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        Haunted and hunted and holding tight to their happy ending, the Universe’s got Her work cut out for Her, but then again…Fate Will Not Be Denied, right?

        Saved from a deadly explosion by six-foot-two-inches of walkin’ muscle in ripped jeans and well-worn cowboy boots, Sam’s had to rethink the whole idea of happily ever after and decided it sounds like a damned good plan.

        For the Guardsman who’s hot-dogged his way through a hundred-and-twelve years, one brown-eyed, curly-headed doctor has made him rethink everything he thought he knew. Happily ever after's damned sure not just in fairy tales anymore, and Lance wants his.

        Of course, nothing this good could come easy, right?

        The traitor is closing in. Everything they hold dear is hanging in the balance. There is no flight, only fight and absolutely no one better get in the way. The stakes have never been higher - this couple’s fighting for forever.
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      Twenty-four-hour shifts were going to be the death of her, especially when they lasted almost thirty. Of course, she had no one to blame but herself. She could’ve said no when Dr. Monoghan asked her to assist with an appendectomy. “No” had been on the tip of her tongue until she caught sight of the messy blonde curls spilling over the pillow as her mentor pointed towards their patient. She knew this was one she couldn’t ignore. Monoghan’s entire surgical team was male and very good at their chosen professions. Unfortunately, they knew how good they were, and their collective bedside manner sucked. There was no way the little tow-headed sprite she’d heard singing would’ve been able to relax in the presence of the massive amounts of testosterone they spewed.

      Grabbing her thirteenth cup of coffee of the day, Sam prayed for no complications and headed in to see her patient. Nothing could’ve prepared her for the innocent blue eyes surrounded by long thick lashes, topping the cutest little chubby cheeks in the world that looked up at her as she knocked on the half closed door. For a second she thought of another pair of azure eyes that heated her from the inside out, and promised hot sweaty nights spent satiating each other’s needs.

      Shaking her head to clear her thoughts, she walked to the end of the bed and grabbed the chart. “Hi, Sydney, I’m Dr. Malone. You can call me Dr. Sam.”

      The sweet girl giggled. “Sam’s a boy’s name.”

      “You’re right,” she smiled. “Unless it’s a nickname for Samantha.”

      Visibly relaxing for the first time since Sam had entered the room, her patient answered, “Oh, that makes sense. There was a Samantha at my old school, but we never called her Sam, she wanted to be called Samantha…Samantha Jane.” Sydney thought for a moment. “Sam sure would’ve been easier.”

      “It sure would’ve been,” the young doctor agreed, winking at the obviously intelligent child before her. “Did you recently change schools?” She looked towards the woman sitting in the chair, who continued to mess with her cell phone, basically ignoring the child in the hospital bed. It seemed the opportune time for the adult in the room to speak up, but apparently the woman hadn’t gotten the memo. When said “adult” didn’t even look up, Sam checked the file, not surprised to find that the woman was a social worker, not a family member. Sam and Sydney were definitely on their own for this exam.

      Probably easier that way….

      “It says here you have a tummy ache.” She pointed to the chart she still held. “Can you show me exactly where it hurts?”

      “Right here.” Sydney placed her little chubby hands across her midsection and scrunched up her nose. “But I really just want to go home.”

      “Now, Sydney, you know the doctor in the emergency room said you need an operation,” the woman in the chair stated in a flat, irritating tone, finally entering the conversation, but still not glancing up.

      The thought of smacking the woman danced through Sam’s coffee-soaked brain. She wondered if that would get some kind of reaction from her.  Instead of acting on her thoughts, the young doctor turned just in time to see Sydney’s eyes fill with tears. Before the first one could fall, Sam asked, “Have you ever been in a hospital before?”

      As soon as it was out of her mouth, she wished it back. She knew better. You never asked a ward of the state that question when you didn’t know the whole story. What a rookie mistake, one she wouldn’t have made had she not been so incredibly frustrated with the woman to her right. The next thing she heard simultaneously broke her heart and filled her with pride.

      “Yes, Dr. Sam, I was in the hospital the day the big truck hit our car.” Sydney continued in an unwavering tone, simply explaining the facts, all traces of her previous weakness gone. “Mommy and Daddy went to Heaven, and I went to live in the ‘big house’ with all the other kids. Miss Crutchfield…,” Sydney looked over at the woman and rolled her little eyes, “she’s my social worker. I have no aunties or uncles, and my nana and pop pop are already in Heaven. It’s okay where I live, but I really wish I could go back to my old school to see my friends.”

      Sam counted to ten in her head, battling her anger, and returned her focus to her patient. Sydney was a tough little girl and one smart cookie. The child went on to tell Sam that the accident had happened about six months ago, and she was waiting to go live with a foster family. She spoke like a miniature adult, using all the correct terms and stating the facts of her situation with detached accuracy while she was examined.

      The fact that the child was sharing the information and the useless state employee was busy with an inanimate object caused Sam’s barely controlled anger to boil again. Why the hell did people with no interest in caring for children become social workers? Shouldn’t they at least care about the little people they were responsible for? She’d seen it happen time after time. The people who were supposed to help the “lost children,” as her foster mom had called them, didn’t give a damn. They were there for the salary and the benefits a state job offered, not the welfare of the children.

      Sam’s constant wish was to somehow improve the system she’d grown up in after the death of her mom and sister. The only way change could happen was to work from the inside…to become a politician or a foster parent. Politics would never be something she was good at. Samantha didn’t have a politically correct bone in her body. However, she could see herself as a foster parent, being a true advocate for children who grew up as she had. Of course, it would have to wait until she wasn’t working thirty hours a day, six days a week.

      “I know you do, sweetheart, but today we need to get your sick appendix out so you feel better.”

      “Can’t you just give me some medicine? I really don’t want to have an operation.”

      Before Sam could answer, Miss Crutchfield’s monotone voice sounded, causing Sam’s fists to clench in an effort to keep from striking the woman. “Sydney, just do what the doctor says. Don’t make trouble.” And then the woman had the audacity to sigh.

      Without a second thought, Sam reached across and grabbed the cell phone from the social worker’s hands. When Miss Crutchfield looked up to complain, the woman’s face lost all color. Sam could only imagine the expression she wore, but she was just too pissed off to give a shit. The woman was supposed to be caring for the sweet child, easing her fear at having surgery, being Sydney’s support system, not sitting like a high school girl obsessed with her cell phone.

      Samantha leaned down so they were eye to eye and all but growled. “Miss Crutchfield, my name is Dr. Malone. Now, you can either be part of the solution or part of the problem. If you’d like to remain in this room, you’ll need to be part of the solution. If you’d like to continue to completely ignore the child who needs your attention, then I suggest you go to the cafeteria and get a cup of coffee while we finish up Sydney’s pre-op visit.”

      Miss Crutchfield’s face immediately turned three shades of red. Without a word, she shot from her chair, took her phone from Sam’s outstretched hand, and marched out of the room.

      The cutest little giggle came from behind the young doctor and immediately calmed her temper. When she looked, Sydney had both of her pudgy little hands covering her mouth while her shoulders bounced with laughter. Just to see the child laughing, no matter how inappropriate, made all the frustration with the useless state employee worthwhile. At least the child wasn’t in too much pain at the moment. It wouldn’t do to have her suffering. Smiling while holding back her own laughter, Sam teased, “You think that was funny, do you?”  Little blonde curls bounced as Sydney nodded. “Well, it was between two adults.” Sam leveled her stare just a bit. “Always remember your manners.”

      “Yes, Dr. Sam,” the child answered, still giggling.

      Letting the subject drop, Sam moved on. “Okay, Miss Sydney, I’m going to show you exactly what will happen during your surgery and answer any questions you have. Then Dr. Schwartz will be in to give you some medicine that’ll make you sleepy. Sound good?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” The child smiled, and all the long hours seemed worth it just to know she could help people who truly needed it.

      Once she finished her surgical residency, Sam wanted to be a general practitioner, with children and the elderly as the focus of her practice, no matter where she ended up. Charlie, officially known as Dr. Charlene Gallagher, had teased her from the moment they declared their specialties in med school. Her friend called it Sam’s “opposite ends of the spectrum” focus. That wasn’t the only ribbing she’d taken, but at least at school Charlie had to bear it, too. Their classmates really had a blast with the fact that Sam and Charlie were roommates and best friends, “the girls with boys’ names.”

      After about fifteen minutes of explaining, complete with a stuffed, cloth appendix, colored Expo markers, and a mini white board, Sydney seemed completely at ease. Sam stayed when the anesthesiologist came in. As her little patient started to yawn, she explained one more time, told the little sweetheart she’d see her in a few minutes, and headed to scrub up.

      Hurrying down the hall, Sam remembered the way Sydney had smiled up at her, so trusting and loving. The sweet little girl’s smile made all the long hours and millions of cups of coffee worth it. Affirmation that her decision to stay had been the right one came when she entered the Surgical Scrub Room and was confronted by Dr. Monoghan, along with the other three huge, male surgeons from his team. She knew she’d never be considered a “little girl.” Sam was a tall, curvy girl and damn proud of it, but she felt almost dainty standing next to the behemoths scrubbing in with her.

      Looking through the viewing window, she saw the doors across the large expanse of the operating room open. In came one of her favorite orderlies, Adam, wheeling her young patient into the huge, instrument-filled room. Adam was the best with their pediatric patients, and rightfully so, since he and his wife were working on their own NBA team with three little boys under the age of six, their first baby girl on the way, and them already talking about more. Sam thought they were crazy, but they were good parents and that was what was important. Hurriedly, she put on her gown and gloves, then made her way to the operating room to reassure Sydney one last time before they started the countdown.

      Sydney smiled up at her. “Hi, Dr. Sam,” the little girl half chuckled, half slurred. She was responding well to the anesthesia. Some kids fought it and made the process horrible for all involved, but Little Blondie seemed to be able to adapt to almost anything life threw at her. Smiling down at the sweet child, Sam signaled to the anesthesiologist that he could begin. Time seemed to fly, and thankfully, everything went smoothly. In less than two hours, the young patient was being wheeled to the recovery room.

      Samantha stayed with Sydney until the child was in her room and having the first of what the doctor was sure would be many red Jell-O cups. All the nurses loved the little girl on sight, and laughed as she told everyone she only ate red Jell-O cups, none of the other “yucky” colors. As Sam was leaving, Sydney called out. “Dr. Sam, I didn’t get a hug.”

      Choking past the lump in her throat, Samantha turned. “You’re right. I’m sorry, sweetheart.”

      Walking the few steps back to the bed, Sam was immediately engulfed in the best hug she’d had in a long time. When she pulled back, Sydney was smiling from ear to ear. The resilience of children always seemed amazing to the doctor. Only a few hours ago this sweet child had been in surgery, and now she was eating red Jell-O and hugging like a bear cub.

      “Now, you be good, and I’ll be back to check on you in the next day or two.” She tweaked the little beauty’s button nose.

      “Yes, ma’am, Dr. Sam.”

      Sam was about halfway across the parking lot before she realized her surgical cap was still on her head. As she pulled it off and shoved it in the huge brown messenger bag she’d used since her freshman year in college, her long, thick, braid fell from under the cap and took its place in the center of her back. Laughing to herself, she realized her curly brown mane had been in a braid damn near every day since the first day of her internship almost seven years ago; even weirder was the comfort it gave her hanging against her back. At least her intricate design allowed her to keep the one thing she had in common with her mother and follow the rules of the hospital.

      Leaving the hospital and the stress of a very long day farther behind with every step, she pulled the end of her braid to the front, removed the ponytail holder, and began unbraiding and finger-combing out the tangles as she went. As each of the strands separated, more of the tension from the last thirty hours also untangled and floated away. Somehow, letting her hair blow in the breeze was just what the doctor ordered. Sam knew by the time she reached her car it would be curling in every direction and she would resemble some wild child, fresh from the woods.

      Breathing deeply, she inhaled and blew out all the antiseptic smells of the hospital. She finally had two days off together, and doing whatever the hell she wanted for the next forty-eight…no, forty-two…hours was on the top of her list.

      There was no regret about losing six hours of her off-time. Sydney was so worth it. It was Sam’s job to help a child, and she’d do it again in a heartbeat. Hell, she might even sneak back tomorrow just to check on the child. After all, she had told the little darling she’d see her in the next day or two.

      Sydney reminded her of all the kids she met when Fate saw fit for her to be in foster care. Sam had been one of the lucky ones. It had taken time, but she’d been placed with a great foster mom, and every day her tragedies from the past were a little easier to deal with. Too tired for a trip down memory lane, she focused on getting to her car.

      Reaching into the pocket of her scrubs for her keys, the sensation of being watched raised the tiny hairs at the nape of her neck. Not in a creepy, stalker kind of way, but in a protected, almost special kind of way. As crazy as it seemed, Sam was filled with anticipation and excitement. It was reassuring to know he was watching over her.

      The feeling of being watched had started after she’d been kidnapped from the very parking lot she now stood in and carried off to the middle of nowhere almost seven months ago. It had definitely been one of the most terrifying experiences of her life…one she would never forget, but not one she would let rule her life either. It was true she’d been fighting for her life that day, but there was no way in hell Sam would be a victim. Nothing, not even bad memories or bullies that preyed on women, could beat her. She still walked to her car by herself, politely avoiding the security guards she knew were told to watch out for her. It reminded her and others that she would not live in fear.

      Everyone had her best interests at heart, she truly believed that. The hospital mandated psychiatrist recommended she get a roommate to avoid spending time alone after her abduction, but there was no way that was going to happen. Memories of overcrowded rooms at overcrowded group homes, where she could feel the breath of the girl next to her while they slept, reminded Sam she needed her space.

      The day she left Momma Maybelle’s (the best foster mom in the world) for college, she’d promised herself “things” did not matter, but that she would have the privacy she’d so desperately needed for so many years. So, she’d worked long and hard, saved every penny she could, and two years ago had purchased her own home…a little oasis, away from everyone and everything, where she could sleep crossways on her bed until noon if she wanted.

      Sam stopped dead in her tracks.

      I sound like a spoiled brat.

      Her next thought caused her to chuckle.

      Okay, maybe I would share with someone.

      The “someone” who came to mind was a big, muscular, hunk of a man with the most hypnotic eyes she’d ever seen, blond spiky hair, and a deep rumbling voice. She’d be willing to share so very many things with him.

      Shaking her head in an attempt to restore what little sanity she had left, Sam continued walking, thinking more about how it was like she had a guardian angel…someone who watched over her, kept her safe, protected her. She snorted out loud. “No, not an angel.” The man who seemed to consume her thoughts more with every passing day could in no way be associated with the pink-cheeked little cherubs the word “angel” brought to mind. He was a Guardian, big and masculine and….wow.

      Sam knew with all certainty it was him—the hottest man on the planet, with insurmountable strength, a power that seeped into her very bones the day they met, and a body that awakened dreams of hot, sweaty nights and amazing passion—who watched over her. He’d made her feel safe during one of the most terrifying ordeals of her life, and with the kind of life she’d lived since the fateful day all those years ago, that was really saying something.

      Just his presence made her feel…no, made her know…everything was going to be all right—a totally new sensation for Samantha, one she couldn’t remember ever feeling. He was different than any other man she’d ever met. It was hard to explain, even to herself. The best description she could come up with was that he was just…more. His touch infused her with warmth and security. It felt…right; not strange or foreign, but meant to be.

      Sam knew he’d somehow helped her recover, and was a big part of why she’d gotten back to work so quickly. She was strong and had a determination to accomplish anything she put her mind to, but the trauma of that day had threatened her incredible resolve; and then, there he was. He’d lifted her from the rubble, and the missing pieces of her world had fallen into place. Pieces she hadn’t known were missing.

      At least two of the other girls who were abducted at the same time were still in therapy. From time to time, Sam checked on them. They’d all been brought to her hospital…therefore, accessing their records and keeping track of them was simple. When her friend Charlie saw her reading their charts, she’d just smiled and walked away. Everyone knew how she felt about bullies, and as far as she was concerned, the scumbags who’d kidnapped them were the worst kind of bullies.

      Sam prided herself on her inner strength, something she inherited from her father, or so she’d been told. It had rubbed her the wrong way when the hospital administration decreed she have six sessions with the hospital psychiatrist. She’d adamantly refused until they played hardball and refused to let her go back to work until the evaluation was complete. Doing the six sessions had been tedious and boring. She’d given all the right answers, and once it was complete, she was done.

      There was no way in hell Sam was doing any more, even though it was obvious Dr. Simons wanted her to. He often stopped by under the guise of checking on another patient or looking for the head of surgery, but she wasn’t an idiot. It was obvious he was checking on her.

      Not wanting to draw any more attention to the situation, Sam always smiled and gave the obligatory answers, while inside screaming to be left alone. Dr. Simons even resorted to asking about the cut on her leg when he could tell she was trying to get away. Donning her best smile, she’d tell him it had healed nicely with a minimum of scarring. Why wouldn’t he realize there was no reason to rehash the gory details? It was over, she’d survived, and it was time to move on. That was how Dr. Samantha Malone dealt with things. Her continued prayer was that, sooner or later, the good doctor would find another “project” and leave her alone.

      Thinking back to that dreadful night, most people would’ve relived the fear, but Samantha remembered what it had felt like to be lifted out of the rubble by him. If she concentrated hard enough, she could actually feel his arms around her. The way he’d moved the huge pile of rubble that had fallen on top of her after the explosion, as if it weighed nothing, would be permanently carved into her memory.

      The douche bags who’d grabbed her in the parking lot had obviously cut and run when the bombs went off. If it hadn’t been for the two beams crisscrossing over her, Sam would’ve been crushed when the ceiling collapsed. She remembered struggling and cursing like a sailor on shore leave, trying to get out from under the heap. Suddenly there was daylight, and she was caught in the most unladylike position imaginable. Lying on her back, feet in the air, looking at the sexiest man to walk the earth, Sam was mortified.

      Her first glimpse had been of those amazing eyes, the color of the forget-me-nots flowering in the garden behind the house she’d grown up in. So light a blue that in the sunlight they seemed almost colorless, but when they looked at her, they seemed to glow.  It felt as if he reached inside and soothed her fears.

      Despite his size, he’d been incredibly gentle. She felt a contained aggression emanating from the amazingly muscular arms wrapped around her. His main focus was rescuing her, but he would seek vengeance on her behalf when she was safe. Samantha had been unable to speak, only feel, as he lifted her out of the prison the explosion had created.

      When he’d spoken, the little bit of brain function she had left evaporated into thin air. The low rumbling of his voice wove its way under her skin and made her tingle. Since that day, she’d spent many lonely nights letting his whispered words of reassurance fuel her most erotic dreams. She always woke up wondering why he watched her, but never approached.

      Samantha couldn’t explain, no matter how long she thought about it, how she knew without a doubt he was a good guy. The word “hero” flashed in her mind like a neon sign, and returned every time she thought of him, which happened to be too damned much. Her body and soul knew immediately he was safe…specifically, safe for her.

      The adrenaline that had kept her going throughout the entire ordeal bled from her body at the touch of his hand. All of her recognized him as someone she could trust, someone she could lean on, and that wasn’t something Samantha Malone ever did. Her eyes slid shut as she remembered how her head lay against his chest of its own volition. She’d taken her first deep breath since the black bag had gone over her head and her back had hit the floor of the dark windowless van she was thrown into.

      Her rescuer continually asked if she was okay, if she was hurt, even told her the cut on her leg didn’t look too deep. She’d chuckled when he reassured her he was taking her to a “healer.”  By the time he laid her on a blanket under a tree far from the smoking building, the vibrations of his rich baritone voice had reached deep inside, relaxing her until she felt warm and calm.

      At the loss of his warmth, her body ached…just another of the weird things she’d had to work through since that night. How could she feel anything after just a few minutes in his arms? Not to mention the shit she’d been through in those few horrible hours. Sam chalked it up to trauma and shock, but now, seven months later, she still thought about him and heard his strong, steady heartbeat echoing in her mind. She even imagined him walking through the halls of the hospital, and dreamt about him night after night.

      Completely on autopilot, Sam unlocked the doors on her old blue Jetta and slid into the driver’s seat. She’d thought about getting a new car a few times, but this one fit her like a glove. Besides that, she hated being in debt. Her house was enough for her to keep up with, at least while she was still in her residency. She just had to keep “Bonnie Blue” going for a couple more years. Leaning her head against the headrest, she took a deep breath, letting the stress of the day wash away.

      Not surprisingly, as soon as her eyes slid shut crystal blue eyes were gazing back at her. Even in her imagination, she could feel him in the deepest corner of her soul. He was…she searched for the right description…just so much more than anyone she’d ever met before. “Larger than life”…that was it! That described him to a tee.

      Her mother had said the same thing about her father. Sam always wondered what it meant, but since meeting him, it had all become clear. She could hardly remember her dad…knew he’d been a brave soldier and died in battle, defending the country he loved, from the stories her mom told. He was a hero, medals and all, something she definitely associated with the sexy man who lifted her from her nightmares that day seven months ago.

      Lance whispered through her mind. She’d been embarrassed when she’d had to ask the elderly woman who cleaned and bandaged her wounds the name of the man who’d carried her to safety. The healer said his name, and it was as if a breath of fresh air washed over her. It was like nothing she’d ever experienced.

      Searching for answers, Sam decided it was a byproduct of all the adrenaline flooding her system. Of course, that didn’t explain why she was sitting in her car after working an incredibly long shift thinking about him and smiling.

      Damn that man!

      What had he done to her? She laughed out loud at her own paranoia.

      Like he has any control over you whatsoever.

      It was all in her mind. She’d even looked up “Rescuer Syndrome” in her psychology textbooks, and found she didn’t have the symptoms or the personality for it. Figuring it might be her completely neglected libido crying out for help, she’d even entertained the thought of dating the cute new pharmacist who continued to ask her out, even though she barely looked in his direction and only grunted a few words here or there when he spoke.

      The problem was, she didn’t feel anything for him, even when he turned his hundred-watt smile and what others called incredible charm on her. It was hopeless. She was in lust with a man she’d seen for all of ten minutes, seven damn months ago, haunted by the idea of who she thought he was and unwilling to stop it.

      Turning the key in the ignition and hoping the grinding sound she heard wasn’t anything serious, Sam blasted Lady Gaga’s “Applause,” praying it would keep her awake on the thirty-minute drive home. Trying to decide whether she was more hungry or more tired, she remembered there was nothing in her refrigerator even remotely edible and thought about stopping at the grocery store, but the longer she drove the more exhaustion won out. Even a drive-thru sounded like too much work. Hopefully, the Pop-Tarts she’d gotten a few weeks ago hadn’t turned to rocks in the cabinet, and with any luck, she’d be able to locate the single packets of Crystal Light in her junk drawer.

      With the dilemma of food settled, she backed out of her parking spot, completely ignoring the extra little shake and shimmy Bonnie Blue made, and headed towards the winding roads that would take her to her little haven in the woods.
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      He followed the taillights of Samantha’s car from such a distance they appeared to be little rubies floating in the sky. Constantly scanning the area for anything or anyone that may threaten the beautiful woman who monopolized his thoughts both day and night proved boring, and for the hundredth time that day his mind wandered.

      Lance remembered the feel of her in his arms and the gentle slope of her nose leading to her perfectly bowed mouth, begging to be ravished. Her eyes were the deep brown of the mountains behind his childhood home, so deep and dark that when he looked into them, he could feel himself falling into the wonderful, amazing world of his mate. His training taught him to always be prepared, to never let his guard down, but looking into those dark pools of fathomless emotion all those months ago, he’d known he could let go of everything and drift in the splendor of finding the one the Universe had made for him forever.

      Watching over her had given him insight into his mate. Samantha was a strong-willed, independent woman, with nerves of steel and a determination rivaling his own warrior spirit. He knew the Universe didn’t make mistakes, but he wondered about Her timing. They were still searching for the traitor who’d hurt both Kyndel and Grace. Then there was “The Auctioneer,” who seemed to always be on the fringes, not to mention the ever-present threat of hunters and wizards to his kin. Lance had tried, but simply could not justify bringing Samantha into the clan.

      Yes, she’d been kidnapped by the human criminal, but he was almost a hundred percent sure she wasn’t on the traitor’s radar…yet. That would definitely happen if Andrew found out she was his mate. Heavens knew the little fucker liked to mess with the mates of the Guard. Lance also knew the longer he went without at least introducing himself and trying to forge some kind of relationship with the one meant to be his, the harder he made it on himself. They had touched…the mating bond was growing and searching for completion. Soon, he would have no choice but to go to her for both their sakes.

      There were days he thought he might die if he didn’t touch her, inhale her scent, look into her eyes, but it was something he had to deal with. Drawing on all his years of training helped, as well as dreaming of the day he would claim her and they would never be separated again. What didn’t help, however, was the constant prodding of his dragon. His beast simply couldn’t or wouldn’t understand why the man was choosing to wait. No matter how many times he explained, the centuries old beast thought he knew better.

      Every day was a new battle between man and dragon, and today had been especially hard. The entire time he’d been with his brethren, his dragon had pushed. It was really distracting, and the conversation he’d had with Royce hadn’t helped at all. The older Guardsman was too wise for his own good, and too damn perceptive. Lance had almost slipped up, but smiled as he thought back over their discussion.

      “What’s up there, loud mouth? Why so quiet today?” Royce teased.

      “Nothing, just thinking about the search for the traitor,” Lance answered, too quickly.

      Royce looked at him with a wisdom that only came from a hundred and fifty-six years of living. “If you say so, but it seems like there’s something else.”

      “Nope, nothing at all.” Lance tried not to squirm as he felt the disbelief rolling off his long-time friend and mentor.

      “I know shit has been coming at us hard and fast, but if there’s something you need help with, don’t be a hero…come to one of us. I’d hate to have to kick your ass for hot dogging again.” He paused and rubbed his jaw, then smiled. “Well, actually, I’d enjoy kicking your ass.” The older Guardsman laughed. “You truly are a burr in my butt, but you’re family and I’m here, even if it’s to beat you back in line.”

      Lance knew Royce was trying to ease the tension and get him to open up, but there was no way that shit was going to happen.

      “Bring it on, Old Man.” Lance winked and smiled, using one of the many nicknames he knew drove Royce crazy.

      “That is WISE Old Man to you, ‘Pain in the Ass’.”

      They were both laughing when Rayne had walked over carrying Baby Jay, essentially ending the conversation, something Lance would be eternally grateful to his commander for. It was only a matter of time until Royce figured out what Lance was hiding. He would deal with it when the old man did, but no discussions would take place until Lance was ready.

      Bringing himself back to the present, but still lost in thought, he almost missed Sam sitting on the side of the road. As it was, he had to drive ahead almost a half mile to find a place to turn around. He slowed as he came close to where she and her car sat. Since he’d first spotted her, she’d gotten out of the car, opened the hood, and was leaning in to inspect the engine of her little blue car.

      The way her pants drew tight against her well-rounded ass caused his blood to race and his cock to harden. He tried to think of anything but what it would feel like to cover her body with his, kiss the sensual column of her neck, hold her generous breasts in his hands, feel her nipples harden against his palms, and finally sink into the woman who haunted him day and night.

      Yeah, that’s so not working.

      The sound of his tires on the gravel pulled her from her inspection of the engine. When she spotted him, her eyes opened wide and her mouth formed a perfect “O,” which did absolutely nothing to decrease the growing pressure in his jeans.

      “You?” she said in a whisper, still staring in shock.

      “Yep, it’s me.” He hoped quickly changing the subject would stop any further questions, so he rushed on. “What seems to be the problem with your car?” He pointed, hoping she would stop looking at him like he had three heads.

      She continued to stare as he approached, but at least closed her oh-so-very delectable mouth. Not that it mattered one damn bit. Samantha was still the sexiest thing on earth and was standing right in front of him. As he braced his hands on the frame of her car and leaned in to take a look, she asked, “Do you live around here?”

      He loved the sound of her voice. It was a little lower than most women’s, and smoky. He longed to hear it whispered in his ear while he tasted and explored her silken skin, with his hands buried deep in her long brown curls, feeling her body moving against his. Taking a deep breath to rein in his wayward thoughts, Lance focused on the gorgeous woman in front of him.

      He’d noticed the curiosity with a bit of suspicion in her voice and knew he needed to tread very lightly. His Samantha was a smart cookie, and from what he’d seen, she was also as tenacious as a bulldog. There was no way she would let the subject drop until she was satisfied with the answers he gave her. He decided honesty was the best policy, but that didn’t mean he had to tell her everything.

      “Not far. I just like to ride out here in the open.” He pointed at his Harley. “Riding in the city with all the buildings, people, and stoplights takes all the fun out of it.” He glanced over his shoulder and saw she was seriously considering what he’d just said while moving a few steps from him and her car.

      Within a few seconds, she’d decided he was being honest. Her shoulders relaxed, and the lines bracketing her intense, dark eyes disappeared. Missing the sound of her voice, he asked, “You live out this way?” Even though he already knew the answer, he needed to protect his secrets.

      “Yeah, not too far, just over the next hill at the edge of the woods,” she answered as she started back towards him.

      His world tilted on its axis. Her long legs, the ones he’d dreamt were wrapped around him, stretched out in front of her displaying all their shapely goodness. The slight sway of her hips and her hair blowing in the wind made him take another deep breath, just too keep from grabbing her and kissing her until neither one remembered where they were.

      Lance was about to turn away and the wind changed direction. His entire being was suddenly filled with the scent of jasmine and honeysuckle. Inhaling long and deep, he fought to keep his eyes open. Her scent was absolutely intoxicating. His dragon rolled and purred from just a whiff. He snapped his head back towards the engine and prayed she hadn’t noticed his odd behavior. If she had he was screwed. There was absolutely no explanation his lust-fogged brain could conjure.

      Deciding he needed to think of anything but the alluring woman at his side, Lance turned and poked around her engine. It didn’t take long to find the problem. “How long’s it been since you had a tune up? These spark plug wires are beat to hell, and your engine coil looks shot, too.”

      He heard her feet shuffle in the gravel and couldn’t resist looking up. A slight blush covered the apples of her cheeks as she worried her bottom lip with her teeth. For about the hundredth time he was forced to resist the temptation to pull her close. Waiting not so patiently while she worked up the nerve to answer his question, Lance stood mesmerized. When she finally spoke, he had to smile.

      “Would it surprise you if I said I just can’t remember?” She hurried on, and he listened, loving her voice more with every word. “I know I had the oil changed like eight or nine months ago, and I think I remember them saying something about there being more work I needed to get done, but honestly, I wasn’t paying attention. I’d just been called from the hospital. See, I’m a doctor…well almost a doctor…and I’d been called back into work, so I just paid them and left. I know this car is old and I try to keep up with the maintenance, but I work some pretty crazy hours and sometimes I forget to get things done.”

      She paused to take a breath, and his hands itched with the need to reach out and tip her head back so he could once again look into her eyes while she scrambled to explain the disrepair of her car. The only thing stopping him was the fear that if he touched her without warning she might slap his face. Erring on the side of caution, Lance waited.

      “I know I should’ve gotten a newer car, but I really only go from my house to the hospital and back again. I was hoping to keep this one running for at least another year while I finish my residency. Then when I get a better paying position, I can start paying off my school loans and get better transportation.” She stopped abruptly, gasped, and speared him with her big brown eyes. “And I have no idea why I just told you all of that. I’m so sorry.” She blushed again, and he had to tuck his thumbs in his pockets to keep from touching her.

      This woman packed a powerful punch, and he wanted her more than he’d ever wanted anyone or anything in all of his one hundred and twelve years. Just when he was sure he would lose his mind from trying to resist the gorgeous woman standing before him, the most amazing thing happened. She smiled right at him. With that one small act, he knew without a doubt why his commander had acted like a crazy man and Aidan had acted like a lovesick puppy after finding their mates. Lance had no doubt that he would move heaven and earth to see her smile every day of his life, and if all else failed, he would stand on his head or twerk with Miley Cyrus. Whatever it took, he’d do it just to see her smile.

      “Is she dead?” Samantha asked, and for the first time he realized she had a slight southern accent. Nothing like Kyndel, his commander’s mate, but it was there, nonetheless.

      He cleared his throat and chuckled to hide his reaction. “She? Your car’s a girl?”

      Again her cheeks colored, and he wondered if she blushed all the time. Then he prayed it was only for him, because he knew he would kill any other man who ever made her blush.  WHOA! Where the hell did that come from?

      He quickly shoved all murderous thoughts aside. Samantha was talking again and he didn’t want to miss a word coming from those kissable lips.

      “Yep! Her name is Bonnie Blue.” She said it with pride and he didn’t even try to stop the grin spreading across his face.

      Damn! She’s really something else.

      He bit the inside of his cheeks, as he was sure she would not appreciate him laughing at her choice of names for her car. “Bonnie Blue, huh?” She nodded her head and he could tell she was waiting for him to tease her. Instead he moved on. “Nope, she’s not dead, but she’s not going anywhere tonight. I don’t have the parts or the tools to fix her with me right now.”

      “Well, shit!” She gasped as her hand flew to cover her mouth. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”

      Lance laughed out loud. The longer he laughed the more Samantha relaxed until she was laughing right along with him.

      “Darlin’, you have absolutely nothing to be sorry about. I’ve heard worse. Hell, I’ve said worse,” he said, still laughing but using it as a cover to listen to her laughter.

      She didn’t have the tiny, tinkling, little laugh most women had. His Samantha had a big, full laugh that filled the evening air. The kind of laugh that made other people want in on the joke so they could laugh right along with her.

      Keep my Samantha smiling and laughing as much as possible.

      And there it was again, my Samantha, and thoughts of keeping her happy. What the hell was he doing? He wanted her more every second of every day, even though he knew it wasn’t the right time. There was no way he would take chances with her safety. It was time for him to get his head out of his ass and catch the traitor. Then he could be with Sam.

      As their laughing died down, she started looking at the ground again and shifting from one foot to the other. He could tell something other than her car was bothering her. “Don’t worry about your car…er, I mean Bonnie Blue. I’ll get her fixed right up.”

      “It’s not that. It’s just that I let my AAA membership lapse, so now I’m going to have to call a tow truck and everyone that I know is working tonight. Guess I’ll be walking home.” She turned and started back towards her car.

      Before he could think about what he was doing, he reached out and touched her arm. Electricity flew between them, making his cock harden. His mind was flooded with images of their bodies intertwined and sweaty while he tasted every inch of her lovely golden skin. It was all he could do to keep from falling at her feet and begging her to be his.

      Lance did everything in his power to regain control, to keep himself and his dragon in line as he withdrew his hand and said, “Don’t worry about it. I’ll have my bre...brothers come and pick her up, and I’ll take you home. You aren’t scared to ride a Harley, are you?”

      He wiggled his eyebrows and was graced with another of her dazzling smiles, while all he could think about was what it would feel like to have her wrapped around him while they rode to her home.

      Well hell, I’m totally fucked.
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      She’d tried every argument she could think of, but nothing seemed to get through Lance’s thick skull. He was bound and determined to have his brothers pick up her car and that he be the one to take her home. She even tried calling Charlie, the only person she could really call a friend, but the nurse who answered the phone on the surgical floor said Dr. Gallagher was assisting with another appendectomy. They seemed to be running a special on those lately.

      It was either ride on the back of the motorcycle of the guy who’d haunted every damn thought she’d had for seven months or walk the almost ten-miles home. It wasn’t that she couldn’t walk. It was that she’d been at work for thirty hours, hadn’t gotten much sleep the night before, and was only standing because of the sexual tension jumping between her and her now two-time rescuer.

      When he’d touched her shoulder, the electric current that ran through her body and landed in her core was potent enough to light the entire metropolitan area. Her panties were immediately wet and her knees weak. She knew he felt it too. His eyes widened and his nostrils flared. He quickly schooled his features and went on to help her with her current situation, acting like nothing had happened. She was sure she’d seen him sniff the air and then smile, but maybe it was her imagination. Otherwise, the man who headlined the best erotic dreams of her life was in need of a psych evaluation.

      His brothers arrived a short time later and she damn near lost it. They were the biggest and best looking guys she’d ever seen. Not as good looking as Lance, but she knew loads of women who would let those beefcakes eat crackers in their beds anytime. She kept looking from man to man, searching for physical attributes they might share. He’d said they were brothers, but she saw nothing to indicate they shared any genetic material.

      As a matter of fact, the tall red-headed one—well hell, she decided she should call a spade a spade—the carrot-topped giant was in no way genetically related to Lance. She guessed they were just really close friends. His name was Royce, and from the way they bickered and worked together like a well-oiled machine, she could see they’d known each other a very long time. She’d had a few people like that in her life. It was a shame she’d lost touch with them, but they still held a special place in her heart. Without them, she would’ve never survived foster care before Momma Maybelle came along.

      “Look, you pain in the ass, I’m telling you to move the hell out of the way and let me secure the car to the trailer,” Royce was growling through gritted teeth.

      “Okay, Old Man, I was just trying to help,” Lance answered, then looked at her and winked. She’d never noticed it before, but from this angle, she could see a little dimple in his cheek that winked right along with his amazing blue eyes. On anyone else she would’ve said it was cute, but on his beautifully masculine face, it just made her want to kiss it to see if it tasted as good as it looked.

      “You better get your ass outta the way, Lance. You know the old guy has a short fuse these days.”

      She looked up, surprised the quiet one, who’d barely said “Hi” when they arrived, was actually talking. The longer she looked at him, the more she realized that, just like the giant, there was no way the tall, lean drink of water with light gray eyes, olive skin, and hair so black it shined was related by blood to the muscular, tanned, blond-haired, blue-eyed man who was her infatuation.

      “Royce’ll be fine, Dev. He just needs to blow off some steam. Since I haven’t been around the lai…I mean…home much lately, he hasn’t had anyone to argue with. Isn’t that right, Grandpa?” She watched as Lance slapped the big man on the back so hard she would’ve sworn he’d dislocated his shoulder.

      “Why don’t you two knuckleheads do something besides irritate me? Go over to the other side of the trailer and make sure everything is secure.” Royce sounded gruff, but she picked up on the affection he had for the others.

      Lance turned and looked right at her, and she felt her heart skip a beat. What the hell was it about this guy that made her body go crazy? He was potent as hell and twice as scary. She had no time in her life for any man, let alone one who made her forget all else and dream of endless nights spent wrapped in each other’s arms, sweaty and spent. Just staring into his eyes made her want to abandon all else to be with him.

      “Devon, you handle that,” he said without eye contact. She felt his stare in every cell of her body. Completely mesmerized, Sam stood speechless as he strode in her direction, all sex and wet dreams in ripped jeans and cowboy boots. The muscles in his chest bunched and rolled under his tight gray T-shirt, and she wondered by what miracle his sleeves hadn’t burst from the strain of his biceps. He was intense and raw and as tough as nails, but the twinkle in his eyes said he was just as likely to play a practical joke as save a damsel in distress.

      Damsel in distress? Where the hell did that thought come from? I really needed to get home and get some sleep.

      “You doing okay, Sam?” She heard him speak, saw his lips move, but her brain chose that moment to short circuit. She watched his brows furrow, and before she could answer felt the shock from his touch on her shoulders.

      She blinked and shook her head. “Yeah, I’m okay. Sorry, I blanked out there for a minute. Guess I’m more tired than I realized.”

      “I’m sure you are. Hell, who wouldn’t be after a thirty-hour shift?”

      “Yep, that’s the way the job goes.” She knew she should move so that his hand would fall from her shoulder, but the heat infusing her exhausted body from that simple touch was absolutely delicious, so she stood there soaking it all in. A second later what he’d said registered in her foggy mind. All the relaxation she’d felt seconds ago disappeared.

      “How did you know I just worked thirty hours?”

      He looked away for a split second, and when he looked back, he focused on the spot above her eyebrows instead of her eyes. “You told me earlier.” As soon as it was out of his mouth he looked her in the eye again.

      “No, I didn’t. I remember saying I worked long hours, but I know I didn’t tell you how long I’d been at work today…I mean yesterday…well, also today. Oh, whatever.” She sighed with growing exasperation. “I know I did not say anything about thirty hours. How did you know that?” She pushed through gritted teeth, not wanting to alert his brothers to the fact she was about two seconds from
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