
  
    [image: Dates, Dinners, and Other Disasters]
  


  
    
      Dates, Dinners, and Other Disasters

      A Cary Redmond Short Story Anthology

    

    
      
        Kat Simons

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: T&amp;D Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Introduction

      

    

    
      
        
          Cary and Deacon (Try to) Go on a Date

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

        

      

      
        
          Date Night Take Two

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

      

      
        
          Third Date’s the Charm

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

      
        
          Dinner with the Joneses

        

        
          
            Author’s Note

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Thank You

      

      
        Books By Kat Simons

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Is one normal night out really too much to ask…?

      

      

      

      All Cary Redmond wants is to go on a date with her new leopard shifter boyfriend. Just one normal, ordinary date. Other people go on dates all the time. Cary and Deacon should be able to manage at least one. That shouldn’t be too much to ask, right?

      Wrong.

      Being a magical Protector complicates everything in Cary’s life, including her ability to have a life. Dating and getting to know her boyfriend’s family of powerful shifters is stressful enough. The last thing she needs is constant disruptions and disaster. Unfortunately, Cary’s life is always full of trouble.

      And when innocent people are in danger, Cary has to help.
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        To everyone just trying to have a life…
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      The title of this anthology says it all. And is a pretty good reflection on the life of my magical Protector, Cary Redmond. She would just like to have a life around her job, but somehow work always interferes.

      It’s a problem I’m sure a lot of us can relate to. Although, maybe not in exactly this way.

      All of these stories can stand on their own as individual reads. But they do take place during the timeline of the main novel series, which starts with The Trouble with Black Cats and Demons. There may be some spoilers involved in the first three. The fourth absolutely contains spoilers for the series. You have been warned.

      This collection starts with Cary attempting to go on a date with her new leopard shifter mate, Deacon Jones. And trying again. And trying again. To say they have trouble having a successful date might be an understatement. These three stories take place between book 2, The Trouble with Ghouls and Serial Killers, and book 3, The Trouble with Leopard Queens and Shifter Wars, in the main novel series. They can each be read as standalone stories, but the true magnificence of Cary and Deacon’s utter failure to do something as simple as go on a date really comes through when you read the stories in order.

      The last story in the collection, the novella Dinner with the Joneses, takes place after the events of book 3 in the series, The Trouble with Leopard Queens and Shifter Wars. This is the one story in this collection that absolutely has spoilers for the main series, including direct references to some of the incidents that happened at the end of book 3. If you haven’t read the main series yet, or haven’t read book 3 yet, and you don’t like spoilers, this is one to wait for until after you’ve read book 3. It is a story you can read and enjoy on its own, though, so if you don’t mind spoilers or have read book 3, feel free to enjoy this one now.

      In Dinner with the Joneses, we get to meet more of Deacon’s rather large family, including his youngest brother Dylan, who gets his own standalone story in Romancing the Leopard (which is a crossover with my Tiger Shifters series). That paranormal romance comes out in May 2021.

      All of the stories in this collection give little glimpses into Cary’s life, and her efforts to get to know her new mate and his family a little better. They also reveal just how difficult that effort can be when her new boyfriend is a leopard shifter and her job involves jumping between bad guys and good guys to keep the good guys safe. But no one said being a walking, talking Kevlar vest was easy.

      I hope you enjoy the collection! Thanks for reading.

      

      Kat Simons

      April 2021
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        Going on an ordinary date should not be this tough…

      

      

      Despite knowing each other for two months, and surviving more than one dangerous adventure together, Cary Redmond and her leopard shifter mate have never managed a regular date. A first date.

      An event which carries a significance that unnerves Cary. How can she be this worried about going to a movie with a man she’s fought demons with? And seen naked.

      But of course, for Portland’s resident Protector, even the simple things in life prove complicated. And when someone needs her help, Cary doesn’t dare avoid her job…even on a date.
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      Cary stared at herself in the full length mirror hanging on the back of her bedroom closet, flatting her palm down her stomach in a vain attempt to quiet her jumping nerves. Why the hell was she so nervous? It was just a date. She’d been on those before. Okay, not a lot, but still. She had been out a few times with men. In public. On actual dates.

      Why was she so nervous about going on a date with a man who’d claimed to be her mate two months ago? A man she’d already slept with and spent a considerable amount of time with.

      Fine, so most of that time had involved chaos and mayhem and a few demons. And the possible end of the world. That was just life, right? Her life anyway. And he’d gone along with all that chaos and mayhem and helped her fight the demons. So, really, this should just be a nice dinner and movie and no big deal.

      Except this was their first official date. Out of her house and in public in front of other people and like…a date.

      “You need to stop rubbing that material,” Marianne, one of her best friends and a trusted adviser on fashion, said from where she sat on Cary’s bed. “You’re going to add wrinkles, not rub them out.”

      “Sorry,” Cary said, rubbing her hand over her thigh instead of her stomach.

      Marianne snorted. “Girl, you have been spending time with this man for months now. Why the sudden spike in nerves?”

      “I don’t know.” Was she whining? That had sounded suspiciously like a whine. What the hell was happening to her? “It’s just a date, right? And it’s Deacon. I mean, I’ve seen him naked.”

      “Lucky,” Marianne said.

      Cary rolled her eyes. Then laughed. Marianne was practically married, her relationship with Gina just passing the ten year mark a few months back. But everyone who met Deacon had that kind of reaction to him.

      He was stunning. Dark hair. Golden eyes. A body to rival Greek gods and make them weep with jealous. A smile that could melt the ice caps and drown the planet. Really, he shouldn’t be allowed out in public. The fact that he was a leopard shifter with a significant amount of animal magnetism only complimented his already wildly gorgeous appearance. And to add insult to injury, he was nice. He was a good man. And he had her back in a fight.

      When he wasn’t growling at her faery mentor, Jaxer, Deacon was just…wonderful.

      It really wasn’t fair. How as a woman supposed to deal with all that?

      “It’s just a date,” she said aloud to herself in the mirror. “What could go wrong? We’ll watch a movie—great first date move so we don’t have to awkwardly make small talk while I’m still super nervous—and then we’ll go eat. We’ve done that before. I can eat around him. In fact, he seems to like feeding me.”

      “Oh man, I’m gonna need a cold compress,” Marianne said, fanning herself. “Do not say things like that out loud in my presence. I do not need any more happy thoughts about your mate.”

      Cary chuckled and turned from the mirror. “You’re sure I look okay?”

      “Since you won’t let me dress you in one of my creations—”

      “You threatened to put me in a leather miniskirt,” Cary interrupted to remind her.

      “I think this outfit is lovely,” Marianne finished, ignoring Cary’s interruption. “Makeup is subtle and beautiful.”

      “Thank you!” Cary rarely wore makeup because mostly she forgot about it, so putting any on was always a risky venture in out-of-practice testing.

      “Your hair looks really nice down. You should do that more.”

      “I can’t. It gets in the way.” Her hair was longish, past her shoulders, and with the potential to be straight if she used a blow dryer. Since she spent most of her time diving around getting between bad guys and good guys, she mainly kept it pulled back in a ponytail. Simple and out of her face when she did her Protector thing.

      Her job, being a magical Protector, basically meant she was a walking, talking Kevlar vest, putting herself between those who wanted to do harm and the objects of their efforts. She kept the good guys safe by standing in front of them while the bad guys try to get at them. She couldn’t actually do much. She didn’t control the magic. That came from her bosses. But she could channel the shit out of it and stand between the bad guys and the good guys until the end times. She even got paid for it.

      But it wasn’t the kind of job that lent itself to makeup and pretty hair styles and dressup clothes. The flowered black skirt and black silk shirt she was wearing were some of her few fancy clothes. And she typically only wore them on girls’ nights when she was having fun with her best friends.

      “You’re sure I don’t look like I’m trying too hard?” she asked Marianne again, running her hand over her skirt. It flared out from her hips, snugging in tight at her waist which was a good look for her in general, showing off curves while balance her hips with the rest of her body.

      Still… Maybe it was a bit much?

      “Enough,” Marianne said. “You look great. You’re supposed to dress up on a date night. Stop trying to make excuses to put your jeans back on.”

      “I wasn’t going to put on jeans. Maybe the one pair of slacks I own.”

      “No. You’ll wear a skirt. That one. No more debate.”

      Marianne lowered her chin and gave Cary a look Cary wasn’t prepared to argue with. Marianne was a seamstress, a magical weaver, and had the most exquisite fashion sense of all her friends. She trusted Marianne’s opinion.

      She didn’t necessarily trust her friend’s sense of humor—which was why the offer of a leather miniskirt had been rejected—but she trusted Marianne to tell her the truth.

      “You’re going to be fine,” Marianne said. “He’s crazy about you. He wouldn’t have stuck around through all the demon madness if he wasn’t.”

      Cary shrugged. “I have been dealing with a lot of demons lately, haven’t I?”

      “Yeah you have. But he’s still here and wants to take you on an actual date. And your dogs love him.”

      She had to admit that was definitely a point in Deacon’s favor. Especially since one of her dogs was a demon dog, one was a foo lion in retirement, and one was… Well, Fred was just a mundane mutt, but he was an enthusiastic terrier-collie cross who would have let her know if he didn’t like the new guy in her life.

      “Deacon is a good man,” Marianne said. “Now stop messing with those non-existent wrinkles.”

      Cary opened her mouth and the front doorbell rang. Her eyes widened as the jumping nerves started churning in her belly again. “Shit. That’s him.”

      “Stop worrying,” Marianne said. She slid off the bed. “I’ll go let him in. Mostly, so I can ogle him.”

      “Stop.” Cary laughed again, taking a deep breath and letting it out slowly.

      “It’s like going to a museum,” Marianne said as she left, her voice echoing back down the hallway. “You just have to admire the beauty.”

      Cary shook her head. Took one last look in the mirror. Let out another very long breath. And straightened her shoulders. She could do this. It was just a date.

      Not like she was saving the world or anything tonight, right?

      She met her own gaze in the mirror as she heard Marianne greet Deacon. The sound of his deep voice sent a shiver of anticipation through her, making her limbs feel even more weak and wobbly.

      Oh boy.
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      Because Deacon already knew her pretty well, given they’d only known each other for a few months, he took her to see a superhero movie. She tried not to fidget as they waited in line at the concessions stand. But apparently she was doing a piss poor job of it.

      “You okay?” he asked, leaning in close.

      His scent was an assault on rational thought. The man smelled so good she wanted to just press her face into his neck and live there. His scent even rivaled the delicious movie popcorn smells.

      Sometimes she wondered if that was the mate thing. According to him—she was a human so all this was new to her—he could tell she was his mate by her scent. There were pheromones and chemicals involved and some real actual consequences for him to having found his mate, like the fact that he had trouble controlling his leopard when they weren’t together. For her, mostly, she just couldn’t seem to get enough of him.

      That fact was still pretty disconcerting.

      “I’m fine,” she said.

      “Nothing job related, right?” he asked.

      “Nope.”

      The Nags, her bosses, hadn’t shown up to give her a last minute assignment—which was good since she couldn’t have refused because she was at the beginning of a test year, a Protector thing no one had seen fit to tell her about, so she had to be on her best behavior. And she wasn’t feeling any of the tingling she got along her spine when her particular brand of help was needed.

      “Good,” Deacon said. “I’d love a whole evening with you without interruption.”

      “You’re with me all the time.”

      They’d been together for most of the day before this. He’d only left her alone to get ready for the date because Marianne had come over and insisted. Which meant they didn’t even have the usual small talk: how was your day? How was work? Anything interesting happen this week?

      Because of the mate thing, he hadn’t really gone back to work yet. He was too dangerous to have around the animals. His family business was rescuing, rehabilitating, and rehousing animals, mostly exotics—as if he wasn’t sexy and perfect enough already! As an animal lover, learning what his job was had just about done Cary in. Thanks to his current state, though, his sister had kicked him out, making him stay away from the business until his control returned.

      He spent as much time with Cary as possible, which was how he kept ending up in the middle of most of her work troubles, and now that they were sleeping together, they were also spending most nights together. She’d managed some privacy because she’d insisted on it, including some girls’ nights out because friends were a priority no matter what. But a part of her didn’t want to be away from him—that part terrified her!—and she was happy to keep him around. Though, it did bother her that he hadn’t been able to go back to work yet.

      “You’re fidgeting,” he said, pulling her from her thoughts.

      His breath brushed her ear and she shivered. Why were they here instead of at home? In bed. “Sorry. Little nervous.”

      He chuckled. That didn’t help.

      “Why?” he asked.

      “Dates. I haven’t done much of this lately. And it feels weird. Especially since we’ve been a couple for a month now.”

      “We’ve known each other longer.”

      “Two whole months.”

      “You don’t count that first month as us being a couple?”

      She winced. He’d known immediately they were mates. She had been a lot less certain. “We were only getting to know each other. I don’t think it should count.”

      He slipped an arm around her waist, his big palm settling high on her hip, and all her feminine parts tingled at the contact. Geezus, he was like a drug. She shifted her jacket from one arm to the other so she could lean into him.

      “Fair enough,” he murmured. “So long as you consider us a couple now.”

      Given what they’d been doing in her kitchen first thing this morning, it was hard not to think of them as a couple.

      “What do you want?” he asked, nodding to the concession counter.

      Taking pity on her, she was sure. “Popcorn, of course.”

      “Of course.”

      God, his voice. She shivered again. “Stop that,” she said.

      “What?”

      “Talking like that. Like we’re in bed. We are not right now. This is a public place.”

      “We’re about to be in a dark room. If we sit at the back of the theater, we can pretend it’s not a public place.”

      “Stop.” She groaned. How the hell were they going to get through an entire movie without getting distracted?

      They moved up to the counter, which was another mercy, and he ordered their popcorn and drinks. The guy behind the counter looked like he’d been hit with a plank when faced with Deacon. Cary couldn’t tell if he was scared or turned on by her mate, but whatever the reason, the poor man stuttered his way through trying to get their order.

      She felt a great deal of sympathy for the concessions guy.

      She had very mixed feelings when Deacon led her to the back seats of the theater, picking the darkest corner farthest from any of the other people in the room.

      “I am not fooling around during the movie,” she said, her voice so low only he had a chance of hearing her with his super shifter hearing.

      He just smiled and leaned the bucket of popcorn toward her. Her stomach muscles tightened with lust and annoyance in equal measures. She shoved some popcorn in her mouth as the lights went down and the screen shifted from ads to previews. Deacon’s quiet chuckle danced along her nerve endings like lightning.

      She tried, she really tried, to pay attention to what was happening on the screen. She was pretty sure she’d want to see some of these movies in the future if she could get time around her job. But her entire body was hyper aware of the man sitting next to her. His heat, his delicious scent, the way his arm kept brushing against hers…

      A ridiculous preview for a comedy of some kind was on when Deacon touched her cheek, gently turning her face toward him. She could have resisted if she’d been able to think straight. His golden eyes glowed faintly in the darkness. When he leaned in, putting his mouth close enough to hers she could feel his breath on her cheek, she completely forgot about the people surrounding them, the movie that was just starting, and pretty much anything else except feeling his mouth on hers.

      How could she still be this overwhelmed by him? Would things always be this way? Would she ever be able to just watch a movie with him and not want to rip his clothes off?

      She was a little worried she wouldn’t be. The very idea of that, for a lifetime, was scary as all hell.

      She still leaned into him, capturing his lips before he could kiss her, throwing herself into a future she’d never expected or wanted but could no longer resist. His hand came
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