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ONE
The golden eagle soared high above the earth.  Its keen eyesight searched the terrain, looking for any movement that was out of place.  The fresh, crisp air of autumn swirled around the large bird of prey.  Sunset was near, but still, the raptor flew onward.  
A life was at stake.  The eagle-eyed vision of the shifter might be the lost hiker’s only chance at survival.  Bright splashes of golden yellow, burnt orange, and scarlet red passed under the close scrutiny of the predator.  Focused and sharp, his eagle eyes saw everything.
The sun was just sinking below the horizon when he saw it, a pale splash of pink.  The pastel color seemed oddly out of place against the much warmer tones of the season.  The missing woman was supposed to be wearing pink clothes.  This could be the break the shifter needed.  
The eagle tightened its flight pattern, the circles growing smaller and smaller.  He zeroed in on the pink, swooping down until he had the woman in his sights.  Once his target was confirmed, the raptor flapped his mighty wings and rapidly flew out of sight.  He didn’t have much time.
The golden eagle gracefully descended, landing in a familiar clearing.  Feathers swiftly faded away leaving skin and hair in their place.  The animal elongated and grew to take the shape of a well-toned and sinuous human male.  
Craig Aquila shook off the effects of the change.  The shifter was a member of the Enigma Police Department.  He headed many search parties for missing persons in the wilds of Maine.  It looked like he may have gotten lucky.  Finding the missing woman before nightfall could mean the difference between life and death.
He quickly found one of several bags of clothes and gear he stashed all over, for just this purpose.  The man dressed and sorted through his emergency equipment.  He found the emergency flare stored in the waterproof bag.  He shot a flare into the sky.  
The other three members of his rescue team were paranormal beings as well.  They were aware of his search from the air.  They would be on the alert.  The bright burst of light would give them his general location.  They were probably headed in his direction already.  
He needed to get to the hiker as quickly as possible.  Calling upon his superior strength and agility, he set off on the most direct route toward the woman.  The sun was sinking fast.  Craig was in a race with time, and he planned to win. 
****
Jenna felt like she was hanging on for dear life.  Her entire body ached.  She was tired and chilled to the bone.  Jenna wanted to close her eyes against the pain and drift off to sleep.  The only thing that stopped her was the nagging worry she might not ever wake again if she succumbed to slumber.
The sharp edges of jagged rocks poked her from almost every angle.  She didn’t dare move.  Jenna could hear the gentle ping of stones, gravel, and dirt that rained down from the narrow ledge she was lucky enough to find.  She didn’t know how long her safe haven would last, but she was too scared to scramble somewhere else.  
She was stuck on the side of a rocky cliff.  It wasn’t like she had too many other places to go.  The large shadow of a bird flew overhead.  It was the only other living thing she’d seen in hours.  
At first, Jenna thought the huge bird was a vulture looking for its next meal, and she started to freak out.  Something about the majestic and elegant flight of the bird made her take a second look.  In the fading light, she barely made out the rich, golden shade of brown instead of black.  Not a vulture waiting for her to die then, but an eagle instead. 
It was the largest bird she’d ever seen.  Jenna rapidly blinked her eyes just in case she hallucinated.  The majestic animal was no longer in sight.  Either way, it was too bad that the giant bird couldn’t fly her out of this life-threatening predicament.  
She shivered as the wonder of the awe-inspiring bird disappeared only to be replaced by the horrifying reality of her situation.  Jenna was afraid there was no way out for her.  Even if the ledge didn’t give way, sending her plummeting to her death, she had no food, no water, and no way to climb her way up and out of this mess.
Weariness weighed down her eyelids.  The night threatened to close in around her.  She would not be greeting the darkness with a smile.  Jenna struggled to stay awake.  Her body ached, and she was freezing.  Sleep would be a welcome respite, but Jenna was afraid if she lost consciousness she’d never wake up.  
Several minutes passed.  Exhausted, she fought to hold on to the flickering flame of life that lingered.  A strange and repetitive sound snapped her out of the growing panic that threatened to swallow her whole.  Debris rained down on top of her.  
Jenna realized something rather large was on top of the cliff above her.  Her throat and mouth were dry, but she still managed to swallow.  Moisture coated the inside of her mouth.   It was enough.
“Who’s there?” she cried out.  The harsh sounding croak she emitted sounded nothing like her normal voice.  “Please!  I’m injured.  I need help.  If anyone’s there, please say something!”
“Jenna Byrd?”
The low spoken response sent a chill down her spine.  The sound of her name was music to her ears, however.  Someone was looking for her, and miraculously they’d found her.  She wished she could jump up to greet her rescuer.  But it was too much of an effort. Besides every inch of her body hurt. She had to be content with a verbal greeting.
“Yes!  That’s me, I’m Jenna Byrd!”  She managed to scream out the confirmation of her identity before common sense dictated she be more prudent.  
A sobering thought made her clamp her mouth tightly closed.  What if this wasn’t someone trying to help her?  Her so-called boyfriend had purposefully pushed her over the edge.  What if he’d sent an unscrupulous gun for hire to finish the job?
“Jenna,” the deep soothing voice called out to her again.  “My name is Detective Craig Aquila.  I work for the Enigma Police Department.  I’m also in charge of the search and rescue team that’s been looking for you.”
A strangled sob of relief escaped.  “Thank goodness someone found me!  I didn’t even know if anyone would be looking.”
“How badly are you injured?”
“I’m not sure.  I ache all over, and I’m cold and tired.”
“Well, the good news is I found you.  I have blankets, and I can keep you warm.  I’m also trained as a first responder. I have a basic first aid kit with me.”  
It all sounded good to Jenna.  “What’s the bad news?”
“A medical helicopter is on the way.”
She was giddy with relief.  “In what world is that bad news?”
“As skilled as the pilot is, there is nowhere nearby for him to land.  My team and I are going to have to hike you out of here.”
He sounded genuine enough, Jenna thought.  And really at this point, it almost didn’t matter.  If she didn’t get off the narrow and unstable ledge, she was done for anyway.  Dead was dead, whether it was the result of starvation, a bullet, or plunging from the top of a steep cliff.
“I’m glad you found me, but I’m afraid I’m not going to be much help.  I don’t think this ledge will tolerate any extra weight either.”
“Can you move?  Is anything broken?”
“I don’t know.  I’m sore all over, and I’m as slow as a snail.  I think everything still works, however,” she admitted.
The top of the cliff was hidden from her sight by a large outcrop of rock.  Her body banged against the solid and unforgiving structure on the way down.  In the long run, it was probably what saved her life.  It hid her from Scott’s sadistic view enough for him to think she’d continued on her way down to the very bottom.  She was grateful for that at least.
Thinking she was dead and unable to tell tales was probably why he felt confident enough to report her fall.  It would explain her sudden death to anyone who cared.  It also nicely tied up any other loose ends for Scott.  And as Jenna had recently discovered, there were a lot of those.
Several small pebbles and dust rained down on her.  Jenna closed her eyes and moved her head to the side.  When she opened them again, she was looking at the sexiest, most gorgeous man she’d ever seen.  He dangled from the face of the cliff with the help of rock climbing and rappelling equipment.
Shiny, black hair was cut close to his scalp.  His eyes were so dark they looked to be black.  His skin, what she could see of it appeared to be a nicely tanned light brown.  It reminded her of the golden brown feathers of the bird of prey she saw soaring high above several minutes before.  She shook her head at the strange direction of her thoughts.
She tried to sit up, and all the air left her body in a hiss.  She closed her eyes and took several shallow breaths.  
“The helicopter will be here soon.  Obviously, this ledge is too narrow and unstable for them to land.  I hate having to move someone who suffered a fall this bad, but I don’t have a choice.”
“I understand.  I’m just afraid I won’t be much help,” she reminded him.  
“I’m stronger than I look,” the man grunted.  “We’ll take it one step at a time.  I need you to stand if you can,” he warned her.  “It will be easier for me to get the harness on you.”
“I’ll try,” she promised.  Jenna painstakingly and slowly positioned her body until she was leaning against the cliff.  She had to bite her lip several times to keep from crying out in pain.
“Easy there now,” the man cautioned.  “You don’t want to compound any of the injuries you acquired during the fall.”
His voice slid down Jenna’s spine, leaving tingles in its wake.  The sound was a soothing balm to her wounded soul.  It also steeled her nerves for the necessary but unpleasant ordeal to come.
Jenna nodded.  She slowly used the leverage of the hard surface at her back to rise to her feet.  When she was halfway up, the man grabbed her around the middle with a viselike hold.  
“The man who reported your fall was sure you were dead.  He’ll be glad to learn otherwise.  I’ll radio ahead.  Someone at the police station will let him know you survived.  He can meet us at the hospital.”
Jenna couldn’t help the whimper that escaped.  She curled into the powerful body behind her, and forcibly shook her head back and forth.  “No!  You can’t tell Scott I’m still alive.  He’ll try to kill me again!”
She struggled to get away from him.  The iron band of muscle that held her up tightened even more.   Jenna instantly stilled.  A part of her mind whispered that she didn’t know this man and should be scared of him.  Another part instinctively recognized that he was there to help and meant her no harm.
“Again?”  There was skepticism in the man’s voice.  “He said you wanted your photo taken near the edge.  He mentioned the word stubborn a few times and claimed that you refused to heed his words of caution.  As a result, you got too close to the edge, lost your balance, and tumbled over.”
Jenna expected as much, but hearing the words still made her angry.  She wanted to rage at the world, but this was definitely not the time or the place.  Scott’s lie about her untimely demise was in danger of becoming the truth.  And while her rescuer looked more than capable, she wasn’t off the ledge yet.
“Not true,” she was compelled to defend herself.  “Get us out of here, and I’ll explain everything.”  She grabbed the hand wrapped around her middle.  “Just please promise me that you won’t notify Scott.  He won’t stop until I’m dead.  I know too much.”
The man must have believed her because he agreed immediately.  “You’re safe now.  Leave all the worrying to me.  I want you to just concentrate on getting to the top.  Once we accomplish that, we’ll get medical care for your injuries.”
He fastened the climbing harness around her body.  She sucked in a sharp breath of air when the tight straps bit into her battered body.  She wasn’t going to complain, because she definitely couldn’t handle another fall.
“You’re securely attached to me and the safety harness,” the detective explained.  “I’m going to call out to the other members of the rescue team, and they are going to slowly pull us up.”  
Jenna nodded.  “I’m ready.”  
“We’re secure, go ahead and bring us up,” he yelled.  
A male voice answered back.  And they started to move.
Jenna thought she was ready.  She believed anything would be better than hanging in midair with nothing but unstable earth between her and an excruciating death.  The sudden, unavoidable jar as the rescuer and she started up the mountain sent a jolt of sharp pain through her body.  She whimpered, and a cloud of black fog began to steadily fill her vision until she lost consciousness.
 



TWO
Craig cradled the precious bundle in his arms.  While he had Jenna close, he took the time to study her.  She was gorgeous.  Long, dark-brown hair that was heavy with curls framed a delicate heart-shaped face that was the most beautiful he’d ever seen.   
The raptor inside him sensed the truth to what she said.  Craig was confident the boyfriend purposefully pushed her over the edge.  His eagle screamed a war cry at the thought of someone who was supposed to love her committing such a heinous act.  It was incomprehensible to Craig and his eagle.  This was one attempted murder he would solve and soon.  Justice would be swift, and it would be final.
The eagle inside him soared from the nearness of the woman in his arms.  That was enough to make the man sit up and take notice.  He wasn’t going to let Jenna Byrd out of his sight anytime soon.  Byrd!  He snorted.   
There really weren’t too many coincidences in Enigma.  Most things there happened for a reason.  Craig hated that someone tried to kill her, but otherwise their paths may have never crossed.  He had a feeling it was meant for them to meet.  Fate.
  He knew she passed out.  He still did his best to make her as comfortable as possible.  Once they were safely at the top, he refused to relinquish her to any of the other rescuers.  
“Where’s the stretcher?” he asked no one in particular.  As soon as he spotted it, he walked over and gently laid her on it.  He motioned for one of the other rescuers to lift the end by her feet.  He stayed by her head and raised that end.  
The eagle inside didn’t want another man feasting on her beauty.  It was insane, he knew.  But he never questioned the eagle’s instincts.  It was a sharp predator and warrior that never led him astray.  The raptor saved his life more than once, so he always listened.
The four-man rescue team made the long hike to the clearing where emergency medical personnel waited.  Craig took the good-natured ribbing of the other rescuers in stride.    As usual, he chalked the find up to good luck, eagle-eyed vision, and well-honed tracking skills.  
The other three were also paranormal beings.  The group contained two wolf shifters and a guardian.  Each one of them had unique talents and abilities that made their group the most successful search and rescue team in Enigma’s history.  
Finally, after what felt like forever, Craig heard the noisy helicopter as they neared the clearing.   Jenna faded in and out of consciousness the entire trek out of the wilderness.  He thought she was out again, but as if by instinct, she reached out to grab him when he started to walk away.
“Don’t leave me,” she begged.  That was all she said before her eyes flickered closed, and she fainted again.  
Craig stepped back to let the nurse do her job.  She rushed around the patient, checking vitals, feeling for broken bones, and calling in a report to the hospital.  Craig remembered the fear in the woman’s eyes and voice when she told him that her fall wasn’t an accident but attempted murder instead.  Sighing, he resigned himself to a trip to the hospital.  
The vulnerability of the stranger brought out all of his protective instincts.   The thought of leaving her while she was in danger made the eagle inside him bristle.  He turned to the flight nurse that seemed to be in charge.  “She’s in protective custody.  I need to stay with her.  Is there room in the helicopter for one more?”
The nurse, who Craig recognized as Adam Landis’ sister-in-law, gave him a big smile.  “Welcome aboard,” the nurse greeted.  “Your team’s search and rescue skills are phenomenal.  This woman probably owes you her life.”
Craig brushed aside the gushing compliment.  “We get lucky every once in a while.”  
“Regardless, I can’t turn away a genuine hero.”
“Just doing my job, Ma’am.  Now I’ll get out of your way and let you do yours.”
She gave him a grateful smile and got right to work.   She gave the word for takeoff to the pilot.   The chopper lifted off the ground and began its speedy journey toward the hospital.  
While in flight, Craig radioed EPD to update them on the situation.  He was none too happy when he was informed that Scott West already left the police department and no one knew where he was.  “Until I can sort all this out,” he told the police chief, “West is under suspicion for murder.”
Craig broke the connection just as the helicopter landed on the helipad atop of Enigma General Hospital.   A team of medical workers rushed out of the double doors to greet the occupants of the medical chopper.  Craig marveled at their efficiency, but then again with Lucian Petrakos chairing the hospital board, they couldn’t afford to be anything else.
Jenna was removed from the medical helicopter.  Craig stopped thinking about the guardian in charge and turned all of his attention to the pale woman he helped rescue.  For some reason, the sense of responsibility he felt for her went above and beyond the call of duty.
He pulled aside the flight nurse, Hannah, as she rushed by, trying to keep up with the gurney.  “I’ll be in the waiting area,” he informed her.  
She nodded, “I’ll let someone know you’re there,” she promised before rushing off.
Now it was nothing more than a waiting game.  If there was one thing Craig hated, it was waiting.  He went straight to the nurses’ station in the intensive care unit.  Lucky for him the on-duty nurse was an acquaintance.  “Lori,” he greeted with a big smile.  
The motherly woman gave him a dimpled grin.  “Detective Aquila, it’s good to see you again.  What can I do for you this fine day?”
“I’m doing just fine, Lori.”  Pleasantries out of the way he got down to business.  “The medical helicopter just brought in a rescue victim, Jenna Byrd.”
“Yes.  I heard she fell off one of the cliffs near Acadia.”
Craig shrugged.  “She told me she was pushed.”  He was nonchalant in the way he spoke, but he didn’t doubt Jenna’s allegation. 
The nurse’s hand flew to her mouth.  “Oh, my word!” she exclaimed.  “That’s horrible.”
“It is what it is,” Craig said to gloss over the hideousness of attempted murder.
The nurse shook her head.  “There’s just no understanding some people.  I’m sure you meet all kinds of callous people in your job.  I don’t see how you do it!”  The woman expressed her disgust.
Craig nodded his agreement.  “A man named Scott West filed the accident report.  He says he’s the victim’s boyfriend.  She claims he’s the one that pushed her over the edge.  Needless to say, I don’t want him anywhere near Jenna, until I’ve sorted out this mess.  If he shows up at the hospital, let me know immediately.”
The nurse raised her eyebrow at the familiar use of the patient’s first name.  “I’ll be sure to do that.  I’ll make a note for the next shift right now.”
“I knew I could count on you, Lori. Thanks.”
  “You’re welcome.  If you want to stay in the waiting area, I’ll have the doctor give you an update as soon as he’s able.”
Craig smiled his appreciation.  “I plan to do just that.  I don’t want to compromise Jenna’s care, but if the doctor would put a rush on it, I’d appreciate it.”
“I’ll see what I can do to speed things along for you,” the nurse promised as Craig walked away.
He fished the disposable phone that was stashed with his hidden gear out of his pocket.  He needed a little help, and only another mystical creature would understand his predicament.  He recently made friends with the Enigma wolf pack when Rose Gannon, now mated to the pack’s second, was targeted for murder.  
He called Justin Gannon and breathed a silent sigh of relief when the shifter answered.  “Gannon, Aquila here.  I was on a search and rescue mission, and now I’m stuck at the hospital on guard duty of sorts.”
“What can I do for you, Aquila?”  
“I rode the medical chopper to the hospital.  I need my vehicle delivered to me by someone I can trust, and who won’t be asking any questions.”
“Say no more, man.  I’ll have two of our on-duty security personnel pick it up and drop it off in the hospital parking lot.  Where can they find it?”
My black sports car is parked in the back of the Enigma Police Department, right off Main Street.”
“Okay, they’re on their way already,” Justin assured him.  
“The vehicle’s locked.  I keep a spare key at EPD.   The desk sergeant will know where it is.  I’ll call there next, and let him know someone from Gannon Security is stopping by for my stuff.  Thanks, Gannon.”
“No problem.  Take care, and watch your back.”
“I intend to, you do the same.  And say hello to that pretty Rose of yours for me.”  A growl was Justin’s only response.  Craig laughed and broke off the connection.  Wolves were so easy to tease.  They always came through in a crisis, however.
 



THREE
It felt like every muscle in Jenna’s battered body was sore.  She moaned and tried to lift her heavy eyelids.  Finally, after what felt like forever, they opened a tiny crack.  Bright light filtered through the window and bothered her sensitive eyes.  She’d never been a fan of bright lights.  
A tall, dark, and brooding figure stood by the window.  At first, she thought it was Scott.  A whimper escaped before she could silence it.
The man quickly spun around to face her. Relief swamped Jenna when she saw it wasn’t her boyfriend.  Make that ex-boyfriend.  After all, he tried to murder her.   It was pure luck, and nothing short of a miracle that he hadn’t succeeded.  
She recognized the detective who rescued her.  The planes of his face were sharp and angular.  Most people would probably describe him as harsh instead of handsome.  Despite the pain, and horrific circumstances that caused their paths to cross, Jenna still found him attractive.
“Hi,” she said in a strangled whisper.  
The dark and mysterious detective slowly strolled toward her.  “Welcome back,” he finally said in the deep, rough voice she remembered from the rescue.
“I don’t feel as though I’m back,” she confessed.  “My mind is foggy, and my body aches all over,” she admitted.  “But at least I’m alive.  I’m not stupid.  I know that fall could have turned out a lot worse.”
The man walked closer until he was right next to the bed.  He filled her line of sight.  The detective was the only thing Jenna could see.   He seemed larger than life, but his overwhelming presence didn’t intimidate her.  Instead, he unexplainably put her at ease.  
He was tall and lean.  He wasn’t muscular like a weightlifter, but she knew looks could be deceiving.  He was strong, inside and out.  Jenna had no doubt of that, and it made her feel safe.    
Safe was something she hadn’t felt in months, thanks to Scott West.  She shivered as the fear and damage caused by her sinister boyfriend whispered through her mind.
The detective took a step back.  “I didn’t mean to frighten you.”
“You didn’t,” she was quick to assure him.  “I remembered why I’m in this bed.  I’m scared my boyfriend, umm make that ex-boyfriend, isn’t going to give up until he gets what he wants.”
“And what is that?” Detective Aquila asked with keen interest.
“I think that’s obvious,” she said in a harsh, grating voice.  “He wants me dead.”
“Why?”
The question was asked so sharply and quickly, Jenna rapidly blinked.  She wasn’t one to trust easily, especially after everything that happened to her since she moved in with Scott West.  Jenna felt she could trust Detective Aquila.  Besides, he was already involved in the mess.  He deserved to know the truth, and she needed his help.
“Scott West is a charmer, and I had the misfortune to fall for his act and his lies.”
Aquila frowned, and his deceptively harmless-looking slouch disappeared when the man stiffened his spine and stood ramrod straight.  “Has he tried to hurt you before?” the man demanded.  He was all business now.      
Jenna shrugged.  “Not really, but the more I got to know him the less I liked him.  I thought about walking away a couple of times,” she admitted with an anguished sigh.  “But I didn’t.”
“What stopped you?”
Detective Craig Aquila was a man of few words, Jenna decided.  His abrupt manner should be discouraging, but for whatever reason, it wasn’t.    
She shrugged.  “It’s just my sister and me.  Our parents died four years ago, Jillian’s senior year of high school.”
“I’m sorry about your parents,” Craig offered his condolences.   “It must have been hard on both of you.”  
“It was.  I am five years older, so I had to keep it together for both of us.  I petitioned the state of Maryland for custody and won.”  
“Of course,” Craig interjected.
Taking a deep breath, Jenna rushed on with the sorry summary of the past few years of her life.  
“I already graduated from college and worked for a large company as a certified accountant.  Jillian moved in with me until she graduated then I sent her off to college.  Everything was going well until the president of the company noticed me.”
“West?”
“Yes,” Jenna agreed.  “In the beginning, he flattered me with compliments, flowers, and glitzy nights out on the town.  He turned my head, and I fell hard.”
“Things didn’t stay so rosy I take it?”
“No.  He started monopolizing all my time, coworkers ignored me because they knew I was dating the boss, and my other friends eventually faded away when I didn’t do enough to maintain the relationships.”
“He isolated you,” Craig observed.
“Yes, but I was too stupid to see it until it was too late.”
“He sounds like a master manipulator.  Don’t be too hard on yourself, Jenna.  I’m sure he knew what he was doing.  Something happened to make you see the real man.  What was it?”
Jenna laughed a bitter laugh.  “I noticed a discrepancy in the company’s accounts.  I carefully tracked it for almost a month.”
“Why so long?”  His crisp tone and conciseness denoted he was in detective mode.
She sighed.  “I didn’t want to believe it at first.  And I couldn’t make a serious accusation without proof.  It would have been a career killer.”
“Makes sense,” Craig agreed with a frown.  
“I thought so too, so I did what I had to do.”  Jenna protectively wrapped her arms around her middle.  She dug deep and became lost in thought as she continued with the story.  
“I spent extra hours at work every day trying to unravel the mystery.  I thought my boss, the head of the accounting department, was the one cooking the books.  It was the only solution that added up. I thought he must be keeping a second set of numbers for the public record that overinflated the company’s value.  Since the company has future plans to go public, this was more than just a workplace betrayal.”
“Yes, it’s a federal crime,” the detective pointed out.
“I know.  My professional and personal ethics wouldn’t let me overlook it.  I went to Scott with pages and pages of meticulous accounting as proof there was a problem.  He refused to discuss it, but he promised to take care of the problem.”
“West was in on the whole thing,” the detective stated in a matter of fact voice that made Jenna cringe. 
She nodded.  “I never even suspected him,” she said in a disgusted voice.  “My boss disappeared.  I assumed he was fired and rotting in jail somewhere waiting for a trial.”
“What clued you in on West’s involvement?”
“A week later I rode by work after running a few errands.  It was really late, and Scott’s car was still in the parking lot.  I stopped by to see if he needed anything.  I wanted the exercise, so I took the stairs instead of the elevator.  They didn’t hear me coming, but I certainly heard them.”
She took a deep breath and pushed ahead with her story.  “My boss and Scott were sharing a bottle of scotch while they calmly discussed what to do about me.  I was no longer an employee and girlfriend.  I was a liability that had to be dealt with before I ruined their plans, sent them to jail, and let the company go down in flames.”
Craig uttered a harsh word of profanity that Jenna hadn’t expected to hear.  She paused.  When he didn’t say anything else, she continued.
“I slipped out as quietly as I could.  My heart hammered away in my chest.  I was positive they could hear it and would chase after me.  They didn’t, and somehow I made it out of the building and to my car.”
“You do seem to live a charmed life.” 
He seemed to be talking to himself, but Jenna answered anyway.  “Doesn’t feel that way to me, especially right now.”
“I beg to differ.  You had a lucky escape that night.  And I’ve been doing search and rescue a long time.  That fall would have killed ninety-nine out of a hundred people.”  
A speculative gleam filled his eyes.  He looked like he struggled to figure something out.  Jenna gave an inner shrug and continued.
 “I went straight home grabbed a few essentials, got in my car, and drove straight to Enigma.”
A light sob escaped as her composure finally began to slip.  “Scott must have followed me.  I don’t know how he found me.  I never mentioned Enigma to him or anyone else.  And I was careful to make sure I wasn’t followed out of Baltimore.”
“More and likely he had someone put a trace on your cell phone, or he gained access to your credit card transactions.”
“The cell phone is a possibility, but not the card.  I withdrew the maximum amount on my way out of Baltimore, and I’ve used cash ever since.”  
“Smart lady.  What happened leading up to Scott’s attack on you?”
  I drove straight to Enigma. I only stopped for gas and bathroom breaks.  I got in late last night and checked into the inn on Main Street.”
“Small but clean and safe,” Craig remarked.  “A good choice for a woman traveling alone.”
  “Yeah, well, maybe I should have stayed there.  Instead, I went for a hike to clear my head.”  Her fingers twisted together.  
“I didn’t know what to do or who to trust.  I needed time to think, figure out my next move.  Scott ambushed me at the top of the cliff.  He overpowered me, dragged me to the edge, and pushed me off.”  Jenna shuddered.
“I really thought I was going to die.”  Another sob escaped.  “I think I willed myself to live because I can’t leave Jillian alone in this big, mean world.”    
****
Craig intently listened to everything Jenna said.  Any detail no matter how small might help him make a case against Scott West for attempted murder.  He was going to make sure the bastard never hurt anyone else.  He was most especially going to make sure West’s darkness, greed, and ugliness never touched Jenna ever again.
His internal senses screamed for him to solve the mystery that was Jenna Byrd.  His brows furrowed, and his frown deepened.  “Why Enigma?  Are you from here originally?”  He didn’t recognize her or the family name.
“My mom grew up in Enigma.”  Jenna shrugged.  “She moved away for college and met my dad.  They fell in love, married after graduation, and settled in Baltimore.”
Craig’s internal alarm buzzed.  Not everyone in Enigma was paranormal.  The fact that Jenna ran to the town when she was in trouble might be a coincidence.  Her miraculous survival of the horrendous fall was another matter altogether.  It could have been luck, but Craig was beginning to think it had little to do with luck and a lot to do with magic.
“Do you still have relatives in Enigma?  Is that why you thought you’d be safe here?”
“I don’t know,” Jenna admitted.  “I think my mom’s family disowned her when she married my dad.  She hardly talked about them, and I never met them.”
Craig’s senses screamed at him.  “Do you know your mother’s maiden name?”  
“Yes, I was going to try to find them while I’m here.  Her maiden name was Harlow.  Do you know anyone with that surname?”  She gave him an anxious look with hope-filled eyes.
All the air seemed to be sucked out of the room.  There was a big wrinkle in Jenna’s story, and she didn’t even know it.   From the look and sound of things, she had no idea that she came from a family of witches with a long history in Enigma.  The Harlow line itself was not very powerful. They were distantly related to the Sheldon family, however, the most powerful line of witches in Enigma, maybe even the country.
He let a clear mask slip over his face to hide the turmoil of emotions that rumbled inside him.  He had to talk to Lucian.  The head of the guardian council had to be notified of Jenna’s presence in Enigma and the threat to her life.  Witch blood ran through her veins whether she knew it or not, and that put her under the protection of the guardians.  
“I don’t know them personally, but I’m fairly certain your grandparents still live in Enigma.”
Jenna shifted in the hospital bed and gave him a worried look.  “Now that I know they’re here, I don’t know if I should seek them out.  After all, they’ve never been a part of my life.”
Craig hated the haunted look and internal conflict that clouded her eyes.  “Only you can make that decision, Jenna.  Just remember that there are always two sides to every story.”  
“I know,” she agreed in a whisper.  “I just don’t think I could handle rejection from them on top of everything else that has happened recently.”
“I’m not telling you what to do, but I think you should at least contact them.”
“Not yet!  I don’t want to bring danger to their doorstep.  I might not know them, but I wouldn’t want anyone to get hurt because of me.  And unfortunately, Scott is dangerous.  He tried to kill his live-in-lover.  I don’t think he’d hesitate to hurt an elderly couple if it suited his purposes.”
Her grandmother was not the strongest of witches, but she was far from helpless.  In fact, he was reasonably sure someone had cast a protection spell to watch over Jenna.  It would go a long way in explaining how she managed to make it out of Baltimore alive and survived an otherwise fatal fall with just a few scrapes and bruises.  “I wouldn’t worry too much about your grandparents.”
Jenna frowned.  “I didn’t think you knew them.”
“I don’t.  You’re just going to have to take my word for it.  Most of Enigma’s citizens can take care of themselves.”  He managed to stifle a snort.  The unique paranormal beings who inhabited Enigma were more than capable of surviving and defeating a human.  
“But Scott is ruthless,” she protested.  A big yawn escaped, and her hand flew to her mouth to cover it.
“You don’t need to worry about your ex-boyfriend.”  It gave him great pleasure to use the word ex.  “EPD and I will be taking care of Scott West,” Craig promised.  He backed away from the bed.  “You need rest, and I have an investigation to start.”
Her eyes tracked him as he walked across the room.  “Thank you for everything you’ve done, Detective Aquila.  The fall might not have done me in, but if I’d been forced to spend the night on that narrow ledge, it might have been the end of me.” 
“I doubt that, but you’re welcome.  There’ll be a uniformed officer outside your door at all times.  All you have to do is concentrate on getting as much sleep as possible.  Your body needs the extra rest to heal.”  
She held out an imploring hand.  “Don’t go.  Stay with me.”
Her words tugged at his heart.  No one had ever gotten under his skin like this woman.  Craig’s feet led him toward the bed before he realized he was moving.  
“You’re well protected here even without me.  I promise.”  
 “I won’t feel safe with anyone but you.  I know it seems silly since we just met.  But that’s how I feel.  And I know I won’t fall asleep unless you’re here with me.”
Craig sighed.  The sooner he found West, the quicker Jenna’s real-world nightmare would end.  He needed to get the word out and start using his well-honed tracking skills.  Craig wanted contacts in both the law enforcement and paranormal communities to help him with this one.
Another look at Jenna’s delicate facial features and her wild mass of curly hair, and he had a hard time remembering why he shouldn’t stay.  He reached out and tenderly pushed aside a stray curl that partially covered one of her beautiful dark-brown eyes.  “I’ll stay, just for a little while.”
Jenna gifted him with a bright smile.  “Thank you.”
That smile doubled his heart rate.  Heat zinged through his body.  He stifled the urge to touch her.  The last thing Jenna needed right now was a heavy-handed come-on by him or anyone else. 
Craig moved the lone visitor’s chair next to the bed and sat down.  It wasn’t the most comfortable chair.  That didn’t matter too much.  He only planned to be there for as long as it took Jenna to fall asleep.
Jenna slowly slid to the far side of the bed.  When she finished, she shot Craig a hesitant look from beneath lowered lashes.  “Will you hold me?  Please.”  
Craig knew it was crossing the line.  He knew from the first moment he laid eyes on her that they had a special connection.  A mysterious bond that wasn’t easily explained and couldn’t be ignored existed between them. It was going to be impossible to maintain a strictly professional relationship with Jenna Byrd.  Still, he hadn’t planned to make a move until after her ex-boyfriend was dealt with.
“It’s a small bed. I don’t think it was meant to hold two adults.  I don’t want to jostle you and make you uncomfortable.”
“The safest I’ve felt since the death of my parents was when your arms embraced me during the lift up the side of the cliff.  I want to feel that way again.”  Her wide eyes glistened with unshed tears.  “I need to feel that way again.”
Craig might be more than your average male, but who could turn down a heartfelt request such as the one she voiced?  Certainly not him, especially when his eagle urged him to hold her close and guard her well until all the danger passed.
He stood and carefully slid into the narrow bed next to Jenna.  She was tightly tucked under the sheet, facing away from him.  Craig lay on top of the thin layer.  A light barrier was better than nothing at all.  It wouldn’t go far in tampering down the temptation, but at least it was something.  
When he was fully stretched out on the bed, he wrapped an arm around her waist.  She relaxed into him, and he pulled her closer.  
A soft sigh of contentment was her only response.  A few minutes later, her breathing deepened and evened out.   The pain medication did its job.  She was asleep, hopefully for the rest of the night.  
He waited ten minutes after her deep breathing evened out before making a move.  He slowly shifted his arm and the rest of his body so that they weren’t touching.  Craig used the strength of his enhanced paranormal senses to leave the bed without disturbing Jenna.
He fought down the protective instincts that urged him to stay and guard her himself.  He didn’t need any distractions throwing him off his game.  He was gunning for West.  He was determined to deal with the creep as fast as possible.  
Giving Jenna one last look, Craig stepped out of the room, closing the door behind him.  His eagle began to mourn Jenna’s absence as soon as she was out of sight.  The animal inside him was smitten.  He had to admit that the man wasn’t far behind.
He grilled the uniform at the door.  The man was a recent graduate of the academy.  Craig wanted to make sure the officer was wide-awake and alert.  He gave the man explicit instructions, making sure he understood how important Jenna was to him.
He also gave the policeman a dire warning.  Scott West was not to be underestimated.  A man willing to shove is live-in lover off a cliff was desperate enough to do almost anything.  The cost could be Jenna’s life, and that was a price Craig was not willing to pay.
Craig was the official go-between for the council and the Enigma Police Department.  He didn’t know Lucian Petrakos very well, but he had the privilege of knowing him better than most others did.  He called the guardian to request an urgent meeting as soon as he was clear of Jenna’s room.  His request was granted.  
He had a couple of hours to burn before the meeting.  Craig planned to use the time wisely.  He had several matters to research.  He also wanted to get the word out on the street.  He wanted his informants and any other extra eyes and ears to be on the lookout for Scott West.
 



FOUR
Craig glanced around the table.  He was sitting across from Petrakos and two others in council headquarters.  He knew Phillip Saint John pretty well.  He bought Phillip’s penthouse apartment a few months earlier when Selena became pregnant.  The guardian and his witch wanted a house with a fenced in backyard suitable for raising children.  
“Lucian and Phillip,” he greeted the two oldest and most powerful guardians.  Craig gave the one woman in the room a look filled with curiosity.  He waited for an introduction.  Craig didn’t know her, but he had a pretty good idea who she was.
Lucian did the honors.  “Craig Aquila, this is a long-time, dear friend of mine, Brianna Sheldon.”
Craig recognized the name immediately.  The Sheldon name was legendary in the magic community.  The Sheldon and Harlow family were distant relatives.  That had to be why the witch was included in the meeting.  
He reached out to shake hands with Brianna.  “It’s nice to finally meet you, and thanks for making it on such short notice.” Craig hadn’t expected her, but it all worked out.  It might expedite the reunion between Jenna and her family.
Craig knew Brianna Sheldon had to be well into her sixties, but she didn’t look a day over forty.  Most witches aged very well.  They weren’t immortal unless their lives were linked to a vampire, guardian, or shifter.  They usually lived long and healthy lives unless another paranormal being plotted their demise.  
 “It’s hard to turn down a summons by Lucian,” she said with a wicked grin.  “I have to admit that my curiosity is certainly piqued now that you’re here.”
“Curiosity killed the cat, but I guess it never hurt a witch.”
Lucian and Phillip hissed.  
Brianna laughed so hard she cackled.  
Craig threw up both hands.  “Sorry, I couldn’t resist!  Cats are easily riled.” 
Brianna smiled.  “Isn’t that the truth!” she emphatically stated. 
Lucian shook his head and launched straight to the point.  The head guardian summed up everything he knew in a report to Phillip and Brianna.  He asked Craig to verify or clarify a fact here or there while Phillip and Brianna listened, asking questions when relevant.  
After Lucian summarized all he knew about the situation, he turned the floor over to Craig.  The shifter gave an update on the latest information he uncovered on Scott West.  When the report was finished, he turned his attention to Brianna.  “I’ll find this man and bring him down, but Jenna is my number one priority.  Will I be able to count on the witch community to watch over her?”
“Absolutely,” Brianna agreed without hesitation.  “Janie Harlow was well-loved by her family.  She wasn’t banished or disowned as Jenna seems to think.  She went away to college about the same time Nancy Pell started her treacherous bid for power.”  
“When witches in your family started dying you mean?” Craig heard the story of Brianna’s faked death as a last ditch effort to protect her family.  
“Yes.  Nancy grew reckless in her overconfidence once she thought I was dead.  In her complacency and over eagerness the wicked witch allowed Brittany, Julie, and Selena to draw her out into the open.”  
Craig had to smile at the mention of those three particular witches.  They would forever be known as the mated souls witches after the fateful spell they cast two years ago.  It worked.  All three witches found their mates, on Halloween of all days.  It was the making of a legend, at least in Enigma.
Brittany was Brianna’s granddaughter which meant she was also distantly related to Jenna.  Brittany Sheldon Justice was also one kickass self-defense instructor.  He certainly hoped that Jenna and Brittany hit it off.  Jenna could use some lessons in protection.  Also, if she had any interest in her family legacy of witchcraft, she would need a guide.  
He realized Brianna was still talking and focused on what she was saying.  “Janie never had much interest in magic.  Regardless, her parents thought it might be safer for her if she stayed away from Enigma.  I just don’t understand why she didn’t come back home after Nancy was defeated,” Brianna admitted with a sad little sigh.
“Jenna told me her parents died four years ago.  She’s been taking care of the younger sister ever since.”
“That was a couple of years before Nancy Pell died,” Brianna said in a rush of breath.  “Janie died before it was safe to return to Enigma.” 
“I’m afraid so, which means she died before passing on the legacy of their heritage to her two daughters.”
Brianna released a soft sigh born of sadness.  “Where’s the sister?”
Craig shrugged.  “Don’t know.  I’m still researching Jillian Byrd.  I’m sure she’s safe.  Jenna wouldn’t have run otherwise.”
Lucian raised a brow.  “You just met, how can you be so sure, Craig?”
“I just know!”
Brianna’s eyes widened at the depth of emotion in his voice.  “Oh!”  She snapped her mouth shut without saying another word.  
Craig gave her a defiant stare, daring her to question his interest.  The witch gave him a wink and a big smile.  He frowned at her response but didn’t say anything.  The last thing he wanted was to get on the wrong side of anyone in the room.  They were all powerful beings that no one wanted to cross, including Craig.
“I need to let the Harlow family know what is going on.  I’d like to meet Jenna too. I’m sure Brittany and Jessica will want to meet her as well.”  
Lucian’s spine stiffened, and he sat up straighter.  “I don’t want Jessica caught in the crossfire!” Lucian’s eyes glowed yellow.  He slammed his fist on the table in front of him to emphasize his point.  “I’d rather she wait until West is no longer a threat.”
Brianna was one of the few people who dared to stand up to Lucian Petrakos.  She snorted.  “Please, Lucian.  We all know how much you love Jessica, but Brittany and I love her too.  We’d never let any harm come to her while she’s with us.  And don’t forget, her powers grow stronger every day that passes.”
“I have a uniform on Jenna’s door at the hospital.  Plus doctors and nurses are in and out of the room at all hours of the day.  I don’t think West will try anything while she’s in there.  It might be the safest time for them to visit.  I think Jenna could use some friendly faces right now.  She needs to know she’s not alone.”
Brianna reached across the table and touched his hand.  “I think she knows that already.”  Her sapphire blue eyes met and held the black ones that stared back at her.  “I’m glad you found each other.”
Craig fought to voice a denial, but it didn’t come.  He was relieved when Lucian swiftly adjourned the meeting.  
The most potent paranormal being in Enigma actually gave Brianna Sheldon a sheepish grin.  “You’re right, I can be overbearing and take things to the extreme.  I will, however, never apologize for my overprotectiveness when it comes to Jessica.”
“You’re a guardian who was lucky enough to find his life mate.  I wouldn’t expect any less from you.  We’ve been friends for decades, Lucian, and you’ve never disappointed me.”  Brianna stood.  
“I have many phone calls to make, and I should get to it.  “Lucian, please give my love to Jessica, and let her know I’ll be in touch tonight.”  She gave her long-time friend a hug before turning her attention to Craig.  
“Thank you for bringing Jenna’s arrival and her plight to our attention.  And most of all thank you for saving her life.  I trust she’s in good hands with you around.”
Craig started to give Brianna the standard line about how he was just doing his job, but he couldn’t say the words.  Jenna was more than a job.  He knew it.  And from the look Brianna gave him, she knew it too.  
“I’ll protect Jenna with my life,” he finally admitted.  “I won’t stop until the threat of Scott West is permanently removed,” he vowed.
 “She’s a lucky woman,” Brianna said with a sparkle in her lovely blue eyes.  “I promise that Jenna will be welcomed in Enigma with open arms.”  She nodded to all three men before taking her leave.
Craig stood as well.  “Thank you for involving Brianna.  She seems genuine and caring.  I think Jenna will feel comfortable around the Sheldon women.  I appreciate your foresight on the matter.”
Phillip spoke up for the first time.  “Selena and Julie are not going to want to be left out if Brittany and Jessica are involved.  Those women do almost everything together.”
Lucian snorted.  “Those women are nothing but trouble when they get together.”
“That’s true, but it’s so much fun watching them wiggle out of it and then try to make up plausible excuses for their misadventures.”  Phillip had a fond smile on his face as he spoke.
Craig on the other hand frowned.  “So what you’re trying to tell me is that Jenna is about to be befriended by five witches who have a penchant for finding trouble.”     
  “Scarlet and Rose Gannon won’t be far behind either.  That makes seven.  I think that Jenna’s going to have so many new friends, she might not have room to breathe.”  Phillip suggested.
Lucian looked at Craig with all-knowing eyes.  “Being a witch automatically puts Jenna under the guardians’ protection.  Are you still investigating West or do you want us to handle him?”
The eagle inside him bristled and rushed to the surface.  “Mine!” The word came out in a half-human voice, half eagle screech.  
The head guardian’s eyes glowed yellow.  He held up a placating hand.  “It’s protocol, Aquila.  I had to ask.”
Craig fought the animal instincts that threatened to take over.  His voice returned to normal.  “I’ll take care of Scott West.  When I find him, he’ll no longer be a danger to Jenna or anyone she loves.”
“So be it,” Lucian declared.  And with that, they said their farewells and headed off in different directions.
A shower, shave, and short nap later, Craig rushed back to the hospital and Jenna’s side.  It didn’t make any sense.  They’d only known each other a matter of hours, but his eagle didn’t trust anyone else to take care of her.   That’s why he rushed back to the hospital even though he was off the clock.  
He would never be off duty when it came to Jenna.  There was an invisible thread that connected them together.  The link was tenuous, but it existed.  Craig felt it. More importantly, his eagle thought so too.
A rookie officer from the Enigma Police Department guarded the door to Jenna’s hospital room when he arrived.  They nodded at each other.  Craig was seconds away from asking for a report when his excellent hearing picked up the sound of a woman crying.    His gut clenched.  He instinctively knew Jenna was the one shedding tears.  
Craig pushed his way past the officer and shoved open the door.  He started to rush to Jenna’s side but stopped when he finally noticed the other women in the room.  The man instantly relaxed.  The eagle wasn’t so easily placated.  
He looked at the Sheldon women and nodded.  “Ladies,” he greeted.  Craig gave Brianna a quizzical look but didn’t question her.  Instead, he turned all his attention to the woman lying in the hospital bed.
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The last thing she remembered about Craig Aquila was falling asleep in his embrace.  He was long gone by the time she woke.  It was just her luck that the gorgeous detective would return for a visit when her eyes and face were all red and puffy from crying.  At least she cried tears of happiness.  
The three friendly women who come to visit claimed to be distant relatives.  They seemed to know an awful lot about the Harlow family.  Jenna was convinced they told the truth.  It was just icing on the cake that they were friendly and seemed to take a genuine interest in her plight and well-being.
“Detective Aquila!” she tried to hide the joy his presence gave her.  She was pretty sure she did a miserable job of keeping the enthusiasm from her voice.  The wink Brittany gave her was a dead giveaway that Jenna failed to hide her excitement at seeing the mysterious and fascinating Craig Aquila again. 
He stopped right next to her bed and gave her a thorough look-over.  His commanding demeanor was enough to make anyone sit up and take notice.  It was more than that, however.  Jenna felt overwhelmed by his larger than life presence but in a good way.  She tingled all the way to her toes when she gazed into his dark eyes.
“Hi!” the greeting sounded trite even to Jenna’s ears.  She blushed as heat rushed to her face.  She was sure her face turned bright red despite her dark skin.
“Hey yourself, how are you feeling?”
“Much better,” she was quick to inform him.    
“Good to hear it.”  He looked from her to the other women.  He reached out and wiped away a lingering tear with his thumb.
Jenna sucked in a deep breath and held it.  His touch felt right.  She pressed the side of her cheek into the hand that lingered near her face.  The strong and capable fingers cupped the side of her head.  Jenna barely managed to suppress a sigh of contentment.  Instead, she closed her eyes and savored the moment.
The man was a lingering mystery that she yearned to solve.  Her strong reaction to him was confusing.  After her first and only long-term relationship turned out to be such a disaster, Jenna couldn’t believe her body’s instant and willing response to a stranger.  The clearing of a throat across the room scattered Jenna’s thoughts.
Her eyes widened when she remembered that the two of them were not alone in the hospital room.  She completely forgot about her other three visitors.
She jerked away from Craig’s caress.  Staring at the hands folded on her lap, Jenna tried to regain some of her lost composure.    
“Detective Aquila,” she thought it best to revert to the use of his more formal name.  It was a good reminder that she just met the man.  Even though he saved her life, she didn’t know anything about him.  “I’m glad you stopped by.”  Her fingers nervously clenched and unclenched the sheet.  The cotton bedding became more and more wrinkled by the second. 
“I have visitors!  And as it turns out, we’re distantly related.  Mrs. Sheldon knows my grandparents, and she’s sure they’ll want to meet me!”  
She gave everyone in the room a big smile.  She couldn’t help it if her smile were just a little brighter when she looked at Craig. 
“Please call me Brianna,” the older woman insisted.  “As it turns out, Craig and I met earlier today.   We have a few friends in common.  He thought I might know your family, so he made arrangements for an introduction.”
“I’m so glad he did!” Jenna exclaimed.  “Meeting the three of you was an unexpected but welcome surprise.”  It was one more thing for her to be grateful for.  Her sexy as sin rescuer was at the top of the list.  Jenna didn’t see him being replaced anytime soon, but she couldn’t wait to meet her grandparents.
“We’re glad too,” Jessica agreed.  “It wasn’t that long ago that I came to Enigma needing help.”  She hugged Brittany and Brianna.  “I was looking for a way to survive.  I found a family I didn’t know existed and met the love of my life.”  
She subtly moved her gaze from Jenna to Craig.  “Looks like the two of us might have a lot in common.” 
Jenna didn’t know if Craig Aquila was the love of her life, but she sure wouldn’t mind the chance to find out.  Her body, as sore as it was from the fall, begged for his touch every time he came near.  She could get lost in the erotic thoughts of her rescuer all day long.  
“Has anyone told Jenna’s grandparents about her arrival yet?” 
Brianna, as the oldest, was the spokesperson for the three women.  She stepped up to answer Craig’s question.  “Not yet.  I wanted to meet Jenna first.”
“And,” Craig arched a brow and waited.
Brianna laughed.  “Are you sure you aren’t a cat?  You’re as arrogant as Lucian and Phillip.”
Jessica and Brittany snorted at the same time.
“Nope.  I’m a creature of a different feather, bird all the way,” Craig promised with a smirk.
“Wait!”  The whole conversation was going over Jenna’s head.  “Cat?  Birds?  What are you’ll talking about?”
Brittany stepped forward and gave her a friendly pat on the shoulder.  “Don’t worry about that now.  Enigma is a unique place.  The longer you’re here, the more questions you’ll have.”
She’d always been inquisitive.  Jenna wasn’t one to let things drop unless her curiosity was satisfied.  “But I’m the only Byrd here.”  Her eyes widened, and she was sure they looked huge in her otherwise delicate face.  She looked at Craig in horror.  “Please tell me we aren’t related in some way.”
“We’re not.  Aquila means eagle, that’s all.”
Jenna was sure her sigh of relief was audible, but she didn’t care.  “I really want to meet my grandparents.”  She chewed on her bottom lip.  “I don’t want to put them on Scott’s radar, however.”
“Oh honey, try not to worry about that piece of scum.  I promise your ex will get what’s coming to him.  People like him always do, especially in Enigma.”
Brittany and Jessica agreed with a joint chorus of yeses.  
“I’ll talk to your grandparents tomorrow and fill them in on everything that happened.  Danger or not I know that they’ll be anxious to meet you.”
Jenna felt old insecurities sneaking up on her again.  “Are you absolutely sure.  I don’t want to force my way into their lives.  If they’d rather not meet me, I’ll understand.”
“You’re breaking my heart,” Brianna said with a sniff.  “There was an excellent reason your mother broke off all contact with her family.  The danger that drove Janie away and kept her away no longer exists.  I promise you that Enigma is a safe place for you and your sister.” 
Jenna snorted.  “As safe as anyplace can be with the evil likes of Scott West lurking around dark corners.”
Craig made an inarticulate sound that reminded Jenna of a screaming bird of prey.  She jumped and instinctively inched away from him.  The scary sound sent shivers up and down her spine. 
“I told you to let me worry about West.  He won’t get near you again.”
Jenna’s tensed muscles relaxed.  His spoken words and deep voice immediately put her at ease.
There was a brief knock on the door.  All five heads in the room turned that way.  The doctor walked in and stopped when he saw the room full of people.  
“Well, that’s our cue to leave,” Brianna said.  She reached out and grasped Jenna’s hand.  “I’m sure I’ll be seeing you again soon.  Take care of yourself.”  Brianna squeezed the hand she held before letting go.
“I’m happy all of you came to visit,” Jenna said with a sniff.  “And I’m so very grateful, Brianna, that you were able to set my mind at ease about my grandparents. I can’t wait to finally meet them.”  
“I can’t wait to see your grandparents’ faces when they meet you for the first time.  You’re beautiful, smart, and sweet.  They’re going to fall in love instantly!  I promise you’ll hear from me soon.”
Jenna blushed at the compliment and stammered out another thank you.
Brittany and Jessica both gave her brief hugs before they said their farewells.  The three women spared a wave and a smile for Craig before they quietly exited the room. 
Craig took a step away from the bed, and anxiety bubbled up from nowhere.  She reached for his hand and entwined her fingers through his before either one of them knew what was about to happen.  “I want you to stay.  Please.”
A startled look crossed Craig’s face but instantly disappeared.  Not before Jenna saw it, however.  She uncurled her fingers and tried to let go of his hand.  This time it was his fingers that tightened to ensure they continued to hold hands.  
The doctor cleared his throat and greeted his patient and the detective with a curt nod.  “You’re one lucky lady,” he informed Jenna.  “Your MRI, x-rays, and CAT scan checked out.  Somehow you managed to fall twenty or more feet without breaking any bones, sustaining any major internal injuries, or receiving a concussion.”
Jenna flashed the doctor a huge grin.  “Trust me, I didn’t feel lucky at the time.  I do have to say though, after a night of rest, some pain medication, and being taken care of by the wonderful nurses here, I feel almost normal again.”
“Good enough to go home, I hope.  I don’t see any reason to extend your stay beyond tonight.  I’d like to discharge you in the morning.”
“That would be wonderful.”  Jenna didn’t like being cooped up in the small hospital room.  “I paid for a room at the inn until the end of the week.  I can lie around in bed there just as good as I can here.  And no offense doc, but the hotel’s a heck of a lot cheaper.” 
The doctor laughed.  Craig grunted.  He apparently didn’t find her hospital humor all that funny.  The grip on her hand tightened.  “I don’t think you should stay in a public place alone.  Not until Scott West is dealt with, anyway.”
He had a valid point, but Jenna wasn’t going to take up a bed in a hospital that someone else might actually need.  She most certainly was not going to cower in the corner because of her immoral snake of an ex-boyfriend.  “I’ll be careful.  Besides you already agreed that the inn was a safe place for a single traveling woman.”
Craig grunted and let go of her hand long enough to cross his arms in front of his chest.  “You’re still under the protective custody of EPD.  I don’t like the idea of you staying at the inn.”
“I don’t want to put out anyone I’ve just met,” she said referring to the three ladies who’d just left.  “And despite everyone’s assurance that two elderly people can defend themselves against the likes of someone who is black-hearted and strong enough to shove me off the side of a cliff, please forgive me if I refuse to put a target on their back.” 
Now it was her turn to cross her arms in front of her chest as proof that she was dead serious.  She wasn’t going to budge on this, and Detective Aquila needed to realize that.
“I’m not allowing you to become a target either,” Craig emphatically informed her.
Jenna huffed.  “Look around.”  She waved an arm.  “We’re having this conversation in a hospital because I’m already a target!”
“Not for much longer,” Craig declared.  “People are looking in every crevice and corner of this town for Scott West.”
“See, so I’ll be just fine at the inn.”
“Nope, not going to happen,” Craig insisted.  
The doctor cleared his throat.  “Now that you know you’re being discharged tomorrow morning, I’ll leave the two of you to hash out what happens after that.”  He backed out of the room, solidly shutting the door behind him.
Jenna didn’t blame the poor man.  The tension in the room amped up enough that it was almost tangible.  She would have made a quick escape too if she wasn’t one of the participants in the colossal battle of wills.  
Craig gave her a long look through narrowed eyes.  His stance was that of a man who wasn’t going to budge anytime soon.  Jenna could tell he wasn’t used to being told no, especially by a woman.  That’s just too darn bad, she thought.
“I’ll be back tomorrow morning to pick you up,” he finally said before walking toward the door.
Before she could think of a snappy comeback, he was gone.  
Jenna’s heart pounded, and she breathed hard and fast.  The detective affected her like no other man ever had.  She threw back the thin sheet, straightened the hospital gown, and limped her way to the closed door.  Jenna pushed it open and poked her head around the doorjamb.  
The two men standing by the door immediately glanced at her.  The startled-looking pair of light-blue eyes gazing at her in awe belonged to the rookie officer.  Craig’s stare didn’t waiver.  The air between them sizzled.  Just when she thought she was going to have to look away, Craig winked.
“Miss me already?” he teased.  
Before Jenna could take another breath, he leaned in, cupped the sides of her face with both of his hands, and kissed her.  His lips pressed against Jenna’s.  Her shocked sigh of distress caused her lips to part.  
His tongue thrust inside as if seeking a taste of her.  She lost all reason.  Her world narrowed until only the two of them existed.  A tingle shot from their connected lips all the way down to her toes.  She moved closer to Craig to deepen the kiss.
His hand drifted down to her shoulder and briefly tightened.   “There will be a time and a place for us, but this isn’t it.”  Before she could react, he gently put a few inches of space between their hungry bodies.  
She lost focus of everything except how Craig made her feel.  Mortified that she lost control in front of the officer guarding her door, Jenna stumbled back a step.  Craig’s strong arms immediately snaked out and wrapped around her.  “Thanks,” she muttered as soon as she regained her balance.  She was too embarrassed to look Craig or the guarding officer in the eyes. 
“Umm… I think I want a little exercise to test my legs before I’m released tomorrow.”  She slowly shuffled back into the room.  She barely managed to suppress the desire to keep from slamming the door behind her.  Craig’s lingering laughter didn’t help either.  He was the sexiest man she’d ever seen, but he was also the most infuriating too!
 



SIX
Thanks to a last minute tip on the possible location of Scott West, Craig was running late.  Unfortunately, the anonymous phone call didn’t pan out.  West’s whereabouts were still unknown, which meant that Jenna was still in danger.  He wouldn’t rest until the man was no longer a threat.  Right now, however, he had another priority, escorting Jenna somewhere safe.
Craig walked toward Jenna’s hospital room at a pace much faster than he usually would have used.   The detective wished he could blame the odd feeling that plagued him on his protective instincts.  He could not deny they were in high gear.  It was something else, however, something more elemental that urged him to reach Jenna’s side as quickly as possible.  
The eagle inside him didn’t plan to leave anything to chance when it came to Jenna Byrd.  Craig wholeheartedly agreed.  Passion simmered just below the surface every time they came near each other.  When the danger was over, he was going to take his time and explore every inch and tantalizing curve she had to offer.  
He shook off the strange feeling of warmth and need that flowed through him whenever he thought of Jenna.  Craig was going to take her to his penthouse apartment, whether she liked it or not.  It was the safest place for her to be.  And he couldn’t wait for her to live in his home.  Craig hurriedly marched toward her room.
  Jenna was full of fire.  He wouldn’t put it past her to leave the hospital on her own.  If she did, Jenna would make a beeline for the inn.  Craig wasn’t having that.  
She didn’t know she possessed the ability to use magic. Jenna was untutored and unpracticed in the art of witchcraft.  She would have no idea she had the innate ability to cast spells and call forth magic.  Her witch heritage wouldn’t do her much good since she didn’t know the first thing about it. 
Craig rounded the corner.  Jenna’s hospital room was in his line of vision.  It only took him about a quarter of a second to realize that something was terribly wrong.  The uniformed officer assigned to guard her door was nowhere in sight.  He could feel feathers ruffling just below his skin as the eagle made his displeasure known.  
His hand touched the gun strapped to his lower back.  Adrenaline poured through his body.  His heart pounded loud enough for him to hear it.  His gut dropped all the way down to his toes, or at least it felt like it did.
He slowly pushed open the door.  His eyes darted from corner to corner, taking in everything, missing nothing.  His senses were on high alert.  His worse fear remained unrealized, however.  He spotted Jenna slowly but steadily make her way out of the tiny bathroom.  
The uniformed officer stood near the bed.  He packed Jenna’s bulkier items into a cardboard box.  There were a couple of floral arrangements and a stuffed golden eagle.  The flowers he recognized from the Sheldon women.  The eagle was new and a big surprise.
 Craig greeted the officer with a gruff hello before turning all his attention to Jenna.  “I’m glad to see you didn’t ignore my advice.”
She arched a brow.  “Really, because it was less about me following orders and more about Officer Hall’s refusal to let me leave on my own.”
Craig shook hands with the uniformed rookie.  “Good work.  Your diligence is fully noted.”  Craig dismissed the younger man with a nod.  “You’re free to leave now.  I’ll watch over Ms. Byrd for the rest of the day.”  And for a long time to come if he had anything to say about it.
“Yes sir, Detective Aquila.”  The officer said a quick goodbye to Jenna and hastily exited the hospital room.  
Jenna walked over to the bed and finished loading her stuff into the box.  “So, you’re going to take over guard duty huh?”
“You better believe it.”
“How are you going to find Scott while you’re watching over me?”
“I have my ways and plenty of contacts.  It won’t be a problem.”
Jenna shrugged.  “I do not doubt your skills.  After all, it was your tracking that helped save my life.”
“Partly,” he agreed.  He didn’t think she was ready to learn about witchcraft and animal shifters.  He kept the information about the protection spell to himself.  There was time enough for her to learn about all that later.  
Jenna picked up the toy eagle.  She held it out for Craig’s inspection before hugging it to her breasts.  “Isn’t it precious?” she wanted to know.
Craig frowned.  “If you say so.”
“You don’t?”
“Golden eagles are raptors, birds of prey.”  He snorted.  “They’re fierce predators, not fuzzy toys.”  
“Well, I like it.  And it has special meaning to me.”
That got Craig’s attention.  He tried not to sound too interested, but he had to ask.  “What’s so special about eagles?”
“They’re majestic animals,” she said with a whimsical smile.  “I saw one soaring in the sky not long before you rescued me.  Golden eagles are a good omen,” she steadfastly informed him.  “At least they are for me.”  She hugged the stuffed eagle tighter.
If she only knew, Craig thought.  “Where did you get it from?”
She lovingly placed it inside her large tote bag.  “I walked down to the gift shop this morning.  I saw it and had to have it.”
Craig frowned hard.  “Officer Hall let you walk to the gift shop?”  
“Of course.  The doctor said I needed to start working my muscles, so they didn’t stiffen up on me.  I was tired of being stuck in this tiny room.”
“What if Scott was hanging around the hospital lobby looking for you.  I’m sure he knows by now that you didn’t die from the fall.”
“Officer Hall was with me the entire time.  He took excellent care of me.”
Jealousy settled like a giant lead ball in the pit of Craig’s stomach.  It didn’t sit well with him that he had to depend on other people to help protect Jenna.  “I’m sure he did,” Craig responded.  “You ready to go?”
“You better believe it!”  Her hand clenched the twin handles of the tote bag.  “Thanks for arranging to have my stuff dropped off.”  She rubbed her hands down the tight-fitting pair of jeans she wore.  “I was so tired of that hospital gown.  It feels good to be back in my own clothes.”
“You’re welcome.  The clothes you wore during the rescue were pretty grungy.”
“Not surprising.  I kind of figured that. Most of my stuff is still at the inn.  I can’t wait to return to my room and be surrounded by the few things I managed to get out of Baltimore.”
“Not happening!” Craig said with a grunt.
Jenna eyed him up and down.  “Of course it is!  The doctor’s already signed the discharge papers.  I’m dressed, packed, and ready to go!  There’s nothing you can say that’ll make me want to stay here, even for one more day!”
“You’re not staying here.”
“Umm, then where are we going if we aren’t going back to my room at the inn?”
“We’re going to my place.”  He closely watched her reaction.  “I went by the inn earlier.  I closed out your bill, packed all your things, and took them to my home.  Everything is in my guest room waiting for you.”
 “I could say I don’t feel comfortable going home with a man I just met, but we both know that would be a lie.  After all, I fell asleep in your arms the night before last.”  
Craig certainly hadn’t forgotten.  Holding Jenna in his arms and against his body without claiming her was nothing short of torture.  He pushed the memory to the back of his mind.  “Good, because my penthouse is the best place for you to be.  I don’t think there’s any way your ex-boyfriend can track you there.  And if by some chance he did, I’ll be able to protect and defend you much easier on my own territory.”
“Sold!  You don’t have to convince me of anything, Craig.  I’ve never felt safer than when I’m with you.  I trust you to find Scott, and keep me safe at the same time.”  She picked up the box.  Craig reached out to take it from her.
“Let me get that,” he insisted.
“It’s just a few flowers.  Besides, don’t you need your hands free in case we run into Scott or some other kind of trouble?”
Craig was stronger and faster than the average human.  He also possessed the killer instincts of a predator at the top of the food chain.
He calmly gripped the box on both sides and gently took it away from Jenna.  “I’ve got it.  Let’s go.”  Craig carefully tucked the box under one arm.   He entwined the fingers of his free hand with one of Jenna’s and guided her out of the room and away from the hospital.
****
It felt as if Jenna’s stomach dropped to her feet.  She wasn’t sure if it was nerves or the speed of the elevator that hurtled upward toward Craig’s penthouse apartment.  “Top of the building, huh?”  She frowned at the unpleasant thoughts that suddenly crossed her mind.
How was it that a police detective in a mid-sized town could afford to live in a penthouse apartment?  Was he into something dirty just like Scott?  She hated to doubt her rescuer.  She told the truth when she said Craig he made her feel safe.  
The problem was her instincts.  She’d trusted Scott once.  Look how well that turned out.  Not only was he a dishonest crook, but he tried to kill her too.  Jenna never thought Scott was capable of such violence.  Boy was she wrong. 
“Don’t,” Craig demanded in a harsh voice.  
Jenna jumped, startled out of her heavy thoughts.  “Don’t what?” she asked.  She tried to keep the guilt out of her voice.  Jenna winced when she failed.
“I know what you’re thinking.  I’m nothing like Scott West.”
She sucked in a sharp breath.  Her sister Jillian always told her she had an expressive face, but it was uncanny that Craig knew exactly what she was thinking.  Jenna shivered, looking down she noticed her arms were covered with goosebumps.
The elevator stopped, and the doors swished open, saving Jenna from having to come up with a suitable reply.  She followed a bristling Craig from the elevator.  She waited while he unlocked the door then followed him inside.  
“I need you to pay attention.  This is important, Jenna.  Once you enter the apartment, you have ten seconds to punch in the alarm code.  If you don’t, men with big guns will show up.  Watch me put in the code.”  
Jenna pressed into his back so she could see the four numbers he pushed on the backlit keypad.  “Okay, I got it.  I’ll remember,” she assured him.  “I’m good with numbers,” she reminded him when he gave her a doubtful look.
Jenna finally took the time to look at the apartment in detail.  Her eyes widened when she took in the unexpected yet striking southwestern décor.  “It’s beautiful,” she whispered.
“Thanks, I grew up in the deserts of Arizona.  I like to remember where I came from.”
Jenna slowly turned until she’d done a complete circle.  “I went to Arizona once with my family.  We went to see the Grand Canyon.  You did a great job capturing the spirit of the desert.  It suits you.”
“You think so?”
She really did.  He had a calm exterior but underneath lurked a deep passion.  Jenna had no doubt that it was as hot as the burning sands of any desert.  “Yes, I do.”
“My job is stressful.  I need a place where I can leave it behind when I need to.  A place to relax and just be me.”
His candid statement surprised her.  Then again, even though they hadn’t known each other very long, they didn’t feel like strangers.  “I definitely think you succeeded.  The ambiance is wonderful, so much better than the inn.  Thank you for inviting me into your home.”
“You’re welcome.  Let’s get you settled.  I put your things in the guest bedroom.”  He motioned for her to follow.  “It’s this way.  I’ll show you where everything is.”
Jenna followed, trying to see and absorb as much as she could.  The rich browns, golden yellows, and burnt oranges were warm and homey.  Craig stopped, and she peeked around him to get her first look at the guest bedroom.  It was decorated in beige, pale pink, and turquoise.  
“Wow!  It reminds me of the Painted Desert,” she said in awe.  “My family and I visited it when we were out west to see the Grand Canyon.  The canyon was striking and awe-inspiring,” she admitted.  “But the Painted Desert is my favorite memory from that trip.  It was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.  I still feel that way about it to this day.”
Craig gave her a big smile Jenna didn’t think he gifted to many people.  “Good eye! I painted the master bedroom and this room myself.  And the Painted Desert was my inspiration while I worked on them.”
Her insides heated at the thought of his most personal space.  “So your bedroom is as beautiful as this room?”
“I used the same colors, and the two rooms are very similar.  The master bedroom is about twice as big.  I like open space.  I’m sure you’ll have a chance to see it while you’re here.”
Was that an invitation? She wondered.  Jenna didn’t know exactly what to make of it, so she ignored the comment.  “If you don’t mind, I’d like to unpack.  I can’t wait to take a long, hot shower.”  She grimaced.  “Bed baths in a hospital room just don’t cut it.”
Jenna could have sworn she heard Craig groan.  She quickly glanced his way, but he had a straight face.  She wasn’t about to ask. 
He hastily stepped out of the room and into the hallway.  “Well, I’ll leave you to it.  I have a few things I want to research on your case.  I’ve put out several feelers, but nothing on West has turned up yet.”
“He’s a sneaky bastard,” Jenna agreed.  “He’s persistent too.  I’m sure he’s slinking around somewhere nearby.”
“Agreed.”  He started to leave but turned back.  “About your sister.”
“Jillian,” she softly whispered.
“Jillian,” he repeated the name.  “Where is she?”
“Why?”  Jenna couldn’t hide the alarm she felt.  
He looked perturbed.  “Either you trust me, or you don’t, Jenna.”
“Sorry.”  She knew she was overprotective of her sister.  That was a result of the early death of their parents.  Craig was right about one thing.  If she trusted him enough to temporarily move in with him, she could trust him with Jillian’s whereabouts.
“I don’t need your apologies.  I want you to let me help you,” he said in a gruff voice.
She nodded.  “Jillian is studying abroad this semester.  She’s in Italy.  I think it’s too much trouble for Scott to track her down.  She never liked Scott and avoided him as much as she could.”
“Smart girl,” Craig replied.  
“Jillian has a knack for reading people.  I should have paid more attention to the obvious dislike she seemed to harbor for Scott.”
****
Craig wished Jenna had too.  But then again if she had, she may never have run to Enigma.  They might not have crossed paths.  That depressing thought was enough to almost bring him to his knees. 
“And if it’s any consolation, I’m sure you’re right about Jillian.  She should be safe enough overseas.”  He would make sure of it.  
“That’s what I thought, but it’s good to hear someone like you agree.”
Craig made a mental note to call Lucian immediately.  He would put in a formal request for a guardian to check on Jillian.  There were guardians all over the world, for just this type of emergency.  And Lucian knew them all.
Just because she was miles and miles away from Enigma didn’t mean she was out of West’s reach.  He could hire a local thug to snatch Jillian off the street.  Of course, he wasn’t going to tell Jenna that.  Craig wanted Jenna worrying about herself, not her sister. 
“Take your time getting settled.  There’s an unlimited supply of hot water, so you don’t need to rush through the shower either.”
“Sounds heavenly.”  She gave him a happy smile.  “See you soon.”
“All right.  If something comes up and I have to go out, I’ll leave a guard on the door.  I don’t want you to step outside the apartment without me for any reason.”  
“Yes, Sir,” she agreed and turned away with a laugh.
Craig’s eagle bristled.  He reached out and grasped her upper arm.  At the unexpected touch, Jenna spun around and glared at him. “What is your problem?” she demanded.
“I want to make sure we’re on the same page, Jenna.  You’re as safe as you can be here, but there’s no reason to take unwarranted risks.  That means don’t answer the door and don’t step even one cute little toe outside the apartment.”
She gave him a girly smile and giggled.  “You think my toes are cute?”
Craig growled.  “You need to take this matter a little more seriously,” he demanded.  
Jenna sobered immediately.  “I think I am.  That’s why I’m here with you instead of peaceably resting in the solitude of my own room at the inn.”  Her eyes were so bright they sparkled as she glared at him.
Craig couldn’t help it.  She was already under his skin and delving deeper every minute they spent together.  He had to taste her.  The iron control he was well known for around the police department was all but gone.  
He stepped forward until they stood toe to toe.  He reached out and cupped her face between the palms of both hands.  His lips crashed down onto hers.  Craig held nothing back.  He nipped her bottom lip, demanding that she open for him.
She instantly complied.  His tongue shot forward, thrusting and sparring with hers.  His fingers caressed the soft and delicate skin of her face before inching up to tangle in her long, wavy, thick strands of hair.  A strangled moan of satisfaction slipped past her lips, and she pressed her shapely body against his much harder planes.  
Harsh rasping sounds filled the air as they both fought to breathe and catch their breath.  His eagle screamed for Craig to claim what was his.  He tightened his grip in her hair for a fraction of a second.  Then he gathered his resolve and pulled back.
A strangled sob of want and need slipped past Jenna’s swollen and parted lips.  Her hand flew to her mouth and lightly touched it.  
As tempting as she was, Craig took a step back.  Both from her, and the lust raging inside him.  “I was out of line.”  He acknowledged the fact, though he refused to apologize for kissing her.  “Make yourself at home and remember…”
Jenna held up a hand and sighed.  “I know, I know!  Don’t leave the apartment without you,” she said in a huff.
Craig smirked, spun on his heel, and rapidly walked to his office.  He sat down behind the desk and opened the computer file he started on Jenna’s case.  He needed to review it. First, he had something else to take care of.  He might trust EPD, but he was leaving nothing to chance when it came to Jenna’s safety.  
He grabbed his mobile phone and pushed the button that would connect him to Justin Gannon.  When the shifter was on the other end of the phone, Craig explained his concern and request.  The co-owner of Gannon Security quickly agreed.  
Disconnecting the call, he made contact with Lucian Petrakos.  Craig pointed out his concern for Jillian Byrd.  Lucian agreed it was better to be safe than sorry.  Craig was pretty sure the guardian’s quick agreement was influenced by his marriage to Jessica and his long-term friendship with Brianna.  
“As it turns out,” Petrakos confided, “I know the senior guardian in charge of protecting Italy quite well.  As luck would have it, he happens to live in Rome.”
“Excellent!”  Craig was pleased with how well things were coming together.  “Much appreciated, Lucian.”
“No problem.  Send an email with all the specifics to my council account.  I’ll contact Dante as soon as I receive the relevant information on Ms. Byrd.”
Craig said goodbye and ended the call.  Now that he had a known location for Jillian, he could use his computer and research skills to find the rest of the information he needed to send to Petrakos.  It gave him something to do while he waited for his relief.  
About twenty minutes later, he completed the dossier on Jillian Byrd. He attached the information to an email and zipped it off to Lucian.  He included another hearty thanks at the end of the correspondence.  If only finding and disposing of West were as easy.
The doorbell rang.  Craig checked the clock on his computer.  Good! Justin hadn’t wasted any time.  He heard running water and knew that Jenna was still in the shower.  The thought was a major distraction he couldn’t afford.  Mistakes were not an option.  Not when it came to Jenna.
He glanced through the peephole and was surprised to see Justin Gannon.  “Hey, man,” he greeted once he opened the door.  “I was expecting one of your wolves, figured you’d be too busy to do something as mundane as watch a door.”
Justin snorted.  “You wouldn’t believe the pile of paperwork on my desk.”
Craig raised an eyebrow.  “Well, I’m not complaining.  You and your brother are the best security experts in the state.”
“I was going to send Jenkins, but Rose caught wind of the situation.  She really wants to meet Jenna.  That’s how I got roped into this gig.  If there’s any possibility of some deranged human getting within fifteen feet of Rose, I’m going to be the one in charge of security.”
 Craig nodded.  He completely understood.  He didn’t want to let Jenna out of his sight and was having second thoughts about leaving the apartment.  But he couldn’t’ track West from inside the penthouse, at least not effectively. 
“Where is Rose?” 
He shrugged.  “She’s riding over with Scarlet.  They mentioned something about running an errand first.”
Craig frowned.  “I don’t know how long I’ll be.” 
“No problem.  Go take care of business.  I’ll stay on duty until you return or I’m relieved by one of my men.”  
“I’m going to leave Jenna a note then I’m out of here.  This is one case I can’t wait to close.”
“I completely understand.  Things were a bit intense with me until I took out the man trying to kill Rose.” 
“It’s harder than I thought it would be.  I’ve never been torn like this.  I need to find and end the threat to Jenna, but at the same time I don’t want to let her out of my sight.  Knowing you’re on the job makes it easier for me to walk out the door.”
Justin gave him a knowing look.  “I’ll make sure no harm comes to your Jenna.  Good hunting, my friend.”
 



SEVEN
Jenna’s insides were twisted in knots.  She felt much better, at least physically, after the shower.  Emotionally she was all over the map.  She was wary of Craig after the intense passion-filled kiss they shared.  Despite everything, she was anxious to see him again.  
She walked out of the guest bedroom, stopping dead in her tracks when she saw a beautiful woman sitting on the couch.  “Umm… hello,” she finally managed to stammer.  Was the beautiful blonde Craig’s girlfriend or current lover?  Jenna went icy cold at the thought.  
The woman in question stood and walked forward to give Jenna a hug.  “Hi there.  I’m Scarlet Gannon.”
“I’m Jenna.”  She quickly stepped away from the woman, putting plenty of space between them.  Scarlet, if that was really her name, was a stranger.  For all Jenna knew, Scott sent the woman to get rid of her.  
Jenna couldn’t stop herself.  She had to ask.  “Are you a friend of Craig’s?”
“We’re acquaintances.  I actually don’t know him very well,” the blonde admitted.
That was confusing.  “What brings you by, Scarlet?”
    “Craig had to go to work.  My brother-in-law is making sure you’re safe while Craig is out.  His wife Rose and I are friends with Brittany and Jessica, so we thought we’d come over and introduce ourselves.
Jenna wasn’t exactly sure what to think of the bubbly woman trying to talk her ear off.  She was relieved on several accounts, however.  She was thrilled to know that the gorgeous Scarlet was married to someone other than Craig.  And if Scarlet were friends with Brittany and Jessica, she couldn’t be all that bad.  
Jenna immediately warmed up to the other woman.  She sat down on the edge of the sofa and motioned for Scarlet to join her.  “It’s lovely to meet you.  I’m grateful for the company,” she truthfully admitted. 
“That’s what Rose and I figured. She’ll be here in a few minutes, by the way.  She left a couple of packages in the car, and she went to get them.”
As if on cue, the doorbell rang.  Jenna hesitated.  “Craig told me several times not to open the door,” she explained to her visitor.  
Scarlet laughed.  “Honey, most of the men in Enigma are fiercely protective.  You’ll learn that the longer you stay here.  Justin is out there keeping the bad guys away.  But if it makes you feel better, I’ll open it.”
Jenna didn’t want to do anything foolish to put herself in jeopardy.  She didn’t want to cower in a corner hiding from the world either.  That would be a win for Scott.  Jenna wasn’t giving up any more of her life for the jerk.
“No!  I’ll do it.  I’m not giving another inch to my ex-boyfriend.  He’s not worth it.”  
Scarlet punched the air with her fist.  “You go, Jenna!  Take back your life.”  
“I’m all for it.”  She marched toward the foyer.  “Got any ideas on that score?”
Scarlet gleefully rubbed her hands together.  “As a matter of fact, I do.    Hurry up and let Rose inside.  We’ll tell you all about it!”
Jenna glanced through the peephole.  Reassured that Scott wasn’t the one waiting, she partially opened the door.  “Hello, I’m Jenna.  And you must be Rose and Justin.” 
Justin nodded and nudged Rose through the door.  “Nice to meet you, Jenna. Now I need you ladies to move inside so I can close the door.  And make sure you lock it as soon as it’s closed.  Craig would not be happy if he saw you standing at an open door.”
Rose huffed.  “You men worry too much,” she firmly stated.  “Us women are quite capable of looking out for ourselves.  Besides, you’re the best at what you do.  Nothing or no one is getting past you.”
Justin grunted.  “I wouldn’t try selling that argument to Craig.  Go on inside,” he said with a grin.  “And try not to get into too much trouble.”  He shut the door.
Jenna locked it and looped her arm through Rose’s.  She eyed the large overflowing bags Rose carried.  Feathers and whimsical looking lace in all shades of color spilled from the container.  “What’s the plan?”
Rose sat down on the opposite end of the sofa from Scarlet, leaving the middle open for Jenna.  She patted the cushion, encouraging Jenna to sit down.  “I think with everything that’s happened this week, Craig forgot it was Halloween.”
Jenna frowned.  Halloween was one of her favorite celebrations.  It completely slipped her mind, however.  “Is Halloween a big deal in Enigma?”
Scarlet and Rose burst into laughter.  Their mirth turned to giggles that seemed to go on and on.  Finally, Rose wiped the joyful tears from her eyes and apologized.  
“Sorry about that.  It’s not printed it in the Chamber of Commerce brochures or anything, but you could say that Enigma is the Halloween capital of America.”
“Definitely” Scarlet agreed.  “As a matter of fact, our friend Julie and her husband Alessandro host an awesome Halloween costume party every year on Halloween night.”
“This is my first Halloween in Enigma, so I haven’t gotten to experience it yet,” Rose admitted.  “But all my friends have been talking about it for weeks!”
“It’s by invitation only,” Scarlet added.  
“Oh,” Jenna felt a little of her excitement wane.  “I don’t know the host and hostess, and I’ve been in town less than a week.  I don’t have an invitation.”
“Not a problem,” Rose was quick to reassure Jenna.  “Our husbands’ company is in charge of security for the event.  We brought an invitation for you.”
“I don’t know.  I don’t want to feel like a party crasher,” Jenna said with a sigh.
“That’s not going to happen,” Scarlet insisted.  “Julie and Brittany have been best buddies for decades.  Julie can’t wait to meet and welcome Enigma’s newest resident.  Did I mention that Brittany, Jessica, and Brianna will be there as well?”
Knowing the little bit of family she’d met in Enigma would be there sweetened the invitation.  She focused on something else the woman said.  “You make it sound like I moved here when in reality I’m hiding from an evil ex who’s intent on snuffing out my life.  I really haven’t decided if I’m staying yet.”
Rose and Scarlet gave each other knowing looks.  Jenna wasn’t too sure she liked their expressions.
“Craig might have a thing or two to say about that,” Rose said with a secretive smile.
Heat coursed through Jenna’s body at the thought of the scorching kiss she shared with Craig a short time before.  “We don’t have a claim on each other,” she confessed.  
“You’re fooling yourself if you think that,” Rose snorted.  “Justin and I know Craig well, at least as well as anyone else does.”
She tried to hide her chaotic feelings from Rose and Scarlet.  “We just met,” she said with a shrug of her delicate shoulders.  “Craig is only keeping me safe until the danger passes.  His home just happens to be the safest place for me now.” 
Rose snorted.  “Yeah, Justin told me the same thing, when my cousin was trying to kill me.  Even moved me into the Gannon home for my own protection.  Two months later I was planning a wedding, and four months after that Justin and I were married.”
“I could make almost the exact same claim,” Scarlet spoke up.  “A stalker followed me from Boston.  Mitch decided the small cottage I inherited from my grandmother was too isolated and unsafe.  He talked me into being his houseguest.  The next thing I know, we’re sexing it up.  Then there’s a ring on my finger, and we’re getting married.  Now I’m a happy wife and the mother of a strong and handsome baby boy!” 
Scarlet opened her purse and showed her several pictures of one of the cutest infants Jenna had ever seen.  An ache in her chest reminded her of how much she wanted a family one day.  “Wow, he certainly has a head full of the darkest hair.  Such a cutie.”
Scarlet giggled.  “Just like his daddy.”
Jenna couldn’t even begin to guess at any ulterior motives Craig might possess.  “Well, just because that’s what happened with the two of you and your men, doesn’t mean the same fate is in store for me.”  
“Craig doesn’t bring work home with him, at least not the living, breathing kind,” Scarlet informed her.
“That’s right,” Rose insisted.  “He’s very territorial, as are most of the males in Enigma.  This is Craig’s home base, his sanctuary.   He doesn’t let just anyone inside.”
Jenna wasn’t sure if they really knew what they were talking about.   The possibility turned her insides to jelly and made her heart skip a beat.  “Maybe,” was the only comment she made.  She didn’t understand her own sudden and intense connection to Craig.  She wasn’t ready to discuss it out loud with anyone else.
She needed to take control of the conversation.  “Getting back to this big Halloween bash you mentioned earlier.  It sounds intriguing, but I don’t know.  I don’t have a costume, and it’s probably too late to find a decent one now.”’
“Not at all,” Rose enthusiastically declared.  She picked up the bags she’d brought in earlier.  “We have the costume thing under control.  Brianna owns and manages a lovely little shop named Witch’s Brew.  She really gets into the spirit of Halloween.  She carries all sorts of seasonal decorations and costumes.  She helped us pick out a variety of things for you to try on.”
After all the stress she’d been under because of her urgent flight from Baltimore and the attempt on her life, she deserved a little fun.  She really wanted to see her extended family again too.  She excitedly reached for the overflowing bags.  
Jenna dumped out the contents and stared. All sorts of materials, textures, and colors greeted the three women.  “Wow look at this sexy witch costume,” Jenna exclaimed.  She held up the skimpy, black cocktail dress with the attached lacy shawl.  A large pointed, black hat with a nice sized blue stone adorning the center of the base completed the flirty and fun costume.
She couldn’t contain the joyful laughter that spilled forth.  She dropped the witch costume to one side, well away from the jumbled mess of the rest of the costumes.  “That one has possibilities,” she said between giggles.
“You might want to know that Brittany, Selena, Julie, and Jessica all went as witches last year,” Scarlett spoke up.  “They probably will again this year too.  Sexy witch is their go-to costume.”
Another look that Jenna couldn’t quite interpret passed between the two women.  Jenna didn’t want to be like everyone else in her limited circle.  She sifted through the various outfits, dismissing and moving most of them to the side.  She was about to settle for the popular choice of witch when a clump of golden brown feathers caught her eye.
She grabbed hold and gently pulled the feathered costume to the forefront.  The large, bronze and golden feathers were attached to the side and top of a heavy, bronzed, Venetian mask.  A stunning stone reminiscent of a topaz rested top center of the mask.  “Oh my, this is absolutely stunning!”  
She frantically started digging through the rest of the clothing that now surrounded her.  She had to find the rest of that costume.  It reminded her of the golden eagle she was now so fond of.  Jenna knew without a doubt that this was the costume for her.  
“I want that one,” she pointed to the mask.  “Help me find the rest of it!”
Rose and Scarlet both joined in the search.  “It’s funny, but Brianna said that’s the one you would choose,” Rose confided.  
“Really?”  Jenna didn’t remember mentioning her golden eagle fascination to her visitors.  Maybe Brianna was one of those super intuitive women with great instincts.  She spotted a large piece of brown material and yanked it out of the pile.  “Jackpot!”
Jenna shook it out to get a better look.  It was a close-fitting bodysuit made to hug a woman’s curves.  The silky material shimmered.  Many shades of brown including copper, bronze, chocolate, and russet glistened in the sunlight, putting Jenna under its spell.  
“Look at this!”  Scarlet held up a garment.  The micro mini skirt was made of the same material as the bodysuit, but it was adorned with several large brown feathers.
Jenna reached out her hand and lightly traced the soft and silky feathers.  “It’s almost like this costume was made especially for me,” she exclaimed.  “We have a winner, ladies!”  She stood up and collected all three pieces of the costume.  “It looks like it’ll fit, but I should try it on just to be sure.”
“Go ahead,” Rose waved a hand at her.  “Scarlet and I will pack up the rest of these while you do that.”
Scarlet stood and started sorting through the piles of costumes now scattered around the immediate area.  “Brianna has a pretty good eye.  I’m betting the costume you picked is a perfect fit.”  
“I guess we’ll find out soon enough!”  She stepped into the guest bedroom and quickly stripped out of her clothes and slipped on the costume.  A good look in the mirror told her the bra had to go.  The bodysuit was tight enough to leave lines.  Luckily for Jenna, her breasts were pert, and she could go braless.  Otherwise, she might have chickened out and gone with a less risqué costume.
On second thought, maybe not.  It was almost as if the costume were made for her.  It was a perfect fit, it complemented her figure, and paid tribute to her good omen, the golden eagle.   It was this costume or nothing.  
She was tickled pink that the costume fit!  If she’d been excited about the Halloween party before, she was ecstatic now.  She couldn’t wait to see members of her extended family again.  And she was thrilled for the opportunity to meet lots of new people in a safe and protected environment.
Jenna was so happy she practically skipped into the living room.  “What do you think?”  She twirled around so that Scarlet and Rose could get a good look.
“Oh my gosh!” they exclaimed in unison.   
“Craig is going to have a heart attack when he sees you in that getup!” Rose said with a saucy grin and a wink.
“I totally agree,” Scarlet chimed in.   The party tonight just got a lot more interesting!”
Anticipation fizzed through Jenna’s body.  She felt all tingly inside and was having a hard time controlling her excitement.  Jenna had a feeling that the simmering passion between them was going to reach untold heights tonight.  She paced the floor, listening to her visitors as she aimlessly moved around the living room.  
Jenna glanced at the clock.  The party started in a couple of hours.  She wasn’t going to bother changing out of the costume.  If she were ready for the party when Craig arrived, he’d have less chance to say no.  All she had to do was wait and hope he didn’t take forever to return home.
 



EIGHT
Craig bristled as he listened to the voicemail left by Justin Gannon.  He was furious with the wolf.   Craig asked the security expert to guard Jenna while she was nestled safely inside his penthouse apartment.  But instead, she was on her way to a costume party.  
He did not need this on top of the frustrating chase and failure he suffered.  He managed to track Scott West to an alley on the edge of town.  He was tensed, ready to swoop in for the takedown.  But he lost his chance!  A store owner opened the access door in the alley, and two deliverymen barreled through pushing a hand truck loaded with boxes.
Not wanting to be seen by anyone, West ducked out of the alley well away from Craig.  Opportunity lost.  Which meant that West was still on the loose, and still trying to get to Jenna.  Otherwise, he wouldn’t be skulking around Enigma.  He would have gone back to Baltimore or left the country.
And while Craig knew it would be virtually impossible for the man to get to Jenna inside Russo’s castle, Craig was furious.  He zipped across one lane of traffic and did a quick U-turn at the next intersection.  Jenna was in the opposite direction, so that’s where he was going.
He glanced down at his black jeans and T-shirt.  Not exactly a costume, but he wasn’t wasting time going back to the penthouse.  His eagle already clawed to break free.  It wouldn’t rest until Jenna was in his sights and he saw for himself that she was fine.
He turned his black, sporty car onto the desolate road that led toward the party and Jenna.  He had sharp eyesight and split-second reflexes.  He pushed the pedal to the floor, taking the curves on the winding road with ease.   He didn’t breathe easy until the large, stone castle came into view.  
Craig slammed on brakes just a few scant feet from the front door.  He threw open the door and tossed his keys to the valet.  “Keep it close,” he instructed the shifter.  “I won’t be here long.”  Craig knew that Mitch and Justin Gannon were in charge of security for the party.  The valets were employees of Gannon Security, the first line of multilayered protection. 
Even knowing how thorough the Gannon brothers were, he still had a burning need to lay eyes on Jenna.  He climbed the large stone steps two at a time.  He was stopped at the top by another wolf who greeted people and collected invitations.  Luckily, it was one of his search and rescue teammates.  
He greeted the wolf.  “I left my invitation at home.  But Jenna’s here, and I’m going in.” His narrowed eyes and harsh tone of voice signified that he meant business.  
The security guard took a small step back.  “Don’t take it personally, but I have to check with Mitch or Justin.  They aren’t working, but they’re on the premises.”
“Do what you’ve gotta do,” Craig growled.  “Justin, Rose, and Scarlet are the reason Jenna’s here, so you might want to start with him.”
Craig impatiently paced. He barely resisted the urge to force his way through the door while Mark checked with one of the big bosses.   Only a few seconds passed, but it felt like hours to Craig.  Mark must have got the okay through his earpiece because he waved the eagle shifter through.  
The large open foyer and hallway were crowded.  There had to be at least a hundred people at the party.  All of them wore costumes except, of course, him.  Finding Jenna should be an impossible task, especially since he didn’t have any idea what type of outfit she wore.  It wasn’t.
He was unexplainably drawn to Jenna.  He was able to zero in on her location immediately.  Craig stalked to his left.  In a secluded corner toward the back, he spotted a group of women loosely surrounded by their men.   He strode that way knowing in his gut that Jenna was with that cluster of people.
Right before he was on top of the gathering, they parted.  He stopped dead in his tracks at the sight that greeted him.  Craig sucked in a deep breath and let it out in a rush.  Jenna was magnificent and heartbreakingly beautiful.  She was dressed as a golden eagle, his inner self.  
As if sensing his presence, she turned and gifted him with a stunning, heartfelt smile.  She rushed up to him and threw her arms around his neck.  “I’m so glad you made it.  Everyone has been really wonderful to me, but I missed you.”
Craig put his arms around her and held her close for just a second.  He was aware that he had a very interested audience.  He wanted to reprimand her for leaving the penthouse, but he kept the biting comments to himself.  He didn’t want to spoil the moment.  Besides, she was surrounded by friends and family, who could take out any human who posed a threat.
He wanted her all to himself, had to have her.  “Say goodbye,” he whispered into her ear. 
“But, you just got here.  And I’m making so many new and wonderful friends.”
He pressed into her body and lightly nipped the side of her neck.  “I have to make love to you as soon as possible.  I need you, Jenna.  Don’t make me wait.”
****
Jenna’s knees buckled under her.  She had to grab hold of Craig’s shoulders to keep from falling into an undignified heap at his feet.  “I don’t want to wait either,” she said in a husky whisper.  She took a deep breath and tried to regain her composure.  
She slipped out of Craig’s embrace and turned to the interested group of friends and family standing behind them.  “I loved meeting everyone, and I can’t wait to see each and every one of you again.”
“But we’re calling it a night,” Craig interjected.  He nodded at everyone, entwined his fingers with Jenna’s, and walked away.  
Jenna rushed to keep pace with him.  She knew they were headed straight to his penthouse and into his bed.  Jenna thought she should be a little more nervous.  Instead, she was on fire, burning for his touch, craving his taste.  
Craig waved his hand at the valet, and the man quickly returned with his car.  He opened the door and helped Jenna inside, tipped the valet, and floored it.  Gravel spit out from under the four tires as they shot down the driveway. 
He drove fast, and Jenna sat on the edge of her seat.  Any other time she would probably be scared to death.  Anticipation and excitement for what was to come outweighed the fear, drowning it.   Tension permeated the car.  The silence was thick.  Small talk didn’t fit the moment, so Jenna didn’t say anything.   
They were only about five minutes from the penthouse when Craig finally spoke.  “Whose idea was the costume?”
“Rose and Scarlet brought over several costumes courtesy of Brianna.   As soon as I saw this one, I knew it was the one.  I thought it was another good omen.  Remember what I told you earlier about golden eagles and good omens.”
“As if I could forget,” Craig muttered under his breath.  “The costume is perfect.  You look sexy as hell in it.”
Jenna’s body heated up another few degrees.   “I kind of figured that.  What with the way you practically dragged me away from the Halloween party.”  She remembered the mask and slipped it off.
“I’m on fire for you.  It’s a good thing you didn’t stall.  I would’ve thrown you over my shoulder and absconded with you.”
Jenna gasped then let out a small laugh.  “Aren’t you afraid that someone would have tried to stop you if you did that?”
It was Craig’s turn to laugh.  He threw back his head and let loose a full belly laugh.  “They wouldn’t have interfered.  And trust me it wouldn’t be the first time something like that happened at one of Russo’s parties.”
“It was definitely a fantastic bash,” she exclaimed.  “Inside an honest to goodness castle too.  I didn’t even know there was anything like that around here.”
“Most people don’t,” Craig told her.  “Alessandro Russo makes sure it stays that way.”
“I met him,” Jenna said.  “He’s married to Brittany’s close friend Julie.”
“I know,”  Craig said.  “Everyone, at least the ones that matter, know Brittany, Julie, and Selena.  They’re as close as sisters and have been for as long as anyone can remember.”
“They were very welcoming to me,” Jenna said with a happy smile.  “If I don’t hit it off with my grandparents for some reason, I still have family in Enigma.  I’m so glad I came here. I’ve never been a big believer in fate, but I think I was definitely fated to come to Enigma.”
“Just wait,” Craig said.  “If you didn’t believe in fate before tonight, you will after.”
Jenna puzzled over the comment.  She wanted to ask him what he meant, but he parked in the underground garage next to the elevator.  He threw open his door as soon as he put the car in park.  Her door was yanked open before she could unfasten the seatbelt.  
He seemed to need to be near her.  She let him help her out of the vehicle and entwined her fingers in his.  They ran, not walked, to the elevator.  The doors slid shut, and the small metal cage began the swift rise to the top of the building.  
Craig backed her up against the wall and crushed her lips with his.  Jenna opened her lips to allow him entry.  His tongue darted into her mouth, touching and teasing as it thrust in and out.  The movement reminded her of sex.  She felt her already overheated core pulse with excitement.  
His erection pushed into her lower belly.  She couldn’t resist the temptation to press against him.  Strong hands wrapped around her hips and lifted her off the ground.  Jenna’s sex was even with his now.  She raised her legs and wrapped them around his lower back, pressing their bodies even closer together.  She was rewarded with a half growl half moan from Craig.
The cold metal of the elevator bit into her back.  It didn’t matter.  The only thing she cared about was easing the ache deep inside her.  She hungrily kissed him back, putting all of the pent-up need, desire, and passion in that one kiss.
The elevator dinged, and the doors slid open.  Jenna wasn’t aware until Craig turned her away from the wall and marched them forward.  The short distance to his front door was pure torture.  His erection rubbed against her core.  Every nerve in her body was on high alert.  Every muscle tensed, grasping for something just out of reach.
She heard the beep as he punched in the alarm code and slammed the door before locking it.  “Scott West is still out there.  I spotted him in Enigma this evening, but he got away before I could capture him.  I’ll take care of him sooner rather than later, but you have to remain vigilant until I do.”
The revelation should have dampened the overwhelming passion she experienced, but it didn’t.  She wanted and needed Craig.  “I know I’m safe with you,” she whispered between kisses.  
“I want inside you now.”  He moved forward until they were inside his bedroom.
Jenna wanted him inside her too.  As soon as he sat her on her feet, she untied the feather skirt and let it drop to the floor.  She smiled when Craig sucked in a sharp breath.  Jenna shimmied her way out of the bodysuit.  
She glanced at Craig when she finished stripping.  He stood in front of her in all his naked glory.  He was ready, willing, and able if his impressive erection was anything to go by.  He was magnificent, and he was all hers.
Craig wrapped her in his arms.  A multitude of sensations swamped her body where naked flesh came together.  She lightly ran her hands up and down his back, rubbing and caressing everywhere she touched.  
Jenna squealed when Craig lifted her off her feet and swept her onto the bed.  The soft mattress surrounded her from behind.  Craig’s firm, toned body covered her from above.  She shamelessly rubbed her body against his.  The contrast of soft versus hard, rough versus smooth increased her already out of control desire.
Craig’s leg insinuated itself between hers, pushing them wide.  She readily shifted to make room for him.  Jenna rocked her hips, bringing their bodies closer together.  His crisp chest hair scraped against her pebbled nipples. Ripples of pleasure coursed through her body.
“You’re beautiful,” Craig told her before reclaiming her mouth.  When the kiss came to an end, his lips caressed a scorching trail down her neck to each nipple.  His teeth scraped against the sensitive flesh, causing her to tremble.
She was at the height of arousal.  She’d never felt anything nearly as good as what he was making her feel.  And it only got better with every passing second.  The dampness between her legs increased, making her ready to receive him inside her body.  
“Please, Craig!” she begged as she kissed the side of his neck.  
A shuddering moan escaped her when his fingers rubbed her nether lips.  The slippery and swollen flesh separated, and a thick digit slipped inside.  Another finger pressed against the sensitive bundle of nerves that begged for his attention.  
Every nerve in her body zinged.  Her hips shot off the bed, and she thrashed her head back and forth.  His fingers slipped from her body, and she whimpered at the loss.
“Need you, now!”  Craig positioned the thick head of his erection at the entrance of her sex and nudged forward.  “Ahhhh, you feel so good.” His raspy breathing echoed around them as he pushed another inch inside her.   
Jenna thought the same thing about him.  Her body stretched to accommodate his size as he inched forward.  His erection stroked the sensitive skin of her sex.  She shuddered. 
It wasn’t enough.  She wanted to take all of Craig as deep as he could go.  She arched her back, and thrust her hips, forcing him to give her more.
Finally, his erection was fully sheathed, filling her.  He swiveled his hips and thrust in and out.  He withdrew until just the tip remained.  Then with one powerful thrust, his erection plunged inside.  
Jenna gasped and screamed Craig’s name.  Her muscles tightened, straining.  They reached for something just out of reach.  Jenna let out a tortured sigh of relief when the speed and power of his thrusts increased, giving her what she needed.
Craig lifted her hips off the bed, increasing the depth of penetration.  Her muscles seized around his probing erection.  She wanted to keep him inside of her.  
Jenna’s breath left her body in harsh gasps.  Her heart pounded against her chest.  Her fingers clenched and unclenched the comforter.  Her body was so tight, she knew her muscles would be sore tomorrow, but she didn’t care.  Just a bit more and heaven would be within her reach.  
Craig thrust forward, ramming his erection inside her.  His pelvic bone ground into the swollen and rigid bundle of nerves above her sex.  The muscles of her sex quivered from the need of a release that was all so close. 
“Mine!”  Craig screeched.  He began to frantically thrust in and out of her body.  He leaned down and touched his mouth to the flesh where neck and shoulder met.  He scraped his teeth across her sensitive skin and bit her hard enough to break the skin.  Jenna tried to turn away from him, but he refused to let go.  
Jenna lifted her hands to push against him, but overwhelming sensations took over, and her body exploded.  The bite and everything else was forgotten as her body jerked from the force of the orgasm that rolled over her.  She mindlessly writhed against him, riding out the storm, milking his erection for all it was worth.
His body froze deep inside hers.  The pressure from the bite eased and faded away.  Craig threw back his head and screamed her name as his release poured inside her.
 



NINE
It took several hours and another bout of intense lovemaking to take before Jenna and Craig were finally able to keep their hands off of each other long enough to talk.  “It’s time for a serious conversation,” Craig warned.
Her heart stalled.  However, he didn’t sound like a man about to give her the brush-off.  Jenna was grateful for that.  “I know we forgot to use protection,” she muttered.  “But I’m on the pill, and Scott and I always used condoms.”
“I’m clean as well, but that’s not what I wanted to talk about.  There’s a lot you don’t know about me, about Enigma.  But it’s time you learned.  I’m so much more than just a detective for EPD.”
“Somehow I think I always knew that,” Jenna confessed.  “I want to know everything about you.”
“I come from a long line of paranormal beings that are able to shift into animal form.  All of my male ancestors are shifters.  All of my male descendants will be shifters.”
Her mouth dropped open, and she stared at him with narrowed eyes.  “I don’t understand what that means.” Jenna frowned.
“It means that I am able to take the physical form of the bird of prey whose spirit lives inside me.”
Jenna’s hand flew to her mouth.  “You’re a golden eagle!” she insisted.  “I know you are!”
She rubbed her arms as if she was cold.  She gave Craig a long hard look. “How?” Jenna whispered.
Craig took advantage of Jenna’s confusion and preoccupation to slide behind her. He wrapped his arms around her and held on tight. He slowly loosened his grip when it was clear she wasn’t going to move away from him.
“I’m going to start at the beginning of the legend,” he said.  “This is a story that’s been passed down for many generations over the centuries.  Not just by my family or those like us, but many others as well.”
Jenna gently caressed the arms that were wrapped around her middle.  She swallowed hard enough for it to be audible.  “I want to know everything there is to know about you,” she insisted.  “I feel connected to you.  I have deep feelings for you that are only going to grow with time.  I’m honored you want to share your family history with me.”
Craig dropped a kiss on top of her head.  “You’re an extraordinary woman.  I sensed that about you the first time I laid eyes on you,” he confessed. 
“I’m going to explain how shifters and other beings like me came to be in existence.”  He paused.  When she didn’t say anything, Craig took a deep breath and launched into the tale.  
“At the beginning of civilization, in an area known as Mesopotamia, there was a wealthy old man.  His greatest desire was a male heir.   He went through three wives, but he was still denied his much wanted son.”
Jenna’s muscles stiffened, and she held herself rigidly against him.   She slowly relaxed, leaning into him.  Craig took that as a good sign and continued his recitation of the legend  
“The man knew he was nearing the end of his time, and he desperately wanted an heir.  So against his latest wife’s wishes, he bargained with one of the lesser gods.  This deity was generally thought of as evil, but the old man was desperate.  The god, who sometimes took the form of a combination of canine and bird of prey, was hungry for power and wanted to rise in the ranks among the gods.”
“It sounds like something from a mythology textbook.  What happened?  Did the old man get his son?”   
“Yes and no,” Craig replied.  “The god wanted at least ten blood sacrifices made in his honor.  One for each month of pregnancy and then one after the child was born.  The old man agreed.  He made his first sacrifice the next day and another one exactly one month later.  His wife began to show signs of pregnancy.  Thrilled beyond belief the old man continued with the sacrifices.”
“Something bad happened,” Jenna guessed.  A violent shiver shook her entire body.
Craig held her tighter but continued the story.  “The old man died with two months of pregnancy and three promised sacrifices left.  The wife who had never wanted her husband to bargain with the evil god in the first place refused to continue the sacrifices despite dire warnings issued from her husband while on his deathbed.”
Jenna sucked in a deep breath of air.  “This is a chilling story.  It’s cold enough to freeze me if I let it.”   She squeezed Craig’s hand hard.
He gave her shoulder a comforting squeeze with his free hand.  “Do you want me to keep going?”
“Oh, yes!  I want to know everything about you,” she confessed.
“Very well.  Two months later, the widow gave birth to three small and sickly male children.  The god who often took the shape of a winged canine visited her bedside and told her that she had given birth to three males that would always remind her of her folly in refusing to complete his blood sacrifices.  Since he was denied blood, she gave birth to a child that would need to take the blood of others to survive, or he’d die a slow and painful death as disease ravaged his body.  The other two males were made in the evil god’s likeness.  One could shift into a wolf at will, while the other could take the shape of the fiercest bird in that region, a falcon.”  He paused giving Jenna time to process the meaning of his words.
Jenna caressed Craig’s cheek.  “No part of this legend or anything else you share with me will make me turn my back on you.  I need you to know that.”
Craig leaned into Jenna’s touch.  “That means the world to me.  You mean the world to me,” he promised.  “And I’m glad we’re getting all of this out in the open.”  He gently turned her face toward him and lightly kissed her lips.
“Ready for more?”
“Of you or the legend,” she teased.
“Both, but I’ll finish the story first.”
Craig cleared his throat and continued.  “The midwife already noticed the strange looking fur and feathers of the second and third born.  Fearing that a dark evil was at work and that the children would be a curse to every human in the vicinity she left them outside, hoping the elements would dispose of them.”  He shrugged.  
“That’s horrible!  They were just babies,” Jenna said in disbelief.
Craig shrugged.  “People were so much more superstitious back then.  Anyone else would have done the same thing if not killed them outright.”
“I like to think I wouldn’t have,” Jenna said with a soft sigh.  “Tell me the rest,” she insisted.
“Legend has it that a goddess felt sorry for the two banished babies and enlisted a family of wolves and falcons respectively to care for them.  Against all the odds and probably with some interference and help from the benevolent gods and goddesses the falcon shifter thrived.  Eventually, he grew into a man and felt the need to be around others more like him.  He set out on his own to find a human mate.”  
“He must have found one because you’re here with me now.  What happened to the other two babies?  Do you know?”
“Obviously all three of the babies survived because wolf shifters and vampires walk the Earth today along with raptor shifters.”
****
“Have I met any other paranormal beings?”  Jenna’s curiosity was going to get the best of her.  She had to know.  
“As a matter of fact, you have.  And I think you are going to be very surprised.  Are you sure you want to learn everything in one sitting?”
“Yes!  I want to know about any and everything related to you.”
“The Gannons are descendants of wolf shifters.  Mitch is the alpha of the Enigma wolf pack.  Most of the employees of Gannon Security are part of their pack.”
“What about Rose and Scarlet?  Are they wolves too?”
“No.  Shifters and vampires are always male.  Rose and Scarlet are completely human, but they are trusted mates.  They know about the legend and the existence of paranormal beings.”
“So I met lots of wolves today.  How many umm vampires have I met?  ”
“Alessandro Russo is the oldest vampire in the Northeast.  He’s probably the only one you met tonight.  Vampires are more territorial than wolves and raptors.”
“Alessandro seemed so elegant and gentlemanly.  Nothing at all like the mystical and bloodthirsty creatures of literary and film legend.”
“Russo is many centuries old.  Don’t let his courtly manners fool you.  He’s deadly when he needs to be.  If someone threatened his existence or Julie’s, they’d die a painful and torturous death at Alessandro’s hands.”  
“Are vampires and shifters the only paranormal beings?”
“Not by a long shot.  There are cat shifters born of magic from ancient Egypt known as guardians.  Jessica’s husband is the oldest guardian in the world.  He is the most powerful being I know, and it’s his job to keep peace and harmony between humans and paranormal beings.”  
“I thought I felt power ripple off of him in waves.  He was polite but strangely aloof.”
Craig snorted.  “That perfectly describes Lucian.”
“What else?”  She was learning so much, and this was all so very fascinating to her.
“There are more, but the only other group you need to worry about are the witches.”
She frowned.  “Why?  Did I unintentionally offend a witch and now she and all her buddies are going to turn me into a toad,” she teased.  
“Quite the opposite.  You come from a long line of witches.  The Harlow family was never powerful.  The Sheldon family, however, now that’s a different story.  Brianna is the most powerful witch in the country.  Brittany is quickly catching up to her grandmother in both status and power.”
Jenna was shaken to her core.  She turned and stared at him for several seconds before she found her voice.  “Does this have anything to do with the rift between my mother and her parents?” she asked in alarm.
“Yes.  I will let your family explain the details to you.  Just know that your mom and her parents did what they did for your mother’s protection, and ultimately yours and Jillian’s as well.”  
Jenna sniffed and wiped away the tiny bit of moisture gathering in the corner of her eyes.  She couldn’t think of anything to say, so she remained silent.
“You might want to know that Julie and Selena are also witches and Selena’s husband is the second most powerful guardian in this area.  He works with Lucian on a governing body or council.  They are the law enforcers of the paranormal world.”
“But I don’t know anything about magic,” she finally managed to stutter.  “How can I be a witch?”
Craig gave Jenna a tight hug.  “I’m sure that Brianna and the other ladies will gladly take you under their wings and teach you everything you need to know.  Magic has already touched your life.  You just didn’t know about it.”
What do you mean?”
“Brianna told me that your mother didn’t practice magic.  Janie was aware of her powers, however, even if they were limited.  She must have cast a protection spell on you when you were born.  Brianna could see the remnants of it in your aura.   Brianna mentioned it the night she met you.”
She frowned.  “Is that why I survived the fall virtually unscathed?”  
“We believe so.  Your mother must have loved you very much.  This was one more way for her to protect and look out for you.”
“I never doubted her love.” Jenna loudly sniffed and silently admonished herself to pull it together.  She needed to focus on her budding relationship with Craig.  She’d concentrate on family and her heritage later.
“How come the world at large doesn’t know about shifters, guardians, witches, and vampires?”  For the first time since she learned the truth about paranormal beings, she felt more than a little uneasy.  
“The paranormal world goes to great lengths to keep our existence a secret from most humans.  It’s vital to our continued existence.  Most of the responsibility for that falls to the council I just mentioned.”
Now she was confused.  “Then why did you tell me about the legend?”  She tried not to sound scared, but her voice shook when she spoke.
 He lifted and shifted Jenna until she was facing him.  “You’re my mate, Jenna.  We began bonding the second we met.  Emotionally and physically we’re linked.  That connection will only grow with time.  Even though you don’t practice, you can draw power from the mystical universe.  It makes you paranormal and puts you under the protection of the council.”  
“This mate thing?  How does it happen, and is that why it feels so right when we’re together?”
“Yes.  One of the kinder goddesses who knew of our existence sent forth a decree into the universe ensuring that all descendants of the evil god’s curse found their one true love.  It was her way of balancing the scales so to speak.  We were created and born from a curse, but we can be saved by love.  Paranormal beings are not ruled by darkness, and we’re not evil unless you turn rogue.”
Jenna didn’t like the sounds of that.  “What happens if you go rogue?”
“It ends badly, for the rogue.  The council hunts down and disposes of rogues quickly and efficiently because they call attention to the paranormal world and therefore are a threat to our survival.” 
Jenna shivered.  “Yeah, well, I met both Lucian and Phillip at the Halloween party.  I wouldn’t want to be on either one of their bad sides.”  
Craig threw back his head and laughed.  “Guardians have that effect on all beings.”
“Let’s talk about something more pleasant,” she insisted.  “One true love, that sounds so romantic,” Jenna whispered.  She straddled his knees and lightly pressed her lips to his.  “I know it seems impossible after only a few days, but I love you and everything about you, Craig Aquila.”
“I love you too, Jenna.  And I look forward to spending an eternity by your side.”
Jenna looked at him in surprise.  “What do you mean by an eternity? Are witches immortal, are shifters?”
“No, you’re not.  Vampires, shifters, and guardians live much longer than humans or witches.  I’ve been alive for over a hundred years.  As long as I don't receive a catastrophic injury, my body heals itself and continually regenerates.  It’s almost as if I don’t age.”
The thought both fascinated and terrified Jenna.  “That doesn’t explain how you hope to spend eternity with me.  You just told me that witches aren’t immortal?”
“Vampires share their blood with their mates.  Guardians and shifters mark their mate with a bite.”
She rubbed the spot on her neck that was suddenly tingling.  Jenna gasped.  “That’s why you bit me so hard and for so long.”
  “The sharing of enzymes and bacteria in paranormal saliva and blood slows down aging and speeds up the healing process.  Barring any serious injuries mates can live as long as their paranormal partners.”
Jenna released a long and dreamy sigh.  “An eternity to spend in my eagle’s loving embrace.  I may be the luckiest woman alive!”  She certainly felt like it.  
She reconnected with her family.  She was making wonderful new friends.  She found the man she wanted to spend the rest of her life with, no matter how long that life turned out to be.   The only fly in the ointment was Scott.  But she trusted Craig and his friends to take care of that threat once and for all.  It might take time, but they’d take him down eventually.  Jenna was looking forward to that day when it came!
All thoughts of the threats, the future, and everything else fled when Craig rolled over and pinned Jenna to the mattress.  Crushing her lips and body with his weight, he showed her how much he loved her.  The couple joined their bodies together and rejoiced in each other.  Anything else would have to wait for another day!
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ONE
Big yellow eyes reflected what little light managed to penetrate the dense fog.  Dante didn’t need much to see every single detail around him.  Felines were at home in the dark.  As a guardian, Dante willingly embraced his feline traits and characteristics just as much as the use of magic he inherited from the ancient gods. 
He stealthily followed his prey on sure and silent feet, much as a cat stalks a mouse.  He could be as patient as he needed to be to get the job done, but this was going to end tonight.   After watching her for a year, Dante was done holding back.  He needed action, and he was more than ready to turn on the charm and actively pursue the woman who took over his every waking hour.  
He wanted her bad.  She was more than a favor he took on for another of his kind.  She was a fever raging inside him.  He couldn’t wait to have her, but there was a more pressing matter that had to be dealt with first.  Afterward, he’d be free to turn on the old world charm he was known for and finally seduce the woman he couldn’t get out of his mind.
Dante stalked closer without making a sound.  His victim stank from the smell of depravity and evil.  The tainted smell was offensive to Dante.  He could stand the stench long enough for his quarry to make a grave error. One wrong move, touching what Dante considered his, would be a life-ending mistake.  
Time was running out for his prey.  The guardian called on just enough magic to bring forth the strength, agility, and hunting skills of a feline while maintaining his human form.  When the time was right, he would pounce.
****
An unnatural mist swirled around her body, impeding her vision.  Jillian felt closed in surrounded as she was by the filmy white condensation.  She could only see about six inches in front of her.  Someone could walk right by her, and Jillian wouldn’t know it, unless whoever it was made a noise or reached out and touched her.  This was the first time she experienced such a weather phenomenon even though she’d been in Rome for over a year. 
Her original plan for the evening was to enjoy a leisurely stroll and soak up the sights and sounds unique to the area.  It started out well enough.  She walked to a local trattoria a couple of hours before and enjoyed a light dinner and small glass of Amaretto.  Usually, good food and drink helped soothe her nerves after a particularly rough day at work, but she was anything but relaxed now.
A cold shiver skated down her spine, causing her body to shake.  The uncanny sixth sense Jillian possessed told her that trouble stalked her.  Which was silly, because she couldn’t imagine anyone actually being able to see her in the dense fog.  Unfortunately, the uncomfortable feeling had become all too familiar the last few months.  She couldn’t help but glance fearfully around her, even though she couldn’t see anything.  
She wasn’t a pessimist by any means, but she knew something horrible was about to happen.  Jillian’s heart started to pound in her chest, and her raspy breathing sounded unusually loud.  She walked as fast as she could without actually running.  She’d do that if she could see where she was going, but fear of the unknown kept Jillian from bolting.  A decision she regretted just a few seconds later.
A large hand reached out of the fog and roughly grabbed her shoulder, halting her movement.  A startled squeak of alarm passed her lips.  She struck out with a free hand and tried to pull herself loose.  She’d been waiting for the other shoe to drop, and here it was.
Jillian glanced over her shoulder.  Even through the dense fog, she could make out the distorted face of her sister’s ex-boyfriend.  So much for the theory that she’d be safe several thousand miles away from her sister and the states. 
“Scott!  Let go of me you stupid jerk!”  She screamed, hoping someone would hear her distress call and come to her aid.  Unfortunately, she didn’t hear any answering calls or echoing footsteps rushing to help her.   
It looked like she was going to have to get out of this dangerous mess all on her own.  Which was easier said than done.  Scott West tried to kill her sister in cold blood. He wasn’t in Italy just to say hello. She needed to get away from the maniac any way she could.
She twisted her body, trying to break the man’s hold.  Before she could yank free of his grasp, a loud cat-like hiss filled the air around them.  It reminded her of the noise the big, black, stray cat that lived in the neighborhood made if anyone but Jillian got too close to it.
Before she could examine the out of place sound any further, the bruising grip of Scott’s fingers abruptly loosened their hold, and his hand fell away.  The man’s cry of surprise and fear was suddenly silenced as he was dragged away from Jillian.  Her first instinct was to help him because apparently, he was in trouble.  Then she remembered that Scott tried to kill her sister.  He pushed Jenna off of a cliff and left her for dead. He was also responsible for Jillian’s isolation. His murderous intentions kept her away from the recently discovered family she so desperately wanted to meet.    
Whatever he wanted with her couldn’t be good.  She should consider herself lucky that something took him by surprise long enough for her to get away.  Jillian wasn’t going to waste the opportunity she was given.  Unless she miscalculated, the small studio apartment she rented was only one block away.  Safety was nearby. It was up to her to get there as quickly as she could.
The worry of the unknown was drowned out by the instinctive need to survive.  She ran.  The rubber soles of her tennis shoes pounded against the cobblestone street.  The slapping sound could barely be heard thanks to her loud and ragged breathing.  She pumped her arms and ran even faster.
The bright red door of the building that housed her apartment stood out in the mist like a beacon of safety.  Jillian sharply veered right.  She flung open the door and ran for the stairs.  No one entered the building on her heels, but Jillian knew she wouldn’t breathe normally until she was behind a locked door.
She pulled the key out of her pocket and jammed it into the keyhole.  The soft snick of the lock being disengaged spurred Jillian into action.  Pushing open the door, she lunged inside, slammed the door shut, and locked it as fast as she could.
She went to the landline and immediately called for a taxi to take her to the airport.  Jillian had no idea if Scott knew the exact location of her apartment, and she wasn’t waiting around to find out.  The dispatcher assured her that the fog was patchy and wasn’t going to be a problem.  She promised to have a car there in about fifteen minutes.  
With no time to waste, Jillian hurried to her bedroom and pulled her suitcase out of its resting spot at the back of the small closet.   She haphazardly dragged clothing off their hangers and stuffed them into the bag.  She didn’t bother to be neat about it either.  She had more pressing matters than unsightly wrinkles in her clothes.   
Jillian raided her lingerie drawer next.  Scooping up an armful of sheer silk, she added the undergarments to the growing pile in her suitcase.  She didn’t take the time to see if anything matched.  She just wanted out of there as fast as possible.  
The bathroom was next on her list.  She piled as many toiletries as she could into a makeup bag and stuffed that into her purse.  A quick glance around, and she was ready to go.  Her mobile phone, passport, ID, and wallet were safely tucked inside her bag. She could buy anything else she might need once she got to Maine.  
   Rolling the piece of carry-on luggage behind her, Jillian slowly opened the door of the apartment and cautiously looked around.  The hallway was well lighted, and nothing seemed suspicious or out of place.  She turned the lock on the door, slammed it shut, grabbed the handle of her suitcase, and darted down the stairs and out the exit.  She huddled against the bright red door, trying to stay as inconspicuous as possible.   
A white compact car came to a stop right in front of the door.  The driver jumped out to help her, and Jillian breathed a deep sigh of relief at the fact that the man looked nothing like Scott West.  She might be able to make it out of this mess after all.  She rushed down the steps to meet him part way.
The taxi driver greeted her with a big smile.  He took the bag from her and stored it in the trunk.  Jillian confirmed she wanted to go to Fiumicino Airport and slid into the back seat.  
Her heartbeat and breathing finally slowed when the taxi pulled away from the curb and headed in the direction of the airport.  Jillian was beginning to believe she might actually get away from Scott unharmed.  The fear and tension inside her turned to excitement.  Enigma, Maine was within her sights.  She couldn’t wait to see her sister and meet the grandparents and distant cousins she didn’t know existed just a year ago.  
Thirty minutes later the bright lights of the airport came into view.  They made it to their destination without incident.  Jillian was reasonably sure they weren’t followed either. The airport was busy enough that she wasn’t worried about Scott showing up and trying to harm her there.
The driver parked, hopped out, opened Jillian’s door, unloaded her bag, and accepted the fare and big tip with a gracious smile.  Jillian thanked him and quickly moved into action.  She yanked up the handle of the suitcase and started walking.  She entered the building, disappearing amongst a large group of people.  It would be hard for anyone to pick her out of the crowd.  Relief settled inside her as she made her way to the counter to request a flight on the first plane headed to the East Coast of the United States.
****
Entering a locked door was child’s play to one such as him.  He slipped inside the apartment, promising himself one look was all he needed.  He wanted to make sure she wasn’t too scared and unsettled after the close call with Scott West.  He was obligated to make contact with Lucian Petrakos and report the night’s events to the head guardian, but first, he had to lay eyes on Jillian to make sure all was well.  
His inner cat hissed at the memory of the stench of her fear when the scumbag reached out of the fog to grab her.  The cat had no need to worry.  The man was no more.  Scott West wouldn’t be harming Jillian or anyone else ever again.  The guardian made sure of that.  
As stealthy as his cat, he silently entered the bedroom.  Jillian’s light floral scent was everywhere.  His cat purred when his superior sense of smell picked up on the feminine scent that he associated with Jillian.  The pleasant smell was all that remained of the woman, however.  Jillian Katherine Byrd was nowhere to be found.  
He blocked out all thoughts of Jillian and took a good look around.  The disarray in the bedroom and bathroom finally registered.  Cats were observant creatures by nature, but guardians were trained to notice all details, no matter how small they might be.  He’d been too focused on getting to Jillian to take in the details.  It only proved that keeping her at arm’s length before was the right decision.   
It looked like a tiny whirlwind raced through her living area.  Dresser drawers were half-open with garments haphazardly hanging out.  The closet looked about the same.  Disturbed dresses and tops were half on and half off their hangers.  Some lost the battle and had fallen to the bottom of the closet floor.
He couldn’t sense the presence of another being.  That only meant one thing.  His Jillian was on the run. Dante smiled.  If there was one thing his cat relished, it was the thrill of the chase.
 



TWO
Dante drummed his fingers on the table.  He wasn’t used to waiting even for someone like Lucian, the oldest and most powerful of his kind.  He stopped by to see the head guardian in person as a courtesy, but Lucian had better not keep him waiting too much longer.  Jillian Byrd was his to claim, and Dante was tired of waiting.  He was more than ready to reap the rewards of a job well done.  So far, the chase took him to Enigma, Maine, but he was far from done.
Finally, the door swung open.  Always on the alert, Dante tensed, ready to spring into action.  He instantly relaxed when he recognized Lucian.  The head guardian walked into the conference room followed by Phillip Saint John and a third man who Dante had yet to cross paths with in his many centuries of existence.  If he had to take a guess, he’d put his money on raptor.
Brisk as usual, Lucian got straight to the point.  “Dante, I don’t think you’ve left Europe in several decades.  What brings you to this continent?”  
“Jillian Byrd,” was his curt response.  Dante could be abrupt as well.  He had no interest in a longwinded conversation.  He wanted to make a final report to the council so he could move on to much more pressing matters, like the seduction of the woman who unknowingly calling to him for a year.
The stranger stiffened.  “Why?”  He snapped out the question, glaring at Dante with sharp, cold, black eyes.
If Dante were in cat form, his hackles would rise, his back would arch, his claws would come out, and he’d be spitting mad.  He raised an arrogant brow and met the stranger glare for glare.  “What’s it to you?”
“Gentlemen, Gentlemen,” Phillip’s authoritative voice echoed around the room.  “Stand down, both of you!  We’re all on the same side here,” the guardian stressed.  
It didn’t matter to Dante who was on what side.  Nobody, friend or foe was going to stand between him and Jillian.   He took a step forward, letting everyone in the room know he had no intention of standing down.  “Mine,” he hissed at the stranger.  “Jillian’s mine!”  He looked the other three males in the eyes, making sure they knew he meant business.
“Does Jillian know that?” the stranger smugly asked, squaring off with Dante.
“Enough!”  Lucian shouted.  His voice boomed out, and the power that resonated from the head guardian was enough to make everyone freeze.  
“I think introductions are in order,” Phillip, the world’s second oldest guardian, finally broke the tense silence.  
Lucian agreed.  “Dante, this is Craig Aquila.  He’s Jillian’s brother-in-law.  Craig, this is Dante, the head guardian in Central Europe.  He’s been watching over your sister-in-law for the past year.”
So, the other male was an eagle shifter.  The name said it all.  He and Craig nodded at each other, and the tension in the room dropped several notches.  
“I’m sure we all have other places we need to be.  What’s the status on Scott West, and why are you really here?” Lucian asked Dante in a clipped voice.
“West has been eliminated and disposed of.”  No one would ever find that body, thanks to Mount Etna.  “He tried to attack Jillian last night, and I put an end to the threat.  He didn’t harm her physically, but he must have scared the hell out of her.  While I was busy disposing of the body, she ran.”  
“I’d be lying if I said I didn’t want the pleasure of taking out the bastard myself, but you have my thanks and gratitude all the same,” Craig told him. “At least he’s no longer a threat to Jenna or her sister.  As far as I’m concerned, the end justifies the means.”
“It wasn’t as if I had any choice in the matter.”  His eyes narrowed to mere slits, and his jaws clenched.  “He approached Jillian, daring to touch what I consider mine.  He wasn’t walking away alive.”
The eagle shifter raised both brows.  “I can put your mind at ease about Jillian.  She called her sister during a layover in New York City.  Jillian is definitely on her way to Enigma.  Her plane will be landing in about an hour.”
“I already knew that,” Dante said with a smirk.  “Like I said, she’s the reason I’m here.  I could have filed a report with the council electronically.  I came because I know Jillian well enough to know she’d run to her sister.”
“She ran while you were getting rid of West, and you still managed to beat her to town?” Lucian asked with a shake of his head.
“Of course.  You should know that I’m nothing if not resourceful.  Jillian flew commercial, and I chartered a flight.  She had a layover in New York, I didn’t.”  
“I’m taking Jenna to the airport as soon as I leave here,” Craig informed them.
“I’m going with you.”  His blood heated, and his body tightened at the thought of seeing Jillian again.
“No.”  Craig stared at the guardian with the cutting gaze of a top predator.  “Jenna and Jillian need some time together to reconnect.  If you know her as well as you claim, you know what I’m saying is true.”
Dante’s lips tightened into a snarl, but he refrained from making any noise.  The raptor was correct.  “Twenty-four hours,” Dante warned with a hiss.  “I can’t promise to stay away from her any longer than that.”
The other three males in the room were all mated with their soul mates.  They could feel the tension that seeped from the guardian and recognized it for exactly what it was.  The cat teetered on the edge when it came to Jillian Byrd.  If he went over, not even a guardian as powerful as Lucian would be able to keep him away from the woman he desired.    
“I have an idea,” Phillip spoke up.  “Alessandro and Julie Russo are hosting their annual Halloween costume party tomorrow night,” he reminded the others. “And that get-together is becoming known as matchmaker’s heaven,” he said with a grin.
Not being from Enigma, Dante was the odd man out.  But he didn’t miss the knowing looks that passed between the other three males.  If the costume party was that important, he was willing to give it a try.  “You think Jillian will be there?” he asked.
“Jenna and I have an invitation,” Craig confirmed.  “Jenna wouldn’t miss it for the world.  All of her closest friends will be there.  And knowing my wife, she’s probably already managed to get her hands on an invitation for her sister as well.  So yeah, I’m pretty sure Jillian will be there.”
Dante knew the centuries-old vampire but not very well.  They hadn’t seen each other in decades.  He turned to Lucian.  The guardian knew all the paranormal beings in and around Enigma and most of the ones scattered all over the world as well.  “Can you get me an invitation to the party?”
Lucian grinned.  “I’m sure that Alessandro and Julie would be thrilled to have Dante the Elusive perform at their Halloween party, even on such short notice.”
“I always have a few tricks up my sleeve,” he smugly commented.  “Every magician needs a lovely woman to assist him on stage. Performing a few party tricks plays right into my favor.”  He gave them a wicked grin.  “As an encore, I can make Jillian drop into my arms.” 
“Good luck with that.”  It was Craig’s turn to smirk.  “If Jillian is anything like her sister, she’s as stubborn and strong-willed as any woman alive.”
Lucian and Phillip both snorted at the remark.  Most of the women in Enigma were stubborn, at least the ones who were witches.
“You’re going to have your work cut out for you.” Craig grinned.  “Glad I’m going to have a front row seat to the show.  I think it’s going to be quite entertaining,” he predicted.  “And I’m sure the magic tricks will be enjoyable too.”
Dante folded his arms across his chest.  “Never underestimate the powerful allure of magic.”  
“Just a reminder,” Lucian warned.  “Jillian isn’t without her own magic, even if she doesn’t know how to use it yet.”
“That’s right,” Craig agreed.  “And I’m sure once Brianna, Brittany, and Jessica take her under their wings her magic will grow and eventually blossom.  It’s only been a year, and Jenna can already create and cast simple spells on her own. Her power grows stronger every week.” 
“That only makes things more interesting. This cat never turns down a chase or runs from a challenge.”  
“You need a specialized invitation issued by Gannon Security to get in the door of Russo’s castle, but consider it done,” Lucian said.  “I’ll give Mitch Gannon a call as soon as you leave.  Mitch or Justin Gannon will hand deliver an invitation to you.  Where should I direct them to?”
“I’m staying at the inn downtown, the one on Main Street.”
Lucian nodded.  “The Gannon brothers are busy this time of year. Give them a couple of hours, but it will be in your hands before the end of the evening,” he promised.  
The four men shook hands and went their separate ways.  Dante got into the high-powered sports car he rented for the duration of his stay.  He quickly made his way to the airport while trying to stay off of Craig’s radar.  He promised not to approach Jillian for twenty-four hours, but that didn’t mean he had to stay away from her.  He had plenty of time to catch a glimpse of her at the airport, and he wouldn’t deny himself that little bit of pleasure at least.
 



THREE
“My plane landed!”  Even with the trauma of her hurried exit and the fatigue of travel beating at her, Jillian was excited to see her sister again. She also looked forward to finally meeting her brother-in-law.
“I can’t believe you’re actually here!” her sister exclaimed on the other end of the line.  “I’ve missed you so much.”
“I’m off the plane and headed your way as fast as I can walk,” Jillian said with a laugh.  “I can’t wait to see you.  It’s been way too long.” 
“Entirely my fault,” Jenna somberly took the blame.  “I’m the one that let that evil snake Scott West into our lives.  It may very well be the biggest regret of my entire life.”  
Jillian hated when her sister thought it was her job as the oldest sibling to take the blame for everything awful that happened to them.  She hissed a note of displeasure into the phone.  “Don’t you dare take responsibility for that SOB’s actions.”
“I should have known he was evil.”
“Anybody can have the wool pulled over their eyes.  You like to see the best in people, and that’s not a bad thing,” Jillian quickly reminded her sister.  “Mom and Dad would be so proud of you.  I’m proud of you.  Don’t ever forget it.”
Jenna sniffed.  “God, how I’ve missed you, and I’m so glad the nightmare is finally over.”
“Scott’s still on the loose,” Jillian felt compelled to remind her sister.  It wouldn’t do for them to let their guards down.  There was no need to make things easy for the vindictive bastard if he followed her to Maine.
“He’s not a problem anymore,” Jenna promised.
“How can you know that?”  Jillian was perplexed at her sister’s confidence that the matter was handled.  After all, she was the one who’d been there, and she had no idea what happened to Scott.  
A long sigh was the only response for several seconds.  “You’re just going to have to trust me, that’s all I can say about it for now.”  
Jillian didn’t argue.  Her brother-in-law was a detective with the Enigma Police Department, and they’d been looking for Scott West since he tried to kill Jenna a little over a year ago.  Maybe law enforcement in Italy caught him and had him in custody.  She didn’t know the ins and outs of international law enforcement, but surely, the various agencies all over the world had some way of communicating, thanks to the superior technology available.   
Jenna took advantage of Jillian’s silence and quickly changed the subject. “I can’t wait for you and Craig to finally meet each other.  You’ll love him!  I promise.  He’s nothing like Scott.”  Jenna stopped talking, and the line was silent for several seconds.
A chill snaked its way down her spine at the mention of the man who accosted her the night before.  She could only hope her sister was correct about Scott West no longer being a threat.  “I’m headed toward the exit now.  This airport doesn’t look very large.  I don’t think it’ll take me long to find you.”
  “Craig drove me to the airport and dropped me off in the passenger pickup area.  He’s going to keep circling the area until you’re ready to go.”
“Great, I’ll see you soon.  Love you!”
Jillian anxiously glanced around the small commuter airport located on the outskirts of Enigma.  It was a lot busier than she thought it would be.  The autumn leaves must be quite a tourist draw, though most of the travelers Jillian spotted appeared to be single males.  Maybe there was more business and industry in eastern Maine than she was aware of. 
Several of the men gave her appreciative stares, but Jillian was oblivious to the attention.  The willowy brunette hurried through the airport with one goal in mind.  She couldn’t wait to be reunited with her sister and meet her brother-in-law.  She was also looking forward to finally meeting her grandparents and a handful of other distant relatives.  
A long sigh slipped through Jillian’s pursed lips.  She wanted to come for a visit long before now.   However, her sister insisted she would be safer in Italy and begged Jillian to postpone her homecoming until the threat was over.  Well, Jillian didn’t know if Scott was still a threat or not, but she knew that Italy was no longer the safe haven her sister thought it was.  On the bright side, that meant there was no reason for her to stay away from the family she so desperately wanted and needed.  
Living and working in was a dream come true, but she lived the fantasy, and now she was ready to be with family.  Her study abroad was complete, she graduated, and she had several months of experience working as a translator and interpreter.  Finding another job and relocating to the East Coast shouldn’t be too difficult.
The reminder of the job she’d left behind when she fled Italy made her stop in her tracks.  A few people grumbled as they shifted to move around her. Jillian ignored them and their complaints.  The face of her enigmatic boss popped into her mind and refused to leave.  He was as elusive as his reputation, but that didn’t stop Jillian from becoming infatuated with the sexy as sin man.  Yes, she would miss her job, but she’d yearn for the man she worked for even more.
It was silly, really.  Her boss was abrupt with almost everyone, even Jillian.  She didn’t even work directly with him most of the time.  She was low woman on the totem pole at the job, but it seemed to her that he went out of his way to avoid being near her.  As a result, she usually worked directly with his personal assistant.  
Actually, her abrupt departure from Italy was probably very well timed.  She became more fixated with her boss every day.  The obsessive behavior was unusual for her, and Jillian was more than slightly alarmed by the intensity of her hunger for the elusive man. 
Some nights she even dreamed about him, imagined he was in her bedroom watching over her and whispering comforting words in a language she couldn’t understand.  The fact that Jillian didn’t understand the words he spoke was odd because she was very good with languages.  She double majored in Italian and French, but she was also fluent in Spanish and spoke enough German to get by.  But the words this man spoke were unlike anything she’d ever heard before.  They sounded ancient.
If the strangeness of the language weren’t enough, the words had an odd effect on her.  Like a spell, they seemed to weave themselves around Jillian and surround her in a cocoon of warmth and protection.  It was a conflicting sensation, both comforting and confusing all at once.   The dreams were so vivid and real they made her question her sanity.   She usually woke up, an aching mass of want and need, craving the man who occasionally watched her with brooding eyes but refused to let her close.  
Jillian took a deep breath, shaking off the thick cloud of doubt and regret.  Longing for a man she couldn’t have was a waste of time and energy.  She focused and pushed the image and memory of her boss out of her brain.  He was in Italy, and she was in the United States. With time and distance, the intense physical desire she harbored for him would hopefully fade away to nothing.  
Her sister deserved to be the center of her attention.  The two of them were close, and her sister was always there for her, especially since the death of their parents.  She didn’t want Jenna to think she left her heart in Italy.  That would cause her to worry like the big sister she was, and their reunion should be a joyous occasion.
She bypassed baggage claim, happy to be wheeling a carry-on bag behind her.  She would have to arrange to have the few things she left behind shipped to her sister’s apartment as soon as possible.  She’d also have to contact her landlord.  Luckily, her lease was month to month.  Jillian was sure her ultra-efficient sister would help make the transition from Italy to Maine seem simpler than it actually was.  
The glow of an exit sign loomed ahead, and Jillian surged forward. The peace of mind that only came from being with loved ones was within her grasp, just beyond the glass doors straight ahead.  She pushed herself harder and lengthened her stride.  Her fingertips were just inches away from the exit and freedom.
Suddenly, the hairs on the back of her neck stood on end, making Jillian come to an abrupt stop.  Momentum made her stumble, but she caught her balance and kept herself from falling.  Her sixth sense, as some people liked to call it, was well-developed.   Right this second, it tingled like crazy, warning her that she was being watched.   
Jillian whipped her head from side to side, taking in everything and everyone around her.  Everybody appeared to be going about their own business.  No one seemed to be fixated on her or even glancing her way.  Still, she couldn’t shake the feeling that she was in someone’s crosshairs, and they were watching her with an intensity so intense it bordered on obsessive.  A chill swept up and down her spine, and Jillian shivered.   
Shaking off the imposing feeling that her life was about to change forever, Jillian reached the glass doors and pushed them open, stepping out into the filtered sunlight of a crisp autumn day.   Her sister stood near the exit, and she was the first person Jillian saw.  Both women exclaimed the other’s name at the same time.  
“Jillian!”  
“Jenna!”  The unsettling mood of just a few seconds before completely disappeared.  Jillian let go of the suitcase handle and threw her arms around her sister.  “I can’t believe I’m finally here!”  Tears of joy clogged her voice, making speech difficult.
“Me either!  I have so much to tell you, and there are so many people who can’t wait to meet you.”  Jenna’s face clouded over with a guilty look.  “I’m sorry that I insisted you stay in Italy, but I hope you know it was for your own good.” 
“My rational brain never doubted that for a second,” Jillian admitted.  “But my feelings and emotions are a whole other story.”
“I know, and I’m sorry.  I just didn’t want you to become an easy target for Scott.  I would never have been able to forgive myself if he hurt you or worse.”
“Even if he did hurt me, it wouldn’t have been your fault.  The man is pure evil, and it had nothing what so ever to do with you.”
“I thought you were a lot safer in Italy several thousand miles away from my ex-boyfriend and his dangerous, twisted game of revenge.” Jenna stopped talking and looked her sister over from head to toe.  She even lightly ran her hands over Jillian’s face, arms, and sides.  “I can’t believe he actually went all the way to Europe to track you down.”
Jillian loudly cleared her throat.  “Well, I guess Craig did such a great job of protecting you, he thought I’d be the easier target after all.”  She gave her sister a nonchalant shrug.  “But I’m fine.  He didn’t get a chance to do anything other than grab my shoulder.  I have five small bruises that match his fingers and thumb, that’s it.”
Jenna narrowed her eyes, and a harsh frown marred her delicate features.  “Bruises are bad enough!”
“I guess I was lucky.  You know, it was bizarre, almost like magic.  Scott was there one second and gone the next.”
“Magic is such a wonderful thing,” Jenna replied with a mysterious looking smile.
Jillian didn’t question her sister’s odd comment.  Magic was the least of her worries.  She’d left all the magic in her life behind in Italy. “About Scott, I could have sworn someone was following me back in the terminal. Are you sure he’s no longer a threat?  He managed to evade your husband and the law for over a year, are you certain he’s finally been caught?”
The change that came over Jenna was so sudden and drastic it was comical.  Jillian almost laughed.  She probably would have, if the subject weren’t so serious.  It was apparent her sister didn’t want to answer the question for whatever reason.
“Umm, I can’t explain the how right now.  Just know that Scott will no longer be a threat to you, me, or anyone else, and of that I’m positive.”
“I think I get it.  You have inside information because of Craig’s job, and you don’t want to get him into trouble.  I can understand that. I still don’t get the need for secrecy, especially since you’re the one that filed a complaint and pressed charges against the psycho in the first place.”
“I’ll be able to explain everything to you later,” she promised.  Jenna looked like she wanted to say more, but she nipped at her bottom lip instead.   Finally, she broke the tense silence.  “Are you sure you didn’t see what happened to him?  It’s all right to tell me anything you thought you might have seen, no matter how strange it seemed at the time.”
She gave her sister a confused look and shook her head really hard.  Her sister was acting odd, and it was beginning to bother Jillian.  “Actually, it was really foggy, and that stuff was as thick as pea soup,” she said trying to make a joke.
Jenna didn’t laugh.  “Well, at least you got away from him unscathed.  You’ll be safe now that you’re in Enigma.”
Jillian wasn’t so sure about that, but she kept her reservations to herself.  Talk of Scott was enough of a damper on their reunion.  She wasn’t going to make things worse by mentioning the fact that her sixth sense was tingling like crazy, warning her of something. 
A large black SUV glided to a smooth stop next to the curb right in front of them.  “There’s Craig!” her sister was unable to hide the enthusiasm and love in her voice.  
Jillian sighed and pasted on a big smile, hoping it didn’t look too fake.  She’d heard a lot about her new brother-in-law, but she felt like Jenna was holding something back every time she mentioned her husband.  But that may stem from the hurt feelings Jillian suffered when she found out her sister eloped without inviting her to the ceremony.  What was worse, Jenna didn’t even bother to tell her about it until after the fact. 
She watched the tall, dark, and handsome man exit the vehicle and move toward her.  He was definitely a head turner, and Jillian could see why her sister was taken with the man.  He was good-looking by most people’s standards, and confidence seemed to ooze from her brother-in-law.  
Something about him reminded Jillian of her boss.  She concentrated really hard, trying to put her finger on it.  It wasn’t their looks.  Both of them were sexy and had dark hair, but their features were nothing alike.  Craig was lean, and his facial features were sharp.  
Her boss was a couple of inches taller, and he was more muscular, though both men looked more than strong enough to handle any physical challenge thrown their way.  There was a hidden vibe of darkness and danger that clung to Craig Aquila.  Jillian decided that was what the two men had in common more than anything else.
Jillian allowed her sister to pull her forward.  She accepted and returned the light hug her brother-in-law offered.  “It’s great to finally meet you.”  She tried to keep the hard feelings out of her voice, but if the arrogant arch of his eyebrow was any indication, she failed miserably.  
“Same here,” he said with a pleasant smile.  “Jenna talks about you a lot. I feel like I already know you.”
“Wish I could say the same.”  Jillian slapped a hand over her mouth and stopped talking.  She hadn’t meant to say the reproving comment out loud.  From the crooked grin Craig gave her and the wide-eyed look of embarrassment her sister sent her way, she knew she had.  Talk about making a bad first impression.
“Sorry, I shouldn’t have said that.”  She tried to sound as contrite as possible.
“Don’t worry about it.” Craig smoothly defused the tension by shrugging off Jenna’s bad manners.  “I know how close you and your sister are.  So I’m sure you have to know that she didn’t keep you at a distance to hurt your feelings.  She did it to keep you away from a dangerous situation that could have exploded at any time.  She wasn’t willing to take a chance with your safety, and you should know that without me having to spell it out for you.”
Jenna placed a hand on her husband’s shoulder, and he stopped talking.  
Jillian noted the silent look that passed between them and inwardly sighed.  The last thing she wanted was to get off on the wrong foot with her brother-in-law.  That would only make the growing distance between her and her sister worse.  
She slowly raised her hands.  “You’re exactly right, and I know that.  Let’s start over.”  She reached out and hugged him again.  “Hi, I’m Jillian, and it’s a pleasure to meet you.”
“Likewise,” Craig said returning the embrace.  “Let me help with that,” he offered when they moved away from each other.  He grabbed her suitcase and hoisted it into the back of the SUV.  
They settled inside the large vehicle, and Craig drove away from the curb.  Jillian stretched out her legs in the roomy backseat.  “Wow, this feels good after being cooped up in that tin can of a plane for several hours.”
“Once you get settled in at the apartment, I’ll drive us into downtown Enigma, and you can have a look around Main Street.  The ladies have been dying to meet you ever since I moved here.  Now that you’re finally here, it will only take one phone call, and they’ll drop everything to meet us in the square.”
Jillian let out a deep breath. Good vibes surrounded her, and her body finally relaxed.  It was a welcome feeling after living on pins and needles for so long. “Sounds wonderful, I know you well enough to know we’ll probably get some shopping done somewhere in there too.”
“Of course, Halloween is tomorrow night!”
“So?” Other than leaving out a bowl of candy for the neighborhood children, the Byrd sisters hadn’t celebrated Halloween in more than a decade.  Jillian couldn’t quite figure out why her sister would want to go shopping because of Halloween.
“So, we’re going to be pushing our luck trying to find the perfect costume for you.”
“I don’t need a costume to hand out candy,” Jillian insisted.  “I’m pretty sure the trick-or-treaters couldn’t care less about what we’re wearing as long as we give away good candy.”
Jenna threw back her head and laughed.  “You’re not handing out candy. We’re going to a costume party.  It’s extravagant, exciting, and you don’t want to miss it.  It’s even held in a real castle.”
“Really?” Jillian arched a brow and gave her sister a funny look.  “When did you get so into Halloween?”
“Since last year. Halloween is sort of a big deal in Enigma.  There’s no way I’m letting you miss out on the party of the year.”
Craig snorted but didn’t say anything.  He probably didn’t want to go to a costume party either.
“Sounds kinda interesting.  A castle, huh?  Next, you’ll be telling me witches, vampires, and werewolves are real.”  
Craig had a coughing fit, and Jenna slapped him on the back a couple of times.  As soon as her brother-in-law got his coughing under control, he and Jenna flicked nervous glances at each other.  The flashy smile Jillian sported slowly died.  Jillian couldn’t help but notice that neither one of them rushed to deny her silly statement.  
A flutter of unease settled in her stomach.  The weird feeling from the airport was back, and her senses screamed a warning that maybe she should take a little more seriously.  Good lord, had her sister managed to get herself involved with some kind of crazy cult?
Craig broke the uneasy silence.  “Actually, I think the shopping idea is a great one.”  He glanced at Jenna.  “I have a bunch of paperwork waiting for me on my desk, including a case I need to close.”
Jillian frowned, and her body tensed.  Maybe she could get the inside scoop on what happened to Scott straight from the source’s mouth.  “Does your paperwork have anything to do with Scott West?  Jenna said he wasn’t going to be a problem anymore, but I need more concrete details if I’m going to be able to sleep at night.”  
A long, masculine sigh filled the interior of the SUV.  “I don’t think Scott is the one who’s going to be keeping you awake at night,” Craig mumbled under his breath. “I’m sorry, but I can’t give you the details yet.  But West will never be a problem for anyone ever again.”
It was Jillian’s turn to sigh.  “That’s exactly what Jenna said, and I know it should be enough to ease my fears, but it’s not.”
 Jenna crossed her arms and gave Craig a mutinous stare.  “This really sucks.  We should be able to tell her everything! Why is Lucian being so difficult about this?  I’m her sister.  I should be the one to tell her!”
“You know why,” Craig insisted.  When she looked like she might argue, he gave Jenna a negative shake of his head, silencing her with a sharp look. Jenna didn’t look happy about it, but she didn’t say another word.
Jillian frowned.  Who was this Lucian person, and what kind of control did he have over her brother-in-law and sister?  “Is Lucian your boss?”  Was he the leader of some strange cult her sister managed to get involved with?    
“You could kind of say that about Lucian.  He thinks he’s everyone’s boss,” Craig said with a smirk. 
“Well, what’s his connection to Scott and the case?  Is he going to want to ask me questions about what happened in Italy?”
“I doubt it.  He probably knows more about what happened last night than you do,” Craig told her in a matter of fact voice.  The cryptic reply she got from him did nothing to settle her nerves.  It only made her more suspicious.  
Jenna tried to supply a little more information. “This is an oversimplified way of looking at things, but Lucian is in charge of a select group that looks after the wellbeing of many.”
Jillian furrowed her brows.  She didn’t remember her sister being so cryptic.  “Oh, was he like your personal bodyguard, does he own a private security company?”    
“No, that would be the Gannon brothers.  What Lucian does is much more complicated. It would take way too long to explain right now.  We’ll save that for another day. All you need to know for now is that Craig is the liaison between Lucian and the Enigma Police Department.  Lucian and his group helped the Enigma Police Department find Scott.”  
Jenna’s much lengthier explanation eased some of the building tension and helped settle Jillian’s nerves.  “So many new names, it does sound a little too complicated for my jetlagged brain,” she admitted with a weary sigh.
“Actually, Lucian is married to our distant cousin Jessica.  You’ll get to meet them at the Halloween party.  The two Gannon brothers and their wives will be there also.  We aren’t related, but they’re close friends with our cousins.  Rose and Scarlet were the first friends I made in Enigma, other than Craig of course.”
“The costume party does intrigue me.  An evening of harmless entertainment would be well received after the last twenty-four hours.”  
“You have no idea,” Craig mumbled.
She couldn’t tell if he meant the words as an affirmation or a warning.  It didn’t really matter.  The party was a big deal for her sister, so she was going to try her best to relax and enjoy the occasion.
“You are such a male,” Jenna accused.  “Don’t let him discourage you, Jillian.  It’s going to be an unforgettable experience,” she insisted.
This time Craig grinned from ear to ear.  She stared at her brother-in-law and waited for an explanation to his reaction, but he remained silent.
Jillian wanted to bridge the gap that grew between her and her sister over the past year.  She also wanted to fit in and make a few friends.  The Halloween party seemed like the best place to start.  “I’m in,” she promised.
“Great! As soon as you’re rested, we’ll go see Brianna at the Witch’s Brew.”
“Please refresh my memory on our connection with her.”  She was having a hard time keeping everyone straight in her mind.
“She’s friends with Lucian, which is how I originally met her.  As it turns out, Brianna’s mom and our great-grandmother were sisters.  She’s the one that told me our grandparents are still alive.  She also introduced me to our distant cousins, Brittany and Jessica.”
“Brittany is her granddaughter, right?”  
“Yes, and Jessica is her great-niece.”  
 “What’s the Witch’s Brew?” 
“It’s Brianna’s gift shop, and she has the best selection of costumes in town.”
“I can’t wait to meet her.  It sounds like she helped you a lot when you first came to town.”
“You have no idea.  The ladies are the best, and I can’t wait for you to meet them.  It’s no longer you and me against the world.  We have so many people here that love us.  Coming to Enigma was the best thing that could have happened to me when I ran from Scott.”
“I’ll definitely agree with that.”  The conversation was getting a little heavy for her peace of mind, so she quickly changed the subject.  “Do you think Brianna will have a lot of costumes for us to choose from this close to Halloween?”  If she was going to do this thing, she was going to do it right.
Waving a hand in the air, Jenna gave her a big smile.  “Oh, I wouldn’t worry about a thing.  Brianna has a knack for matching a person with the perfect costume.  I love the one she helped pick out for me last year. So much so that I’m wearing it again this year too.”
Jillian raised a brow at her sister’s testimonial.  “I’ll take your word for it.”
“Seeing is believing,” Jenna insisted.  “I can’t wait for Brianna to work her magic with you.”  A secret smile tugged at the corners of her sister’s mouth.  
Before Jillian could question Jenna any further, Craig turned into a parking garage.  He drove to a second gate that required a key card for entrance.  After driving through the gate, he parked in a reserved space right next to the elevator.  Jillian turned in her seat, taking in the surroundings.  The well-lighted area looked secure and safe.
“This part of the parking structure and the elevator are private.  You need a key card for access.  This elevator opens directly in front of our apartment,” Craig informed her.  “It’s the only apartment on the top floor.”
“Wow, I’m impressed.  Even if Scott were still out there, I’d feel safe enough staying here.”
“That’s the idea.  Your sister has an extra key she’ll give you once you’re settled.  That way you can come and go as you please while you’re visiting.  If it gets lost or stolen let me know immediately so that I can notify one of the Gannons.”
“Definitely, if I’d known the security here was so topnotch, I wouldn’t have worried about you half as much as I did,” Jillian confessed to her sister.
“With Craig by my side, I was always safe,” Jenna told her.  “I was more worried about you.  That’s why I kept my distance.  I didn’t want to give Scott a reason to target you.”
Jillian sighed.  “Like that lunatic needed a reason.”
“I totally agree,” Craig said.  He cleared his throat.  “I don’t mean to rush you, but I need to go into EPD and finish an ever-growing stack of paperwork,” he reminded the ladies.
Jenna leaned over and kissed Craig.  “Don’t worry about seeing us up, we’ll be fine.”
“Nonsense,” Craig informed his wife, before putting his mouth on her lips for another quick kiss.  “I have enough time to escort the two of you to the apartment, and I’ll carry Jillian’s bag for her.  I don’t want my sister-in-law to think I don’t have any manners.”
Jillian offered him a grateful smile.  She was beginning to see why her sister fell so hard and fast for the detective.  “I would never think that.  I imagine your job can be quite demanding even in a town the size of Enigma.”
“Sometimes it’s a matter of life and death,” Craig agreed.  “Today, however, it’s only paperwork demanding my attention, and it’s not going anywhere.”
The three of them exited the SUV.  Craig refused to let her take her own bag, even though she tried.  He wasn’t kidding about the manners thing, Jillian decided, giving in gracefully.  She linked arms with her sister, and they followed Craig onto the waiting elevator car.  It quietly and swiftly ascended to the top floor.  
“Welcome to our home,” Jenna said as soon as she keyed in the security code and opened the door.
Jillian’s breath immediately caught in her throat.  “It’s absolutely gorgeous.  It reminds me of the trip we took to the desert when we were children.  The color scheme is incredible.  It’s so warm and inviting.”
“That’s exactly what I thought the first time I saw it too,” Jenna agreed.  “Craig gave me free reign to redecorate when we got married, but I didn’t want to change a thing.”
“I can’t blame you for that.  It’s perfect just the way it is.”  Jillian slowly did a complete circle so that she could see everything in view.  “I’m going to love staying here until I find a job and relocate,” she enthusiastically exclaimed. 
“I’m sure you’re excited to start the next phase of your life,” her sister piped up, “but don’t be in a hurry on our account.  This apartment is a lot larger than it looks.  There’s plenty of room for you here.”
“That’s right,” Craig was quick to add.  “Our home is your home.  Your sister is thrilled to have you close once again, and anything that makes Jenna happy makes me happy as well.”  
Her eyes watered, and Jenna lightly sniffed.  “Thank you so much.  You’ll never know how much I needed to hear that.”  Being kept away from her much-loved older sister and unable to meet their newly discovered family had taken its toll on Jillian.  She understood the reasoning behind Jenna’s request for her to stay safe in Italy, but sometimes the forced separation and the great distance made Jillian feel isolated and unwanted. 
If it weren’t for the job that practically fell into her lap after graduation, Jillian would have probably gone crazy from the worry, fear, and loneliness.  She pulled up sharp at the reminder of her job.  Someone at work was probably wondering what happened to her.  She was going to have to call and explain her hasty retreat back to the states.  She was going to have to resign also.  The thought made her sad, but it had to be done.
Her sister started talking to her, snagging her attention.  “The guest bedroom is this way.  I have a feeling you’re going to love it!” Jenna exclaimed.
She followed her sister and brother-in-law to the back of the apartment.  Craig opened a door on the far right and placed her suitcase next to a queen-sized bed.  She glanced around him to get her first look at the guest bedroom.  It was decorated in beige, pale pink, and turquoise.  
“Absolutely stunning,” she said in a breathless voice.  It reminds me of the Painted Desert, which is my favorite memory from the desert trip.  At the time, it was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.”
“I knew you’d love it!” Jenna beamed.  “I said almost the same thing the first time I saw it.”
“I hate to interrupt,” Craig gave his wife an indulgent smile.  “But I need to get going.”
“Do you have to?” Jenna asked with a pout. 
“I need to clear my desk and take care of any urgent matters before tomorrow. I don’t want any interruptions during the party, because I have a feeling I’m not gonna want to miss a thing this year.”
“I don’t remember you being so excited about the costume party last year,” Jenna said as soon as the couple pulled apart.  “As a matter of fact, you didn’t even wear a costume.”
He gave her a smug look.  “There’s going to be a special guest this year, and I have a feeling that sparks are gonna fly.”
“Maybe I should see if Brianna has a costume for you too,” Jenna teased.  “Why should Jillian and I have all the fun, anyway?”
Craig lost his smug look, but not his spirit of adventure.  “Go ahead, I trust Brianna’s judgment.  Like you said before, she has a talent.”
Jillian watched the flirty banter between the two with a lopsided grin.  The love they shared was obvious.  And it was nice to see her sister so happy.  Jenna never glowed like this when she was with Scott.
“I love you,” Craig whispered into his wife’s ear.  “Remember to stay alert and be careful out there,” he reminded the women.  “Just because Scott is no longer a threat doesn’t mean you can be lax with your personal safety.”  He kissed Jenna goodbye, gave Jillian a friendly pat on the shoulder, and disappeared.
“I can see why you fell in love with him,” she said as soon as she was sure her brother-in-law was out of earshot.  
Her sister giggled like a teenager.  “I do love him, and I know he loves me.  I can’t wait for you to find someone as special as he is.”  She grinned.  “Who knows, maybe you’ll meet someone tomorrow night.  This particular Halloween party has a reputation of bringing soul mates together.”
Jillian sat on the edge of the bed and gave her sister a long, hard look.  “I’m not so sure there’s any such thing.”  An image of her mysterious boss filtered through her mind, and she let out a deep sigh of distress.  
“I wasn’t either until I moved to Enigma and met Craig.  Deep down inside with an unwavering faith so strong, it can never be shaken, I know he’s my soul mate.”  She clutched her heart.  “I know we were meant to be.”  
“It does look that way,” she agreed not wanting to say anything that would upset her sister.  She still wasn’t convinced that there was any such thing as a soul mate.  
“And I’m not the only one.   Brittany and Jessica would say the same thing about their husbands.  Actually, the rumor of mated souls or soul mates kind of got started because of Brittany and her friends Julie and Selena.  They’re almost legendary in certain circles around Enigma.”
“Rumors are just that, rumors.  I don’t put much stock in them.  I’m sure most people think they’ve found their soul mate,” she told her sister.  “That is until they find themselves in divorce court.”
“You’re such a cynic, Jillian.  The divorce rate in Enigma is almost nonexistent,” she said with another of her secretive smiles.   
Jillian shook her head but didn’t argue.  It was apparent her sister and all of her friends were head over heels in love.  Maybe one day she would know the magical feeling of being loved and cherished, and then she’d believe in soul mates too.
“The guest bathroom is one room down, and the master bedroom is on the other side of the apartment.  I love the layout because we don’t have to worry about disturbing guests and vice versa.”
“I love the whole apartment,” Jillian sighed.  “It won’t be a chore to stay here.”  She briskly rubbed her arms.
“But…”
“But nothing, I’m just being silly.”
Jenna sat down on the bed next to her.  “True feelings are never silly.  I can tell from the tone of your voice and your body language that something is wrong.”
“I’m so happy for you, but at the same time, I can’t help but feel like I was left behind.”  She dashed a tear from her eye.
“Oh, honey.”  Jenna reached over and hugged her tight, just like she used to do when they were younger.
“See, I told you it was silly.”
“And I told you feelings are never silly.  You should listen to your big sister,” she teased.  “I’m always right, remember?”
Jillian snorted, but at least she wasn’t crying anymore.  “I’m all mixed up.  I can’t wait to move on to the next chapter of my life, but I miss Italy and the job I left behind.  I’m thrilled that we’re finally together again, but your life is so much different than it was before, and I feel like I’m stuck in limbo.”
“I’m sure your unplanned flight from Italy and leaving everything behind didn’t help.  Things always have a way of sorting themselves out, you’ll see.”
“I guess.”
“Remember, Mom used to always say that everything happens for a reason.  I think she was right.”
“Really, you actually believe that?  You think there’s a reason your ex-boyfriend turned out to be an evil fiend who tried to kill you?”
“Of course, if I hadn’t been running from him, I might never have found my way to Enigma.  Our family and Craig were here waiting for me, I just had to find them, and I did.”
Jillian couldn’t argue with that, so she kept her mouth shut.  
“I’ll give you a complete tour of the penthouse after you’re rested,” Jenna promised.
 “The bed does look awfully inviting.” Jillian tried but failed to suppress a yawn.  “But there’s no way I’m going to nap because resting now will make it almost impossible for me to sleep tonight. My body needs to get used to Eastern Daylight Time instead of Central European Time.”
“You need to be well rested for the party tomorrow night.  Tossing and turning tonight is definitely not an option.”    
A sudden chill made Jillian vigorously rub her arms.  Her intuition was trying to tell her something about the party, but she didn’t know what it was.  “Is it going to be a late night?”
“Probably, people don’t usually leave until midnight.”  Jenna blushed bright red.
“What?”  She pounced at the opportunity to shrug off her uneasiness and focus on her sister.  
“I was only at the party about an hour last year before Craig swept me off my feet and rushed me back here, where we declared our undying love for each other.”
“Wow!  That is so romantic.  No wonder the Halloween party is important to you.  It has sentimental value and great memories attached to it.  It sounds like the kind of story you’ll definitely want to share with my nieces and nephews if and when they come along.”
Jenna shrugged.  “Like I said, that party has a reputation of bringing people together.”  A secretive smile curved her lips.  “Maybe this year is your turn.  If there’s one thing I’ve learned from living in Enigma, it’s that there’s not really any such thing as coincidences, and here you are just in time to attend this year’s party.”
“We’ll see.”  The only thing she saw was her boss’s sexy face.  And that wasn’t going to happen, because he was thousands of miles away.  She sighed.
“Let’s go visit Brianna at the Witch’s Brew.  I’ll call Brittany while we’re on the way, and she’ll notify the others to see if they can meet us for a latte or sweet treat from the new bakery in the town square. After we finish there, I’ll take you to our grandparents’ house.  They don’t get out and about much, so we’ll go to them.”
Jillian wrung her hands together.  “I’ve been dying to meet Brianna, Brittany, Jessica, and our grandparents. But now that the moment is almost here, I’m so nervous, I feel like I might actually be sick.”
“There’s nothing to be nervous about just be your usual lovable self.  All of them would have shown up at the airport to greet you if I’d let them know you were coming, but I didn’t want you to be overwhelmed.”
“Too late for that, but I’d almost kill for a double shot of chocolate right about now.  I’m sure the chocolate will go a long way in helping to calm my runaway emotions and nerves.”
Jenna laughed.  “Everyone is going to love you, and you are going to love them, I promise.”
“I hope so.  Just give me five minutes to change clothes and wash my face, and then I’ll be ready to go.”
 



FOUR
Her sister hadn’t been kidding about the castle.  It was eccentric and fascinating all at the same time.  The vast Gothic structure was more suited to Europe than Maine, but somehow it fit.   It was definitely done up right for the occasion.
Thousands of cobwebs were spread out on the walls and various arches.  Mist covered the floor and swirled around the guests’ feet and legs.  Spooky organ music reminiscent of Halloween filled the air, adding to the ambiance. What looked like a hundred people decked out in elaborate costumes filled the great hall of the castle.  
“This is spectacular, but I don’t know how much fun I’m going to have.”
Jenna wrinkled her brows.  “Why?”
“I feel like everyone is staring at me,” Jillian leaned in and whispered to her sister.  She rubbed her palms down the white Grecian inspired gown she wore, smoothing out wrinkles that weren’t there. 
“They probably are.  I bet you’re the sexiest woman at the party,” her sister answered. 
“Hardly,” Jillian giggled.  “Craig is going to have his hands full keeping men away from you.”
Jenna looked down at her feather-covered bodysuit and scoffed at Jillian.  “My husband is the only male that’s going to notice me when they all get a look at your backless gown.  The material is so thin, I can almost see through it.  The men are going to love that dress!”
“I know.”  She twirled around in a circle.  “It’s decadent, isn’t it?” Jillian asked with a saucy grin.  
“Decadent, sexy, intriguing, feminine, and beautiful just like you.  The jeweled waistline sparkles in the light, capturing all passing glances, and it accentuates your tiny waist and perfect figure.”   
“Thanks, but Brianna gets all the credit for this one.  You were right about her knack for finding the perfect costume.  I don’t think I could have found anything else that I love more than this dress.”
“Told you, she has a sixth sense when it comes to this kind of thing.”
“Well, if Brianna’s goal was to help me make a big splash and lasting impression at my first Enigma social event, I’m pretty sure she succeeded.”
“I agree.  The security men couldn’t keep their eyes off of you when we turned in our invitations.  I thought Mitch was going to smack a couple of them on the back of their heads as a friendly reminder to put their eyes back where they belong.  It’s more than the costume though, it’s the whole package.”
Jillian flipped her long, curly, dark hair over her shoulder.  “I’m glad that you and Brianna talked me into curling my hair and wearing it down.”
“Me too, the overall effect is stunning.  You’re going to be turning more than a few heads.  If I’m not mistaken, it’s already started to happen.”  
“Jenna!  Jillian!”  The sisters turned at the sound of their names.  They were immediately surrounded by a group of women who were quickly becoming familiar to Jillian.  Hugs were exchanged with Brittany, Jessica, Selena, and Julie.  
“Welcome,” Julie greeted Jillian with a kiss.  “I’ll give you the grand tour later, but the show’s getting ready to start, and I have front row seats saved for us.  The men are already there waiting for us.”
Brittany rubbed her hands together.  “This is going to be great!  You guys lucked out this year, and we get to be the beneficiaries.”
“You didn’t tell me there was going to be live entertainment,” Jillian whispered to her sister.
Jenna just shrugged.  
“Actually this is a onetime thing,” Julie said.  “The opportunity kind of fell into our lap at the last minute, and we couldn’t say no.”  
Jillian followed the other women to the back of the great hall.  Several rows of folding chairs were set up in front of a makeshift stage.   The fog in that part of the castle was much thicker.  The reminder of her last night in Italy made her shiver.  
She found herself seated between her sister and Jessica.  “So,” she whispered to her sister.  “Do you have any idea what we’re about to see?”
“Yeah, actually I do.  Craig told me last night because we don’t keep secrets from each other.”
“Well, don’t keep me in suspense.”
Jenna sighed.  “I hope you’re not too mad at me for not giving you a heads up.”
Before Jillian could question the odd comment, the fog around the stage got even thicker, the organ music stopped, and the booming voice of their host rang out.  “Ladies and gentlemen, we are fortunate to have performing for us tonight one of the greatest magicians of all time.”
 No!  It couldn’t be!  A chill raced up and down Jillian’s spine, causing her to shiver.  She slid as far forward as she could, all the way to the very edge of the seat.  Her intense gaze focused on the swirling fog near the stage. She held her breath and waited.
Alessandro Russo was still talking.  “Please give a great big welcome to Dante the Elusive!”
The applause was deafening.  It drowned out the sudden and loud gasp that left Jillian’s mouth.  Was he really there, or was she just hearing what she wanted to hear?  Had her imagination conjured up his name because she already missed him and longed to see him?  
She squinted, straining to see through the swirling fog.  Jillian couldn’t even begin to imagine how or why Dante was there, but if she was honest with herself, it didn’t really matter.  Relief at knowing she was going to see him again overshadowed everything else, even his unexpected and shocking arrival.   
Loud rock music pumped from the speakers.  Wisps of fog slowly floated away, making the stage visible.  A shadowy figure strolled forward in the slow, sexy, confident gait that Jillian had gotten so used to over the past year.  The fog parted, and she got a good look at the magician’s face.  It was definitely him!  Jillian slowly released the breath she didn’t even know she’d been holding.
Dante was dressed in a vintage tuxedo complete with a ruffled white shirt and top hat.   His stage costume was just as much a part of the act as the tricks he performed.  It also drew the eye to his body.  Jillian could hear murmurs of feminine appreciation all around her.  If she were a cat, she’d be spitting mad.
Jealousy was the least of her worries.  Her body immediately reacted to Dante’s presence.  Her breathing and heart rate sped up, her nipples pebbled, and the warmth of sexual desire spread through her body.  Two days hadn’t made much of a difference.  She still burned for the man, and he probably had no idea that she gawked at him from the front row of his latest show.
****
The pounding rhythm of percussion instruments and the thundering applause matched the wild beating of Dante’s heart.  He stepped to the edge of the stage and bowed at the waist for the appreciative crowd.  He took his time sweeping the audience as he did so.  Just as promised, Jillian was front row and center.  He couldn’t hide the wickedly seductive smile that curved his mouth.
He’d waited so long, too long, to claim Jillian and make her his.  Finally, the tortuous wait was about to end.  After tonight, there would be no more hiding the intense emotions he developed for her over the past year, no ignoring the chemistry that existed between them.
Forcing his attention away from Jillian and back onto the show took an iron will.  At least the magic came as natural as breathing to Dante.  He started the performance just as he always did with a few simple card tricks.  They hardly used any energy or magic at all, but the sleight of hand tricks still managed to delight the crowd.   
Next, he tweaked one of his regular tricks to better fit the crowd and the season.  “It looks a lot like Halloween around here, but I can think of a few things that are missing,” Dante waved his arm around the room and smiled at the crowd.  
He removed his top hat and sat it on the table upside down.  He picked up the silky black scarf in one hand and the ‘magic’ wand in the other.  He fluttered the silky material over the top of the hat while he spiraled the stick through the air.  Visible energy shot from his fingertips, but to an unknowing audience, it looked as if the sparks came from the wand.  
With a flick of the wrist, the scarf fluttered to the floor.  Suddenly a cloud of a hundred bats swarmed from his hat and flew around the room.  A slight flick of the other wrist and a wave of the wand made the bats fly out of an open window, disappearing into the darkness of night.  
Several oohs and aahs from the crowd made him smile.  He couldn’t resist taking a long look at Jillian to see her response.   Usually, he conjured doves instead of bats.  She intently watched him, and the look of awe on her face made him feel ten feet tall.  Well, he had much more than that up his sleeves.  
He picked up the orange basketball that rested on the end of the table.  “The bats were a nice addition to the party, but I think we still need more.”  The crowd echoed their agreement through loud applause.  He was pleased to see that Jillian clapped harder than anyone else in the audience.  
Shrugging out of his jacket, Dante rested the garment on top of the ball.  He made circular motions with the wand.  Sparks flew from his fingertips and shot over the heads in the audience.  He grabbed the jacket and yanked it off the table.  A giant pumpkin sat in place of the basketball.  Spontaneous applause broke out around the room.  
“But wait, there’s more!”  He draped the tux jacket over the pumpkin, waved the wand, and whipped off the jacket.  The pumpkin was transformed into a carved jack-o-lantern that closely resembled a feline.  He left the stage long enough to present the Halloween decoration to the host and hostess.
“One more before the finale,” he called out to the crowd after he jumped back on stage.  He waved his arms around in the air. The fog swirling around the platform thickened and rose toward the ceiling, forming puffy clouds.  Thunder boomed, and lightning flickered between the clouds.  Soft raindrops began to fall.  A concentrated beam of moonlight shined through a window, creating a rainbow that arched from the puffs to Jillian, spotlighting her in brilliant colors.
The beautiful smile on her face did more to light up the room than the moonlight and rainbow.  She simply took Dante’s breath away.  It was time to make his move and finally stake his claim.
A wave of his hand stopped the rain, broke up the clouds, and silenced the music and the crowd.  “Now, for the last part of my performance, I need the help of a lovely assistant.”  His eyes strayed to Jillian. He noticed her body which was already perched on the edge of her seat tensed.  
“Only the most beautiful will do,” he said with a dramatic sigh.  “And I see exactly who I want,” he said, pointing directly at Jillian.  The husky and intimate tone of his voice left no doubt as to the double meaning of his words.  He stepped off the stage and held out a hand, helping Jillian come to her feet.
She looked at him with eyes so wide they dominated her delicate face.  But she didn’t hesitate to take his hand, and that greatly pleased him.  He escorted her onto the stage.  “Wave and smile at the audience,” he whispered in her ear when she stood frozen like a deer caught in the headlights of an oncoming car.
“What are you doing in Enigma?” she murmured.  
“I came after you of course,” he whispered back.  He led Jillian to the table and helped her lie down.  “Ladies and Gentlemen, keep your eyes on the beautiful Jillian Byrd.  She’s about to defy gravity.”  
He waved the wand over her body.  “Relax,” he hissed to her under his breath.  “I promise this is perfectly safe.”  She closed her eyes, but her clenched fists relaxed and so did the rest of her body.  Dante called forth the magic that resided inside of him.  
Energy cracked and buzzed.  It joined the misty fog and swirled around them.  He pictured Jillian rising into the air and hovering several inches above the table.  He waved his hands over her body and watched the magic do its thing.
****
The intense physical attraction burned as hot as always.  So much for hoping it would fade with time and distance, though it had only been two days since she’d seen him, Jillian reminded herself.  Some kind of energy zinged through her body, and the hair on her neck and arms stood on end.  Loud cheering made her snap her eyes open.  
She floated on air!  Jillian looked around trying to figure out how it was possible.  She carefully watched as Dante ran his hands over and under her body to prove no wires held her suspended in the air.  Then she felt herself rising even higher until she was above his head.  
He clapped his hands, and suddenly she fell, dropping through the air.  She let out a startled scream, and the audience gasped.  She heard Jenna yell her name.  Jillian braced herself for impact with the hard table or floor, but it didn’t happen.  She was caught in strong arms and cradled to Dante’s masculine chest.  
The drum music in the background swelled to a crescendo, and the fog thickened around them until they were completely enveloped.  Jillian heard the roar of the crowd.  There was clapping, cheering, and whistling.  Then the noise, light, and everything faded away into nothingness.
 



FIVE
One minute she was floating in the air on stage in front of a room full of people, and the next she was sitting next to Dante in a hotel room.  She wasn’t even sure how they got there. Everything about the end of the performance was still fuzzy, but they were no longer the center of attention.  They were completely alone.
Jillian blinked once then twice.  Dante’s steady black gaze stared back at her, refusing to release its hold on her.  “You’re incredible. You make me believe in magic.  It seemed so real.  No wonder you have so many adoring fans all over the world.”
“I do it for the love of magic, not adoration,” Dante winked.  “But I crave the love and adoration of one fan in particular.”
Her cheeks heated, and blood rushed to her head.  “What are you saying, Dante?”  She held her breath, waiting for his answer.
“You have to be able to feel the physical attraction that exists between us.”
“I know how much I’m attracted to you, but I had no idea you felt the same way.  You went out of your way to avoid me as much as possible while I worked for you.”
“I wanted you from the first moment I saw you.”
Jillian frowned.  “You sure had me fooled.  You did an outstanding job of hiding your desire.”
“Because as much as I hate to admit it, you distract me like nothing or no one has ever been able to do.”
“I’ve never been swept off my feet before, but even I know that if passion and chemistry aren’t strong enough to be a distraction, it’s not worth it.  So what’s the problem?” 
Dante began pacing around the room.  “I’m fluent in seven languages.  I didn’t need to hire a translator or an interpreter.”
Jillian didn’t understand.  “Why did you hire me then?”  No wonder there was never enough work to keep her busy.
“I did it as a favor for Lucian.”
“Jessica’s husband?  That doesn’t make any sense.  I just met him tonight.  Why would he make you hire me?”
Dante shrugged.  “He didn’t make me do anything.  Your brother-in-law didn’t want your sister so worried and distracted about your safety that she let her guard down and became an easy target for Scott West.  Since you were in Italy, Lucian called me and asked if I would keep an eye on you.  I wanted to help, so I said yes.”
 “And for your good deed, you were stuck with me for a year.” 
“Only because I wanted to be,” he said with a sexy grin.  “I watched you from the shadows for a while, but it wasn’t enough.  As soon as you graduated, I offered you a job to keep you close.  That was all me.  I needed to keep you as close as possible until I was ready to make my move.”
Jillian barely managed to stop herself from crying out in disbelief.  “You’re as good of an actor as you are a magician because you spent most of the time pushing me away or completely ignoring me.”
“It was ignore you or do this.”  He stopped in front of her, leaned down, and kissed her.  
It wasn’t a friendly get to know you kind of kiss.  It was a lip crushing, tongue clashing, and got to have you right now kind of kiss.  It made Jillian’s toes curl, and she wanted more.  
Jillian lusted after Dante for so long, there was no way she wanted him to stop with just a kiss, no matter how hot it was.  She wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him closer, keeping him there.  The heat being generated was blistering enough to melt her insides, but it still wasn’t enough.
“Dante,” she whispered in a husky moan.  “Please.”  The word and her pleading eyes must have been enough to convey her need because he was quick to act.
“I love hearing my name on your lips, and you’re going to be screaming it before the night is over,” he promised.  
His lips trailed kisses from her mouth to the sensitive area where her neck and shoulder met.  He nuzzled the delicate skin and traced the spot with his tongue.  When his teeth lightly scraped the area, Jillian shivered.  Pleasure burned through her body, setting her blood on fire.  She was so hot for him she wouldn’t be surprised if fire engulfed them, leaving nothing but ashes behind.  
Dante waved his hand over their bodies, and their clothes disappeared.  
“How’d you do that,” she squeaked.  His hands cupped her breasts, and his fingers caressed the pebbled nipples begging for attention.  All thoughts of the disappearing costumes fled from her brain.  Instead, she closed her eyes and concentrated on the pleasure that rushed through her body.
“I need to taste you,” he whispered before lowering his head to her body.  His tongue darted out and stroked one raspberry colored nipple and then the other.
She arched her back, trying to get closer.  Her lust-filled moan echoed around the hotel room.  Dante was apparently a master of seduction, not that he had to work all that hard with her.  She craved his touch for a long time.  
He grabbed her hand and dragged it to his swollen sex.  “Feel how much I want you.”
Her eyes widened when she felt the impressive size of his erection.  “I want you too.”  She brushed her hand up and down his sex before wrapping them around his back, forcing him closer to her.
He briefly rested his forehead against hers.  “Once I take you, you’ll be mine.  I’m never letting go.”
Jillian doubted he meant it, but she collected the words and nestled them close to her heart.  She arched her back and tilted her hips, pressing the soft curves of her body into the hard planes of his.  “Take me then,” she whispered with a sexy little groan.  
He wedged a leg between Jillian’s thighs, pushing her legs apart.  She felt the tip of his erection rub against the sensitive bundle of nerves above her sex.  Her hands fell away from his body and clenched the comforter.  She was so primed and ready for his touch, she ached, but in a good way.
His mouth crashed down on hers.  She kissed him back with wild abandon, opening to let his tongue inside.  He thrust into her mouth, mimicking the act of sex.  Jillian squirmed. She was more than ready for the real thing.
His erection slid between the parted folds of her sex and came to rest at the entrance of her feminine core.  His hands caressed her hips and moved under her bottom.  He lifted her off the bed, opening her body to him even more.  He thrust his hips, driving his erection inside the welcoming heat of her sex.
She could feel him moving inside her, felt the slight burn as her body stretched to take him.  His hard sex filled her, divesting her of everything but the strong need riding her.  Jillian rocked her hips meeting him thrust for thrust.  When he was seated deep inside, she wrapped her legs around his lower back to keep him there.
Her body tensed with every slide and caress of Dante’s erection.  Arousal peaked, and her body exploded.  Her fingers clenched his shoulders and back, seeking an anchor to keep her grounded.
“Dante!”  He’d been right.  She screamed his name in a voice hoarse with passion.
Jillian closed her eyes, but she still saw the burst of hundreds of shooting stars.  Dante kissed her neck.  A sharp sting penetrated the passion-induced fog of her brain.  Her eyelids rapidly rose.
He sucked her delicate skin into his mouth and soothed the bite with his tongue.  “Mine!”  He thrust several more times before his body shuddered out its own release.  He gently pulled out of Jillian and settled next to her.  
The heat of passion faded.  Jillian buried her face against his neck and breathed in the faint scent of cedar, patchouli, and
sandalwood that clung to his heated skin.  He stretched out next to her and rained kisses all over her face and body.  
“What was wrong with that?” she managed to whisper as soon as she found her voice.
“Not a thing, but it could have gotten you killed in Italy.  I didn’t dare touch you until Scott West was eliminated.”
The coldness and finality in his voice made her shiver.  Her heartbeat slowed, and she caught her breath.  She inched to the far side of the bed, putting some space between them.  “Was he eliminated?”
“Of course.  As soon as West touched you, he sealed his fate.  His heart beats no more.  The evil staining his soul has been destroyed the same as the man.”
Jillian clutched the sheet around her body and quickly slipped out of the bed.   How could he be so emotionless when he talked about snuffing out a life, even if it was justified?  She felt like she didn’t know Dante at all despite working for him for almost a year.  Jillian swallowed hard and fought against making any sudden moves.
She slowly backed away from the man she’d just shared her body with, not daring to take her eyes off of him.  “Are you saying you killed Scott?”
“He was a threat to you and your sister, he wasn’t going to live.  If I hadn’t gotten rid of him, Craig would have.  West surfaced in Italy instead of Enigma, so it was up to me to deal with him.”  
“That’s different.  Craig is a police detective.  It’s his job to use deadly force if necessary to capture a wanted criminal.  You’re a magician, Dante.”
He gave a nonchalant shrug and lifted a hand toward Jillian.  “I take care of what’s mine.  Come back to bed, and let me kiss your worries away.”
She shook her head from side to side and took two small steps backward.  “I’m not yours!”  She spotted her evening bag in the chair where she left it.  She lunged for it.  Once it was firmly in her grasp, she ran into the bathroom, slamming, and locking the door behind her.
Fumbling inside the bag, she breathed a deep sigh of relief when her hand closed around the cold hard plastic of her phone.  Jillian yanked it out and hit the button for speed dial number one.  
“Jenna!”
“Hey, I didn’t expect to hear from you so soon after Dante whisked you away from the party.  He’s almost as hot as Craig,” she giggled.
A sigh of relief escaped at the comforting sound of her sister’s voice. “I think I might be in trouble. I need your help,” she whispered into the phone. 
Her sister’s laughter instantly died.  “Where’s Dante?  He can protect you from anything.” 
Jillian snorted.  “Can he protect me from himself?”  She rubbed her forehead, trying to stall the tension headache developing behind her eyes.  The hasty knock on the bathroom door matched the rapid beat of her heart.   
“Dante wouldn’t hurt you, he can’t.  He’s a guardian.”
“Guardian?  I don’t know what that means.  I thought he was a magician.  You’ve never even met Dante, so how can you be so sure I’m safe with him? He admitted to killing Scott, and he bit me!” she hissed in outrage.   
Jenna sighed long and hard.  “It’s a long and complicated story.  You and Dante need to have a serious talk.”
The bathroom suddenly filled with fog.  A shimmering form danced in front of her and began to take shape.  She blinked her eyes three times and left them closed for five seconds, hoping to clear her vision.  When she finally opened her eyes, Dante stood in front of her.
“I’m not letting you run away until you give me a chance to explain exactly who and what I am.”
“Hello?”  Jenna’s voice was loud enough to snap her out of the strange spell she seemed to be under.
Jillian suddenly remembered her sister was still on the other end of the phone.  She tore her gaze from Dante and answered her sister.  “Umm, I’ve got to go,” she whispered.  Jillian disconnected the call and placed the phone on the vanity.  She took a deep breath and gathered her composure.  
“What’s a guardian, and how did you get in here?  It took more than a staged illusion to pull that off.”
Dante ran a hand through his already tousled hair.  “You’ve been talking to your sister.  The two are connected.  It’s a long and complicated story, so we should get comfortable.”
Jillian narrowed her eyes.  “Jenna said the same thing.  Why does my sister seem to know so much about you when the two of you haven’t even met yet?”  
“She’s mated with Craig, and she’s related to Lucian’s wife.  Those relationships entitled her to the truth of the paranormal world, now it’s your turn.”
Mated?  Paranormal?  The two words seemed odd, but he definitely had her attention.  He unlocked and opened the bathroom door.  Jillian took a deep breath and followed him into the living area of the suite.  He sat down on the couch, and she followed his lead, but she sat on the opposite end, putting as much space between them as possible.
 Dante looked at her as if he was trying to judge her frame of mind.  “You need to really listen to what I’m getting ready to tell you, and you need to keep an open mind.  It’s going to seem unbelievable, but Jenna, Craig, and any of your family will be able to confirm what I tell you.”
“If you’re opening with that line, it must be a heck of a story.”
“Most would say it’s just a myth, that there’s nothing true about it at all, but I think you will know better than that.  The witch inside you will recognize the truth for what it is.”
She sat up much straighter.  Jillian wanted to dismiss what he said as the ramblings of a madman or some weird practical joke.  Her intuition told her that he spoke the truth, no matter how incredible it might sound.  She didn’t know how the witch thing came in to play however. 
“Witch?  You’ve already lost me, Dante.”  She tried to smile through her growing confusion.  “Next you’ll be telling me you’re a wizard and you use real magic instead of illusions and tricks when you perform.” 
“No I’m not a wizard, but my mother was the direct descendent of an ancient priestess blessed with potent magic.  It’s why my connection with the mystical universe is so much stronger than what other guardians have.”
“There’s that word again.  When are you going to tell me what it means?”
“Soon, let me tell you what little I know about your background first.  My knowledge of your family tree is limited, but I’ll tell you what I can.”
He’d never done anything to make her think he was a madman, other than confessing to killing Scott West.  If she were quite honest with herself, that man deserved to die.  He tried to kill her sister, and when that failed, he went after her. Jillian knew without a doubt that he hadn’t been in Italy just to say hello.  She possibly owed her life to Dante, so she would definitely listen to everything he had to say.
She took a deep breath.  “I’m ready.  What do you know about my family that I obviously don’t?”
“You and your sister come from a long line of witches.  I don’t know all the details. You’ll have to have that conversation with Jenna.  What I do know is that Brianna is legendary in the paranormal world.  She’s the most powerful witch alive.”  
“What about Brittany and Jessica?”
“Jessica is fairly new to magic just like you and your sister.  Your cousin Brittany, however, is a whole other story.  She and her friends Selena and Julie have studied and been schooled in magic their whole lives.  Separately they are very powerful women, but when the trio combines their powers, they are almost unbeatable.  I’ve heard whispers about them since I came to town.  They’re legends in Enigma.”  
“So any one of them could help me find out if I’m magical and teach me how to use it if I am?”  She rubbed her forehead.
“You definitely have magic.  It’s so strong inside you, I sensed it almost immediately.  Your magic called to mine.  It’s one of the many things that drew me to you when I first saw you.  I’m sure all of them will be more than happy to help you explore your magical roots and test your powers.”
Jenna briskly rubbed her arms up and down.  “Okay, enough about me and my family for now.  I will be grilling my sister for sure when I leave here.”
He winked at her.  “I’m sure she’ll expect it after your phone call.”  
“I want to know more about you and your source of magic.”
“As your sister mentioned on the phone, in the paranormal world I’m what is known as a guardian.  Guardians are responsible for the wellbeing of the mystical universe.  It’s our duty to make sure that paranormal beings live in harmony with humans.  We seek to maintain a balance between the two.”  He paused, waiting for her to absorb what he said.  
When she didn’t ask another question, he continued.  “Guardians are also the law enforcers of the paranormal world.”
“Ah, so you aren’t that different from Craig after all. You were acting in an official capacity when you killed Scott.” 
  “That’s right.  Our mission is twofold.  We protect humans by making sure they are not harmed by paranormal beings, with the obvious exception of self-defense. We also protect paranormal beings by keeping their existence a secret from humans and eliminating any threats intent on harming them.  The rules are in place to keep all living beings safe.”
“I don’t mean to keep interrupting, and I’m sure the hundred questions are getting old, but this is a lot for me to make sense of. And it’s getting all jumbled around in my head. I’m just trying to process everything.”
“Better be careful,” Dante playfully warned.  “They say curiosity killed the cat.”
Jillian smirked at him and shrugged.  “Well, that’s all right. Apparently, I’m a witch not a cat.”  She couldn’t help but notice that Dante wasn’t smiling anymore.  “Is that why you were protecting me, because I’m a witch?”
“Yes, as witches you and your sister are paranormal beings, and the two of you fall under the protection of the council and the guardians who serve it.”
“So you were justified in taking out Scott,” she breathed a faint sigh of relief.  “Thanks for that by the way.  I know he meant to do me harm.  I could feel his malicious intent even though the fog tried to wrap me in a comforting blanket of numbness.”  She frowned.  “Does that make any sense?”
“Perfect sense, I created the fog to make things more difficult for him and to hide my presence.  I also used my magic to send you waves of comfort.”
“I think I’m starting to understand, even though all of this is pretty unbelievable.  You’re kind of like a secret agent with a covert group known as the council, and your persona as a magician is your cover?”
“That oversimplifies things but basically, yeah.”
“Are Lucian and Craig members of this council group?”
Dante threw back his head and laughed.  He was always gorgeous, but when he laughed in wild abandon like that, he was irresistible.  Jillian scooted over until their bodies touched.  She leaned in and brushed her lips across his.  
“What’s so funny about that?  It seems like a reasonable assumption to me.  I did learn that Craig works with Lucian sometimes and both my sister and brother-in-law seem in awe of him.”
“You could almost say that Lucian is the council.  He’s the oldest most revered guardian alive, and he is head of the council.”
“I met him tonight. He didn’t look that old to me.” She Scrunched her nose.
“He’s a lot older than you think.”
It was a lot for Jillian to take in, but so far it wasn’t anything she couldn’t handle.  There was nothing wrong with law enforcement as a career, except for the danger of course.  She gave him a lopsided grin.  “All jokes aside, dispensing justice to other paranormal beings sounds dangerous.”  She shuddered at the thought of something horrible happening to Dante.
Dante shrugged.  “Guardians were blessed by the gods and goddesses of ancient Egypt, and we literally have nine lives.”
She remembered his earlier comment.  “Nine lives, like a cat?”
“Exactly like a cat.  I’ll show you.”
One second Dante was sitting next to her on the couch, and the next a longhaired black cat with big yellow eyes stared back at her.   She blinked long and hard, but the cat was still there.  It crawled onto her lap and purred.  She automatically petted its head.  
“Hey, I know you!”  It was the stray cat from her neighborhood in Italy.  She gave the cat a suspicious glare.  It meowed at her and stalked to the other side of the couch.  Before Jillian could blink again, the cat was gone, and Dante was back in its place.  
“You’ve never done that on stage,” she accused.  
“Of course not, humans think my performances are full of illusions just like all the other magicians out there.  I would never want them to connect magic and black cats.  That’s a little too close to home to be comfortable.”
“You used your cat form to spy on me,” she said with a heated glare.
“No, I didn’t.  I used it to case out your neighborhood and keep you safe. Trust me, there’s a difference between the two.”
“Why a black cat instead of something else?”  She couldn’t help but think of the stories she heard in the past about witches and their familiars and wondered if there was a connection.  
“Guardians were created by the Egyptian goddess of justice and execution.  She wanted to make sure her loyal followers were protected from the strange new beings who’d recently appeared and would eventually procreate and increase in number.  She chose the already revered and very useful domestic cat as her model.  Other gods pitched in their mystical powers, and guardians were the result.”  
“Okay, back to the age thing.  What life are you on, and exactly how old are you?”
“I’m only on life number two.  Phillip Saint John and I are both first generation guardians.   I am over six hundred years old.”
Jillian was stunned.  “You weren’t joking about Lucian being a lot older were you?”  
“No, obviously not.  He is one of the original twenty cat shifters created by the ancient Egyptian goddess.  Lucian is the only original still alive.  I think he’s mellowed some since he became head of the council and mated, but in his younger days, he was a ferocious hunter and killing machine.  No one escaped the justice handed out by Lucian Petrakos.”
Jillian swallowed hard.  “That is so unfair,” she said in a huff.  “Guardians age really well, and that’s all I’m going to say about that for now.”  She had more things than aging to worry about at the moment.  
“To live so long, you must be hard to kill.”  Please be hard to kill.  She was already worried about Dante out in the world fighting against unimaginable evil.  
“As long as our body isn’t burned to ashes or our head completely severed from our body, we can recover from anything else.  That really comes in handy when battling paranormal creatures consumed by evil, greed, bloodlust, or any combination of the three.” 
Jillian’s eyes widened in disbelief, and she gasped out loud.  She quickly closed her eyes and waited several heartbeats before moving on.  Something he kept saying nagged at her.  She probably didn’t want to know the answer, but she was going to ask anyway.
“You keep talking about other paranormal creatures, and you said a goddess created guardians because of strange new beings.  What else is out there other than witches and guardians?”   She held her breath and waited for his answer.
“In a fit of rage and spite, a minor Mesopotamian god created vampires, wolf shifters, and raptor shifters.  The majority of paranormal beings are vampires, shifters, guardians, witches, and merpeople.  There are also a handful of gods and goddesses that hang around this realm as well.”
Jillian turned in his arms and looked at him really hard.  She took in the dark stubble on his chin, his magnificent cat shaped eyes, and the rest of his heavily muscled, yet graceful body.  “So you and Phillip are cat shifters descended from these protectors, and Lucian is an original guardian.  I’m still trying to sort out where my brother-in-law fits in the paranormal world.  I know Latin, and Aquila means eagle.  I’m guessing that Craig is a raptor shifter.”
“You got it in one, baby.”
“What a relief, for a second there I was scared to death he might be a vampire.”  She wrinkled her nose when she said the last word.
Dante burst out laughing.  “It’s a good thing I’m not a vampire then.  But really, they get such a bad rap thanks to classic literature and horror movies,” he said with a smug smile.  “Craig might not be a vampire, but you did meet one tonight.”
Jillian looked at him in horror.  “Who was it?”  
“Alessandro Russo is one of the oldest vampires out there.  Our paths crossed a few times over the centuries before he left Europe for America.  He’s helped the council on several occasions. Lucian and Phillip consider him to be a friend.  Not all vampires are evil, just the ones that let bloodlust control them, or allow the rush of power to go to their heads.”
“Alessandro was dressed as a vampire, but I thought it was just a costume.”  She let out a long drawn out sigh.  “Come to think of it, most of Jenna’s friends were dressed as witches, now I know why.  I also understand why Jenna is so attached to her costume.  It makes her look like a feminine and sexy eagle.”
“I did find many of the costume choices to be quite ironic,” Dante agreed.  
“That makes two of us since I’ve been let in on the big cosmic secret of the paranormal world.”
Dante lightly squeezed her shoulder and kissed the spot on her neck where he recently bit her.  “You’re handling this a lot better than I thought you would.  It’s amazing to me how quickly you’re taking everything in stride.”
“Even though I didn’t know about my magical ancestry until several minutes ago, it clicks with me.  I’ve always had a well-developed sixth sense.”  There wasn’t an ounce of doubt in her voice.  There were zero looks of disbelief on her face. 
“What does your intuition tell you about my words?”
“It tells me that everything you said is true.  It explains a lot of things,” she admitted.  
She could feel Dante stiffen beside her.  “I hear an unspoken but in there somewhere,” he said with a frown.
“I’m not taking everything you said in stride.  Just because I believe what you said doesn’t mean it isn’t confusing and complicated.  It’s life-altering kind of information.”  
She extracted herself from his arms and stood up.  “It’s almost too much for any one person to absorb and comprehend immediately.  I need time to think about everything that you’ve told me. I also need to have a heart to heart talk with my sister about our family.  I have so many questions about our mom and why she left Enigma in the first place, and I know you don’t have the answers I need.”
“You’re right, I don’t.  Your sister will have to explain your family history to you.  Having all the information will help you fit the pieces of the puzzle together.”  He stood up.  “Get dressed, and I’ll give you a ride.”
Jillian blew out a long stream of breath.  She hadn’t expected him to give in so gracefully.  Truthfully, it was a little upsetting that he could let her go so easily.
As if he could read her mind, Dante spoke up.  “This is by no means the end of us.  I meant what I said. You’re mine, and there is no getting around that for either one of us.  I’m just smart enough to realize you need time, but I’ll be coming for you soon, Jillian.”
The bite mark on the side of her neck throbbed, and she tentatively touched it with her fingers.  
He saw what she was doing and gave her a sexy smile.  “You wear my mark now, as a warning to other beings to stay well away from you or face my wrath.”
“You are so arrogant,” she told him.  “You better get me back to my sister’s place while I’m still willing to talk to you.”  His rich laughter followed her into the bathroom.
The ride passed quickly and in silence.  Jillian was lost in her thoughts, and she figured that Dante had pretty much said all he had to say.  They were back at the apartment before she realized it.  She stopped him at the elevator.  “You don’t have to see me up.  I’ll be fine.”
Dante leaned in, backing her up against the elevator doors.  “I insist.  When we aren’t busy stalking prey and meting out justice for the council, you’ll find that most of us paranormal beings are a chivalrous bunch.  It comes from being centuries old and from a time when manners still mattered.” 
“Manners still matter today, just not everyone has them anymore.”  He was so close she could see the individual eyelashes that made up the spiky black fringe that lined his eyes.  She stood on her tiptoes and brushed her lips with his.  
Dante pressed into her, effectively trapping her between the hard planes of his body and the elevator doors.  It didn’t matter, she pushed back, trying to get as close to him as possible.  His kisses were as addicting as the most powerful drug.  She needed and wanted the taste of him on her lips.  
They separated several heartbeats later.  Jillian wasn’t sure exactly how much time passed while they were captivated with each other.  She was oblivious to everything but the feel and taste of Dante.  “What woman could say goodbye after a kiss like that?  My sister is probably still up, and I’m sure she’s dying to meet you.”
 



SIX
As soon as Jillian said a final goodnight and shut the door on Dante, she turned back to her sister.  
“Well, what do you think?”
“That’s my cue to retire for the night,” Craig announced.  “Don’t keep me waiting too long.”  He kissed Jenna and disappeared into the master bedroom.
Jillian was already seated on the loveseat, and her sister joined her there.  “Sisterly advice from my older and wiser sister would be greatly appreciated.”
“Knowing Lucian and Philip Saint John, Dante is pretty much exactly what I expected, with two notable exceptions. I also think he’s absolutely perfect for you.”
“What two exceptions?”  Jillian narrowed her eyes at her sister and tapped her fingers, waiting for a response.  
“He’s obviously hot for you, but I already knew that, because he followed you here all the way from Italy.  And the magic inside him is strong, much stronger than it is in Lucian, and he’s the oldest guardian alive.”  She looked perplexed.  
“Dante told me his mother possessed powerful magic, and she passed it on to him,” she shrugged as if that explained it all.
“She obviously taught him well.  I could feel the powerful magic in the air when he performed.  It was all real, no illusions or trickery for your magician.  He’s the real deal, in more ways than one.” 
“It certainly looks that way,” Jillian agreed.
The two sisters stared at each other for several seconds.  “I can see the need for answers in your eyes. I know that’s why you came back tonight.”
Jillian sighed.  “Dante could only give me the basics of our family history.  I need to know everything that you do.”  
“Okay, tell me what Dante told you, and I’ll do my best to fill in all the blanks,” she promised.
It took less than four minutes for Jillian to relate what little information she knew.  Afterward, she intently listened while her sister filled in the minute details of the hard to believe story Dante started.  “So to highlight the facts, mom wasn’t a practicing witch, our grandparents sent her away for her own safety because of a crazy rogue witch who was killing members of the Sheldon family, and mom never told us about Enigma or our grandparents, because she wanted to keep us safe.”
Jenna’s eyes were bright with unshed tears.  She reached over and hugged Jillian.  “Exactly!  Brianna faked her own death to draw out the evil witch.  She was able to defeat the wicked witch with help from family and friends, but it was too late for us.  Mom was already dead, and no one knew we existed or how to find us.”
“I think about Mom and Dad every day,” Jillian confessed in a husky whisper. 
“Me too,” Jenna agreed.
“Mom was the best.  I can’t imagine the burden she carried on her own.  She never got to see her family again, she didn’t know the danger was gone, and she never got to share her heritage with us.”
“It was such a waste of life and an immense loss for us,” Jenna agreed.  “But luckily we have each other, we found the rest of our family, and if I’m not mistaken both of us have found our life mates.”  She gave her sister a speculative look after making the cryptic statement.
“There’s the word mate again.  I guess the terms girlfriend or wife, and boyfriend or husband are too simple for paranormal beings.”  She barely resisted the urge to roll her eyes.
“You wouldn’t have to ask if you were mated.  The love Craig and I share is so intense, strong, emotional, and overwhelming it’s impossible to describe to anyone who hasn’t experienced it firsthand.    But I have a feeling you might know all about that.”  
“What?  No, that’s silly.  Dante and I only had sex once.”
"One time is all it takes.  Mates almost always recognize each other immediately.  And if I’m not mistaken, Dante marked you.” She looked pointedly at Jillian’s neck.  
“Don’t be silly.  That’s just a love bite.  They do happen in the height of passion.”  
She unconsciously rubbed the spot, and it tingled under her fingertips.  Maybe she and Dante were meant to be together, hadn’t he said something similar to Jenna’s words?  She’d definitely heard of stranger things, and it would go a long way in explaining the almost obsessive need she felt for Dante since they met.
Jenna wrapped her arms around Jillian and hugged her tight.  “Keeping all this from you has been a heavy burden on my mind and heart.  It wasn’t something I could share in an email or phone call.  You would have thought I was crazy and came charging to Enigma to save me, regardless of the threat lurking around.”
 “I could tell you were keeping something from me, and the distance was growing between us with every day that passed.  But I had no idea of the magnitude of the secret you kept.”  Jillian gave her sister an accusatory look.  “I don’t see why you couldn’t have told me yesterday as soon as I arrived in Enigma,” she said.  
“I wanted to tell you last night when all of us ladies were together, but Craig met with Dante and Lucian before your plane landed.  Dante wanted to be the one to tell you his story, and since he saved your life, Craig and I felt like we owed him.”
“I won’t hold a grudge this time,” she joked.  “Dante does have a way of getting what he wants.”
“As do most of the men in Enigma.  You’ll get used to it.  I take it he told you both legends regarding shifters and guardians.”
“Don’t forget about the vampires.”  Jillian shivered.  “I’m going to have to work hard at overcoming the image I have of vampires as bloodthirsty killers whenever I’m around Julie and Alessandro.”  
Both women laughed.  
“I’m glad we can joke about it,” Jenna admitted.  “I was worried you wouldn’t be able to forgive me for keeping such big secrets.”
“I understand, Jenna.  I really do.  I’m not going to say it didn’t hurt my feelings, because it did, but I can move past it.  It’s the circumstances that put the secrets between us that I have a problem with, not you, never you.”  To prove her point, she hugged her sister again.
“That makes me happier than you’ll ever know. Love you.”
“Love you too.”  Jillian yawned.  “It’s been a long two days for me.  I should go ahead and turn in for the night.  I’ll see you in the morning.”
“Goodnight, sleep tight, be protected by the spirits of the night.” Her sister echoed one of their favorite childhood phrases. 
A sad smile slipped onto Jillian’s face.  “Mom used to say that to us every night at bedtime.  After everything I learned tonight, I wonder if it has some kind of special meaning?” Jillian asked.
“I never really thought about it that way, but it does sound a little bit like a spell,” Jenna admitted.  
Jillian eagerly rubbed her hands together.  “I can’t wait to learn all about magic, spells, and everything else,” she said before heading toward the guest bedroom.
“Oh, before I forget,” Jenna called after her.  “We’re having lunch with Jessica, Brittany, Selena, and Julie tomorrow in the town square.  Brianna is going to join us if she can get away from the shop.”
Jillian laughed.  “Witch’s Brew, how appropriate.  I can tell that Brianna has a wicked sense of humor.”  She winked at her sister.  “Wicked get it?  Wicked like a witch.”  She laughed so hard she cackled.
“Yeah well, she’s not the only one, goodnight!”  Jenna’s laughter echoed down the hallway until she disappeared behind the closed door of the master bedroom.
****
Mist filtered through the slight opening in the window and filled the guest bedroom.  Once inside, the particles came together, and Dante took shape.  He stood next to the bed and looked down at the slumbering woman for several minutes.  Jillian had the power to captivate him even in sleep.
He had every intention of staying away, but he couldn’t.  His need for her was overwhelming enough to be compulsive.  If he didn’t know better, he’d swear she used a love spell to bind them together, but he knew that was impossible.  She didn’t realize magic really existed until a few hours ago.  
He stripped down to his underwear and stretched out on the bed next to her.  Jillian stirred, yawned big, and nestled into his body.  He gently smoothed a hand down her tousled hair and whispered comforting words to her.  “Go back to sleep, baby.”
“Dante?  I know I’m not dreaming.  You’re really here aren’t you?”
“Yes.  I just want to hold you.  Close your eyes and rest.”
She yawned again.  “You used to come to my bedroom in Italy, didn’t you?  I thought I was dreaming, but now I’m pretty sure it was real.”
“You caught me.  I can’t seem to stay away from you, no matter how hard I try.”
“How did you get in?  Craig takes security seriously.  He’s going to want to know.”
“I used magic, of course.  One little crack is all I need.  I dissolved into mist and floated through the open window before regaining my solid form.  It’s the same magic I use when I disappear from the stage at the end of every performance.”
“I probably shouldn’t have opened the window.”
“As far as I know, I’m the only being capable of turning to mist or fog and transporting myself that way.  I’ve only been able to do it for the last half-century.  It takes an incredible amount of concentration and magic.”
“Good! Because I love the sights, sounds, and smells of autumn, especially the crisp bite in the air.”  Jillian snuggled closer to him and kissed his neck.  “Don’t try too hard to stay away.  I love knowing you’re near, and I love…”  She drifted off to sleep without finishing the sentence.
 



SEVEN
Looking around the full table, Jillian couldn’t help but smile.  It felt great to be surrounded by family and friends.  The outpouring of love and support from the group of women boosted her confidence and made her feel incredible.  She finally felt like everything in her life was coming together.  
Jessica, Brittany, Selena, and Julie eagerly accepted her into their ever-growing sisterhood of witches.  All of them had lots of friendly advice that Jillian was going to take to heart.  The group of chatty women also couldn’t stop glancing at the mark on her neck, and they had plenty of stories to tell about how they met their mates. It didn’t matter how many times Jillian denied being mated, nobody listened to her.
Almost as if on cue, the six women pushed back their chairs and rose at the same time.  Jillian went around the table and hugged each lady.  “All of you have gone out of your way to make me feel so welcome.  I’m going to absolutely love my stay in Enigma.”  
“We manage to get together at least once a week.  I hope you can make it to our get-togethers,” Brittany extended the standing invitation with a warm smile.  
The grin was instantly returned.  Jillian was already beginning to love her newfound family and friends, and Enigma felt more and more like home every minute she spent there.
“Definitely,” Jessica seconded.  She gleefully rubbed her hands together, “one more coconspirator to help us find trouble.”
The group of ladies laughed.  “I don’t think it matters,” Selena reminded them.  “Phillip and the rest of our mates are always saying that trouble has a way of finding us.”
“And we enjoy kicking trouble’s butt,” Brittany said with a wicked smile. 
“That we do,” Julie agreed.
“I haven’t had a good challenge in a long time,” Brittany said with a wistful sigh. 
Selena scrunched up her nose. She furtively glanced at the other witch with narrowed eyes.  “Be careful what you wish for,” she reminded her lifelong friend.
“That reminds me, Jillian,” her sister said.  “Brittany owns a studio downtown.  She teaches self-defense, mostly to women clients.  Craig insisted I take several classes last winter because of Scott.  I’ve gotten rusty and would love to take the class again.  We should do it together.”
“It’s a great idea.  I could have used some moves when Scott grabbed me the other night.”  She shook her head.  “I would have been royally screwed if Dante hadn’t shown up and done his guardian thing.”
“I do give refresher classes twice a year, but I don’t recommend that if the two of you want to do it together.”
“Actually, since we’re talking about it, all of us should go through the course again. We depend on magic way too much, and that can be risky in a public situation in this day of advanced technology with all the cell phone cameras and so forth,” Julie said.
“Include Scarlet and Rose on the list.  They don’t have any magic to fall back on.  They definitely should join us,” Jessica reminded the ladies.
“Most of my classes are full, but this is important.  I’ll juggle some things around and create a closed class just for you guys.”
“I can’t wait!” Jillian said, and everyone agreed.  
Cars were parked in various areas, so the group split up and went their separate ways.  Selena was parked on the same street as the two sisters, and Jessica elected to walk with them.  “I’ll catch a ride to my car from Selena,” she said shrugging her shoulders.  “Besides, Selena and I wanted to grill you more about Dante.  He’s meeting with Lucian and Phillip today at the council’s headquarters, but that’s all we know.”
“Oh?” Jillian slightly stumbled, but she was able to catch her balance and kept walking.  “He didn’t mention it to me last night.”  
She frowned.  If he were accepting another assignment from the council and leaving town, Jillian would miss him like crazy. And now that she knew exactly what his job entailed, she’d be worried sick about him.  It didn’t matter that he was one of the deadliest and most powerful beings she knew, she would always be concerned for him when he was out saving the world and destroying evil.  
The fierce anxiety she felt at the thought of Dante slipping from her life almost drowned out the internal alarm that screamed danger ahead, almost but not entirely.  The air felt heavy and ominous, weighed down, almost as if a cloud of toxic gas settled over them.  She couldn’t see anything, but she just knew all hell was about to break loose.  
Jillian grabbed her sister’s arm to stop her, and both of them froze in their tracks.  “Can you feel that?” she whispered to the other three ladies.  Surely, she wasn’t the only one who could sense impending trouble.  Selena, in particular, was reputed to be as skilled as Brittany was and almost as powerful. 
“Something is stalking us,” Selena whispered back.  Just as she finished speaking, three strange looking men staggered out of the alley and lurched toward them.  Selena put herself between the approaching creatures and the other women.  “Stay together,” she ordered.  “I’ll shield you and bring help.”
Jillian watched in stunned amazement at what happened next.  She was getting a front-row seat to her friend’s excellent ability to cast spells.  Her mouth dropped open.  She could hardly wait to be tutored in the art of magic.
Selena crossed her fingers.  “Magical universe heed my call.  Send this summons to friends one and all.  At this moment danger has come to brawl.  I need my friends to ensure it meets its downfall.”  She blinked three times and held her arms up high in the air.
Multiple pairs of pounding footsteps made Jillian spin around to see what was coming.  Much to her relief, it was Brittany and Julie.   Brianna wasn’t far behind them, and the furious look on her face was enough to scare most people.  It terrified Jillian.  At least Selena’s call for help was answered.
The rising energy crackled and swirled through the air as the witches called upon their powers to protect them.  It felt like every hair on Jillian’s body stood on end from the force of the energy sliding over and around her.  It was as impressive as it was terrifying.  
“I’m getting too old for this,” Brianna half-joked.  “I’ll do a shielding spell.  Brittany, Selena, and Julie, it’s up to you to handle any hand-to-hand combat if the need arises.  The three women stepped to the outside of the circle, creating a protective layer made of three powerful and capable witches.
Brianna loosely held her hands in front of her with fingers crossed.  Her clear voice rang out around the assembled group.  “Mystical Universe with your sacred secrets held dear.  I seek your help to disappear.  Shield the paranormal and unnatural creatures that be from prying eyes that peer.  Until this battle is done, and I call for the all clear.” She blinked three times, raised her arms opened wide.
Power zinged through the air around them.  The energy flowing from Brianna actually made her body vibrate.  Jillian hoped she got a chance to learn even half as much as the older witch already knew.
“Why do they hold their arms up like that after saying the spell?” Jillian whispered to her sister.  
“It is a part of the ritual of spell casting,” Jenna whispered back.  “They’re embracing the powers of the mystical universe, which is where we all get our magic.”
 One of the lumbering creatures suddenly charged them, and the time for talk was over.  Jillian grabbed her sister’s arm, and the two of them quickly stepped backward, putting space between them and the attacker. She was numb from fear.  But that didn’t stop Dante’s face from flashing through her mind.  She hadn’t even bothered to tell him how she felt about him.  They had to make it out of this mess so she could show him how much he meant to her.  
Brittany separated herself from the group and engaged the nearest zombie-looking creature in combat.  The petite redhead was a powerhouse of physical strength.  She spun around and delivered a roundhouse kick to the closest attacker’s face.  The stiletto heel of her boot embedded itself in her opponent’s forehead.  Brittany quickly jerked her boot free and spun away from the monster.  
Jillian and the other women looked on in horror as the monster lurched forward after Brittany.  The blow should have knocked him flat on the ground, but it hardly fazed him.  It was the strangest and spookiest thing she’d ever seen.  If this was a joke, it wasn’t funny. Halloween was supposed to be over.
She could only stand in the center of the circle, being protected by the other women.  Jillian felt helpless, and that made her angrier than the actual attack itself.  When this was over, she was definitely taking those self-defense classes, and she was going to excel in the use of magic in record time.  At least her sister was in the protective center of the circle with her, so she wasn’t alone.   
Jenna frantically spoke into her mobile phone, quickly and concisely telling Craig about the danger, and giving him their exact location.  She slipped the phone back into her purse a few seconds later and hugged Jillian.  The two sisters huddled together, watching the action around them in stunned silence.  
One of the creatures stumbled forward and tripped over its own feet after a powerful and swift kick from Selena.  It fell just two feet from the sisters, and they jumped out of the monster’s way.  The action was enough to break the strained silence that lingered between them.  
“Craig called Lucian.  The Enigma Police Department headquarters and Lucian’s office aren’t that far from here.  Guardians will be here soon, and Craig will be right behind them.  This attack isn’t a common occurrence, and I’ve never seen anything like those creatures before. The council is going to want to investigate.”
Jillian moved her head back and forth, trying to follow all the action.  Brittany, Selena, and Julie expertly battled their attackers.  They were getting in plenty of kill blows, but the creatures refused to stay down.  It was like a nightmare come to life. “They look and act like zombies I’ve seen in the movies and TV shows,” she frantically whispered. 
Brianna was off to the side intently observing the creatures and their movements.  “I’m afraid you’re on to something, Jillian.”  She sounded worried.  “It takes powerful black magic to create creatures such as this.  I should be able to sense the magic, maybe even find a signature, but there’s nothing.”  
Jessica stood in front of the sisters and Brianna in a fighting stance, guarding them in case one of the attackers got past the other three women.  
“You shouldn’t be here, Jessica,” Brianna admonished the other witch.   She crossed her fingers, quickly uttered a protection spell, blinked three times, and lifted her open arms to embrace the powers of the mystical universe.
“It’s too late,” the woman snapped back at Brianna as soon as the older witch was finished casting.  “It’s not like I can leave now.”
Brianna shook her head.  “Lucian would wreak unimaginable havoc if anything happened to you under normal circumstances, but not even me and the rest of the council combined would be able to stop him from flattening Enigma and everyone in it if something tragic happened to you and his child.”
There was a collective gasp in the air as all the women froze and glanced at Jessica.  The distraction caused Julie to get clipped on the side.  She went down hard, scraping her palms on the asphalt.  
Only a few drops of blood were visible, but it was enough to send the zombie-like creatures into a frenzy.  The two that were battling with Selena and Brittany abruptly turned and staggered toward Julie.  She jumped to her feet into a fighting stance prepared to defend herself.  Selena and Brittany ran past the monsters to stand by their friend, more than ready to continue the battle.
“That’s it!” Brianna snapped her fingers.  “I think I know what they are now, and more importantly I know how to stop them!”  She crossed her fingers and started casting.  “To that which was created by evil.  I speak to the creatures made for the express purpose of upheaval.  Heed my summons to quench the bloodlust.  In my power and magic, I ask that you trust.  Forget the one who schemed and planned.  Now you are under my command!”  She blinked three times and raised her arms, opening them wide.
The other women watched the proceedings with rapt fascination.  The three creatures snapped to attention and stared at Brianna, watching and waiting for her next words.  “Don’t move for any reason,” the witch commanded in a no-nonsense voice.  
Jillian watched in wide-eyed wonder as the zombie-like creatures seemed to turn to stone.   Brittany dared to step up to the closest zombie and snap her fingers less than six inches from its face.  The beast didn’t even blink, and the other two didn’t move either.
The impending sense of doom she’d been feeling since right before the attack faded until it was gone entirely.  It was replaced with a comforting warmth that seemed to surround her.  It reminded her of Dante’s embrace.  “I feel Dante.  He’s near,” she said loud enough for the other women to hear. 
“Lucian is with him,” Jessica agreed.
“So is Phillip,” Selena confirmed that the guardians were indeed near.
A sleek and fast car screeched around the corner on two wheels and drove into the nearby alley.  The three guardians exited the vehicle before it came to a complete stop.  Jillian didn’t wait to see what anyone else was going to do.  She took off running toward Dante.  She jumped into his arms and wrapped her legs around his waist, holding on as tight as she could.  
He held her so tight Jillian almost couldn’t breathe, but she didn’t mind.  She wanted to be as close to him as she could get.  Jillian buried her face against his neck.  “I’ve never been so scared in all my life,” she whispered.  
“That makes two of us.”  His body shuddered.
Jillian looked up at him in surprise.  “Really?  I can’t imagine anything shaking you up, Dante, much less scaring you to death.”
“I could feel your terror even before Craig informed Lucian of the attack.  I thought my heart was going to explode it beat so fast on the way over here.  I’m never letting you out of my sight ever again.”  He hugged her to him even tighter.
“That’s a little overkill, don’t you think?”  But Jillian definitely wanted to relish the emotion behind his endearing statement.
“Not at all,” he frowned.  “You and your sister aren’t equipped to deal with paranormal creatures like those yet.  I’m more thankful than you’ll ever know that Brianna and the other ladies were still with you when the attack happened.”
Jillian wanted to tell him that she could take care of herself and so could Jenna, but she knew he spoke the truth.  She gave him a tentative smile.  “You should have seen Brittany, Selena, and Julie fighting them.  Those ladies can kick butt.”
“So Lucian and Phillip were quick to tell me when I demanded that Lucian drive faster.”
He lifted her away from him and sat her on her feet.  “I need to join the other guardians to take care of business.  You stay with your sister, and don’t watch,” he warned.  “They have to be destroyed properly.  It might get gruesome.”
Craig’s SUV turned the corner, and Jillian watched her sister run to greet her anxious husband.  Mindful of what Dante told her, she followed behind her sister at a much slower pace.  She wanted to give Jenna and Craig a chance to connect with each other first before she intruded.  Jillian noticed the other ladies had the same idea and all but Brianna walked with her toward Jenna and Craig.
She glanced over her shoulder.   Dante and the other guardians conferred with Brianna, who talked and gestured toward the three creatures enthralled by her spell.  Lucian nodded and said something to the other two men.  The sudden appearance of three very wicked looking blades in the hands of the guardians had Jillian rapidly blinking her eyes.  Lucian, Dante, and Phillip stalked toward the immobile creatures.
Jillian suddenly remembered something Dante had mentioned the night before about certain death and severed heads.  She swallowed hard and quickly looked away.  She stumbled the last few steps to join Craig and the other ladies.  She noticed that Brittany, Selena, and Julie were the only ladies with enough guts to look at what the guardians were doing.   Jessica and Jenna were turned away just as she was.
The strong-willed determination that had always resided deep inside her had her turning around to see the demise of their attackers.  Fear, helplessness, rage, and relief all struggled inside her for control.  The emotions swirled about, merging to become one powerful force that wanted out.  Instinct made her fling a long delicate arm toward the dying zombies.  
  White-hot heat instantly transferred from her arm to the withering creatures on the ground.  All that remained of them were three distinct piles of ashes.  Everyone except for Brianna looked at Jillian in open-mouthed shock.  The older witch chanted a few words, waved her hand, and a gust of wind blew hard enough that not even the ashes remained.   
  The guardians and Brianna quickly joined the others.   
 “I’m going to have to file an official report for the council,” Lucian said, quickly recovering from Jillian’s display of power.  “Jessica and Brianna can give me the ladies’ statements at headquarters.  The rest of you should stick close to home until we have a better idea of what kind of threat we’re facing and who is responsible for it.”
“Wait just one minute!”  Jillian finally found the nerve to speak.  “You’re going to have to excuse me because guardians, shifters, vampires, and witches are all new to me.  But what the hell was that?  I’ve never been able to do anything like that before, and I have no idea what those things were!”  Jillian felt marginally better now that the creatures that attacked them no longer existed, but she needed answers.  She glared at every single person there, waiting for someone to step up with an explanation.  
Brianna did the honors.  Everyone else appeared to be as confused as Jillian.  Brianna gave Jillian a look of awe.  “You’re a conduit!”  Brittany, Selena, and Julie gasped, and a glimpse of admiration and respect flashed across their faces.
“I’ve never met one before, but the stories have been passed down from generation to generation.  You are one of those rare witches born only every hundred years or so who can take in all the power and magic around you and magnify it for your own use.  You have a unique connection with Dante, and his magic is strong.  You called to the magic inside him, and it came to your aid.”  
Brianna hugged her.  “With a little tutoring and training, you will be able to embrace the magic in both of you.  And when that happens, you will be the most powerful witch alive.  Once you learn to cast spells, you’ll be almost undefeatable in battle, and that’s a damn good thing.”  She glanced back to where the pile of ashes had been.
“Because there’s a powerful enemy on the loose in Enigma,” Lucian said.  “And you just might be the secret weapon we need to win the war against evil.”   
“Even if I am this conduit thingy, I don’t know how to help you.  I don’t even know what those things were and I sure don’t have a clue as to how to stop them!”
“Zombies would be the easiest explanation for you to understand,” Lucian said.
“That’s right,” Brianna added.  “Zombies are usually created when the use of black magic or the practice of voodoo reanimates a dead body.  I didn’t feel an ounce of magic associated with the creatures who attacked, so it had me more than a little confused.  I might not have figured out what they were in time if blood hadn’t been spilled.”
“Glad I could help,” Julie joked.  
Lucian took over the explanation.  “The creatures that attacked you were created by a vampire.  The humans were drained of blood until they reached the brink of death. Then they were fed a sip of vampire blood.  Not enough to heal the tremendous damage to cells, tissues, and organs, but Just enough of the life-giving source to turn them into parched zombies, suffering from bloodlust, and seeking any source of blood they can find.”
There were several gasps.  Julie’s was the loudest.  “I had no idea that was even possible! Alessandro has never mentioned it.”
“Only the older more powerful vampires have the ability to create zombies,” Lucian confirmed.  “Alessandro has the power, but he’s not capable of such vileness.  Why would he ever think to mention it?”
“Vampires aren’t social like shifters and guardians.  All but the youngest of vampires pass through Enigma as fast as they can when they realize Alessandro lives here.  He’s not going to like this at all!” Julie exclaimed.
Jillian glared at Dante and her sister.  “Sorry, Julie, I know you’re married to one, but I knew vampires were bad news!”   
Julie chuckled.  “I thought the same thing myself when I first found out about Alessandro, but the majority of vampires are not evil, they’re just misunderstood,” she insisted.
“Alessandro is a good and just being,” Phillip added.  “There are few others I would trust to have my back in battle.”
“I agree,” Lucian insisted.  “I’m going to need him working with me on this, Julie.  Please tell him I need to see him as soon as he rises this evening.”
“Definitely, if there’s a rogue vampire wreaking havoc, he’s going to insist on joining forces with you and the council.  I know he will.”
“I wouldn’t expect anything less from him,” Lucian agreed.  “The council has a lot of work ahead of it.  We have to find out who did this and put an end to them.  We also need to know if the attack on the ladies was random or deliberate.”
The thought that they might have been targeted made Jillian even jumpier.  She clung to Dante so tightly, he was going to have trouble peeling her off when it was time to leave.  
He tightened his hold on her too.  “I’m sure Craig is going to want to see Jenna home, go with them, and stay there until I come for you,”  Dante whispered into Jillian’s ear.  
  She took a deep breath and slowly let it out.  Even though the danger seemed to be over, she was reluctant to leave Dante’s side, but the last thing she wanted was to come across as clingy.  She stood on her tiptoes and brushed her lips across his.  “I’ll be waiting.  Come back to me as soon as you can.”
Dante wrapped a hand in her long dark hair and crushed his mouth down on hers.  Jillian kissed him back with equal passion.  She got lost in the feel of his body and the sensations that zinged through her.  She forgot about everything but Dante until several clearing throats brought reality crashing down on them.
They sprang apart.  Dante kept an arm wrapped around Jillian’s waist, guiding her to Jenna and Craig.  “Keep her safe for me,” he said to the raptor shifter, “until I finish this meeting with Lucian.  Also, make sure she doesn’t leave any windows cracked until we know the extent of what we’re dealing with here.”
Jenna and Craig gave each other confused looks.  Jenna shrugged and glanced at Jillian with raised eyebrows.  
“Dante found a slight security breach in your penthouse.  I’ll tell you all about it on the way to your place,” Jillian promised.  
She followed the couple to Craig’s SUV, climbed into the back passenger seat, and all but collapsed against the seat.   The adrenaline rush was wearing off, and the frightening things she saw ran round and round inside her head.  She shivered and wrapped her arms around her body to try and control the shakes.  She felt as helpless as a kitten and wondered if it was related to the burst of power she used.
Craig started the vehicle, backed out of the alley, and drove away.  Jillian twisted around in her seat until she could see Dante. He was talking to the other guardians, and a look of deep concentration was etched into his handsome features.  She didn’t turn around until he completely disappeared from sight. 
She was so worried about Dante her heart hurt.  It wasn’t rational, but she couldn’t help the worry and fear that clogged her brain, made breathing hard, and scared her more than the zombies had.  It didn’t matter that he was the deadliest being she knew and that he had powerful magic on his side.  Jillian was going to be worried sick about Dante until he was safe and sound behind the walls of the penthouse apartment.
 



EIGHT
Time passed so slowly it might as well have been standing still.  Jillian was anxious to be in Dante’s arms again, and she’d been waiting for over five hours.  She jumped up from the sofa as soon as the front door opened.  Craig walked in, and Dante was right on his heels.  Jillian brushed past her brother-in-law and wrapped herself around Dante.  
“I missed you,” she whispered into his neck.  “I was starting to think that you weren’t coming back.”
She gave him a worried frown.
“Somehow, someway, I’ll always find my way back to you.  That’s a promise, baby.”  He leaned down and brushed a kiss across her lips.  Much to Jillian’s disappointment, he pulled back before things became too heated.  
Dante guided her to the loveseat, and Craig joined Jenna who was still seated on the sofa.   He briskly ran a hand over his face and sighed.  “Sorry it took so long, but I have news from Lucian, and it’s not good.”
Jenna reached out and grabbed Craig’s hand.  The two sister’s looked at each other.  They exchanged worried glances from across the room.  
“I was afraid of that,” Craig said.  “I want all the information you’ve got so I have some idea of how to handle security for Jenna and Jillian.”
“I’m the one who will be taking care of Jillian from here on out.  I will be handling her protection and security from now on.”
She laid her head on his shoulder and clasped his hand with hers.  Hearing Dante claim her in front of her family made her nerves flutter with excitement.  Knowing he followed her to Enigma was one thing, having him admit she was important to him out loud was something else.
Jenna frowned.  “Jillian wants to stay in Enigma to spend time with the rest of our family and me.  How are you going to be able to protect her all the way from Italy?” 
Jillian tensed at the reminder that Dante lived and performed almost exclusively in Europe.  Dante gave her hand a comforting squeeze, and she instantly relaxed.  “If something bad is going to happen, I trust Dante to keep me safe.  If that means I have to go back to Europe, I will.”
“That’s not going to happen.  The persona of Dante the Elusive is about to fade into obscurity.  I’m handing central Europe over to my second in command and relocating to Enigma.  Keeping you safe is more important than anything else.  Your family and friends can provide you with a much bigger safety net than I can on my own.”
She squeezed his hand so tight it hurt.  For someone as confident and powerful as Dante to be speaking about safety nets, things must be about to get nasty. Evidently, Craig and Jenna thought so as well.  Both of them started talking at once.  
Dante held up a hand to silence them.  “I’ll tell you what I know, which isn’t much.  Some guardians and shifters who keep tabs on things for the council have heard a lot of chatter recently about an attack on the council.”
Craig vigorously shook his head back and forth.  “Taking on the whole council and its allies, that’s a suicide mission.”
“Not if you attack where they’re most vulnerable,” Dante said.
“Mates!”  Jillian and Jenna said at the same time.  
A sharp chill cut through Jillian’s body.  She broke out in goosebumps and shivered from head to toe.
“That’s what we’re afraid of,” Dante confirmed.  “It’s common knowledge in the paranormal world that Lucian and Phillip have found their mates as have a few others on the council.  We think Jessica and Selena were the intended targets with the other ladies being collateral damage.”
Jenna glared at Dante.  “I’m positive you and my sister are mates.  She was attacked too.”
Jillian held her breath and waited for his response.  They hadn’t had a chance to talk about this mating thing yet.  She wasn’t even sure if it was true though her gut said yes.  
“I marked her, Jillian’s definitely my mate.  No one on the outside planning an attack could have known that however.  I only informed the council less than thirty minutes before the attack started.”
Jillian’s hand flew up to the bite mark on the side of her neck.  She unconsciously rubbed the sensitive spot.  “We’re going to be talking about this in private as soon as possible,” she blurted out.
“Fine,” Dante agreed.  He ran his free hand through his midnight black hair.  “We’ve got bigger problems.  If anyone outside your family or the council finds out that Jillian is a conduit, she’ll be a prime target for our enemies.”
 Her sister sucked in an audible breath.  “I’m not staying away from my sister, family, and friends,” Jenna insisted in a stubborn voice.
Craig sighed.  “I know, but you damn well will be vigilant until this threat has been dealt with.”
“Brittany teaches self-defense classes, and she’s already agreed to create a time slot just for our circle of friends,” Jillian said.  “If she still wants to do it, I’m definitely signing up.  She kicks ass!  You should have seen her and her friends fight off those zombies.”
“That’s right, I took her class last year, but I’ve gotten slack.  Jillian and I would never have been able to fight them off on our own,”  Jenna admitted.
“We should start some serious training,” Jillian suggested to her sister.  “If that ever happens to us again, we will be the ones kicking butt.  And I’m going to start tutoring sessions with Brianna as soon as possible,” she insisted.
“I agree,” Jenna said.   “Don’t forget Jessica’s going to need extra protection.”
Craig frowned.  “Why, what’s wrong with Jessica?  I know she didn’t get injured in the attack or Lucian wouldn’t have bothered meeting with Dante and the others.”
Jenna slapped a hand over her mouth.  “Uh oh, I shouldn’t have said anything.”
“Well, you did so spill it.”
“It must be early because Jessica hasn’t mentioned it to us yet, but during the attack, Brianna said that Lucian was going to flip out more than usual because Jessica’s pregnant.”
“That explains a lot,” Dante said, raising a brow.  “Lucian almost destroyed his office when we returned to headquarters.  It took him several minutes to calm down.  I never saw him so out of control.”
“She’s going to be under lock and key,” Craig guessed. 
“You can count on it,” Dante agreed.  “And she won’t be the only one.”  He gave Jillian a pointed look before abruptly standing.  “I hate to impose, but I need to stay here tonight.  I don’t want to let Jillian out of my sight, and your penthouse apartment is much safer than the inn.”
“Of course,” Craig and Jenna said at the same time.
“You’re welcome to stay here for as long as you need to,” Crain offered.
“Thanks, I don’t think it will be too long.  There are a couple of houses for sale near where Lucian and Phillip live.  Jillian and I will be looking at them tomorrow.  It looks like Enigma is going to be our new home, so we might as well get settled as soon as possible.”
“You mean it!”  Heedless of the audience, Jillian wrapped her arms around Dante’s neck and rained kisses all over his face.
****
Dante pulled her onto his lap and abruptly stood.  He hid his emotions well, but he’d been shaking inside from the first moment he heard Jillian was in trouble.  Jillian snuggled against him, and the spontaneous passion that always simmered between them rushed to the surface, blinding him to everything else.
“That’s my cue to say goodnight.  Lucian will be contacting you tomorrow, Craig, with a checklist EPD can use to look for other zombies and clues of their existence.”
“Yeah, I can’t wait to see how I am supposed to spin this one to the other detectives and officers.”  
“The usual line will do. A bad batch of a new drug with crazy side effects will probably be the most believable excuse,” Dante helpfully added, before striding toward the guest bedroom.  “Goodnight,” he called without looking back.
He closed and locked the door before placing Jillian on her feet by the side of the bed.  “I need to be inside you now,” he insisted.  He was already undressing.  He was pleased to see that Jillian wanted him just as bad if the speed at which she got out of her clothes was anything to go by.
They reached for each other at the same time and fell on the bed in a pile of tangled arms and legs.  Their lips meshed together, tongues tangled, and teeth softly clashed as they fought to get as close as physically possible.   Dante was addicted to her.  She tasted sweeter than the finest wine, and he would never get enough.  He kissed her harder, taking more.
She was always so responsive to him.  She pushed back against him, arched her back, and moaned.  She ripped her mouth from his to whisper her needs and wants and to tell him exactly what she wanted.
“Easy, baby, I’m going to do all that and more,” he promised.  But first, he had to sate the burning instinct to possess her hard and fast.  He aligned the head of his erection with the opening of her sex and thrust forward.  His shaft pushed through her tight core, and her body embraced his.  Nothing had ever felt this good.  He buried his face in the side of her neck and bit down on his claiming mark.
Her body shuddered around him, and she begged him for more, demanding he move harder and faster.  He thrust his hips and stroked in and out of her tight wet heat.  She pressed back, matching him move for move.  Their bodies rocked together, racing toward fulfillment and the greatest of pleasures.
They gazed into each other’s eyes, and later he would swear that they both glowed brighter than the moon.  And he finally knew this was what it felt like to love.  It was more than the chemistry and physical attraction.  It was everything.    
****
Lights flashed, cymbals clashed, fireworks exploded, and Jillian’s heart actually stopped for a few beats.  She loved Dante more than words could express.  She felt his love flow into her as well.  She wanted nothing more than to cuddle and enjoy the aftermath of what they just shared, but she needed answers, and they couldn’t wait.  
Jillian sat up and turned sideways so that she and Dante were facing each other.  “I don’t know about this mate thing.  We’ve only had sex twice. Granted it was mind-blowing, earthshattering, better than the richest chocolate kind of sex, but you’re already talking about moving in together.  I want to make sure we do this for the right reasons.  Because we want to, not because we have to.”
Dante wrapped his arms around Jillian and held her tight.  “I’m not the best with words.  I’m more of an action man.  I tried to show you with my body how much you mean to me.”  
She gave him a worried look.  “What if the passion burns out after a few months and we can’t stand each other anymore.  It has a tendency to do that, or so I’ve heard.”  She didn’t know from experience, because no one had ever made her feel the way Dante did.
Dante shifted, placing her back against his front and wrapped his arms around her.  “The little bit of magic that exists in all paranormal beings ensures that mates recognize each other when they meet.  I’ve been alive for several centuries, and I’ve been far from celibate, but I’ve never had such a burning need or desire for anyone else.  Magic always recognizes soul mates when they cross paths.  The bond between mates is strong and can only be broken by death.” 
Jillian pulled away from him, turned around, and sat up on her knees, so they were eye to eye.  “That’s another problem.  You don’t age.  You still look thirty-five, but you say you’re several hundred years old.”  She laughed.  “I know enough about my family to know that witches don’t live forever.  Magic isn’t going to keep me alive for hundreds of years.  I’ll die, and then you’ll be left alone to grieve for me until another mate comes along.”  A tear slipped from beneath her tightly closed eyes.
“Baby, I will never forget you, even if I live another thousand years.”
That only made Jillian feel worse.  She buried her face against his neck.  “I don’t want to leave a hole in your heart after I’m gone either.  Mourning someone, you can’t forget or get over for centuries would be devastating.  I don’t want to be responsible for that much pain and grief.”
He hugged her hard and held her for several seconds before speaking.  “I love you, Jillian.”
“I love you too!”  She kissed his eyes, the tip of his nose, his jaw, and finally his mouth.
“That’s good, real good because I’m afraid you’re stuck with me for eternity.”
Jillian’s head jerked up.  “How!”  Hope made her eyes shine brightly.   
Dante fingered the bite mark he deepened during their second bout of lovemaking.  “Actually, the saliva of guardians has special healing agents much like the saliva of the shifters and the blood of vampires.  Ever since I bit you and injected some of my own saliva into your body, it’s been working to heal any internal damage.  It all but stops your body’s aging process.  Barring any catastrophic injuries, you will live as long as I do.  Over the centuries other guardians have learned that the bite only has to be repeated every month to continue the healing and anti-aging processes.”
Dante laughed out loud before rolling over and completely covering her body with his.  “My beautiful Jillian, I have so much to teach you about the paranormal world and the power and beauty of magic, but all of it can wait until tomorrow.  I need to make love to you over and over again until both of us are too tired to move a muscle.”
Jillian totally agreed as she surrendered to the magical embrace of her guardian. 
 
 



Thank you!  I hope you enjoyed your visit to Enigma, Maine!  Please consider leaving a review at the place of purchase.  They are welcomed and appreciated.  Indie authors depend on reviews for our livelihood!   
Please visit my Amazon author page https://www.amazon.com/Iris-Abbott/e/B004NJG4EA for a complete list of published books.  Also, check out my Facebook page https://www.facebook.com/IrisAbbottAuthor/ for information on upcoming releases!  I enjoy feedback from my readers, so let me know what you’re thinking.  You can reach me at iris@irisabbott.com.  Happy reading!
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