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        Third time’s the charm. Right?

      

      

      

      For Cary Redmond, Portland’s resident magical Protector, going on a simple date with her leopard shifter mate is proving almost impossible. Really, she just wants to get through dinner. After two failed attempts, Cary and Deacon are determined to make this date work.

      They even make it all the way to the starter course.

      But bad guys show no respect for a magical Protector’s romantic life. And Cary can’t ignore her job when there’s danger. Because if she does, people die.
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      Cary hurried into the restaurant, smoothing her hair. She subtly sniffed the ends of her ponytail. She was pretty sure she’d gotten the smell out. But there were still a few flecks of glitter. That stuff was impossible to wash out.

      Deacon stood when he saw her, his smile a welcome and a question in one. And everything about it made her toes curl.

      Damn but he was gorgeous. He took her breath away. Golden eyes, dark dark hair which she knew for a fact was thick and silky against her fingers. He’d dressed in black dress slacks and a white button up shirt that showed off his tan skin tone and the magnificent breadth of his shoulders. He had the sleeves rolled up a little, which wasn’t as formal as the restaurant seemed to call for, but since it let her admire his forearms, she wasn’t about to argue.

      He was stunning. Sometimes she could almost forget, almost overlook the sheer Greek god-like perfection of him. And then he’d smile and she’d melt. And her awareness of him would roar back to life.

      They were trying for a proper date. Again. Hoping third time would be the charm. The first time, they hadn’t gotten through the opening credits of their movie before her job had interrupted. The second, they never even made it to the theater.

      This time, they’d agreed to start with dinner.

      He’d picked a nice restaurant too, with real table clothes, dim mood lighting, quiet classical music playing in the background, and an elegantly dressed hostess. The place smelled like rich sauces and good wine.

      But she’d been given a last minute job that afternoon, so of course, she was late.

      A quick rescue her bosses had said. Nothing that would stop the date, according to her nicer boss, Wisat. So she and Deacon had agreed to meet at the restaurant—he’d argued to go with her on the job, but she’d persuaded him to sit this one out. He’d gotten sucked into a lot of her work since they met. Really, that wasn’t fair for him.

      “Everything okay?” he asked against her ear.

      She shivered a little at the heat, then grinned when he held her chair for her as she sat. “Ah, that’s very gentlemanly of you.”

      He chuckled. “My mother would have my head if I didn’t occasionally mind my manners.”

      “Ha!”

      She settled her coat on the back of the seat as he returned to his. She’d decided to try a dress and heels one last time, but she’d chosen low heels and a more casual black wrap dress for this date. She glanced around. Maybe a little too casual for the fancy restaurant. But she hadn’t had time to fret over her clothing choices tonight.

      The one thing the last minute assignment had done for her was distract her so she couldn’t get all worried and anxious about this date. She’d been almost too nervous for conversation the first time they’d tried this. Despite the fact they were already sleeping together and spent all their time together to accommodate the mate bond thing and his dodgy control. The second attempted date had only been slightly better, but she’d still been edgy and irrationally nervous.

      Those times, the date had felt significant, important to get right. And she’d been a wreck.

      This time, well she still felt like it was important that this went well, and there was still a little giddy, edginess under the surface. Okay, maybe more than a little. But they’d failed at this date business twice already. Things really couldn’t get worse this time.

      And she’d been so busy doing her job, she hadn’t had time to work herself up into a lather. Which was nice because she wanted to enjoy the food at this fancy restaurant, seeing as how he’d gone to all the trouble of bringing her here. Plus, she was starving.

      Then she looked across the table at him, at his slight smile and that glitter in his dark golden eyes, and her pulse started pumping harder. His smile widened as if he could hear her heartbeat, which given he was a leopard shifter with superb hearing, he probably could.

      She pulled in a slow breath, trying to settle the wash of giddiness. Really, this was getting ridiculous. A date shouldn’t be a big deal. Especially since this was their third attempt! And they ate dinner together all the time. Nothing new there. She’d worried about having things to discuss with him on a date, but they always found stuff to talk about. And when they didn’t talk, the silences weren’t nearly as awkward as she’d have assumed given they were still getting to know each other.

      Given everything, she should be as comfortable with him in this moment as she was with…well, maybe not her best friends, but at least she should be comfortable.

      Yet, when she held his gaze in this beautiful setting, his yummy scent reaching out to her across the table, subtle and seductive despite the more overwhelming food smells, she felt turned inside out and upside down. Overwhelmed. Nervous. And a little too warm.

      She broke eye contact first because she was afraid she’d start to hyperventilate. His slight, mildly smug smile, which she only caught from the corner of her eye, made her wince.

      They waited for the hostess to hand out menus and wish them a good meal before speaking more.

      “So no problems with the job?” he asked.

      “Nope.” She opened her menu, raising her brows a little at the prices. He was showing off. That was kind of sweet.

      “You have glitter in your hair,” he said.

      She made a face. “Fine. The bad guy in this case was a pixie. And this pixie tossed incredibly smelly glitter dust all over the place while he was having a pout because I wouldn’t let him switch out a baby in a stroller for a changeling. Which, I might add, was obviously not a baby that anyone might confuse and just wander off with. The woman would have noticed her baby was gone and had a fit. The changeling was this little ugly old Fae. Not even a baby or child or anything. A literal grumbling old man with no teeth.”

      Fae didn’t technically age. They were immortal, though they could be killed. But they came in a wide variety of shapes, sizes, and looks, depending on their species. This one had been a brownie and he carried the “little old man” look well. To be fair to the brownie, he’d been just as annoyed at being offered up as a changeling as the baby’s mother had been that a stinky pixie tried to kidnap her baby.

      Deacon raised his brows. “What was the point of all that, then?”

      She raised her hands, palms up. “Got me. Maybe the pixie was in charge of looking after the brownie and got tired of it? Hell if I know. He didn’t feel the need to do the bad guy monologue, much to my disappointment.”

      Amazingly enough, bad guys did tend toward that whole monologuing thing if you got them mad enough. And Cary was really really good at pissing off bad guys so that they talked too much. It was kind of her superpower. Well, that and her actual magical Protector powers.

      As a Protector—a job she even got paid for—she channeled magic given to her from her bosses, purely defensive powers. She just had to get between a bad guy and a good guy, her shields went up, and she could keep the good guys safe from all sorts of mayhem. Including pouting pixies throwing smelly glitter dust.

      Unfortunately, sometimes, especially when magic was involved or when she was throwing herself between bad guys and good guys at the very last second, small, non-deadly things got through her shield. Occasionally, this resulted in weird injuries—her medical records were a mess. In this case, the only thing that got through was a little of the dust.

      She brushed at her hair again. “I literally shampooed my hair three times to get this stuff out. Can you still smell it?”

      Deacon didn’t just have excellent shifter hearing, he also had super shifter smelling. She’d been more worried about his ability to smell the stink than she’d been about the glitter.

      “Only very faintly,” he said. “Although, I can’t imagine how badly that must have smelled at full strength.”

      “Very very bad,” she said. “It’s not going to ruin your dinner?”

      He smiled and for a full thirty seconds she forgot anything else existed. Wow, the man had a powerful grin. She blinked
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