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        If at first you don’t succeed…

      

      

      

      Cary Redmond’s first attempt at a real date with her leopard shifter mate definitely did not go according to plan. In fact, the date went so disastrously wrong, they decide to try again. Clean slate. Another movie. Another dinner reservation.

      Another interruption she can’t ignore.

      Wizard and vampire fights wait for no woman. And as Portland’s resident magical Protector, Cary has to answer the call of someone in danger. No matter the cost.
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        To my hero

        Because it took us a while to get to our first date too.
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      Cary climbed out of Deacon’s SUV, smoothing down her skirt, her heartbeat thudding hard as she glanced at him over the car’s hood. Deacon Jones looked almost painfully handsome in his simple dress shirt and slacks, a black wool coat over the whole thing as a nod to the winter weather even though his shifter metabolism meant he didn’t really need the extra layer. His black hair was combed neatly, but he needed a haircut. His golden eyes sparkled with a sensual knowledge that made her pulse pound.

      It didn’t seem to matter that she saw him all the time, and they spent most nights together, she still got breathless at the oddest moments when looking at him.

      This was one of those moments. Their second attempt at a first date.

      No man should look so stunningly gorgeous just glancing at you over the hood of a car.

      He smiled.

      She melted.

      When she could collect herself from the puddle she’d become on the concrete floor, she pulled her coat tighter around her. Her little black dress was beautiful, and flattering if she did say so herself, but it was made for pretty, not warm. And Cary didn’t have a shifter metabolism. In fact, at that very moment, she was just an ordinary human woman, attempting a date with a man who had decided she was his mate and had stuck by her ever since—despite some of the pretty scary jobs she’d had to do recently.

      Her job as a magical Protector for the greater Portland, Oregon area had a habit of keeping her busy. And interfering with their developing romantic life.

      The first time they’d tried a date had… Well, it had started fine. Until the whole werewolf thing had interrupted them. A week later, with the city alight in holiday frivolity, they were trying this again.

      She’d needed the week to do some minor jobs for her bosses, who had a habit of popping up all the time to demand she run off and protect someone. Since she got paid to do that, she couldn’t exactly say no. And to make matters worse, she was in the first month of a test year, a year when she had to do all this on her own without the help of her mentor, and that made refusing jobs impossible. Even if she wanted to.

      Which, to be honest, she usually didn’t. She might not like how she got tricked into being a Protector, but it was a useful skill to have when, say a bad guy was trying to rip out the throat of a poor movie theater concessions clerk just trying to grab a smoke.

      “Think we’ll make it through the movie tonight?” Deacon asked.

      The rumble of his deep voice made her toes curl. She tried not to wobble in her high heels as she walked around the car to meet him. They’d picked a parking lot downtown that was near enough to both a movie theater and the restaurant he’d gotten reservations at for later. It was all very…date-like. And for some reason, the formality of it all had her nerves hopping.

      Or maybe that was Deacon’s smile.

      “I hope so,” she said, trying—and failing miserably—to be casual. “I really really want to see this.”

      His smile widened. “You’re nervous again.”

      “Stop reading my mind.” She scowled.

      He tapped his nose. “I can’t really help it.”

      Damned shifter sense of smell. “Things didn’t go exactly to plan last time.”

      “Uh huh,” he murmured.

      “What?” she snapped.

      “I literally just left your bed this morning. And you’re still nervous about a date, even though we’ve barely left each other’s company for the last two months?”

      “The last time we tried this, things went very wrong. Of course, I’m nervous.”

      “You met my sister. That was good. For you two.”

      Cary grinned at that. She did like Deacon’s younger sister, Caitlin. She especially liked the way Caitlin gave her big brother shit without fear. “She’s called and asked, again, if we can meet for coffee sometime, you know.”

      “Shit.”

      She laughed at the resignation in his expression, and some of her jumping anxiety eased. This was Deacon. He was right. She’d seen him naked—just that morning. She really had no reason to be nervous just because they were on an official date.

      Now if she could just pull herself together after the thought of Deacon naked turned her into a giant lust puddle, she’d be fine.

      But when they stepped out of the garage and onto the city sidewalk, the sweep of awareness through her system destroyed any sense of ease she’d managed.

      She turned with a resigned sigh to face her bosses.
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      Liruk and Wisat rarely popped up in the middle of a city sidewalk to disrupt her life. They usually confined themselves to more private places to give her her assignments and generally be a pain in her ass.

      Despite materializing in the middle of the city, on a side street that should have had plenty of pedestrian traffic this time of the evening, they hadn’t bothered to change their appearance. From the lack of people walking by, Cary assumed they’d done some Fae mojo to keep the innocent bystanders away.

      Probably for the best if they weren’t going to even make an attempt to blend in with their surroundings. The mundane humans would probably lose their minds if they beheld the Nags. There was no way to write them off as anything but supernatural.

      They were eerily beautiful but in a way that wasn’t like ordinary ideas of beauty. It was like looking at the exquisite landscape of an alien planet. Stunning in a way that was hard for the brain to comprehend. Some Fae were just that way. And Cary suspected the Nags toned themselves down when they appeared for her. Which made their appearances even more overwhelming.

      Wisat was all black and red, black robe, black hair, red skin, the velvet-covered antler halo circling his head also red. And his green green eyes like glowing jewels. Liruk was white and gold, white hair that hung almost to the ground, white robe, twin little golden horns poking out of her hair, and skin a color of light brown that glowed like gold. Her green eyes matched Wisat’s, a particular feature of their Fae nature or coincidence she wasn’t sure. And she’d never been brave enough to ask.

      “What?” she snapped. “We’re on a date.”

      Wisat nodded to Deacon in greeting.

      Liruk ignored him. “You are required immediately, Protector,” she said without preamble—or any discernable regret for disrupting Cary’s date. “If you do not get between the wizard and the vampire, there will be grave consequences for the city.”

      Her shoulders dropped with her sigh. “Where are they?” She frowned. “And which one am I protecting?”

      “The wizard. In this particular case,” Wisat said.

      “Oh good.” There was no little sarcasm in her tone. She’d had trouble with both vampires and wizards in the last few months. And there was a wizard running around trying to kill her. So she was a little punchy about both.

      But at least there wasn’t a demon involved. She’d be happy if she never had to deal with another demon again.

      “Where?” she repeated.

      

      The Nags sent her to a location not too far from the parking garage, out behind one of the larger nightclubs just outside the Pearl. It was early enough in the night that the nightclub wasn’t particularly busy yet, but there were still people passing by on the street out front and the music from the
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