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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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