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ONE
Mitch Gannon jumped when the church doors flew open.  He was alpha of the Enigma wolf pack and the owner of the most successful security company in the state of Maine.  That meant Mitch was always on high alert, even when he was the best man at a triple wedding.  He locked eyes with the stranger.  She wore a red cape that did nothing to hide her dark blond curls.  
A jolt of current raced straight to his heart.  He turned to shoot Cupid a dirty look, but typical of that particular nuisance, he was already gone.  Mitch decided it was about to get interesting.  He had a thing for the color red, and he definitely loved blondes. 
****
Scarlet Valentine glanced around the filled room.  Her heart just about lurched in her throat the second she realized she interrupted a wedding.  Heat rushed to her cheeks and flooded her face.  
Could the day get any worse?   Her car, which was reliable until now died in the middle of the road!  She didn’t even have time to pull onto the shoulder.  At least it didn’t appear to be a heavily traveled route.  
Thank goodness, no one hit her when the car stalled.  She turned on the hazard lights and went to find help.  At first, she thought it was a bit of good luck that her vehicle stranded her next to a castle full of people.  Now as several heads turned her way, she wasn’t so sure.  What an awful start to her new life!
A pair of black eyes caught her attention.  She couldn’t look away even though the dark and brooding eyes reminded her of a predator.  Scarlet suppressed a shiver.  Eventually, she noticed that the eyes were part of a gorgeous, rugged face.  
The owner of the mesmerizing eyes and face made his way to her.  He advanced at a rather fast clip and grabbed her arm.  Before she could take a breath, he dragged her out of the church.  The intense look the stranger gave her sent a shiver down her spine.  
“Hey!” she shook her arm loose.  “What do you think you’re doing?” she demanded as soon as they were away from the curious eyes of the wedding guests.
“I think that’s my line.”  He arched a dark brow, and his black eyes glared into her light brown ones.  “You crashed a very private wedding ceremony. I’m head of security, so you’ll be answering my questions not the other way around.”  
The dark, mysterious stranger crowded her.  His forward motion forced her to take several steps back.   Eventually, she was caught between the man and the rough stone wall of the historic building behind her.  There was nowhere left for her to go.  
He slapped both palms down on the stone right next to her head.  She involuntarily jumped. Her eyes widened, and her lips trembled.  
“Good! You should be scared.  You’re playing in my woods now, little girl,” he sneered.  
Scarlet guessed the man was well over six feet tall.  She only came up to his shoulders. She was not going to be bullied.  So what if he was a good five inches taller than she was.   Scarlet narrowed her eyes, sucked in her trembling lips, and shoved.  Hard!  
“Get out of my way, you big oaf!”
The man actually took a couple of steps back.  Bolstered by his small retreat, Scarlet pressed home the advantage.  Her fear quickly subsided to be replaced by righteous indignation.  She poked a deep red fingernail into his chest.  
“I’m sorry I crashed your party, but it couldn’t be helped.” She let out a puff of air.  “And just think, my grandmother always said Enigma was such a friendly place.”  She rolled her eyes.  “No wonder I was never allowed to come here again after one last fateful spring visit.”
The man stopped his retreat  He furrowed his brows.  “You’ve been to Enigma before?”  His voice sounded doubtful. 
Scarlet dropped the hand she poked him with and stared at the man with narrow eyes.  “Of course, I’ve been here before.”  She shrugged her delicate shoulders.  “What about it?  This is Enigma, Maine not some hidden village near the Amazon.”
“A remote village halfway across the world sounds really good about now,” the man muttered under his breath.  “I’ve lived here my entire life, and I don’t remember you.”
He continued to stare at her hard enough to alarm her. “Though, there is something faintly familiar about you.”  He moved closer.  She could have sworn the man sniffed her.
Scarlet laughed.  “There’s no way any one person can know everything that goes on, especially in a mid-sized town like Enigma.”  
Now would be a good time to offer an introduction.  “By the way, I’m Scarlet Valentine.  My grandmother Susan Valentine lived on the outskirts of Enigma for several decades.”  Her voice hitched a little at the end after the mention of her grandmother.  She bit her bottom lip to keep her emotions under control.  She missed her grandmother.  Even though she hadn’t been back to Enigma in years, she and her grandmother talked almost every day on the phone until the woman’s death.
****
Scarlet Valentine, Mitch turned the name over in his mind.  The name fit the gloriously vibrant woman who stood in front of him.  He picked up one of her delicate hands and brought it to his lips.  
“I’m Mitch Gannon, and it’s a real pleasure to meet you.”  He kissed her hand and then slowly released it.  Her skin was soft and sweet. Mitch knew he wasn’t going to be able to rest until he tasted all she had to offer.
Scarlet as if mesmerized by his touch slowly brought her hand back to her side.  
The church door opened and several people streamed out.  She stepped out of their path right before Mitch would have swept her to safety.  “Umm, sorry I interrupted such an important occasion, but my car died.”  She pointed to the bright red sports car sitting in the middle of the road.
Mitch knew enough about autos to cover the basics.  “Let’s have a look at it. I’ll see if I can fix the problem.”
“Thanks,” she quickly accepted his offer.  She looked toward the setting sun.  “I wanted to be settled in my grandmother’s cottage before dark.”  She got a faraway look on her face, and her body trembled. 
“Looks like I’m gonna be cutting it close.  I should have gotten an earlier start from Boston.  Traffic was a nightmare.  My stubborn car sure hasn’t helped matters much either.”  She let out a breathy little sigh as she started to walk toward her car.  
Mitch felt that sigh all the way down to his toes.  The woman was gorgeous, and she was going to be living right in his backyard.  The location provided the perfect opportunity for him to get to know her.  
A nagging thought in the back of his mind persisted.  He sifted through time and memories.  He finally remembered the frightened seventeen-year-old who visited her grandmother during a long weekend in the spring.  She managed to wander off the path and got lost in the forest.   
Mitch stumbled upon her by pure chance when he was out on a run.  Even in early spring, temperatures could dip below freezing.   It was a bitterly cold night.  He remained in his wolf form and stayed with the teenager to keep her warm and safe until the sun rose.  Then he led her to the edge of the woods and safety.  
He looked for glimpses of her around town afterward, but he never saw her again.  That is until now.  During the ten years since he last saw her, the pale blonde hair darkened to a burnished mass of dark blonde curls with honey highlights.  The gangly teen grew into a gorgeous woman with luscious curves, but he was sure they were one and the same.
They reached her car and Mitch gave it a hard look.  It probably wasn’t even five years old, and it looked well cared for.  There was no reason for it to stall.  “Get in and try starting it one more time,” he suggested.  
Scarlet gave him a doubtful look but did as he asked.  She inserted the key into the ignition and twisted.  The car fired right up.  She shot Mitch a mortified look.  “Oh, my goodness! I can’t believe it.  I tried to start this darn thing several times before I went inside.”  
Mitch narrowed his eyes.  He wasn’t sure if he believed her or not.
“Really!  I swear it wouldn’t start.  I would never endanger anyone’s life or my car for that matter by leaving it in the middle of the road.”  
Mitch crossed his arms in front of his chest and flashed her a suspicious look.  Some strange things happened in Enigma lately.  He didn’t know what to believe about the delectable stranger.
She stopped babbling. Her lips thinned, and she gave him a piercing look.  “Whatever!  Thanks for the help,” she muttered.  “And I’ll be sure to stay out of your way from now on.”  She pressed her foot down on the accelerator.  The bright red sports car shot forward forcing the tires to squeal in protest.  
Gravel sprayed all around him.  The tiny pebbles pinged off his legs.  Mitch didn’t move or take his eyes off the retreating red vehicle.  
He guessed Scarlet was telling the truth.  He could thank the powers and magic that be in Enigma for his surprise encounter with the divine Ms. Valentine.  Everything had to do with fate.  There was no such thing as a coincidence, at least not in Enigma, Maine.  There anything that could happen usually did, as he knew all too well.   
 



TWO
Scarlet listened to the howling wind.  She couldn’t stop the shiver that moved up and down her body.  She’d been in Enigma for several weeks, and winter settled in bringing a fierce storm in its wake.  The noisy wind brought back memories of being lost in the woods ten years ago.  She was picking wildflowers and wandered into the forest even though she knew better.  Her grandmother always warned her never to venture into the woods.  Of course, she got lost.  It was a bitterly cold night, just like this one, even though it was early spring.  
As funny as it sounds, a wolf was her saving grace.  It found her huddled on the forest floor, trying to stay warm.  The furry animal stayed with her during the night, sharing its body heat.  It even guided her out of the dense forest at first light.  Several people were searching for her, and a police officer found her not long after she emerged from beyond the trees.  The wolf was nowhere to be seen.
Nobody seemed to believe her when she mentioned the wolf.  Though she could have sworn a strange look passed between her grandmother and a couple of the officers.  Everyone, including her grandmother, tried to convince her that she imagined the whole thing.  The next morning she was sent back to her parents’ house in Boston.  That was the last time she set foot in Enigma, Maine until two months ago.  
A gust of wind fiercely attacked the back of the cottage. One of the shutters flew open and banged against the side of the house.  Scarlet visibly jumped from the loud noise. Usually, she wasn’t scared of storms, and she didn’t mind a little wind. 
These weren’t normal circumstances.  Scarlet was a woman in hiding. She felt it was only a matter of time before the stalker she left in Boston found her.  She had to be cautious.  Her life depended on it.  
She took a deep breath and slowly exhaled.  Work should be enough to keep her mind off the storm.  She turned back to the computer.  She was a graphic artist and web designer.  It was a great career to have when you needed to flee a dangerous situation.  
She missed her almost daily conversations with her grandmother, but inheriting the cottage could not have come at a better time.  She owned her own business and worked from home, so the move didn’t affect her career at all.  It, however, might save her life, but it still paid to be cautious.  She wasn’t out of the woods yet, as the old saying went.
She was in the process of updating and revamping the website for Gannon Security.  Of course, Gannon Security made her think of its primary owner Mitch Gannon.  She’d tried to avoid him after their run in on her first day in Enigma.  That turned out to be impossible.  
She wasn’t in town three days before Mitch’s brother Justin contacted her about overhauling their company’s website.  She jumped at the chance to prove herself with such an established and well-known business.  She accepted the job even though it meant having occasional contact with Mitch.
The two of them had been dancing around each other ever since.  Occasional contact somehow managed to blossom into almost daily contact.  She ran into Mitch everywhere she went.  It was a little worrisome, considering what she was running from.  She did her best to stay out of his way and work with Justin, but Mitch seemed to thwart her at every turn.  
Today was a prime example.  She was supposed to meet Justin for a business lunch in the town square earlier today.  Of course, Mitch showed up in his brother’s place.  Scarlet gritted her teeth and bit back the acid comment threatening to trip off her tongue.  
She offered him an awkward smile and turned on her laptop to show him the latest progress on their website.  The design was in the last stage.  She just needed Mitch or Justin to sign off on her work, and she was done.  
Mitch took his time and thoroughly perused the finished product.  He made comments and asked a few questions as he looked over the home page and navigation menu.  Then he fell silent as he continued to look over the website word for word.  
After about ten minutes of silence, Scarlet’s nerves were stretched to the breaking point.  She added a pack of no calorie sweetener to her cup of hot tea and stirred.   Her hand shook and the spoon clanked against the side of the china cup.  
Mitch stared at her with his mysterious black eyes and grinned.  The tension that snaked around her spine and tightened every muscle in her body finally broke. She relaxed into the wooden chair.  Mitch might annoy her, but his smile and those eyes soothed her.  
Scarlet cleared her throat.  “What do you think?”  Her voice quavered slightly. She hoped Mitch didn’t notice how nervous he made her.
He rubbed his chin and turned the laptop toward Scarlet.  He cleared his throat. “I like it.  It’s simple and much cleaner than the website we’re using now.  It clearly shows that we have three separate divisions: home security, commercial security, and personal security.  If potential customers contact the correct division right away, it saves a lot of time and sorting at the office.”
Scarlet slowly released the breath she was holding.  “Justin explained to me that you guys spent a lot of time passing messages and phone numbers back and forth to each other.  I knew that was something an organized website could correct.  Made that my main focus when I put the mockup together. Your company is already well-established. You don’t really need the website to drive business to you.”
“I love what I see,” he gave her a big teeth-baring smile.  “How soon can we go live?”
His wolfish grin told her he was talking about more than the website. Heat unfurled in the bottom of her core and spread to the rest of her body.  “Umm, I’ll check everything over one more time after I leave here.  I can have it ready to go by tomorrow morning,” she promised.  
Scarlet packed up her laptop without looking at Mitch.  She hastily made her getaway, using work as an excuse.  She looked over her shoulder at him twice before she exited the diner.
****
A loud bang near the back door made Scarlet jump, bringing her back to the present.  She shivered even though the heater ran at full blast.  Bang! She flinched and surged out of her office chair.  Her heart raced, and Scarlet’s skin and nerves were raw.
She grabbed the phone.  She muscles tensed, ready for fight or flight when she discovered the landline was dead.  She gulped in deep breaths of air.  
“It’s the storm,” she repeated several times.  The loud noises at the back of the house and the dead phone line could be explained by the storm. Scarlet, however, wasn’t taking any chances.  She did that once in Boston and almost died.  She came to Enigma to be safe, and right now she was feeling anything but safe. 
She scrambled into her bedroom and locked the door behind her.  Scarlet dumped the contents of her purse onto the bed until she spotted her mobile phone.  She frantically grabbed for it.  She scrolled through recent calls until she found the primary number for Gannon Security.
Scarlet tapped her fingers against the phone.  “Pick up!” she begged. The ringing continued on the other end.  She held her breath, knowing someone there would be able to help her if they would only answer!
“Hello,” the deep voice resonated through the phone.  “Gannon Security.  Justin Gannon speaking.”   
Scarlet nervously nipped at her bottom lip. She considered hanging up the phone.  Surely, she was overreacting.  Another crash sounded from outside. An anguished sob escaped before she could stop it.  She was terrified and needed help.
The voice on the other end of the phone grew more insistent.  “Hello!  Who’s there?”  He grumbled in a deep voice.
“Justin, it’s Scarlet Valentine.  I’m at my grandmother’s old cottage!” she whispered into the phone.  “I hear a lot of noise outside.  Something’s banging around like someone’s trying to get inside.”
She heard a rush of air hiss over the line.  “Relax. Scarlet.  We can get some pretty nasty storms out this way. Tonight is one example of Mother Nature’s awesome power.”
Scarlet wanted to believe he was right, but he didn’t know the full story.  Before she knew it, she was blurting out the horrible truth to a client.  “I left a stalker behind in Boston!  What if he found me?”
“Damn!  Lock yourself in your bedroom and wait until you hear from Mitch or me,” he demanded.
“I already did that,” she admitted with a shaky voice.  “Please hurry.”
****
Mitch’s phone buzzed.  He saw his brother’s number and immediately answered.  “Hey!  Good timing,” Mitch greeted his brother.  “I just left a meeting where I discussed security for an upcoming party with Alessandro Russo, Phillip Saint John, and Logan Justice. Those witches of theirs sure are social.”  He chuckled.  
“And get this.  They want to host a masked ball at Russo’s castle to celebrate Valentine’s Day.  I’ve never been a big fan of the mushy day. This year all the fuss will be worth it just to watch them squirm!”
“Any other time I’d make some inane comment about the absurdity of a vampire, cat shifter, and time traveling wizard participating in a masked ball.  Now though, there are more important things to worry about.”
Mitch’s body stiffened.  “What are you talking about.  His gut churned, warning him he wasn’t going to like the answer.
“I got a phone call from Scarlet.  She heard some loud noises outside the cottage and got scared enough to lock herself in the bedroom before calling Gannon Security.”
Mitch chuckled.  “I’m sure it’s just the wind from the storm.  Did you try explaining that to her.”
“Yea, I did.  That’s when she informed me she was being stalked when she left Boston.”
Mitch slammed on brakes right there in the middle of the highway.  Thank goodness, there was no one behind him.  “Damn it!  I knew I should have done a background search on her as soon as she showed up in Enigma and caught my interest.”  
He did a three-point turn on the deserted road and drove toward the cottage Scarlet now occupied.  “I don’t want to take any chances with her safety.  I’m on my way to her place right now.  Meet me there as soon as you can just in case I need backup.”  That wasn’t likely, but better to be safe than sorry.  At least until he knew exactly who or what he was dealing with.  
He drove at breakneck speed on the highway that bisected the woods.  He made a quick turn into the almost hidden driveway and practically stood on the brake to come to a screeching stop in front of Scarlet’s cottage.  So much for trying to sneak up on an intruder, he thought.  He jumped out of the large black SUV.  His heightened sense of sight and smell weren’t detecting anything out of the ordinary.  He should perform a perimeter check of the cottage, but he was in too much of a hurry to get to Scarlet.  He went straight to the front door and knocked.  
He waited a few minutes, but there was no answer.  He called Scarlet from his mobile phone, but the call went unanswered too.  He ran a hand through his hair and bent down to inspect the lock on the door.  It was too easy for a security expert like him to pick the lock, which only served to add to his frustration.  
His wolf howled on the inside to claim Scarlet.  It had been ever since she set foot in town.  She seemed to have other ideas, however.  She did everything in her power to avoid him since their first run in. So he bided his time and gave her space.  Now it looked like time was up for both of them.   The threat of danger escalated his timetable.  
He opened the door and silently closed and locked it behind him.  He looked around the inside of the cottage.  Neat and orderly and he didn’t detect anything out of the ordinary.  
“Scarlet,” he called into the silence.  “It’s Mitch Gannon.  Justin told me you needed help.  Come on out, so I know you’re all right.”  He waited, but there was no response.  He walked toward the master bedroom in the back of the cottage on silent feet.  He rattled the doorknob.  “Scarlet, everything’s okay.  Let me in.”
Mitch rattled the knob.  “Scarlet, open the door!” The door was yanked open fast enough to startle him.   
Scarlet flew into his embrace.  She let out a low, strangled sob.  He tightened his hold on her.  Mitch rubbed one hand over her mass of tangled waves and the other over her back.  He made small comforting circles.  
“It’s okay, darling,” he whispered in a husky voice.  No more sobs were forthcoming, and Mitch released the pent-up breath he held.  He sat on the edge of the bed and cradled Scarlet in his lap.  “I’ve got you.  I promise nothing’s going to happen to you,” he whispered in a calm voice that belied the worry churning in his gut.  
Scarlet nestled against him, and he tightened his embrace. Finally, after a couple of minutes, she lifted her face from his chest.  “Thank you for getting here so soon.  Somehow I thought I’d be on my own for a while yet.”  She shuddered.
Mitch felt the tremors running through her body.  “Luckily, I was already in my car and not too far away when Justin called me.  He’s on his way just in case I needed backup.”  He stared into her eyes, dark black into golden brown.  “I’m not very happy with you right now.”  
She put some space between their bodies. Mitch folded his arms across his broad chest and continued to stare her down.  “Justin told me you left behind something in Boston.” His eyes narrowed.  “A stalker,” he growled.
“I can’t believe you haven’t mentioned this to one of us before now.  You’re in danger, and we only run one of the best security businesses in the country.  You can’t plead ignorance, because you’ve been working on our website for weeks.  You know exactly what we do for a living.  And I’m sure you’ve garnered just how well we do our job.”
Scarlet chewed on her bottom lip.  “I know how well you do your job, Mitch.  That was never in question.  I hoped that he couldn’t find me here.”  She let out a heart-wrenching sigh before continuing.  
“I just want to feel normal without eating and breathing fear.  I’m sick of constantly looking over my shoulder and jumping at every unknown sound I hear.  I just want to forget about it.   Leave it all behind.”
“Sticking your head in the sand doesn’t make the danger go away,” he warned.   Scarlet visibly paled, and Mitch cursed himself for being so insensitive.  He didn’t want her to take any chances.  If being harsh got his point across and helped keep her safe, then so be it!   
He shoved one hand through his already tousled hair.  “Look if it makes you feel better, I didn’t see any signs of an intruder when I arrived.  Of course, I was so worried about you I didn’t exactly sneak up to the cottage.   If someone were here, they might have heard me and scurried off into the woods to wait for a better opportunity to get to you.”
Scarlet hugged herself.  “And that’s supposed to make me feel better?  Gee, your attempt to calm me is working rather well.”  
The sarcasm in her words was not lost on Mitch. He narrowed his eyes and glared at her.
“Calm equals complacent. Complacent can equal dead.  That’s not going to happen, not on my watch anyway.  You need to pack a bag.  You can’t stay out here by yourself.  It’s too isolated,” he insisted.
The thought of a stalker getting his hands on Scarlet made his gut churn.  “At the very least, this place needs a state of the art security system.  I also want to change out your door and window locks and replace them with commercial grade locks.  Of course, I know what I’m doing, but I picked the lock on your front door in under two minutes.”
****
Scarlet backed up a step.  She didn’t like the way Mitch barged in and took over.  Yes, having a stalker was terrifying, and as she almost found out in Boston, it could be deadly. Scarlet survived then, and she’d survive now.  She didn’t need another man trying to take over her life.  After all, wasn’t that how this whole mess started?  
“You can’t come in here and start barking orders.  I need to stay in my own space.  You said yourself that you didn’t see any signs of an intruder.”  She shrugged a shoulder and tried to seem unconcerned.  
“I must have overreacted to the storm. I’ll be fine here on my own.”  She was careful to add the last part.  She didn’t want Mitch to think she was inviting him to camp out at her cottage.  The space definitely wasn’t big enough for the two of them.
“I think you might want to reconsider that,” another voice said from the doorway.  Scarlet and Mitch turned to see Justin standing there.  He had a grave look on his face.  
“What did you find?” Mitch barked out the question in a gruff voice.  Scarlet shivered.
“Her phone line was cut.  Also, a back window has gouge marks around the casing that look fresh.  I’m certain there was an intruder.” He looked at Scarlet.  “It’s a good thing you kept your head long enough to call Gannon Security and an even better thing that Mitch was nearby.  A few more minutes and the intruder may have smashed the window to gain entry.”
Mitch moved closer to her.  “That settles it.  You can’t stay here.  Surely you realize that.” 
Scarlet wasn’t about to give in that easily.  She glanced from Justin to Mitch and then back to Justin.  “Maybe I can stay with Justin.”  She might feel safer with Mitch, but there was her peace of mind to consider.  
An awful noise that sounded a lot like a snarl escaped from Mitch’s curled lips.  Taken aback by the out of place reverberation Scarlet took an instinctive step backward.  She couldn’t help but notice that Justin did the same.  
“Justin will be there too.  We share the family home.  Besides, the two of us have some work to do.”  
He looked at his watch. “The sooner we get it done the better.  Hurry up and grab enough things to tide you over for a few days.  It’ll take me at least that long to get this cottage up to snuff when it comes to security.”
Scarlet bristled on the inside at being ordered around, but she didn’t have much choice.  She couldn’t stay at the cottage that was for sure. Scarlet hadn’t made any friends in Enigma.  Not that she would want to put any new friends in danger by placing them in the path of an obsessed lunatic.  
Somehow, she couldn’t work up the energy to worry about Mitch Gannon.  Scarlet knew deep down inside that he could hold his own against anyone, even a crazy stalker like Travis Linden.  
She went to her closet without further argument.  It wouldn’t take her long to pack.  She was too tired to bicker, and Scarlet couldn’t wait to get away from the little cottage she once hoped would be a haven.  
Scarlet stuffed several changes of clothes and all the toiletries she would need into a medium-sized suitcase.  She trudged to the living room to find Mitch and Justin with their heads close together engaged in deep conversation.  They both stopped when she took a few steps toward them, lugging the suitcase behind her.
“Let me get that for you.”  Mitch sauntered over and picked up the piece of luggage as if it weighed nothing.  He wrapped his free arm around Scarlet’s waist and deftly led her out to his SUV.  “Ride with me tonight.  You won’t need your car before tomorrow anyway,” he insisted.  “And my SUV is much more capable of handling the stormy weather.”
Scarlet was emotionally drained and in no shape to argue.  She let him help her into the passenger seat.  She froze when he reached over her to fasten the safety belt, but she didn’t protest.  He made her nervous. He evoked feelings she wanted to forget, but she very well couldn’t tell him that.  
Instead, she leaned back and relaxed into the soft leather of the seat.  She should be nervous about going off with someone she barely knew.  She reminded herself that Mitch dedicated his life to protect other people.  His company had an impeccable reputation not just in the state of Maine but all over the country.  Surely, she’d be safe with him.
Mitch got behind the wheel, started the ignition, and began driving.  
Scarlet closed her eyes and rubbed her aching temple.  The thought of her stalker tracking her to Enigma affected her more than she wanted to let on.  
“My house is about twenty-five minutes away.  You have plenty of time to fill me in on everything you know about who would want to break into your cottage and why.”  
Scarlet shivered at the thought of having to dredge up such nasty memories, but Mitch was right.  If he was going to protect her, she needed to tell him everything she could about the unpleasant situation.  She took a deep breath and wrapped her arms around herself for added encouragement.  
“I had a stalker in Boston.  It’s the main reason I packed everything up and headed to Enigma when I inherited my grandmother’s cottage.  It was hard for me to leave behind my parents, and the friends I’ve known all my life, but I felt like I didn’t have a choice.”  Not if she was going to survive. She didn’t want Mitch to think she was melodramatic, so she kept that statement to herself.  
“I heard about the stalker from Justin.  I need more details.  Do you know the stalker’s identity? And exactly how long has he been harassing you?”  Her skin broke out in goose bumps. 
“Don’t leave anything out,” he instructed in a much softer voice.  
Scarlet sighed.  “His name is Travis Linden, and he lived in a neighboring townhouse.  We ran into each other occasionally in the neighborhood.  He asked me out several times, but I wasn’t interested, and I kept telling him no.  After a couple of months, strange things started to happen.”  
She shuddered, and Mitch turned up the heater.  She was surprised by his awareness and powers of observation.  Then again, it was probably what put him at the top of his field.  
“What kind of things?  I need details, so I know exactly what kind of danger we’re dealing with here.  In my job, it pays to be thorough,” he added before she could object to all his questions.  “You need to know that I am not going to let anything happen to you, but your cooperation would go a long way in allowing me to keep that promise.”
Scarlet nodded her agreement.  “Someone started leaving presents by my door.  At first, it was innocent things like flowers or chocolate, but sweet soon turned into disturbing.  The last gift was a see-through piece of lingerie complete with crotchless panties.  I was repulsed by such an intimate gift from a secret admirer, so I left the package by the door.”  
She twisted a strand of dark blond hair around her finger.  “I was hoping my admirer would get the hint that I wasn’t interested if I didn’t accept the gift.”  She shrugged, and her voice trembled.  “Instead, I think it was the final snub that sent him over the edge.  The next morning the lingerie was still by my door, but it was ripped to shreds.”  
A little sob escaped.  “A stray cat lived in the neighborhood, and I usually fed it several times a week.  I found him a couple of days later.”  She couldn’t stop the violent shudder that shook her body.  “Someone stabbed him and left him to bleed out by my back door.”
****
“How did you figure out it was the Linden person?  Did you go to the police about any of this?  Local authorities are very cooperative with Gannon Security. An existing restraining order would speed up the process of obtaining one in this jurisdiction.”  
Mitch wanted as much legal documentation as possible to support a case for death in self-defense if it came to that. And if the stalker were pursuing Scarlet in Enigma, it wouldn’t end any other way.  Mitch wouldn’t let it.  The wolf inside him would cheerfully and permanently eliminate any threat to Scarlet without skipping a beat.
Scarlet seemed to shrink right before his eyes.  She sank into the seat and tried to curl inward.  Finally, she took a deep breath and closed her eyes in preparation to share her nightmare.  
“Travis followed me home from an evening jog a couple of weeks later.  I tried to make polite excuses to get rid of him, but he wouldn’t budge.  I decided to forego politeness in favor of rudeness.  I took out my key, planning to go inside to get away from him.  
Unfortunately, I underestimated the danger.  He waited until I was halfway in the door before he pushed his way inside.  I threw my entire weight against the door, but it wasn’t enough.  He attacked me.  Luckily, he forgot to shut the door behind him, and I was able to let out a couple of loud screams.  A neighbor called the police, and they arrived in time to save me. Unfortunately, Linden got away.”  
She sighed.  “The police were still looking for him when I left Boston.  I didn’t get any more packages or visits, but I got several hang-ups on my landline right before I moved.  I assumed it was Linden’s way of tormenting me from a distance.”
Mitch growled.
She blinked. “I got a restraining order. I don’t see what good a piece of paper is going to do,” she grumbled. “Especially if he’s the one who tried to break into my cottage.”
Mitch’s inner wolf snarled in anger.  He worked hard to hold back his emotions.  He didn’t want to scare Scarlet, because the rage was in no way directed at her.  He took his right hand off the wheel and reached out to hold her hand.  He wanted to wrap Scarlet in his arms and soothe away all the bad memories, but that wasn’t going to happen while he drove.  
“It must have sent him over the edge again when he discovered your Boston number was disconnected.  Either you didn’t cover your tracks as well as you thought or he watched and followed you here.  Justin and I will make finding this maniac our top priority.”  And once they did, he’d never terrorize her again.  
If the man was in Enigma, he couldn’t hide forever. He’d be easy to find.  Mitch made a mental note to contact Phillip Saint John as soon as possible.  He was one of the magical guardians who protected paranormal beings, and he lived in Enigma.  Phillip and Mitch were also friends.  He’d want to take out the trash as much as Mitch did, especially if the stalker was polluting Enigma with his foul presence. 
Mitch intended to claim Scarlet as his mate soon.  Mate to a wolf shifter put her in the realm of the paranormal.  It put her under the protection of his pack and the guardians as well. Not that he needed help protecting what he considered his, but extra eyes and ears might help track down the deranged jerk faster. 
The sooner, the better as far as Mitch was concerned. 

The silence in the SUV stretched onward until Scarlet broke it.  “Mitch,” she whispered.  “I’m sorry I didn’t mention any of this before.”  He felt her shiver.
“I wanted to put the ordeal behind me and move on.  I didn’t think he’d be able to find me in Enigma.  I was hoping since he was on the run from the police that he’d be on the other side of the country or something.  Guess I should have taken the extra precaution of updating the cottage’s security as soon as I moved in.”
Mitch grunted in response.  “At least you didn’t take any chances tonight.   I am glad you called us instead of waiting for something bad to happen.”  He left it at that.  He didn’t want to lecture her after the fright she had, but he wanted to make sure she understood that he was taking the threat to her safety seriously.  As far as he was concerned, it was personal.  He would find Travis Linden and permanently remove him from Scarlet’s life.  He would do whatever it took to guarantee her physical and emotional wellbeing.  
Another hush fell over the inside of the vehicle. Soon after Mitch felt the hand he still held go limp.  He chanced a peek at Scarlet. She was slumped over in the seat fast asleep.  He let out a weary sigh and slowly let go of her hand so as not to disturb her.  
He drove the rest of the way shrouded in silence with only his spiraling thoughts to keep him company.  He needed a plan of action to ensure Scarlet’s safety, and he needed to implement it right away.  He sifted through and discarded ideas until he turned into the long drive that led to the vast, luxury log cabin that served as his home and the central meeting place for the Enigma wolf pack.
He parked the car in the garage and went around to the passenger side.  Scarlet still slept, no doubt caused by a depletion of adrenaline after her scare.  He opened the door, unfastened her seatbelt, and carefully lifted her into his arms.  Using one hand, he unlocked the door and punched the security code into the number pad on the wall.  He proceeded up the double staircase to one of the waiting guest rooms.  
He and Justin shared a large luxury log cabin complete with two master bedrooms on the main floor and six guest bedrooms in the large second story loft area.  He was expected as the alpha to host several meetings and social gatherings every month.   Sometimes for various reasons he and Justin housed guests for an extended period of time.  He was incredibly grateful that all the upstairs bedrooms were currently empty since Scarlet was going to be in residence.  
Scarlet didn’t strike him as the frilly kind.  He bypassed the pale pink room with the antique lace trim and canopy bed.  The third bedroom on his side of the house was decorated in red and black, and Mitch knew instinctively that the bold and exotic room would perfectly match Scarlet’s personality.  He wanted her to enjoy her stay in his house just as much as he was going to enjoy having her there.  After all, as far as he was concerned the move was permanent.  
He laid her on top of the comforter and pulled off her shoes and socks.  She stirred and mumbled a few words, but went back to sleep.  Her jeans were next.  After that, Mitch decided not to press his luck.  She would be comfortable enough in the baggy sweater and underwear she still wore.  
He lifted her, flipped back the bedding, and gently placed her in the center of the bed.  He gave her a yearning look, taking in the display of long, toned legs on display.  She tempted him, and his body burned to possess her. He wasn’t going to let his desire put her in jeopardy.  He would call a meeting and get a security team in place immediately.  He tucked her in and kissed her forehead. 
“Sleep tight, Scarlet, and sweet dreams.”  
He knew she might be scared and disoriented if she woke in a strange bedroom, so he turned on the bedside lamp.  It emitted a soft and friendly yellow glow of light.  He also left the bedroom door cracked instead of shutting it all the way.  He wanted her to feel free to explore his home when she was up to it.  He took one last look at her and headed downstairs to his home office.  
He and Justin had a lot of work to do. He had several phone calls to make, starting with Phillip Saint John.  He pulled out his phone and pushed speed dial number four to reach the guardian he considered a friend.  He wasn’t surprised to get Phillip’s voicemail.  He and his wife Selena were probably cozied up together in bed.  
“Saint John, Mitch Gannon here.  This is a courtesy call to let you know that my soon to be mate has a stalker who may have followed her from Boston.  Someone cut the landline at the Valentine cottage tonight, and Justin found evidence of an attempted breaking and entering.  She has a restraining order against this guy, and he’s wanted by the police in Boston for a previous attack.  If he’s in Enigma, I want Travis Linden found!”  Mitch ended the phone call and walked into his office.   
Justin was busy on the computer.  His brother looked up from the screen when he heard Mitch enter the room.  His jaw was clenched, and Mitch could feel the anger radiating off of him in sharp, stabbing waves.  “After you left, I tried tracking the intruder, but the strong rain washed away any evidence or scent.   I couldn’t find a trail to follow.”
Mitch shrugged.  He wasn’t too concerned with the information.  It was more or less what he expected.  After all, Mitch failed to pick up anything out of the ordinary when he first arrived at the cottage.  Of course, all his attention was focused on Scarlet.   “I’m not surprised.  It’s pretty nasty out there, and the rain really came down hard earlier.”  
His brother was still tense. He looked ready to snap at any second.  “Don’t be too hard on yourself, Justin.  You’re the pack’s best tracker. If there were something there to find you’d have found it.”  
Justin swallowed hard.  Mitch knew he wasn’t gonna like what his brother was getting ready to say.  “Mitch, he tried to kill her.”
  Mitch causally sat down in the chair behind his desk.  “I know.  She told me he attacked her right before she left Boston and that the police are looking for him.  I also have a name if you want to do the research.”
Justin narrowed his eyes.  “Travis Linden, yeah I know.  I’ve already hacked into Boston PD’s system to search for information on Scarlet.”  He slammed his fist down on the table.  “Mitch he didn’t just attack her, he almost killed her.  She had two black eyes, a concussion, and a bruised windpipe from where he choked her.   He left the imprint of his fingers on her skin.  I’ve seen the photos.  If the police were five minutes later, she would’ve been strangled to death.  She was in the hospital for several days.”  
Mitch got up and walked over to Justin’s computer.  Seeing the police photos was a compulsion he couldn’t ignore.  He glanced over Justin’s shoulder and onto the screen.  The bruised and battered woman lying in the hospital bed with a human hand imprint around her throat looked nothing like the spirited and immaculate beauty he’d been getting to know the past couple of months.  His hands clenched to form tight fists, and he couldn’t hold back the menacing growl that escaped.  
“Travis Linden is a dead man.  Make copies of these and forward them to Phillip Saint John immediately. I don’t want any trouble with the council when my wolf rips the abusive son of a bitch apart.”
“Already done,” Justin responded.  “How’s Scarlet?”
“She crashed on the drive over and was in a deep sleep when we arrived.  I don’t think she’s been sleeping well, but she must feel safe enough with me to let her exhaustion take over.  I put her in the red room appropriately enough.  I wanted to take her to my bedroom, but scaring her by trying to force the mating issue right now is the last thing she needs.”
“I agree.  Scarlet’s been traumatized enough, and on some instinctive level she must recognize the alpha in you, and it intimidates her after being brutalized by her stalker.”
Mitch’s eyes narrowed.  “That man’s not an alpha.  He’s nothing like me.  He’s a coward who attacks innocent women.”  
Mitch had been doing a good job keeping his emotions and his wolf under control, but he’d reached his limit.  “I need to shift and go for a run.  I think Scarlet is probably out for the night, but keep an ear and eye open just in case.  I’ll be back soon.”  He trusted his brother and beta with his life, but he wouldn’t leave Scarlet out of his sight for too long.  
 



THREE
Scarlet slowly became alert.  She stretched, and her fingers curled into the silky bedding under her.  She froze.  The sheets on her bed weren’t this soft and luxurious.  
Her eyes popped open, and she sat straight up against the black wrought iron headboard.  She started to breathe fast, and her heart pounded wildly in her chest.  “Don’t panic,” she muttered.  Scarlet needed to keep her wits about her and stay sharp.  She rubbed her face, and the last vestige of sleep faded away.  
Memories of the night before rushed back to her.  The storm, the loud noises, and Mitch Gannon coming to her rescue.  Mitch took her to his house.  The last thing she remembered was talking with Mitch on the drive to his home.  She must have fallen asleep, and he put her to bed.  
 She threw back the covers and as quietly as possible got out of the bed.  The curtains were firmly closed, but it felt like night.  Scarlet didn’t think she slept for long.  She glanced around, taking in her surroundings.  
The room was gorgeous. The walls were painted in a bold shade of red with black trim.  The bedding matched the walls, and the furniture was made of very sturdy black wrought iron.  
Scarlet noticed the bedroom door was slightly ajar.  She could see into the hall beyond and what looked like a huge open loft with lots of windows.  Her intuition proved correct.   It was still dark outside.  The house was quiet, but now that she was awake Scarlet was too keyed up to go back to sleep.  
She spotted another open door at the back of the bedroom.  It led to a bathroom.  She walked into the bathroom and looked inside a couple of cabinets until she found fresh towels.  Scarlet washed her face, looking into the mirror as she did so.  Her hair was a mess of tangled curls.  
She went back into the bedroom, searching for her suitcase.  She was happy to find it resting in front of another door that probably concealed a closet.  She thought about putting her clothes away, but first things first.  Her throat was dry, and she was thirsty.  She found her brush and dragged it through her hair a couple of times.  She stepped into her jeans and headed out of the bedroom and down the stairs.  
She guessed that the kitchen would be on the first floor.  She looked around as she descended the stairs.  Mitch’s house was gorgeous, but it was huge.  She’d stayed in resorts smaller than his place.  She couldn’t help but wonder why a single man needed so much space?  She found the kitchen and snagged a bottle of water from the refrigerator.  
A few background noises penetrated her senses.   She walked toward the sound and noticed a light coming from one of the rooms to her right.  She heard low voices engaged in conversation as she neared the door.  When she was close enough, Scarlet picked out the deep timber of Mitch’s voice.  It soothed her churning nerves but caused her heart to beat faster.  
She paused at the door when she noticed there were five other men in the room with Mitch.  Justin was the only one she recognized.  She turned on her tiptoes, hoping to sneak away before anyone realized she was there.  Scarlet took three steps when Mitch called her name.  She froze and turned back to face the men in the room.  Mitch held out his hand to her, and without thinking twice, she walked to his side.
****
Mitch was almost done with the planning session.  He pulled his four best personal bodyguards from other jobs to help him.  Scarlet took priority above all others.  She was more than a job.  She was the future mate of the pack’s alpha.  The men in this room knew that and would act accordingly.  
He sensed the woman of his desire just before she came into view.  Out of the corner of his eye, he saw her turn and try to sneak away without being seen.  Too late, he knew she was there, and he wanted her by his side where she belonged.  
“Scarlet!” He called her name in the commanding voice of an alpha leader.  He held out his hand, expecting her to come straight to his side, and she did.  
Mitch wrapped a possessive arm around her waist and moved her closer.   “Gentlemen, this is Scarlet Valentine.  Remember, she is your top priority until her stalker is stopped cold.  I want to show her around.   I’ll leave everyone to make any arrangements they need to get the job done.”  
The men all gave Scarlet a friendly nod as Mitch escorted her from the room.  
He turned his full attention to the beautiful woman on his arm once they were alone.  “You’re looking well rested after a much-needed nap.”  He gave her a reproachful look.  “Wish I noticed you weren’t getting enough sleep earlier.”   
He could kick himself for not noticing how preoccupied and tired she was when they met about the website.  “I assumed your fatigue and preoccupation was due to work.  I won’t make a mistake like that again.”  He gave her his sternest look.  “You should have told me earlier that you needed help.”
“I’m not your responsibility Mitch,” she explained.  “Besides, I thought the jumpiness and sleeplessness would go away with time.  I really didn’t think he’d actually follow me here.”  She shuddered.    
Mitch moved closer to Scarlet and cupped her face between his hands.  “I don’t consider you a responsibility, but I do want you in my life.  There’s a strong attraction simmering between us.  It’s been there ever since we met.  We’ve been inching closer and closer to exploring the attraction.”
Her pupil’s dilated, and her breathing hitched.  A human might not have noticed the changes, but Mitch did.
“The more time we spend together, the more I want you.  I’m not letting a deranged stalker from your past interfere with our future.” He caressed her cheek.   “I hope you feel the same way.”  
He leaned into her and lightly brushed his lips across Scarlet’s open mouth.  He didn’t want to spook her.  He most certainly didn’t want to do anything to remind her of the stalker chasing her.   Mitch was as gentle as he could be.  He took his time and savored the feel and taste of her.  
Her lips softened and opened under the persuasive touch of his mouth. Her body relaxed and melted into his hardened muscles.  Still, it wasn’t close enough for Mitch.  He slid his hands down her back and brought them to rest on her hips. 
His sex hardened, pushing against his jeans.  The unmistakable bulge of his erection nudged against her belly.  He knew she had to feel it.  Her pebbled nipples poked his chest.  It was a heady experience to have undeniable proof that she wanted him just as much as he wanted her.  
His senses reeled from the intensity of the passion that sizzled between them.  Things were going to get out of control fast if he didn’t put on the breaks.  He broke off the kiss and stepped away from her.   She uttered a protest and stepped closer.  
“Don’t stop, need you,” she rushed out.  
Mitch tried to temper his ardor for Scarlet’s sake, but she was responsive enough to make him burn.  Instinctively he knew she needed him just as much as he needed her.  He scooped her into his arms and hurried through the shared living area to his suite of rooms.  
“This side of the house contains my private living area. It includes a master bedroom and bathroom and a secluded patio and outdoor area.  Justin’s private rooms are on the other side.  Even though we share the house, you never have to worry about being interrupted or disturbed.  This has always been the home base for the Gannon family that’s why it’s so large.”  
Mitch reached the door to his bedroom.  He twisted the knob with one hand and pushed it open with his knee.  Once they were safely inside, he slammed it shut in his eagerness to further their lovemaking.  Mitch reached the large king-sized bed which dominated the center of the room.  
“You look so right in this room like you belong.”  He placed her in the center of the bed and stepped back to toe off his shoes.  He did it without taking his eyes off of Scarlet.  
“Nothing feels closer to the truth. I need you, Mitch.”  She shivered. Goosebumps spread all over her body.  
  His wolf sensed her anticipation.  Scarlet raised up and perched on her knees.  She stared at him as he continued to undress.  He watched her slide to the edge of the bed. She beckoned him closer.  
“I want to touch you. Let me help.”  
Mitch complied and stepped up to the edge of the bed.  Scarlet wrapped her arms around his neck and claimed his lips for a quick kiss.  It only lasted a couple of seconds.  He was anxious to cover every inch of her flesh with his own.  
She unbuttoned his dress shirt with clumsy fingers.  He clenched his fists at his side in a desperate attempt to keep from batting her hands away and ripping off the shirt himself.  Finally, she got the job done.  
Scarlet reached for the button on his slacks.  Her movements were much more confident this time.  She got the button undone in record time.  His zipper quickly followed.  The noise of metal sliding against metal sounded unusually loud in the room.
Mitch pushed down and kicked his way out of the loosened pants.  Scarlet’s delicate hand caressed his abdomen, and he sucked in a quick breath of air.  Every inch of his body tingled from her touch.  His wolf howled inside, demanding that he move faster.  
“Your turn!” Mitch managed to get out without growling.  He hadn’t told Scarlet about the Gannon legacy of wolf shifters.  She had enough scary things to deal with, and he couldn’t add to it, at least not yet.  He could, however, make her his because he knew without a doubt she was his destined mate.  
She yanked her shirt over her head and carelessly threw it on the floor.  It joined Mitch’s pile of discarded clothing.  His hands shot out to the top of her pants.  He had them unfastened and shoved down to her knees before either of them blinked.  Mitch pushed her onto her back.  Once she was lying flat, he impatiently pulled the jeans from her body.  
Scarlet unfastened the clasp of her bra and slowly revealed her swollen mounds to Mitch’s avid gaze.  His eyes feasted on the sight of her luscious body.  His gaze landed on her nipples, and they noticeably swelled.  Mitch stepped away from the bed and slid his black briefs to the floor.  His erection sprang free and jutted toward her.  
Scarlet slowly lifted her hand and timidly caressed the swollen organ.  A strangled groan was ripped from his throat.  She touched his erection from tip to base before branching out to explore other parts of his body.  
Mitch gritted his teeth and endured Scarlet’s touch.  Her fingers left trails of fire behind.  It was a test of his great inner strength that he didn’t throw her down and ravish her on the spot.  Finally, he reached the limit.  
“Enough,” he demanded in a voice much harsher than he intended.  He stretched out on top of Scarlet, meshing his hard flesh against her softer, curvier body.  His wolf bristled just beneath his skin, fighting to get out.  His body ached with the need to claim her.  He couldn’t wait much longer.  His wolf was losing patience.  It wanted to come out and play, but Mitch couldn’t allow it, not yet anyway.    
He knew Scarlet was oblivious to his wolf’s desire and the inner turmoil raging inside him.  She pressed closer to him, and the kiss deepened.  One of his hand’s cradled the back of her head, and the other moved to her neck.    
She raked her nails down his back.  Mitch captured her much smaller hands in his much larger one and pinned them to the bed above her head.  Scarlet trembled in his hold, but her eyes begged him for more.  
Mitch dragged his lips across Scarlet’s mouth to her neck.  He sucked and nuzzled her for several minutes until she verbally begged him for more.  He smelled her arousal and felt the dampness of her body against his skin.  Mitch knew she was as ready for him as he was for her.  He let go of her hands so he could explore her body.  The fingers of one hand went straight to the small swollen pink bundle of nerves above her feminine core.  
She writhed beneath him.  “Yes! Yes, that’s it,” she encouraged his touch.  He rewarded her enthusiasm by sliding a thick finger past her nether lips and into the warm moist heat she offered.  Scarlet bunched her muscles and rocked her hips forward in time to the movement of his finger.  “More,” she managed to get out in a strangled whisper.
Mitch used a knee to nudge her legs further apart and slid his body between hers.  He guided the head of his engorged erection to her waiting entrance and pushed inside.  He was aroused almost to the point of madness, and the silky warm heat that engulfed the tip of his sex was enough to send him over the edge.  He tightened his grip on her hips and lunged forward until he was entirely sheathed inside her welcoming warmth.  
Her tight, silky flesh surrounded his hardened sex.  His body tensed, coiled tight.  It was a delicious feeling, and tingling sparks shot through his body.  Mitch set a steady rhythm of thrusts, and she jerked her hips upwards to meet each and every one.  His mouth closed over a tempting nipple, and he applied enough pressure to make Scarlet jerk in response.  
Her eagerness and responsiveness added to the sensations that bombarded his body.  She returned the favor.  She lightly caressed his nipples between delicate fingers.  Mitch growled his approval, and she intensified the exploration of his body.  
His coiled muscles raced toward the breaking point.  He was so close, almost there.  Scarlet wrapped her arms and legs around his body to hold him closer. The movement deepened his penetration.  She screamed his name, and he thrust harder.  Her hands fell away from him, and he immediately missed her touch.  The pressure inside him built. His body was like a pressure cooker ready to explode.  
She thrashed her head back and forth and screamed his name.  Her muscles tightened and pulsed around him.  He was on the edge, close to ecstasy.  
He moved both hands under her to help increase the intensity of her answering thrusts.  He drove himself inside her harder and faster.  His mouth returned to her neck and nuzzled the vulnerable spot where neck met shoulder. He bit down hard.   A crescendo of lights exploded behind his eyes. Mitch stilled and erupted in a release that seemed to go on forever.  
She didn’t seem to notice the bite that bonded her to Mitch.  Her body froze beneath him for a split second before it shook in a spasm of never-ending fulfillment.  She closed her eyes, and his name slipped from her lips right before she passed out. 


 



FOUR
Scarlet woke up alone.  She listened for some kind of sound to prove she wasn’t by herself.  She only heard silence.  She stretched her body which felt refreshed after the best sleep she’d had in months.  Sunlight fought its way through the small space between the curtains.  
She realized it was reasonably late probably close to noon.  Even though she needed the rest, Scarlet couldn’t believe she slept so late.  She had so much to do and needed to get her day started.  
Scarlet returned to the red room. She took a quick shower and changed into light cotton pants and a long sleeved cotton top.  She would be in front of her laptop for most of the day.  Scarlet wanted to be comfortable while she worked.  
She looked around the room, but couldn’t find her laptop bag anywhere.  It wasn’t with her suitcase.  Scarlet knew she had it with her when she left the cottage.  She had to locate Mitch and ask him where he put it.  
She wandered down the stairs, taking in the surroundings.  She never got the tour he promised.  She would ask Mitch to show her around later.  Maybe they wouldn’t get sidetracked the next time.  Scarlet’s face heated at the thought of how they spent their time together last night.  Instead of exploring the house, they studied each other.  She didn’t regret one minute of it either.
She retraced her steps from the night before until she stood in front of Mitch’s office.  The door was open, but he wasn’t alone.  She raised her hand to knock.  Her heart jumped in her throat when Mitch and the redhead he was deep in conversation with turned around.  The woman was gorgeous, and she and Mitch looked mighty comfortable with each other.  
Scarlet couldn’t help the fit of envy that assailed her.  She gave them a nervous half smile.  “I’m sorry for interrupting, but I need my laptop.  I’ve got a couple of project deadlines looming on the horizon.  I can’t afford to slack off.”  
Her insides warmed when Mitch offered her a broad smile and beckoned her forward.  Scarlet felt all of her doubts fade away.   She joined Mitch.  He greeted her with a warm kiss that curled her toes.  
“Good morning, sleepyhead.  You have a visitor.”  
He motioned toward the redhead.  “Scarlet, this is Brittany Sheldon.  Um, make that Brittany Justice now.  She was one of the brides at the wedding you almost interrupted when you first came to town.”
The two women gave each other curious but friendly looks before they shook hands.  “I invited Brittany over to meet you.  She teaches self-defense classes to women and children at a studio in town, but I don’t think it’s safe for you to be out and about yet.”
Scarlet thought of her stalker and shuddered.  “Probably not,” she sadly agreed.
“Luckily, I recently helped her and her friends with a security issue. We’ve gotten to know each other quite well.  That being the case, she’s volunteered to give you a few lessons in my home gym.”
“I would have loved a trip into town.”  She gave him a narrow-eyed look.  “How long do you expect me to stay here?” 
Mitch held her gaze and didn’t blink.  Scarlet stared him down for as long as she could. She sensed he liked strong women and she didn’t want to disappoint him.
“For as long as it takes!”  Mitch’s authoritative voice interrupted her internal musings.  “It’s not safe for you to leave here without Justin or me at your side until we’ve caught your stalker.  That being said, I’d feel much better if you knew some basic self-defense moves just in case you ever need to use them.”
Scarlet was practical, and she wasn’t going to argue his point.  He was right.  If she’d been able to protect herself in Boston, she might not be in such a mess now.  “Okay.  You’re right about one thing.  I need to be able to protect myself.  I can’t always have a bodyguard by my side.”  
She looked from Mitch to Brittany.  “Thank you for offering to teach me.  When can we start?”  
The doorbell rang, and Brittany smiled.  “Well, how about right now?” the redhead asked.   “That’s probably my friends Selena and Julie.  They’re going to help me show you a few moves. We can spar with each other later to help you practice.”
One of Mitch’s security experts came to the office door with a resigned look on his face.  He was followed by lots of giggling.  “Mitch, you have visitors.”  The man made a quick escape, and Scarlet could hear him muttering as he went.  “This place is never going to be the same again.” Apparently, the three other women heard too because they burst into laughter.    
Mitch gave Scarlet a quick kiss on the lips before going back to his desk.  “I’ll leave you in their skillful hands.  Ladies, make sure you take care of Scarlet.  She’s very special to me.”
Her face heated.  Scarlet was sure she blushed all the way to the roots of her hair.
Brittany took charge and hustled everyone into the hallway.  Once outside of Mitch’s space she swiftly introduced her friends to Scarlet.  She led them down the hall to a back room. “Mitch showed me the space earlier.  He and Justin converted it to a home gym several years before,” Brittany explained.
Justin and a couple of other men left as they arrived.  They were dressed in workout clothes. Sweat poured from their bodies.  
The women stepped inside, and Brittany looked around the room before giving a satisfied nod.  “They can listen well enough when they want to.  Everything’s ready for us, ladies.”
Scarlet glanced at the space.  It was a large rectangle filled with workout equipment on one side and a wall of mirrors on the other. It was empty except for the padded square mat on the floor.  
The other women walked to the mat. Scarlet followed.  “Thanks once again for agreeing to help me.   I hope Mitch didn’t bulldoze you into it.  He can be quite persuasive.”
The dark headed one who was named Julie chuckled.  “Mitch can be akin to a large piece of machinery at times, but he means well.  He and my husband Alessandro are close friends, and he handles all of the security for my family.  My husband comes from old money, ancient money. We have lots of security issues,” she confided.
Selena cocked her head.  “That reminds me.  The three of us are hosting a masked ball for Valentine’s Day.  It’s going to be held at Julie and Alessandro’s castle.  Of course, Mitch’s company is handling the security.  Make sure he brings you with him,” she invited.   “I think we’re going to be fast friends, especially after spending time on the mat together,” she added with a saucy wink.
Scarlet couldn’t get past the security issue.  “Why does a Valentine’s Day party need the high caliber of protection that comes from Gannon Security?” Scarlet wondered out loud.
“Um, well,” Brittany cleared her throat before throwing her friends a pointed look.  “Our husbands are all high-powered and wealthy businessmen,” she shrugged.  “They’re also very prominent citizens of Enigma.  Unfortunately, as Mitch can tell you, the kind of wealth and power our men possess didn’t come without gaining a few enemies along the way.”  
She clapped her hands.  “Let’s get to work.  I want you to know the basics before we’re done today.   We’ve got a lot to do!  We’re going to make sure there is never a repeat of what happened to you in Boston.”
Her chest tightened, and she swallowed.  Scarlet’s gaze lowered to the ground.  Her face, neck, and ears felt impossibly hot.  “How much did Mitch tell you?” she questioned.
Brittany touched her shoulder.  “Not any details.  He’s discreet like that.  I just know you have a stalker who attacked you in Boston and followed you to Enigma.  I also know if he ever gets near you again, you’ll kick ass!”
Her rushed breathing and rapid heartbeat slowed.  She looked up and met the gazes of the other three women.  “I’m ready!”  She rubbed her hands together and prepared to learn everything she could about self-defense.  
****
Scarlet effectively removed herself from a stranglehold using the outward thrusting movement of her arms just as Brittany taught her.  She fell to the mat in an exhausted heap.  She closed her eyes and took stock of her aching muscles.  Brittany worked her and the other ladies hard for about four hours.  She perked up, and her eyes popped open when she heard applause coming from the doorway.  She turned spotted Mitch who casually leaned against the door.  
“Great job ladies. Thank you again for helping with Scarlet’s security.”
“You’re welcome, Mitch.  She’s great.  It wasn’t a chore.”  Brittany turned her attention to Scarlet. “I’m glad Mitch thought to bring us together. I’m thrilled we got to meet and spend time together.”  
Julie and Selena agreed.  Scarlet knew she’d made her first friends in Enigma.
“If you ever get tired of hanging around here and Mitch and the other men are too busy to escort you to town let us know.  It would be enjoyable to have a lady’s day out,” Brittany offered.
Scarlet smiled.  She knew from the moment they met that she was going to hit it off with the trio of ladies.  “I’d like that.  Now, if everyone will excuse me.  I better go take a hot bath, or I’m not going to be able to move tomorrow during our second round of lessons.”  
The other three women hugged her before she left the room, pleasantly surprising her.  Scarlet was happier than she’d been in a long time.  The blossoming romance with Mitch was beyond her wildest fantasies.  New friends who she knew were going to be an essential part of her life didn’t hurt either. 
****
Brittany turned on Mitch as soon as Scarlet was safely out of earshot.  He’d been expecting it.
“I can’t believe you, Mitch Gannon,” she said in exasperation.  Brittany narrowed her eyes and propped her hands on her hips to emphasize her point.  “I saw the mark on her neck.”
“We all saw the mark on her neck,” Julie and Selena chimed in together.
Mitch shrugged.  “Not trying to hide anything.  The more people who know she’s mine, the better.”
“So why haven’t you told her about Enigma’s paranormal population and the fact that you’re a wolf shifter?” Julie wanted to know.
“That poor woman has no idea what she’s getting into.  You can’t leave her blind for long,” Brittany warned.
“Yep, I agree,” Selena added.  “The fact that you are a wolf shifter and also alpha is not something you want to keep hidden from your mate for long.  It’s asking for trouble!”
“Trust us when we say it’s going to come back to bite you in the butt if you don’t take care of it soon,” Brittany advised.
Mitch wished he could argue with them, but he knew they were right.  He thrust a hand through his hair.  “I’ll tell her soon, but she has enough to deal with right now with this stalker business.  I want him taken care of first.  Then I’ll worry about the rest.”
****
Scarlet shivered and snuggled into Mitch’s side when he pulled her closer.  He didn’t seem to be affected by the cold she silently observed.  She was covered almost from head to toe to combat the cold Maine winter.  Yet she could still feel the chill in the air.  
“I think my toes are about to freeze, but it’s certainly gorgeous.”  The rain from the night before turned to ice thanks to a drop in temperature. The woods glistened, resembling a winter wonderland.  
“We’ll go back soon,” Mitch promised.  “And we’ll spend more time out here in late spring when the wildflowers are in bloom.  But I needed to show you this alternative path.  It leads straight from my back door to yours.  It might come in handy one day, you never know.”
Scarlet smiled.  “I love wildflowers.  Sounds like a delightful spot for a picnic.”  
She shuddered.  “As long as you know where you’re going and we don’t get lost.  I’ve done that before.  It was ten years ago, but I remember it like it was yesterday.”
She gave him a shy look from beneath lowered lashes.  “That reminds me.  Have you ever seen any wolves in these woods?”
Mitch’s face became blank.  “There have been a few sightings over the years.  Biologists believe that the occasional wolf travels down from Canada.  I suggest you don’t come out here on your own, at least not until the weather is better and you’re more familiar with the area.”  
Scarlet entwined her gloved fingers with his and stopped moving.  “Don’t worry, I won’t.”  
She pointed with her free hand. “Look! I can see a slither of the cottage through that gap in the trees.”  
Scarlet briskly rubbed her arms.  “I’m freezing!  Let’s go back to your house and lounge in front of the fireplace in your bedroom.”
Mitch squeezed her hand and abruptly turned back toward his house.  “That’s the best offer I’ve had in forever,” he growled.  The growl sent a shiver down her spine that had nothing to do with the cold weather.  “How fast can you walk?” he asked before setting off at a very brisk pace. 
Scarlet almost had to run to keep up, but she didn’t complain.  She couldn’t wait to be held in Mitch’s arms once again.
 



FIVE
Scarlet quickly inserted the key into the lock of the cottage.  She didn’t have much time.  She inadvertently left her business journal behind, and it had notes she needed for a couple of projects she was trying to finish.  She planned to grab the journal and run back out to the car, five minutes tops.  Mitch would never have to know about their little side trip.  
She looked back at the car where Brittany, Selena, and Julie waited for her and waved.  On the way back to Mitch’s after lunch in Enigma’s town square, Scarlet cajoled them into stopping by the cottage.  The outing was a much-needed break from Mitch’s smothering overprotectiveness.  She’d been cooped up in his house for five days.  The invitation from her new trio of friends could not have come at a better time.  
Mitch was incredibly busy running his business. Even though she had work of her own to do, Scarlet was going stir crazy in his house.  Mitch hadn’t updated the cottage’s security yet.  She had a sneaky suspicion he kept putting it off on purpose to keep her at his place.  Not that she minded.  
She loved being with Mitch. As a matter of fact, she loved Mitch.  Over the past few days, she slowly accepted the depth of her changing feelings for the dark, dangerous, and dominating security expert.  She thought he felt the same way about her, but other than the stormy passion that brewed between them he kept his emotions well hidden.  
She pushed open the door and left it slightly ajar.  Scarlet headed for her desk in the back of the cottage.  The clicking of the door as it was shut warned her she wasn’t alone.  She spun on her heels and came face to face with her worst nightmare, Travis Linden.  She cautiously backed away from him without taking her eyes off the maniac.  Thank goodness, she was in her home territory. She knew the layout of the cottage like the back of her hand.
He skulked toward her. Scarlet retreated backward a few steps.  Her temper started to simmer.  She hated the way the man made her feel, and she hated he had such negative control over her.  
“You shouldn’t have stayed here, Travis.  I’m not alone,” she insisted. “Any minute now my friends will barge through the front door to help me.”
Travis pulled a wicked looking knife from behind his back.  “The more, the merrier.” He laughed, and the evil sound made Scarlet’s skin crawl.  
She took a deep breath and focused on staying calm.  She would need her wits about her to survive.  If he didn’t have the knife, she would scream to alert her friends, but she didn’t want them walking into the crazy man’s clutches.  
Scarlet was next to her desk.  She slowed, allowing her stalker to close some of the space between them.  She had a plan to get away from her stalker and draw him away from her friends at the same time.  A tote bag filled with some new graphic art magazines she recently bought from the bookstore rested on the side of her desk.  
She causally palmed the straps and tightened her fingers around them.  As soon as Travis was close enough, she swung the bag with all her might.  The makeshift weapon struck him in the shoulder of the arm that held the knife.  The cold piece of metal clattered to the floor.
Scarlet ran for the back door and the shortcut through the woods that led to Mitch’s house.  She was very grateful Mitch took the time to share it with her a few days before.  She stumbled into the trees and chanced a glance behind her.  Travis barreled out of the door in hot pursuit.  She didn’t see the knife.  She might have a chance now.  She concentrated on navigating fallen branches and uneven earth as she dodged low limbs and briers.
She ran further into the woods, depending on instinct to guide her toward Mitch.  She didn’t try to be quiet. She only wanted to put distance between Travis and herself while closing the gap between her and Mitch.  She pumped her arms and ran faster.  
Her foot landed in the middle of a rotted log covered by debris.  Scarlet lurched forward, falling onto her hands and knees.  She tried to get up, but something or someone grabbed her ankle.  She looked over her shoulder into the glassy and evil looking eyes of her stalker.  
A shuddering sob escaped past her tightly clenched teeth.  Scarlet was scared, but she wasn’t helpless.  She let him get a little bit closer.  She used one of the moves Brittany taught her and gave him a vicious kick in the face with her free foot.  She felt the grip on her other ankle loosen, and she scrambled forward heedless of the sharp debris biting into her tender skin.  
She didn’t get very far before she was tackled from behind.  The heavy weight knocked the breath out of her and pushed her into the damp earth.  Scarlet wheezed and sputtered trying to get air in and out of her lungs.  Her body was rolled over.  She looked up with dread and met the crazed eyes of her stalker.
The fight hadn’t left her yet.  She entwined her fingers to make one giant fist and swung toward the side of her captor’s head.  Unfortunately, he turned, and she was rewarded for her effort by a glancing blow that only succeeded in making Travis angrier.  A sharp slap followed, and Scarlet felt the stinging blow all the way to her toes.  She let out an outraged scream and fought harder, but so did Travis.
Neither of them gained ground, but Scarlet could feel her tire.  She knew she wouldn’t be able to fight him off much longer.  
A fierce growl erupted from behind her.  She and Travis both froze.  Scarlet was the first to regain her senses.  She shoved with all her might and was able to dislodge Travis.  
She glanced behind her and sucked in a deep breath when she got a look at where the growl came from.  Scarlet didn’t even have to think about it.  She’d gladly take her chances with the giant, black wolf any day.  It reminded her of the wolf that helped her when she was lost in the woods years ago.   She trusted it not to hurt her.  She inched away from Travis and closer to the wolf.  
Her movement, though subtle, was enough to garner her stalker’s attention. As if oblivious to the wolf, he lunged at her again.  
A low, bloodcurdling snarl was the wolf’s only warning.  It used the tightly coiled muscles of its back legs to propel itself through the air and over a startled Scarlet.  The wolf landed on Travis’s chest and bared his teeth. In less than five seconds the animal ripped out her stalker’s throat.
A terrifying scream broke the ensuing silence.  It took Scarlet a few seconds to realize she was the source of the noise.  She snapped her mouth shut and met the intelligent gaze of the wolf.  The animal prowled closer to her.  Something about his black eyes was familiar.  Scarlet knew she should be afraid after all the wolf was a killer, but she couldn’t find the energy to flee.  
The sound of running feet and snapping twigs caught the attention of both her and the wolf.  A frantic Brittany soon came into view.  She stopped when she saw the scene in front of her.  “Oh thank goodness!  I was worried we wouldn’t find you in time.”
“I’m not out of the woods yet,” Scarlet smiled at the irony.  “Brittany, I don’t think the wolf will hurt you, but don’t make any sudden moves.”
Brittany couldn’t stop the laugh that escaped.  “I wouldn’t be so sure about that.  That wolf is going to be mighty angry with us four ladies, probably for a long time to come.  I think your gig is up, and you better come clean right now, Mitch.”
Scarlet shook her head.  Surely she didn't hear right?  “Mitch?” she looked from the wolf back to Brittany.  What in the world was her friend talking about?  What connection could there be between Mitch and this wolf? Undoubtedly, if it were a pet, she would have seen it around the house sometime during the past five days.  
Right before her eyes, the wolf began to elongate and change shape.  In no time at all instead of a majestic black wolf with a blood-covered muzzle, she stared at a naked Mitch with crusted and splattered bits of dried blood on his face and chest.  Scarlet felt the edges of her vision begin to blur and narrow until there was nothing but blackness.
****
Scarlet slowly regained consciousness.  This time she recognized Mitch’s bedroom and knew where she was.  She sensed another’s presence and turned her head to the side.  Mitch watched her with a look that was hard for her to identify.  
Suddenly the events from the woods flooded back to her.  She sat up straight, edging away from Mitch as she did so.  Part of her wanted to deny what happened. The other more whimsical part of her knew not only was it possible, but that everything happened just as she remembered it.  
“It wasn’t a nightmare was it?” She looked straight into those black eyes and saw the look of resignation there.  
Mitch sighed.  “Everything you think you remember is probably true.  I was going to tell you the truth as soon as your stalker was stopped.  What I have to tell you is life-altering, and I didn’t want it to be clouded by anything else.  That’s why I chose to wait.  It wasn’t a matter of not trusting you with my true nature, or of me trying to keep it a secret permanently.”
“Are you the same wolf that helped me ten years ago when I was lost?”
Mitch took her hand in his and lifted it to his lips.  “At least you’re not afraid of me.  Yes, I’m the one who found you.  I was out on a run in my wolf form, and I picked up a strange scent.  I tracked it to you.  You looked so delicate and forlorn lying on the forest floor cuddled in a ball.  I was compelled to stay with you, and now I know why.  You were always meant to be my mate.  You were so young that the connection between us was weak, but as soon as I saw you in town, I knew we were destined to be together.”
Scarlet listened and didn’t pull away from him.  “How many are there like you?  What about Justin?”
He scratched his head.  “I don’t have an exact number.  Shifters are spread out all over the world.   The Gannon family is the main branch of wolf shifters in the eastern United States.  And yes, Justin is one too.”  He shook his head.  “There is so much to tell you.  Enigma is a haven for paranormal beings.”
Scarlet’s eyes widened, and this time she inched away from Mitch.  “Oh God,” she exclaimed.  “What have I gotten myself into?  This is why my grandmother banned me from Enigma isn’t it?”
“Probably,” Mitch agreed.  “Most humans know nothing of our existence, but your grandmother was a wise old lady, and she lived here most of her long life.  She probably suspected all wasn’t as it seemed.  She might have thought you’d be in danger if you insisted on spreading word of the wolf you saw.” 
“Tell me everything!”  Scarlet wanted to know all there was to know about Mitch and her new home.
Mitch propped his back against the headboard and drew Scarlet into his lap.  She went willingly, and she heard him release a small sigh of relief.  He wrapped his arms around her waist and hugged tight.  She relaxed and leaned against his muscular form.
“I’m going back to the beginning of the legend,” he said.  “Way back in time almost at the beginning of civilization in Mesopotamia, there was a wealthy old man who’d gone through three wives and was still denied a much-wanted son.  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 god 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 among the gods.”
Scarlet was both appalled and wildly fascinated with what Mitch said. Mitch absently stroked her hair.  She took comfort from the calming gesture.  “Go on,” she encouraged.  “What happened next?”  
“The god wanted at least ten blood sacrifices made in his honor.  One for each month of pregnancy and 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 and the old man continued with the sacrifices.”
A chill snaked down Scarlet’s spine.  “Something bad happened,” she guessed.  
“The old man died with two months of pregnancy and three promised sacrifices left.  The wife who never wanted her husband to bargain with the evil god in the first place refused to continue the sacrifices.”
Scarlet sucked in a deep breath of air as a dark cloud of foreboding swept through her.
“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 the blood sacrifices, she gave birth to one child who would need to take the blood of others to survive, or he’d die a slow and painful death as disease ravaged his body.”
He briefly tightened his hold.  Scarlet let out an involuntary squeak.
“The other two males were made in the evil god’s likeness.  One had the ability to shift into a wolf at will, while the other could take the shape of the fiercest bird in that region, a falcon.”  He paused, and Scarlet took the time to process the meaning of his words.
Scarlet’s startled gasp filled the bedroom.  She turned and looked at Mitch in time to catch the twisted grimace that crossed his face. She caressed his cheek with a soft and loving hand, silently encouraging him to continue.
“The midwife already noticed the strange looking fur and feathers of the second and third born children.  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 to the elements.”  He shrugged.  
“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.  The wolf shifter thrived with the free roaming pack of wolves.  Eventually, he grew into a man and felt the need to strike out on his own to find a mate.”  
Mitch briskly rubbed his hands up and down Scarlet’s arms.  “Wolf shifters have powerful cells in their blood and saliva that rapidly grow and aid in the healing of wounds and the destruction of disease.  As a result, we have prolonged lives much like vampires.  Biting our chosen mate transfers some of these magical cells to them.  Because humans can’t replicate the cells themselves, wolf shifters have to bite their mate at least once a month to inject more cells into her body.”  
Scarlet touched the bite mark on her neck and gasped.  “You bit me when we made love,” she reminded him.”
“You’re my mate, Scarlet.  And though I didn’t dare risk telling you everything until your stalker was dealt with I needed to claim you and give you the added protection of my healing cells.”
Scarlet absorbed the incredible information and couldn’t help but feel warmed by it.  She still had a lot of questions.  “What happened to the other two babies?  Do you know?”
“Obviously all three of the babies survived because raptor shifters and vampires still walk among us today as do us wolf shifters.”
Scarlet’s mouth dropped open.  She really shouldn’t be surprised. If something similar to the werewolves of books and movies could exist then why not vampires?  “Do you know any vampires?”  
Mitch chuckled.  I’m friends with one of the oldest.  “His name is Alessandro Russo, and he lives here in Enigma.”
Scarlet frowned.  Why did the name sound so familiar?  She sucked in a gasp of air.  “Wait!  Isn’t that Julie’s husband?”  
“Yes,” Mitch confirmed.
“Does that mean Julie’s a vampire too?”
“No, we think it was part of the evil god’s curse.  All Vampires and shifters are male.  Their mates can share their longevity, but are never changed or transformed themselves.”
Scarlet let out a quick breath of relief.  “So Julie’s not a vampire.  She’s human like me.”
“Well, not exactly,” Mitch told her.  “Your new friends are all human, but they’re also witches.  They are obviously not the wicked witches of folklore. Instead, they’re open to the powers of the magical universe, and they are able to cast spells.  Brittany is descended from the most powerful family of magic to exist.  She is the most powerful witch I’ve ever met, except for her grandmother Brianna who is still alive.”
Scarlet slumped a little.  Nothing or no one was as it seemed in her new home.  The man she loves kept an important secret from her, and so had her new best friends.  This was a lot more to take in than she expected.  
“I love you, Mitch.” She turned to face him and rained kisses on his face and neck. “I’d never be afraid of you.  You’ve saved me twice.  I am hurt, however, that you couldn’t share such an important part of yourself with me as soon as we became intimately involved.”  
She disentangled herself from Mitch and stood next to the bed looking at him.  “I need time alone to think about everything.”  Mitch started to speak, and she raised a hand.  “I’m not running, but I am going back to my cottage.  Linden is no longer a threat, and I just want to be back amongst my own things.  While I’m there, I’ll be able to process everything.”  She looked at Mitch with imploring eyes.  “I have to do this.  Please give me the space I need.”  
Five minutes after she fled from his bedroom, Mitch followed her to the guest bedroom.  “I’ll be downstairs.  Let me know when you’re ready. I’ll give you a ride back to the cottage.”
Scarlet started to protest but thought better of it.  It would be a little scary going back there by herself after what happened on her last stopover.  She gave him a halfhearted smile.  “Thanks, Mitch.  I appreciate it.  I’ll be down in a couple of minutes.”  
She continued to stuff things into her suitcase.  Finally, she looked around one last time to make sure she didn’t leave anything behind.  Who knew when she’d be back.  Scarlet brushed away a few tears and hurried from the room.
 



SIX
Valentine’s Day finally arrived!  Scarlet chose the holiday to show Mitch exactly how much she loved him.  Excitement flowed all around her, but nothing could outshine the glow that came from Scarlet. Almost two weeks passed since she moved back into her cottage.  She’d done a lot of soul-searching.   Scarlet was ready to let Mitch know that she wanted to be a part of his life.
She loved everything about him.  Scarlet handed the thick, gold-embossed invitation that arrived by special courier to the attendant at the gate.   Next, Scarlet gave her car over to the valet for parking.  
Several members of Mitch’s pack roamed around. She knew they worked security for the masquerade ball.  Scarlet now understood her friends’ obsessive need for the best protection and security.  
She was thankful that Julie, Selena, and Brittany took it upon themselves to send her the invitation.  She knew Mitch didn’t expect her to be at the party, and that was going to make her surprise and declaration much sweeter.  She trembled from the anticipation of what was to come.  She took a deep breath and entered the large and imposing stone structure.
She had never seen anything like the beautiful medieval castle that Julie and her vampire husband called home.  She had no idea something this fantastic existed in Maine, but as she’d learned from Mitch, anything was possible in Enigma.  She looked around the great hall.  Everything was tastefully draped in red and pink.  Hearts and roses were the choice decoration of the night, which was only fitting Scarlet decided.  
She left her long hair loose around her face and shoulders.  She wore a red silk bra and panty set trimmed in lace.  A sheer silk scarlet wrap was draped delicately around her body.  It barely covered the essentials, but she wasn’t going for modest.  She was trying to make a statement of passion, love, and forever.  
The bite mark on her neck that showed Mitch’s claim was clearly visible to anyone who might approach her.  She was off limits to everyone but Mitch. She wanted to make sure the world knew it!
She casually glanced around the room as if she didn’t have a care in the world. Actually, she trembled all the way down to her black stiletto heels.  Her stomach quivered, and her muscles twitched.  She lifted up the faux fur trimmed wolf mask made of gold and securely tied the elastic band under her hair.  She slowly circled the room oblivious to the stares and whispers that followed her every step. 
****
Anticipation hung heavy in the air.  Mitch walked around Russo’s castle, taking in every detail as he went.  Darn those three witches anyway.  Why did they have to throw such a big bash on Valentine’s Day of all days?  
He scowled at an approaching lady who was intent on flirting with him and stormed off in the opposite direction.  Scarlet should be at his side, and he hated the fact that she wasn’t with every fiber of his being.  A hush fell over the room.  Excited chatter immediately followed.  Mitch, always alert, felt and instantly followed up on the change in atmosphere. 
He followed the swelling tide of emotions until he caught a glimpse of the red-clad woman who was whipping the partygoers’ passions into a bubbling cauldron of intensity.  He knew it was Scarlet as soon as he laid eyes on her.  His heart swelled along with another unmentionable part of his anatomy.  He couldn’t believe what the temptress dared wear or more like what she hadn’t worn.  
Almost every curve of her body was on display. His wolf growled at him to publicly stake his claim right there in front of everyone.  He walked so fast he glided across the room.  Just before he reached Scarlet, she turned to face him, and he stopped dead in his tracks.  She wore a mask that was unmistakable in its likeness to a wolf, and his mark was proudly displayed.  He gave her a wolfish grin and opened his arms.
Scarlet stepped into his embrace without hesitation.  “I love and accept all of you, including your wolf.  I want to share your life and be your mate.   That is if you still want me?”
Mitch buried one hand in the thick mass of hair at the nape of her neck and used the other to push her lower body even closer to his full-blown erection.  “I’ve loved you since the first time we joined our bodies.  I claim you now and forever as my mate.  You’re the one woman meant to stand by my side from now to eternity.”  
He was done talking.  He’d publicly claimed his mate with words.  Now there was one more thing to make it official, the mating kiss.   The crowd around them faded into the background and then completely disappeared.   The center of his world began and ended with Scarlet, and all his attention was focused on her. 
He lowered his head closer to her, and Scarlet leaned into him.  Their lips locked together in a scorching kiss.  Mitch felt the heat all the way down to his toes.  The caress seemed to go on and on with no end in sight.  He probed her lips with his tongue, and she opened to allow him entrance.  
He swept the organ inside her mouth, tasting all that he could.  Lightheadedness assailed him.  He slowly removed his tongue and released her lips.  She uttered a moan of protest, but she quieted when he pulled her closer.  
He nuzzled her neck in the same spot where he bit her before.   He gave her a teasing nip right before he bit down hard.  She gasped, and her body vibrated against his.  
Mitch raised his head and glanced around the room at each member of the pack who was present.  He strengthened the final message to them and everyone else.  Scarlet was now and forever more his mate.  His eyes locked with Alessandro, Phillip, and Logan.  They would know that security was taken care of, but he was out of there.  
He scooped Scarlet into his arms and rushed outside to his SUV.  He was anxious to get her home and into his bed.  He planned to still be making love to her well after the sun came up the next morning.  And there was no better time to start the loving than right now! 
****
Justin watched his brother and future sister-in-law exit the castle.  Mitch looked happier than Justin had ever seen him.  He was pleased for his brother, he really was.  The alpha finding his mate would only make the pack stronger.  There was only one problem.
Justin knew now that his brother was spoken for the busybodies in Enigma would be setting their matchmaking eyes on him.  He could almost feel the invisible noose tightening around his neck.  He unconsciously ran a finger between his neck and the collar of his shirt so he could breathe easier.  
His earpiece crackled, and one of the security guards asked a question.  Justin shook off his personal worries and concentrated on the task at hand.  He was it, the one in charge since Mitch left the building.  There’d be plenty of time to worry about potential mates later, much later as far as Justin was concerned!  He loved the single life, and he was in no hurry to settle down!
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ONE
Adam Landis loved the ocean.  He loved water period.  He was a part of the sea, and it was a part of him.  After all, he was a descendant of the legendary city of Atlantis.   He was also royalty.  Adam was considered the king of mermen by the other paranormal beings.  Of course, he really wasn’t a merman.  He didn’t have the tail of a fish, he just swam like one.
Atlantis was long gone, destroyed by tectonic activity on the floor of the Atlantic Ocean.  Even though Adam and several generations before him had taken to land, they always lived near the ocean.  Adam made his home in Enigma, Maine.  He enjoyed many swims in the Atlantic Ocean, which is what he was doing right now.
Adam, like his ancestors, had both lungs and gills.  The partially hidden slits in the skin behind and below his ears looked like surgical scars to people who didn’t know any better.  They served a purpose though.  Whenever he was submerged underwater for more than two minutes, the gills opened allowing him to transition from an air-breathing being to one who could breathe underwater.
The waning moon was nothing but a tiny slither in the dark sky.  On this particular night, it was mostly obscured by clouds.  It provided the minimum amount of light possible, which is what Adam wanted when swimming.  
If someone saw him, it would be hard to explain how he was able to swim so far from his anchored boat in the sixty-degree water.  The chilly temperature wasn’t a problem for him.  His body was physiologically able to stand temperatures as low as fifty-degrees for several hours.  
A pod of dolphins swam by him.  They were quiet and barely made a ripple in the water.  Adam and his ancestors couldn’t actually communicate with sea creatures, but they were sensitive to their moods.  He was familiar with the pod of dolphins and swam with them many times before.  He could tell from their subdued greeting and mannerisms that something was wrong.  He didn’t sense the urgency or overwhelming distress associated with injury or predators, but something wasn’t quite right.
Adam kicked his way to the surface.  He looked in the direction the dolphins came from.  In the distance, he could barely make out the shape of a medium-sized boat.  It was flanked by two much smaller vessels.  It looked suspicious to Adam, but he didn’t dare get any closer.    
He was about to slip under the water and swim away when he saw movement on the deck of the boat. A sudden and large splash disrupted the water surface.  A loud shriek spoiled the quiet of the night.  Something or someone was pushed overboard.  Adam needed to check it out.  If the people on the ship were polluting the ocean, they had to be reported and stopped.  He tried not to think of the other more devious explanation for the shriek and oversized splash.
 Adam silently sank below the water and swam toward the sinking object.  He felt the vibrations from the boats lessen.  He knew they moved away from him at high speed.  He swam faster at a downward angle, hoping to intercept whatever they discarded.  He could feel a slight disturbance in the water ahead of him and thought maybe one of the dolphins followed him.  
Suddenly, he realized the movement came from whatever was thrown overboard.  He frantically stretched and grabbed with his hands.  Finally, something silky smooth brushed across his leg.  He reached down and closed his fists around the trailing strands of what could only be human hair.  
Adam pulled on the hair with one hand and reached out with his other arm.  He came in contact with wet clothes and cold skin.  He kicked his way to the surface while keeping a tight hold on his find.  He moved the heavy hair from the victim’s face.  Her eyes were closed, and she wasn’t moving.   She wasn’t conscious.  Adam held on tight with one hand and used the other to feel for a pulse.  It was faint, but it was there.
He turned the woman’s head to the side and waited for the excess water to leave her mouth and nose.  He paused a few seconds, turned her head back to the center, pinched her nose, and blew four quick breaths into her mouth.  Her chest rose and fell with his breathing.  
A faint splutter slipped past her lips followed by a cough that quickly faded away.  He expected a struggle, but the woman in his embrace became limp and unmoving once again.  His eyes adjusted to the darkness enough for him to make out everything but the finest details.  He couldn’t shake the feeling that he knew the victim.  
Adam slid his hands down her body, feeling for any apparent injuries.  He stilled when he got to her hands.  A rough rope scratched his palm.  Adam huffed out a puff of air.  His life just got all kinds of complicated.  Someone had thrown the woman overboard and deliberately left her to die.  
A surge of protectiveness rushed to the surface.  He always saw the protection of the ocean and its inhabitants as a duty and a responsibility.  Evidently those feelings applied to women left for dead too. 
He would find whoever did the heinous act, but the search would have to wait.  Right now, he needed to make sure she survived.  That meant getting her out of the cold water and to a doctor as soon as possible.  A sense of urgency burned through his veins.  It was almost as if his body knew something he didn’t.  He wanted to curse himself for being this far from shore without a boat when he really needed one.  Of course, he hadn’t expected to come across a victim of attempted murder either.  
Something smooth brushed against his legs.  The pod of dolphins must have joined him as soon as the boats departed.  At least now, he knew why they had been spooked.  The eight dolphins formed a circle around him and surfaced.  They tossed their heads toward shore and babbled at him using clicks and squeaks.  He was glad they were there because he really needed their help.
“I need a ride back to my boat,” he informed them.  He knew they couldn’t understand what he said, but they liked it when he talked to them.  He petted the two closest dolphins.  He’d hitched rides with them on several occasions, so he knew the marine mammals knew what to do.  He hooked the bound hands of the woman over the closest dolphin’s dorsal fin.  He grabbed hold of the dorsal fin of another dolphin, gave a shrill whistle, and away they went.  
The dolphins cut through the water at top speed.  They swam right up to the ladder on the side of Adam’s anchored boat.  He’d never been so glad to see Ocean’s Embrace!  He took the time to rub both dolphins who aided him before grabbing hold of the woman.  He removed her hands from around the dolphin’s dorsal fin and then trapped her body between his and the cold metal of the ladder.   
“Thanks,” he said into the night to the dolphins who already started swimming away.  Usually, they surfaced and followed in his wake for a while.   They must have sensed the urgency of the situation and knew the woman’s presence meant he couldn’t tarry. 
Adam clasped the woman around the waist with one hand and used the other to haul them out of the water and up the ladder.  He was almost at the top when the body in his arms stiffened and started to struggle.  She was finally conscious.  Adam tightened his hold and dug deep for a burst of energy that allowed him to pull both of them off of the ladder and onto the deck of his boat. 
****
Amber coughed and then coughed some more.  Her eyes burned, her throat was raw, and her body vibrated with shivers.  She leaned into the warmth of the person next to her tried to absorb as much heat as possible.  Until her memory rushed back.  
Startled, she screamed.  Amber wasn’t going down without a fight.  She thrashed to get away from whoever held her down.  That’s when she realized her hands were still tied together.
“Get away from me,” she croaked out in a hoarse voice that sounded nothing like her own.  She wildly swung her arms hoping to keep the stranger at bay.  The last thing she remembered was being accosted by strangers, tied up, and thrown overboard.  She didn’t know if this person was friend or foe.
“My name is Adam Landis,” her captor calmly stated. Amber instantly recognized the voice and the name.  She stopped fighting.  
“Dr. Landis?” Amber knew fate laughed at her expense.  Of all the people who could have saved her, why did her rescuer have to be Adam Landis?  She suffered through his chemistry class her junior year of college.  Amber had the biggest crush on him all semester.   She was way too shy and insecure back then to do anything about it.  She went out of her way to make sure she never did anything to call attention to herself.  
It must not have worked.  He asked her out the day of the final exam.  But fate stepped in, and Amber never made the date.  She felt the body next to her stiffen.  Two strong hands lightly grasped the sides of her face and tilted it up toward her rescuer.  
 “Yes, I’m Dr. Adam Landis,” the man replied through clenched teeth.  “Lucky for you I happened to be out on my boat tonight.  You almost drowned.  I need to get you to the hospital and have you checked out by medical professionals.”  
He dropped his hands from her face, scooped her into his arms, and stood up.  “I need to carry you inside the cabin.  I’ll use the boat’s radio to call 911, and I need light so I can cut through the rope on your hands without nicking you.”  
Amber snuggled close to the welcoming warmth of his chest. Finally, his words penetrated the mental fog clouding her brain.  “Wait! You can’t call 911.  I think my sister and brother-in-law are working tonight.  If they send out the helicopter, Hannah will panic.” 
“You almost drowned.  Even though you were only in the water for a short amount of time and I was able to revive you, it does not mean you’re out of the woods yet.  Your body suffered a trauma, and fatal problems can develop several hours after rescue.  I’m sorry, but you have to be checked out by someone other than me.”
Amber knew he was right.  She didn’t argue.  Instead, she quietly waited while he turned on the cabin lights and removed a wickedly sharp-looking dive knife from a sheath strapped to his thigh.  “If that thing is as lethal as it looks, remind me to never get on your bad side,” she joked.  Amber held out her hands and somehow found the inner strength to offer him a lopsided grin.
He stilled, and she guessed her identity finally clicked.  “Amber Swanson?  I didn’t know you still lived in Enigma.  I figured you graduated and left town a long time ago.”
Amber was surprised he actually remembered her.  A thousand students probably passed through his classroom doors since she was there.  “Got it in one.  I’m impressed.  Thought for sure you’d have forgotten me by now.”
Adam raised an eyebrow and gave her a look full of disbelief.  “You thought wrong then.  You never missed class, always did well on tests, and have the most charming smile I’ve ever seen.  Not to mention you have the dubious honor of being the first and only person ever to stand me up.”
Heat rushed up to her neck and face.  She had a good reason for what she did.  Now, however, was not the time to hash out the past.
 “I can’t believe someone tried to kill you!”  He slid the razor-sharp blade through the rough restraints that bound Amber’s hands together.  The rope fell to the floor.  Adam slipped the knife back into its sheath.  He lightly rubbed her wrists.  
Blood flowed freely to her hands and fingers.  She winced from the intense tingling.  He rubbed harder, and the pain eased.
“I’m going to call 911 now.  The Coast Guard needs to be notified of the incident as well.” 
Amber’s gaze slid to his.  The eyes that stared back at her were a blue-gray that reminded her of the storm-tossed Atlantic during a nor’easter.  They glittered with anger and something else that Amber couldn’t define.  
She suppressed a shiver.  There was nothing to be afraid of for the time being.  She was safe.  Adam saved her from drowning. As soon as he got in touch with 911, her sister would fuss over her like a mother hen.  
Adam dropped her wrists and took a step back.  “Amber, I need to know why those men tried to kill you.  And if you know their identities, I need names for the police and Coast Guard.”
Amber shook her head.  “I don’t know who they were.  They snuck onboard and overpowered me.  I was alone and couldn’t do much to defend myself.  They had on ski masks, so I didn’t see their faces.  I heard them talking, but I didn’t recognize their voices.”
“What were you doing out at night by yourself anyway?”  He ran a hand through his hair.  “I know you don’t need a lecture, but I need the facts.  
Amber’s voice trembled slightly as she answered his question.  “I’m watching the boat for the summer.  I wanted to earn a little extra cash while school’s out for the summer.  I take the boat out at least twice a week.  Unforeseen circumstances caused me to be behind schedule today.  I didn’t want to neglect my job, so I decided to take the boat out tonight.  Not my brightest idea, I guess.”  She wrapped her arms around herself and shivered.  “I feel stupid now, but Enigma always felt safe to me.”
“It generally is,” he agreed.  Adam picked up the mouthpiece on his radio and made contact with the Coast Guard to inform them of the boat theft and the attempt on her life.  He also requested they contact the hospital and let them know that he and Amber would arrive in the emergency room within the hour.  
He glanced at her.  “You don’t have to worry about them sending out the helicopter.”
“It probably doesn’t matter,” Amber shrugged.  “You gave the Coast Guard my name.  Someone at the hospital probably told my sister already.  I know she’s working tonight.  She’s a life flight nurse, and my brother-in-law’s a pilot.  They usually work together.  As my rotten luck would have it, both of them work tonight.”
“Why’s that a problem?”
“My sister will try to smother me for at least the next month.  She wasn’t thrilled about me taking the job.  She thought it sounded too good to be true.”  She frowned.  
“Guess she was right.  It almost got me killed.  If it weren’t for you, I’d be lying dead at the bottom of the Atlantic Ocean right now, probably never to be seen again.”  The turmoil finally caught up with her, and she let out a broken sob.
Adam wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close.  “Try not to think about it.  You’re safe now.”
Amber went willingly into Adam’s embrace.  His hand traced comforting circles on her back, and she relaxed into the welcoming heat of his caress.  She buried her face against his neck.  “Before I forget,” she mumbled, “thank you for everything you’ve done for me tonight.”
Adam squeezed her tight.  “The night’s not over yet.  Let’s get you onto dry land.  We’ll deal with everything else as it happens.”  
He led her to a chair.  “Stay there.  I’m going to open this baby up and get us back to the marina as quickly as possible.  You’re still weak,” he explained.  “I don’t want you to lose your balance or faint and hurt yourself even more.  You don’t need a concussion on top of everything else.”
Amber lightheaded and dizzy.  She wasn’t going to argue with his advice.  Her body endured enough for one day.  She wasn’t taking any more chances.  She closed her eyes and tried to relax as the boat motor hummed to life, and they began the short journey to Enigma’s marina and blessed land.
 



TWO
He neared the no wake zone.  Adam slowed the boat and glanced over at Amber.  Her eyes were closed.  The contrast between her dark brown lashes and pale skin was startling.  “Almost there,” he whispered in an encouraging voice that hid his inner turmoil.  
Amber’s eyes popped open, and she stretched.  “My whole body feels battered and bruised.  I struggled hard to get loose before I passed out.”
Adam’s body tensed, and he ground his teeth.  He wanted to rip apart the men who tried to kill her limb by limb while they screamed for mercy.
“I don’t hear a siren or helicopter,” she stated in a hopeful voice.  “No one has gotten around to telling my sister yet.  That or she somehow managed to control her nurturing instincts enough not to rush out here and greet us.”  She sat up straight and watched him maneuver his luxury motor boat into its slip.  
“Stay right there,” he ordered.  “I’ll tie off the boat and come back for you.”
Amber looked like she wanted to protest.  However, when she stood to follow him, she quickly sank back down into the chair.  “Ugg!  I’m too weak to stand.  I’m gonna have trouble getting to the dock,” she groaned. 
He shook his head.  “Stubborn woman,” he muttered under his breath.  “I’ll help, just give me a couple of minutes!”
  Adam secured the boat and quickly returned to Amber.  Once again, he was struck by just how fragile she looked when he walked into the cabin and saw her dejected slump.    He vowed right then and there to get to the bottom of the attempt on her life.  “Ready?” he asked. Without waiting for a reply, he scooped her into his arms and stalked out of the cabin and toward the dock.  
Amber let out a little yelp and quickly wrapped both arms around his neck.  “I know I need help getting off the boat, but you don’t have to carry me.  I was thinking more like a hand at the elbow kind of assistance.”
“Don’t worry. I’m not going to drop you back into the ocean if that’s what you’re thinking.  You’re not heavy, and I am very coordinated.  I won’t have any problems getting both of us off the boat and back onto dry land.”
A wistful sigh slipped past the luscious lips he really wanted to taste.  Amber lowered her head onto his shoulder, but her body was stiff as a board.  
“Hold on tight, and I apologize in advance,” Adam warned.  He tightened his hold on the woman in his arms and walked down the swaying gangway.  He tried his best to jostle Amber as little as possible while moving as quickly as he could toward the parking lot and his car.
Apparently, Mike Carter, the owner of the marina, was working late. He ran out of his office to greet them. “Dr. Landis,” the man nodded a greeting.  “I thought you went out on your own this evening,” the man half questioned with a frown.  
“I did,” Adam responded.  “This woman’s boat was stolen, and she was dumped into the ocean.”
“What!” the man sputtered.
“I wandered along in time to save her.  The Enigma Police Department has been notified as well as the Coast Guard.  You might want to send out some kind of warning to the other people using the marina.  It won’t hurt for people to be extra vigilante until the police find out if this was an isolated incident or the start of a rash of boat thefts.”  
Carter fell in step beside them.  “Is she going to be all right?”
Amber lifted her head from Adam’s chest.  “Considering what could have happened, I’m going to be just fine, Mr. Carter.”
“Ms. Swanson, is that you?”  
“It’s me,” she confirmed.  “I took out Mr. Smith’s boat for a quick run since I didn’t get a chance earlier today, and I ran into all kinds of trouble.”
“I don’t understand what you were doing out so late at night by yourself anyway,” Adam grumbled.
Amber arched a brow. “Probably the same thing as you.”  She pushed a few stray locks of hair away from her eyes.  “Anyway, I meant to do it earlier, but my car wouldn’t start.”  She shrugged. 
“It was well after dark before the mechanic could get out to my apartment and fix it.  The engine had a couple of loose wires, and the mechanic was able to fix it right away.”  She frowned slightly.  “I guess it was just one of those things.  My car is only a couple of years old, and I take it in for regular oil changes and the like.”
Adam tensed, and dread settled heavy in the pit of his stomach.  He didn’t like the sound of that.  It could have been a coincidence, but he wasn’t much for happenstances.  “Amber, do you take the boat out every Tuesday?”
“Yes, Tuesday and Thursday.  The terms were specified in the contract I signed.”
Alarm bells clanged loudly inside Adam’s head.  He didn’t like the direction of his thoughts.  Something told him the attack wasn’t random. That meant Amber could still be in danger.
They stopped next to Adam’s car, and he fumbled with the key fob, trying to hit the unlock button.  The marina owner stepped forward and reached for Amber.  “Let me help.”
Adam bristled when the other man tried to take Amber from his arms.  He told himself it was because he didn’t want to risk the other man dropping her, whatever the reason he wasn’t letting go until the last possible second.  
“Back off,” he glared at Mike.  He knew the man was concerned and trying to help, but Adam refused to relinquish his hold on Amber.  “She’s fine where she is.”  He finally managed to hit the right button on the remote, and the car unlocked.  
“I’m taking her to the hospital. Don’t forget to let the other boat owners know what happened.  I don’t want anyone to panic, but they should be on alert.” He had no idea who tried to kill Amber, and he wasn’t letting her out of his sight until he did.  Boat theft in the waters of Maine wasn’t unheard of, but it was a sporadic occurrence, especially near Enigma.
He didn’t slow down to wait for the marina owner’s response.  He opened the passenger door and gently sat Amber inside.  Once she was settled, he walked around to the driver’s side.  Mike Carter was nowhere to be found.  Adam figured the man rushed off to take care of marina business.  Whatever he was doing didn’t concern Adam.  Amber was his number one priority.  Getting her checked out at the hospital was on top of his to-do list. 
Amber crossed her arms over her chest.  This sucks!  I’m gonna have to notify the owner of the boat that it was stolen.”  A long, weary sigh filled his car.  “I’ve gotta talk to the Enigma Police Department, and Coast Guard, probably while being smothered to death by my sister.”
Adam barely resisted the urge to drag her into his lap and kiss her until she forgot about everything but him.  Instead, he started the car and backed out of the parking spot.
Amber cleared her throat.  “Listen to me go on.  I’m sure this isn’t how you planned to spend your night, sorry for all the trouble.”
  “It’s not your fault those thugs tried to kill you, Amber.  You don’t have to apologize.  None of this is your doing.”  Somebody was responsible though, and Adam wasn’t going to stop until he knew who it was.   
If law enforcement couldn’t handle the problem, he’d speak to his good friend Phillip Saint John. The council would take care of it.  He’d have to talk to Phillip anyway.  
Since Amber was human, the council wouldn’t usually be involved, unless she was attacked or targeted by a paranormal being. Adam didn’t think that was the case, but as of now, he was putting her firmly under his protection.  He was a paranormal being, so he fell under the protection of the council.  They needed to know what happened.   
The council was the governing body of the paranormal world.  It was made up of the twenty oldest cat shifters in the world.  The cat shifters, also known as guardians, protected paranormal beings. They helped keep the existence of paranormal creatures a secret from most people, who would only fear what they didn’t understand.  
The guardians also protected humans by hunting and taking out rogue paranormal beings who might harm or kill humans oblivious to their presence.  Several council members lived in or around Enigma, including Phillip.  Adam knew he could count on Saint John if he needed help solving Amber’s attempted murder.
Adam glanced over at his passenger.  Her eyes were closed, and she slumped over slightly in the seat.  Her body probably crashed, and she was in a deep sleep.  He refused to wake her.  He would let her get rest now while she could.  
In a short amount of time, she was going to be poked and prodded by medical doctors.  Plus the Enigma Police Department and the Coast Guard were likely to ask her a thousand questions before they were done.  He’d be with her every step of the way, stepping in if they got too aggressive.  
Amber was very wrong to think he didn’t remember her.  He loved her smile, and he was intrigued by the shy student who spent the whole semester trying to hide in the back of the classroom.  Fate allowed their paths to cross once again. This time, Adam would act on the attraction that sizzled between them.
 



Three
Amber tried not to let out a grumpy groan of frustration while her sister fluffed her pillow for the third time in as many minutes.  “Hannah, really I’m fine,” Amber reassured her older sister. 
“I want to make sure you’re comfortable,” Hannah insisted.
“Well, I’m sorry, but it’s not working.  As soon as I start to get comfortable, you move my support, and my body has to adjust to a new position all over again.  I know you mean well, but please leave my pillow alone.”
The two sisters looked at each other and burst into laughter.  Hannah was the first to speak.  “I’m overdoing the protective, older sister role huh?  It’s just that I’m so grateful you’re still alive.  You are so lucky that man happened along when he did. Even luckier that he was able to rescue you.”
Amber groaned and turned bright red.  “That man is Dr. Adam Landis.  He was my chemistry professor, and I had a slight crush on him back in the day.”  She frantically twisted her hands together.  “I’m glad I was rescued, but why oh why did it have to be him?” She looked at her sister with sad eyes.  “Actually he asked me out once,” she admitted in almost a whisper.     
Hannah raised a brow.  “Oh, I certainly see why you had a crush.  Was the date that bad?  Obviously, things didn’t work out, because I’ve never heard you mention him before.” 
Amber dropped her gaze away from her sister.  She didn’t want to talk about this with her.  “The date didn’t happen, that’s all I’m willing to say about it.”
Hannah frowned.  “I obviously hit a nerve.  He’s still in the hospital by the way.  He refused to leave even though the nurse told him he wouldn’t be able to see you tonight because it’s too late for visitors.”
Amber gave her sister a frustrated laugh and pointed look.  “And yet you’re still here.”  
Hannah gave her sister a wicked smile.  “Totally different.  I work here, and I’m family.”
“Well, Adam saved my life.  That should count for something,” Amber insisted.  “And speaking of family, you have a husband and son waiting for you.  Go home, Hannah.  I’ll be fine, and I am so tired.  I just want to close my eyes and sleep for a week.”
Hannah bent down and kissed her on the cheek.  “Okay, enough said.  You’re right.  You do need to rest.  I’m sure you’ll be bombarded by all types of visitors tomorrow, trying to get to the bottom of what happened to you.” 
Hannah gave her sister a fierce look. “And they better be able to find the monsters that did this or else!”
Amber silently agreed.  She would not feel safe until the people who tried to kill her were locked up behind bars.  She hoped it didn’t take too long to find them.  Amber exchanged goodbyes with her sister one more time.  Then she watched as Hannah quietly walked out the door, giving her a cheery wave as she went.  
Amber closed her eyes and tried to rest, but sleep proved elusive.  Now that she was alone, whenever she closed her eyes in her mind, Amber could see pitch-black water closing in around her.  She tossed and turned a few times and finally gave up.  She found the button to raise the head of her bed and turned on the television.  Maybe the sound of voices would keep her from feeling alone.  It was going to be a long night.  
****
Adam paced in the waiting room.  He was glad he gave up the classroom this summer to write a journal article on his latest research project.  Adam could write any time of the day or night. Which was a good thing, because he wasn’t leaving the hospital until he knew for sure that whoever attempted to kill Amber wasn’t going to try to finish the job.  
Word of her rescue leaked out to the press already.  If whoever threw her overboard was still in Enigma’s vicinity they would know she was still alive.   Adam wasn’t leaving anything to chance, not when it came to Amber.
He abruptly turned and found himself face to face with Phillip Saint John.  Only a cat shifter was quiet enough to sneak up on Adam.  “Thanks for coming, Phillip.  I’ve got a real mess on my hands.”
Phillip nodded his agreement.  “I’m surprised you took such an interest in the matter.”
Adam glared.  “I know the victim.”
“A former student, I believe you mentioned on the phone.”
“It’s more than that.  I was intrigued by her before.  I even asked her out, and she accepted. For some reason she took off, disappearing from Enigma for the summer.  Without a phone call or explanation,” he peevishly added.  “Now that she’s reappeared in my life, I won't let her go so easily this time. At least not without an explanation.”
“I’ve already spoken with Lucian Petrakos.  The council will aid you in any way we can.  Lucian, as you know, is on the hospital board, and he’s responsible for bringing Amber’s brother-in-law to Enigma.  He’s a damn good pilot, and Hannah is a fantastic nurse.  Lucian does not want them to leave Enigma, which they might do if they think it’s an unsafe place to live.”
“Well, that makes two of us.  I just found Amber again.  I don’t want her and her family to leave Enigma before I have a chance to take our relationship to the next level.”  
  “Lucian’s furious about the attack on your friend.  Lucky for you, he’s head of the council. You have our full cooperation.  
The council has contacts in both the Enigma Police Department and the Coast Guard.  Two council members are already out looking for the boat.  They’ll report back to me if they find anything.”  Phillip clasped Adam’s shoulder in a show of support.  “I know how upset I was when Selena and her friends were targeted by rogue wolf shifters from Gannon’s pack.  Let me know if you need anything,” Phillip offered.”
“There might be something,” Adam said.  “Does Selena’s friend Brittany still teach self-defense classes for women?  Amber said she was overpowered on the boat.  I’d feel a lot better if she was physically able to protect herself from future attacks.  Not that I plan to let anything happen to her, but I believe in being prepared.”  
“Yes, Brittany still has a studio downtown, and she offers lessons three times a week.  Selena and Julie help her out sometimes with demonstrations and the like.  I know there’s a new class starting next week.  I’ll mention Amber to Selena when I get home.  Even if the class is full, I’m sure Brittany would make room for Amber.”
“Thanks, Phillip.  I owe you.”
The guardian shook his head. “We’re even.  You helped me out with those rogue wolf shifters by analyzing the vial of mystery liquid.”
Adam laughed.  “It was only tap water.”
“Yes, but we didn’t know that at the time.  We were afraid there was some miracle tranquilizer that was going to bring down the entire paranormal world.  Instead, we had a few crazy wolves and a wicked witch.”
He raised a finger.  “Oh, I almost forgot.  You don’t have to wait out here.  Lucian pulled a few strings with the hospital administrators.  If you want to sit in Amber’s room to keep an eye on her, no one will stop you.”
“Thanks, Phillip.  I’m on my way there now.  Give my best to Selena, and please convey my thanks to Lucian.”  Adam didn’t wait for Phillip’s reply.  He knew precisely where Amber’s room was, and he would feel a whole lot better once he had her in his sight.      
A couple of minutes later, Adam lightly tapped on Amber’s hospital room door before letting himself inside.  He didn’t want to wake her if she was asleep.  He needn’t have worried.  She was wide-awake, watching some late night show on the television.  “I thought you would be passed out from exhaustion by now.”
Amber shrugged and pulled the thin cotton sheet up to her chin.  Adam suppressed a smile.  “I tried, but every time I close my eyes, it’s dark like the water from the ocean. I can feel it closing in around me.”  She shuddered and pulled the sheet even closer to her body.
Adam's shoulders slumped.  He rubbed his burning eyes.  “I don’t have anywhere else to be and will sit here all night if it helps you sleep.” He sauntered to the edge of the bed and sat down.
Amber stifled a yawn.  There were dark circles under her reddened eyes.  She looked like she could use the sleep.  “Thank you.  I wouldn’t have gotten rid of my sister in such a hurry if I knew what was waiting for me in the dark.”  
She wrapped her delicate fingers around his much larger hand and gently squeezed.  “The bed’s small, but I think it’ll fit both of us if you want to sleep.  I don’t expect you to stay up all night watching me sleep, but I need you to stay.”
Adam suppressed a groan.  Sleeping next to her would be torture, but for her, he would endure the discomfort.  
Amber dropped his hand and turned her back to him.  “Thanks, Adam. I appreciate everything you’ve done for me.” She paused. “How’d you get past the nurses anyway?  My sister said you were in the waiting room, but that staff wouldn’t let you in my room because visiting hours are over.”
Adam toed off his shoes and stretched out next to Amber.  “I have a friend on the hospital board.  He pulled a few strings.”  He rubbed her back and tried not to think about caressing other parts of her body.  He closed his eyes, counted to twenty, and willed his body and mind to behave.
“I’m sorry we never got to go on that date.  We’d have been so good together,” she whispered.  Her voice was husky and heavy.  He could tell Amber was about to fall asleep.  Her limp body rested against his.  
Adam’s heart pounded.  He finally had a chance to find out why she stood him up.  “What happened to you that night?  Forget the fifteen minutes rule.  I waited at the restaurant for over an hour.”  
He cursed himself the whole time for not getting her phone number when he asked her out.  Without it, he had no idea how to get in touch with her.
“I called your office,” she replied in a groggy voice.  “It was the only way I knew to reach you.” She frowned.  “I left a message.  I can’t believe you didn’t get it.”  Her voice softened, and Adam knew she inched closer to sleep.
No, he hadn’t gotten a message.  Then he remembered that the department secretary was fired that very same summer for incompetence.  There were several complaints about how she was or more accurately wasn’t doing her job.  It was possible that Amber called to cancel and he didn’t get the message.
He moved his hand from her back to her neck and gently brushed her hair to the side.  “I didn’t get your message.  It would have saved me a long and boring wait at the restaurant if knew you changed your mind.”
Amber sighed.  “I didn’t change my mind.  I wanted to go out with you.”  A heartfelt sigh blended with other noises from the hallway.  
A jolt zinged through his body.  He held his breath and waited.  
“When I got home that day, there was a voicemail from my sister.  Her husband was killed while on active duty in the military.  I left town immediately.  My sister and nephew needed me.  We’ve always been close.  I couldn’t put my wants and needs above hers, not about this.”
She sniffed.  He rubbed her shoulder.  “I didn’t want you to think I wasn’t interested.  I called and left a message for you saying I had a family emergency and had to go out of town for an undetermined amount of time.  I left my phone number,” she said in a voice that resonated with hurt.  
“I never heard from you.  Decided you thought I wasn’t worth the wait, so I moved on…”  Her voice trailed off until she was utterly silent.  Sleep finally claimed her.
Adam brushed his lips across the silky smooth skin of her neck.  Five wasted years. At least fate brought her back into his life even if the method it used was brutally unpleasant.  “Goodnight my sweet, Amber.  We have a lot of catching up to do.”  
He curled an arm around her waist and pulled her into his body.  Amber let out a soft whimper but didn’t wake up.  Her backside cradled Adam’s groin, and his body instantly hardened.  He couldn’t do much about it tonight, but soon he Amber would be sleeping in his bed.  He would make love to her until they both dropped from the exhaustion of sheer uncontrolled pleasure.
 



FOUR
Amber forced herself to stay calm and not raise her voice at the police detective.  She knew he was only doing his job, but did he have to go out of his way to make her feel like she did something wrong.  “Look, I told you all I know at least five times.  I was on the boat because it’s my job.”  She narrowed her eyes.
  “I explained it already.”  Her skin tingled and sweat formed. “No, I didn’t see who my attackers were, and no I don’t know why they targeted me or the boat.”
She stiffened her spine and tried to sit up straighter in the hospital bed.  Adam was standing next to her, and he squeezed her hand in a show of silent support.  It felt right having him by her side.  She was grateful for his presence.  
“I am the victim here.”  She stabbed her chest with a finger.   “I’m the one that almost died last night.  I would have drowned if it weren’t for Adam.”  Her shoulders slumped at the mention of how close she actually come to death.  
“I’ve been through a very traumatic ordeal.” She glared at everyone but Adam.  “I’ve been grilled by several people the past couple of hours.  My head is pounding, and I’m tired.  I just want to go home!”  
Amber didn’t care if she sounded whiny.  She was entitled after the night she experienced.  She winced a little, however, at the thought that Adam might think she was ill-tempered and petulant.  She fidgeted on the bed and bit back an irritated sigh.  
The hospital room was tiny.   The addition of three large males made it even smaller.  The serious questions and intense demeanor of the detectives made it feel like the walls were closing in on her.  It reminded Amber of how she felt when she was surrounded by the cold Atlantic with nowhere to go.  
Her heart beat faster, and her chest tightened.  Her breathing became shallow and uneven.  She closed her eyes and clenched her fists around the sheet on the hospital bed.  She was getting ready to have a full-fledged panic attack.  How embarrassing.
****
Adam stood back and let Amber do what had to be done.  Even if it was distressing, the authorities had to know everything she remembered if they were going to catch her attackers. He balled his hands into fists at his side and resisted the urge to punch something or someone.  The line had to be drawn somewhere.  
Amber needed to rest. One detective, in particular, was much too aggressive for Adam’s liking.  He could tell from the change in Amber’s breathing that something was wrong.  He wanted the other men out of the room and away from her immediately.
“I’m afraid the interrogation is over,” he announced in a grim voice laced with authority.  “Ms. Swanson’s doctors stressed the need for her to rest so she can make a full and speedy recovery.” He stared down the two detectives, silently daring them to argue.  
The first officer backed down. The second one proved to be more difficult.  “Ah, Mr. Landis is it?  I understand you were the one who rescued Ms. Swanson.”  He raised an eyebrow.  “That was mighty convenient.  What exactly were you doing on your boat so late at night anyway?”
“That’s Dr. Landis.”  Adam’s eyes narrowed, but that was the only sign of his mounting anger.  He shoved it aside in an attempt to remain civil for Amber’s sake.  “I practically live on my boat especially in the summer when my workload at the university is low.  I’m sure Mike Carter over at the marina can verify that.”
“Oh don’t worry,” the detective smirked.   “We’ll be talking to him next.  Don’t leave town, either one of you.”  The two detectives left, and Adam’s tensed muscles relaxed.
Amber shuddered. “Really,” she inquired with a raised brow.  “I somehow thought the police might be a little more tactful.  They were much more helpful and friendly last year when I needed them.”
“He was rude,” Adam agreed. “But as long as they get the job done, I’m not going to lose any sleep over their bad attitude.”  He frowned as the last of Amber’s words registered.  “Why did you need the police last year?”  Was there an ongoing threat to her life that he didn’t know about?
“I was babysitting my nephew right before Christmas, and he tried to take my dog for a walk.  Snowball got away, and Jake got lost.  It was snowing, and I panicked. I somehow managed to organize a ground search with the help of the police.”
“I remember hearing that story on the local news.”  Names were left out of the report, or he would have known that Amber stilled lived in Enigma.  “He was found, and all was well.”
She grinned.  “No thanks to me.  My sister and Steve swooped in on a helicopter and saved the day.  Jake was safe, and Hannah and Steve discovered they loved each other.  There was a happy ending to that near tragedy.” 
His constricted chest loosened up, and he breathed easier.  “I’m glad your nephew was okay.”  He sat down on the edge of the bed and took Amber’s hand in his own.  “The doctor is going to release you in a few minutes, and I want you to come back to my house.”  
Amber smiled at him, but she shook her head no.  “I can’t.  I have to go back to my apartment.  Snowball is waiting for me.  Hannah took care of her last night, but I can’t expect my sister or brother-in-law to stop by my apartment two or three times a day, not with their busy schedule.”
Adam never had a pet, but he loved animals.  Bringing Amber’s dog into his house would not be a problem, not as long as she was there too.  “We have to stop by your apartment anyway to get your things.  We’ll just pick up Snowball while we’re there.”
She ran a hand through her already messy hair. “I don’t know.  Snowball is an Alaskan Malamute, so we’re not talking about a small dog.  And she’s well mannered but stubborn.  If she doesn’t take to you, there’s gonna be problems.”
Adam shrugged to feign nonchalance.  He wasn’t budging, however.  Amber might not be safe in her apartment.  And now that she was back in his life, he wasn’t willing to take any chances with her wellbeing.  
“I live on the outskirts of Enigma, and I have a large yard.  It’s five acres, so there are plenty of places for Snowball to explore.  And the backyard is surrounded by an eight-foot wooden fence.”  Privacy was important to him.
Adam didn’t want to scare her, but he was going to have his way.  “Until we know who tried to kill you and why we don’t know if you’re safe.  I value my privacy.  I always have.  It will be much harder for your attackers to track you to my house.   And if they did manage to find you there, I have a state of the art security system to keep them out.”
He watched several emotions flit across her face.  His reasoning made sense, he just needed her to see it.  It wasn’t as if he was a complete stranger who happened to save her life.  She saw him three times a week for four months.  And she liked him enough to agree to a date before life got in the way and took her away from him.
“I don’t want to be a bother. You’ve already done more than enough to help me,” she finally admitted.
Adam bent down and brushed his lips across hers.  “I want to be here for you, Amber.  I was looking forward to getting to know you better.   Now we have a second chance.  I don’t think we should waste any time, do you?”
“Umm, no.” She slowly shook her head.  “Reconnecting with you is the one bright spot of this horrid ordeal.  She reached up with both hands and pulled his face closer until their lips were just about touching.  “You’re right.  We shouldn’t waste a single second.”  
Adam couldn’t resist the sweet invitation she issued with her body and words.  He closed the distance between them, and this time he kissed her with all the pent-up passion of a starving man.  
Amber’s arms slid from his face to his neck.  She entwined them together and forced him nearer to her.  He didn’t resist.  Closer to her was where he wanted to be.
He felt the charge of physical attraction between them.  It was sharp and strong enough to be tangible.  Adam’s tongue flicked the corner of her mouth, and she opened for him.  His tongue entered and dueled with hers in a hidden dance of teasing seduction and possession.  He never experienced a passion so strong before, and he was lightheaded enough he was in danger of falling.   
He was close enough to feel her racing heart.  The heat inside him unfurled as slow as a flower on a crisp spring morning before it exploded hotter than the fireworks at an Independence Day celebration.  His body tingled everywhere except where they touched.  That part didn’t prickle. It sizzled.  A low soft moan escaped her lips, and he fought for control of his body.
He was taut with desire, and his growing erection pressed against the fly of his pants.  He had to get Amber out of this hospital before he did something to embarrass them.  He’d love nothing more than to spread her out on the tiny hospital bed and finally lay claim to her.  The sexy little moan was going to be his downfall if they didn’t stop now!  
A woman cleared her throat.  Adam slowly moved away from Amber. 
“Well, now, this wasn’t what I was expecting.”  She walked further into the room and held out a hand toward Adam.  “I’m Hannah Rivers, Amber’s sister.  You must be Adam Landis.”
He hid a smile at learning that her sister knew who he was.  Amber must have mentioned him. The thought made him stand a little taller.  He took the hand offered and gave it a friendly shake.  “Yes, I’m Adam. It’s nice to finally meet you.”
Hannah winked at her sister.  “Good looking and well-mannered, he’s quite a catch.”  She laid a small overnight bag on the edge of the bed next to Amber.  “I brought you a change of clothes.  I’m sure you’ll be more comfortable in your own things.”
Amber’s mouth opened, but the words were slow in coming.  Finally, after an awkward pause, she spoke.  “Thanks for the clothes.  I definitely owe you.”  
She looked behind her sister and out into the empty hallway.  “Where’s Jacob?  Seeing my nephew would certainly cheer me up.”
“He’s at home with Steve.  You’ll have plenty of time to visit when you come home with me.”
“Umm, home with you?” Amber lightly bit down on her bottom lip.  Adam resisted the urge to kiss her again.
“Obviously, you shouldn’t be on your own at least not for a few days anyway.”
“Well, I…”
Adam saw the pink flush that stained Amber’s cheeks and decided to take over.  “What Amber’s trying to say is that I’ve invited her to stay with me for a few days.  And she accepted,” he smugly added.
“That’s right,” she quickly agreed.  “Adam and I want to spend time together and reconnect.”  Like Adam, she must have noticed her sister’s worried frown.  “He has a security system and everything.  I’ll be perfectly safe,” she promised.
Adam knew how important Amber’s family was to her, so he wanted to set her sister’s mind at ease.  He grabbed the small pad and pen from the nightstand and jotted down pertinent information.  He held the white slip of paper out to Hannah.  “This is my address and home phone number.  Feel free to stop by and visit with Amber anytime.”
Hannah took the piece of paper, glanced at it, and slipped it into her purse.  “Don’t think I won’t,” she warned.  She turned back to her sister, bent down, and gave her a big hug.  “It looks like you’re in capable hands.  I’m going back home.”  
She gave Adam a measured look before turning back to Amber.  “Make sure you call me once you’re settled.  I’ll just worry if you don’t.”  Her gaze darted from him to Amber.  “I won’t hesitate to drop by unannounced if I don’t hear from you.”
“I’ll call, I promise,” Amber replied.  “Go home and enjoy your day off.”  
Adam saw Amber fidget as if she might jump out of her skin any second.  He hoped she wasn’t having second thoughts.  It would kill him to watch her walk away again.  “I’ll check on the discharge papers.  Go ahead and change into the clothes your sister brought.  The sooner we can get out of here the better.”
****
Amber grinned.  “Agreed.”  
Adam closed the door and disappeared.  
Amber scrambled from the bed and into the bathroom with the overnight bag.  She didn’t know who’d tried to kill her or why, but she knew she wanted Adam Landis.  She wasn’t going to let a severe case of nerves or a group of boat thieves get in her way.
She finished dressing and sat on the edge of the bed to wait.   Someone knocked on the door.  “Come in, I’m done,” she called out thinking it was Adam.  The door opened, and Tom Smith rushed inside.  Amber felt letdown at the sight of someone other than Adam.  
“Amber, I can’t believe what happened to you.”  He rubbed the back of his neck and rushed over to her with short, jerky movements.  
He was close enough to invade her space.  Amber tried to slide further down the bed without being obvious.  “I’ll be fine.  And I’m sorry about your boat.  I feel horrible that it was stolen on my watch.”
The man paced in front of Amber.  “Don’t worry about the boat.  I have insurance. The company will be getting in touch with you soon.  I’ve already filed a claim.”  He ran a hand through his hair several times.  His pacing changed to erratic wandering.  
His behavior made Amber nervous.  She hadn’t had any dealings with Mr. Smith since the initial interview and the signing of the work contract.  She didn’t remember him being so strung out.  The loss of his boat must have really gotten to him, Amber decided.  He acted strange enough that she let out a sigh of relief when Adam walked into the room.  
“Everything’s ready,” he assured her in a firm voice that soothed her frayed nerves.  He picked up her overnight bag and reached out his free hand to help her rise from the bed.  Once she was standing, he pulled her to his side.  His body was stationed between her and the visitor.  
“Thanks, Adam.” She nestled into his side.  It felt right.  “This is Mr. Tom Smith.  He’s the owner of the stolen boat.”
Adam inclined his head to the man.  “Thank you for coming by.  As you can see, Amber is doing well.  She does need her rest though, so if you’ll excuse us.”  
He walked toward the door, urging Amber to move with him. “I want to get her home as soon as possible.”  He didn’t wait for a reply.  He guided Amber out of the hospital and to his car.
 



FIVE
“Here we are.”  Adam parked his car in the garage.  He rushed around to the passenger door and opened it for Amber.  “I’ll grab your overnight bag and take it inside while you take care of Snowball.
“Thanks.”  Amber slid out of the vehicle and opened the rear door.  Snowball jumped out and danced around her, barking all the while.  Amber glanced at Adam.  “You’re probably having second thoughts about your invite about right now.”
Adam looked at her with a smoldering gaze hot enough to make her blood sizzle.  “Not at all,” he promised.  He winked and took off inside the house.
Amber fastened Snowball’s leash to the dog’s collar.  She walked her pet to the backyard.  Snowball was anxious to explore the new area and took off at a trot.  Amber let out the leash as far as it would go so the dog could investigate.  She waited patiently until every corner of the backyard was sniffed.  
She felt a charge in the air. Amber turned to see Adam walking her way.  “Hey,” she greeted.
“Right back at you,” Adam grinned.  “Does the yard meet with Snowball’s approval?”
Amber smiled.  “She hasn’t slowed down since we got here.  There’s just too much for her to see.  I had to really tug at her leash to keep her from jumping into the swimming pool.”  Amber could not suppress a shudder at the thought of deep water.  “I didn’t want her in the pool, because I wasn’t going in after her.”
“I can’t even begin to imagine what horrible thoughts are running through your head.” He walked to her.  When they were standing toe to toe, he wrapped his arms around her and held her tight.  “It’s going to take time for your mind and body to process what happened.  Until then a little fear is expected.  I’ll do whatever I can to help you work through it.”
****
Adam held in a sigh.  He took his boat out almost every day.  He had a strong desire to connect with the ocean and its creatures as often as possible.  Adam would curtail the need for Amber.  That told him that he was in over his head and sinking fast.  He was already attracted to Amber, and he liked her.  It wouldn’t take much for him to fall in love.
“Let’s go inside.  I put Snowball’s food and water in the kitchen.  Her bed is in the living room near the fireplace.  You might want to move it,” he shrugged.  “If you do that’s okay.  I want the two of you to feel at home while you’re here.”
****
Adam made dinner while Amber settled herself and Snowball.  He called her when it was done, and they shared a meal and a glass of wine.  Afterward, they talked until well after midnight.  While they chatted, the sexual tension between them simmered.  It was just waiting for that little bit of extra heat to send it over the boiling point.
They were sitting on the couch, and Amber scooted closer until they were touching.  Halfway through their conversation, she laid her head on his shoulder.  Adam put his arm around her and casually stroked her hair.  Amber groaned and nestled closer. 
“It’s getting late,” Adam warned.  “The doctor said you should take it easy for a while.”  
Amber reluctantly agreed to call it a night.  “I’m comfortable enough to fall asleep right here.” She didn’t want the night to end.  Adam was right about one thing.  It made sense not to stress her body the first day out of the hospital.  She lifted her head from his shoulder and slowly slid away.  She released a breathy sigh as she went.  
  Adam groaned and quickly stood.  “You’re not making this easy.  I promised to be a gentleman tonight.  Do you need anything before you go to bed?”
She needed him, but she wasn’t going to say it.  “I’m fine, thanks.  I need to take Snowball outside one more time though.”  
“I’ll do it,” he volunteered.  “She should get used to me being around.  I plan to be a part of your life.”  He gave her a wicked smile.  “I think my irresistible charm has already won over your sister.  I guess I better become friends with your dog too.”  
Amber laughed.  The jiggling motion in her chest and abdomen made her already sore muscles hurt.  She groaned and wrapped her arms around her midsection.  “Not gonna argue.  Thank you for taking care of snowball, but don’t make me laugh.”
“Sorry.”  
Adam helped her up and walked her to the door of the guest bedroom.  He turned her toward him when they reached the door.  “I’ve been waiting to taste you all night.”  He tangled a hand in Amber’s silky hair and wrapped the other one around her waist.  He gently pulled her to him until their bodies touched at every conceivable point.  
Amber willingly relaxed into his embrace.  She stood on tiptoe to touch her lips to his.  A soft moan escaped her parted lips.  Adam took advantage and deepened the kiss.  His tongue darted into her mouth. Electricity zinged through Amber, and her knees nearly buckled.  She tightened her arms around his neck, bringing them even closer together.  
The door to her bedroom opened.  Her heart fluttered, and her raspy breathing echoed in the hallway.  Adam abruptly broke off the kiss and lightly pushed her inside.  
“You’re supposed to take it easy, at least for the night,” he reminded her.  He started to walk back the way they’d just come.  When he got to the top of the stairs, he stopped long enough to look back at her.  “Good night, Amber.   Sweet dreams.”  
He rapidly disappeared down the stairs.  
Amber stood in the hallway for several seconds after he left.  A soft ache started deep inside, ignited by his kiss.  She wanted Adam, but she didn't dare call him back.  She retreated to the seclusion of the guest room where she’d tossed and turned all night long.  Exhaustion finally made her drop off to sleep sometime after five in the morning. 
The next morning, she wandered down to the kitchen and found a note from Adam.  He was out running errands.  He put Snowball in the backyard along with the dog’s food and water.  That explained why her pet hadn’t bothered her.  Usually, Snowball was at her bedside bright and early, begging to go for a walk.
In the note, Adam suggested she invite her family over for a swim and barbeque for later in the day.   Amber was glad he made the suggestion.  She needed to be surrounded by family.  It would help take her mind off of the attempted murder.  It might also ease some of the tension between her and Adam.  Amber’s body tingled at the thought of last night’s kiss.  She had it bad for her former professor!
She knew it made sense for them not to jump into bed with each other their first night together.  After all, they’d only become reacquainted again.  Reasoning, though, didn’t ease the ache or lessen the heat inside her body.  Yes, a distraction from Adam and the crazy attraction that sizzled between them would be good.  She picked up the phone and called her sister.
****
The late afternoon sun sparkled in a bright blue sky.  The water in the pool sparkled like a thousand diamonds thanks to the sun’s rays.  Amber was not impressed.  She sat in a lounge chair as far from the pool as she could get.  Hannah sat on a chair next to her.  Her sister did most of the talking, and that was fine with Amber.  The warm sun and the even tone of Hannah’s voice slowly lulled her to sleep.  She just closed her eyes when she heard her name.      
Amber’s nephew Jacob splashed around in Adam’s pool.  “Come in, Aunt Amber,” he pleaded.  “This is so much fun!  Come play!”
Amber shuddered at the thought of the deep end of that pool.  “Maybe later,” she called back to Jacob.  She didn’t want to fib to her nephew, but she didn’t think there was any way she was getting in the pool.  At least not anytime soon.  
Hannah sighed, but she didn’t say anything.
A shadow fell over Amber’s body.  She looked up into Adam’s beautiful ocean blue eyes.  “The longer you wait to get back in the water, the harder it’s gonna be,” Adam warned.
Amber wrapped her arms around her bare midriff and tried not to embarrass herself by losing it in front of Adam and her family.  “I don’t think I can do it.  What if the feeling of being surrounded by water makes me panic?  I could hurt myself or worse I could hurt Jacob.”  She shook her head.  “It’s not worth the risk.”
Adam sat down on the edge of the lounger.  “Hannah mentioned earlier that you’ve always loved the water.  I don’t want the people that tried to kill you to take that away from you.”  His eyes darkened to the color of a stormy ocean.  “Don’t let them win, Amber.  Steve is manning the grill.  I’d love to get in the pool with you.”
Amber looked at Jacob happily playing in the water.  It was true.  Any other time before she was thrown off the boat, she’d be in that pool with Jacob.   She would have loved every second of it too.  “I want to,” she said.  “I just don’t know if I can.”
Adam stood and held out one of his strong and capable hands.  “I’m an excellent swimmer.  I’ve been trained in water survival and water rescue.  I won’t let anything happen to you.”
She believed him.  Amber placed her hand in Adam’s and allowed him to gently help her to her feet. The pool loomed large in front of her.  It didn’t seem so daunting though, not with Adam’s comforting yet sturdy grip lending her support.
Adam gifted her with a huge smile that caused her belly to flutter.  “This is an important step for you. I’m humbled by the trust you’re placing in me.”  He squeezed her hand, and she returned the gesture. 
They ambled over to the edge of the pool.  The nearer they got, the slower Amber’s steps became.  Her forward progress halted altogether by the time they reached the shallow end.  Her heart pounded in her chest.  Breathing was difficult, and she gulped in fast and shallow breaths.
“I d-don’t know, maybe I should wait after all.” 
Adam stood behind Amber and wrapped his arms around her waist.  He held her tight enough that his body heat seeped into her.  “If that’s what you really want we’ll do this another time.  I’m not going to throw you in the water and leave you to sink or swim.  We can work through your fear or at least try.”  He kissed the top of her head.
He sounded strong and patient.  If only his confidence soaked into her as quickly as his warmth.  She tried to match her breathing to the feel of Adam’s chest as it rose and fell against her back.  After a few minutes, she regained control.  
“I want to try.  I don’t want to be afraid every time I see the ocean or a swimming pool.  I can’t live like that.”  Her voice became a little louder and firmer with every word.
Adam briefly tightened his embrace.  She happily took the offered support.  “We can stop any time if you need to.  Let me know if you feel another panic attack coming on.  I promise to take this slow and easy.”
Amber’s muscles clenched at the thought of slow and easy with Adam.  She took a quick step forward leaving behind the comfort and safety of Adam’s arms.  She closed her eyes and breathed in deep.  It helped steady her and bring her mind back to the task at hand.  
Adam briskly walked around her and grasped the swimming pool ladder.  He descended the ladder and waited for Amber to follow him.  “You got this,” he assured her.
A slight splash sounded from nearby.  Amber opened her eyes.  Adam stood in the shallow end of the pool, waiting for her.  The water was only about five-feet deep.  She noted that Adam who was a little over six-feet had no problem standing on the bottom.  
He flashed her a grin that beckoned and calmed all at once.  She smiled back.  It was time.  She firmly grasped the ladder with both hands and took the first big step.  The cooling water lapped around her feet and ankles in a welcoming caress.  She paused to enjoy the sensation.  
“You’re doing great, Amber.”  Adam sent her words of encouragement.  She held her breath and didn’t release it until she took another tentative step down the ladder.
There was no turning back now.  She already had her feet wet as the old saying goes.  Amber made sure her grip on the ladder was tight before she walked down the remaining couple of steps.  Her feet touched the bottom, and she let out a sigh of relief.  As long as she could feel something solid under her feet, she’d be okay.
She heard and felt a minor disturbance in the water behind her.  Her hands clutched the ladder tighter.  Her heart pounded in her chest, and her breathing speed up.  She thought about scrambling back up the ladder.  Adam’s warm breath teased the nape of her neck, calming her.  
“You’ve got this,” Adam praised her right before he wrapped his arms around her waist.  “I’m right here if you need me.”  He leaned in close enough to kiss the side of her neck.  
Amber’s breathing speed up another notch.  She was surrounded by cold water, but Adam’s prevailing warmth pressed into her from behind.   The fear she harbored slowly faded as white-hot desire shot through her body.  She didn’t realize how tightly she was holding her muscles until she relaxed against Adam.
Slowly she turned until she was facing him.  She wrapped her arms around his neck.  “You make me forget about everything but you.”  
“That’s the idea!”  
She buried his face into the side of his neck.  The scent of sunscreen teased her nostrils.  He placed a lingering kiss above the sensitive pulse point on her neck. Her pulse skyrocketed. Everyone and everything disappeared except the two of them.  
That was until her nephew broke the sensual spell that weaved itself around them.  “Look at me, Aunt Amber!” Jacob yelled the request across the pool.  
Amber couldn’t believe how quickly she forgot about her family.  Being close to Adam addled her brain.  She took a step back but was careful to remain within the safety of his embrace.  “Great job, Jacob!  When did you become such a great swimmer?”
The young child beamed at her.  “Dad’s been teaching me.  He takes me to the pool at his club a couple of times a week so mom can have a break.”
“He must be a great teacher.  That’s the best swimming I’ve seen in a long time. You don’t even have to wear your water wings anymore!”
Jacob frowned at Amber before puffing out his chest.  “I’m not a baby anymore,” he was quick to remind his aunt.  He began a slow but steady stroke their way.
Adam threw back his head and laughed.  “I spend so much time with college-aged people I forgot how entertaining and delightful young children are.”  
“Most of the time,” Amber agreed.  “I wasn’t laughing that time he disappeared from my apartment at the start of a snowstorm.”
Jacob finally reached them.  He pushed his way between Amber and Adam so he could hug his aunt.  
Adam was forced to take a couple of steps back to make room for the little boy.  
“I’m glad you’re okay.”  He poked out his bottom lip in a slight pout.  “I wanted to visit you in the hospital, but mom wouldn’t let me.”  His pout turned into a bright smile that showed all his teeth.  “This place is way better than the hospital, though.   I’m glad you’re staying here.”
“Me too,” she responded to Jacob’s statement, but her gaze was on Adam.  She wanted him to know how happy she was to have him back in her life.
Hannah arrived at the side of the pool.  “Jacob, go ahead and climb up the ladder.  Your dad says dinner’s almost ready.”
“Okay! I’m starving.”  He let go of Amber and quickly climbed out of the pool.  He ran off toward the house to change into a dry set of clothes.  
“You’ve been in the water for several minutes.  How’re you feeling?” her sister asked.
“No panic attack yet.”  She took a deep breath and savored the small victory.  “I’m still standing on solid ground though.  I can’t promise I’ll be this calm when I no longer feel the bottom.”
“You’re doing great!  I’ll leave the two of you in peace.  I need to make sure Jacob changes into his dry clothes.  Love you, sis.”  She waved and hurried into the house.
“I love the ocean, Amber.  I feel as if it’s a part of me.  It’s important to me that you get beyond your fear.  Try floating,” he suggested.
“I think I can do that,” she agreed.  Amber closed her eyes and relaxed until she was resting on the water’s surface.  She felt Adam’s arms beneath her.  It was a great comfort to know he was there if she needed him.  Slowly she opened her eyes.  
The sky was a beautiful, calming blue.  Fluffy white clouds swirled above her.  The curly vapors slowly moved across the heavens while the pool’s water gently lapped at her body.  She raised her head and realized that Adam was no longer standing next to her.  He was treading water about two feet away.  
“I’m still here,” he reassured her.  “Close your eyes and concentrate on the feel of the water.  It’s cool, soft, and offers a silky caress.”
Amber listened to the words and tried to concentrate on the feel of the water.  It wasn’t working.  His words softly seduced her.  All she could think about was the feel of his hands on her body.  A soft moan escaped from between her lips.  She abruptly sat up and stretched her toes to reach the bottom of the pool.  
She glanced at Adam who stood with his arms crossed over his naked chest.  His lips twitched as he tried to hide a smile.  “We should get out and change for dinner.  First, I want you to completely submerge yourself if you think you can.”
Amber didn’t know if she wanted too, but she felt as if she could do anything with Adam by her side.   She took a deep breath and gave Adam a halfhearted smile.  “I want to try, but can we do it together?”
Adam smiled.  “I think that’s a great idea.  On the count of three, we’ll both go under.  One… two… three!”  Adam bent his knees and slowly sank below the surface of the water.  
Amber watched Adam slowly sink to the bottom.  She took in a couple of gulps of air and willed herself to do the same.  He lingered below the surface, patiently waiting for her.  She took in more oxygen.  
She relaxed her body until the water completely surrounded her.  Amber didn’t dare close her eyes.  She wasn’t ready for the inky blackness she experienced when she was thrown overboard.  
Adam reached out a hand toward her.  She grabbed it like a lifeline and squeezed tight.  He gently tugged her forward, and she let her body flow until it ran into she hit the wall of his well-muscled body.  Adam pushed off the bottom, and they rose to the surface.
She flung both arms around his neck.  “I did it!  And I didn’t panic!”
“You deserve a reward.”  He propelled them forward until Amber was trapped between his body and the tiled side of the pool.  When she was surrounded by his embrace, he lowered his head to claim her lips.  
Amber felt the cold tile press into her from behind.  It was a delicious contrast to the heat of Adam’s body which crowded her from the front.  She opened her mouth to accept his kiss.  Her nipples pebbled, and her thighs clenched in anticipation.  She wanted, no needed, to be closer to Adam.  She lifted her legs and wrapped them around his waist, urging him closer.  
A shiver worked its way down her spine.  Her senses threatened to overload from the onslaught of sensations.  She was glad to be in the water and wrapped around Adam’s body.  Amber didn’t think she was capable of standing.  Her body swelled in all its sensitive areas, and a languid heat took control of her limbs.  
Adam pushed closer to her, and she welcomed the warmth of his body.  They were the only two things left in the world.   All other thoughts had long fled her mind.  She let out a low moan.  His tongue darted between her lips and explored the inner cavern of her mouth.  He caressed her puckered nipples with strong, steady fingers.
The rough friction of her bathing suit rubbed against her already swollen nipples.  She pushed her heavy, swollen breasts deeper into Adam’s caress.  A long, slow moan escaped from between their joined mouths.  Amber was so enthralled by Adam’s touch. It took her more than a few seconds to register running footsteps.   
“Aunt Amber, Mr. Landis, my mom told me to tell you! Dinner’s getting cold!”  Jacob ran out of the house and to the pool.
Amber heard her name and the echoing sound of footsteps.  
Adam casually dropped his hands away from Amber’s breasts without drawing attention to what he had been doing.
She unhooked her legs and let them slowly fall from Adam’s waist.  “We’ll be right there, Jacob.”  She turned and gave her nephew a stern look.  “You know better than to run around a swimming pool.”
“Sorry,” he grinned.  “I’m starving, and mom said we can’t eat without you and Mr. Landis.”
The little boy’s grin was infectious even if Amber’s body screamed for Adam to continue his teasing seduction.  
“Well, it is his house,” Amber reminded Jacob.  “We’re getting out of the pool right now,” she promised.  She grabbed the ladder firmly with both hands and took a step up.  
Adam was quick to follow and whispered into her ear.  “I promise we’ll finish this tonight.”
Amber glanced at him over her shoulder.  “I’m counting on it!”
Adam stayed close behind her.  They grabbed the oversized beach towels and quickly dried off.  
“I need to take a cold shower before we eat.  I’ll make it quick though,” Adam told her as soon as they reached the back door.  
She gave Adam a knowing look.  “Jacob,” she got her nephew’s attention.   “Why don’t you go find out what your mom and Steve are doing?  Let them know that Adam and I are going to change clothes.  We’ll join you guys in a few minutes.”  At least she would be.
She rushed upstairs.  She heard the water from the shower in Adam’s bathroom.  She strolled into the bathroom that adjoined her room and stripped out of her bathing suit.  
She grabbed a towel and bent over at the waist so that the wet tresses cascaded down in front of her.  She squeezed the cotton towel around her hair and briskly it.  She didn’t want to waste time styling.  She stood and flipped the mane over her shoulders, grabbed an elastic band, and pulled the damp strands into a ponytail.  
Clothes were next.  Her body tingled at the thought of making love with Adam soon.  That thought fresh in her mind, Amber searched her things until she found the sexiest bit of lace she owned.  She slipped into the pale pink underwear.  She enjoyed the slinky feel of the silk as it brushed against her overheated skin.   She wished she had time to daydream, but her family was patiently waiting downstairs.  
Suppressing a sigh, she pulled on a pair of cotton shorts and a T-shirt.  A quick look in the mirror and she was satisfied with the results.  She slipped her feet into a pair of summer sandals.  
Five minutes later, she joined her family and took over the duty of hostess since Adam was still upstairs.  She loved her sister, brother-in-law, and nephew dearly.  However, she’d be counting the minutes until she and Adam were finally alone!
 



SIX
Amber closed and locked the door behind her sister.  One hundred and seventy minutes later, she finally had Adam to herself.  She turned and was immediately surrounded by hard male flesh.  She’d was so busy fantasizing about their upcoming night together she didn’t hear him come up behind her.  He wrapped his arms around her, and Amber willingly went into his embrace.
“I know you love your family.  And they seem really great, but I thought they’d never leave.”
Amber buried her face into the side of his neck.  “Agreed,” she mumbled.  She licked the side of his neck.  “You taste much better than dinner.”
Adam swung her up into his arms.  “Bet you do, and I plan to taste every inch of you.”  He climbed the stairs as fast as he dared while cradling Amber in his arms.  He bypassed the guest bedroom.  
This was the first time she’d been in Adam’s most personal space.  She glanced around at the immaculate bedroom decorated much like an ocean retreat.  Any other time she would have found the room soothing.  Right now though, she burned with need.  The only thing that could calm the ache deep inside was Adam’s touch.
Amber had been with two other lovers before Adam.  They never made her tingle all over.  She was a parched desert, and he was the cooling ocean.   She sensed when the two of them came together it would be earthshattering.  
Adam laid her on his bed.  Cool sheets brushed against her backside.  She used her elbows to prop herself up and watched Adam.  He pulled his shirt above his head, exposing his lithe swimmer’s physique.  His hands slipped into the waistband of his pants. Amber shot up and slid toward him.  “Let me.”  She licked her lips.
****
Adam saw the longing in her eyes.  He knew the feeling.  His body was hard, and his erection ached to be surrounded by Amber’s welcoming flesh.  He didn’t say anything.  He stepped to the edge of the bed so that he was within Amber’s reach.   Her tongue flicked against his belly button, and his erection pulsed.  
“Amber,” he groaned.  “When a man wants someone as much as I want you, what you’re doing qualifies as torture.”  
Amber gave him a devilish smile.  “We’ll have to see what we can do about that.”  She unbuttoned his jeans and gingerly slid down the zipper.  
Adam held his breath until the zipper was safely down.  He emptied his lungs in a rush when Amber hooked her thumbs into the waistband of his jeans and yanked them down around his knees.  He quickly stepped out of his clothes and joined Amber on the bed.  
She opened her arms and wrapped them around his neck.  Amber drew him closer.  He wanted to cover every inch of her delectable body.  She shivered against him and trailed kisses from his neck to his chest.  She found a taut nipple and flicked at it with her tongue.
His body jerked with pleasure. He cupped Amber’s cheeks and took possession of her mouth.  He cupped both of her pert breasts in his hands and lightly squeezed and tugged.  Her dusky rose nipples responded to his teasing touch.  
Amber’s moan of pleasure echoed around the room.  She wrapped her legs around his waist and pushed her mound against his erection.  She shuddered and arched her back to get even closer.  
Adam greeted her eagerness to join their bodies with small thrusts of his own.  His muscles tensed.  He was more than ready to sink into her welcoming core.  
He reluctantly moved away from Amber and fumbled with the nightstand drawer.  Finally, he was able to wrench it open.  His fingers closed around the square foil packet he desperately sought.  He yanked it out of the drawer and ripped it open with his teeth.  In one quick motion, he slid it over his straining erection.
Adam impatiently moved back to Amber’s waiting arms.  He buried his face in her neck and lightly sucked the sensitive skin.  Her pulse jumped under his lips.  He guided his erection to her sex.  He eased the tip inside and stopped.  
Amber tensed and grabbed hold of his shoulders.  “Don’t stop,” she begged.  She raked her fingernails all the way down his back.   
“Wouldn’t dream of it!”  Adam grabbed her hips with both hands, lifted her lower body off the bed, and thrust inside.  Her muscles clenched around his erection. He withdrew and reentered, setting an earthshattering pace that made them both cry out.  
Her body tensed against his.  She arched her back and lifted her hips to meet him thrust for thrust.  “So close, so close, help me, Adam,” she pleaded.  
He rolled them over without breaking intimate contact.  “Sit up,” he urged Amber.
Amber did as he requested.  Her eyes widened when his erection sank even deeper inside her.  She closed her eyes and rocked her hips in time to his thrusting.  
His eyes remained open, taking in every detail of her beauty. Tiny gasps slipped between her kiss-swollen lips.  Her perfect breasts bobbed and swayed with every bounce.  A pink flush started above her breasts and worked it’s way up her neck and to her face.
His gaze landed on the swollen flesh of the little nub above her sex.  He tapped it his thumb.  Her moan of pleasure urged him to continue.  He increased the speed and friction of his caress.  
Her knees gripped the side of his body.  Her hands clutched the headboard.  She moved faster.  Up!  Down!  
She coaxed him toward a climax, but he fought his release.  He needed Amber to reach her pleasure first.  His erection pulsed with the need to find release.  He gritted his teeth and held back.  His strained muscles tightened to the breaking point.  
Her nails dug into his shoulders.  She threw her head back.  Her body shuddered, muscles clenching him tightly.  She collapsed on top of him while her body shook from the intensity and power of her orgasm.  
Adam finally let go.  He gripped her hips, forcing her down onto his throbbing erection.  Every muscle froze as he reached the peak of ecstasy.  Just as suddenly the tension left his body, and he slumped against the mattress. She lay on his chest with her head tucked under his chin.
They quietly panted in the aftermath. A smile of satisfaction dominated his face.  It was better than he imagined, but next time, he’d make it last.  She was worth every second of the five-year wait.  Now that he had a taste of the two of them together, he wouldn’t be letting go anytime soon.
 



SEVEN
The ringing of a cell phone jolted Amber from sleep.  She heard Adam’s sleepy reply.  She felt him slip out of bed.  She sat up and waited for him to finish the call.  She was alarmed by his sharp retort to the person on the other end of the line.  
“What’s wrong,” she asked when he finally cut the call.
Adam ran a hand through his sleep-tousled hair.  “That was an old friend of mine.  He has connections just about everywhere.  They’ve found the remains of the stolen boat a few miles out from where you were dumped overboard.”
“Remains?”  Amber crinkled her brows.  “That doesn’t make any sense to me.  There haven’t been any storms recently.  Who would steal a boat just to sink it?”
Adam shrugged.  “Definitely suspicious.  Phillip and some of his contacts have been working on this since I called him from the hospital.  They just found the wreckage and identified it.  No one’s had a chance to inspect it yet.”
He walked toward the bathroom.  “I’m going to take my boat out and do a little investigating of my own.  Do you want to come with me?”
Amber hesitated.  The thought of being on a boat again made her shake.  She trusted Adam though, and she had a burning desire to know who tried to kill her and why.  “I’ll freshen up and meet you downstairs in ten minutes.”
Adam nodded.  “I was hoping we could take a long, leisurely shower this morning together.  But getting to the bottom of your attempted murder should be our top priority.  See you in ten,” he promised.  
Less than an hour later, Amber’s clenched fists resting on her lap was the only sign of her nervousness.  The ocean was calm, but water still batted against the side of the boat.  She sensed Adam was going slower than he usually would.  She pictured him in her mind, the ship running full throttle and the wind blowing through his hair.  
She took a few deep breaths and pushed away the image.  She needed to concentrate on battling her fears instead of daydreaming about Adam.  She was able to take a short swim in the pool yesterday, and she was able to ride in a boat.  She only needed to focus. Even with all her concentration, she couldn’t fight the chill that permeated her body.
****
Adam glanced at the woman by his side.  He sensed she battled her dread of the ocean.  It was one of the reasons he brought her with him.  If they were going to have any chance of building a life together, she had to get over her fear.  The sooner, the better.
He double-checked the coordinates Phillip gave him.  They’d be arriving alongside the wreckage any minute.  He slowed the boat.  The proper authorities would be contacted sometime in the next few hours.  Adam wanted a chance to look for clues himself first.  His top priority was making sure Amber was out of danger.  That might not match up with anyone else’s interest in the case.  Therefore, he needed to look for himself. 
He dropped anchor where Phillip told him he’d find the sunken boat.  “I’m going to go in the water for a look.  The ocean’s calm.  You’ll be fine until I get back.”  He cupped her face with both hands.  His lips lightly touched hers.  He pressed against her and deepened the kiss a split second before lifting his mouth.  
Amber glanced around.  “Where’s your underwater gear?”  
Adam didn’t want to lie, so he told the truth without embellishing.  “I’m going to free-dive.”  He saw the anxiety-filled look Amber gave him.  “I’ve been doing it for years.  I’ve had lots of practice, and I’m great at it.  I can spend several minutes underwater.  I’ll be just fine.”
Amber shuddered before she slumped her shoulders.  “I have a bad feeling about this.  Maybe we should wait for the Coast Guard or whoever is going to do the official investigation.”
Nope, Adam wanted a look first.  A nagging suspicion formed in the back of his mind, but he wanted to check on a few things before he broached his idea to the authorities.  “I’m at home in the ocean.”  And one day soon, she would know exactly how true the statement was.  “I’ll be back before you know it.”
Amber’s gaze lingered on him while he stripped down to his swimsuit.  He strapped on a dive knife and leaned in to give her another kiss.  This one was only a light brush of his lips.  He was careful not to let things get out of control.  
The quicker he got a look at the shipwreck the sooner he could get Amber back on dry land.  It might take several more playful sessions in the pool and short runs on his boat before she felt comfortable with the ocean once again.  He was willing to do all of those things as many times as it took because Amber was more than worth it.
****
Amber watched him closely.  She wanted closure.  That meant finding out what happened to the boat and the men who’d tried to kill her.  However, she didn’t want Adam getting hurt in the process.  He was precious to her, and she couldn’t stand it if he got hurt because of her.  
She embraced the second chance they were given.  She was holding on to it and Adam.  She knew he was special when she first met him.  And even though he’d only been back in her life for a few days, she knew her feelings for him were the real deal, and they were strong.
“Be careful and promise you’ll come back to me.”
Adam walked over to the side of his boat.  He looked at her over his shoulder and winked.  “I’m not afraid of the ocean, and in time you’ll feel the same way.”
Amber listened, but instead of looking at him, she focused on the deep blue of the murky ocean water.  It scared her not to know what was beneath the surface.  As far as she was concerned, jumping into the water was a leap of faith.  Something she wasn’t ready to do, at least not yet anyway.  
A few gray heads bobbed out of the water.  “Adam, look!”  She pointed to the curious dolphins that seemed to be checking out the boat.  She bounced up and down.
“I’ve seen this pod several times when I’ve been out on my boat.  This is a good sign.  The dolphin is a symbol of good luck.”  
A couple of the dolphins jumped out of the water as if performing for their audience.  “Oh, my,” Amber clapped her hands together in glee.   “Look at that!  They’re beautiful!”  
“They’ll keep you entertained while I have a look at the boat.”  He grabbed the underwater light and stepped off of the ladder into the inky darkness of the ocean.  
Amber held her breath for as long as she could.  Finally, after her vision began to fade and she felt lightheaded enough to grab on to the railing, the air left her body in a giant whoosh.  She rapidly sucked in sharp breaths, making a gasping sound.  How long could Adam stay under?  
A couple of the dolphins disappeared.  Amber imagined they followed Adam.  It helped to think they might watch over him.  The rest of the dolphins clicked and chattered.  The noise was a welcome distraction for her.  It also helped drown out the sound of the approaching boat.
Amber gave a small start of surprise when a rubber dinghy with an attached motor stopped next to Adam’s boat.  Her body let out a huge shudder.  The presence of another vessel gave her the chills.  It was reminiscent of the night she was thrown overboard.  
The dolphins, she noted with surprise, moved closer to her and the boat.  It was almost as if they were forming a barrier between her and the dinghy.  What a silly thought, Amber admonished herself.  Dolphins wouldn’t do that, would they?
She put a hand over her eyes to get a good look at the lone passenger.  Her mouth opened in a little O of surprise when she recognized Tom Smith.  She frowned.  Hadn’t Adam told her the authorities hadn’t been notified yet?  How did Mr. Smith know where to find his boat?
“Hi, Mr. Smith,” she called out a greeting.   Maybe it was just a coincidence he was there.  Though why he’d be out this far in the ocean with such a small boat was beyond her.  A foreboding chill snaked down her spine.  She decided to play things close to her chest.  She wouldn’t mention Mr. Smith’s sunken boat unless he did.
“Amber,” he nodded.  “I was surprised to hear you were back on the ocean so soon after your unfortunate mishap.”
He was surprised to hear not see?  Amber’s heart skipped a beat.  Something was terribly wrong, and she was afraid his appearance was definitely not a coincidence.  And where was Adam?  He’d been underwater for a long time.  
She was beginning to wish she’d stayed home?  She glanced at the water in time to see one of the dolphins silently sink below the surface.  The five remaining dolphins moved even closer to the side of Adam’s boat.  Somehow, their presence offered her a small bit of comfort.
“What do you mean, Mr. Smith?  Who told you I was out here?”  
“Mike Carter of course,” the man answered at once.  He raised his hand, and that’s when Amber noticed the handgun.  “He’s also the one that told me you made it off my boat alive.  I should have known better than to trust those yahoos I hired with such an important job.”
Oh my God!  The man had pretty much confessed to being behind her attempted murder.  Where was Adam?  Did he know another boat was here or that their lives were in danger?  She sank down on the boat’s deck.  She needed to keep him talking.  She had to buy some time for her and Adam.
“Why?” She cried out playing the part of a hysterical victim.  She thought it would be a good distraction.  It also gave her time to reach for the cell phone in her pocket and hit the record button.  She slowly laid it next to her on the deck.  If she made it out of this alive, she wanted to have proof of what the evil man had done!
“Why on earth would you want to kill me?”  She used her foot to the nudge the phone closer to the edge of the boat.  
“Stupid girl, it was never about you.  You were just a means to an end.  I needed a quick infusion of cash.”  He shrugged.  “I was tired of the boat, so I thought I’d get rid of it and claim the insurance money.  I needed the theft to be believable for the insurance company.  You were expendable.”
The man’s utter lack of regard for life momentarily rendered Amber speechless.  
Smith tried to maneuver his dinghy closer to the boat.  The dolphins slapped their tails on the water and created a ruckus.  Instead of getting closer, he was pushed back a couple of feet.  He looked at the animals in disbelief.  “Where’s your boyfriend?”  
Darn it?  Amber hoped Smith forgot about Adam.  And where was he?  Practice or not there was no way he could stay underwater this long.  “Umm…”
Smith raised the gun.  “I don’t have all day.  He can’t have gone far.  I know he was with you when you left the Marina.”
Amber’s temper flared.  “Mike Carter told you that too, I guess!”
“Sure did.  It didn’t take me long after I hired you to convince the marina owner that I wasn’t sure if you were trustworthy.  I played the struggling teacher needs cash record over and over until it took.”  
Amber’s eyes grew so large they felt like they were going to pop right out of her head.  She hoped her phone was still recording and that it picked up everything the despicable man said.  “So not only did you plan to murder me and make me disappear, but you were going to let people think I was a thief too!”  Her voice had been rising in pitch along with her anger.  
The dolphins seemed to sense her anxiety. They wildly thrashed about in the water.
“What are those stupid dolphins doing?”  Smith fired a couple of shots into the ocean.  That only served to work the dolphins into an even higher state of agitation.
Amber dug her heels into the teak deck and tried to maintain her balance.  Thank goodness, Adam’s boat was much larger than Smith’s rubber dinghy.  The dolphins whipped the ocean into a frenzy of crashing waves.  Huge waves formed.  
Smith fired bullets all over the place.  The dolphins didn’t stop thrashing.  His small inflatable boat was jerked around by the building waves.
Amber dunked beneath the side of the boat.  She heard a strange ping.  A bullet grazed the railing right above her head.  Just when she thought the end was near, she heard Tom Smith let out a loud bellow.  
The noise was followed by a gigantic splash. Adam’s boat bobbed, and Amber was flung onto her side.  The sounds of gunfire ceased.  Amber crawled to the edge of the ship, grabbed the rail, and used it to steady herself.  She carefully raised her head and peeked over the side of the vessel.
She spotted Adam treading water.  He looked perfectly fine.  All the tension left her body.  She pulled herself to her feet.  Her muscles weakened, and she collapsed against the barrier.  
Adam held Smith in a chokehold with one arm. He didn’t look like he was letting go anytime soon.  The man flailed about and shouted curses. He was no match for Adam’s strength.  It was almost scary how at home Adam was in the ocean and with the dolphins.  
Things turned fuzzy.  Tears of relief clouded her vision.  She quickly wiped them away.  She needed to see Adam.  
She couldn’t believe Adam was still alive.  He was in the water way too long for the average person to survive.  Yet somehow, Amber knew she shouldn’t be surprised, not when it came to Adam.  He always seemed to be more than an average man.
****
Adam tried to push down the fear and anger that assailed him when he realized Amber was in immediate danger.  Luckily, Smith was preoccupied with the dolphins and his rant to Amber.  He was none the wiser when Adam surfaced close behind him.  
He knew the dolphins were agitated by the waves of animosity and anger coming off the stranger.  It was hard, but Adam silently waited for the dolphins to make their move.  He did while keeping a close eye on Amber.  
When the dolphins capsized the dinghy, Adam struck.  He grabbed the man who posed a threat to Amber and held on for dear life.  He wasn’t letting the man escape, him or justice.  Death by drowning was too easy of an out.  Adam figured the justice system would do its job, and the man would pay for his crimes many years to come.  As far as Adam was concerned, the man deserved years of suffering after what he’d tried to do to Amber not once, but twice!
The dolphins must have sensed that Adam had things under control.  They intently watched him.  
Adam calmly spoke to them.  They circled around Adam and his prisoner and responded with a series of loud clicks of their own.  
“You all right,” he yelled to Amber.  
“Think so,” she called back.  “What about you?  You were under for a long time.”
“I’m fine, but I’ll be better when this SOB is locked away from you.”  Adam wanted to be aboard the boat with Amber.  He needed to hold her in his arms, feel her body against his.  
He also needed to notify the Coast Guard.  The sooner the authorities had Tom Smith in custody, the better Adam would feel.   He didn’t want the treacherous man anywhere near Amber.  He was not hauling him onto the boat.  He trusted the dolphins to keep the man in check, but he would have to stay in the water just in case.  
“Amber,” he called out.  “I need you to go inside the cabin.  Use the radio to notify the Coast Guard.  Tell them shots were fired and there are men in the water.  That might speed them up a bit.” 
She hesitated.  “I’m scared to let you out my sight,” she reluctantly confessed.
“Amber,” he urged when she didn’t move.
****
She gave him one more look and ran inside the cabin.  Amber fumbled with the radio.  In a few seconds, she issued a mayday call.  
The Coast Guard responded. She told them about Tom Smith, his insurance fraud, and the double murder attempt on her life.  She gave them the name of the boat, Ocean’s Embrace.  They asked for coordinates.  She read them off the GPS system and urged them to hurry.  
Amber broke the connection and raced back on deck.  She needed to keep Adam in her sights.  That was the only way for her to know he was really okay.  She ran to the rail on the edge of the boat and looked down into the water.  Adam tread water nearby. The dolphins surrounded Tim Smith.  Whenever Smith tried to swim away, the nearest dolphin bumped him and herded him into the center of the circle.  
After what seemed like forever, but was only a few minutes, Amber saw the unique and brightly colored Coast Guard boat speed toward them.  Adam and the dolphins saw it too.  Adam swam into the circle and once again grabbed Tom Smith.  The dolphins silently sank below the surface of the water and disappeared.  
The boat slowed as it approached the two men in the water.  The manned gun attached to the front of the USCG boat was pointed right at them.  Amber sucked in a large gulp of air and screamed.  “Don’t hurt Adam,” she cried even though she doubted they could hear her.  
An officer fished Smith out of the water.  At this point, the man was babbling nonsense about being attacked by killer dolphins.  Adam followed and explained his version of events.  While this was going on, Amber remembered her phone.  She looked around and finally spied it several feet away.  It slid down the deck during the dolphins’ impressive display of power.  
She hit the play button.  She was ecstatic to hear voices.  It was a little low, and the speech was muffled, but it was good enough.  She had Smith’s confession recorded in his own voice.  She would save it for the Enigma Police Department.  They could keep her phone if they needed to.  She’d get another one.  Having to buy a new phone was a small price to pay for peace of mind and justice.
The Coast Guard allowed Adam to board his boat.  He rapidly scaled the ladder. Amber wrapped her entire body around Adam, trying to infuse him with some of her warmth.  
“You’re so cold.  I can’t believe you’re still functioning after being in the water for so long.”  She slammed her lips down on his and kissed him for all she was worth.  
Adam wrapped his arms around her and held tight and held like he’d never let her go.  She hugged him back as well as hard as she could.
The Coast Guard boat departed, and the two lovers sprang apart.  “I love you, Amber, don’t forget it.”  
“I love you too! I was so scared when you didn’t surface.  I guess you were hiding behind Smith’s boat, and I just couldn’t see you.”
“Something like that.”  Adam pulled the anchor and took the helm.   He readily followed the other boat back to the marina.  
Several police cars with flashing lights waited for them when they arrived at the marina.  Adam moored his boat in the assigned berth and helped Amber onto the dock.  Adam seemed happy to see the officer in charge.  He promised her the man was good at his job and that things would run smoothly for them.  
****
Amber stretched out next to Adam.  Her head rested on his shoulder, and she was nestled by his side.  She absently caressed his chest with her fingers.  She listened as Adam told her the story of Atlantis and his ancestors.  
“The night you were thrown overboard, I wasn’t on my boat.  That’s why the men who attacked you had no idea there was someone else in the area.  I was actually out for my nightly swim.  I swim a lot with that same pod of dolphins who helped us today.”
“That’s incredible!  We owe them a huge debt of gratitude.  Smith might have gotten away with hurting us if not for those dolphins.”  Amber’s voice cracked.
Adam’s fingers drew invisible fingers on her shoulders and back.  “You have no idea.  They helped me the night you almost drowned too.  They weren’t acting right, and I knew something was wrong.  I saw the men on Smith’s boat throw something overboard.  I went to investigate and found you.”
Amber raised her head and peppered kisses on Adam’s jaw, eyes, and chin.  “Thank goodness for that!”
Adam wrapped his arms around her and squeezed tight.  “I can definitely second that.  You’re right about owing the dolphins.  I wouldn’t have been able to get you back to my boat without their help.  I placed your tied hands around a dorsal fin.  That dolphin towed you to my boat.”
“I’m almost sorry I missed it.  Sounds like the ride of a lifetime.”
Adam brushed his lips across hers.  “We’ll get you a wetsuit, and I’ll take you swimming with that pod of dolphins again.”
“Good! I want to be able to remember it the second time!”
“That’s it?”  Adam asked in amazement.  Amber was the first person he’d told about his ancestry and genetic differences.  He didn’t have to explain things to other paranormal beings or the council because they already knew about Atlantis and the inhabitants that survived the city’s destruction.  “You’re the first person I’ve told my deepest secret to.  Somehow I expected denial or disbelief.”
“Adam, I have the utmost respect for you and have for years.  Besides, I saw you in action today.  A regular human would not have been able to do the things you did.  That water is cold even in the summer.  And you were underwater longer than any human could manage without some kind of equipment.”
“And my love of the ocean doesn’t scare you?”
****
“No, as long as you’re by my side, I’ll always feel safe.”  And she meant it too.  She felt buoyed by the strength and depth of the love she felt for Adam.   
She snuggled closer. “Besides, Smith confessed to everything, even sabotaging my car.” Her voice hitched just a tiny bit.  “He also gave up the names of the men he hired to sink the boat.  They’ve been rounded up and are keeping each other company behind bars.  I’m no longer in danger.”
Adam rolled her onto her back and covered her body with his.  “Thank the heavens for that!  And I plan to be by your side as often as possible.” He brushed his lips across hers.  “I think I already knew the depth of my feelings for you, but today when I saw Smith holding that gun on you, I realized that I love you with everything I’ve got.  I didn’t want to lose you then, and I’m not ready to let you go now.  I want you to always be a part of my life.”
Amber’s heart surely couldn’t swell anymore.  The organ was full of love for the man next to her.  “I love you too, Adam.  And I can’t wait to show you exactly how much!”
They sealed their declarations with a kiss hot enough to cause even the north Atlantic to boil!
 



EPILOGUE
Adam didn’t need the snorkeling gear.  He wore it to appear normal to any other tourists who might be in the area.  He adjusted the mask and waited for her to do the same.  Amber gave him a thumbs-up sign.  They both sank below the surface and slowly swam toward the large reefs below.  
Amber looked about her in wonder.  The underwater world was breathtaking enough to take her breath away.  She was lucky to be able to share it with Adam.  Her heart swelled at the thought of the man who swam next to her.  Their love for each other was so palpable she could feel it.  Masks, snorkels, and a layer of water separated them, but she could still feel it. 
She knew about Adam’s ancestry.  Looking around, she could understand why he loved the ocean so much.  Plus it was in his blood.  She was thankful he chose to share his life with her.  He waited to share the wonders of the ocean with her for several months, and now she was ready.  
Amber was terrified of large bodies of water after the near drowning.  The ocean was a part of his life so she would never ask him to give it up.  That meant it was a part of her existence too.  
She worked hard the past six months to face her fear.  Countless swims in Adam’s pool and several snorkeling lessons later and she’d done it.  Now on their honeymoon trip to the Caribbean, she was able to see the beauty and wonder that called to Adam.
Shafts of light filtered down through the blue and green water.  The rays illuminated the jewels of the tropical paradise.  Limber seagrass swayed in time with the motion of the ocean.  Colorful sea glass, spiky sea urchins, and delicate shells lay half buried on the sandy floor.
Different kinds of coral waved in the current.  Gorgeous brightly colored fish darted to and fro.  They danced among the reefs and grass.  The small fish were mostly blue and yellow.  They reminded Amber of underwater goldfinches and indigo buntings.  
Adam tapped her on the shoulder.  Her eyes followed his moving hand.  A blacktip reef shark emerged from the shadows.  It lazily swam up to Adam.  Her breath caught in her throat, and she dug a hand into his shoulder.  The fish glided up to Adam’s mask.  The two stared each other down for several seconds before the shark shot off with a powerful flick of its tail.  
Amber could hear her pulse beat in her ear.  She took a deep breath and let go of Adam.  He grinned and winked at her.  A green sea turtle chose that moment to swim up to them.  It checked them out, tapped Adam with a flipper, and slowly swam away into the open ocean.  
A whole new world opened up for her, warm and inviting.  Exactly the same as Adam made her feel.  They could face anything that waited for them as long as they were together.  Warm ocean water slid over her skin.  Amber relaxed and welcomed the ocean’s loving embrace.
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ONE
Jessica eyed the barely there, black silk costume and raised a brow.  The owner and operator of the charming and unique store seemed confident in her choice.   Jessica, however, had to bite her lip to keep from laughing.  “You think I’m going to wear that?”  
She started to question the woman’s judgment.  She appeared to be genuinely kind, and for some odd reason, Jessica felt a sense of home just as soon as she walked into the shop.  The woman, who introduced herself as Brianna, seemed familiar to Jessica.  She couldn’t figure out why.  She was confident she never met the woman before.  Maybe Jessica saw her around town in the short amount of time she lived there.  Anything was possible.
Brianna smiled.  “It’s October thirty-first you know.  I don’t have that much left, especially in an adult small.  You have the petite and toned figure required to pull off the costume.  At least try it on,” she encouraged.  
Second thoughts turned into third and fourth thoughts.  She should keep a low profile.  She didn’t know how safe she was in the small town of Enigma, Maine.  She didn’t think she was followed from the safe house in Kansas, but a person could never be too sure, especially when everything was at stake.
Jessica was on the run and been for three weeks.   She arrived in Enigma the week before. The eerily quiet town near the Atlantic Ocean initially wasn’t a part of her plans.  In fact, she wanted to slip to Boston, New York, or maybe even Chicago, anywhere populated enough for her to get lost in the crowd.  
Plans changed when the bus she rode on took a pit stop in Enigma.  Jessica immediately fell in love with the town.  She felt safe in Enigma for some reason.  Secure was something Jessica hadn’t had the luxury of feeling for a long time.  For that reason alone, she was in no hurry to leave.
She looked at the costume one more time.  Why not, Jessica decided with a delicate little shrug.  She was tired of looking over her shoulder.  She was tired of living in fear every minute of the day.  
She was elated to find the Halloween party invitation in her room.  She still wasn’t sure where it came from.  For all she knew, everyone who stayed at the hotel got one.  She wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth.  Before this moment, she wanted as little attention as possible.  Right now though, she thought that for just one night she would throw caution to the wind and live like a normal person instead of a lady running for her life.
“You know what?” She smiled at the nice lady.  “I’ll take it.”
“Excellent decision.” The woman, a redhead just like Jessica, voiced her approval.  “I think you’re going to be very happy with your choice of costume.  I’d even go so far as to say you’re going to have a magical night tonight.”
Jessica didn’t know about that.  She only hoped she didn’t live to regret the spontaneous idea to show up at the costume party.  It could be a trap to lure her into the clutches of the one person determined to permanently silence her.  She had a good feeling about tonight though.  Her intuition was always spot on.  As a matter of fact, it was probably the one thing that kept her alive.  
The Witness Protection Program sure couldn’t take credit for the accomplishment.  The house in Kansas where she was staying had been shot all to pieces.  That was going to cost someone a bundle to fix, and she was glad it wasn’t her.  The thought of how close she came to death chilled her to the bone and put her on the run.  Dodging bullets in a place where no one was supposed to know her true identity made things crystal clear.  The nightmare she lived was far from over, and she would be better off on her own.  
Jessica still didn’t know if whoever was trying to kill her was that good or if there was a leak in the very law enforcement agency tasked with the job of keeping her alive.  She didn’t really care.  As soon as the first bullet embedded itself in the wall five inches above her head, she decided to go out on her own.  After all, no one had more of a vested interest in winning this chilling game of cat and mouse than Jessica herself.  
She already testified in the trial responsible for putting away a murdering drug lord.  For all Jessica knew she’d outlived her usefulness to the Department of Justice and the United States Marshals Service.  Just because she was a top priority before and during the trial, didn’t mean she still was.  Someone found her somehow.  
The woman behind the counter rang up Jessica’s purchase and told her how much she owed.  Jessica counted out the exact amount from the money in her purse.  She continued to think about her troubles while the woman finished the transaction.
It felt like a black cloud followed her around for about two weeks before the attempt on her life.  Luckily, she listened to what her sixth sense told her.  She went to a different ATM machine every day after work and withdrew her daily limit of five hundred dollars.  Fortunately, she built up quite the nest egg.  It definitely came in handy now.  
She had enough money to get by for several months if she was careful.  Yes, the costume and the party were unnecessary and frivolous, but deep down Jessica needed one night to let loose and in the process center herself.  For one split second after she touched the invitation, Jessica felt as if she was bathed in a golden light of soothing calmness.  She needed that feeling because she’d been living on the edge for far too long.  
Sooner or later, if she didn’t stay sharp, she would burn out, make a mistake, and end up dead.  She would blow off some steam tonight.  Then depending on what her instincts told her, she would decide whether she was going to stay in Enigma or move on.  
The woman, Brianna her nametag read, held out the bagged costume and receipt.  “Have a charmed night, and thank you for shopping at Witch’s Brew.”
If only Jessica thought.  She could use all the help she could get.  A little magic sure wouldn’t hurt anything.  
“You’re welcome, and Happy Halloween,” Jessica replied.  She took the package and walked out of the shop.  Her steps were lighter than they’d been in a long time.  That had to count for something.
****
Brianna Sheldon watched the newcomer walk by the large stained glass windows and disappear down the sidewalk.  She walked to the door and flipped the open sign over to read closed.  She locked up and turned off all the lights.  A big smile illuminated her face.  She had work to do and not that much time if things were going to work out as she planned.  
She felt the presence of the stranger almost as soon as she set foot in Enigma.  Brianna was compelled to seek her out immediately.  At first, she thought another powerful witch came to town.  On closer inspection, Brianna found something else.  
The woman was a descendant of a powerful family of witches.  Brianna was sure of it.  She didn’t think the stranger was aware, however.  She had the golden aura of all witches, but it was so faint that only one as powerful as Brianna could detect it.  Whoever she was, and no matter how much magic there might be centered inside her being, she wasn’t a practicing witch.
Brianna saw something else too, a gray-brown aura which screamed danger and fear.  Worse, it was outlined with black.  The stranger was definitely in danger, and her days on Earth were numbered if she didn’t get help.  More than likely, she was marked for death, and someone or something hunted her.  Just the thought put Brianna’s nose out of joint.  Heaven help anyone that ticked off a witch as powerful as Brianna Sheldon.
Brianna wasn’t going to let anything happen to the stranger.  The woman spoke to Brianna’s inner witch. She was going to make sure the visitor was well protected.  She knew just the guardian for the job.  
Her old friend Lucian Petrakos was a born protector.  It was the reason life was breathed into his very body.   He was good at what he did too.  That’s why he was the oldest living cat shifter alive.  He was also head of the guardian council.  It was his duty to protect the woman while she was in Enigma.  
There were other motives behind her actions too.  One of those was that Brianna figured Lucian would finally meet his match in the fiery redhead.  In all the many centuries that Lucian walked this Earth, he hadn’t found his other half.  That wore on a soul after a while.  
Lucian had been mighty weary the past couple of decades.  She felt the underlying loneliness that surrounded him.  Sometimes it was thick enough to drown out everything else.  That was going to change tonight.  And if she had to give them both a little push to make sure their paths crossed, so be it!
Brianna chuckled.  Her much-loved granddaughter and her two best friends cast a mated souls spell last Halloween.  It worked, and each one found the love of her life.  
No one in the paranormal community thought their feat could be outdone.  Well, Brianna was about to do just that.  She couldn’t wait to see the sparks fly. She rubbed her hands together in glee.
Brianna walked to the back room where no one could spy on her through the windows.  She took out the delicate slither of black silk she cut from the hem of the Halloween costume.  She wrapped a stray piece of medium-length red hair she collected from the stranger around the material.  She found the envelope that contained the snippet of Lucian’s hair she got a couple of days ago and placed it on top of the bundle.  
She was ready to cast the spell.  She looked at the three items she collected.  Then she crossed her fingers.  
“Take the parent gown of this material which is the height of fashion.  Infuse its threads with strong compassion.  I want a reaction on this Halloween that is fit for a queen.  Create an attraction while though unforeseen demands a reaction.  Help this lost one with fiery red hair and sapphire blue eyes capture the attention of the one who would be her bastion and put an end to unknown dangers and assassins.”  
Brianna blinked three times.  She held up her arms to embrace the powers of the universe.  Even though she was inside a room with no windows, her dress fluttered from a slight breeze.  Brianna smiled.  It was done.
****
Lucien disconnected the call with a quick jab of his finger.  Sometimes Brianna Sheldon exasperated him.  Who else would have the nerve to call him out of the blue on Halloween and implore him to attend Alessandro Russo’s party?  She wouldn’t take no for an answer, and she didn’t give him an explanation for his required presence either.  It had better be good! He checked the rearview mirror and whipped around the black, high performance, sports car he was driving.  Rubber squealed as the vehicle spun, but the tires gripped the asphalt. Now he was headed in the opposite direction because of course, the Russo castle was on the other side of town.  
He wasn’t in costume.  He was wearing his usual preferred outfit of tight black T-shirt, black jeans, and hiking boots.  If Mitch Gannon was handling security, he better not give him any crap.  This wasn’t a social call nor was he in the mood for a party.  This was a busy time of year for Lucian and the rest of the council.  Rogues and other undesirables loved to cause trouble on and around Halloween.   
 



TWO
The cab driver dumped her out at the beginning of the drive.  He refused to go any further.  No matter how many times she asked, the man wouldn’t budge.  Jessica talked until she was blue in the face, still nothing.  She finally gave up.  Jessica paid him, got out, and started walking.  
That was how she found herself in her current predicament.  Several minutes passed, and she continued to walk.  She wasn’t a quitter.  Jessica was determined to make it to the party, and she was going to have a good time no matter what.
Jessica continued her slow walk up the long and curvy drive.  Living off the grid was the pits!  She couldn’t rent a car, because all the rental companies wanted to see some form of identification.  She didn’t really know where or how to get a fake ID made.  She did know better than to use something that had her real name or her witness protection identity on it.  
The man who wanted her dead didn’t mess around.  She had to assume he hired professionals to kill her.  She did her best not to do anything stupid enough to help them.  
She trudged up a very steep hill in pitch-black surroundings.  The crisp autumn night air had a bite to it.  The chill cut through the slinky outfit like it was nothing.  The costume was just a midriff-baring halter-top along with a floor-length skirt.  Both were made of a thin and delicate black silk.  She didn’t bother with a jacket, because she had no idea she’d be taking a hike.  
The costume’s one saving grace was the skirt.  It was so long the hem touched the floor and pooled around her feet.  Jessica decided to wear a comfortable pair of walking shoes, and that was the only thing saving her right now.  She never would have attempted such a walk in dress shoes, heels, or bare feet.  
The roar of an engine coming up behind her startled Jessica.  Headlights suddenly illuminated the path in front of her.  She jumped to the side of the driveway just as the car breezed past.  She managed to get out of the way of the speeding vehicle, but an uneven spot in the drive sent her falling onto her backside.  
“Perfect, just perfect,” she managed to mumble while struggling to get back onto her feet.
The shriek of brakes and the soft ping of flying gravel assaulted her ears.  Her nose twitched from the smell of burning rubber.  Her heartbeat accelerated, and she swallowed hard.   
Her first thought was that the hitman who was chasing her found her.  Her life was going to end on a deserted drive that seemed to be miles from any house.  Well, she wasn’t going down without a fight.  
She stooped down and grabbed a hand full of pebbles.  The car slowly drove past her and executed a perfect U-turn.  Jessica got a good look at it this time.  She didn’t think a hired killer would be driving an Italian sports car.  It was too flashy, the kind of vehicle someone would remember seeing.  Despite what logic and that unnerving sixth sense of hers said, Jessica didn’t drop the pebbles.  She didn’t leave her perch on the edge of the drive either.  No need to get any closer to the man than she had to.
****
Lucian jumped out of the car and slammed the door shut behind him.  He thought his eyes were playing tricks on him, but apparently not.  The lovely apparition who strolled down Russo’s driveway was real, very real.  Not the smartest thing to do when the stars and moon were obscured by thick rolling clouds and the mist that rolled off of the Atlantic Ocean.  
The cat shifter sauntered toward the woman.  His senses were on high alert because he was always wary of traps.  He was the head enforcer of the paranormal world.  He made a few enemies along the way.  Not to mention that evil beings randomly attacked members of the council in an effort to weaken it.  He couldn’t afford to let his guard down, no matter how tempting the distraction.
The woman watched him approach and took a step back.  She slid a hand behind her back and lifted the other out in front of her.  “Don’t come any closer,” she warned.
Lucian slowed his steps but didn’t stop moving.  One side of his mouth lifted in the parody of a smile.  It was a long time, maybe even centuries since someone thought to issue an order to him face to face.  “Take it easy,” he instructed.  “I saw you walking and thought I’d stop to see if you need any help.”  He crossed his arms over his broad chest and leaned his hip against the side of the car.  “What are you doing out here in the dark all alone anyway?”
****
Jessica didn’t answer the question.  No way was he going to turn the tables and make this about her.  Besides, she really wasn’t afraid of things that went bump in the night.  They couldn’t be too much worse than drug cartels, and cold-blooded murderers.  
“Forget about me.  What are you doing out here, other than trying to run me down,” Jessica quickly retorted.  “You were going way too fast!”  She snapped her mouth shut.  What was she doing?  She didn’t need to earn the attention or ire of someone who might remember her if somebody came to Enigma asking questions.  She edged further away from the man but tried not to be obvious about it.  
He continued to come closer, and his position relative to the light shifted.  Now instead of standing in the shadows, he was illuminated by the headlights of his car.   Jessica sucked in a breath.  The stranger wasn’t classically handsome, but she felt like she’d been struck by lightning.  His face was made of stark angles that gave him a harsh and ruthless look, but he still managed to tug at her heartstrings.  His hair and eyes were blacker than the night that surrounded them, one without a moon or stars to brighten it.  
“And you shouldn’t be walking around at night on a deserted drive.”  He narrowed his eyes and stared at her with an intensity strong enough to chill her blood.  “The night hides a lot that you know nothing about.”  
Jessica felt the subtle threat behind the words and took another step to the side.  Instead of landing on solid ground, her foot found the edge of a pothole and settled half in and half out.  Her ankle turned, and she lost her balance.  Jessica’s arms flailed in the empty air, and she knew she was going down.  Instead of being welcomed by the cold hard ground, she was suddenly surrounded by strong arms and pressed against a chiseled chest of lean muscle and warm body heat.
“Oh!” He must have been standing a lot closer than she thought.  No one moved that fast, did they?    She snuggled closer into the warmth craved by her body. She should have been afraid. Instead, she was content.  She was good for about five seconds then she remembered her predicament.  Being so close to someone she knew nothing about was dangerous.
She struggled to break his hold.  “Let go,” she demanded.  She squirmed, but the man’s embrace tightened.  To her surprise instead of being afraid, her nipples pebbled into hard peaks, and heat stirred inside her feminine core.  The physical attraction was as sudden as it was sharp.  It assailed all her senses and created an ache deep inside that needed to be appeased.  
“If I do that while you’re thrashing around like a mad woman, you’re going to fall and hurt yourself,” he warned.  
Sensing talk wouldn’t get her anywhere, Jessica struggled fought harder.  Unintentionally, she rubbed the bare skin of her abdomen against his arms.  The intimidating stranger groaned. 
Fighting to get out of his hold wasn’t getting her anywhere.  Jessica went slack.  As soon as her muscles relaxed, the arms wrapped around her tighter than a rubber band loosened.  She slid down his body until her feet landed on solid ground.  Jessica slowly backed away.  She needed to put some space between her and the disturbing man.
“My name is Lucian.”  He crossed his arms. “Who might you be?”  
Jessica’s instincts were more and more confident that this was not the hitman trying to track her down.  That didn’t mean they could become cozy and familiar with each other, however.  She didn’t want to leave behind anyone who might be able to answer questions about her if someone came snooping around.  More importantly, she didn’t want to endanger anyone by putting them in the sights of a killer.  She shivered at the thought of more innocent blood being spilled.
“My name’s not important.”  She turned to walk away, but the stranger put a hand on her shoulder to stop her.  
“Where are you running off to in such a hurry?”  
Jessica swept her hand down her body and then gave him a pointed look.  “I’m going to the Halloween party.  Where else would I be going dressed like this?”
The man’s midnight black eyes narrowed slightly.  He crossed his arms and stared her down.  “It’s by invite only,” he pointed out.  
Jessica shrugged.  “I have an invitation.  I don’t know where it came from, but I’ve got one.”
****
Lucian did not like the sound of that.  Something about the situation was fishy as hell.  He shut down everything but his enhanced senses.  That’s when he finally caught the subtle stench of fear that simmered just below the surface.  This woman was scared of something.  He didn’t know if she was afraid of him or something else, but he was going to find out.  
She had a faint glow around her too, like a witch, but much fainter.  It was one more thing for Lucian to ponder about the woman.  He wanted to know everything about her there was to know. 
“May I see your invitation please,” Lucian requested. Usually, he would just take it, but he wanted to play nice, at least until he knew exactly what he was dealing with.  The woman intrigued him.  He didn’t want her to run screaming into the night.
She widened her stance and propped her hands on her narrow hips.  She glared at him.  “What are you, security?”
Lucian arched a brow.  “For this party?  No.”  
However, some would call him the supreme being of protection, enforcement, and justice.  Of course, they weren’t the ones he hunted.  Those didn’t say anything because they were dead.  It was no coincidence that he was the longest living cat shifter in the world.  And he still had seven of his nine lives left.  He was revered, an anomaly, even amongst his own kind.
He gave his head a hard shake.  He needed to focus on what was happening in front of him.  “You’re not getting any closer to your destination until I’ve seen that invitation.” 
Jessica huffed.  “I haven’t done anything wrong!”  Her full, luscious lips formed a pout.  She reached inside a small orange pumpkin purse, pulled out the invitation, and thrust it at him.  “Happy now?” she demanded to know.  
Lucian took the thin piece of vellum and scrutinized it thoroughly.  It looked exactly like the one he received.   The invitation he planned to ignore until he got that call from Brianna requesting, no begging, for his attendance.  “Okay, so you have an invitation.”  Now it was time for him to get more information.  “Where did it come from?”
She snatched back the invitation in question and stuffed it into the ridiculous looking purse.    “Someone slid it under my room door.  I thought maybe everyone at the inn was invited.”  She rubbed her hands down the costume, straightening it.  
“Well, I’d like to say it’s been nice, but why lie.”  She spun around and marched her way up the drive.
“Wait!” Lucian demanded in his most commanding voice.  He was pleased to see the lady halt in her tracks.  Good to know he wasn’t losing his touch. “This drive is at least another two miles long.”
Jessica groaned.  “Two miles! I’ll never make it,” she grumbled.  “The cab driver dumped me out at the start of the driveway.” She confessed.   
She tilted her head.  “It was bizarre actually.  He seemed agitated and refused to go any further.  I didn’t think the house would be this far off the main road or I would have just gone back to the inn.”  
Her shoulders slumped. “So much for that night out on the town,” she muttered.
A fleeting second of panic followed by staggering loneliness poured from the woman.  The desolate feelings tugged at Lucian’s heart.  The organ he thought was turned to stone a long time ago.  You didn’t see all the evil he saw over the centuries and execute so many villains without losing something.  Up until that moment, Lucian was sure it was his heart.  
Alessandro Russo, the host of the party, and the most powerful vampire on the east coast probably guarded his home with a strong compulsion to keep curious humans away.  Why he wondered, hadn’t it worked on the feisty redheaded woman?  “I’m here, and we’re both going to the same place.  It would be remiss of me not to offer you a ride.”  He gallantly bowed at the waist and presented her an arm.
She hesitated for only a fraction of a second.  “Might not be the best idea to get in a stranger’s car, but why the hell not?  She wrapped her arm around him and allowed the man to lead her to the passenger side of the low-slung sports car.   “Thank you.  You don’t know how much I really need this night,”  she admitted in a whisper most people wouldn’t have heard. 
Lucian’s curiosity increased another notch.  Not only was the woman beguiling, but she was also an enticing mystery he longed to solve.  He cautioned himself to rein in his interest before he pounced.  After all, curiosity had indeed killed many a cat.  He planned to keep the rest of his lives intact for as long as possible.
Lost in thought, both were silent until the castle came into sight.  The woman gasped.  “Wow, is that for real?  I’ve never seen anything like it, ever.   Well, except for maybe in a magazine.”
She stared wide-eyed at the large and intimidating castle with its stone walls and turrets.  “It’s amazing!  What a perfect place for a Halloween party!  I’m so glad I didn’t give up and go back to the inn!”
Lucian stopped the car and handed his keys to the valet, who was actually a wolf shifter from the Gannon pack.  The Gannon’s owned the best security company in the state of Maine, maybe even the country.  They handled the safety measures for most paranormal get-togethers.  He stared at the man who quickly lowered his eyes, definitely not an alpha then, Lucian noted.  “Where’s your boss?  I need a word with him right away,” Lucian demanded in a voice laced with power.  
The shifter could undoubtedly feel the power that rolled off Lucian and took an involuntary step back.  “Sir, Mitch and Scarlet are here as guests.”  He nervously cleared his throat.  “Justin is in charge.  I’ll let him know you’re here and looking for him right away, Mr. Petrakos.”
Mitch Gannon, the alpha and head of the local pack of wolf shifters, recently mated and married Scarlet Valentine.  Scarlet was very close friends with three of the local witches.  They bonded while teaching Scarlet how to protect herself from a vile piece of humanity who stalked her.  One of those witches was married to the vampire hosting this party, Alessandro Russo.  So it made sense that Scarlet would be there with her besotted wolf in tow. 
“Let Justin know I’m here and that I need to see him immediately.”  Lucian’s tone of voice and clipped precision of words left no room for doubt.  The valet started talking into his earpiece.  Lucian nodded and turned away from the man.  He looked at his little hitchhiker and stopped dead in his tracks.  
She was utterly fixated on Russo’s castle.  Her eyes were open wide in wonder, and her mouth formed a little O of surprise.  She turned in a slow circle, taking in her surroundings.
****
Jessica wasn’t paying attention to the intimidating stranger or the valet.  All her attention was focused on the architectural marvel in front of her.  A wave of sadness washed over her.  It fought with the elation she felt at the opportunity to view such an extraordinary building.  She had no idea anything like this existed in the United States.  She just finished her Master’s degree in Architecture from the University of Texas and started her first job when her world was turned completely upside down.  
“Magnificent, isn’t it?”  
“Definitely,” she agreed.  “I wish I was going to be here long enough to study it.”  Jessica bit her lip.  Stupid, stupid, stupid!  She couldn’t go around giving out clues about her past.  There could not be that many redheaded female architects on the run.  
“So you’re just passing through Enigma?”
“Maybe, I don’t know yet.”  No harm in that little tidbit of information she decided.  And it was the truth.  She didn’t know what she was going to do.
They walked through the open double doors.  Jessica stopped and turned in another slow circle.  Her gaze darted from one corner to another as she tried to memorize every detail.  The place was a masterpiece.  She didn’t understand why it was never featured in any of the architectural magazines she used to read.
The house was decked out for the party.  There was a thin mist drifting around the vast open space that added to the ambiance.  Most of the light came from pillar candles placed in large five armed candelabras strategically placed throughout the castle.  Gossamer webs were artfully hung and spread around various corners and walkways.  She felt as if she was standing inside a medieval castle filled with ghosts and goblins.
****
Lucian watched his companion’s interest grow and then bloom into something much more profound, excitement and wonder.  His little redhead was positively entranced by this castle.  If he didn’t know any better, he might think she’d waggled an invitation just to get a look at the building.  But that would be impossible.  Alessandro Russo went to great lengths to keep its existence a secret.  It would never do for the location of a vampire’s lair to be known by general outsiders. 
He was reluctant to disturb her intense perusal.  Plus he wanted some time to study her.  He silently watched and took in every expressive feature of her lovely face.  The intriguing mystery woman was so lost in thought she didn’t notice Justin Gannon when he stalked up to Lucian.
Justin, the tall and deadly second of the local wolf shifter pack, strolled up to Lucian and gave him a firm handshake.  “I heard you were here and wanted to speak with me.”
Lucian jerked his head to the side to motion the second in command of the pack away from the woman.  Justin gave her a quick appraisal.  Lucian’s inner cat arched its back.  The cat shifter actually hissed at the wolf.  Justin gave him a smug smile.  Lucian narrowed his eyes and walked over to a deserted spot by the wall.  He made sure the mysterious guest was still in his sights.
As soon as they were out of earshot, Lucian took over.  “Don’t ogle my guest.  This cat has some very sharp claws, as you well know.” 
Justin had seen him in action.  He was a killing machine when the need arose.  All the guardians were experts in several forms of hand-to-hand combat and martial arts.   Their agility, grace, strength, and magic from the Egyptian gods made them practically unbeatable in battle.  “You summoned me, Lucian.  What do you need?”
“I found her walking up the driveway.”  He motioned toward the woman.  Both men seemed to be having trouble keeping their eyes off of her.  Distinctive red hair framed a heart-shaped face that made her look like a pixie, a very sexy pixie.  
Lucian could picture the woman’s chin tilted upward in determined defiance.  The thought of her being hard to handle should have been a deterrent, but it was actually more of a turn on.  It made his already overheated body burn hotter.
A toned, lithe body was showcased in the thinnest silk.  The slinky material clung to her slight curves and hugged her body.  Lucian’s inner cat wanted to get naked and rub his body all over hers.  Then he wanted to join their bodies and bury himself deep inside her moist heat.  
His cat wanted to stake a claim too.  A well-placed love bite on her neck would take care of that.    Lucian reined in the cat that sometimes worked on instinct alone.  He needed to find out who the woman was and why she was in Enigma, most specifically why she was at the party.    
The lady had fire in her blood.  He could feel the attraction of the flame from where he stood.  No doubt, Justin could too.  Wolf boy was practically drooling.  Lucian felt the need to warn him off.  “The only interest you need to be taking in her is professional.  Otherwise, she is completely off limits to you.”  
Justin arched a brow.  “You know Alessandro and Mitch don’t want interlopers at the party.  I can’t believe you just waltzed in here with her.”   
“She’s in possession of an invitation.  She claims someone slid it under her door at the inn.  If you have the invitation can you figure out where it came from?”  He glanced back at the redhead.  There was something familiar about her.   Not being able to figure it out bugged the hell out of him.
“There’s a printed number on the back of the invitation that can only be seen with a UV light.”  Justin narrowed his eyes.  “Keep that to yourself.  Until now only Alessandro, Mitch, and I were in possession of that piece of security information.  Get me the invitation, and I can tell you where it came from.”
“Stay here,” Lucian ordered before walking away.  He didn’t do jealous, but he really did not want the single and attractive wolf shifter sniffing anywhere near the redhead.  His hackles rose at just the thought.  The cat already declared she was his.
She edged closer to the wall and looked lost in thought.  She visibly started when his hand settled on her shoulder.  She whirled around and came face to face with him.  “Hi, Luc. Whoever crafted your friend’s home is a real artist.  This place is amazing.”  
Luc?  No one in the long history of his existence ever dared shorten his name, not even Brianna.  He found he liked the shortened version of his name as long as it came from her lips.  He shook his head.  He was not the emotional type.  He couldn’t afford to be distracted either.  Protection was the name of the game.  The lives of many paranormal beings, some of them friends, could be in danger.  He had to focus.
“Justin needs your invitation.  It’s just a formality,” he reassured her when she looked like she might argue.   The lie rolled easily off of his tongue.  Her presence could be perceived as a threat until he and Justin figured out why she was there.  It was his responsibility to stop threats. Anyway he could.
****
Jessica opened the pumpkin shaped purse she and pulled out the invitation.  She watched Lucian pass it to a man that was almost as intimidating as he was.  Both men were about six feet tall and in perfect shape.  Lucian’s muscles were thicker, but the other man wasn’t a slouch.  They really knew how to grow men in this town.  
Too bad she couldn’t enjoy that aspect of Enigma.  It wouldn’t do to become involved with anyone while her life was so dangerous.  She’d never forgive herself if she caused someone’s death. 
Hottie number two took her invitation and disappeared down a back hallway.  She turned her attention to the man at her side.  “Well, thanks for the ride.   It would have taken me forever to walk all the way up the drive.”  
She let out a wistful and breathy sigh.  “It would have been worth the hike to see this place.”  The reverence and admiration were evident in her voice.  “I’m sure you have other people you want to say hello to.  You don’t have to stay by my side all night.  Now that I’m here, I want to take advantage of this lovely surprise and see as much of the castle as I can.”
“I know the owners quite well actually.  I could arrange a private tour for you if you’d like.”  He flashed her a smug grin.
Jessica lightly chewed on her bottom lip.  She would love to be able to see more of the place, but she didn’t want to be a bother.  A personal tour by the owners would also put her on someone’s radar.  She should probably pass.  “I don’t want to be a burden,” she finally said.  “I’m sure the owners want to spend their time friends and family, not catering to a complete stranger.” 
“It’s no trouble at all.  Alessandro has been promising to give me a private tour forever.  He and his lovely wife are right over there.  You stay here, and I will find out if it’s convenient for them to show us around in the next few minutes.” 
Jessica was enthralled enough with the idea of seeing more of the architectural masterpiece that she didn’t argue when Luc stepped away.  Instead, she continued to admire the angles and lines that made up the castle.  She had hopes of designing something this grand once.  Now those dreams were on the backburner, probably forever.  Her career along with everything else in her life was stalled.
****
Lucian cornered Alessandro and Julie Russo.  They were engrossed in an in-depth conversation with Phillip and Selena Saint John.  “I picked up a stranger on my way to the party.”  He inserted himself into the discussion without bothering with a greeting.  
Lucian could be abrupt, and most of his acquaintances were aware of that fact.  They accepted him as he was.  Besides, no one had enough guts to take the legendary cat shifter to task.  If he was a tad rude, well, they just learned to deal with it.
Alessandro looked over Lucian’s shoulder.  He stiffened and subtly shifted his body in front of Julie.  He was now firmly located between his wife and the stranger with the fiery red hair. “I don’t recognize her.  Are you sure she should be here?”  His voice vibrated with power but was laced with concern for his mate.  
Alessandro Russo and Phillip Saint John were powerful forces in their own right.  They were both several centuries old.  And with age came power.  They were not as ancient and powerful as Lucian was, but they were still formidable.   He could feel their need to protect their mates.  He felt an answering need to protect the woman on the other side of the room.  
It was time to take back control of the conversation.  He squared his shoulders. Then he pinned both vampire and cat shifter with a warning glare.  “She has an invitation.  She claims she doesn’t know who gave it to her.  Justin has it now, and he’s trying to determine the origin as we speak.  Anyway, she seems fascinated with the castle.  I promised her a private tour.  If you could do it now, we would be able to keep her isolated from the other guests until we know why she’s here.”
Julie finally spoke up.  “I think we should do it, Alessandro.  At first glance, something about her seems familiar.  I’d like to spend a few minutes in her company and see if I can figure out why.”
“You know you’re right,” Selena Saint John agreed with her friend.  “I’m drawn to her for some reason.  I feel like I should know her.”
“Interesting, I thought the exact same thing,” Lucian interjected.  “I know I’ve never met her before.”  Nope, you didn’t forget a woman like that, no matter how many centuries you lived.   
Lucian glanced back at the stranger.  She was lovingly running a hand over the intricately carved staircase.  He shuddered.  He could imagine those hands on his body: touching, rubbing, and loving.  And in return, he would thoroughly caress every inch of her body until she was screaming his name in a blind haze of want and need.  
Yes.  She was utterly unforgettable.  No way she ever crossed his path before.
Lucian was snapped out of the lust-filled trance by the arrival of Justin Gannon.  The wolf shifter had a slight frown on his face.  The invitation was held tightly in the wolf shifter’s hands.  He nodded a greeting when Justin joined the group and waited for him to share what he found out about their mystery guest.
“Well, I was able to trace the invitation.  It was originally sent to Brianna Sheldon.”
“Brittany’s grandmother?” Julie snapped her fingers.  “That’s it!  She reminds me of Brittany!”
“Darken the hair to a deep auburn, cut it and shape it into an elegant bob, and you could be looking at Brittany’s twin!”  This pronouncement came from a very excited Selena.
Alessandro frowned.  “I don’t think she looks anything like your friend Brittany.  Just because they both have red hair doesn’t make them look alike.”
“No, it doesn’t,” Julie agreed.  “It’s not just the red hair.  It’s the way she moves, her mannerisms.”
Lucian already had his phone out and was pressing buttons.  He waited until Brianna answered.   “I’m at the Halloween party you practically begged me to attend.  So imagine my surprise when a stranger shows up in possession of your invitation.”
“Oh you found out about that little trick did you?”  Good.  She wasn’t going to pretend or play stupid.  
“Quite by accident I assure you.  I found your friend hiking up the driveway and gave her a lift.”  He remembered what Julie and Selena said.  “Is she related to you Brianna?”
“I don’t know, maybe.”
That was a surprising answer.  “Explain?”  The one-word command was enough, and Brianna launched into an explanation.
“She has the aura of a very powerful witch, but I don’t sense any magic about her.  My niece and her family were killed several years ago.  There was one baby, a female.  Even though the body was never found, she was presumed to be dead just like her parents.  I’m beginning to wonder if the stranger and the long-lost baby are one and the same.”
Lucian could not believe what he heard.  Things were getting more and more complicated as time ticked by.  He remembered the horrifying incident and how upset Brianna was by losing part of her family in such a way.  He ran a hand through his close-cropped hair.  “Is she the reason you wanted me here?”
“Yes, she needs protection.  She is surrounded by fear, and she’s been marked for death.  No one gets the best of you, Lucian.  I’m almost positive this woman is my great niece, and I need you to keep her alive for me.”
Lucian almost snorted.  He and Brianna were close friends and had been for decades.  She knew he’d do nearly anything for her.  “I was interested in her before this, but now I’m downright intrigued.  You have my word that no harm will come to her.  I won’t leave her side until we figure out what exactly is going on.”  He couldn’t keep calling her this woman or the stranger.  “Do you happen to know her name?”
Brianna laughed so hard she was cackling.  “Lucian you must be losing your touch.  Loosen up a little.  Try not to be so taciturn.”  She sobered suddenly.  
“I’m just teasing you, my old friend.  She wouldn’t introduce herself to me either.  She came into the shop to get her Halloween costume,” she explained.  “The good news is that I managed to snag a few strands of her hair.  I’ve already sent a sample along with my own hair to a friend at the hospital.  She put a rush on the DNA test, and I should have the results soon.”
“What are you going to do if she’s related to you?”
“I’m going to confess to her about the DNA test.  I’ll tell her everything I know about her family and her disappearance.  Then I’m going to try to build a relationship with her.”  She paused for a second.  
“Lucian, if you see Brittany, please do not tell her about this.  She was three years old when this happened.  I doubt if she even remembers.  It hasn’t been spoken of in years.  I don’t want Brittany to put herself in the middle of whatever is coming, because I know there is danger, grave danger on its way.  I feel it.  It’s a thick, suffocating black cloud of toxin bearing down on us and chocking the life out of everything in its path.”
“I understand.  Let me know when you get the test results.  I’ll keep you informed, and I’ll let you know if I find out why she’s in danger.”  Lucian ended the call and turned to the other people standing around him.  “Thanks, Justin.  Apparently, Brianna is the one who slipped the invitation under our mystery guest’s door.”
Relieved that nothing seemed to be amiss, Justin returned the invitation.  “I’ll make my rounds then.”
“Justin, you need to be extra vigilant tonight,” Lucian ordered.  “It’s not the redhead, but trouble is coming.” 
Justin nodded.  “Good night everyone,” he turned and blended with the crowd. 
“Is she related to Brittany?” Julie and Selena both asked at the same time.
“We don’t know yet.”  His eyes narrowed, and he used his most commanding voice.  “Say nothing about this to Brittany.  Whoever the stranger is, it’s Brianna’s place to discuss the possibilities with her granddaughter.”
Julie pursed her lips, and Selena put her hands on her hips in a defensive stance.  The three witches were close, like sisters.  They both had sense enough, however, to realize it wouldn’t do to upset Brianna or Lucian.  Both of them were powerful beings used to getting their own way.  They looked at each other and by silent communication agreed to lie to their friend by omission.  What other choice did they have?   
That didn’t mean Julie couldn’t tell Lucian what they thought about it.  “We don’t like it, but you’re right.  We promise not to say anything.  And if for some reason Brittany asks questions, Selena and I will send her your way.”
That was good enough for Lucian.  He nodded his agreement.  “Even though we know why she’s here, she’s still shrouded in secrecy and danger.  It’s probably a good idea to keep her out of Brittany’s sight.  I think the private tour is the best way to proceed,” he informed Alessandro and Julie.
“I’ll do it,” Julie offered.  “At least one of us should mingle with the guests and greet newcomers.”  When her husband looked like he was about to argue, she stopped him.  “Selena can go with me.  And Lucian will be there.  I’m pretty sure two strong witches and the most powerful paranormal being known to exist will be safe with one little redhead.”
Glad that was finally settled, Lucian agreed and hurried back to his mystery woman with Julie and Selena in tow.  He placed a hand on her shoulder to get her attention.  “This is Julie Russo and Selena Saint John. They’ve agreed to give us a tour.  Julie and her husband own this monstrosity that you are so enamored with.”
****
Jessica couldn’t contain her excitement.  She stuck out a hand and vigorously shook the one that Selena and then Julie offered.  “Thank you so much!  You have such a wonderful home from both an architectural and artistic standpoint.  I’m Jessica by the way.”  
“Jessica,” Lucian let the name roll off his tongue.  “I like it,” he pronounced.  
The smile faded from her face.  In her excitement over the tour, she inadvertently used her real name.  This was not good, not good at all.
Julie and Selena looked at each other.  They linked arms with her, and she immediately felt at ease.  
“I’ve actually lived here less than a year, but this is my husband’s ancestral home,” Julie said. “I’m sure he’s shown me every nook and cranny by now.  I’d be more than happy to share it with you and Lucian.”  
Jessica could have sworn she heard a hiss.  She looked under her feet and all around, expecting to see a cat.  She didn’t spot one anywhere nearby.  
Selena burst into laughter.  “Jessica, I think we’re all going to be fast friends.  Welcome to Enigma by the way.”
Jessica let the women lead her away.  The castle and people felt safe.  Just this one time she was going to let her guard down and enjoy the beauty around her.  With Julie on one side, Selena on the other, and Luc standing guard behind they explored almost every inch of the castle.   She asked way too many questions and took in every glorious detail.  This was the first time in a long time she actually felt happy.  She hoped she could remember this moment later on down the road.  It would bring her comfort if she were still on the run.
 



THREE
Jessica tugged slightly, but she couldn’t pull free from Luc’s iron grip.  It was midnight, and the party was ending, time for everyone to leave.  “I’ll call a cab.  You really don’t need to take me home.”  She didn’t want to get in any deeper with this man.  He just drew her in, and she wanted to soak up his essence.  That wasn’t a good idea for either one of them.
“You aren’t going to get a cab to come this far from the city center this late at night.”  
Thinking of the taxi driver who dropped her off at the bottom of the drive, Jessica knew he was right.  She hadn’t planned to stay so late, but she’d been engrossed in the tour and Julie’s tales about the castle.  She lost all track of time.  “Okay, I admit you’re probably right.”
Lucian raised a brow.  “I know I’m right, I usually am,” he smugly added.  
“Umm, modest much?”  She couldn’t help but smile when she said it.  Lucian seemed detached, almost cold to the people around them tonight.  She didn’t feel that coldness when he dealt with her though.  He had that tall, dark, and deadly look about him.  She almost wanted to confide her trouble to him, because he looked like someone who could take care of himself and anything that came his way.  
The truth was she didn’t really know enough about him to bare her soul and in the process put him in danger.  She’d let him drop her off at the inn, and that would be goodbye.  She felt a pang of longing and regret.  Under normal circumstances, she would have really liked to get to know this man better.  Nothing about her life right now was normal, and she couldn’t forget it.
“I’m staying at Inn Enigma.  You know the one on Main Street with the cute apple green door and royal purple awning.”  
“I know where it is.  Let’s go.”  He didn’t let go of her arm, and she had no choice but to follow him to the valet area.  His car was already there waiting for them with the keys in the ignition.
“Wow, now that’s service,” Jessica mumbled under her breath.
Lucian gave her a small smile as he opened the door, but he didn’t comment.  She learned that he was a man of few words.
    The trip to Enigma’s town square happened in relative silence.  Luc seemed deep in thought, and she was loath to disturb him.  She tried to look straight ahead to see where they were going but spent most of the time sneaking peeks at him from underneath her lowered lashes.  She knew it was silly.  She wanted to look her fill, but she didn’t want to get caught doing it.
Lucian neatly parallel parked the car in a convenient spot just right of the inn’s main entrance.  Jessica shook her head.  That space would have never been open if she’d been driving.  She turned in her seat and faced him head-on.  “Thanks for everything, Luc.”  
He started to say something, but she put up a hand to stop him.  “No, I mean it.  You made this night special for me, and I’m truly grateful for everything: the lift up the drive, the tour, the ride home, but most especially your kindness.”
Lucian snorted.  “No one’s ever called me kind before,” he muttered. 
Jessica leaned close and placed a tentative kiss on his cheek.  “I guess this is goodbye.”  It had to be.  She opened the door and climbed out of the car without a second glance.  Every step she took away from Luc made her heart feel heavier.  Boy did she have it bad.  She gritted her teeth in a show of determination and walked faster.
****
Lucian watched her try to make her get away for a full three seconds before he snapped out of the self-imposed trance.  He’d been watching the sway of her hips and admiring the little glimpse of creamy skin he caught here and there when her costume shifted.  Now his mind was back in working order.  He jumped out of the car in hot pursuit.    
He caught up to her and wrapped a possessive arm around her waist.  “Luc, I’m perfectly capable of making it to my room on my own.  I’m a big girl, and I’ve been alone for a while now.”  Her voice trembled.
Not in the mood for an argument he refused to lose, Lucian just took the old-fashioned skeleton key from her hand.  He glanced at the room number engraved on the key and headed for the stairs.  He tightened the grip on her waist so that her only choice was to keep walking.  They climbed the single flight of stairs quickly.  In fact, Lucian didn’t stop his brisk pace until they were standing outside her door.  
“I’m going to talk to the manager.  These keys may be quaint, but if you ask me, they’re a security hazard.  Anybody familiar with the town would know exactly what hotel and room to find you in with just a glance.”  Lucian slid the key into the lock, but before he turned it, he glanced down both ends of the hall.  It was empty, so he turned back to Jessica.  “Stay here while I check your room.”
“This is silly,” she protested.  “I’m capable of doing that myself.  You really didn’t need to come up here.”  
Lucian ignored her.  He turned the key, pushed open the door, and stepped inside.  The room was neat, everything in place.  It was another piece to the puzzle that was Jessica.  She was meticulous and detail oriented.  He was convinced she was an engineer or more than likely an architect.  
He had heightened senses including sight, smell, and hearing.  Her room appeared to be empty and in order.  He opened the door wider and finally allowed her inside. “It’s safe, come on in.”
Jessica pushed past him, closing the door at the same time.  “I wasn’t expecting trouble, were you?”  Lucian didn’t answer.  She let out an irritated sigh.
“Would you like a drink?  I haven’t looked, but I’m sure there’s something in the mini-bar if you want it.”
“Whatever you’re having is fine.”  He wasn’t in the mood for cheap alcohol, but he wanted more time with Jessica.  He was still trying to figure her out, and he could be quite single-minded when he wanted to get to the bottom of something.  
He sat down on the small sofa closest to the door and waited for her to join him.  He watched her take out two small glass bottles from the mini fridge.  She disappeared into a room he assumed was the bathroom.  She returned with two small glasses.  “I’ve got rum, and there’s a cola in the refrigerator.  How do coke and rum sound?”
Lucian nodded.  She grabbed the can of soda, pulled the tab, and split the dark fizzy liquid between the two glasses.  She sat one glass down on the table and handed the other one to Lucian.  Then she offered him the small bottle of amber liquid.  “I’ll let you pour the alcohol yourself.”
Lucian screwed open the top and poured about half of the tiny bottle into the soda.  He waited until Jessica did the same.  He settled back into the sofa cushions and tried to get comfortable. 
****
Jessica swirled the glass, trying to get the two different liquids to mix.  Lucian looked like he was settling in for the long haul.  The possibility sent little jolts of desire zinging through her body.  She crossed and uncrossed her legs.  His presence was really making it hard for her to get comfortable.  Sexual tension zinged through her body.
In an attempt to soothe a bad case of nervous energy, she gulped her drink.  It went down the wrong way, and she started coughing.  When she finally caught her breath, she gave Lucian a horrified look.  “Sorry about that.”
“You seem unusually skittish.  Why is that, Jessica?”
She tried to deflect him.  “I don’t normally invite strangers into my hotel room.  Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea after all.  Let’s call it a night.”
Lucian slid to the edge of the couch and turned toward her.  “No, I’ve been observing you all evening.  I don’t think this has anything to do with me.”
“Then you underestimate the effect you have on women.”
“On the contrary, but I know there’s something else going on with you, and I’m not leaving until I know what it is.”
Jessica’s back stiffened so that it was ramrod straight. She crossed her arms in front of her.  “Is that a threat?”  
She abruptly stood and moved to the other side of the room.  It was imperative she put more space between them.  She couldn’t think when she got too close to Luc!  He infuriated and intrigued her all at once.
“No, but keeping Enigma safe is my job.  If you’ve got trouble breathing down your neck, I need to know about it and the sooner, the better.”
Oh, she should have known.  She berated herself and cursed her rotten luck.  Leave it to her to attach herself to someone in law enforcement.  Was the United States Marshals Service looking for her?   “I haven’t broken the law if that’s what you want to know.  It’s been a long day, and I really want you to leave now.”  She started walking toward the door.
****
Lucian noted she was careful to keep furniture between them the whole time.  It bothered him that she was more wary of him now.  He thought he’d fish a little and see if she bit.  He made no move to get up but continued to sit on the edge of the couch watching Jessica’s every move.  “I know you’re on the run.  They’re looking for you.  Now I want to know why.”
She paced in the small area by the door.  Jessica twisted her fingers together.  Finally, she took a deep breath and stopped to face him.  
“Look, I promise to leave town first thing in the morning, but I’m not going back into witness protection.  I nearly got killed last time.  Why do you think I struck out on my own?  You can’t send me back!”  Her eyes begged him to understand.  
Lucian couldn’t stand it anymore.  He went to her and wrapped his arms around her trembling body.  “Here in Enigma, we protect our own.”  He squeezed her as hard as he dared without crushing her.  
If he could transfer some of his strength to her, he would.  The overwhelming need he felt to protect her was more than the duty he upheld to protect all around him.  It was much more.  He was going to have to mark her soon, or his cat was going to go feral.
He led her to the couch.  He sat down and pulled her into his lap.  He was pleased when she didn’t resist.  Instead, she buried her face in the side of his neck.  That caused another problem.  
His body reacted to the nearness of hers.  Her curvy backside pushed against his groin, and his erection steadily grew.  He never had trouble focusing before, but she was making things mighty difficult for him right now. 
He gritted his teeth.  He had to find out why Jessica was in danger.  He used a finger to lift her chin and stared into her sapphire blue eyes.  “I need to know what I’m dealing with here, Jessica.  Who are you running from and why?”
Jessica just crossed her arms and tightened her lips.
“I’m not leaving until I have an answer.”  He waited.  Still, there was no response from Jessica.  “I can sit here all night.  What about you?”
Jessica uncrossed her arms and scooted off his lap and to the far end of the sofa.  She glanced at him from beneath lowered lashes.  “The less you know, the better off you’ll be.”  She lowered her head and looked at the hands resting in her lap.  
“I’ll pack my things tonight, and I promise I’ll be on the next bus out of town.”  She glanced at him with pain-filled eyes.  She grabbed both of his hands in her own and squeezed them as tight as she could.  “Please don’t tell anyone I was here, no matter who asks.  That’s for your safety as well as mine.”
Unless all the demons of hell had escaped and were hot on her trail, Lucian could handle anything or anyone that came his way.  “Not acceptable.  Trust me when I say your days of running are over.  You’re making a stand here, and it will not be your last.  Now why don’t you tell me exactly what we’re up against, so we can plan the best strategy.”
Jessica jumped up from the sofa and paced in front of Lucian.  “Knew you were stubborn,” she muttered.  “Why can’t you leave well enough alone?  
“Stubborn as a cat,” he agreed with a smirk.
She threw her hands up in the air.  “Fine!  Death is what you’re facing.  Mine and possibly your own if you don’t let me go and forget you ever saw me.”  
Lucian snorted.  “I doubt it.”  
****
Jessica paced faster.  His blasé attitude was almost the last straw.  Why did she get stuck with the one man who thought he was invincible?  Maybe she should tell him the whole horrific tale and see how far and fast he ran then.  She took a deep breath, walked over to the sofa, and sat back down.  
“I came by my fascination with the Russo castle honestly.  I am an architect, or at least I used to be.”  Lucian reached out and gently rubbed her shoulder.  She soaked up the soothing contact.  It gave her the courage to continue.  
“Almost two years ago I started my first job with an architectural firm outside of Houston.”  She closed her eyes lost in thought.  Lucian didn’t interrupt her, and she kept talking.  “I was so excited.  I’d been working toward this one goal for years.  I love planning, designing, building, and anything else about creating a building from start to finish.  I thought my dreams were about to come true, instead, I walked into a nightmare worse than anything you could imagine.”
“I doubt that.”  Lucian’s sober words made her shiver.  He slid closer and wrapped an arm around her shoulders.  She didn’t resist the comforting touch. 
Jessica was thankful for Lucian’s quiet support. She sucked in a deep breath of air and continued.   “The first couple of months went smoothly.  I finished employee orientation and began working on a project with one of the firm’s newest partners.  The project was in the last phase, the building phase of a large business park.”
She rubbed her hands over her face.  “I was overworked and getting by on about five hours of sleep a night, but I was having the time of my life.  I was trying to learn as much as I could.  I was already working toward my next goal.  Eventually, I wanted to head my own projects, and I wanted a partnership with the firm.”
Lucian turned sideways and pulled Jessica firmly in front of him.  She snuggled against his broad chest.  He wrapped his arms around her.  “I bet you were great at your job.”  
“I don’t know about that.  I wasn’t really there long enough to move out of the gopher phase.”  She pressed into the solid comfort of Lucian’s body.  Her memories were coming hard and fast now.  She tried to find words, but nothing came.  A shudder ripped through her body.
Lucian lifted her hair and placed a light kiss right where neck and shoulder meet.   “We’ve got all night.  Take as much time as you need.”
Jessica took a deep breath and then another.  Lucian surrounded her with warmth and light that helped her fight the fear and darkness that bubbled inside.  She hadn’t talked about her ordeal since the trial ended months ago.  
It was festering inside her, and she had to get it out.  She needed to talk to someone about what happened to her, instead of being grilled for information.  Even though she just met him, her intuition told her that Lucian was important to her. Deep down she knew she could trust him.  
“About three months into the job, I was working late as usual.  I noticed that the head architect forgot a set of blueprints that were due to the general contractor first thing in the morning.”  She let out a bitter laugh.  “Silly me, I just couldn’t help myself.  Instead of calling it a night and going home as I should have done, I drove out to the construction site for the business park.”  
She gave a delicate little shrug that belied the inner turmoil of her emotions.  “I thought I was so smart.  I thought I could just slip into the trailer the contractor used as an office and leave the blueprints.  We had a key at the firm,” she explained.  “It was supposed to be a quick in and out.  I had it all figured out.”
Jessica shivered from head to toe, but she continued.  “I got a bad feeling as soon as I drove into the gravel parking lot.  Ambition outweighed common sense, and I got out anyway.  At first, I thought the place was deserted.  My car was the only one in the lot.”  
She shuddered and grabbed Lucian’s hand for extra support.  “But when I started paying attention to my surroundings, I heard the low rumble of machinery.  That’s when I realized I wasn’t alone.  At first, I thought it might be someone testing or repairing a piece of equipment in preparation for the next day of work.  This contractor had an excellent reputation for finishing on time, you see.”
Lucian leaned over, picked up the glass of rum and soda, and placed it in front of her.  “Here take a sip of this.  I think it’ll calm your nerves.”
Jessica cradled the glass in her hand before taking a sip.  “Thanks for that.”  She handed the glass back to him.  
“I picked my way through the site.  I still had every intention of dropping off the blueprints and leaving before anyone saw me.  Fate had other plans, however.  The glint of metal under the lights caught my attention.”  
She turned into Lucian and rested her head against his chest.  The firm, steady beat of his heart beneath her ear was more comforting than all the rum in the world.  
“A man screamed, and I heard a loud popping sound!  I immediately knew it was gunfire and slipped behind a stack of construction materials.  There was another scream and another bang, and then another.   I peeked around my hiding place.  I saw a well-dressed man I didn’t recognize, the owner of the construction company, the general contractor, and a couple of well-muscled men.  The men with all the muscles were the ones holding the guns, hired thugs I guessed.  I saw them roll the three men that were shot into a pit.  Then someone tilted the drum of a cement mixer, and covered the bodies with wet cement.”
She took a deep breath.  “I was so scared.  I knew if they saw me I was dead too.  I waited a few seconds.  The suits went into the contractor’s office, and the thugs stayed with the cement mixer.  Their backs were to me, so I made a run for my car.  I jog a lot, so it only took me a minute or two to reach the safety of my car.  After that, I didn’t care if they knew I was there or not.  I started the engine and raced out of that parking lot.  Gravel flew out behind my vehicle, but I didn’t care.  I had to get out of there.  I kept glancing in my rearview mirror expecting to see headlights coming up behind me, but there was nothing.  I think the cement mixer must have drowned out the sound of my car.”
****
“Thank the gods for that,” Lucian whispered into her ear.  He had almost seen it all in his lifetime, and he fought too many battles to count.  But this was the first time he ever felt helpless.  Knowing that the flame of the woman he now held in his arms could have been cruelly and carelessly extinguished without them ever having met was enough to bring him to his knees if he’d been standing.
“So you’re running from these murderers?”
“Something like that,” she agreed.  “It’s a little more complicated.  “I joined traffic on the highway and thought about going back home.  In the end, I didn’t dare in case they followed me after all.  I really wanted someone to talk to, but I didn’t know who I could trust at work, and I didn’t want to endanger any of my friends.”
“What about your family?”  Lucian asked this question hoping for some insight on whether she could be Brianna’s long lost great niece.
Jessica shrugged.  “I don’t have any family, at least none that I’m aware of.”  She sniffed, and a lone tear fell onto Lucian’s shirt. “When I was little, I used to dream I had a family out there waiting for me, but that was a long time ago.” 
Lucian wanted to tell her about Brianna and Brittany but didn’t dare.  First of all, he didn’t have proof.  He didn’t believe in raising false hopes.  Jessica had been through enough.  Secondly, no matter how much he wanted to be the one to share the good news, it should be Brianna who got the honor.
“What happened to your family?”  He rubbed comforting circles on her back and waited for her answer.  She stiffened against him but didn’t move away.  Several minutes ticked by.  Lucian continued to hold her and waited.  He hated waiting, but really what else could he do.
Finally, Jessica cleared her throat.  “I don’t know.  I was found in the desert near Sedona, Arizona.  My parents couldn’t be located, and no one came forward to claim me.  I was put in the foster care system.  The couple that found me petitioned the state and later adopted me.  They were killed in a house fire when I was eight.  I was put back in the system.  No one wanted me on a permanent basis.”  
She sniffed again.  “I excelled at school even with the moving and the turmoil.  I decided early on that I wanted to be an architect.  I set my sites on the University of Texas.  I worked my butt off to earn a scholarship because I knew I couldn’t afford the out of state tuition.  I succeeded and left Arizona without a backward glance.”
Several witches lived in and around Sedona.  It could be a coincidence, but Lucian didn’t really believe in those.  He was pretty sure Brianna was going to get a match when the DNA results came back.  “I’m sorry your childhood was so traumatic.”
“Me too, but so far my childhood was a piece of cake compared to the reality of my adulthood.”  She leaned up and jutted out her chin in a determined angle.  “I don’t want you to think I’m a coward, Luc.”  
He squeezed her tight, and for the first time, he brushed his lips across the luscious, pink, petal soft lips of the woman in his lap.  She tasted like strawberries sprinkled with the tart sweetness of magic.  He wanted to deepen the kiss but reluctantly pulled away.  “I’d never consider you to be anything but a fiery redheaded enchantress.  Now tell me the rest.”
Jessica entwined her fingers in the hem of his T-shirt.  “I thought about pretending I was never there for just a second.  I couldn’t do it.  Instead of going home, I drove to the closest police station.  I demanded to see whoever was in charge.”  
She sucked in a gulp of air.  “Luckily for me, I got a captain who wasn’t in the pocket of the invading drug cartel or local drug dealers.  He took several men to the construction site, and they found the bodies exactly where I said they would be.  They swept me away to a safe house under protective custody.  Then they arrested the owner of the construction company and the general contractor.”   
She shook her head.  “Faced with a detailed description of how the murders occurred and the existence of an eyewitness, they made a deal with prosecutors.  The two men in custody agreed to testify against the leader of a drug cartel who was trying to establish itself on this side of the border.”
She shivered and wrapped her arms around herself as if to ward off the cold.  “Law enforcement set up a sting operation and caught the leader of the cartel.  He had dual citizenship and was able to slip across the border anytime he wanted.  The prosecutors wanted a slam-dunk.  Even though they made a deal with both the construction company owner and the contractor, they insisted that I testify too.”
She gave him a weak smile.  “I received several death threats, so the Houston Police Department kept me in protective custody.  My townhouse was vandalized and later set on fire.  I knew the drug lord meant business, and so did the police.  They contacted the Federal Witness Protection Program.  Someone in the program created a new identity and life for me.”  
She looked at him again, but this time she didn’t smile.  “They moved me to Kansas.  I couldn’t be an architect anymore.  That hurt more than anything else did.  The program set me up as the manager of a large art and craft store.  I lived that life for about three months.” 
She shuddered. “And hated every second of it.”
His heart ached for her.  His bloodthirsty cat, though, it howled for revenge.  He held her tighter in an attempt to appease the restless feline. 
“I got a strange feeling.  I knew something bad was going to happen.  My intuition’s always been spot on,” she admitted.
Lucian didn’t doubt it.  He could feel the magic in her.  She might know it was there, but he certainly did.
“I started making plans.  A week later, someone broke into my house with bullets flying.  I ducked just in time and barely missed taking a direct hit to the head.  Only a trained killer could have made that shot”.  
“How’d you get away?”  
“I slipped out a back window, climbed a fence, and crossed over a couple of my neighbors’ backyards.  The only thing I had time to grab was my backpack.  It had all the cash I managed to save, my real identification, and an extra change of clothes.  I ran five miles to the bus station.  I bought a ticket for the next bus out of town, and I rode all over the country until I found myself here in Enigma.  Something about this town called to me.  I got off the bus, and I’m still here, at least for now.”
More and likely it was someone, not something.  Most witches could sense other witches.  Lucian was willing to bet that what she felt was a familial connection to Brianna and Brittany.  The magic inside her recognized home and family even if she didn’t.  “You’re safe here, Jessica.  You have to believe that.  You don’t need to run anymore.”
“I want to believe you, Luc.  I really do, but how can small-town law enforcement keep me safe when the United States government couldn’t?”
He could answer that, but he knew she wasn’t ready to hear what he had to say.  “I can give you another reason to stay.”
 



FOUR
Jessica’s gut clenched in answer to that statement.  She knew what he meant.  It seemed they’d been building toward this all night.  She moved so that her knees were on either side of his hips.  She wrapped her arms around his neck and slowly lowered her lips to his.  
“I need this.  I want you,” Jessica whispered.  She slid her hands under his T-shirt and lightly ran them over his chest.  
“I need you too,” Lucian promised.  He nibbled on her earlobe.  Jessica sighed.  One more nibble, then he ran the tip of his tongue along the shell and outer rim of her ear. 
Jessica could hear and feel his hot breath. She never thought of her ear as being an erogenous zone, but she tensed, and a sudden shudder ripped through her upper body.  Jessica arched her back and moved away.  “I want to see you,” she grabbed the hem of his T-shirt and yanked it over his head.  
It seemed to be all the encouragement Lucian needed.  He turned her so that she was cradled in his arms and stood in one swift movement.  He walked them to the small bedroom so fast, he was almost running.  
Jessica didn’t dare tell him to slow down. 
He sat her on the edge of the bed, and clothes starting flying, his and hers.  
Jessica didn’t have pesky hiking boots to deal with and was done first.  She flung back the covers and crawled into the center of the bed.  She wasn’t usually so brazen, but tonight was about new things, and she wanted Lucian far too much to act or feel like a prude.  She leaned back on her elbows, which thrust her breasts forward.  And she parted her legs to offer Lucian a good look at she offered him for the night.
When Lucian was naked, he joined her on the bed.  “Beautiful,” was all he managed to get out between his clenched teeth.  “I’m trying not to pounce, but I think it’s a lost cause.”
Her feminine core clenched with need.  “Pounce!” she hissed out.
He straddled her knees and stared down at her body.  He circled her nipples and the outline of her breasts with shaking fingers.  
She arched her back, pushing against his hands.  “More,” she begged in a hoarse voice she didn’t recognize.
He lowered his head and flicked his tongue in and out of her belly button a few times.  He slowly lifted his head and kissed the inside of both her parted thighs.  She shivered, and her muscles tightened even though he didn’t touch her main erogenous zones.  He knew exactly how to tease her into a wanton frenzy.
Jessica’s whole body was taut with anticipation.  She bucked her hips, urging him to take her.  She was close to release, but every time he got near where she wanted him to touch the most, he backed off.  She thrashed her head from side to side. Her fingers clenched the cotton sheets.  
She arched her back, trying to find solid flesh to rub her aching breasts against, nothing.  When that didn’t work, she rolled her hips trying to jar his hand closer to the swollen bundle of nerves, begging for his touch.  All she received for her effort was a chuckle.  Okay, if he wanted her to plead, she would.  
“Lucian, please,” she implored.  “Touch me on the hot spots, please!”  She let go of the sheet and wrapped both arms around his neck.  She cupped the back of his head and pulled him down to her breasts.  The hot, wet mouth closed over one nipple, and Jessica let out a little sob of relief.  
His tongue flicked against her nipple, bathing it in warmth.  His teeth grazed the pebbled nub and lightly bit down.  She felt the pull all the way down to her core, and she screamed his name.
He let go of her nipple with a little plop.  He claimed her lips for a brief kiss.  He nipped her lower lip with his teeth and pulled away.  “Let’s try something new,” he said right before standing.
Jessica felt the absence of his flesh against hers and almost panicked.  Her eyes flew open, and she looked at Lucian.  Did he think this was over?  Were they moving too fast for him?  “Where are you going?”
“Right here, sweetheart.”  He stood right next to the edge of the bed.  “Get down on all fours with your knees on the edge right here in front of me,” he commanded.  “Keep your legs between mine.  I want your knees as close together as possible.”
Jessica had never been the adventurous type in or out of bed, but right now, she’d do almost anything to have him inside her.  She rushed to obey.  Jessica was thankful her body was in shape from jogging and flexible from yoga.  She had a feeling she was going to need both of those traits to keep up with Lucian in bed.
His strong, solid body moved in behind her.  He placed his legs on either side of hers and wrapped his hands around her hips.  He gently moved her hips back and forth a couple of times.  “Loosen up, baby.  Let me do the work.”  He slid one hand to the nether lips that guarded her feminine core.  She could feel the juices of her desire coat her sex.  He carefully used a finger to separate the pink flesh and slid it inside.
She shuddered at the feel of his thick finger rubbing against the sensitive area.  She forgot his request to let him do all the work. She thrust her hips backward seeking more.  What she got was a light slap on the buttocks.  She jumped from the contact, but before she could protest, the sting faded into a pleasurable burn. A loud moan escaped from between her clenched lips.
“That answers that question.  I thought you might be the kind to like a little erotic pain with your sex.”  Jessica who would have never thought such a thing before tonight mumbled an incoherent agreement.  “Remember let me do the work,” Lucian ordered.
Jessica lowered her head and closed her eyes.  The waiting was going to kill her.  It was too much.  “Please, Lucian,” she begged.  She bit her bottom lip, and her fingernails dug into her palms.  Knowing she was so close to Lucian and unable to move her body was pure torture.
Something hard nudged her mound.  It was too thick to be his fingers.  She knew it was time, and she released a breathy little sigh of want and need.  His other hand came back to her hip.  He propelled her lower body back and forth.  His erection entered her and moved in and out in a steady rhythm.  
Jessica hadn’t had sex in a couple of years.  She thought it might be a tight fit, but in this position, she was completely filled.  His erection touched every millimeter of her core.  He stretched her until she felt that bite of pain, the one that quickly blurred to pleasure.  “More,” she begged.  He complied, and she rewarded him with a moan of pleasure.  
Lucian tightened his grip on her hips.  He sped up his thrusts.   One hand wandered down to the sensitive bundle of nerves above her entrance.  He tapped it with a finger.  Her body tightened to the brink of pain.  A quiver started in her sex and began to build.  
He settled the finger on top of the extended flesh and rubbed.  Jessica arched her back and froze.  Every muscle in her body tightened.  “More!” she screamed.
He thrust harder and faster.  His finger rubbed in time with the thrusts.  
Jessica couldn’t stand it anymore.   She bucked her hips and pressed back into Lucian.  She needed him to go a little deeper.  He hissed a warning, but she didn’t care.  Jessica was so close, she was right there.  She wasn’t going to stop moving until she exploded.  
He moved in and out one more time, hitting that one sweet spot inside her. She went off like fireworks.  Her entire body shook.  She screamed his name. 
Apparently, Lucian wasn’t done.  He didn’t let go of her hips.  He continued to thrust.  Incredibly, her sex heated.  The tiny fading quivers grew once again until her body shuddered with another release.   Lucian froze with his erection deep inside her.  In the aftermath of her climax, her muscles milked his erection, and she actually felt him pulse inside her when he finally let go.  
He leaned down and sprinkled tiny kisses all over her back and shoulders. She collapsed onto the bed.  He pushed her onto her side and into his arms.  The fell asleep in a tangled mess of limbs.  
 



FIVE
Jessica woke with a start.  Maybe it was the sound of running water. Perhaps it was the rapidly cooling, empty side of the bed.  No, something else startled her awake.  She felt like she was cloaked in a dark fog of gloom.  After the beautiful night of loving she should be sated and well relaxed.  Instead, she was jumpy and coiled tighter than a spring.  Trouble was coming, and because of the oppressive weight of what she sensed, it was coming soon.  
The water shut off and a very relaxed looking Lucian strode out of the bathroom.  The little white towel wrapped around his hips did nothing to hide the magnificence of his body. A body that showed her unparalleled pleasure the night before.  He hummed under his breath. She got the impression it was the first time in a long time he’d done such a frivolous thing.  
She quickly sat up and pulled the sheet up to her neck.  Jessica gave him a wary look.  Instead of being put off, he rushed over and sat down next to her.  “What’s wrong, Sweetheart?”
“I don’t know, but something bad is coming.  I can’t explain how I know, I just do.”
“I believe you and probably understand the cause of your sixth sense better than you do.  Explanations are going to have to wait.  We’re too exposed here.  I want to get you to my estate as soon as possible.  The security is top notch.  This inn is not safe.”
Jessica watched as Lucian pulled on a pair of skintight black jeans.  She knew she should be getting dressed instead of ogling him, but the view was too good to give up.  He pulled a shirt on and stopped to look at her.  Jessica realized she’d been caught staring.  She gave him a saucy smile.  “It’s your fault,” she teased.  “I can’t seem to take my eyes off of you.”
“Time is important!  You need to get dressed and packed right now.  I’ll contact the owner and take care of checkout and the bill once you’re safe.”
“All right then,” Jessica grumbled.  She threw back the covers and hopped out of bed.  She quickly dressed in a pair of thin gray sweatpants and a tank top.  She wanted to be comfortable if she went on the run again.
Then just like that, time was up!  A loud knock reverberated through the room.  “Room Service,” a gruff voice called out.
“I know everyone that works at this inn.  That voice doesn’t belong.  Lock yourself in the bathroom now.”  He spurred her into action by pushing her behind him.  “Now,” he hissed at her just as a loud thump and the sound of splitting wood filled the room.
Jessica knew this had to be about her, and she didn’t want Luc to fight her battles alone.  Yes, he was strong and athletic, but was he really a match for a well-armed thug?  Instead of hiding in the bathroom, she ran to the small sitting room.  When she checked into the inn, she scouted out all the available exits.  There was a set of French doors that led to a small balcony.  It was their only hope!
She couldn’t resist peeping around the doorjamb to see what was going on.  A man big enough to pass for an NFL linebacker rushed through the door with gun in hand.  Lucian gave a robust, high kick to the man’s hands.  The gun was knocked loose. It flew through the air and skidded across the floor.      
Lucian had a fighting chance now.  She ran to the French doors and unfastened the lock and deadbolt.  She threw them open and stepped outside onto the small balcony.  This is why she’d chosen the second floor.  It was high enough to cause trouble for someone wanting in, but low enough she could make a hasty escape.  
She slung one leg over the balcony and then the other.  Her hands had a tight grip on the iron bar.  She dangled over the side and stretched as far as she could.  It wasn’t that much of a drop, and there were shrubs underneath to cushion her fall.  She would be ok.  She had to let go.
The smack of flesh hitting flesh and the splintering sound of wood as furniture got in the way spurred her into action.  She held her breath, closed her eyes, and let go.  She got scratched in a few places from sharp twigs in the shrubs.  Otherwise, she was okay, nothing broken.  Lucian, however, might not be as lucky.   She didn’t have any time to waste.  
She didn’t know why, but she found herself running toward Witch’s Brew.  The shop was nearby, and she felt a connection with the woman who owned it.  Jessica somehow knew that Brianna would be able to help.  She was surprised when she turned the corner and ran right into the very woman she was trying to find.  
“Help!”  She bent over almost double and rested her hands on her knees.  Her heart was about to beat out of her chest, and her breaths came out in sharp wheezes.  “Lucian needs help.”  She tried to slow down her breathing and her words so that Brianna could understand what she said.  “We need to call the police.  Someone broke into my room, and Lucian is fighting for his life!”
“Oh, I’m quite sure Lucian can take care of himself.  That intruder is going to get exactly what he deserves.  This I want to see!    Come on!”  
Brianna breathed an inner sigh of relief.  “Lucian can beat anyone or anything in hand-to-hand combat.  And I love to watch good battle evil, especially when I’m certain of the outcome.”
Jessica frowned at the woman’s words.  However, she allowed herself to be pulled into the entrance of Inn Enigma before she found her voice.  “Wait!  I don’t want you to get hurt.  I’ll have enough on my guilty conscience if anything happens to Lucian.  Let’s just call 9-1-1.”  
She didn’t want to have to explain the mess to the cops, because she knew they would hold her in custody and contact the United States Marshals Service.  She didn’t want anything to do with them or witness protection ever again.  She would do it though if it meant keeping Lucian and Brianna safe.
Brianna wasn’t listening, however.  She charged up the stairs, and Jessica felt she had no choice but to follow.  The hallway was eerily quiet.  The only thing Jessica heard was the frantic beat of her heart.  She grabbed Brianna’s hand and motioned to the room she rented.
Jessica knew there hadn’t been too many other people staying at the inn, but she was surprised someone hadn’t heard the disturbance and came to investigate.  The door hung half off its hinges, thanks to the invader who kicked it in.  She slowly pushed it open with one of her feet.  “Please don’t let Luc be dead. Please don’t let Luc be dead,” she chanted under her breath.  
She kept her body behind the wall, but slowly moved her head around the doorjamb to have a look inside.  She released the breath she held with a giant whoosh.  Lucian was alive and well.  He barked something about cleanup into his cell phone.  Jessica almost felt bad for whoever was on the other end of the phone.
The attempted assassin slumped against the floor.  He was either unconscious or dead.  Jessica couldn’t find it inside herself to care which one.  After all, he’d come there to harm her, and in the process targeted Luc too.  The attacker deserved every bad thing that happened to him.
****
Lucian could sense Jessica.  He turned toward the door and soaked up her presence with irises that were still outlined in yellow from the bloodlust of battle and the presence of his cat so close to the surface.  After he questioned and then permanently silenced the intruder, he checked every inch of the hotel for Jessica, but he already knew she was gone.  
He called Phillip Saint John to come in and clean up the mess.  His priority wasn't disposal and cover-up. It was the burning desire to go after Jessica.  His muscles relaxed, and his hammering heart eased at the sight of her.  He was happy she hadn’t run from him.  He ended the call with Saint John and opened his arms wide for Jessica.
She didn’t even hesitate.  She ran straight to him.  Jessica launched herself into his arms.  She wrapped her limbs around him and held on like a limpet clinging to a rock.  She peppered his face with tiny kisses.  “I was so scared for you.  Sorry I left, but I went for help,” she explained.   “I found Brianna from the Witch’s Brew.”  
Lucian was afraid too.  Not for himself, but at the thought of Jessica on the run by herself.  He would have found her, no matter how long it took.  Now that she was in his life, he wasn’t going to let her go.  He buried a hand in her hair and brought her lips to his.  It was a kiss meant to claim.
 Claim was precisely what his cat hissed at him to do.  He nipped her bottom lip and thrust his tongue inside.  The sweet taste of Jessica filled his mouth.  A wild and untamable need drove him to possess her.  He dragged his lips away from hers.  His mouth went straight to the delicate spot where neck meets shoulder.  He liked it.  It was salty and sweet at the same time.  He lightly grazed his teeth across the exposed skin.  
Jessica’s moan was all the encouragement he needed to plunge forward.  He sucked the flesh into his mouth and lightly bit down.  It was a bite mark to let the entire paranormal world know she belonged to him.  And it was the first step to making her his mate.  
His teeth left their mark on her sensitive skin.  She didn’t push him away.  Instead, she arched her back and bucked her hips into his body.  A loud clearing of someone’s throat brought him back to reality with a thud.
Lucian lifted his head and hissed at the intrusion.  Jessica loosened her grip and tried to get down, but he tightened his hold and refused to let her go.  Finally, the red-hot haze of passion cleared from his mind, and he recognized Brianna.  She stood at the door with a smug smile on her lips and a knowing look in her eyes. 
“You forget my presence so easily these days, old friend,” she teased.  “I should be insulted, but under the circumstances let me just say that I’m thrilled for both of you.”  She clapped her hands together in front of her.  She beamed so much she practically glowed.   “I just knew the two of you would hit it off, and apparently I was right!”
Jessica’s neck and face turned bright red before she buried her head in the side of his neck.  Lucian loosened his hold on her, and she slid down the length of his body.  He wasn’t going to let her move away, however.  His possessive streak was at an all-time high thanks to his feelings for Jessica, and it probably wouldn’t level off anytime soon.  He wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her into his side.  
He was actually glad Brianna was there.  She was the only one he trusted with Jessica’s safety other than himself of course.  He tossed a set of keys to Brianna.  “Please take Jessica to my house and wait with her until I return.  Phillip is on his way over, and I need to have a private discussion with him.”  He glanced briefly at the prone man who was now nothing more than a lifeless piece of garbage to be disposed of.   
Guardians were a fierce lot.  They dispensed justice harshly and quickly when it was warranted.  The penalty for threatening the life of a guardian or his mate was always death.  The assassin sealed his fate when he crashed into Jessica’s room with a loaded weapon. 
“Need to take out the trash do you?” Brianna gave him a smirk.  “Don’t worry I’ll protect her with my life.  I’ll have my granddaughter Brittany meet us at your estate.  They will enjoy each other’s company.”  She sent Lucian a pointed look.  “And I have something that I must share with the two of them.”
Lucian understood that look.  The DNA results must have come back, and there was a match.  He nodded his understanding.  “So be it,” he agreed.  “Just take care, Brianna.”
“Hey,” Jessica looked back and forth between the two of them.  “I’m right here, and this is my fault.  I know it is, so I want to know what you’re going to do about him.  And I need to leave Enigma.  It’s not safe for me here.  It’s not safe for anyone while I’m here.  You have to know that when this man doesn’t make contact with whoever hired him someone else will come for me.”  She buried her head in her hands.  “This is never going to be over.”
“I have all the information I need to put a stop to the threat against your life.  And that will happen sooner rather than later.”  Lucian gently used a finger to lift her chin.  Then he cradled her head between his hands.  “Your home is here with me.  I’ll always keep you safe.”  He leaned closer and brushed his lips across hers.  “I’ll return to you as soon as I can, sweetheart.”
She stood on her tiptoes and gave Lucian another kiss.  “You better come back.  I’ll be counting the minutes until I see you again,” she promised.  
She gave the intruder on the floor one last look.  A shudder ripped through her body.  She glanced at Lucian over her shoulder one brief second before Brianna hustled her out of the room, down the stairs, and to a parking lot near Witch’s Brew.  Lucian stifled the urge to follow.  He would be with her again soon enough.
****
Lucian hadn’t been exaggerating when he called his place an estate.  It was surrounded by thick woods and large iron gates.  It appeared to be the only house for miles around. 
Brianna’s granddaughter was waiting for them when they arrived.  The resemblance in appearance was not missed.  Make a few minor changes, and Jessica could be looking in a mirror.  She gave the newcomer a wary look and turned to Brianna for an explanation. 
The older woman unlocked the door, pushed a few buttons on the keypad by the door, and ushered the two younger women inside.  When all three were settled, she launched into an explanation.  “Jessica, you’re my great niece.”
Jessica and Brittany started yelling out questions.  Brianna raised her hand and flashed them an unyielding look.  Jessica’s mouth snapped shut, and Brittany fell silent as well.  Brianna proceeded to tell them everything she knew about Jessica and her disappearance including the murder of her immediate family.  She finished with a confession of the DNA test and its results.
Jessica wanted to believe she finally found a family.  After all, she could feel the thin connection between them.  But where were they the past twenty-seven years?  She frowned and furrowed her brows.  “Why did you suspect we were related?   Is it because I look so much like Brittany?”
“Partially,” Brianna agreed.   She gave Jessica a serious look.  “I have to be frank with you.  Please keep an open mind about what I’m getting ready to share with you.  Jessica, you come from a long line of very powerful witches.  I felt your presence as soon as you entered Enigma.  I tracked you down and observed you from a distance.  I had my suspicions about your identity, so when you came into the shop, I picked up a few pieces of stray hair from the costume you tried on.”
“Why didn’t you just ask me?  Not that I would have been of any help, I know nothing about my real family.  Was my mother a witch too?”   She frowned and pursed her lips. 
“Your mother’s powers were growing stronger each year.  I think that’s why she was murdered.  Someone in the Enigma Coven tried to murder me a couple of years ago.  I played dead and stayed hidden for a long time thanks to Lucian.  Later we took down the witch that was responsible.  I believe she was also accountable for the murder of Brittany’s parents and yours.  Someone must have been able to whisk you off to safety, but under the circumstances, everyone thought you were dead.”
“Witches?”  It was so farfetched, but Jessica couldn’t find it in herself to be shocked or surprised.  That trusted intuition of hers was telling her it was true.  And it sort of explained her sharpened senses and awareness of everything around her.
Brittany spoke up for the first time.  “I’m so glad you found your way back home to us.  And don’t let the word witch scare you.  You’ll get used to the idea soon enough.  We’ll help you.  I can’t wait for us to get to know each other.  I want you to join my coven too.  You’ll love Julie and Selena!”
She smiled at Brittany.  “I actually met them at the Halloween party.  They were wonderful to me.  They made me feel right at home.”  
She remembered the instant and undeniable attraction she felt for Lucian.  She turned to Brianna.  “What about Lucian?  Is he a witch or wizard?”
Brianna and Brittany both glanced at the visible bite mark on Jessica’s shoulder.  Brianna gave Brittany a subtle shake of her head.  “No, honey.  Lucian is not a witch or even a wizard.  He’s more, but exactly what, you’ll have to discuss with him.”
Jessica accepted the explanation even though it left her with more questions than answers.  She shifted the conversation back to her long lost family.  “I was found abandoned near Sedona.  Do you know anyone there?”  She briskly rubbed her hands over her face just to make sure she wasn’t dreaming.  It was a lot for anyone to take in, and she was already under a lot of stress.
“Not personally, but Sedona is home to the second strongest coven in the country.  It’s probably not a coincidence that you ended up there.  I’m sure whoever whisked you away had ties to the paranormal community,” she shrugged.  “They may have thought you would be taken in by the coven there.”
Brianna took a deep breath.  “You know, I still have your mother’s personal effects.  I’ve kept them all these years.  I couldn’t bear to part with them.  There’s photos, jewelry, letters, diaries, all sorts of stuff.  I’d be more than happy to go through those things with you.  You may keep any or all of it that you want.  I’d also be happy to tell you all I remember about your mom and dad.  They were such wonderful people, and they loved you very much.”
Tears threatened to spill, and Jessica blinked really hard a few times to keep them at bay.  She was speechless.  She discovered she didn’t need to say anything.  Brittany and Brianna rushed over to her, and the three women embraced each other in a group hug.  Finally, Jessica knew what it felt like to have a family.  It gave her high hopes for a future that once looked very bleak.  The only thing that kept the moment from being perfect was Lucian’s absence.
 



SIX
Lucian would have preferred to take care of the threat to Jessica on his own.  He wasn’t a security systems expert though. That’s why he found himself sitting in a surveillance van with Justin Gannon.  Security was the Gannon family business after all.  
Justin was a computer genius.  In exactly five minutes, the beta wolf was going to cut into the security camera feeds in a maximum-security prison and loop previously taped footage for fifteen minutes.  It was a miniscule amount of time.  But those few short minutes would be long enough to free Jessica for the rest of her long life.  
The risk was minimal for someone with Lucian’s capabilities, but any chance of exposure for the paranormal community was a danger to be taken seriously.  It was Lucian’s job to weigh the dangers versus the rewards.  It was no contest as far as he was concerned.  He wanted to build a relationship and a life with Jessica.  He already marked her as his.  He needed to assure her safety.  With Justin’s expertise and help, the risk of exposure for the paranormal community was practically nil.
Lucian called forth the magic inside him.  The air around him shimmered, and suddenly the man was gone.  A rather large domestic black cat now stood in his place.  Justin watched the transformation with equal parts fascination and envy.  
Wolf shifters went through an actual physical change that got less painful with time but was nonetheless uncomfortable.  The guardian’s metamorphosis was fueled by inner magic gifted from the gods and goddesses of ancient Egypt.  It was as seamless as it was painless. There was a tradeoff though.  The wolf was a lean, mean, fighting machine.  Guardian’s had to fight in human form.  The cat was for stealth and getting into tight spots, like say a maximum-security prison.
Justin opened the side door of the van, and the cat jumped out.  Lucian found a small hole under the perimeter fence and wiggled his way through.  He skirted the outside of the prison grounds.  A few people saw him and did a double take, but not too many people paid attention to the stray black cat wandering the prison grounds.  
Guards came and went.  The black cat slipped through a crack in the door behind someone who entered the prison.  Thanks to Justin’s research, he knew exactly where to go.  The drug lord he wanted, the one who put a two million dollar price on Jessica’s head was four hallways and six cells down.  He was in an individual cell and only allowed out for one hour a day.  Thanks to Justin and his computer skills Lucian knew that hour didn’t come until much later.
His claws clicked against the cold tile floor as he ran toward his destination.  Just because he looked like a house cat didn’t mean he couldn’t defend himself if provoked.  He still carried the mind and will of a guardian.  His feline claws and teeth could do severe damage if he found himself in trouble.  Luckily, he made it to the drug lord’s cell without incident.  
His internal clock told him it took six minutes to reach his destination.  That meant he had about nine minutes left to finish the job and get out of the prison.  He peered through the metal bars.  His target was alive and breathing, but not for long. 
The man who owned all of Lucian’s contempt for the moment was stretched out on a cot.  He looked up when he felt another presence.  His mouth opened slightly when he saw the black house cat who stared him down.  If anyone had been able to ask the prisoner later, he probably would have said that the cat had a searing stare that looked right through him.
“Never did like cats,” the man muttered.  A shiver snaked down his spine.  The man’s chubby body trembled.
Never trust a human who doesn’t like cats, Lucian almost purred the words to himself.  He slipped through the bars and then right before the drug lord’s eyes he transformed into a well-honed killing machine who was intent on dispensing justice. 
The man’s eyes bugged out of his head.  He jumped up in an attempt to defend himself, but he’d gone soft over the years. There was nothing lax about the assassin who stood in front of him.  
The prisoner had to know he stared death in the face, but he made an effort anyway.  “Whatever you’re being paid, I can top it if you just leave the same way you came.”  He narrowed his beady eyes when Lucian ignored him.  “At least tell me why I’m going to die.”
“I could probably give you two million reasons, but the only one you need to know is an architect named Jessica.”  Lucian swiftly moved forward.  It only took one forceful blow to the side of the man’s head, and then one sharp twist of the neck to end it all. 
Lucian took a few seconds to shake off the negative energy associated with a kill.  There was a higher purpose to what he did, and he would never regret taking a life to protect others.  After all, it was why the guardians were created.  Job done, in the blink of an eye, the man was replaced with a cat.
Lucian slunk through the bars and back the way he came.  He made it to the van with two minutes to spare.  Justin backed his program out of the prison’s security system, and the two men returned to the private airstrip and Gannon Security’s jet.  
Later when guards found the body of the drug lord, a few people recalled seeing a stray black cat.  Nobody thought it held any connection to the assassin who somehow found his way into a maximum-security prison and ended the life of one of the most dangerous thugs in North America.    
****
Jessica stifled a yawn.  It was late, but she was determined to wait up for Lucian.  He called long enough to say her nightmare was finally over and that he was coming home to her.  That was a couple of hours ago.  
While she enjoyed getting to know Brittany and Brianna, she wanted Lucian.  She couldn’t wait to wrap her arms around him and know both of them were safe.  The bite mark Lucian left on her began to tingle.  She absently rubbed it.
The front door swung open. Suddenly Lucian was in her sights.  She ran and didn’t stop until she was in his arms.  Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Brianna and Brittany wave goodbye and slip out the front door.  As quickly as that the other two women were forgotten, and the burning passion between Lucian and Jessica took over.
Lucian backed her into the closed door.  His swollen erection pressed against her heated mound.  She rubbed against him. Their moans of desire echoed through the room.  They were only separated for hours, but it felt like days.  “Need you now,” she unbuttoned his jeans.  “Can’t wait,” she pulled down the zipper.  
Lucian used his upper body strength to push her into the door.  “Hold on,” he rasped.  He shoved his jeans and underwear down below his knees.  His erection sprang free, and Jessica moaned at the sight.  They fit well together, and she couldn’t wait to feel the stretching burn of his hard-on completely fill her. 
She wrapped her arms around his neck and buried her head in the curve of his neck and shoulder.  She licked a spot of bare flesh and lightly sucked it inside her mouth.  The move seemed to set Lucian off.   He grabbed the waistband of her sweatpants and underwear, yanking them down far enough to bare her mound.
Cold air brushed across her exposed flesh.  He cupped her hips between his strong, capable hands and guided her lower body toward his straining erection. He eased his body inside of hers, and Jessica used her leg muscles to squeeze his lower back and pull him in deeper.  
“Feels good, so good,” she whispered.  She arched her back, rotated her hips, and joined Lucian in the journey to total satisfaction.  
After they reached the peak of pleasure, Lucian gracefully stepped out of his pants and carried her upstairs.  He was still sheathed inside her body, and every step was a jolt to the sensitive feminine nerves being caressed by Lucian’s body.  By the time they reached the bedroom, Lucian was fully erect again.  “Umm, I’m definitely going to love your stamina and short recovery time,” she purred.
****
Jessica’s heart rate finally calmed.  She stretched and drew lazy circles against Lucian’s chest.  “I need to know how you ended the threat to my life. The truth,” she insisted.  “If I’m gonna believe the nightmare is finally over I have to know everything.”  
She hesitated, and her hand dropped away.  “I mean everything, Lucian.  Brianna told me I was born into a long line of witches.  I believe her.  I’ve always had a magical sixth sense.  It’s what saved me in Kansas.  I knew someone was coming for me.  I felt it in my bones.  She explained the basics to me, and I’m going to join Brittany’s coven.  I am also going to take lessons from both Brianna and Brittany until I’ve learned how to use the magic of the universe.”
She observed his reaction.  He leaned over and kissed the top of her head.  “You couldn’t find better teachers.  Brianna is the strongest witch I’ve ever met.  Even now, I can sense the faint shimmer of magic about you.  You’ll be casting spells of your own in no time.”
She suddenly sat up and touched the bite mark on the side of her neck.  He’d bitten her again, this time hard enough to break the skin.  “Lucian, what are you?  I know you’re not a witch or wizard, but you’re not just a man either.  I can sense that much.”  
Lucian sat up and drew her into his arms.  “I’m going to tell you a story.  Most would say it’s a myth, nothing true about it at all, but I think you’ll know better than that.  The witch inside you will recognize the truth for what it is.”
She shivered, and he lightly rubbed her arms.  “I’m what’s known as a guardian.  Guardians are responsible for the wellbeing of the mystical universe.  It’s our duty to make sure paranormal beings are able to live in harmony side by side with humans.  We seek to maintain a balance between the two.”  He hugged her tight while she processed his words.  
She didn’t interrupt, and he continued.  “Guardians are also the law enforcers of the paranormal world.  Our mission is twofold.  We protect humans by making sure they are not harmed by paranormal beings for any reason other than self-defense of course.  We also protect paranormal beings by keeping their existence a secret from humans.  Both of those goals require guardians to take out rogues that refuse to conform to the rules set in place by the council.  After all, the rules are in place to keep all living beings safe.”
This was a lot for Jessica 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.  No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t imagine anyone under Lucian’s protection getting hurt.  “Maybe you should be in charge of the government’s witness protection program.”  
She gave him a lopsided grin.  “All jokes aside, dispensing justice to other paranormal beings sounds dangerous.”  She shuddered from the thought.
Lucian shrugged.  “Guardians were blessed by the gods and goddesses of ancient Egypt, and we literally have nine lives.  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 comes in handy when you’re battling paranormal creatures consumed by evil, greed, bloodlust, or any combination of the three.” 
Jessica felt dizzy.  She clutched his shirt and held on tight.  Her very breath rushed from her body.  Lucian paused for several seconds.
She hugged him.  “I’m good.  Keep talking,” she urged.  
“A minor Mesopotamian god created vampires, wolf shifters, and falcon shifters in a fit of rage and spite.  A goddess worshiped by the ancient Egyptians wanted to make sure her loyal followers were protected from these strange new beings that would eventually procreate and increase in number.  She was the goddess of justice and execution and was often depicted as having the head of a lion.  She decided to create new beings of her own to serve as protectors.  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.”
Jessica 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.  “Are you trying to tell me you’re a cat shifter descended from these protectors?”
Lucian smirked.  “I’m one of the original twenty cat shifters created by the ancient Egyptian goddess.”
“Umm, just how old are you?”  
Lucian laughed at the comical look he saw on her face.  “I’m several centuries old, but don’t worry.  I’m only on life number three.”
This time she completely turned around and sat up on her knees.  “You don’t age.  You still look thirty-five.  I know enough about magic to know that it isn’t going to keep me alive for hundreds of years.  I’ll die, and you’ll eventually forget about me.”  A tear slipped from beneath tightly closed eyes.
“Oh, honey, I’ll never forget you, even if I live another thousand years.”
That made Jessica feel worse.  “I don’t want to leave a hole in your heart after I’m gone either.”
He hugged her hard enough to make her squeak.  “As if I’d ever let you go, Jessica.  I’m afraid you’re stuck with me now for eternity.”
Jessica’s head jerked up.  “How?  I’m not complaining, but I don’t understand.”
Lucian fingered the bite mark he’d deepened during their second bout of lovemaking.  “Actually our saliva has special healing agents much like the blood of vampires.  Ever since I bit you and injected some of my saliva into your body, it’s been working to internally heal any damage that might already be there.  It all but stops your body’s aging process.  Barring any catastrophic injuries, you will live as long as I do.  Over the centuries my kind has found that the bite only has to be repeated every month to continue the healing and anti-aging processes.”
Something he said earlier finally clicked.  “Wait, there are vampires!”  
Lucian laughed out loud before rolling over and completely covering her body with his.  “My beautiful, Jessica, I have so much to teach you about the paranormal world around you, but all of it can wait until tomorrow.”
Jessica totally agreed as she surrendered to her guardian’s loving caress.
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ONE
Fire blazed high into the sky.  Rose could feel the heat generated from the explosion where she was lying face down on the cold asphalt.  Knees and palms stung from the hard fall and the grit of the parking lot biting into her tender skin.  She could hardly breathe thanks to the hard and dense mass of muscle that lunged toward her then landed on top of her at the start of the explosion.  
Still, Rose was lucky to be alive.  It was her car that blew up and was now a burning inferno.   If she hadn’t dropped her brand new cashmere scarf and ran back to retrieve it from the man who called out to her, she would have been a lot closer to the twisted and burning hunk of metal when it exploded.  She could have been inside, and more than likely, she would be dead.    
Sirens wailed in the distance.  Help was on the way, but she didn’t feel any better.  There was no settling the turmoil that churned inside Rose.  Somebody wanted her dead.  There was no other explanation for what just happened.  Cars might malfunction, but not like that! 
She fought to push aside the material covering her face.  She shoved at the man holding her down.  Rose thought she heard a growl, but her ears rang and several car alarms in their immediate vicinity shrilly shrieked. Undoubtedly, she was mistaken.  The job must have gotten to her.  After all, wolves were the reason she was in Enigma.
The man straightened his overcoat and used his arms to lift away from her body.  She instantly missed his warmth.  Rose used the moment to study him.  He acted with a speed that stunned her.  She still wasn’t exactly sure how he got to her before the debris from the explosion.  
Everything was a little fuzzy inside her head.  She did remember one thing clearly.  His black overcoat fanned out behind him like wings when he rushed to her.  Thus the nickname dark angel was instantly born.  She saw it was the overcoat that previously covered her face.  He must have flipped it over them to protect their faces.  
The man finally moved away, and Rose stood up on wobbly legs.  She took one step and then another toward the smoldering remains of her car.  She gasped in disbelief.  The destruction was total.  Her work laptop and several files were inside the vehicle.  All of her hard work, gone.  
She went to take another step, but her would-be rescuer was having none of that.  He wrapped one strong arm around her waist and moved her further from the car.   At the same time, he managed to turn her gaze away from the burning mess.  
“Trust me,” a deep and gravelly voice whispered into her ear.  “You don’t want to get any closer to the chaos. Besides, help is on the way.”
Rose broke away from the stranger’s iron grip. She listened to reason, however.  Logically she knew there was nothing she could do about her car or the things inside.  
She slowly lowered herself to the ground.  She didn’t think her knees would hold her up much longer, and she didn’t want to add to the assortment of scrapes and bruises that already decorated her body.  She pulled her knees to her chest and hugged them to her body.  Shivers caused her to shake uncontrollably as the full horror of the situation began to take its toll on her. 
****
Justin positioned himself behind the woman and pulled her into his body.  He gently rubbed his hands up and down her arms, trying to infuse her with warmth and stop the shivering.  It was the end of January in Maine. Even the obscene amount of heat generated from the burning car was not enough to warm the night.  
He had a feeling that any other time and under any other circumstances the woman he held could heat the night all on her own.  The wolf inside him paced just below the surface and wanted to howl his agreement.  Pushing the wolf deep into his subconscious, Justin focused on the woman in front of him.
Justin whispered words of encouragement to help calm the stranger.  Enigma’s rescue squad, fire department, and police arrived on the scene at the same time.  Justin had to fight back a smile.  It definitely wasn’t appropriate under the circumstances, because someone could have died.  His enhanced wolf senses and quick thinking might have been the only things that saved the woman in his arms.  
What had him wanting to smile was the anticipation of the battle to come.  Heads were going to roll over this.  Whoever set off that car bomb surely signed his or her own death warrant.  Someone threatened the citizens of Enigma and shattered the peace of the town. 
Law enforcement and the council were going to be all over the incident.  Justin almost felt sorry for the unfortunate fool who tried to kill someone in Enigma, Maine.  Almost, but not quite. His wolf reveled in the spill of blood that was sure to come.
****
In her mind, Rose knew she shouldn’t seek comfort from a total stranger, especially when her life was in danger.  A clumsy quirk of fate saved her from the attempt on her life, but how long would it be before the person who planted a bomb in the car realized she was still very much alive?  In all likelihood, Rose was the target of a killer and just because he didn’t succeed once didn’t mean she was safe.  Fear, cold and hard closed in around her and caused her body to violently shudder.   
Paramedics rushed toward her, and she raised a hand to get their attention.  That’s when she realized she was alone.  The man who forced her to the ground and shielded her body from all the flying debris was nowhere to be seen.  She hadn’t even felt him move, but now that he was gone, she felt his disappearance like a gaping hole in her body.  It made absolutely no sense, and she blamed her abnormal and overly emotional feelings on the trauma of the situation.  
“How badly are you hurt?”  One of the paramedics knelt down in front of her and started asking questions.
“Just a few bumps and bruises, I think.  A man shoved me down and away from most of the danger.  He took the brunt of the explosion.  He might be hurt, but I don’t know where he went.”  She let out a little whimper.  “I don’t even know his name.  I have to thank him properly.”  
She chewed on her bottom lip and fretted over this latest albeit minor dilemma.  “How am I going to find my dark angel, if I don’t even know his name?”  Of course, no one answered her.  She really hadn’t expected them to.  Car alarms still shrieked, and now there was the added noise of rushing water from the fire hoses, large vehicles, and several emergency personnel who rushed about doing their jobs.
The paramedic helped her up and guided her to the back of an ambulance.  She went willingly but turned to take one more look at her car.  The firemen battled the flames that spread from her vehicle to several surrounding structures.  A sob tore from her throat when she thought of all the senseless damage to nearby buildings and cars and all the innocent people who could have become collateral damage.   What a shame.        
Her gaze darted around the area.  Several rescue workers milled around, finishing up various jobs.  A large group of onlookers started to build.  They were kept in check by police officers.  She looked everywhere, but couldn’t find the one man she searched for.  
****
The acrid smell of smoke clung to Justin’s clothes.  Since he flipped the long tail of the coat over his head to protect their faces, the back of his shirt was ripped and burned in several spots. It was also decorated with specks of dried blood, but that was all that was left of the superficial injuries he obtained from flying debris and sparks.  
His shifter genes fostered quick healing.  He’d shifted after slipping away from the woman he protected.  His skin was already as good as new.  He hated to think of the delicate and dusky skin of the woman he shielded with shredded and burned skin that wouldn’t heal for days if not weeks.
He stalked through the house he shared with his brother Mitch.  Mitch was older by two years.  That made Mitch alpha of the Enigma pack.  Justin was the pack’s enforcer and second in command.  He marched right into his brother’s office without bothering to knock.  Justin and Scarlet were the only two people who would ever be allowed to get away with doing such a thing.
“We’ve got problems,” he announced with a grim face when his brother’s head snapped up.
Mitch stared at his brother through narrow eyes.  “Yes, we do,” the alpha agreed.  “And entering my office without a courtesy knock doesn’t help either,” Mitch admonished with a slight snarl.    
Justin didn’t even bat an eye.  He and his brother were as close as any two siblings could be.  In the early years, they’d depended on each other for survival.  One always had the other’s back.  
“A car bomb went off right in the center of Enigma tonight.  No fatalities as far as I know,” Justin quickly added when he saw the shocked look on his brother’s face.  
Mitch wrinkled his nose.  “That would explain the horrible odor you brought in with you.  It’s a good thing Scarlet doesn’t have our keen sense of smell.  I’d hate to offend her delicate sensibilities, especially at a time like this.” 
Justin snorted at his sister-in-law being called delicate.  She might be fragile compared to her husband, but she was one feisty lady.  And she had been working on self-defense and martial arts training with her friend Brittany for a year.   Even pregnancy wouldn’t slow down Scarlet Valentine Gannon.  She was no shrinking violet or delicate wallflower.  She could handle just about anything, after all, she was married to Mitch.
“How is Scarlet doing?”  Yes, his sister-in-law was tough, but so was being pregnant with a wolf shifter.  Shifter babies tended to be robust.  They sucked lots of energy and nutrients from their mother, sometimes with disastrous results if the pregnant woman didn’t take proper care of herself.  Mitch watched Scarlet like a hawk.  Nothing was going to happen to his wife and first child.
“Scarlet’s fine.  She’s taking a nap.”
“I’m sure you insisted,” Justin laughed.  He never thought he’d see his hard as nails brother this gaga over a woman, but Scarlet roared into his brother’s life and changed it forever.  Now she was just as much a part of the family and pack as anyone else.  
He rubbed a hand through his hair.  All joking aside, Justin gravely reminded himself that something suspicious and bad just happened in Enigma.  As prominent members of the paranormal society and owners of the most successful security company on the east coast, the Gannon brothers were involved whether they wanted to be or not.  
Mitch let the remark about his overprotectiveness slide by without comment.  It was true, so why argue.  “We have more to worry about than a car bomb.  I just got bad news from a contact in the federal government.  It seems there has been a spike in the number of reported wolf sightings in and near Acadia National Park.  A wildlife biologist is being sent right now as we speak to Acadia National Park headquarters.”
Justin slid down into the large leather chair in front of Mitch’s desk.  That was indeed bad news for the wolf pack.  Any wolf this far south in Maine was probably a wolf shifter.  Wolf shifters managed to keep their existence a secret from mankind for centuries.  That couldn’t change.  Their continued survival depended on it.  
“Damn, you’re right that’s not good.”  And it trumped Justin’s car bomb news.  Lucian Petrakos, Phillip Saint John, and the rest of the council would have to take care of that mess.  The pack needed to focus all of their resources on damage control and staying out of sight.  “What do you need me to do?”
Mitch flicked an open file folder across the desk.  It landed with a soft thud and slid a couple of inches before coming to a stop in front of Justin.  “This is what little information I’ve been able to gather on the wildlife biologist.  Meet Ms. Rose Banks.  I need your computer expertise to dig up any and everything you can on our new resident wolf expert.”
Justin’s gaze landed on the photograph of the woman in question.  He grabbed the photo and moved it to within inches of his face.  Why he didn’t know.  His vision was as excellent as his memory.  There was no mistaking that face.  And the image printed on that photo paper wasn’t going to change no matter how hard he looked at it.  “Well, it looks like our two problems just crossed.”
“How?” Mitch snapped out automatically on the offensive and rushing to get ahead of the looming crisis.  He shook his head.  “The whole thing leaves a bad taste in my mouth.  Pack members know better than to expose themselves to anyone unaware of their existence.  It’s why the pack owns thousands of acres of private forest and woodlands in the surrounding area.  
“This,” Justin tightened his grip on the photo he held.  “This is the woman I shielded during the explosion.  She dropped her scarf, and I called out to her.  She ran to retrieve it just as her car exploded around us.”  
He couldn’t stop the shudder that shook his body.  “Otherwise she would have been inside, and she wouldn’t have survived.  It looks like we aren’t the only ones unhappy that a wildlife biologist is visiting Enigma.”
“Car bombs are rarely random,” Mitch agreed.  “But I’ve only known about this development in the last hour.  I don’t think anyone else in the paranormal community knows about it.”
“And the council doesn’t operate that way,” Justin was quick to point out.  “A car bomb can’t be hidden and never goes unnoticed.  It leaves behind too much damage and too many questions, not to mention interference and investigations from law enforcement.  There are much quieter, quicker, and efficient ways for paranormal beings to silence someone.  It has to be about something else.”  
He tapped his fingers against the photo that was still clutched in his hand.   “But what, and who would want to kill this woman?”  He was sure the world would be a much duller place without Rose Banks in it.
Justin’s heart gave a couple of quick thuds before it settled back into a normal rhythm.  He and Rose Banks hadn’t even been properly introduced yet, but they’d met.  Her body had been pressed close to his.  And his wolf and body weren’t going to let Justin forget that anytime soon.  It would probably be best for all concerned if Rose stayed well out of his way while she was in town.  His inner wolf howled at the thought.  And Justin knew that trouble had come to Enigma and in more than one form.
 



TWO
Everyone was friendly, but Rose remained unsettled and jittery.  She sat huddled on the hard wooden chair in front of the detective’s desk and answered every question the best she could.  “No.  She didn’t know why anyone would want to kill her.  Yes.  It was her car that exploded.”  She explained how by a quirk of fate and absentmindedness she was spared serious injury or even death.  
She was exhausted, and her entire body ached.  For just a split second she longed to be back in the comforting embrace of the man she considered her dark angel.  He was nowhere to be found afterward, and nobody else saw him. While the police really wanted to interview him too, Rose couldn’t help them.  She had no idea who he was.  She didn’t even have a name for her dark angel.  
Rose might never see him again, and the thought caused panic to well up inside her.  It was ridiculous really.  She didn’t know the man, and she’d only been with him fifteen minutes tops, probably even less.  It had to be the trauma.  She was logical and methodical, always had been, and always would be.  
Her parents were pharmacists who excelled in research and development.  Attention to detail and rational thought were in her DNA.  Her body’s reaction to the dark and handsome stranger was anything but logical.  To make matters worse, she couldn’t get him off her mind.  
She gave herself a mental shake.  Her life might be in danger.  She didn’t have time to dwell on a sexy stranger she might never see again.  He sheltered her from the blast and the worst of the flying debris.  His heroic act and the trauma of the situation must be the cause of her uncharacteristic thoughts and feelings.  She tried to satisfy herself with the explanation.  It was the only one she could come up with at the moment.
Detective Craig Aquila focused on her with piercing eyes that reminded her of a predator.  “Look,” he blew out a loud hiss of air.  “I have no doubt you’re telling the truth and don’t know anything about the car bomb.  Most likely, though, you were the intended victim since it was your car.”
“Unfortunately, I agree with you about the intended victim part.”
“You’ve been through an ordeal and must be tired, but I still need all the information you can give me.   Facts solve cases, and right now the facts are woefully absent.”   
Rose continued to stare at him or tried to anyway.  Tired was the understatement of the century.  Her eyes were gritty, and they burned.  It was all she could do to keep them open.  
“Look, I know this is hard on you.  And I’m sorry for any inconvenience that may arise because of my investigation, but I’m going to be very thorough.”  He gave her a serious look.  “I’m going to need you to stay in town awhile.  Solving this crime is top of the priority list for the Enigma Police Department.  That puts it right at the top of my list too.”
Rose tried not to shake even though terror iced her blood.  She was still trying to process that she was the most likely target and could still be in danger.  “I work for the National Park Service and will be spending the next several weeks in and around Acadia,” she told the detective.   
She groaned and covered her face with her hands.  She took a deep breath and looked across the desk at Detective Aquila.  “I need to notify my boss so that he’s aware of the situation.”  She covered her face again.  “Oh God, I can’t believe this happened.”  A soft sob broke free, and she struggled to maintain control.
The man clumsily patted her shoulder.  “Um, I suggest you take all possible security precautions.  Someone that goes to the trouble of setting a car bomb means business.  Traipsing through Acadia National Park especially this time of year may not be wise or safe,” he cautioned.
Rose sniffed.  “I live for my job.  It means everything to me.”  She laughed.  “I always get along with animals better than most humans anyway.”  She shrugged. “Besides, you just said you didn’t want me to leave the area.”
Detective Aquila confirmed her statement with a slight nod of his head.  “I’ve called in a local security company,” he told her.  “They’re very good at their job.  Their fees are outrageous, but they help out the police department occasionally.  Someone should be here any minute to meet with you.”  He gave her a hard stare to convey his seriousness.  “I suggest you snap up their help.  They just might be the one thing standing between you and death.”
Rose waved a hand.  “I’m not worried about money.”  No, money was the least of her worries.  “I’ll pay their fee whatever it is.”  She stiffened her spine and sat up just a little bit straighter.  The car bomb addled her.  Confusion over why this happened made her body numb and her mind foggy.  But one thing was clear.  She wasn’t ready to join her parents in the cold and permanent grip of death.
****
A tight knot formed in Justin’s gut, and it got harder the closer he got to Detective Aquila’s desk.   His magic fingers danced across the keyboard, and he knew just about everything there was to know about Rose Banks, except for who it was that wanted her dead.  When Mitch assigned him to be Rose’s personal bodyguard, Justin balked.  Being that close to her day in and day out was asking for trouble the way his body responded to hers.  
Mitch’s reasoning made Justin see sense even if he didn’t want to.  The woman was in danger, and he and Mitch were in the security business.  It gave him a legitimate reason to watch her every move.  And he would need to keep a close eye on her and her work to make sure the wolf sightings she was sent to investigate were in no way linked to the Enigma pack, or the existence of wolf shifters.
Plus Aquila requested their help with the car bomb situation.  Craig Aquila was the council’s contact inside the police department.  Justin and Mitch always cooperated and worked closely with the guardians of the council.  It was the most effective way to keep everyone safe.  And that’s how Justin found himself walking into the Enigma Police Department and toward Rose Banks when common sense told him he should run in the opposite direction as fast as he could.
****
“I hate to harp on this, but you said a man knocked you to the ground and shielded you from most of the explosion.  I really need to talk to that man.  He may have seen something that you didn’t.”
Rose wanted to talk to him too.  She felt bereft since he’d disappeared into the dark of night.  She looked at the detective and shrugged.  “We didn’t exchange names or numbers.”  Much to her disappointment, because she felt safe when she was in his arms. 
Aquila slammed his hands down on the desk in front of him.  Rose jumped.  “The stranger could hold the key to solving this crime.  And I’ve got the EPD breathing down my neck to get to the bottom of the car bomb.  Not to mention other more important people demanding updates,” he muttered.
Rose raised a brow at the last statement but didn’t dare question the man.
“Anything you can tell me about the man would be helpful.”  
She clenched her fists together and allowed herself a moment of pique before she once again donned a mask of rational calm.   “I told you everything I remember about him,” she bit out through gritted teeth.  “I don’t know who he is, and believe me I want to find him just as much as you do.”
“And why is that?”
She arched a brow and gave him a look cold enough to match the wintery weather of Maine.  “That, detective is none of your business.”
“Everything about this case is my business,” he reminded her with a stern look.
Just then, there was a subtle shift in the atmosphere of the station.  The air around Rose became charged.  Tiny zings similar to static electricity moved across her skin.  Her gaze darted around the station, and she saw six feet of tall, dark and handsome walking toward her.  It was her dark angel.  He found her.  
She abruptly stood.  “My dark angel is here!”  A hand flew to her mouth to cover her gasp of amazement.  A gentle buzzing started in her ears and quickly graduated to a loud roar.  She swayed, and her vision tunneled until it was completely black.  She felt herself falling, and then nothing.
****
Justin barely had time to rush forward and catch Rose before she hit the hard and unforgiving floor of police headquarters.  He leaped forward and planted his feet right as the soft bundle of womanly curves landed in his arms. He cradled her into the protective bend of his body and made sure her face was gently resting against his chest.  Then he held on for dear life.  
Craig Aquila stepped from behind his desk and made an effort to take Rose.  Justin barred his teeth and actually growled right there in front of everyone.  He wasn’t relinquishing his hold on the woman in his arms, not for anybody.  And all the while, he told himself it was because she was a client.  She was his responsibility to protect.   He sure hoped everyone else bought that excuse because deep down he knew better.  And wasn’t that exactly what he was afraid of when he agreed to take the assignment.  
He breathed in the scent of the warm body nestled against him as if he were trying to memorize it.  And maybe he was.  A wolf shifter’s intense passion evoked all of his enhanced senses including smell.  The lingering light floral scent greatly pleased him, as did everything else about his woman.  He tightened his embrace and then sat down in the chair across from the detective’s desk.
He looked past the woman in his arms and into the smirking face of Craig Aquila.  He gave him a narrow-eyed stare from one shifter to another.  True to the detective’s ice-cold reputation, he didn’t flinch and met Justin stare for stare.  Justin didn’t back down.  He only had one alpha, and that was Mitch.  He wanted to make sure the detective knew he meant business.  He wasn’t going to be pushed around when it came to Rose.
“We will save the conversation on why you’re still grilling a traumatized and exhausted victim several hours after an attempt on her life for another time,” Justin barely managed to get out in a civilized tone of voice.
“I need all the information I can get while it’s still fresh in her mind,” the detective stated in a clear and concise voice.  “You of all people should know that, Gannon,” the detective reprimanded.  “I’ve got the EPD and the council breathing down my neck to solve this one and fast.  I don’t need Gannon Security added to the list too.”
“You might as well move me to the top of that list,” Justin informed the man across from him.  “She is my number one priority until the attempted murderer is caught and dealt with preferably by the council.”
“Other than happening here in Enigma I don’t think this has much to do with the council.  She’s not a paranormal being and doesn’t fall under their protection, so we’ll let EPD and our esteemed justice system take care of this unpleasant incident.”
“I claim her,” Justin boldly announced before he even realized what he was doing.  The slack-jawed look he got from Aquila told him that the detective was shocked by the words.  “She’s under my protection.”  He narrowed his eyes and leaned closer to the detective.  “That should be enough for you and the council.”
“I accept your claim, and I’ll pass it on to Lucian and the council.”  He shrugged.  “I still have to appear to investigate the car bomb or EPD will be all over me.  Car bombs don’t exactly happen here on a regular basis.  The police chief is livid that someone dared to disturb the peace of the town in such a manner.”
“Do what you have to do.  You’re the expert at keeping human law enforcement separate from council business.  I know you’ll figure this out too.”  
He looked down at the woman in his arms who started to stir.  “I’m going to take her to the hospital and make sure the paramedics didn’t miss anything.  Whatever else you want to know from her will have to wait until she’s been released from the hospital.”  He hesitated.  “She’ll be staying with me at the main pack house.”
Aquila raised a brow but knew better than to question Justin’s statement.  “I think I have everything I need, at least for now.  I was trying to figure out the identity of the main witness she couldn’t identify and that turned out to be you.  We’re going to need to talk in more detail, but that can wait until later.  I know you won’t forget anything you saw or heard.”
Aquila shook his head.  “It just doesn’t make any sense.  Who tries to blow up a wildlife biologist?  She assured me she’s never been married, and she doesn’t have any estranged boyfriends hanging around anywhere.”
Rose was trying to sit up now.  Justin rubbed her back and whispered comforting words.  She squirmed in his lap.  The delicious feel of her warm body nestled into his along with the friction of said body pressed into his groin overloaded his senses.   She would no doubt feel his erection when she was fully awake and mentally alert, but there was nothing he could do about it.
Justin stood and glanced at Aquila over his shoulder.  “Her last name is Banks.  I'd start there.”
“I already knew that,” Aquila told him.  “It doesn’t ring any bells.  There are no known criminal families or wanted fugitives with that name.”
“Try pharmaceuticals,” Justin dryly recommended.  “She’s the one and only child of Howard and Maria Banks.  When they died a couple of years ago in a lab explosion, she became the major stockholder and heir to Banks Pharmaceuticals.  That alone makes her worth millions.  Start there,” Justin ordered.
****
The steady and loud beat of a drum thrummed in Rose’s ear.  Her mind was fuzzy and details sketchy.  She couldn’t remember where she was supposed to be.  And why did it feel like she was moving?   She struggled to clear the fog from her mind and regain her senses.  The constant thump, thump of the drum disappeared as soon as she lifted her head to look around.  The sound, she suddenly realized belonged to a beating heart and not a drum.  
She opened her eyes and looked at the massive chest in front of her.  Her gaze rose higher until she stared into the blackest eyes she’d ever seen.  She let out a big sigh of relief.  It was her dark angel.  
The noisy surroundings finally registered.  She glanced away from the man who held her and saw the insides of a busy police department.  The frightening memories of the car explosion crashed into the forefront of her thoughts.  Her heart beat so hard it could have been trying to beat its way right out of her chest.
She must have let out a tiny whimper to betray her fearful state of mind because the arms around her tightened fractionally.  A flowing black overcoat and the man holding her took over the thoughts in her mind.  The lingering fear disappeared to be replaced by a feeling of warm comfort and safety.   She didn’t even know the man, but he’d risked his life to help her when she needed it most.   She closed her eyes, and for just a minute, she allowed the horrible images from the explosion to fade away until nothing was left in her world but the strong arms that cradled her close.  She didn’t know why he was there, but she was grateful he had walked back into her life sooner rather than later.
“You fainted,” the deep voice informed her.  “I’m taking you to the hospital for a checkup.  And I don’t want any arguments.  I know you’ve been through a trauma, but fainting isn’t normal.”  He was firm, and the tone of his voice left no room for argument.  
That didn’t stop the ever-practical Rose from stating her case.  “What about Detective Aquila?  Does he have any more questions for me to answer?”  No one wanted to find the person who’d tried to kill her more than Rose did.   She still had a lot to accomplish in her lifetime. 
“I’m sure he does.  Detective Aquila is very thorough.  Any more questions will have to wait until we know why you fainted.”  He walked while he talked and suddenly the brisk January air smacked her in the face.
“I’m fine,” Rose argued.  “I don’t need a hospital or a doctor.”  She gave him a shy look.  “I’m afraid I drove straight through and didn’t stop to eat lunch today.  Then the explosion happened, and I’ve been holed up at the police station for hours.  My blood sugar probably dropped causing me to faint.  Feed me, and I’ll be good as new,” she promised.
Justin gave her one of his sexy grins.  “Well, now, that’s the most unique dinner invitation I’ve ever received.”
Rose blushed.  “I… I don’t want to impose on you any more than I already have.  You’ve done more than enough for me, and I am extremely grateful,” she quickly added.  “I was just explaining why I don’t need a hospital.  I’m more than capable of feeding myself,” she informed him with a delicate little sniff.  
“Besides I can’t leave.  Detective Aquila said a security expert was coming to meet with me.  I plan to hire a bodyguard until the maniac who tried to kill me is caught.”
“Well, this is your lucky day.  We were never officially introduced.”  He sat her down on her own two feet and then bowed at the waist.  “Allow me to introduce myself.  Justin Gannon, security expert extraordinaire, and now your bodyguard.”
Rose found that she wasn’t even a little surprised.  It figured that her dark angel made a living protecting people.  It explained why he was so quick to cover and protect her when the exploding world around them created massive havoc.  She linked arms with Justin.  Her sad and dark mood, suddenly much brighter.   
“You threw yourself on top of me with no thought for your own safety.  The least I can do is treat you to dinner before you drop me off at Enigma Inn.”
“Dinner yes, but the Enigma Inn, no way,” he was quick to spell out his terms.  He wanted her in his domain where protecting her would be much easier.
She gave him a crestfallen look.  “Why not?  Detective Aquila told me not to leave the area.  I don’t have anywhere else to go.”  
“Of course you do.  My job is to protect you.  That means we’re going to be together almost twenty-four/seven.  You’re going to stay at my house.  It’s the best option all the way around,” and he wasn’t backing down.  
Rose delicately chewed her bottom lip.   She wasn’t sure about moving in with a man she didn’t know.  That being said, he did risk bodily harm to help her, he was her bodyguard, and was highly recommended by the detective.   There was no way a girl could go wrong.  “I don’t want to impose or cause any problems in your personal life.”
He raised a brow.  “I live for my work.  I don’t have a private life,” he informed her with a crooked grin.  “I do share a house with my brother and sister-in-law, so you don’t have to worry about inappropriate gossip,” he reassured her. 
“You’ll love Scarlet.  She is friendly and outgoing.  The two of you can keep each other company.”  
“All right, but I need to go by the inn and pick up what’s left of my personal belongings.  Also, you need to know what you’re agreeing to.  I won’t be sitting around your house twiddling my thumbs day in and day out.  I’m here to do a job, and this threat to my life isn’t going to stop me.”
Justin gave her a satisfied nod.  “I’m glad you didn’t fight me on this.  The Gannon house is well protected and whoever tried to kill you won’t be able to get to you there.”
Rose shivered.  “What about work?  I won’t ignore the professional side of my life, just because my personal life has become deadly.  I’m here to check into several reported wolf sightings in and around Acadia.  I’ll be spending a lot of time in the park looking for any signs that might verify the presence of a wolf or wolves. ”
“Ah, you’re in luck.  I know Acadia National Park like the back of my hand.  My brother and I have spent thousands of hours hiking, backpacking, snowmobiling, and snowshoeing in that area.”
“Really!”  Rose brightened at the tidbit of information.  The park ran on a skeleton staff this time of year, and she was thinking about hiring a local guide anyway.  She gave him a devilish grin.  “I can’t believe my luck.  A good-looking bodyguard with a built-in instinct to protect, and an avid outdoorsman too, I just might be in heaven.”  
She slapped her hand over her mouth as soon as the words popped out.  Rose couldn’t believe she just shared the thoughts out loud.   She was not a flirt by nature or design.  She couldn’t begin to imagine what Justin thought about the comment? She closed her eyes and refused to look at him.  He was probably laughing at her anyway.
****
Justin sensed the discomfort that rolled off of Rose in waves.  He had an overwhelming urge to pull her into his arms and hug her until she felt better.  He stamped down the emotional need and focused on keeping them safe.  
She’d already distracted him from doing his job. They’d been standing in the open outside the police station for several minutes. That made Rose a prime target for any sniper looking to take her down.  He knew better.
“Let’s get out of here.” His voice was gruff from self-loathing at the amateur mistake.  Rose made him lose his head.  He knew from the second they met she could have such an effect on him.  It was why he tried to fight Mitch on the assignment.  Now he was glad he gave in because no way in hell would he trust anyone else to watch over Rose.
She looked little taken aback by the harshness of his voice.  Her smile faltered, and her face fell.  Better hurt feelings than a broken body.  He’d make it up to her later. 
He briskly walked almost ran to his vehicle.  He knew she struggled to keep up, but he pushed forward.  Justin didn’t relax until Rose was safely seated inside the large black SUV with its bulletproof glass and armor-plated sides.  He let out a deep breath of relief that his momentary lapse of judgment hadn’t cost them anything.  
He reached across Rose’s body to fasten the seat belt.  He let out a little sigh of regret when she flinched away from him.  He cupped her chin with both hands.  “Look, Rose, I’m definitely attracted to you, and that’s a big problem.”  A problem that was bigger than she could possibly imagine.  But he definitely wasn’t ready to talk about past mistakes.
“I’m sorry.  I’ll keep my flirting to myself.  I didn’t mean to upset you or make you angry.  It isn’t like me to flirt with men, especially strangers anyway.”
Justin brushed his lips across hers in a very light and chaste kiss.  “I’m not mad at you, Rose.  I’m upset with myself.  I let you distract me, and while we were carrying on our little conversation, whoever is trying to kill you could have picked us both off with a long-range rifle. We’d have been sitting ducks if they knew what they were doing.  It was a rookie mistake, and I know better.”  
He said the latter more to remind himself than to reassure Rose.  He had to keep his head in the game.  
“Let’s go by the inn to pick up your things.  Then I’ll take you to a nice little Italian restaurant I know.  It’s frequented by employees of Gannon Security.  It’s the safest place for us to enjoy dinner.”  Yes, it was definitely safe, because it was owned by pack members.  He wasn’t about to share that with Rose.  Shifters jealously guarded their existence and for a good reason.  Their lives depended on it!
 



THREE
“What!”  Mitch gave his brother a look full of disbelief.  
Justin fought the urge to snap at his brother, the alpha.  It didn’t matter what Mitch said.  Justin wasn’t backing down.  He counted to three so that his voice sounded a lot calmer than he felt.  A riled up Mitch would be less open to compromise.  
“You were the one that wanted me to protect her,” he reminded his brother.  “There’s nothing like home field advantage in a tactical battle.  You know as well as I do that no one can penetrate the security here.”
He held up a hand when it looked like his brother was about to object.  “You might as well know before you hear it from Lucian or Phillip.  I claimed Rose. Detective Aquila will coordinate his investigation not only with me but with the council as well.”
Mitch raised a brow when he heard the word claim, but he wisely kept any comments about that to himself.  “I’m not worried about someone breaching security,” Mitch was quick to clarify.  “But have you forgotten that Rose Banks is a wolf expert.  She was sent here to investigate reported wolf sightings in the area.  Is it wise to have her staying in the heart of the pack with shifters right under her nose?”
Justin shrugged.  The worry briefly crossed his thoughts, but he wasn’t going to change his mind.  “I want her here, Mitch.”  He straightened his spine.  “You know that as your brother, the second in command, and pack enforcer, I would do nothing to jeopardize the pack’s wellbeing.  They are family.  Consider this a drill.  Wolf shifters have to live and work side by side with humans all the time without giving away their secrets.”
Mitch shook his head and ran a hand through his hair.  “Okay, fine.  You’re in charge of this job.  We’ll do it your way.  Scarlet’s human, so at least I don’t have to worry about her walking on eggshells or putting herself in danger.”
Justin smiled for the first time since the brief meeting started.  “It’ll be good practice for the pack.  I’m sure everyone will be extra vigilant while Rose is around.”
“I’ll call a mandatory pack meeting for tomorrow at noon.  Make sure you have Rose far away from here well before then and keep her away for a couple of hours at least.”
Justin nodded his agreement.  “Thank you, Mitch.  This means a lot to me.  I know just the thing to get her out of the house.  I’ll take her to Acadia for a quick drive around the park and a tour of the headquarters.  She’s already talking about not letting the attempt on her life affect her job.” 
Mitch grunted.  “Just make sure she doesn’t do her job too well.  Our future and the future of the entire pack is at stake.”
Justin agreed and excused himself.  He left Rose in the guest bedroom right next to the master bedroom suite he occupied.  He was anxious to check on her.  He was reluctant to let her out of his sight, but he had to have the conversation with Mitch in private.  The talk was unavoidable, and the whole discussion only took about ten minutes.  That didn’t matter.  Justin was antsy the entire time, and the separation grated on his nerves. 
He jogged over to the staircase that led to his half of the Gannon homestead.  He took the stairs two at a time.  He slowed when he reached the top of the landing and turned toward the bedroom that now housed Rose.  Feminine laughter greeted his ears.  The musical sound stopped him in his tracks.  More laughter followed, and he recognized his sister-in-law’s voice.
He sauntered forward, and this time his steps were much lighter.  He tapped on the partially opened bedroom door and waited.  Rose’s sweet voice beckoned him to enter.  Scarlet gave him a funny look, and he realized he wore a goofy grin, one that Scarlet wouldn’t recognize coming from him.  
Rose jumped up from the bed as soon as she saw it was him.  She glanced at him from beneath lowered lashes.  “Justin, I was just thanking Scarlet for your family’s hospitality.  Your home is gorgeous.  Enigma Inn is nice especially for a hotel, but it has nothing on this place.”
Pleasing warmth spread through Justin at the discovery that his home charmed Rose.  The sudden image of her spread naked atop his black satin sheets took root in his mind and refused to be dislodged.  Trouble, he was in deep and sinking even further every minute he spent with Rose.
Scarlet quickly stood.  “It was nice meeting you, Rose.  I’m sure Justin will take excellent care of you while you’re here, but don’t hesitate to let me know if you need anything.”  With that offer, she made a hasty retreat.
****
Rose watched the Scarlet leave with a little trepidation.  The two women clicked with each other right away.  They even joked about the fact that both their names were shades of the color red.  Now that she was alone with Justin, Rose nervously fidgeted on the edge of the bed.  The fingers of her left hand found the hem of the sheet.  She pleated the soft material between her fingers and waited for Justin to say something.
Rose wasn’t quite sure why she was so nervous in his presence.  He came to her aid when she needed it most.  He was her personal bodyguard and tasked with the responsibility of keeping her safe.  It had to be the physical attraction she felt for him.  It went far beyond anything she ever experienced before, and it scared her.
The very shy and introverted Rose could count the number of relationships she was involved in on the one hand and still have fingers to spare.  She wasn’t a flirt by nature. She usually had her nose buried in a book or was doing research in the field.   Most men found her boring.  Even if they were attracted to the outside wrapping, they weren’t really interested in the whole package.  
Rose usually liked to take things slow.  Most men gave up long before they reached the intimate stage of their relationship.  Something about Justin made her want to throw caution to the wind and live life to the fullest, no holding back.  The intense longing he stirred inside her was way outside her comfort zone.  She was going to have to deal with it though because Justin was going to be by her side and in her sights for the unforeseeable future.
“I wanted to check on you and make sure you were settling in okay.”  He offered her a friendly smile.  Her tensed body relaxed, and she could have sworn the smile grew bigger.
“Everything’s perfect, thanks.”  She lightly chewed on her bottom lip.  “Actually, no it’s not.”  She let go of the sheet and twisted her fingers together.  “Someone tried to kill me.  I have no idea who wants me dead, and now you’re saddled with me.  I don’t mean to doubt you, but good intentions make me nervous.”  She arched a brow.  “You do know what they say about the road to hell, don’t you?”  
He shrugged and casually sat on the edge of the bed far enough from her so that they weren’t touching.  “I’m getting paid, and a pretty penny at that, to guard you with my life if it comes down to it.  My only intention good or bad is to keep you alive.  In the process, I might find the person who set the car bomb, but that’s really Detective Aquila’s priority, not mine.”
Rose blinked at the quick change in his demeanor.  She shifted on the bed and put more space between them.  The only thing that stopped her retreat was the danger of falling off the end.  She changed the subject to something that made her comfortable.
“I need to shop for a new laptop.  I can’t do my job without one and mine was in the car when it exploded.”  Thank goodness, she backed everything up on a flash drive that was attached to her wallet, and her purse was with her when she exited the car. 
“Actually I have a couple of extra laptops on hand.  I keep them in stock for when the security company hires new employees.  I’ll be more than happy to loan you one until this is over.”  
She pushed aside the nagging doubts and smiled.  “Thanks, I wasn’t looking forward to being surrounded by large groups of strangers while shopping.”  She actually shuddered at the thought.  She would be glad to have access to a computer so that she could get back to work.  Nature was a soothing balm to her soul and getting out in the field would help her de-stress. 
Justin reached out for her hand and attached a thick silver bracelet around her wrist.  “This is an emergency beacon,” he told her.  He pushed the latch located on the side of the bracelet.  A small compartment sprang open to reveal a tiny red button.  If you get into trouble, and for some reason I’m not around, push the button.  It will contact Gannon Security and let us know that you’re in trouble.  It also has GPS, so we’ll be able to track down your location.”
Rose looked down at the bracelet.  It was pretty enough and could pass as a piece of jewelry to anyone who didn’t know any better.  Rose withheld a sigh.  She suddenly felt like one of the animals she spent years tagging and tracking. Oh, the irony.    
Better change the subject.  “Umm, Scarlet invited me out for lunch tomorrow.” She gave him a questioning look.  “She said to run it by you first, but to tell you that her friends Brittany, Selena, and Julie would be there too.”  Rose shrugged.  “She seemed to think their presence would make a difference.”  Rose secretly wondered if Justin was involved with one of the before mentioned women, but she wasn’t dumb enough to ask.
Justin frowned.  “I agree to the lunch as long as I get to pick the location.  I’ll speak to Scarlet about it later.  You should meet Brittany anyway.  She teaches self-defense moves to the ladies of Enigma, and she’s an expert.  It wouldn’t hurt for you to learn a few tricks.  It isn’t likely you’ll need them here with me on the job, but they might come in handy later on down the road.” 
He jumped up from the bed fast enough to startle Rose.  Though it was the unmistakable growl she heard and not the quick movement that made her yelp.  
“Sorry about that.”  Justin was already headed for the door.  He turned around and looked at her once he was in the hallway.  
“I’m going to go get that laptop for you, and then I’ll speak to Scarlet about the lunch arrangements.  She’ll get back to you sometime tonight, so you know what you’re letting yourself in for by agreeing to a lunch date with those four women.”
Rose watched Justin make a hasty retreat.  He was in such a hurry he was running.  She stifled a laugh.  It seemed her dark angel wasn’t so immune to her after all.  She just might get up enough nerve to ask Scarlet if Justin was involved with anyone.  After all, a girl could dream, couldn’t she?
 



FOUR
His idea of a preliminary trip to Acadia got vetoed by Scarlet and her friends.  That’s how Justin found himself sulking at a table between the five women he guarded and the main entrance of the restaurant.  His back was to the wall.   He had an unobstructed view of both the front door and Rose’s table.  Just because he wasn’t happy to be there didn’t mean he wasn’t doing his job.
They were back at the Italian restaurant for safety reasons.  There was four on-duty Gannon security personnel on location as well.  Two of them guarded the service door and kitchen area, and the other two were in the main body of the restaurant guarding Scarlet, at Mitch’s insistence of course.
The steak masala on the plate in front of him was very rare.  Just the way he loved it.  Justin tried his best to savor the meal even though the pesky waiter tending to the women did his best to ruin Justin’s meal.   He was a member of the pack, so he wasn’t a danger to the women.  He just wouldn’t stop flirting with Rose, and it was getting on Justin’s last nerve.  
The young upstart probably saw Rose as a safe bet.  The other women at the table were taken and by very alpha paranormal beings too.  All paranormal creatures in and around Enigma were aware of that fact.  None of them wanted to get on the wrong side of Mitch Gannon, Phillip Saint John, Alessandro Russo, or Logan Justice.  Well, they didn’t want to get on Justin’s bad side either, and he was just about to show why. 
He stared at the waiter long and hard enough to make the man’s wolf pick up the threatening vibes.  When he turned startled eyes toward Justin, the intensity of the stare increased.  Justin narrowed his eyes and bared his fangs just enough for the other wolf to know he meant business.  
The waiter got so nervous he accidentally knocked over Rose's water glass.  To add insult to injury, he grabbed a napkin and started to pat down Rose while profusely apologizing.  His hand came way to close to a breast, and Justin growled before springing into action.
He was at Rose’s side in a flash.  “I think you’ve done more than enough for today.”  He held out his hand and waited for the younger man to place the napkin there.
The waiter muttered another apology and scurried off to the kitchen area, his eyes lowered to the floor as a show of respect to the enforcer of the pack.  
“It is quite all right, Justin.  I’m sure it was just an accident, but you scared that young man half to death.  Shame on you!”
  “He deserved it,” Justin insisted.  “His hand strayed to areas better left untouched unless he wants to lose a few fingers or better yet a whole hand.”
Rose gasped.  The rest of the women smiled and gave each other knowing looks.  “I don’t know what’s gotten into you Justin Gannon, but I don’t think that waiter was going to kill me with an inappropriate touch.”
Justin growled, and his wolf urged him to throw Rose over his shoulder and take her home where she’d be safe.  He had to rein in his wolf and fast.  He could almost feel it pacing inside him waiting to jump out and stake a claim to Rose.  The timing couldn’t be worse.  They barely knew each other, and the circumstances were anything but safe.  He reminded himself one more time that distractions could be deadly.  It was the creed he lived by, and he could never afford to forget it.
Scarlet stood and held out a hand to Rose.  “Let’s go to the bathroom.  They have one of those really powerful electric blowers for drying your hands.  I bet it’ll dry your clothes in no time.”  She glanced at Justin, trying to gauge his mood.  “We should still be able to go shopping,” she said to the ladies.
Justin felt pressure behind his eyes.  The blood in his body was pounding through the veins.  His blood pressure was probably through the roof it was so high.  Was Scarlet intentionally trying to make him lose his cool and have a meltdown of gigantic proportions?
“Shopping?” he gritted out through clenched teeth.  “Nobody said anything about shopping earlier.”  His eyes narrowed, and he looked at all five women.  “I feel the need to remind everyone that Rose is vulnerable, and her life is in danger.”
“I think Justin might be right,” Rose quickly agreed.  “Lunch was nice, but maybe it’s time to call it a day.”  She shrugged.  “I have some research I want to get done before Justin takes me to Acadia tomorrow anyway.”
Scarlet let out a deep heartfelt sigh.  “Rose, we’d never do anything that we thought might endanger you.”  She gave her brother-in-law a sharp look.  “And Justin would know that if he was thinking straight.”  
Justin read between the lines.  Yes, he was struggling to keep his libido and his wolf under control.  He apparently wasn’t doing a good enough job.  He took a deep breath and willed himself to calm down.
Brittany threw in her two cents worth.  “Even without Justin’s personal attention, we’re all well-guarded.  Besides, the boutique we’re going to is just a few doors down, and it’s owned by a close friend of my grandmother.  I talked to her last night, and she agreed to close the shop for us this afternoon.”  She gave Rose a friendly smile.  “Shopping with us is so much fun.”
“That’s right.” Selena piped up.  “You won’t know how much fun you’re missing unless you come with us!”
“Absolutely,” Julie added.  “Besides, each one of us needs a killer dress for the Valentine’s Day ball!”  A secret look passed between all the women except for Rose.  “Alessandro and I are hosting another masquerade ball this year.  After all, the one last year turned out to be so much fun.”  
The four women looked at each other and burst into laughter.
****
Rose knew it was an inside joke, and she shouldn’t feel awkward, but she did.  She crossed and uncrossed her ankles.  Shopping wasn’t her thing, but she did love to dress up occasionally.  She’d love to have the chance to knock Justin’s socks off and maybe a few other things too with a killer outfit.  
“I’d love a new dress and the chance to experience the masquerade ball for myself.”  Valentine’s Day was not her favorite holiday.  Somehow, she was always the girl and then the woman without a boyfriend when the holiday rolled around every year.  Who knew, maybe this year would be different.
She glanced at Justin and was rewarded with a smoking hot smile.  It warmed her insides and melted her heart.  She felt the sizzle all the way down to her toes.  A light touch startled her, and she looked down to see his hands resting possessively on both her shoulders.  She closed her eyes and savored the moment.
“Okay, ladies. I agree, but only because I know you took the proper safety precautions, and because Rose wants a new dress.  But I warn you, no loitering.  Let’s get this little shopping expedition over with as soon as possible.”
****
Two hours and the clock was still ticking.  Justin impatiently looked at the watch on his left wrist one more time.  Laughter spilled out of the dressing rooms and filtered into the entire shop.  The sound reminded Justin why he hadn’t dragged Rose out of the dress shop already.  Her laughter was mixed in with that of the other women, and he didn’t have the heart to pull her away when she was obviously having fun.  
Justin himself was having anything but fun.  He jumped every time the front door jangled and another disappointed shopper was turned away.  He wondered for about the fiftieth time just how many dresses could five women try on in one afternoon.  He propped himself against the wall and continued an intense survey of the entire shop.  His eyes with their keen sight flickered from one corner of the shop to the other, taking in everything in between without stopping.
Finally, all five women walked over to the cash register.  Justin couldn’t help the sigh of relief that escaped.  A cozy boutique crammed with frilly lace and sequined gowns wasn’t exactly his idea of an ideal hangout.  He started toward the register, but Scarlet held him back.  
“Wait, don’t come any closer,” she ordered.  “Rose’s dress is a surprise.  You can’t see it until the night of the ball.”
Justin arched a brow.  “Why does it matter whether I see the dress now or at the ball?”
Scarlet shrugged.  “That dress is a sexy work of fashion art.  I do believe Rose is trying to catch your eye.”
Justin frowned.  “What makes you think that?”
“Men,” Scarlet huffed.  “Who else would she be trying to impress.  You’re the only man she knows in Enigma.  And trust me no one buys a dress like that unless they’re trying to catch the eye of a man.”
“Maybe she just likes to dress up,” Justin told his sister-in-law.  “She’s a wealthy woman with strong ties to a major corporation.  She probably attends a lot of cocktail parties.”  Still, Justin’s heart skipped a beat, and his chest puffed out a little bit.  
“I don’t think so,” Scarlet told him.  “She seems quite comfortable in the jeans and sweater she’s wearing.  Remember, she spends a lot of time out in the field chasing animals.  No, I think she wants to impress you.”  She gave a giddy laugh and rubbed her hands together.   She flounced off to join the other women and pay for her own purchase.
Justin let her go without trying to debate her statements.  Scarlet might not be wolf, but she was as stubborn as any full-blooded wolf shifter.  She was good at figuring people out too.  
He went back to his post by the front door and continued to eye the store.  Several more minutes and giggles passed before the women joined him and the other guards at the door.  Not a moment too soon either.  Justin and his wolf were ready to get out of that store!
Justin looked at how happy Rose was and decided on the spot that his uncomfortable afternoon in the dress boutique was worth it after all.  Rose started out the day shy, and she looked uncomfortable around the other women.  That changed after about thirty minutes or so of shopping.  She stopped looking toward Justin and the door every five minutes and started enjoying herself.  Justin was thankful that the women were able to occupy Rose’s mind and distract her from the fact that someone wanted her dead.  
Justin motioned for Rose to join him.  He waited until everyone else was outside before speaking.  “Did you find what you were looking for?”  
Rose gave him an enthusiastic nod.  “I’ve never had so much fun shopping before,” she confided.  “I didn’t really have any idea what kind of dress I wanted.”  She patted the large box resting inside the mauve colored shopping bag.  “Everything about this dress is perfect!  I can’t wait to wear it!”  
“I’m glad you found something.”  He gave her a lopsided grin.  He was playing with fire, but he couldn’t resist.  “And for the record, I can’t wait to see you to wear it either.”  
Rose’s mouth dropped open, and she stared at him.  She abruptly turned on her heel and headed out the door.  The cumbersome box banged against the doorjamb and sent her bouncing back into Justin’s hard body.  
Justin easily caught her.  He reached over and tilted the package sideways.  “Watch out, that box is pretty big.” Usually, he would have offered to carry it for her, but he needed his hands free in case someone waited nearby to make another attempt on her life.  Safety came before courtesy always.
****
Rose mumbled a thank you under her breath and hurried to join the rest of the group gathered on the sidewalk about twenty feet away.   Nice job she berated herself.  Justin probably thought she was a clumsy fool.  She couldn’t flirt.  Rose couldn’t even go a day without embarrassing herself in front of the sexy bodyguard.  She probably needed her head examined for trying to attract his attention with the seductive dress.
She started walking briskly toward Scarlet and the other women.  She wanted to make sure to say goodbye and thank them for including her on their day out.  The outing was fun.  It beat being cooped up in the Gannon house.  No matter how beautiful the home, Rose didn’t want to be forced to stay indoors for an extended period of time.
A loud pop sounded nearby.  The next thing Rose knew she was face down on the sidewalk.  A heavy weight held her down, and something soft and dark covered her face and upper body.  It took her a few seconds to realize that Justin was the one on top of her.  He used his now familiar black overcoat to shield her.  
An older model car drove by, and Justin cursed.  He slid off her and sat down on the sidewalk.  He pulled Rose into his lap and cradled her in his embrace.  The others in the group formed a tightknit circle to shield them from curious onlookers.  
“What happened?” Rose gave him a dazed look.
“A car backfired, and I thought the sound was a gun being fired.  My instincts took over, and I shoved you on the sidewalk to protect you.”  He turned over her palms and scrutinized the scraped up skin.  “Looks like you’re going to have more scrapes and bruises to go with the ones from yesterday.  I’m sorry about that.”  He brought one palm to his mouth and kissed the abused skin.
Rose closed her eyes.  A shiver ran down the entire length of her body.  The sensation of his warm mouth and breath on the sensitive and cool skin of her palm was downright breathtaking.  She wanted to savor every second.  That is until a few throats were cleared, and she remembered they weren’t alone.  
He abruptly sat her aside and jumped up from the cold cement.  “Time to end this outing,” he said to no one in particular.  He stalked to the parking lot and waited for everyone else to follow.  
Rose watched Justin stalk off without a backward glance, and suddenly she wasn’t having all that much fun anymore.  “Well, what a way to end the day,” she joked.  She looked at the other four women.  “Thank you for including me.”  She remembered to be polite when all she wanted to do was bury her head in her hands and wait for everyone to disappear.  
Scarlet held out a hand to help Rose up.  The women said their goodbyes, and Rose and Scarlet headed toward Justin and his SUV.  Rose dragged her feet and walked as slow as she could.  She was in no hurry to face Justin again.
“Don’t worry about Justin,” Scarlet advised. 
Rose shrugged.  “We’ve hit the sidewalk twice in two days.  He probably regrets taking the job already.”  She looked at the crumpled dress box she still held.  “Maybe I should return the dress,” she muttered to herself, but just loud enough for Scarlet to hear.  “I don’t need to embarrass myself any further.”
“Don’t you dare,” Scarlet insisted.  “The only thing Justin regrets is the fact that your life is in danger.  He’s definitely interested in you,” Scarlet added and then winked.  “I have a sixth sense when it comes to things like this, trust me.  That man wants you.  He’s not fighting you, he’s fighting himself.”
Rose arched an eyebrow at her new friend.  “Maybe, but what makes you think Justin is interested in plain old me?”  Rose knew she shouldn’t ask, but she actually held her breath waiting to hear Scarlet’s response.  
“Because he looks at you the way Mitch looks at me.  I’ve known Justin for over a year.  I’ve never seen him look at another woman the way he looks at you, especially when he thinks no one else is paying attention.” With that telling comment, Scarlet flounced off to the SUV with a suddenly thoughtful and dreamy Rose trailing behind.
 



FIVE
Condensation crystalized in the air almost as soon as Rose exhaled.  It was a cold one in Acadia.  At least she was bundled up with several layers of clothing between her and the frigid weather.  She tightened her grip on Justin’s waist and laid the side of her face against his back.  She rode behind him on the snowmobile and was enjoying it way more than she should.  
Justin expertly maneuvered the snowmobile through ruts in the path that were filled with mud and fluffy snowdrifts alike.  He really knew what he was doing.  Rose had to force herself to concentrate on the park instead of admiring Justin and his skills.  After all, becoming familiar with the park was the whole reason for their outing.  It didn’t escape her notice that she’d never had this much trouble concentrating on work before.
They checked in at the winter headquarters first thing that morning.  Rose introduced herself and Justin to the two park rangers on duty.  The men expected her arrival, and one of them offered to act as her guide for the duration of her research.  That got him a snarled no thank you from Justin and a sweet smile and a thanks but no thanks from Rose.  
Now after two hours of riding around and through the park, Rose had a good feel for not only the layout of the park but the terrain as well.   Justin slowed his speed and stopped the snowmobile behind the trailer attached to the tow hitch of his SUV.  Rose gingerly hopped off the back and moved to the side out of Justin’s way.  She watched him load the machine until sudden inspiration struck.  
Rose wandered to the side of headquarters drawn there by the flowing mound of a deep snowdrift.  She bent down and scooped up a giant pile of the fluffy snow.  She closed her gloves around the partially frozen precipitation and tightly packed it into a ball.  Then with a smile full of mayhem, she began stalking her target.  
Justin finished loading the snowmobile and turned to find Rose. Bam!  The cold ball of snow exploded right in his face.  Rose couldn’t help herself.  Her mirth-filled laughter filled the air around them.  He glared at her, and she laughed harder.
“I got you good, Justin.”  Rose laughed so hard she wheezed.  
He slowly wiped the cold, wet, white mess from his face.  “Think that’s funny, do you?  You better watch out you’re gonna get it now!”  Justin marched toward her.  
Rose saw him coming, but she was almost bent over double she was laughing so hard.  He closed in on her.   She sobered up and put some effort into trying to get away from him.  Rose actually managed to take about three steps before steel arms wrapped around her waist.  Before she knew what was happening her feet dangled in the air as Justin swung her round and round.  
She squealed.  “Don’t you dare throw me into the snow,” she warned. “Or you’ll be sorry, Justin Gannon.”  Of course, she was still laughing, and the threat came out as anything but a dire warning.
By that time, Justin was laughing too.  He carried Rose over to the passenger side of the SUV and slowly dropped her to the ground.  The light laughter coming from Rose became chocked and then stopped altogether.  
Their gazes met and held.
Rose stared into the black eyes that watched her and stilled.  Several layers separated her heated flesh from his.  Sliding down the hard plane of his body was still an erotic experience despite the hindrance of clothes.  She couldn’t look away.  The only thing that mattered to her was Justin and the way he made her feel.  The bite of the cold weather and the surrounding background noise were blocked out of her mind.
She thought Justin was as entranced as she was.  She closed her eyes and slowly leaned toward him.  She waited with bated breath for the feel of Justin’s warm lips against hers.  And then it happened!  It was a light touch at first, just a flutter of breath, and a brush of lips so feathery and swift that it reminded Rose of a hummingbird.  
The hungry lips came back, more insistent this time.  Rose wrapped both arms around Justin’s neck and pressed her body into his.  A soft moan escaped but was quickly swallowed by Justin’s mouth.  It was only a kiss, but Rose’s body tingled all over. 
She was flushed from the heat they created.  She would probably have to roll in the snow to cool off when they finally parted.  Maybe she could pretend she was making a snow angel.  
Justin cupped Rose’s bottom with both hands and pressed her body closer to his.  He leaned in to deepen the kiss, but a twig snapped behind him, and he sprang away from Rose so fast she lost balance and would have fallen if the SUV hadn’t been behind her, keeping her upright.  
Justin growled, causing her eyes to grow wide.  He spun toward the noise.  In the process, he put himself between Rose and whoever interrupted their kiss.  He went from impassioned lover to intent protector in half a second flat.  He crouched, ready to spring.  Another growl broke the tense silence.
Rose abruptly snapped out of the fog of passion.  She sensed that Justin was hanging on by a thread.  The growl was a good clue that he was close to snapping.  The rigid tenseness of his body only reiterated the thought.  His demeanor was that of a wild animal.   
Rose suddenly understood why he was so good at his job.  She laid a gentle hand on his shoulder in the hopes of soothing him.  “Justin, it’s one of the park rangers.  I’m starting to get cold, maybe we should call it a day.”
Justin didn’t respond.  He continued to stare down the stranger in front of them.
The park ranger froze, not moving a muscle.  “Easy there now.  I heard the two of you return and thought I’d see how your explorations went.”  He slowly held up both hands and took a cautious step backward.  
“I didn’t mean to interrupt anything.”  He took another slow step backward toward the entrance to headquarters.  He looked from Justin to Rose.  “Don’t forget you need to check out before you leave the park on each visit.  That way we know to look for you if anything goes wrong while you’re out there.”
Rose nodded.  “Thanks, John.  We’re done here for the day.  Thanks for all of your help.   We’ll be seeing you in a couple of days.”
The park ranger mumbled something under his breath and quickly disappeared inside the building.
Rose gave Justin a light smack on the shoulder.  “Cut it out, Justin.  You don’t have to be so intimidating.  You scared that poor man half to death.”  She had to bite her lip to keep from smiling.  Justin was quick to act.  And he made her feel safe, cherished even.
****
Justin grunted.  “He shouldn’t have snuck up on us like that.”  
He silently berated himself for being distracted.  If the park ranger meant them harm, one or even both of them could be dead right now.  He had to get a grip.  The attraction he shared with Rose was earthshattering, but if he wasn’t careful, it could also be life-threatening.
He stalked around to the driver’s side and slid in behind the wheel.  He immediately started the engine and turned the heater on full blast.  He wasn’t really cold, but he knew Rose would be.  He waited for her to get in and buckle her seat belt.  She settled, but he still didn’t put the gearshift in drive.  He clenched and unclenched the wheel so hard his knuckles turned white.  
Finally, he turned to Rose.  “That can not happen again!” he snapped.  “If that were the person trying to kill you, we’d both be dead.  Not acceptable,” he growled.  
“I plan to keep my lips and my hands to myself from now on,” he warned.  “And I suggest you do the same!  Our lives depend on it!”  He lifted his hands and slammed them back down against the steering wheel to emphasize his point.
Rose’s eyes widened.  She nodded and turned away from him to look out the window.  She actually seemed to withdraw into herself and looked even more fragile than she before.  
Justin muttered a curse under his breath.  He couldn’t seem to get anything right with the lady.  “I’m not angry at you, Rose.  I’m mad at the person who wants to hurt you, and I’m livid at myself for letting down my guard.  It would shatter me if something happened to you, and not just because I’m your bodyguard.”
He wanted to reach out and touch her, but he didn’t dare.  Look at what a simple kiss turned into just moments before.  “I think there could be something special between us, but it’s going to have to wait until the person who tried to kill you is caught.  We can’t afford to let our guard down.  The price could be steeper than either one of us is willing to pay.”
Rose’s body slumped against the door.  She still didn’t look Justin in the eyes.  “I know,” was all she said.
Justin gave her one last look then he put the gearshift in drive and headed home.  She could be upset with him all she wanted as long as she was alive to feel.
****
The light tap echoed down the hallway.  Justin waited, but there was no response.  He knocked on Rose’s bedroom door again, louder this time.  Still no answer.  He shoved open the door and looked around.  
Rose’s scent wafted through the guest room, but she was nowhere in sight.  Her laptop was open on the bed, and Justin resisted the urge to see what she was working on.  He already had spyware installed on the borrowed computer that would alert him to any activity that might be dangerous to the pack or paranormal community at large.
So where was she?  There was no way anyone breached the house’s security system.  Several pack members who also worked for Gannon Security routinely patrolled the perimeter of the property.  They would have notified him if anything was out of place.  He didn’t think Rose would disregard his warnings and wander off on her own.  
He closed the door and dashed down the stairs.  Before he could reach the bottom, a startled shriek pierced the relative quiet of the Gannon home.  Justin instantly recognized Rose’s voice.  He jumped down the last three steps and hit the hardwood floor at a run.  The noise came from the direction of the home gym.  Justin raced that way as fast as his muscled legs would go.
He slowed only when he was a few feet away.  His haste turned to stealth.  He couldn’t barge into an unknown situation.  He pulled back the wolf inside him even though it fought to be let out.  He silently stalked to the partially opened door and peeped around the doorjamb.  
What he saw made his blood boil and his wolf growl.  One of the guards who should be out patrolling the grounds was standing over a prone and shaking Rose.  Her thick hair covered her face, but Justin was sure she was crying. Other people were in the room too, but they didn’t even register to Justin.  He rushed toward the pack member and had him on the floor with his elbow jammed against the man’s throat before anyone else knew what was happening.  A menacing growl slipped past his curled lips, and the man under him visibly trembled. 
Rose sprang up into a sitting position.  She grabbed hold of Justin’s arm and pulled.  She strained to remove his arm from the guard’s throat.  He didn’t relent or let go.
Scarlet and Brittany rushed forward too. All of them begged Justin to calm down and let the other man go.   
“Justin, please,” Rose implored with wide eyes and a shaky voice.  “He was just trying to teach me how to defend myself from a larger assailant.  Brittany showed me a few moves and Joe volunteered to be my sparring partner.  I wanted to see if I could take him down,” she shrugged.   “Obviously I’m not good enough for that, yet.”  An intense look of determination crossed her face.
Justin’s grip loosened, but he didn’t move away.  “You were crying,” he accused in a harsh voice.
Rose mouth dropped open, and she frowned at him.  “Oh, that,” she waved a hand.   “No, I wasn’t crying.  I was laughing at how easy it was for him to turn the tables and put me on the floor.  He didn’t hurt me.  I promise.”
Justin removed his arm, but he continued to scowl at the guard.  The thought of the other man’s hands on any part of Rose’s body enraged his wolf.  Justin took a deep breath to calm and center the inner beast.  “Joe has duties he needs to attend to.  The next time you want a sparring partner you better call me.”  
Rose smoothed her hands down the front of the slinky black yoga pants she wore.  “I thought you were busy, and this was the only time Brittany could get away this week.  Her schedule is pretty full, and I didn’t think you wanted me to go to her studio.”  
She glanced at Joe and then shifted her back to him.  “Sorry.  I didn’t mean to cause any trouble.”  
Now that Justin stepped back, the guard stood up and smiled at Rose.  “It’s not your fault.  I should have let Mr. Gannon know where I was going and what I was doing.”  He nodded at everyone in the room.  “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll get back to work.”  He rubbed his throat and exited the room in a hurry.  
“I’m not going to apologize,” Justin told the three women who gave him speculative looks.  “It’s my job to protect Rose.  I thought she was in danger, and I did what had to be done.  I’d do it again, in a heartbeat.”  
He raised a brow and looked each woman straight in the eyes.  “Maybe next time someone will see fit to let me, her bodyguard, know where she is and what’s going on.”  He narrowed his eyes and crossed his arms over his chest.  He silently dared them to object.  Of course, no one did.
He shook off the lingering fear and anger that enveloped him when he thought Rose was in danger.  “How about you show me what you ladies are working on and I’ll see what I can do to help.”
Rose gave him a shy smile.  “Thank you, Justin.  I should have learned some basic self-defense moves a long time ago.  Not that they would have done any good against a car bomb,” she said in a sad voice.  It was a sober reminder to all of them that Rose was still very much in danger.  
Everyone put the sobering thoughts aside and got to work.  Brittany and Justin demonstrated four basic moves.  The idea was for Rose to break free and incapacitate the attacker long enough for her to get away and find help.  They practiced for almost two hours.  No one was willing to call it quits until Rose was able to free herself from a larger and stronger Justin.  
Finally, Justin went down, hitting the exercise mat with a resounding thud.  If he’d been a real attacker, it would have been the perfect opportunity for her to make a run for it.  Instead, Rose did a little happy dance to celebrate her success.  It was her undoing.  One second she was smiling down at him happily jumping up and down.  The next Justin hooked his foot around her ankle. She lost her balance, and down she went.  She landed flat on her back next to Justin.  Thank goodness, the floor mats were thick and soft.
Scarlet and Brittany giggled.  
“I think we’ll call it a day,” Brittany said still laughing.  “This was fun, and we’ll have to do it again sometime.  Bye now!”  She waved and was gone in a flash.
“See you two later,” Scarlet was right behind Brittany.  She only slowed down long enough to turn off the lights and shut the door.
Justin forgot they existed as soon as they walked out the door.  He rolled so that he leaned over Rose.  He rested his weight on his arms and knees.  “The most important rule of self-defense is to run when you have the chance.  Now the advantage is mine, and I plan to use it.”  He slowly lowered his head until his lips were inches from Rose.
****
Rose’s suddenly heavy eyelids slowly lowered to cover her eyes.  Justin was close but too far away.  She strained to get nearer.  Facial hair grazed the tender skin of her neck and jaw.  She shivered from the added sensation.  
Her body craved his from the very beginning.  The more time they spent together, the more she wanted him.  Her lips finally made contact with his.  It was a light kiss made for exploration, but soon that wasn’t enough.  She seemed to always want more when it came to Justin.
She tangled her fingers in his overlong hair and pulled him closer.  Her body was soft and swollen, and she ached with need for the man who held her in his arms.  She pressed into the hard-muscled planes of his body.  The added pressure ignited little flames of pleasure that burned through her body.   
The kiss seemed to go on and on with no end in sight.  That is until the lights suddenly flickered on.  The artificially bright light illuminated every corner of the gym.  
Justin stiffened and in a lighting flash move that Rose could hardly believe, he went from leaning over her to an attack crouch between her and the door.  A fierce growl pierced the air, and she frowned.  The sound was almost inhuman, and it wasn’t the first time she’d heard it come from Justin.
“Stand down,” Mitch ordered.  “I just came down for a workout.  I didn’t realize the room was being used.”  He gave his brother a sardonic grin.  “It was dark,” he accused.
“It’s all yours, brother.  I have work to do.”  He stalked out without bothering to glance at Rose.
Rose let out a frustrated sigh and slapped the mat with the palm of her hand.  Justin was sending her mixed signals.  Again!   His hot and cold routine was driving her crazy. 
The newcomer lightly touched her on the shoulder.  “My brother wouldn’t be so abrupt and dismissive if you didn’t get under his skin.  It’s a defense mechanism for him.”
“Why?”  She vigorously rubbed her face.  “He’s so confusing. One second he’s hotter than an erupting volcano the next he’s colder than an iceberg.  It’s enough to make a woman crazy, this woman anyway.”
“I’m going to tell you a story that hasn’t been spoken of in years.  If Justin knew I told you, he’d be pretty upset with me.”  He gave her a searching look.  “But I think you need to know, so I’m going to tell you.”
Rose nodded and sat up on the mat.  She pulled her knees in front of her and used them as a prop for her chin.  “Okay, I’m ready.  I’m open to anything that might help me better understand Justin and his abrupt mood swings.”  
She flushed.  “I’m not criticizing your brother.  It’s just that I like him, a lot.  And sometimes I think he feels the same way, but then he freezes up.”
“There’s a reason for that,” Mitch insisted.  “About ten years ago right before we took over the family business, Justin was fresh out of college and still a little green.  He was good at the job, but he wasn’t as focused as he is now.  He became involved with a client.  Long story short, she ended up dying, and Justin blamed himself even though he wasn’t on duty when it happened.  The other bodyguard was corrupt and opted for a big payday.  
Rose’s hands flew to her mouth. She covered the gasp of surprise that escaped.  “Oh, no, that’s horrible!  But it wasn’t Justin’s fault.  You said he wasn’t even on duty.”
“Doesn’t matter,” Mitch shrugged.  “He thought he should have been able to see that the other guard was on the take.  He blamed himself.  He’s been hands off with clients ever since and for good reason,” Mitch added.  “Distractions can kill.”
“The fact that you test his resolve means that you’re more than just a job to him.  He wants you, Rose. Don’t ever doubt it.  If you want a chance with him when the person trying to kill you is caught, my advice is for you to reach out with both hands and grab hold.”  He gave her a serious look. “And don’t let go.  No matter what my stubborn brother does or says.” 
Rose slowly stood.  She had a lot to think about.  “Thank you, Mitch.  You haven’t been overly friendly to me since I arrived.  I was beginning to think you didn’t like me for some reason, so I’m grateful you shared his story with me.”
Mitch grunted.  “It’s nothing personal, Rose.  Maybe one day you’ll understand my reticence.”
Rose nodded her understanding.  The Gannon men it seemed were complicated.  “I’ll leave you to your workout.”  She walked back to the guest room, her mind deep in thought.  Mitch’s story explained so much about Justin’s behavior.  It also gave her a glimpse of his vulnerable side.  It made her want him even more.
 



SIX
Justin stomped his foot and blew cold breath into his gloved hands.  He thought he should at least try to look cold for Rose’s benefit.  The wolf in him loved cold weather, and it was only thirty-three degrees outside.  He’d give just about anything to be able to shift into his fur and have a nice long run in the snow.  That wasn’t going to be happening anytime soon, not when he had to shadow Rose’s every move.  
At least it was above freezing, barely.  He kept a close watch on Rose and how she fared in the chilly weather.  Blue-tinged lips, chattering teeth, anything at all to indicate the onset of hypothermia, and they were out of there.   Her job and determination to complete it didn’t matter to Justin, not when her health was at stake.  Her single-minded determination when it came to her work was just one of the many things he admired about the woman next to him. The list grew daily.
This was their fifth day in a row exploring Acadia National Park.  They rode a snowmobile, did some cross-country skiing, and now they hiked using snowshoes.  They’d been over most of the park that was accessible this time of year. Still no signs of wolves of any kind.  At least the pack heeded the warnings to be extra vigilant.  They were doing a good job of staying hidden from Rose. 
Rose’s delighted laugh broke the peaceful silence.  “I’m finally getting the hang of this.  I haven’t had a chance to go snowshoeing in a couple of years,” she explained to Justin.  “The past two winters I worked in the Everglades. Sure didn’t need any snowshoes down there.”  She shivered.  
“Guess not,” Justin agreed.   He saw her body shake.  “If you’re getting too cold we should go back,” he told her in a voice that broached no argument.  “There will be no hypothermia on my watch.”
“No, I’m not too cold yet.”  She was quick to reassure him.  “I was thinking about the reason I’ve been working in the Everglades so much lately.”  She narrowed her eyes and protectively hugged herself.  “Snake problems and big ones at that,” she pointed out.  
“There are too many people turning loose unwanted pythons in southern Florida.  Cute little baby snakes grow into fifteen foot long beasts, and suddenly they’re no longer desirable as a family pet.  I may be a wildlife biologist, but snakes are not my friend.  Well, except for king snakes maybe.  King snakes rule!”  She laughed.  “Sorry, couldn’t help the pun.”
Justin laughed.  He didn’t know of any snake shifters, but if they were ever discovered, he’d make sure to keep them far away from Rose.  “I thought you were a wolf expert,” he teased and had to bite back a snicker.
Rose shrugged. “I am, but I don’t work exclusively with wolves.  I go wherever the park system sends me.” She stumbled and quickly caught herself after her right snowshoe caught on something hidden by the white blanket of snow.
Justin grabbed her elbow to help steady her, and she leaned into his protective stance.  “Thanks for that,” she offered him a grateful smile.  “Guess I’m still finding my snow legs after all,” she joked.  
“Let’s take a short break,” Justin offered.  
****
Rose thankfully slowed down her pace and came to a stop.  She took the time to look around and soaked up the beauty of the surrounding area.  Craggy red cliffs plunged toward the blue ocean water.  The cliffs themselves, as well as a few evergreen trees, were dusted with snow on top.  The contrast of color was breathtaking.  The snow-packed trail stretched far ahead of them and cut through the scene like an inviting white ribbon.  
“My eyes could look at this all day.  It’s too bad my body can’t take the cold even dressed in several layers and bundled up tight.” 
“Agreed! I’ve done a lot of traveling, but nothing speaks to me like home.  The wilds of Maine are positively addicting, and they’re the most beautiful sight on Earth. 
“I’m beginning to agree with you,” Rose confessed.  She could definitely see why Justin loved his home so much.
“Acadia is pretty in the summer.  But in winter, especially after the first snowfall, nothing is prettier, except maybe you.”
Rose’s cheeks bloomed with color, and it wasn’t from the stinging cold either.   Flattery like that could warm a person on the coldest Maine winter day.  “You’re such a flatterer, Justin.”
“On the contrary, I mean every word I say.”
The warm feelings inside Rose intensified, but she still felt the effects of the cold.  She took a deep breath and turned in a slow circle trying to memorize the view.  “We’ve been out for almost three hours today.  There are no tracks, scat, or fresh kills that might indicate the presence of a wolf.”  
She held up the directional antenna and checked the radio receiver one more time.  “Nothing,” she said with a weary sigh.  “If there’re wolves out here, they haven’t been collared.  Let’s head back to headquarters, check in with the on-duty rangers, and call it quits for the day.”
****
Justin already knew that none of the collared wolves in northeastern North America wearing a GPS collar had wandered into the Enigma or Acadia area.  He hoped they would find some signs of a wolf on this trip, anything to take the heat off of shifters and the pack.  He could still try to convince Rose that the sightings were a case of mistaken identity, coyote not wolf.  He’d try out the strategy later.
The engine of a snowmobile roared in the distance.  Justin and Rose both frowned.  Snowmobiles were only allowed in certain parts of the park and on selected trails.  This wasn’t one of them.  “We should redirect them.”  Rose wasn’t a park ranger, but she did work for the park service, so she had some authority.  
The machine came into sight and seemed to pick up speed instead of slowing down when it saw the pedestrians.  The hair on the nape of Justin’s neck stood straight up.  It might be an irresponsible idiot with no regard for safety, personal or otherwise.  Somehow, Justin didn’t think that was the case.  His wolf jumped to the surface, and Justin fought hard not to shift.  It was too soon.  
“Let’s move.  I don’t like the looks of this.”  He grabbed her arm, and they left the path and moved into the drifts on the side of the trail.  
The snowmobile approached fast.  Justin’s keen eyesight caught the glint of metal in the driver’s hand.  Instinctively he knew what it was.  He shoved Rose down into the snow.  “Gun!  Take cover in the snow now.  The gunman will have a harder time shooting you if he can’t see you.”
Thank goodness Rose didn’t argue or hesitate.  She frantically dived into the cold, wet snow, completely disappearing from sight.  
The driver didn’t fire shots yet, and Justin figured the killer needed to be closer to make sure he got the job done.  It gave Justin the time he needed.  He flung off clothes and shifted as fast as he could.  It didn’t matter what the gunman saw, because he wouldn’t leave the park alive.  He wouldn’t expose Justin, the pack, or anyone else.  
The sound of the snowmobile’s engine was deafening now, but it wasn’t loud enough to drown out the sound of gunfire.  Justin used the speed and agility of his wolf to dodge bullets.  Suddenly he was only five feet from the man with the gun.  He leaned into his back haunches until all the muscles in his body coiled tightly.  Quicker than the blink of an eye, he sprang.  His compact and muscular wolf body glided through the air, rapidly closing the distance between him and the would-be killer.  
The man let out a terrified shriek just before the fiercely growling wolf made impact.  The heavy flying projectile of muscle, bone, and fur carried enough momentum to send both man and wolf sprawling into the snow.  The snowmobile flipped over and came to a stop a few feet down the trail. The engine idled.    
The need to protect was so heavily ingrained inside the wolf that it didn’t hesitate to go for the kill.  Wickedly sharp claws cut through layers of clothing, shredding the thick cotton as if it were paper.  The killer’s gun was knocked loose during initial impact. There was nothing to stop the wolf.  He bared his teeth, and with one final lunge, the wolf’s knife-like teeth ripped through flesh, tearing as they went.
****
Agonizing screams of pain pierced the air.  Rose held her breath.  She was more scared than she’d ever been in her life and not just for herself either.  She was afraid for Justin too.  He was the one out there facing down whoever was trying to kill her.  
The screaming stopped almost as suddenly as it began.  Rose shivered at the implication of the silence.  Rose had to know what was going on.  
She used her gloved hands to tunnel out of the thin layer of snow that covered her. Bright crimson stained the white snow adding a macabre flash of color to what had been a mostly white winter wonderland.  The blood came from someone wearing a white jacket, and Rose couldn’t help the sigh of relief that escaped from her lips.  Justin wore black as he did most often.  It wasn’t his lifeless body lying in the snow and covered with blood.  
She furtively glanced around.  A lone wolf stood, watching her from the shadows.  She let out a nervous giggle.  Days and hours spent looking for any sign of wolves, and now one stared her down. 
She didn’t have the wit to do anything about it.  Rose stood frozen to the spot.  Her eyes connected with the dark eyes of the noble beast. The creature slowly started walking toward her.  Her breath caught her throat only to leave her body in a rush.  She frantically sucked in more air.  
Rose regained her senses as the wolf continued to move nearer.  She waved her arms and made as much noise as she could.  She wanted to make herself appear as large as possible.  
If the wolf perceived her as a threat, it might back off and leave her alone.  The wolf stopped and stared at her.  It didn’t go, but it didn’t come any closer either.
There was no sign of Justin.  Where was her dark angel?  If the attacker was dead, and surely he was, with all the blood littering the snow, why hadn’t Justin come to her?   She saw a pile of discarded clothing that could belong to Justin, but no Justin.  There was no blood or other trails in the snow leading away from the body.  There was just one set of wolf tracks and the dead body, nothing else.  
Even if the wolf attacked Justin, it hadn’t had time to move or hide the body.  Where was he?  Her heart hammered in her chest.  Her breathing sped up, but breaths were shallow.  She started to feel faint.  She couldn’t stand around, waiting for help to come, or the wolf to disappear.  She had to find Justin. 
   She ran to the snowmobile and checked to see if Justin took refuge there when the wolf attacked.  Nothing!  A strangled sob escaped and tears froze to her face as fast as they fell.  She was damp and freezing.  She needed to find shelter, dry off, and warm up, but she wasn’t going anywhere without Justin.  He might be hurt, and she couldn’t just leave him.
She turned to see that the wolf was now right beside her.  Amazingly, it seemed to morph into a human right before her eyes.  And not just any human either, but one that was very familiar to her.  
“Justin!”  The stress, cold, and fear finally caught up with Rose.  She fainted in a heap right at Justin’s feet.
****
Justin quickly dressed.  He hadn’t been ready to expose his wolf-shifting secret to Rose, but under the circumstances, he didn’t much choice.  He would deal with the fallout later.  All that mattered now was taking care of Rose.
He knelt down in the snow and cradled Rose in his arms.  He rubbed his hands up and down her body to infuse some warmth into her.  “Rose,” he lightly shook her.  He needed to revive her and the sooner, the better.
****
Rose felt the darkness clouding around her start to lift.  Her eyes slowly flickered open.  Eyes that were as black as midnight looked down into hers.   Rose instantly sprang back when thoughts of the big bad wolf came to mind.
“Rose, it’s okay.  It’s me.”  
“Justin!  Oh, thank goodness! I couldn’t find you,” Rose accused.  She stopped talking and looked around.  “I thought I saw a wolf, and then there you were.”   She shook her head really hard.  What was she saying?  Of course, Justin wasn’t a wolf.  What a ridiculous thought.  
“I must have been hallucinating,” she murmured.  “Maybe I’m in shock. Or hyperthermia’s set in.”  Always the practical one,” she silently admonished herself.
Several motors hummed in the distance, and the noise finally penetrated the fog around Rose’s mind.  They drew closer, and the snowmobile in the lead came to a smooth stop right beside Rose and Justin.  She instantly recognized Mitch and a few other people she’d seen visit the Gannon house on occasion.  
“Oh!”    She looked at Justin who stood and then helped her up as well.  “I used the panic button you gave me.  I didn’t know if it would work out here or how close h-help w-would b-be.”
 “It’s friendly backup,” he confirmed.  He brushed some of the snow off of his outer garments and reached over to do the same for Rose.  He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close.  “Need to get you dry and warm as soon as possible.”
****
Mitch took in the scene before him, including all the spilled blood, with detached interest.  He could smell the blood, and he knew it didn’t belong to his brother or anyone else he knew.  He took a quick look around and focused on Rose and his brother.  Her eyes were getting that glazed look, and what little he could see of her face was bright red.  She needed to get warm and dry, but first, he needed details.  
“I need to know exactly what happened.  Somebody’s gonna have to explain the bloodshed to Aquila.”
“D-D-Don’t know,” Rose’s stuttering got worse.  She was visibly shaking, and her chattering teeth made it hard to talk.  “Snowmobile… g-gun.   Justin hid me in the s-s-snow.  I didn’t s-see anything.”  She hugged herself.  “Screaming s-s-stopped, and I came out, s-saw dead man here, wolf there, no Justin.”  She sobbed again. “Then I f-fainted, and Justin was h-h-here with me when I came to.”  
She pulled away from Justin’s light grasp and stumbled over to the dead man.  He let her go.  
The word wolf piqued Mitch’s curiosity, but he didn’t say anything in front of Rose.  He’d discuss it with Justin later.  “Do either one of you recognize the intruder?”
Justin stalked over to the dead body and rolled it over.  “No,” he snapped.  Rose?”
She put a hand on Justin to steady herself and slowly moved her head around his body to look at the face of the dead man.  She let out a strangled sob and buried her face in the back of Justin’s jacket.
****
Justin swiftly turned away from the bloody body and wrapped his arms around the shivering woman who meant so much to him.  He pulled her close and whispered words of comfort into her ears.  Her reaction was alarming, but it answered Mitch’s question.  A response like that had to mean she recognized the would-be killer.
Violent shivers shook her body.  Justin didn’t know if it was from the cold or the shock, probably both.  “Honey, we need to get you out of here.  You need to get dry and warm.  Can you tell me who that is?”
Rose rapidly blinked her eyes.  She used her gloved hand to wipe away the excess tears.  “It’s Robert Banks.  He is or rather was a distant cousin of my father.”  She let out another sob.  “He works for Banks Pharmaceuticals as a chemist, and he sits on the board of directors.”  She sobbed again, and her shivering increased.
 Justin gave Mitch a worried look.  They both guessed the person who wanted her dead was probably someone she knew.  A relative even a distant one made the betrayal all the more gut-wrenching.  His heart broke for Rose.   “Thank you for showing up as soon as you did,” he told his brother.
Mitch nodded.  “We were in the area doing drills.  Rose was smart enough to set off the panic button on the emergency beacon you gave her.  Otherwise, I wouldn’t have known anything was wrong, at least not this fast.”  He looked at the exhausted woman whose eyelids were beginning to droop.  “Take care of Rose.  The men and I have cleanup here under control.”
“Thanks, Mitch.  We’ll be in my bedroom if you need me for a briefing later on today.”  
Mitch cocked an eyebrow but didn’t question his brother’s obvious statement of possession.  “Your usual report will be enough for me.  I already know the gist of what happened anyway.  Both of you’ll have to give a statement to Detective Aquila, but that can wait until tomorrow.  I’ll make sure of it.”
Justin thanked his brother once again and turned his focus back to Rose.  “I need to get you home, so I can take care of you. Mitch and the rest of the men will wait for Detective Aquila.”  He looked at his brother who nodded his agreement.  “The Enigma Police Department is going to have to officially identify the dead body and close out the car bomb case.”
He cupped her chin in his hand and tilted it upward so he could look into her eyes.  “I know this must be hard, Rose.  But I have to ask why this man would want you dead?”
Rose shrugged.  “He’s tried to buy my shares of stock ever since my parents died.” She firmed her lips and gave Justin a defiant look.  “They were a legacy from my parents, and I refused to part with them.  I didn’t interfere with the day to day running of the company, but I did attend monthly board meetings, and I always voted my shares in a manner that I thought would benefit the company.”  She shrugged.  “Sometimes Robert and I bumped heads, but not often.”  She sobbed.  “I never would have expected him.”
Justin narrowed his eyes on the corpse and wished he could rip the man’s throat out all over again.  The greedy bastard tried to snuff out Rose’s life over company shares and control of the family business.  Unbelievable!  The level of greediness made him ill.
****
Rose stood numbly by and waited.  Justin wrapped a blanket around her and motioned her to one of the snowmobiles.  She slipped off her snowshoes and climbed onto the snowmobile behind him.  His voice echoed around them as he spoke a few words to Mitch.   Rose didn’t even try to follow their conversation.  It was hard enough to hang on to him and keep her teeth from chattering right out of her gums.   
   The ride back to park headquarters passed in a blur.  Rose was barely aware of what went on around them as they traveled to their destination.  Finally, they arrived.  Justin parked the snowmobile and scooped Rose into his arms.  
Rose wrapped her arms around his neck and cherished the warm feeling of being held close to him.  “I was s-s-so w-worried about you,” she pushed out through clenched jaws and teeth that still chattered.  “Justin, I s-saw a wolf!  He was gorgeous.  The most beautiful thing I’ve seen, except for you,” she shyly added.  “I couldn’t find you though, and I thought you were g-gone.  I was terrified.”  Once again, she hid what she thought she saw the wolf do.
Justin cupped her head between his two hands.  “I’m sorry you were scared, honey.”  A large shudder ripped through Rose’s body, and Justin cursed.  “We’re putting your health at risk the longer it takes to get you warm and dry.  I need to get the heater in the SUV going full blast.  That will start the warming process.”  
Justin cradled Rose closer and walked the few steps to his SUV.  He opened the back door on the driver’s side and carefully placed Rose on the large bench seat.  Then he rushed to the front and started the engine. 
Rose furrowed her brows and gave Justin a questioning look.  “What am I d-d-doing back here?”
“More room,” Justin responded.  “You need to get out of those wet clothes.  And I don’t want to wait until we reach home either.  You haven’t stopped shivering since you’ve been in my arms.  I know some of it is shock from what happened, but you’re cold and wet too.  I can’t do much about the shock right now, but you can fix the cold and wet part while I’m driving.”
****
Rose looked at him with such trust he felt his heart twist right inside his chest.  He hoped she still looked at him like that when she knew the whole truth about him and the mysterious wolf.  He planned to tell her soon.  Now that she’d seen a wolf in Acadia, he didn’t think she’d be willing to give up her research until that wolf was bagged and tagged.  That would be harder than she thought considering he was the wolf in question. 
Justin reached over the backseat and fumbled through a few things in the cargo area until he found the thermal blanket and clean towel he was looking for.  He pulled the items into the backseat, unfolded them, and placed them next to Rose. “Do you think you can undress?” he asked.
“I think s-so,” she answered.  “My body’s numb, but my mind’s still alert.”
“Good.  I’m going to drive us home.  While I’m doing that, I want you to get out of those wet clothes.   Dry yourself off the best you can and then wrap up in that blanket.  It’s thermal and should have you nice and toasty in no time, as long as you’re dry.”  He wanted to tarry in the backseat with her but didn’t dare.  He quickly brushed his lips across hers and firmly closed the door between them.
****
Rose used her teeth to bite down on the thick gloves and pull them off her hands.  The feeling in her fingers was starting to return, and numbness was giving way to a sharp and stinging pain.  Feeling was a good thing.  It cleared even more of the fog that settled around Rose’s mind.  Outerwear was next as she used her ungloved hands to unbutton the thick coat she wore.  Next, the earmuffs and then the wool hat with earflaps came off.  
The SUV started moving, and she lost her balance.  She fell sideways but managed to catch herself before any damage was done.  The SUV swerved, and Rose let out a little yelp.  “Hey, watch it up there,” she protested as she was tossed about and almost lost her balance once again.  The vehicle straightened and picked up speed.
Justin grunted.  “How are you doing?” he asked a few seconds later.  
“My fingers and toes burn, but that’s a good sign.  The blood is flowing again.  I’m almost out of these wet clothes.”  Her voice grew muffled as she pulled the thermal top over her head.  “Almost ready for the blanket,” she said in a rush.  “I can’t wait.”  The only thing better would be having Justin wrapped around her, but she wasn’t going to tell him that!
“Not much longer.  We’ll be home soon.  Wrap up and sit tight.  As soon as we get home, I’ll run a hot bubble bath, and you can soak away the rest of the chill.”
“Umm, sounds heavenly.”  Rose quickly unlaced her fur-lined boots, kicked them off, and removed the thermal socks that covered her feet and legs.  Her pants, leggings, and thermal pants quickly followed.  She stretched out on the large leather seat and closed her eyes.  Now that she was starting to warm up, she really wanted a nap.
 



SEVEN
The gentle rocking motion stopped, and Rose jerked awake.  She sat up and frantically searched her surroundings.  She tried to figure out where she was.  The last thing she remembered was being attacked in the park and hiding in the snow while Justin faced their attacker.  She fought her way out of the blanket that was snuggly wrapped around her.  
“Whoa take it easy, Rose.  Everything’s okay.  We’re home.  I just parked in the garage.  That’s why it’s so dark.” 
Rose breathed deep.  She instantly recognized the deep voice that coated and clung to her senses like a thick layer of honey.  She let out an audible sigh of relief.  “For a second there I thought I was back in the snow, and we were still under attack.”
“I’m sorry that happened.  You’ll have to take care of the fallout for Banks Pharmaceuticals as soon as possible, but not today.  The rest of the day is all about me taking care of you.”
Rose closed her eyes and leaned against the door.  That sounded heavenly.  The door behind her opened, and before she knew it, she was cradled in Justin’s embrace.  
He briskly walked inside the house and upstairs to his master bedroom.  
“Justin, this isn’t my room,” she reminded him.
“I’m aware of that,” he said with a gentle smile.  “We both know the attraction between us has been growing since the night I covered you while hell broke out around us.  I’ve been fighting the overwhelming urge to make love to you since you’ve been in this house.  I held back because I couldn’t take the risk, but now that you’re safe, I have to have you.  First, you need a hot bubble bath and a massage to make sure your blood is flowing.”
“Um, I don’t think blood flow is a problem.  My whole body is energized from your touch,” she admitted with a shy smile.  “And for the record, I want you just as much as you want me.  I have for days.”
Justin sat her down in the bathroom and turned on the water in his large Jacuzzi tub.  “I’ll be right back,” he promised.  
Rose sat on the edge of the tub and hoped that Justin wasn’t having second thoughts.  She ran a hand through the rapidly rising water and adjusted the temperature just a bit.  
Justin came back a few minutes later carrying a bottle of bubble bath, liquid soap, a couple of large towels, a bath sponge, and a white fluffy terrycloth bathrobe.  “I grabbed a few things we’re going to need,” he explained with a wicked grin.
Rose took the robe he offered and brought it to her nose.  It smelled just like Justin, so it had to be his.  She hugged it to her and watched him pour some of the shimmering liquid into the tub.  “I grabbed your soap from the guest bathroom.  And I borrowed the bubble bath from Scarlet.  She wanted to come up here and see how you were doing, but I stopped her.  I told her we needed this time to ourselves.”
The tub was almost filled with water and a thick layer of opaque bubbles.  Rose tested the water temperature one more time.  It was hot but comfortable.  She dropped the blanket wrapped around her body and gingerly lowered herself into the tub.  She closed her eyes and leaned her head back until it rested on the cushioned headrest.  “Feels like heaven,” she admitted to Justin.
“It’s only going to get better.  Make room for me, I’m coming in.”  
A giggle escaped Rose.  She couldn’t imagine someone as masculine as Justin relaxing in a bathtub full of bubbles.  The laughs abruptly stopped when she opened her eyes, and a very naked, very aroused Justin filled her sight.  “Wow,” she managed to choke out.  Rose blushed when she realized that she’d spoken out loud if Justin’s smug grin was any indication. 
“I want to take care of you,” he told her.  He grabbed the sponge on the edge of the tub and squeezed the rose scented soap onto it.  
Rose relaxed into the body propping her up and tried to ignore the growing ache all that slick, muscled flesh caused her to feel.  The sponge glided over her arms, legs, back, and front.  She held her breath when it flitted over her breasts.  Justin didn’t linger, but her nipples pebbled anyway.
When he was finished, Justin set the sponge aside.  “The water is starting to cool off, and your shivering and chattering have stopped.  Are you ready for that massage now?”
Heat flooded her feminine core at the thought of his hands skimming over her skin minus the sponge.  “Hmmm definitely.”  Justin stood and stepped out of the tub.  The next thing Rose knew, she was being lifted by strong arms.  Water trailed off of her body and cascaded all around her.  
Justin slowly lowered her feet to the floor, sliding her body down his in the process.  He grabbed a towel from the heated rack and thoroughly dried every inch of her body.   She closed her eyes and enjoyed the attention.  He wrapped the robe around Rose and took her hand to lead her toward his king-size bed.  
Rose gasped when she got her first close-up look.  It was a solid wood sleigh bed, but that’s not what caught her attention.  The headboard had several wolves carved into the wood, and the work was exquisite.  “It’s beautiful,” she said after running her fingers over the intricate woodwork.  She laughed.  “We’ve been looking for wolves for days, and they were right here in your bedroom the whole time,” she teased.
She remembered the wolf she saw earlier and how she thought it morphed into Justin.  She didn’t want to ruin the mood between them by bringing it up now, so she remained silent.  She ran her hand over a few more of the carvings.  “This is amazing.  Do you know the artist?”
“My grandfather was a talented craftsman.  He made this bed for me when I was just a boy.  Mitch has one very similar to it.  We both treasure them.”
“You should.  This is incredible.”
Justin wrapped his arms around her abdomen and kissed her neck.  “Enough about the bed.  I’m not done making you feel good, not by a long shot,” he reminded her. 
Lips skated across the sensitive skin on her neck.  She arched her back and moaned as he lightly sucked the delicate flesh into his mouth.  Shivers raced down her spine and spread through her body.  This time it was from extreme pleasure and not shock and cold weather.
Justin guided her onto the bed, and before Rose knew it, she was lying face down.   She folded her arms, placed them under her head, and tried to relax.  That was easier said than done when his touch caused her body to burn.  His thighs straddle her hips, and her body tensed in delicious anticipation.
Powerful, warm fingers and hands grasped her shoulders and kneaded the achy flesh.  Another moan of pleasure escaped from between her parted lips.  Hands slid down her spine, pressing and rubbing until Rose thought she might melt into a puddle of liquid goo.  Languid warmth started at his touch and spread outward to the rest of her body.   
Her relaxed state didn’t last for long.  Her nipples pebbled, and the most feminine part of her body ached to be touched and filled by Justin.  The massage turned into a form of torture, and she couldn’t take it anymore.  
“Justin,” she groaned.  “I want you inside me.  Now!  Please don’t make me wait anymore,” she begged.
He moved to the side and stretched out next to her.  She could feel the hard length of his body pressed against hers.  She rolled so that they faced each other.  One hand caressed his chest while the other pushed his face close to hers.  Their lips meet for a kiss that increased in intensity the longer it lasted.  
Rose’s mind went blank.  She couldn’t think, only feel.  When she finally tore her mouth from his to gulp in a breath of air, she found herself flat on her back with Justin lounging over her.  
“I told myself when we finally made love I was going to take it slow and savor the experience, but I can’t.  My erection is throbbing from the need for you.”  His hands glided over her breasts.  He rolled each of her turgid nipples between a thumb and forefinger then gave them a light tug.
Rose’s sex clenched, and her muscles tensed. Before she could blink, his knee nudged her legs further apart, and he settled his body between her legs.  His erection glided over her sex and slid between her nether lips.  She gave a startled cry of pleasure when his stiff sex rubbed against that most sensitive spot. The usually hidden bundle of nerves now rigid and begging for attention.  
He slid his erection against her heated skin one more time.  Rose held her breath in anticipation of what was to come.  Strong hands cradled her hips and slid under her bottom, lifting her off the bed.  The head of his heavy erection nudged against her opening.  He gradually entered her body inch by glorious inch.    
She tried to arch her hips, but Justin used his hands to keep her still.  Her head rolled to the side, and she moaned his name.  His erection stretched and filled her.  It caressed every nerve ending inside her feminine core.  The delicious tingle of nerves sharpened.  She needed more.  
Justin seemed to sense her need. He loosened the grip on her hips.  He slowly withdrew and pushed inside at the same time that Rose arched her back and swiveled her hips to meet his thrusts.  They found a matching rhythm that steadily increased in pace.  Both bodies raced to the finish line in a race to ecstasy.  
Justin sucked one of her painfully hard nipples into his mouth.  His teeth scraped across the sensitive bud, and her back arched off the bed.  She rotated her hips, urging him deeper.  It wasn’t enough.  Rose locked her legs around him, keeping him locked deep inside her.  
A thousand pleasurable sensations washed over Rose.  Her body bowed, her toes curled. Justin thrust inside her body, setting nerves on fire.  A tiny tremble started deep inside her.  She scraped her nails down his back and screamed his name.   
Her heart pounded!  The building tremors spread.  Her body quivered.  Pleasure like she’d never known before gripped her.  The coiled tension suddenly broke loose.  She writhed against him, lost in her release.  
 Rose shuddered all over as climax took over her body.  He bucked and moaned above her, his actions a frenzied, passion-filled dance.  The hoarse scream of her name and the rippling of his body let her know he reached his own fulfilling climax.  
****
Faded rays of light from the sinking sun right before dusk was all that was left to illuminate the room. Rose was cuddled into Justin’s side, and it felt like home.  Her body was sated, but she couldn’t sleep.  The problem was the urgent questions she needed answered. 
Evidently, Justin had no such problem sleeping.  She slipped out of bed and took a quick shower to freshen up.  Her muscles were more than a little sore from her many adventures.  The hot water cascaded over Rose.  It instantly rejuvenated her and eased the tightness in her body.
The shower door opened and a warm body stepped in next to her.  Justin rubbed her back and quickly washed his own body.  Rose took the sponge from him and returned the favor by scrubbing his back.  He kissed her, and she let him, but when he tried to deepen the kiss, she pulled away.  
“Justin, I need to talk about what I saw this afternoon,” she gave him a pleading look and hoped he understood.
“Frankly I’m surprised it took you this long to broach the subject.  He turned off the water. They stepped out of the shower and quickly dried off.  He held out the robe for her.  
Rose slipped into the comforting garment and walked into the bedroom in time to see Justin slip into a tight pair of faded jeans.  She sat on the edge of the bed and waited for him to join her.  She tightly clasped her hands together and held them in her lap.  She didn’t want to spoil the delicate relationship that existed between them, but she couldn’t keep quiet.  This was about her peace of mind, and that was important too.
“I saw a wolf after the attack,” she reminded him.  She unclenched her hands and grabbed onto the comforter.  “That might not be so weird since I was sent here to investigate reported wolf sightings.”  She sighed.  He was going to think she was as crazy as a loon.  
“The thing is… right after the attack, I couldn’t find you, just the wolf.”  She rubbed her face.  It looked like the wolf morphed into you right before my very eyes.”  There it was.  She’d said it out loud.  She glanced up at him and waited for the laughter that didn’t come.
Instead, she got a very grave look and a nod.  “Wondered how long it was going to take you to bring up the change.”
Rose’s eyes widened, and she sucked in a quick breath of air for lungs that suddenly felt deflated.  “What!”  Her eyes narrowed, and she frowned.  “You aren’t even going to try and deny it?”
Now it was Justin’s turn to narrow his eyes.  “Do you want me to?”
“Well, only if it’s not true.  It’s not really possible is it?”  She suddenly remembered the headboard and glanced back at it before she returned her gaze to Justin.
He took the clenched fist closest to him and loosened the fingers enough to entwine them with his own digits.  “You saw exactly what you think you did.  You weren’t too far gone with shock, and your eyes and mind weren’t playing tricks on you.”
“But how is that even possible!”  The scientific side of Rose’s brain, the part that insisted there had to be a logical explanation for what she thought she saw was at war with the rest of her mind.
“I come from a long line of paranormal beings that are able to shift into animal form.  All male members of my family that share the Gannon bloodline are wolf shifters.  Mitch is the alpha of the Enigma pack, and I am his enforcer, the second in command.”
Rose slipped her hand from his and rubbed her suddenly chilly arms.  She gave Justin a long, hard look and realized he was serious.  “How?” she whispered.
Justin slid behind Rose and wrapped his arms around her.  She was too stunned to move and stayed put.  “Let’s go back to the beginning of the legend,” he said.  “Way back in time almost at the beginning of civilization in Mesopotamia, there was a wealthy old man who went through three wives yet was still denied a much-wanted son.”
Rose had been holding herself slightly apart from Justin, but she slowly relaxed into his body.  Justin tightened his embrace and continued.  “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.  The god was generally thought of as evil, but the old man was desperate.  The deity 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.”
Rose’s practical side wanted to deny what he said, but the rest of her was wildly fascinated with the story. She gently rubbed her hand up and down his arm.  “Go on,” she encouraged.  “What happened next?”  
“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, and the old man continued with the sacrifices.”
a cold shiver worked its way down her spine. “Something bad happened,” Rose guessed. 
Justin nodded in agreement.  “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.”
Rose sucked in a deep breath of air as a dark cloud of foreboding swept through her.  It was enough to chill her to the very bone.  She squeezed Justin’s hand hard.
“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 gave birth to three males that would always remind her of her folly for refusing to complete his blood sacrifices.  Since he was denied his blood sacrifices, she’d given birth to one 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 had the ability to 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 Rose time to process the meaning of his words.
Rose’s startled gasp filled the bedroom.  She turned and looked at Justin in time to catch the twisted grimace that crossed his face. She caressed his cheek with a soft and loving hand, silently encouraging him to continue.  She wasn’t rejecting him, and she needed him to know that.
Justin leaned into Rose’s touch and continued.  “The midwife already noticed the strange looking fur and feathers of the second and third born children.  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.  
“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.  The wolf shifter thrived with the free roaming pack of wolves.  Eventually, he grew into a man and felt the need to strike out on his own to find a human mate.”  
Rose absorbed this information and couldn’t help but feel warmed by it.  She still had lots of questions though.  “What happened to the other two babies?  Do you know?”
“Obviously all three of the babies survived because raptor shifters and vampires walk the Earth today along with the wolf shifters.”
“Have I met any other paranormal beings?”  Her curiosity was going to get the best of her.  She had to know.
“As a matter of fact, you have.  “You’re the wildlife biologist tell me what Aquila means.”
Was Detective Aquila a shifter?  She frowned.  “It means eagle.  Is he a raptor shifter?”
“Yes.  He works as a go-between for paranormal beings and humans.  He uses his position in law enforcement to help keep our existence a secret.”
 Rose didn’t quite understand.  “Why must you hide the reality of your presence from humans?”
He frowned at her.  “You of all people should know the answer to that, Rose.  As a scientist, I think you might have some idea of the kind of experiments humans might want to perform on my kind to find the secrets to our power, and longevity.”
Rose wanted to argue, but deep down she knew he was right.  Some unethical people would do anything for fame and fortune, just look at her distant cousin.  The man tried to kill her out of greed, plain and simple.  “So no one can ever know about shifters or v-vampires.”  She stumbled over the last word and wondered if they were anything like the mystical bloodthirsty creatures of literary and film legend.   
Alarm bells started to ring in her head, and she hesitantly moved away from him.  “W-why did you tell me about the l-legend?”  
He shrugged.  “I had to shift to fight the attacker.  It was the best chance for our survival, and I wasn’t going to let anything happen to you.  You came out of the snow bank before I could change back.  I had no choice but to shift in front of you.”  
“What now?”  Rose didn’t want to be scared, but she couldn’t quiet her nerves.  She gave him an anxious look.
He caught and held her gaze with an intense stare that made her shiver.  “Our existence has to remain a secret.  You can’t tell anyone about us.  And I mean anyone, Rose.  The only people entrusted with our secrets are mates and a few humans who have lived amongst us and kept our confidences for generations.”
She sucked in a deep breath and straightened her spine.  “Am I in danger, because I know now?” she asked.
  “Not if you keep our secret.  We’re going to need your help ensuring these reported wolf sightings don’t endanger the pack.  The last thing we need is truckloads of scientists trying to find wolves that might not exist.”  He squeezed her hand tight.  “But Rose this secret can’t be shared.  I can’t protect you if you do.  The council, the governing body that oversees paranormal beings, will perceive you as a threat and dispose of you and whoever you tell.”   
Rose gasped but nodded her understanding.  Her captured gaze broke away, and she glanced at the rumpled bed.  “What about us and what we shared?”
“The attraction between us is real.  I know you feel it too.  I want to build on it.”  He cupped her chin in his hand and tilted her face up until she looked him in the eyes.  “We have something special that will only grow with time if we give it a chance.  I want to give it a chance, Rose.  And I hope you do too.”
“I do, Justin.  I have feelings for you, strong feelings.  I don’t want to say goodbye.”  A lone tear fell from the corner of her eye.  Things were perfect when they made love, but now it felt like her world was turned inside out. 
Justin used his thumb to wipe away the sparkling drop of water as it trailed down her cheek.   “This is a lot for anyone to absorb,” he acknowledged.  “I know you have to leave town to take care of the mess your cousin and his death created.  Detective Aquila will handle everything in Enigma.” 
Justin put empty space between them.  She felt the loss of his warmth immediately.  
“I want you to think long and hard about what you want while you’re gone.  If you want a committed relationship with me, then show up at the Valentine’s Day ball.  I promise I’ll be there waiting for you with open arms.”
Rose bit her lip.  “What happens if I don’t come back to Enigma?”
Justin shrugged.  “That depends on what you want to happen.  If you don’t want the burden of this secret, I can help with that.  The most ancient vampires have very strong minds and powers.  I know one that is capable of making you forget.  He can follow you to New York and erase the memory of me, and all paranormal beings.  That would mean if you returned to Enigma to finish your work and passed me on the street you wouldn’t know me.”
The thought of not remembering Justin made her heart ache.  She threw her arms around his neck.  “I’m coming back to you, Justin!  I promise.”  They hadn’t known each other long, but it was enough for Rose to realize she loved him.
“I certainly hope so, because now that I’ve found you I don’t want to live without you.”  He pulled her into his arms.  She willingly went.  The thought of not knowing when she’d see him again made her eyes water, and her chest hurt.  
“Gannon Security has a private plane, and it’s scheduled to fly you to New York in about two hours.  We need to get you packed and out of here so you can take care of pressing business.”
Rose fought back the tears that threatened to fall.  Her heart was heavy, and she didn’t want to go, but she didn’t have a choice.  She brushed her lips across his and left to gather up her belongings.  She stopped at the door and gave him one last long and lingering look trying to memorize his features.  The separation was necessary, but it didn’t change the fact that both of them were going to suffer because of it.
 



EIGHT
The directions to the Valentine’s Day ball she received from Scarlet slipped out of Rose’s fingers.  The crisp white sheet of paper fluttered onto the floorboard of the luxury crossover.  Rose didn’t bother to look down.  She was mesmerized by the sight in front of her.  No one bothered to tell her that the ball was in a castle.  
With everything else she learned the last several days, she shouldn’t be surprised.  She slowed to a crawl to take in the sight.  Thousands of tiny white lights sparkled, making the castle look like a twinkling fairyland.  Rose giggled.  Maybe it was.   Justin hadn’t mentioned fairies, but if animal shifters and vampires could exist then why not fairies?  
She finally stopped the vehicle at the end of the long and curvy drive.  A valet opened the door for her.  “Welcome,” the man greeted.  “May I see your invitation please.”
Rose glanced at the man and thought he looked familiar.  She remembered that Gannon Security worked the ball to keep the attendees safe.  She handed him the elegantly engraved invitation for inspection. 
The man glanced at the square piece of paper and handed it back to Rose.  “Enjoy your night, Ms. Banks.”
Her heart skipped a beat as images of Justin filtered through her mind.  She was only in New York a total of a week.  Just long enough to tie up loose ends and meet with the board members of Banks Pharmaceuticals.  It was painful to relay the news of her attempted murder and the person behind it.  But it was something that had to be done.  
She also met with her personal and company attorneys.  There was something that had to be put to rest, namely her life in New York.  She belonged in Enigma by Justin’s side, and she couldn’t wait to join him.    
She stepped out of the car and turned a slow circle absorbing the sights and sounds around her.  It was a magical place for an enchanted evening. She could hardly wait to be reunited with Justin.    
She accepted Justin for what he was.  She had no reservations and planned to be a permanent part of his life.  Their weeklong separation only served to clarify and strengthen her feelings for him.  She just had to find Justin and make sure he still felt the same way too.  
She drove for most of the day, but tiredness faded away thanks to the excitement that fizzed in her blood.  Justin was behind the large, imposing doors.   She just had to find him and stake her claim.  She patted her hair, hoping it didn’t look tired and flat after the long drive.  She smoothed her palms over the dress, flattening wrinkles as she went.  
She sucked in a deep breath and ran up the broad, stone steps that led to the main entrance.  Another familiar looking man stood guard there.  She handed him the invitation and stepped inside.  
The noise was almost deafening.  There had to be a hundred or more people milling around the vast, open area where the party was centered.  Rose furtively glanced around, trying to find someone she knew.  
That was easier said than done because just about everybody except for the security and catering staff wore masks.  Rose remembered her friends telling her it was a masquerade ball.  That little tidbit of information slipped her mind.  And it was no wonder, with everything she had to deal with the past several days.  
She delicately shrugged her shoulders.  So what if she didn’t have a mask?  She came for one reason.  She wanted to lay her soul bare in front of the man she loved, which included proclaiming her love for him and claiming her place by his side.  She didn’t need a mask for that!
****
Justin slowly walked the perimeter of the party.  He was officially off duty.  Unfortunately, some habits were hard to break.  He took a slow sip of champagne from the flute he grabbed from a passing waiter.  The little bubbles fizzed in his mouth and throat as he swallowed.  It reminded him of Rose’s touch and the electricity that seemed to flow between them when they were together. 
He missed her, and he didn’t know when or even if she was coming back.  Yes, she had urgent business to take care of, but it was torture to watch her leave.  He almost volunteered to go with her, but deep down he knew she needed time alone to process everything she learned.  He knew he did the right thing even if it made him feel like crap.
He glanced at his watch for what had to the hundredth time.  The party was in full swing.  People began arriving over two hours before.  Where was Rose?  He refused to believe her feelings weren’t as strong as his were for her.  His stomach turned at the thought of her not showing.  He needed her and he would for the rest of his life.
A glimpse of rose-colored fabric caught his attention.  His heart leaped with joy, and he took a step forward!  Even without seeing the face of the woman wearing the dress he knew it was his Rose.  His eyes traced the form-fitting dress over curves that he’d memorized after only one time of making love.  They came to rest on the beautiful light brown eyes that reminded him of pools of melted chocolate, thick, rich, and sinfully delicious chocolate.  
The corners of her mouth turned up to form a smile bright enough to light the room.  His heart skipped a beat.  She started running toward him, and his heart soared.  He opened his arms, spread his legs, and embraced for impact.
She collided with him, and Justin pulled her into the curve of his body and pressed her close.  Hard nipples stabbed into his chest, and he knew the attraction between them hadn’t waned in the days they were apart.  “Never a prettier sight have I seen,” he whispered into her ear.  “I missed you so much it hurt.” 
He cupped her face with both hands and brushed his lips across her rose-tinted ones.  “Mmm, you taste good.”  
He covered her lips again, but instead of a light brush, this kiss was deep.  Justin was a starving man, and it was a hunger only Rose could appease.  He nipped her bottom lip, urging her to open up for his exploration.  His tongue swept forward teasing and tasting as it went.  He finally pulled away.  “Let’s get out of here.  I have a surprise for you at home.”
“Home is wherever you are, and I can’t wait to share it with you.”
He closed his fingers around her delicate hand and powerwalked his way to his vehicle.  Justin used the earpiece he wore even though he wasn’t on duty.  By the time he and Rose reached the front door, his SUV was waiting for them.
“What about my car?” Rose breathlessly asked.  “I had to buy a new one while I was in New York.  I made sure to buy something more suitable for driving in Maine.  I drove it back today,” she explained.
He opened the passenger door and helped her inside.  “Don’t worry.  I’ll leave word for one of the Gannon Security employees to drop your car off for us.”  He kissed her one more time before shutting the door and then speaking a few words to the man who drove his car around.  In no time at all, he was behind the wheel and trying really hard not to break every speed record known to man on the drive back home.
****
White silk sheets and a fluffy down comforter were spread on the hardwood floor near the fireplace in Justin’s bedroom.  Rose petals of various shades started a path at the door and adorned the comfortable looking bedding.  It was beautiful, and it was special.  Something Justin did just for her.
Her hands flew to her mouth and covered a gasp.  “Justin…”  She stopped talking.  She didn’t really have the words to tell him how much this meant to her.  She threw herself into his arms and hugged him as hard as she could.  Lips met lips in a deep kiss that left them both gasping for air when they broke apart.  
Clothes started flying.  Justin’s jacket hit the floor first.  It was quickly followed by everything else he wore.  
Rose took her cue from him.  She unhooked the halter-top of her dress.  The harsh grate of the zipper being yanked down seemed unusually loud in the tension-filled room.  Finally, she had room to maneuver, and over her head the dress went.  The light rose lacey bra and panty set quickly followed.  
They came together once more in a tangled heap of arms and legs.  This time was much more satisfying as naked flesh pressed against naked flesh.  Rose shuddered when Justin licked her neck and sucked hard.  Her toes curled from the delicious sensations shooting through her body. A tortured moan slipped past her swollen lips.  
Rose felt the softness of the bedding behind her.  She had no recollection of moving from the center of the room to the makeshift love nest.  She was too wrapped up in Justin and the incredible sensations he made her feel.  Her breath hitched as she reclined backward and opened her arms to welcome him into her body.  
Justin’s jutting erection proved his readiness.  However, he didn’t join her right away.  Instead, he stood, staring at her.
“Is something wrong?”  Rose scrunched her forehead and gave him a questioning look.
“No, honey, everything’s finally right.  I was struck by your beauty and wanted to commit the moment to memory.  If I were an artist, I would definitely want to sketch you right now just the way you are.”
Heat sweep through her.  She adored the man before her and couldn’t wait to spend the rest of her life with him.  Life would never be boring that was for sure.  “Justin,” she begged. “Please don’t make me wait any longer.”
Justin kneeled beside her and cupped her chin in one hand.  “You need to be sure, Rose.  There’s no walking away after this.  I gave you the choice of having your memory wiped and forgetting about me or committing yourself to a lasting relationship by joining me at the Valentine’s Day ball.”
Rose reached out and pressed a finger against his lips to silence him.  “I’m sure, Justin.  I love you, and I want forever with you.”
Justin gave her a wicked smile that showed most of his teeth.  “I love you too.  Let’s see what we can do about the forever part.”  He fluffed up a pillow and placed it in the middle of the comforter.  “Lie on this face down,” he instructed.  “Make sure the pillow is under your pelvic area,” he added.
Rose arched a brow but did as he said.  Her experience was limited, and her past two lovers were not the adventurous types.  The missionary position was the only thing she’d ever tried.  Delicious anticipation of what was to come had her shivering with pleasure.  
She held her breath, waiting for him to make his move.  He wrapped the fall of her long brown hair around her arm and moved it away from her back.  He kissed her neck and shoulder.  He made a trail of wet kisses all the way down to the hollow of her lower back. 
Sparks of pleasure flared through her body. She squirmed.  The pillow pressed into the tiny bundle of nerves above her core which excited her even more.  
She felt Justin moving above her.  He inserted a knee between her legs, spreading them further apart, then he slid into position.  His erection found her slick core and slowly penetrated her sensitive sheath.  
They both let out mutual groans of pleasure as his body slid deeper inside hers.
Justin inched his way inside her.  When his erection was completely buried inside her, he froze.   Rose gasped at the feel of his aroused body deep and snug inside of her.  
Her fingers grasped the bedding, and her hands clenched into fists.  She wiggled.  The double sensation of being filled along with the friction that rubbed against the sensitive and swollen pearl of nerves was almost too much.  Yet it wasn’t enough.  “Justin, I need more!”
He slowly withdrew and plunged back inside again and again.  Each thrust came a little bit faster than the last until he found a pace that made Rose scream out her pleasure.  He moved in and out of her until both bodies were tensed in anticipation of the pleasurable release that was soon to come.  
Her core quivered and clenched around his erection.  Both were on the edge, stretching and grasping to reach and fall over the precipice into the void of intense sexual satisfaction.  Justin pressed his face into the curve of her neck and shoulder and sucked the flesh into his mouth.  Rose felt the bite the same time her body exploded into a million tiny pieces.  
Her whole body shook with waves of pleasure.  She screamed from the sheer pleasure that engulfed her.  Justin freeze and his erection pulsed inside her.  She clutched him to her, holding on tight.  He moaned her name and collapsed on the bed next to her.
Rose turned onto her side and snuggled into the body of the man she loved.  She touched the bite mark on her neck.  “You bit me,” she accused.
“You’re my mate, Rose.”   Justin slowly caressed his hands up and down her body.  “Wolf shifters have powerful cells in their blood and saliva that rapidly grow and aid in the healing of wounds and the destruction of disease.  As a result, we have prolonged lives, much like vampires.  Biting a chosen mate transfers some of the cells to her.”
Her mouth dropped open, and she stared at him for several seconds.  “I better not start sprouting fur.”
“You won’t.  Shifters are born not made.  Humans can’t replicate the healing cells themselves, so wolf shifters have to bite their mate at least once a month to inject more of them into her body.  So expect to get bitten often.”  He bathed the mark on her neck with his tongue.
“I didn’t share this part with you until I knew for sure you could handle my life and wanted to be a permanent part of it.  I knew as soon as I saw you at the Valentine’s Day ball that I was going to claim you and give you the added protection of my healing cells.  I can’t picture a life without you, Rose.”
Rose threw her arms around Justin and held him tight.  “I am so happy you did!  I love you, Justin.”  Sated, she snuggled into Justin and started to drift off to sleep.
“I love you too, Rose.” He snuggled next to his loving Valentine with a satisfied smile.
Justin showered tiny kisses on and around her love bite, the mark that bound them together forever.  It was the last thing she remembered before falling into a deep sleep where she dreamed about their future together.  It was a beautiful and loving future that didn’t include anymore lonely Valentine’s Days.  It was suddenly Rose’s favorite holiday.
 



Thank you!  I hope you enjoyed your visit to Enigma!  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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