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        A family dinner with leopard shifters…what could go wrong?

      

      

      

      Cary Redmond’s first introduction to her leopard shifter boyfriend’s family proved a little more interesting and fraught than she might have liked. Okay, the trip was a disaster. So Deacon’s mother declares a do-over. And no one argues with the Jones family matriarch. They even agree to come up to Portland, into Cary’s territory, for the big meal.

      What could possibly go wrong?

      Unfortunately, in Cary’s world, anything that can, usually does. And when her bosses show up with a job, she can’t refuse. Magical Protectors don’t get time off for family events…

      Not when there are innocent people to protect and monsters on the loose.

      

      Author’s Note: This story takes place about a week after the events of The Trouble with Leopard Queens and Shifter Wars (Cary Redmond Book 3) and contains spoilers for the novel.
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      Cary stared up at the apartment building, her lips pursed. It was a nice building. Brick walls, a lot of windows, about five stories high so not too tall, surrounded by lots of green trees on a quiet street off NW Kearney in Nob Hill.

      What was surprising was that it was an apartment building and not a house.

      “You said you had a house,” she said, very evenly, to her leopard shifter mate. This was supposedly his house. This was the first time she’d seen it. And this was…not at all what she’d been expecting.

      “It used to be a house,” he said mildly. “We tore it down and replaced it with the apartment building so it would blend in with the neighborhood better once things here started to change.”

      “Uh huh.” She blinked at the lovely glass front door, the pains covered in dark film so you couldn’t see much of the lobby. “You guys couldn’t just…I don’t know. Move.”

      He chuckled. Which wasn’t a fair move on his part because it danced along her spine like fireworks and made her toes curl in her sensible low heels.

      For all they’d been together for a little over three months now, this was the first time she’d seen his home. They always stayed at her little cottage house, ostensibly because she had three dogs and she didn’t want to leave them alone for long periods of time. At least that was his explanation for why she hadn’t seen his “house” yet. But he’d promised to show her so she’d know he wasn’t deliberately keeping her away.

      She might have preferred a little forewarning of what to expect though.

      “Is the whole apartment building your…home?”

      “I have the top floor.” Again said so casually. “Caitlin has the third floor mostly to herself.”

      Caitlin was his younger sister and the other Jones sibling who lived in Portland, working with Deacon on their family business. Which was rescuing animals. Which was how she’d know she was in deep trouble when she met Deacon. How was a woman supposed to resist a man who rescued animals for a living?

      Cary had gotten to know Caitlin a bit, so it was comforting to know she’d be here today. This wasn’t just a normal boyfriend-showing-her-his-home kind of evening. The entire Jones clan was descending on the place for dinner. They’d just finished their big charity ball, one of their largest fundraising events of the year, and things hadn’t exactly gone to plan thanks to the whole cougar shifter thing, so they’d cancelled the family dinner they traditionally had the night after the ball.

      Deacon had convinced them to move the dinner up here to Portland instead of him and Cary having to make another trip down to Eugene. She’d initially been grateful for that. At least here, she was in her own territory, so to speak, and she could run away and hide in her own house to if things got weird. Staying with Deacon and his family in their mansion leading up to the charity event had been eye opening. And intimidating. And overwhelming. And complicated. All of which meant she had mixed feelings about this dinner.

      Her feelings had just gotten even more mixed staring up at the apartment building.

      “You told Jon—” a kid she’d had to protect not long after she’d met Deacon— “that you had a house in Nob Hill. Not an apartment building.”

      “I still call this place my house a lot. Old habits.” He shrugged.

      As if that explanation excused mixing up a house for an entire building.

      “Who lives on the other floors if you and Caitlin take up two?”

      “The second and fourth floors are space for leopards living in Portland who don’t have their own homes yet, if they’ve just moved or are between places. Sherri stayed here for a few years after she started her construction business, to save money for the business.”

      She’d met Sherri during another misadventure with a demon god. And then again down in Eugene for the charity ball. She really liked the older woman but she hadn’t had a lot of time to get to know her. Sherri was busy running a business. Cary kept having to save the world. Those kinds of things really cut into socializing time.

      “You didn’t charge her?”

      “We use the extra space as…a haven for our people if they need it. So no, no rents.”

      “That’s nice,” she said, nudging him with her shoulder because if she looked at him she might lose herself in his golden eyes and get all distracted by lust.

      Her mate was shockingly gorgeous and she was still adjusting to just looking at him. Sometimes she got busy or worried and forgot the impact he could have on her. But then he’d smile, or laugh, or just stand there looking gorgeous and smelling yummy, and she’d melt. The whole thing was pretty disconcerting. She was still getting used to being a mate. Getting used to the fact that he’d told her he loved her.

      Speaking of melting.

      He used her nudge as an excuse to wrap his arm around her waist and pull her close. She couldn’t bring herself to object. Mostly because she didn’t want to.

      “They’re my people. I’ll be their leader one day. I want to be able to take care of them.”

      Yeah, that was the other thing she still hadn’t gotten used to yet. Deacon’s mother was essentially the queen of the leopard shifters in the Pacific Northwest. And Deacon, being the oldest, would one day take over and be their king. As his mate, she’d also be their leader even if she wasn’t a shifter, was in fact a perfectly ordinary human woman—when she wasn’t protecting people with magic her bosses had given her—and had no idea how to be a leader of anyone.

      Okay, she was the head dog in her little dog pack, but that was really only because Buck and Pickles allowed it. Buck, Labrador by day, demon dog by…well usually never, but it was there in his nature, had been with her since he was a puppy, and he was perfectly happy to look to her to be the boss. Pickles had joined them a few months later. She mostly went about looking like an ordinary, adorable basset hound. But she was actually a retired foo lion whose other form was capable of serious guard duty. Pickles let Cary be the boss too, though. Only her mundane mutt, Fred, the terrier-collie cross, had to be convinced Cary was always in charge. Fortunately, Fred could be persuaded to admit Cary’s authority so long as there were dog biscuits involved.

      She blinked back to her surroundings. “Your family is waiting for us, aren’t they?”

      “They’re expecting us soon, yes. But my mother knows I’m here so we can take our time.”

      His mother. The queen of the leopards. Cary had only just learned that Deacon wasn’t an ordinary shifter. And not just because he would one day lead the leopards. He had actual magic. He could do things most other leopard shifters couldn’t do. And he got that from his mother. Who could also do magic and a lot of things other shifters couldn’t do. Some of that stuff was pretty terrifying.

      Deacon didn’t use his magic, though. Which was a bone of contention between him and his mother. An argument Cary had no intention of getting in the middle of.

      One of their particular abilities, which wasn’t common in leopard shifters, was their ability to sense where all their people were within a certain range. Maria Jones had known exactly where Deacon was the minute they were within range of each other. And while they couldn’t exactly speak to each other telepathically, Deacon and his mother had an uncanny, unspoken way of communicating.

      That might have freaked her out more if she didn’t already have so many other things to worry about.

      The fact that Maria seemed to like her was good. It didn’t make the woman any less intimidating. But at least Cary wasn’t worried about her actively trying to end Cary and Deacon’s relationship.

      “Are you ready?” Deacon asked. “Or would you like to stare up at the building for a bit longer? We have time. They’ll wait.”

      She scowled up at him. A mistake since she got all caught up in his eyes and his mouth and how much fun it would be to kiss him. And maybe drag him back to her place for a little alone time.

      His brows lowered and a
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