked. “We may need to do some excavating of the site.”

      “We have a shed of tools that you’ll have access to, and a backhoe has been rented, so whatever you need, just let me know, and I’ll move the Earth for you.” As soon as the words left my mouth, I wanted to take them back. I looked away quickly and hoped they assumed I meant earth as in dirt.

      “That’s perfect.” Madelyn pressed her lips together, holding back a smile. Her cheeks reddened as she looked away.

      In my chest, my inner bear was going nuts, telling me I could not let this woman get away. She was like a magnet drawing me to her.

      I decided to just lead them outside and hope the fresh air kept me straight. I gave them the keys to the ATV they’d been assigned for the duration of their time at the park. I hopped into the big Jeep that was part of the station’s vehicle collection and had them follow me over to the dig site.

      Okay, Sawyer, get your act together, man. It’s just a woman. But I’d never had a response like that to a woman before. Sure, I’d dated plenty; I’d even fallen in love once or twice. But when I met Madelyn, my reaction was something entirely different. The animal in me roared as if he were sending out a mating call. I almost missed the turn, I was so tangled in my thoughts of her.

      But finally, we got to the dig site. I just had to find a way to function and stop thinking about Madelyn. Then a thought occurred to me: what if they were together, her and Julian? I couldn’t see her with that pretentious jerk, but sometimes women were drawn to men who treated them badly. I hoped not. For her sake and mine.
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      If you enjoyed this preview of Sawyer’s Mate, you can check out the remainder of the story HERE. Available with Kindle Unlimited.
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