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      BEVERLY HILLS, 1984

      Damien Van Buren tipped back in his black leather chair to look at his daughter.  Stephanie was playing peacefully in the corner of his home office, her toys scattered around her on the beige carpet.  He might just get away with making a phone call, and he certainly had plenty to do.  He picked up the receiver and dialed.

      “Mike, it’s Damien.  How are we today?”

      “The Damien-meister!”  Mike was always a little too casual, no matter what was happening.  “I’m fantastic, man!”

      “Great.”  Damien cast another quick glance at Stephanie, happy to see that his sweet dragonling was still occupied.  “I just wanted to check with you and see if you have that demo recorded for me yet.  I’m anxious to see what this band can do.”  Damien had recently been turned onto a band that he thought might have a great new sound for his label.  As director of A&R, it was Damien’s job to find new talent.  As thirsty as society seemed to be for music those days, it was a continuous job.

      “Dude, they just wrapped up a couple of hours ago, and they’re awesome!  I should have the tape ready in a couple of days.”

      “Wonderful.  I’m glad to hear it.”  And he truly was.  Even if his personal life was in shambles, at least his professional life was still going strong. He had a good feeling about this band.

      “Hey, are you free tonight?  Me and a few other guys are heading out to see Red Dawn.”

      Damien pressed his lips together and glanced over his shoulder at Stephanie again.  At one time, it would have been easy for him to slip out to the theater with his coworkers.  But there was no chance of it happening tonight, and he was surprised to find that he actually didn’t mind.  The only thing he really wanted was quality time with his daughter.  “I really can’t, but thanks.  Just make sure you send that tape over as soon as you can.  Have the courier bring it to my house, since I’ll be out of the office for a few days.”  Damien winced and looked down as he felt something hard smash into his knee. Stephanie was standing next to his chair, holding onto the arm with one hand and putting her toys on his lap with the other.  She grinned at him.

      “Yeah, I heard.  Phew, that’s rough.  Divorce is tough on anybody, but I always thought you and Linda were the ultimate power couple.”

      Damien swiped a hand down over his face.  It seemed that no matter who he talked to or what they were supposed to be talking about, the conversation always turned to his divorce.  With both he and Linda being involved in the entertainment industry, it had been somewhat of a high-profile affair.  That was only exacerbated by the fact that Linda had been sleeping around with every man—and every coke dealer—in Hollywood.  “It’s fine.  I’m adjusting to it.”

      “Well, my condolences, anyway.  I’m never going to get married.  I’ll just be single for the rest of my life, and then I’ll always be happy.”

      Stephanie was trying to leverage her way into Damien’s lap.  “Good luck with that, Mike.  I’ll talk to you later.”  He hung up the phone and hoisted his daughter up easily, smiling as she patted his cheeks with her little hands.  “I guess you’ve decided it’s time for me to call it quits for the day, huh?”

      The little girl grinned again.  She was a gorgeous child, with dark, curly locks and brilliant blue eyes.  “Daddy!” she squealed.

      “What?”  He tickled her ribs, getting a kick at the way she thrashed around in response.  It was a simple way to play, but it was one of his favorites because it always ended in snuggles.  “What’s the matter with you?  Why are you acting so crazy?”

      Stephanie squealed with delight.  “Daddy!”

      Damien scooped her up and stood, carrying his daughter under his arm as he headed for the kitchen.  He wasn’t the world’s best cook, so fortunately, there were several containers of leftovers from when the cook had been in.  Damien had reduced her to part-time to help make up for his alimony payments, and he hoped he wouldn’t regret it.  “What do you think?” he asked as he held open the fridge door.  “Lasagna?”

      “Yucky!” the little girl replied.

      “Okay, how about some pork steak?”

      “Steak?”

      “Um, no.  It’s a little bit different than the kind we usually have.  But there might be some beef steak in here.”  That was one thing he did know how to cook.  He set Stephanie down so he could dig through the fridge more easily, but couldn’t find it.

      The phone rang, so dinner would have to be put off for a few more minutes.  He grabbed the cordless off the kitchen counter.  “Hello?”

      “Well, I hope you’re happy,” seethed a bitter voice from the other end.

      A row of shimmering spikes emerged along the back of Damien’s neck. Rubbing his free hand over his forehead, he paused to collect himself before responding, and the spiny projections slowly melded with his human flesh once again.  “What do you want, Linda?”

      “What do I want?  I thought you already knew that, which was exactly why you took it away from me.  You don’t think I know, but I do.”

      “It would be nice if you were direct for once.  I don’t even know what you’re talking about.”  Damien dodged across the kitchen to stop Stephanie from getting into a knife drawer.  Instead, he opened a cabinet full of Tupperware and let her have at it.

      Linda made a noise of disgust.  “Yeah, right.  I know the only reason you insisted on taking custody of Stephanie was because you wanted to get your revenge on me.  Well, it’s not going to work, Damien.  I’m her mother, and she should be with me.”

      Damien tipped his eyes up to the ceiling and drew in a deep breath.  Linda had only been out of the house for a week.  It would have been sooner if he’d had his way, but she refused to leave until the divorce was final.  Even so, he had already realized just how peaceful things were around the house without her.  The fights they used to have were so intense that it was nearly impossible for them not to shift, and having two dragons thrashing about inside a mansion in Beverly Hills could get a little too expensive, even for them. “We’ve been over this, and I don’t see any point in covering it again.  You can say whatever you want, but the judge’s word is final.”

      “Only because you paid him off.”

      “No, I didn’t!”  Stephanie turned her big eyes to him when she heard his raised voice, and Damien paused for a moment to try to calm himself down yet again.  Linda was trying to drag him into an argument.  It was what she was good at, and it had taken him far too long to figure it out.  The knowledge wouldn’t have saved their marriage, but it might have saved him a few years of grief.  He couldn’t remember the last time they had actually gotten along.  “I’m not arguing with you about this.  Be an adult.  For once.”

      “Oh, trust me, I am.  I’m having a blast now that I don’t have your sorry ass dragging me down anymore.”  Her voice dripped with venom, even over the phone.

      “Good for you, but I’m pretty sure I never stopped you before.”  He reached into the fridge for a container of macaroni and cheese, unable to keep the memories from flooding to the forefront of his mind once again.  He’d been heartbroken when he discovered Linda’s infidelity and could still feel the surge of anger and jealousy in his chest when he caught her with another man—a human, at that.      The saddest part was that he hadn’t been surprised, and at that moment, he’d realized that the two of them hadn’t been in love for a long time.

      “You’re right.  You haven’t.  You were always so nice to me, Damien.  There are so many awful people here in Hollywood, but I could always count on you to be there for me.  It’s what made me fall in love with you in the first place.”

      He recognized the cajoling tone in her voice, and he was thankful that he wasn’t that gullible anymore.  Linda had realized that she couldn’t get him riled, so now she was trying a different tactic.  “I don’t want to hear this.”

      “But Damien, you and I were so good together.  You had your music and I had my shows. We never even got a chance to collaborate like we always wanted to, with you finding the perfect opening music for my latest series.  I think that’s something we could still do.  There are so many things we could still do.”

      Damien pulled the phone away from his ear and looked at it, trying to decide whether or not he should hang up.  He was incredibly tempted; after all, Linda had been calling him almost every day.  But he also knew what happened when he hung up on her.  The last time he did it, she called back incessantly until he’d had to turn off the ringer for the rest of the night.  That wasn’t something he really wanted to put up with, considering he still had a few calls he needed to make for work.

      “Linda, just stop.  You and I are done.  We weren’t good together, and that’s okay, but it’s time for both of us to move on.  I just want to do my job, take care of Stephanie, and live my life.”

      Another snort of disgust came over the receiver.  She was back to her original tactics.  “You’re pathetic, Damien.  You think I can’t see straight through you?  You were so bent out of shape about me sleeping around a little, but you just said you’ve moved on.  Who are you fucking?”

      It wasn’t any of her business, and the question didn’t even deserve an answer, but it was difficult not to defend himself.  “I’m not sleeping with anyone, and I never said I was.  I’ve got to go.”

      “Sure.  Take the easy way out.  That’s always been the way you’ve done things.  But let me tell you something:  there is no way you can handle this on your own.  You can’t work and take care of Stephanie.  You’ll be begging me to come back to you in less than a month; mark my words.”

      “Don’t hold your breath on that one.  Look, I’ve got to get going.”  He clicked the button before any more of her vile words could spill from the receiver.  He was so sick of her.  Maybe he and Stephanie could take a vacation and just get away from everything for a week. But he had plenty of work to do still, and he wasn’t sure how easy it would be to take a two-year-old out of town.

      With a sigh, he set down the phone.  Stephanie had pulled all of the plastic containers out of the cabinet and was happily stacking them on top of each other.  She was adorable and good-natured, and she was everything Damien needed in his life. But as much as he didn’t want to admit Linda was right, he knew that he couldn’t really do this on his own.  Working from home was great when he had the chance, but he still had to get out and scout new talent and attend business meetings.  If Stephanie was older, things might have been different.  He could have left her with his mother for a few hours a day.  But she was still so young, and she needed so much attention.  Damien touched one of her curls, hoping he knew the right way to take care of this tender life he was in charge of.

      She looked up at him, her attention drawn away from her play for a moment.  “Dinner?”

      “I’ve got it right here for you, pumpkin.”  He picked her up and seated her at the table, placing a plastic Rainbow Brite plate in front of her.  While she enjoyed her macaroni, he promised himself he would find a nanny as soon as possible.
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      Brianna Murphy lifted a hank of her light brown hair and carefully placed it across the plate of her crimping iron.  There was nothing more satisfying than the texture of her locks after she’d spent an hour getting them to look their best—and biggest.  Her mother didn’t approve, saying it wasn’t appropriate for a young country girl in Ireland, but that was exactly the point, as far as Brianna was concerned.

      “Do you have another can of hair spray?” Cathy asked as she poked around on Brianna’s dresser, her bangle bracelets clanking together.

      “I never thought I would say this, but I think you’ve got your hair just about as big as you can get it.”  Brianna giggled at her best friend, who had just spent a good hour with the teasing comb.

      “Says you!  I’ve seen all your magazines.  I know you want to be just as trendy as I do, or maybe even more so.”  Cathy located more Aqua Net and began spraying, creating a cloud around her head.

      Brianna carefully moved the crimping iron to the next chunk of hair.  “Yeah, I know.  And you’re right.  What I wouldn’t give to go to L.A.!  I’ve got to get real, though.  There’s no way it will ever happen.”

      Cathy turned around on the vanity stool, finally setting down the hairspray.  “Why not?  You’ve got lots of talent.  I’ve heard you sing.  You should just go out there and start looking for gigs.  You’d make it big in no time.”

      “That’s a nice thought, but it’s not realistic.”  Brianna picked up a copy of Rolling Stone.  It was several months old, but she hadn’t been able to stop looking at that picture of David Bowie on the cover.  The pages were well-worn from the numerous times she had paged through the issue, wishing and dreaming.

      “Why not?”  Cathy picked up a pair of gigantic pink hoop earrings and carefully put them on, fluffing her hair out around them.  “With your voice and your look, you’re a shoo-in.  Plus, you’re a shifter.  I mean, I don’t think anyone who’s anyone in the entertainment industry is just an ordinary human like me.”

      Brianna couldn’t forget that she was a dragon, even if she had tried.  It had always made her popular in school.  When she was little, the human kids were constantly asking her to let her wings loose or to show them her scales.  Her mother had chided her, claiming that they were just teasing her, but Brianna hadn’t felt that way at the time.  She was special, from one of the few dragon families in their small town, and she liked it.  But she was in her twenties now, and it was expected that she would keep her body under control, at least most of the time.

      “Yeah, I know, but I can’t just march into California, announce that I’m a singing shifter, and expect someone to hand me a record contract; there are already so many talented shifters in L.A.  I’ve read all sorts of stories from people who have tried to make it big out there, and they just ended up working at Carl’s Jr.  Granted, they still get to live among all those famous people, but still.” Satisfied with her hair, Brianna got up off her bed and joined Cathy in front of the mirror.

      Cathy handed her best friend an eyeshadow compact.  “Don’t be silly.  You would at least work your way up to one of the nicer restaurants,” she giggled.

      “To be honest with you, I do have a plan.”  Brianna carefully swiped pale pink powder over her lid before adding some baby blue to the crease.  “I’m not sure if it will work, but at least it will keep me from having to sleep in a cardboard box when I get there.”

      Cathy turned to her slowly, her eyes widening.  “Seriously?  You didn’t tell me that!”

      Brianna couldn’t keep the smile from her face.  “I know.  I wanted to wait until everything was set.  I still don’t have it all in place, but it’s getting there.  My mom will go absolutely mental when she hears about my plan anyway, so I want to make this as good as possible.”  She did her other eye and picked up the mascara.

      Cathy yanked it out of her hand and slapped it back down on the dresser.  “Stop!  Don’t make me wait any longer!  Tell me what’s going on!”

      “Shh!  My mom will hear you.  It’s bad enough I’m still stuck here living with her, but I don’t need her to come listen at my door when she gets suspicious.”  Cyndi Lauper’s “Time After Time” was blaring on the radio, but she tried to filter it out for a moment while she listened for footsteps on the stairs.  Nobody was coming, but this couldn’t keep going on.  If her Los Angeles plan didn’t work out, then she would have to find a way to get a place of her own.

      “We’re good,” Cathy assured her.  “Now tell me!”

      “Okay.  Like I said, I don’t want to just go out there without a job or a place to stay, so I checked with an employment agency.  Turns out there are plenty of jobs out there, and with my skill set, the agency recommended I apply for position as an au pair.  That gets me a job and a roof over my head.  It doesn’t get any better than that!”

      If it were possible, Cathy’s eyes grew even wider.  “And then you can book singing gigs in your spare time!  That’s so exciting!  Say you’ve got a suitcase big enough for me to fit inside!”  She bounced up and down, clapping her hands.

      “I wish I did!  But hey, maybe you can do the same thing.  I’d love to have you come out there with me.”  As excited as she was for a potential new life in America, Brianna was still a little scared.  She didn’t know anyone out there, and while she was hopeful that she would make some new friends, it would all be a little bit easier with a familiar face at her side.

      “No way.  I want to, but I’ve got too much going on here.”  Cathy didn’t say it, but they both knew what she meant.  Her father had passed away less than a year ago, leaving her mother to handle all five of their children.  She couldn’t exactly just leave them all behind.

      “I’m sorry.  If I get to go, I hope you don’t hate me for it.”

      “Never.”  Cathy hugged her tight.

      “Thanks.  And don’t get your hopes up for me too much.  I’m trying not to.  I want to do this so badly, but there’s no guarantee that it will happen.  The employment agency is supposed to send me some job listings that match what I’m looking for, but I bet there are hundreds of people competing for them.”  She flopped back down on her bed, looking hopelessly at the ceiling.  Her dreams were huge, but she knew deep down that it was just as likely she would end up working her dead-end job at the local grocer for the rest of her life.  She could always go back to school, but the only thing she truly had a passion for was music.

      “Brianna!”  The voice came floating up the stairs, followed by heavy footsteps.  “Brianna, the mail just came, and some of it’s for you.”  Her mother came into the room without knocking, handing her a stack of envelopes.  “Seriously, girl, you’ve got to stop sending off for so much junk in the mail.  I nearly tipped over backwards just trying to get up the stairs with it.”  She plopped a thick stack of magazines, catalogs and envelopes down on the mattress.

      Her heart surging with excitement, Brianna did her best not to make it obvious.  Her mother would only get suspicious if she understood how desperately Brianna wanted to dig through the pile.  “Thanks!”

      “Mmhmm.  Don’t forget you’re helping me with dinner tonight.  I’m not letting you stay here just so you can lay around in your room all day listening to the radio.”  Mrs. Murphy stormed out and slammed the door.

      “Wow, what’s she so mad about?”

      Brianna shook her head as she began sorting through the glossy publications.  “Don’t mind her.  She likes to pretend that she’s doing me a big favor, when it was really her idea that I stay here instead of getting a flat of my own.  She said she wanted me to save money, blah blah blah.  It’s really just so she can control me.  Oh, here it is!”  She triumphantly held a thick envelope in the air.  “Good thing the employment agency is just over in Carlow.  If there was a more exotic return address, she might have ripped it right open.”

      Cathy joined her on the bed as Brianna willed a long, razor-like talon to surface at her fingertip, sliced open the envelope and took out the packet of papers, revealing the various listings for work as a nanny.  There weren’t as many as Brianna had been hoping for, but at least it was a start.

      “Oh, look at that one!”  Cathy took one of the sheets and read aloud.  “Prestigious couple seeking an au pair for their five young children.  Must be willing to work nights and weekends and be a talented cook.  Payment will be discussed during interview.”

      “Let’s set that one aside for the moment.  I could do it if I had to, but I’m not sure about tackling five kids on my own.  It might not be worth it.  Look at this one.”  Brianna pointed out another listing, tracking the words with her claw as she read them aloud:  “Seeking a full-time caretaker for young daughter.  Light housekeeping also required.  Salary fair and living quarters provided.”

      “It sounds more doable, that’s for sure.”  Cathy leaned over her shoulder to see.  “But are you really sure this is the right way to go?  What if you get all wrapped up in this nanny business and you don’t have any time to work on your music?  Maybe you could just start sending demo tapes to some of the record labels.”

      “I have, unfortunately.”  Brianna had spent all of her savings just to have it recorded, but no one seemed interested in it.  The few replies she had received were polite, but they were still rejections.  “I don’t think a crappy tape from a local studio is going to impress the bigshots.  I think my best bet is to have a steady job so I can work on my music without having to worry about running out of money.  Maybe I can even record a new demo once I get out there.”

      “So, are you going to apply?”

      Brianna straightened her back, trying to exude a confidence that she didn’t completely feel.  Could life be like the movies?  Probably not, but she could try, anyway.

      “Yeah.  I am.”
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      Little Stephanie’s eyes flashed their reptilian form as she pounded her tiny fists against her thighs.  “No, Daddy!  Pink one!”

      Damien closed his eyes and took a deep breath.  He didn’t remember Stephanie being so difficult before.  It was possible she was trying to adjust to the divorce as well, even though Linda had never spent all that much time with her.  He supposed the absence of even a bad presence was still an absence, that would take some getting used to.

      “All right, sweetie.  You can wear the pink shirt, but this is the last time you get to change your mind.”  He took the top off the little hanger in her closet and swapped out her yellow shirt for the pink one, as she requested.  Damien wanted nothing more than for Stephanie to be happy, but he was beginning to realize just how hard it was to find the line between letting his daughter make some of her own decisions and spoiling her.  He didn’t want her to turn out like her mother, constantly expecting everyone around her to give her exactly what she wanted.

      “Okay, Daddy.  Braids?”

      “I’ll do my best.”  He ran a brush through her curls and attempted to tame them into two braids.  Stephanie sat still for him, and he was gentle as he removed the tangles, but he was certainly no hairdresser.  Her part was crooked, one plait was thicker than the other, and he couldn’t even find two matching hair ties.  If he ever found a class that taught dads how to do their daughters’ hair, he would sign up in an instant.  Fortunately, Damien knew that Stephanie wouldn’t mind a slightly sloppy hairdo while she was still so young.  “Are you all ready to go?”

      “The park?” she asked hopefully.

      “No, the airport, remember?”  He had already taken her to the park twice in the last several days, doing his best to blend his parenting and his work schedules.

      The search for a nanny had been much more difficult than he’d anticipated.  Damien had started by putting an ad in the local paper, but that backfired on him quickly.  He was soon receiving calls at all hours; some were from people who legitimately wanted the job, but none of them seemed to have decent references.  Others were simply using random phone numbers they had found in the paper as leads to peddle the latest beauty products to or try to wrap him up in their financial schemes.  It was bad enough that he had considered changing his number.

      “Don’t bother with any of that,” his cousin Molly had advised when he called her to see if she had anyone to recommend.  As a prominent attorney, she usually needed someone to take care of her children for her.  “Everyone here is so hungry for a job, they’re starving—and, shifter or not, they’ll do anything, even if they aren’t qualified.  I hope you didn’t put anything in the ad to indicate just who you are or what you do for a living.”

      “No, I thought I kept it pretty simple.”

      “Still, anyone offering a full-time, live-in position has obviously got money, so I’m sure half the people who called are just trying to swindle you somehow.  Or worse, since you’re in Beverly Hills, maybe they assume you’re in the industry and they’re just trying to weasel their way in to get their fifteen minutes of fame.”

      Damien sighed, frustrated with just how difficult the process was.  “Then what do you suggest I do?  I don’t know anyone who’s qualified, but I’m reserved about leaving Stephanie with a complete stranger.”

      “I know, dear, I know.  But since you can’t just stay at home with her, you’ve got to get over some of that.  Hire an au pair from overseas.  She’ll have no idea who you are, and she’ll have to do a good job or risk getting kicked out of the country.  It’s your best bet, and it’s very in right now.”

      It sounded a little cold to him, but Damien wasn’t sure he had any other good options.  “Okay, I’ll give it a try.”  To his surprise, he’d received several decent responses from the employment agency he placed the ad with.  They didn’t sound like people who were just trying to butter him up to get their foot in the door, and he liked that.  Damien sent a response letter and a plane ticket to the applicant that seemed the most promising, a young woman from Ireland.

      “Why airport?”  Stephanie stumbled a little over the words.

      “I’m going to pick up your new nanny,” Damien reminded her as they headed downstairs and toward the garage.  It had been a difficult thing to explain to his little girl, but he hoped she would understand once the au pair was in place and he started spending more time at the office.  “Daddy has to go to work, and he can’t always take you.  So Daddy found a very nice lady who’s going to come and stay with you.”

      “Daddy go away?”

      “No, no.  Daddy won’t ever leave you, sweetheart.  Daddy will still come home every afternoon for dinner, and he’ll be here to tuck you in at bedtime.  I promise.”  He kissed her little cheek before buckling her safely into the backseat of his BMW 733i.  As he got behind the wheel, his heart ached to think that Stephanie might believe he was abandoning her.  Linda had already disappeared from her life, and even though she had a right to supervised visitation, she had yet to take advantage of it.  If his job were different, he would have just taken Stephanie with him everywhere he went.

      As guilty as he felt for having to hire a caretaker for his daughter, there was something he felt even more rueful about.  When he’d first met Linda, she seemed spontaneous and fun.  As they continued to date, he saw more and more of the true side of her, but he’d convinced himself he was in love with her and that nothing else mattered.  It had brought him no greater joy than to welcome their daughter into the world just a year after their wedding.  But it had somehow never occurred to him just what might happen when a child is born to two dragons who are so very different.

      Stephanie had immediately shown her shifter qualities.  Much of her skin had been scales when she was born, a trait that she soon learned to control.  She showed her joy and her displeasure in her transformations, sending sparks of fire from her mouth when she didn’t like her breakfast and rippling the scales on her arms as she played.  It had been a constant source of annoyance for Linda, who felt it was much more proper to stay in human form.  The public eye was on them, after all, and while shifters had been a known presence in the world for some time, there were still subsets of humans who hadn’t fully acclimated to them as of yet.  Linda feared their judgement, but Damien, on the other hand, had loved that his daughter took such relish in being herself.  It was thrilling to see new life carrying on the shifter gene, and he bonded closely with his baby girl very quickly.

      He could handle the fact that he was divorced; these things happened.  But Linda’s vile nature and the fact that she resented her own daughter—even though she never blatantly said so—had affected Stephanie’s life as well.  He didn’t know what his future held, but Damien was sure that it was going to be a very long time before he ever let himself care for someone else.  He had to make sure Stephanie was protected at all costs.

      Traffic was thick as Damien made his way to LAX, and it didn’t help his nerves.  He met new people all the time, and he had never been one to shy away from social situations.  But he didn’t know this woman from Ireland.  What if she’d lied on her resume?  Damien had called her references, but those could also have been faked.  He pulled in a deep breath and let it out through pursed lips.  He would just have to rely on his instincts and see how he felt about her once he met her.  He was the one who’d sent her a job offer and a plane ticket, so that was on him.  But whoever took care of Stephanie had to be absolutely perfect.

      “Plane!” Stephanie squealed from the backseat.  “Plane!”

      “You’re going to see a lot of those as we get closer to the airport,” Damien explained, happy to engage in a conversation with his daughter and get out of his own head.  “Most of them are really big planes, too.”

      “See more plane?”

      “Yeah.  And I’m sure we can watch a few of them take off and land while we’re there.”  And he knew he would probably also stop in the gift shop and let her pick something out.  They probably had some little plastic airplane she could take home to play with.

      The place was packed, and for a moment, Damien wished he had just told the new nanny to catch a cab and come to the house.  That wasn’t very professional, though, and it didn’t seem like a nice way to welcome someone to a new country.  It was going to be difficult to find someone in this crowd, though.  He was glad that he’d at least had the forethought to tell this Brianna that he would be waiting just outside his favorite cocktail bar.  It was easy to spot, and it was the best place he could think of.  He picked up Stephanie and held her on his hip, not wanting to risk losing her.  She clutched the little plastic plane they’d easily found in the gift shop, making it swoop through the air while they waited.

      As he scanned the crowded terminal, his eyes landed on a woman emerging from of one of the gates.  Her light brown hair was thick and flowing, teased into gentle waves that floated around her face as she walked.  Her skin was the color of cream, with bright rosettes of color on her cheeks, and her brilliant blue eyes were like a beacon, even across a crowd.  She had a bold look about her, as though she felt she had every right to be walking through that airport and she didn’t care what anyone else thought about her.  Only after he had thoroughly studied her face did he notice her show-stopping curves and the way her hips swayed while she walked.

      Damien swallowed, finding that his throat was suddenly very tight; his core growing hotter by the second from the fire his dragon threatened to unleash.  It wasn’t like him to see a good-looking woman and instantly feel that sort of attraction.  Beautiful women surrounded him all the time.  Most of the singers and other band members that came through the studio kept themselves polished and trendy, but it had never affected him more than using that sex appeal as branding for upcoming albums.  His friends, coworkers, and even the people he had met through Linda were all gorgeous, and that had become an everyday occurrence for him.  Damien had assumed things would still work for him that way, but maybe being newly-single had changed his perspective.

      He looked away but was forced to look back as he realized the woman was heading right toward him.  Those sapphire eyes locked on his, and she flashed a brilliant smile.  It couldn’t be.  It was impossible.  But he couldn’t deny it as she approached him with one eyebrow raised.

      “Damien Van Buren?” she asked, the gentle lilt in her voice mesmerizing.

      He cleared his throat and put out his hand, reminding himself that this was purely a professional transaction, and he would have to keep it that way, no matter how appealing she was.  “Hi, you must be Brianna Murphy.  Welcome to America.”

      “I am,” she said, dazzling him with that million-dollar smile once again.  “It’s so nice to meet you.  And this must be Stephanie!”  As bright as her eyes had seemed before, they positively lit up when they landed on the little girl.  “You and I are going to have so much fun together!”

      For a moment, Stephanie simply stared at the newcomer.  But then her face slowly transformed as she smiled, and the same light was reflected back in her own eyes.  “You’re pretty!”

      “Thank you very much,” Brianna said with a self-conscious giggle.  “You’re very pretty, too.”

      The group turned and headed toward the exit.

      “I hope your flight was all right.”

      “It was very long, but overall, it was enjoyable.  I love that I got to see so much of the U.S. on my way here.  Everything is just so beautiful!”

      He could say the same about her, but he held his tongue. “I hear the same thing about Ireland.”

      Brianna nodded, creating more movement in her hair.  “It is, but in a different way.  It’s the complete opposite.”

      “I hope you won’t be too terribly homesick.”  He felt like such a dolt saying stiff sentences like that, but he didn’t want to just walk along in silence.

      “No, I think I’ll be fine.  I’ve been looking forward to a change of scenery.”

      Stephanie suddenly began wiggling in his arms, and when Damien looked down, he saw that she was reaching out toward Brianna.  The au pair had seen it as well, and she held out her arms to receive the little girl as though it was the most natural thing in the world to fly to a new country and scoop a child into her arms as if she were her own. With a smile, he let his daughter go.

      They easily found his car in the parking lot, and Damien let Brianna buckle Stephanie into the backseat.  “It looks to me like you’re starting your probationary period right away,” he said when he opened the passenger door to let Brianna in.  At his cousin’s suggestion, Damien had extended the job offer with a probationary period of thirty days.  That would give them each time to decide if it was working out.  “She seems to be taking well to you.”

      “Like I said in my letter, I have a lot of experience with little ones.”  Brianna turned around to give Stephanie a wink in the back seat.  “I have more cousins than I can count.  As one of the oldest, I’ve spent most of my life babysitting.”

      “That’s good to hear.  Stephanie really needs someone who will interact with her while I work.  She’s not the sort of kid who’s content to sit in a corner with her toys all day.  Even the TV only occupies her for so long.  She likes to get outside and play, and she’s already got quite the imagination for a two-year-old.”

      “And what about your wife?  Does she work?”  Brianna craned her head to look out the window at the palm trees lining the road.

      Damien thought quickly, realizing he hadn’t put anything in his ad about being a single father.

      “I’m recently divorced, actually.  It’s just Stephanie and me.”

      “Oh.”  The pale pink in Brianna’s cheeks deepened slightly.  “I’m sorry.  I didn’t realize…”

      “Don’t worry about it.”

      Brianna looked troubled.  “Is she dealing with it well?”

      He knew she meant Stephanie, and his heart warmed to know this woman already cared for his little girl so much.  “She seems to be, as far as I can tell.  And I think it will be even better for her now that she has someone to take care of her full-time.  I’ve been doing my best, but it’s not an easy thing to do by myself when I also have to work.  It’s been nice to have the extra time with her when I work at home, though, and I think I’ll continue to do that for a few afternoons a week.”

      He realized just how much he would miss having Stephanie on his lap while he made phone calls or taking a little longer to get to work because the two of them were snuggled up on the couch watching Sesame Street.

      “Don’t you have any family that can help you?”  Brianna clapped a hand over her mouth.  “I’m sorry!  I shouldn’t have asked such a thing.  It’s just that I come from such a big family, and there was always someone around to help with childcare.  I suppose we’re very old-fashioned in that sense.”

      “It’s okay,” Damien replied, and he meant it.  He had gotten very used to people asking him about both his divorce and his daycare arrangements.  Since those topics were often on the forefront of his mind, it was just becoming a way of life.  “My mother lives over in Burbank, but she doesn’t get around very well these days and it’s difficult for her to keep up with a toddler.  Plus there’s the commute to her place, then work, and then back again.  With the traffic along those highways, it’s not always worth it.  I thought it might be a better idea for Stephanie to have someone permanent and reliable.”

      He hoped Brianna could be that person.  Stephanie certainly seemed to like her.

      “That makes perfect sense to me.  I look forward to getting started.”

      They were silent for a moment as Damien continued to drive, but he felt there was still something in the air.  It was the same electricity that had made him notice her from the other side of the airport, and he realized what it was.  He felt like an idiot.  He should have realized sooner.

      “You’re a dragon, aren’t you?”

      “I am.  I hope that’s all right.”

      He smiled, still keeping his eyes on the road due to the heavy traffic, but wishing he could turn to look at her once again.  He wanted to see that spark again, especially now that he knew it was the animal inside her.  “Absolutely.  Both Stephanie and I are as well.  It will be good for her to have another shifter around.”

      They pulled into the garage, and Damien took Brianna’s suitcase from the trunk while she got Stephanie out of the car.  It seemed that even the two of them worked naturally together, and he felt good about this.  “I’ll give you the grand tour, and then you can settle in.”

      Stephanie insisted on staying in Brianna’s arms as he showed her around the house.  “I want you to consider this your home while you’re here.  Feel free to use anything in the kitchen, the library, the pool, anything.  I just ask that you please knock before coming into my office, since I might be on an important phone call.”  He gestured at the heavy door that separated his home office from the rest of the living space, and then guided her into the kitchen.  “I put my work number, my mobile number and my mother’s number here by the phone, should you need anything when I’m not here.”

      Brianna nodded but didn’t reply as she took in the white cabinets, wood-trimmed countertops and eat-in breakfast bar that separated the food prep area from an informal dining room.  The window wall in the breakfast area overlooked the pool room, and he thought he saw Brianna’s jaw drop a little. She had a similar reaction to the rest of the house, and it made Damien realize just how good he had it.  He had been living in the lap of luxury for a long time compared to some, and he looked at his home with new appreciation as he showed her around.

      “Here’s your room,” he said when they reached the second story and he opened the first door on the right.  “It’s right next to Stephanie’s, so you can get to her easily.  You have your own bathroom, as well.  I hope it’s comfortable enough for you”

      “It’s…wonderful,” Brianna said breathlessly.  She stepped gingerly into the white-carpeted room and delicately touched the edge of the bed.  “Thank you.”

      He suddenly felt awkward, and he stepped back out into the hallway.  “I know I said a little bit about it in my letter, but I’d like to discuss expectations a bit more.  I’m entrusting you with the most important thing in my life, and I want Stephanie to be your priority at all times when you’re on duty.  I don’t expect you to know every little thing about her right away, as I know it will take you a little time to get to know one another, but please remember that she’s why you’re here.”

      Brianna nodded, suddenly looking very serious as she followed him into the hall.  “Absolutely.  I was going to ask if she has a schedule as far as when she wakes up, goes to bed, takes her naps and has her meals.  I know how important that is for a little one, and I don’t want to disrupt that for her.”

      She could just be saying it to appease him, but Damien had the distinct impression that Brianna really meant it.  She was clearly delighted to be living in a mansion in Beverly Hills, but that didn’t mean she wouldn’t be a good au pair.  “I have it all typed out for you.  We’ll go back downstairs to my office and we can go over it.”  He gestured at the staircase, allowing Brianna to go first.

      “I also want to make sure you understand that I’m somewhat in the public eye due to my job.  It’s not like I’m a celebrity, but people around here know who I am.  When you take Stephanie out, I expect only the best behavior from you.  You’re representing my family, after all.”  Once he said it, Damien realized just how harsh he sounded.  He started to apologize, but then he stopped himself.  There was nothing wrong with being frank and forthright with someone who was going to be caring for his child.  He wouldn’t have been any different had he been at work.  Besides, Brianna was a dragon at heart.  She could handle it.

      “Understood,” she replied evenly as she followed him into his office.  “May I ask what you do for a living?”

      “I’m the director of A&R for Rising Star Records.”  He crossed the room to his desk and picked up the file folder he had prepared for Brianna.  It contained an entire packet of information he had typed up on his daughter, including her schedule, her favorite foods, and what his preferences were for her care.  Some of it was very basic, but he thought it was best to cover all his bases.  When he turned to hand it to Brianna, that hint of color was back in her cheeks again.  He waited for the reaction he usually got when people found out what he did: shoving their demo tapes into his chest or insisting that he come to some backwater nightclub to watch their cousin sing.

      “Oh.  That’s very nice,” she replied as she tenderly touched one of Stephanie’s braids.

      Yes, things were going to work out just fine.
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      When Brianna woke the next morning, for a split second, she didn’t quite recognize the ceiling over her head.  The bed seemed far too comfortable.  But then she remembered where she was.  She turned over to press her face into the pillow so no one would hear her squeal of delight, but Brianna had a feeling that these walls weren’t the paper-thin ones she was used to.  With a gleeful punch of her pillow, she sprang out of her bed and got ready for the day.

      Stephanie was waiting for her as she slipped into the bedroom next door.  She was just sitting up on her toddler bed and pushing back her Care Bear bedspread.  Her hair was a messy, dark cloud around her head, but she offered a sleepy smile to her new nanny.

      “Good morning, Sunshine!  Who’s ready to get dressed and start the day?”

      Stephanie pointed her finger.  “You!”

      Brianna laughed.  “Yes, me.  And you, too, I hope.  Let’s get you dressed, and then we can head down for breakfast, okay?”

      She was glad she had stayed up a little late to put all of her clothes and makeup away.  The schedule Damien had given her showed that she would have a decent amount of time to herself in the evenings, and that most of the time she was needed for Stephanie would be during the day.  Still, she didn’t want to waste any time getting settled.

      And she couldn’t wait to find some time to call Cathy and tell her all about the new home she was living in.  It was nothing like the small bungalow she had left at home, where there was barely enough space for everyone to sit—nevermind shift—comfortably.  The front entryway, where the stairs curved gracefully to the second floor, was tiled in white marble and trimmed in dark wood.  The kitchen was massive; so stunning and immaculate, she was afraid to even cut an apple without making a mess.  Damien had opened the door that led to the massive pool while he had shown her around the house, and she had been incredibly excited to see the indoor pool with decorative tile.  There were even changing areas and bathrooms off to the side, which made it seem like it couldn’t possibly belong in a home.

      Even Stephanie’s bedroom was the ultimate dream room for a little girl.  The Care Bears were her favorite characters, and they were plastered everywhere.  Her canopy bed was draped in the colorful bears, and there was even matching wallpaper.  The walk-in closet was full of dresses for every occasion, as well as plenty of shorts, swimsuits and comfy rompers.  Several of the pieces still had the tags on, and Brianna doubted anything had ever been a hand-me-down.

      She took her time to dress Stephanie, eager to show that she was capable of the job. Together they chose a cute yellow sundress, and Brianna even found frilly socks with matching yellow bows.  She combed the little girl’s hair, surprised at how still she sat for the process, and put it up into a ponytail.  Another yellow bow went into her hair.

      Carrying her down to the kitchen, Brianna opened the big fridge.  Damien must have had it stocked recently, because there was hardly any space left on the shelves.  “What would you like for breakfast?” she asked the little girl.  “Maybe some bacon and eggs?”

      “Lucky Charms!” Stephanie squealed.

      Just to be certain, Brianna checked the folder Damien had given her to make sure that was acceptable. It seemed a little silly to carry the file around with her, but for the first few days, it was the easiest way to ensure she stayed on schedule and didn’t accidentally give the little girl something she couldn’t have.  “All right, Lucky Charms for you, and bacon and eggs for me.  I’m starving after that long trip.  They fed us on the plane, but the food was terrible.”

      “Starving!” Stephanie echoed as Brianna set her in a high chair and turned back toward the kitchen for the cereal.

      She laughed.  “Yes, ma’am.  My mother always told me I had an appetite like a lumberjack.  What about you?  Do you like to eat?”

      “Eat!  Eat!”

      It was so easy to get a reaction out of her, and Brianna loved it.  She swore her cousins had never been that fun.  As she served Stephanie and started to make her own meal, Brianna found a note on the counter.

      

      I took off early for the office.  I have a lot of catching up to do now that you’re here.  Please call me if you need anything.  –Damien

      

      That suited Brianna.  It would be easier to get used to the house and her new job without anyone watching over her shoulder.  Damien had been a bit intimidating as he explained the details of the position the day before, but she could understand.  He had a high-profile job and a child whom he truly cared about.  He wasn’t just hiring someone to run errands for him.  Brianna was living in his house and taking care of his daughter, and it didn’t get more important than that.

      Remembering what he’d said about his job, Brianna felt her cheeks heat up.  They seemed to do that a lot when Damien was around, and she hoped he hadn’t noticed.  She just hadn’t expected him to be so handsome—or a dragon.  If his tan skin, jet black hair and chocolate eyes weren’t enough, there was his strong nose and sculpted lips.  His wide shoulders and washboard abs didn’t hurt, either.  He looked casual enough in his linen blazer and jeans, but she could immediately tell that he was a formidable man who didn’t put up with any bullshit.

      Brianna allowed herself a smile as she thought about how hot her boss was—and what his sheer presence stirred in her inner dragon—but she knew she had to remember that he was just that: her boss.  And that was exactly why she didn’t say anything about her dreams to be a singer.  It wouldn’t be fair to try to use him to make her way in the music world, and he hadn’t exactly asked.  The funny thing was that she had hardly given a thought to getting gigs or recording a new demo since she had arrived.  Part of it was that she had been so overwhelmed with all the new sights, but she had also been thoroughly charmed by Stephanie.

      Brianna brought her plate to the breakfast bar and sat next to the little girl.  “What would you like to do today?”  She was too young to really carry on a conversation, but Brianna had always had a habit of talking constantly to little children.  Her mother had noticed this when she’d started watching her cousins and said that it made them smarter.  Brianna didn’t know if it was true or not, but her charges certainly seemed to have large vocabularies.

      “Walk?” Stephanie asked, then giggled as her tiny tongue elongated and forked, snapping up a clover-shaped mini marshmallow from her spoon.

      Brianna’s eyes widened and she clapped for the little girl. “What a neat trick!”

      Smiling proudly, Stephanie’s tongue resumed its human shape and she continued to munch on her cereal.

      “I think taking a walk sounds like a great idea.”  Brianna glanced out the window as she put a bite of egg in her mouth.  It promised to be a beautiful day, and she had seen an entire array of sun hats in Stephanie’s closet.  There was a stroller in the garage, which would make it easy, and it would be a perfect opportunity to explore her new town.  “We’ll go right after breakfast.”

      Half an hour later, Brianna and Stephanie set out.  As soon as she’d received Damien’s letter, Brianna ordered a map of the Los Angeles area so she could get a feel for where everything was.  She had located the street Damien lived on and traced her way to Rodeo Drive so many times, she could practically close her eyes and walk there.  She was thrilled to find that it was a short walk, and she was even happier to see that this place was just as dazzling as she had hoped.  Every single house was nothing short of grand, with palm trees growing in the front yard and carefully manicured lawns.  No one had chickens running around in the yard, and she never saw a man covered in greasy clothes bending under the hood of his vehicle. The other people she saw out for a walk were dressed in bright, crisp sport clothes as they headed rapidly down the sidewalk with their tiny dogs on tight leashes, no longer entranced by their glorious surroundings.  It would be an extremely touristy thing to do, but Brianna decided she would have to bring her camera on her next walk.  Her family and friends back home would never believe this.

      She could hardly believe it herself as she passed the Beverly Wilshire.  The building was magnificent, so stately that she couldn’t imagine anyone being able to afford staying there.  As she progressed down the street, she saw so many brand names that she recognized from the magazines she had been getting back home.  She dared to look in the window at Harry Winston, trying not to imagine just how much those brilliant gems must cost.  She marveled at the windows and signs for Chanel, Louis Vuitton, Cartier and Chanel.  A part of her really wanted to go into the stores and actually shop.  Her salary from Damien really was a generous one, but she had been working for less than a day and only had the small bit of money her mother had reluctantly pressed into the palm of her hand the day before she left.  The real shopping would wait.  Besides, she wanted to see everything she could.

      Brianna was grateful for the ramps at Anderton Court that allowed her to easily explore the shops there while pushing a stroller, and she didn’t mind the shade, either.  The sun was so close out there that it felt as though it was sitting on her shoulders.  It was no wonder everyone was so tan, and as she looked at her ghostly reflection in a window, she realized just how much she stuck out.

      Stopping briefly at a little café to get a bottle of water for herself and a juice box for Stephanie, Brianna found a bench and sat down, turning the stroller around so she could see her charge.  “I hope you’re having a good time,” she said quietly.  “You live in such a beautiful place, and I’m sure you don’t even know it yet.  But I think you’re one lucky girl.”

      Stephanie grinned, probably just because she was enjoying the sunshine and the smooth vibrations of the stroller, and she wrapped her chubby hands around the juice box.

      “You know what I like the best?”  Brianna leaned forward, putting her hands on her knees so she could share her secret.  “I love the palm trees.  Everywhere I look, there are beautiful plants.  I know we’re right in the middle of a city, but I like to know that there’s still a little bit of nature around.”  Granted, those plants had all been groomed and manicured into the perfection that was demanded of an area like this.  Never did she see a palm leaf with brown edges or a blade of grass that was a different length than the others.  She only hoped that she herself could keep up with such flawlessness.

      Brianna continued her walk.  She was grateful that she had always been physically active, or she might not have had the endurance to keep up with her interest.  She almost didn’t want to blink in case she missed something.  As it was, she knew that she shouldn’t keep Stephanie out too long, or she might miss her nap.  She crossed the street and headed back, trying to memorize the way every single shop looked.

      Stopping in front of the Gucci store, Brianna admired the mannequins in the window.  It looked like Madonna might shop there, with its short fluffy skirts, wide belts and vivid colors.  She glanced down at her own outfit, realizing once again how little she fit in there.  Her jeans were a Guess knockoff, and while she had thought her striped purple-and-white shirt was cute, it suddenly seemed very ordinary.  A yellow Ferrari zoomed down the street behind her, a young girl with a crop top and curly hair hanging out the passenger side driving home the point.

      Taking a deep breath, Brianna continued her walk.  She had to get home—if she could even allow herself to think of it that way—and she couldn’t let all the money and the fashion that she was suddenly surrounded by get to her.  The only people that mattered were Damien and Stephanie.  The little girl seemed to like her just fine, and she had a feeling Damien would have said something yesterday if he didn’t like the way she kept herself.

      “Just what do you think you’re doing?” barked a voice.

      It startled Brianna.  She had been so lost in her thoughts that she hadn’t been paying any attention to her surroundings, and she looked up to find a woman staring at her.  With short, blonde hair that frizzed a little at the end and harsh eyes that were caked in blue eyeliner, she stared at Brianna with vehemence.

      “Excuse me?” Brianna squeaked.

      “I said, what do you think you’re doing?  That’s my daughter in that stroller.”  She pointed a long, lacquered nail toward Stephanie.

      Brianna swallowed.  The only person she had really talked to since arriving had been Damien, and he had been nothing but courteous.  Clearly, this wasn’t the case with the woman who must be his ex-wife.  “I’m her au pair.  Her father hired me to take care of her.”

      The woman folded her arms in front of her narrow chest.  “Oh, I see how it is.  He gets me out of the house, accuses me of cheating, and then he turns right around and moves a little floozy in across the hall.”

      “It’s not like that, ma’am.”  Brianna’s heart surged against her ribs, and she took half a step back.  Inside, her body reacted, threatening to shift.  But she refused to be embarrassed on the street like that where anyone could see her losing control.

      “Ha!”  The other woman didn’t seem to notice that the other passers-by were staring at their little scene.  If she did, then she didn’t care.  “I know how he works, and eventually, you will, too.  He’ll lure you in, and then he’ll turn around and completely change.  Do yourself a favor and don’t fall for him, because he’ll yank the rug right out from under you!”

      None of what she was saying made any sense, but it wasn’t any of Brianna’s business what happened between Damien and his ex.  “I don’t think we should be talking about this…”

      “Oh yes, we should.  Damien has Stephanie right now, so you have a job.  But I’ll be getting her back in a month or two.  My lawyer is already working on it, and he’s a shark.  So you’d better be checking the want-ads for some other sucker’s kids to watch, because you’ll be out on your ass in no time.”  Her face suddenly changed, and she started snickering.  “Do you have any idea what kind of tax breaks you get when you have a kid?  Not to mention all the child support I’ll be collecting from Damien.  Better tell him to be looking for another job, too, because he’ll have to work at least two of them just to keep up with the payments.”  She waggled her fingers in the air, her nails quickly extending into claws, and marched on down the street.

      Brianna remained still for a moment, too shocked to do anything else.  She had been enjoying her outing, but now, she didn’t want to do anything but get back to Damien’s house and focus on her job as a nanny.

      With that thought, she looked down at Stephanie.  The little girl was happily playing with the little Strawberry Shortcake doll she had brought along for the ride.  She had taken no notice of the fact that her mother had been standing a few feet away from her.  There had been no begging to get out of the stroller or cries of “Mommy!”  There must be a lot to the story behind their breakup, but Brianna wasn’t sure she wanted to know about it.  She put her sneakers in gear and headed back.
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      Damien loved it when he left work early.  The roads were relatively clear, and he had a chance to let the engine of his Porsche 944 really open up.  Driving it brought him great satisfaction, but most of all, he knew that his little girl was waiting for him at home, and he never minded leaving behind the urgency of work to relax a little with Stephanie before dinner.

      It had been three weeks since he had picked up Brianna from the airport, and he hadn’t regretted a single day.  Many mornings, he left the house early to get a head start on work so that he wouldn’t feel guilty about those afternoons that he missed, and he knew without a doubt that Stephanie would be clean, fed and happy while he was gone.  There was such a sense of relief that came with that, more than he had anticipated.

      If Damien were honest with himself, he hadn’t really had any reservations about Brianna once he’d met her.  She was young and perhaps a bit naïve from the way she goggled at the scenery, but she was sweet and extremely devoted.  When Damien came home from work, he never found her lounging in front of the television while his daughter was left to play alone.  Instead, the two of them were always doing something together.  It was amazing, and he hoped that Brianna would want to stay at the end of her probationary period.  Damien couldn’t imagine finding someone else as fit for the job as she was.

      I’ve got a few other jobs in mind for her, his dragon groaned.  As tempting as the pictures flashing through his imagination were, he tried his best to push the torrid thoughts from his head.

      The phone rang in the kitchen just as he came in from the garage, and he grabbed the receiver off the hook.  “Hello?”

      “Hey, Damien!  It’s Gordon!”  The man on the other end had to shout over the bad connection.  “I’m going to be in your neck of the woods in about five minutes.  Mind if I drop by for a bit?”

      “Yeah, sure.  See you soon.”  Damien hung up.  He and Gordon had met at one of the numerous parties that Linda had dragged him to.  He didn’t always care for the kind of people who hung out at them.  Gordon wasn’t much different, except that he insisted on being Damien’s friend for some reason.  He had to wonder what the man wanted, but it would still be nice to have someone over, especially since he didn’t see any sign of Brianna and Stephanie.

      The front doorbell rang a few minutes later, and Damien threaded his way through the house to answer it.  A bright red Lamborghini was parked out front, and Gordon was on his doorstop, running a hand through his wavy blonde hair.  He wore brightly colored Hawaiian print board shorts and a white guayabera button down, which coordinated perfectly with his flip flops.  “Hey, there you are!  You know, I hadn’t seen you in such a long time that I was starting to wonder if you still lived in the state.”

      “I’ve been around.  I’ve just been busy.”  Gordon’s assessment hadn’t been completely off the mark, considering that Damien had been so busy with Stephanie and work since the divorce that he hadn’t really been out at all.  He hadn’t even missed it.

      “Yeah, I’m sure you have been busy, you tiger,” Gordon said as he stepped inside.  “Busy chasing babes now that you’re single again.”

      “Not quite.  Why don’t you come have a cup of coffee or a soda?”  Damien turned toward the kitchen.  “Help yourself to whatever you’d like.”

      Gordon followed him, but he wasn’t ready to let that conversation go.  “What?  You’re not going to tell me about all your conquests?  Are you too much of a gentleman to kiss and tell?”  He punched Damien on the arm and laughed.

      “It’s not like that.”  He busied himself with getting coffee filters and mugs out of the cabinet, wishing he hadn’t let Gordon come over at all if they could only have locker room talk.  There was a place for it, but he wasn’t really in the mood.  “I’m focusing on myself and my daughter.  That’s all that matters to me right now.”

      “That’s easy to say when you’ve got a babe like that prancing around the house.”  Gordon had grabbed a Pepsi out of the fridge, but it was unopened in his hand as he leaned a hip against the breakfast bar and gazed through the window wall.

      Damien followed his line of vision and nearly dropped his coffee mug.  Brianna and Stephanie were playing in the pool, the nanny’s back turned to the kitchen.  She wore a simple one-piece maillot cut high on the thighs, and she had tamed her waves of hair into a high ponytail.  She was innocently playing with Stephanie in the shallow end, splashing, jumping, and trying to teach the little girl to float.  It was all perfectly natural, but he couldn’t believe just how amazing she looked in that suit.  And how perfect those hips are for mating, his dragon added.  Damien cleared his throat.  “Um, that’s my au pair.”

      “No wonder you don’t leave the house anymore.  What kind of action are you getting off that?”  Gordon continued to stare through the windows, even moving his head a little to get a better angle.

      It angered Damien, but he tried his best to play it cool.  “It’s not like that, Gordon.  She works here, and that’s all.”

      Gordon finally turned to look at his friend, his golden eyebrows raised.  “Seriously?  You’ve got a bodacious chick like that working for you, relying on you to be able to stay in this country, and you haven’t done anything but write her a paycheck?”

      “It’s not like that, man—”

      “But it should be!  Come on, Damien.  You’re a dragon; you can be a smooth operator when you want to be.  I bet you could make her obey every whim you have, every beck and call, and she would do anything for you.  I can tell.  She’s got that look in her eyes, like she’s just dying to be your sex kitten.”

      “You haven’t even seen her eyes,” Damien pointed out, irritated that it had come to this.  He knew Gordon was a womanizer, just as most of the other men around him were, but he all of a sudden found it annoying.  “And I’m not about to take advantage of her.  She’s wonderful for Stephanie, and I can go to work without worrying whether or not Stephanie is taken care of.  It’s a purely professional relationship, and nothing else would be appropriate.”

      Gordon rolled his eyes, looking at Damien with disbelief.  “Hey, we’re all adults.  If the two of you decided you wanted to get together, then nobody would have anything to say.  It’s the eighties, man.”

      “Eighties or not, I’m not doing something like that.  I couldn’t find a better caregiver for my child, and I’m not messing that up for anything.  Besides, I’ve only been divorced for a couple of months.”

      “Pfft.”  Gordon waved his hand in the air as though none of that mattered.  “So?  You’re free, and it’s your right to get out there and explore, have a little fun.  Look, why don’t you drop Stephanie off with a babysitter and take that girl out.  You show her a good time, a little wining and dining, and she’ll be yours.  Guaranteed.”

      “Just stop.”  Damien felt the flash in his eyes as he spoke the words, and a chill rippled down his back as his body threatened to shift.  He could only be pushed so far.  “She’s not like that, and I’m not like that.”  Maybe he should have been.  There were times, when he lay awake at night after the divorce, that he wondered if he could be as much of a cat-about-town as most of the other men he knew.  There was a certain appeal to loving and leaving, but it just wasn’t in his blood.

      “Okay, okay.”  Gordon put his hands in the air and took a step backwards to show that he was done with his argument.  “I’m just looking out for you.  I know it must not have been easy to go through that divorce, and I don’t want to see you waste away.”

      “Trust me, I won’t.”  He had plenty to keep him busy, but it would be hard to get that image of Brianna in her swimsuit off his mind.  Why did he have to find a woman who was so damn sexy, even when she wasn’t trying?

      That glint was back in Gordon’s eye.  He leaned forward on the breakfast bar.  “All right.  Well if you’re going to just let the opportunity go to waste, then mind if I go out there and introduce myself?  I’d like to get to know her a little better, if you know what I mean?”

      Damien stared down at the black liquid he had just poured into his mug, trying to control the urges that were surging up inside him.  How had he ever become friends with this asshole?  If Gordon was a symbol of what his life had been when he was still with Linda, then he was delighted to let him go.

      “Get out.”

      “Whoa, man.  I wasn’t trying to piss you off.  And hey, at least I asked.  Plenty of guys would have just come back when you weren’t home.”

      The fact that Gordon had even come up with the idea infuriated Damien.  He came around the end of the breakfast bar until his face was only a few inches from Gordon’s.  “I don’t want you talking to her or even looking at her,” he warned, his teeth thinning into ivory daggers.  “If you so much as drive by my house, I’ll fucking end you.”

      Gordon could feel the heat of Damien’s raging fire on his face as he spoke, and his head shrank down into his shoulders.  “W—What’s your beef, man?”

      “My beef is that there’s a complete douchebag in my house, and if he doesn’t leave in the next five seconds, he’s won’t have any arms or legs left to drive that Lambo.”  His vision was turning red around the edges, and he felt a chill on the backs of his arms where his scales were beginning to show.

      “I get the point, man!  I’m out!”  Gordon booked toward the front door.

      Damien watched him go, trying to slow down his breath as he watched the sleek sports car screech away.  He might have overreacted, but he didn’t care.

      The sound of Stephanie’s giggles suddenly carried through the house, breaking the threat of shifting that still slithered just underneath Damien’s skin.  He turned back into the kitchen to see that Brianna and his daughter were just coming in from the pool.

      Brianna looked startled to see him, and she turned a frantic glance to the wall clock.  “I’m so sorry!  I didn’t realize you were home already.  We were having so much fun, and I completely lost track of time.”

      Stephanie ran to him, and he scooped her up, wet swimsuit and all.  “Don’t worry about it.  I’m home, but I still have some work to do.  I’ll be in my office for a bit, if you don’t mind staying with her a little longer.”

      “Not at all!”  The way she beamed at Stephanie let him know that she truly meant it.  “You want to go back in the pool for a bit?”

      “Yeah!”

      They went back through the sliding glass door, and Damien stomped off to his office, more frustrated than he’d been in some time.
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        * * *

      

      There was plenty of work he could have done.  It was both a blessing and curse that there was always more than could possibly be done in a forty-hour week.  He had an entire folder of song lyrics to look over, and the good ones would need to be matched up with the right artists.  The band he had brought in to do a trial recording was fantastic, but they still needed a singer.  There were several acts that he really needed to go see in person.  But when he returned to his office, his mind wouldn’t let him focus on any of that.

      His lifestyle had completely changed now that he was single.  He used to spend so many hours per week at work that he had stopped keeping track of them.  He would stay up until all hours just to make sure the artists and the record label had everything they needed.  He was constantly on call, no matter what.  And it was all worth it, because Rising Star paid him well—and he enjoyed being away from Linda.

      But now Stephanie was his priority.  Even with Brianna there to take care of her, Damien discovered that he was spending less and less time at the office.  Even when he promised himself that he would go to his home office after Stephanie went to bed to finish up a few things, it didn’t usually happen.  There was always something else to keep him occupied, something else that seemed more important.

      One night, he had found Brianna in the kitchen with a bowl of ice cream and a magazine.  She was dressed simply in a t-shirt and jeans, with her hair braided over one shoulder, but she looked positively elegant as she lowered her spoon into the bowl and then lifted it to her lips.  She’d looked up at him a moment later, that alarmed look in her eyes, and started to apologize.

      “Stop.  I told you to make yourself at home, and I’m glad you’re doing it.  I don’t want you to feel like you can only be in your room if you’re not with Stephanie.  In fact, I’ll join you.”  He had dished out some strawberry Frusen Glädjé for himself, trying to remember that last time he had indulged like that.

      He had expected Brianna to say a little bit about herself or to talk randomly about celebrities and television, but the only thing that was on her mind was Stephanie.  She told him how bright his little girl was, how well she had played at the park with a boy about her age, and how she had stubbornly refused to wear a purple bow because it wasn’t quite the same shade as her dress.

      Damien hadn’t thought much of it at the time, but as he tipped back in his desk chair and stared blankly at the screen of his computer monitor, he began to wonder a little about himself.  What had made him join her in the kitchen that night?  What had made him get so defensive when Gordon had suggested he was sleeping with Brianna?  There were worse things he could have been accused of, but it had riled him to no end when Gordon had suggested taking Brianna to bed himself.

      One point on which he couldn’t argue with Gordon was that Brianna had looked phenomenal in that bathing suit.  His dragon wouldn’t let him forget that sight.

      I’m being an idiot, he thought as he leaned forward and began aimlessly shuffling papers on his desk.  I’m just lonely, and I’m looking to fix that in places where I shouldn’t.  Maybe I need to start dating again just to keep myself in check—

      The soft knock on the door was a welcome reprieve from his thoughts.

      “Come in.”

      Brianna looked apologetic as she poked her head around the doorframe.  Her hair had dried into those soft waves that seemed to come naturally to her, still holding the volume that was so popular without looking fake or forced.  “I’m sorry to bother you, but I’m about to put Stephanie to bed.  I thought you might want to say goodnight.”

      Damien slowly set his papers down.  “Have I been in here that long?”

      “I’m afraid so.  But don’t worry, Stephanie’s had dinner and her bath and everything.”

      Of course she had.  Because Brianna would have done anything for the little girl, no matter what it took.  “I’m sorry.  I must have gotten wrapped up in my work.  I’ll be there in a minute.”  When the door closed, he wanted to kick himself.  He had taken off early in order to spend more time with Stephanie, but in the end, he had done nothing but wallow in his own misery.  That wasn’t going to happen again.

      And as he headed across the house toward the stairs, he realized that maybe it was time for things to return to normal.  There were probably tons of talented artists out there he wasn’t finding because he was staying home instead of hitting the nightclubs and checking out other small venues where hopefuls gathered.  He would talk to Brianna about extending her hours.  He already paid her far more than most au pairs earned, and he didn’t think she would mind more time with Stephanie.

      But as he headed up the stairs, an angelic sound drifted down to his ears.  Someone was singing.  Did Brianna have the radio on?  No, he realized from the slow swing of the music that it was a lullaby.  Damien couldn’t quite hear it clearly, and he strained his ears as he approached the landing.  He didn’t recognize any of the words, and in fact, he didn’t recognize the song at all. But it was sweet and soft, and it was the most beautiful thing he’d heard in a long time.

      “Good night, sweetling,” Brianna said as Damien approached the door, which had been left open just a crack.  “Your daddy will come say goodnight in just a minute.”

      Damien paused where he was so he wouldn’t run into her as she came out of the room.  She stepped to the side to let him pass, and he pointed a finger at her as he did so.  “Can you wait here for a second?  I need to talk to you.”

      He stepped onto the plush pink carpet of Stephanie’s room.  She looked so small in her big girl bed, a white canopy bed that he had bought at a high-end furniture store before Stephanie was even old enough to leave her crib.  It just looked so pretty, so right for his baby.  He would do anything for her, and as he approached her bedside, he realized that his thoughts about work were already proven to be wrong.  He couldn’t go back to the way things used to be.  So what if he missed out on some artists and another record label picked them up instead?  The one thing he didn’t want to miss out on was his daughter.

      “Are you all ready to go to sleep?” he asked quietly, brushing her dark hair back from her forehead.

      “Bri sing,” she replied sleepily.  “Bri sing pretty.”

      “Yes, I know.  “I want you to have sweet dreams, okay?  And I’ll see you tomorrow.  I love you.”  He leaned forward, kissing her forehead and her cheeks and inhaling the clean scent.  She was the most precious thing in the world.

      Stephanie’s little hands wrapped around his neck and she pulled him closer, pressing her own lips against his cheek.  “Love you, Daddy.”

      He’d already said it, but he would say it a hundred times a day just to make sure she understood.  “I love you, too.  Good night.”  It was so hard to leave that room.  He wanted to just sit on the edge of the bed and watch her drift off, studying the delicate curve of her cheek and the way her lashes lay against it, but he knew there was other business to attend to.

      Brianna was wringing her hands when he came back out into the hallway.  Her eyes were wide when she glanced at him and immediately looked away.  “I’m so sorry, Mr. Van Buren.  Should I have gotten you for dinner?  I didn’t want to disturb you.”

      He felt like an ass, not only for sitting alone in his office for so long, but for making Brianna feel like it was her fault.  She could be confident when she needed to be.  He had seen her talk to the mailman as though they were old friends, and she had introduced herself to the cook without hesitation.  But she never seemed to have that self-assurance when he was around.  Damien shook his head.  “You didn’t tell me you could sing.”

      Her cheeks colored visibly, and she looked away again.  “I love to sing.  It’s my greatest passion in life,” she replied quietly.

      “It is?  Then why have you been keeping it such a secret?”

      “I didn’t really mean to, but when you said you were in the music business, I didn’t want to give you any cause to think I was here to take advantage of you.  I’m sure you get people all the time who want you to get them signed, and I don’t want to be one of them.”

      “I appreciate that.”  And he did.  Most other people wouldn’t have had that kind of courtesy, and it was so endearing that he wasn’t sure what else to say about it.  “What was that song?”

      Brianna brushed her hand through the air as though waving aside the lullaby.  “It’s called the Ballyeamon Cradle Song.  It’s silly, I know, but my mother used to sing it to me all the time when I was little.  I turned around and sang it for my cousins, and it’s just become an old habit.”

      “It’s just lovely.  Stephanie says you ‘sing pretty.’”  He had to agree.  There didn’t seem to be anything about her that wasn’t lovely.

      “Thank you.  I’ll just go clean up the kitchen and get to bed.”  She rushed down the stairs and disappeared.

      Damien watched her go, his mind working overtime.  He hadn’t been able to concentrate on his business that afternoon, but suddenly, that was no longer the case.
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      Brianna wiped down the kitchen counters and rinsed the sponge.  She peeked into the living room to make sure Stephanie was still happily watching My Little Pony before throwing in a load of laundry.  She worked quickly to make sure she would still get some time to snuggle up on the couch with the little girl before she got bored and wanted to go play with her Barbies or her Cabbage Patch Kid.  Brianna loved to play with her, and the two of them had made up all sorts of interesting storylines for her dolls, but there was also something extremely gratifying about curling up on the couch with Stephanie.  She would wiggle her little body against Brianna’s thigh, reaching out to pat her leg or touch her hair.  It was endearing, and it was at those times that Brianna knew she had made the right decision by coming to America.

      It had been a little easier to feel she fit in as long as she avoided any place where she thought she might run into Linda again.  Brianna had accidentally overheard Damien on the phone, so now she at least knew his ex-wife’s name.  Once or twice, she had considered telling him about the incident.  But it seemed clear the only reason Linda had said anything to her at all was because she was angry at Damien, and if Brianna had actually delivered the message Linda had given her, it would’ve just continued to fuel the fire.

      Instead, she made the best of her time around the house with Stephanie, swimming in the pool or playing in the back yard.  They walked down to the park to play and have picnics.  Once or twice, the two of them had taken a ride with the cook to the grocery store.  It had been delightful to fill the cart with food and never worry about how much money they were spending, although Brianna was always careful not to abuse that right.  Damien was a good boss, and she truly enjoyed her job.  She wanted to stay as long as she could.  She just had to hope that he wanted to keep her when she reached the end of her probationary period.

      “Which pony is your favorite?” Brianna asked as she joined Stephanie on the couch.

      She pointed to a yellow pony with butterflies on its rump.

      “I like that one, too.  I think her name is Butterscotch.  What about that one?”  Brianna pointed to a pink pony with white dots.  “Do you remember that one’s name?”

      Stephanie shrugged, an adorable gesture on such a little girl.

      Brianna smiled.  “I think it’s Cotton Candy.”  The two of them continued to watch.  Stephanie was no doubt lost in the bright colors and the high voices of the characters, but Brianna took the time just to enjoy being with her and to plan out the rest of their day.  When she got the chance, she wanted to ask Damien if there was a library nearby.  He had stayed home to work, but she didn’t want to knock on his office door unless it was absolutely necessary.  Her boss hadn’t even come out for lunch, so Brianna figured he must have had a heavy workload.

      When the show ended and Brianna was just about to suggest they go outside for a little while, Damien appeared in the doorway.  “Brianna, could you please come to my office for a minute?”

      “Of course.”

      He left, and she looked down at Stephanie.  “Here.  You can watch a little more TV, and I’ll be right back, okay?”

      Stephanie’s focus was on the screen, and she nodded absently as Brianna got up from the couch.

      Her blood thrummed against the walls of her veins, and she tried to walk calmly to the office.  It was getting close to the end of her trial period.  Was he going to tell her whether or not she would be allowed to stay?  As far as she knew, she had been doing a good job.  She liked to think Damien was the sort of man who would have told her outright if he wasn’t happy, but she had only known him for a few weeks.  She paused uncertainly in the doorway of the office, and Damien waved her in.

      “Have a seat.”  He gestured at the leather chair across from his desk.  “I have a few things I’d like to talk to you about.”

      She sat, hoping the shaking she felt inside didn’t show.

      Damien tapped a stack of papers, lined them up and then set them aside.  He smiled at her.  “So, you like to sing, right?”

      Her heart shot up into her throat, but she pushed it back down again.  She couldn’t let herself even hope that Damien was going to help her achieve her dreams.  “I do.”

      “Good.  I’ve secured an audition for you.”  He watched her expectantly, letting the words sink in.

      But Brianna couldn’t seem to process them correctly.  “I… I don’t understand…”

      “It’s my job to find new talent, but having talent is only the beginning.  The right songs need to be paired with the right artists, and sometimes bands and singers need to be put together as well.  There’s a lot more to being an A&R director than just hearing good music and signing artists.”

      Brianna nodded.  “That makes sense.”

      “A few months ago, before you came here, I heard a new wave band in a nightclub that belonged to a friend of mine.  They were pretty good, but I could tell they needed some tweaking.  I had them come in and record a demo with us. They already had one of their own, but I wanted to see what our sound guy could do with them.  I still felt like something needed to be changed, and then their singer up and quit.  Would you like to audition to be their new singer?”

      “I…That’s…”  Brianna couldn’t believe her ears or even catch her breath long enough to give Damien a solid reply.  This was the opportunity of a lifetime, and he was handing it to her on a silver platter.  “Me?”

      Damien laughed, a sound she hadn’t often heard from him.  He was always so serious unless he was around Stephanie.  “Yes, you!  You’ve got a wonderful voice, and it was even better that I got to hear it when you didn’t know I was listening.  You were just being yourself, so I know I was hearing the real deal.  I think your bright, clear voice could be a wonderful contrast to the heavier synth sound this band has.”

      “Oh my god, that’s… that’s awesome!  Thank you so much!”  So many times, Brianna had dreamed up something like this.  She’d heard of singers being discovered in odd, random ways, but she had never imagined she would be one of them.  Her mind raced, her heart surging with excitement, and without thinking, she ran to Damien, wrapping her arms around him, squeezing him in a tight hug.  Her dragon quaked at their sudden closeness, sending bolts of electricity through every cell in her body, and she stumbled back, her face flushed.  “I—I’m sorry; that was entirely inappropriate.  I—”

      Damien stepped forward, brushing a stray lock of hair behind her ear and she felt the heat of his touch once again.  “Hey, don’t worry about it.”  He flashed a warm smile, pausing before placing his hands into his pockets.  “I don’t think talent like yours deserves to be hidden away, so I’m happy for the chance to have you audition.  Now, again, there’s nothing definite here.  We’ll have to see how well you can work with the band and if your sounds will truly mesh as well as I think they will.  Then I’ve got to get the approval of the president.  But I honestly think you have a strong chance.”

      “Thank you.  I’m so grateful.”  A tear trickled down her cheek from the excitement of it all.  “But what about Stephanie?”

      Damien tipped his head slightly to the side.  “You know, you’ve been wonderful for her.  I can’t tell you how appreciative I am that with this big opportunity thrown in your lap, the first thing you do is think of her.  But I’ve already got it taken care of.  My mother will come by that day to watch her, and I can take you to the audition.  I’ve got everything covered.”  There was that smile again.  When Damien looked at her like that, she could always see the kindness in his eyes.  “I’ve got the original demo tapes here.  You can listen to them for the next couple of days to familiarize yourself with their sound and with the songs.  Then you and I will drive to the studio, and you can spend some time in the booth with them.  That’s really all you have to do.”

      “Okay,” she replied breathlessly.  He made it sound so simple, but he wasn’t the one getting behind a microphone.  “I’d better get back to Stephanie. But really, thank you.”

      She felt dizzy as she went back to the living room.  Brianna knew there was a chance that this wouldn’t work out.  She loved to sing, and her friends and family always told her she had a real knack for it.  Even Damien seemed to think so.  But she had never worked with a band before, and her modest recording session back home had taken place in little more than some guy’s remodeled basement.  That seemed like such a long time ago now.

      And then there was that fiery jolt he sparked within her as they touched.  She couldn’t even begin to explain it, and she certainly couldn’t ignore it.  But for the time being, she decided it was best to do so, as much as possible.

      Sinking down onto the couch, she watched as Stephanie danced excitedly to a Toys ‘r’ Us commercial.  It was adorable, just like everything else she did.  Someday, if this worked out, she would have to thank Stephanie.  It was all because of her that this was happening, after all.

      “Play?” the little girl asked when the commercial was over.

      Brianna was grateful.  She had so much excitement and energy in her, she didn’t think she could possibly sit still.  “Let’s do it!”
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        * * *

      

      As much as she loved her job, Brianna couldn’t wait for her shift to end that day.  Damien insisted he would feed Stephanie her dinner, and so Brianna rushed up to her room.  It had its own phone line and she immediately picked up the receiver and dialed.

      “Hello?” Cathy asked moments later.

      “Cathy!  It’s Brianna!”  Hearing her voice, Brianna realized just how much she missed her best friend back in Ireland.  The two of them had been close for so many years, and it was odd not to be able to talk about everything on a regular basis.  She wanted to keep her international calls to a minimum for Damien’s sake, even though he’d told her not to worry about it, and the first phone call she had made had been to her mother.

      “I just got your postcard the other day!  How are things going?  Tell me everything!  Have you met any celebrities?”

      Brianna laughed at her friend’s enthusiasm.  “Things are wonderful.  Stephanie, the little girl I’m in charge of, is wonderful.  She’s sweet and playful, and she never complains when it’s time to go to bed.”

      “What kind of place are you staying in?  I always imagined that if someone is hiring an au pair, they must be some crazy rich person.  But I guess that doesn’t mean they don’t keep you in a closet under the stairs.”

      Brianna laughed.  “Nothing like that at all.”  She went on to describe her room, which she had taken small measures to make her own.  It was a wonderful room already, but she had bought a rug and a few wall hangings that she liked to add her own personal touch.  She had justified them to herself with the fact that even if she didn’t stay with Damien, she could take them to her next place.  She lay down on her bed, feeling like she had died and gone to heaven.  “And you should see the house itself; it’s huge.  It must be six times the size of my mother’s place.  Everything is top-of-the-line, and there’s even an indoor pool.  I can’t tell you how lucky I am.”

      “Oh, it really sounds like it!” Cathy enthused.  “But what about the celebrities?  They must be all over the place out there.”

      “Not really.  There’s definitely a lot of money here, but I can’t say that I’ve met any.  There was a guy on the sidewalk who looked an awful lot like Lionel Richie, but I doubt it was actually him.”

      “I’m sure you’ll find one eventually. Do you know if you’re staying yet?  Because if you are, then I’m going to save up for a plane ticket to come and see you.  I don’t care if I have to tag along while you work, but I’ve just got to see all this with my own eyes.”

      Brianna laughed as she twirled the phone cord through her fingers.  “That would be so rad.  I’d have to clear it with my boss, but I’m sure we could work something out.  He’s pretty cool.  As a matter of fact…”  She trailed off, not sure if she should say anything yet.  There was, as Damien had said, nothing definitive.

      “What?  Tell me!”

      She pulled in a deep breath.  “It turns out he’s a record label executive.”

      “Wait!  Let me guess.  You gave him your tape, and he loves it.  You’re going on tour with Duran Duran next summer, and you’ll be stopping in Ireland, and you can’t wait to introduce me Simon Le Bon.”

      “No, nothing quite that good.”

      “You can’t blame me for dreaming.”

      “Anyway, I never gave him my tape.  I didn’t want him to think I was just here to use him.  But he happened to hear me singing little Stephanie a lullaby, and he offered me an audition with a band that he’s trying to get for his record label.  I’m going to the studio on Wednesday to see how we sound together.”

      She had to hold the phone away from her ear so Cathy’s screams wouldn’t burst her eardrums.  “You’ve got to be kidding me!  That’s totally awesome!  I can’t wait to tell everyone.  I’m going down the street first thing tomorrow morning, and I’m going to tell that awful Rose Meyers what you’ve done with your life.”  Rose had been the most popular girl back in school, and that notion seemed to have carried over into her adult life.

      “Take a chill pill, Cathy; this is just an audition.  Maybe the band won’t like me.  Maybe I’ll get so nervous that I won’t be able to sing at all.  Or maybe Mr. Van Buren will realize that I wasn’t as good of a singer as he thought, he’ll fire me, and I’ll come back home with my tail between my legs.”  The thought had crossed her mind, although she hoped she was wrong.

      “Stop talking like that.  You’re going to do great.  And you said this was your boss who got you this audition?  Sounds to me like you’ve got it in the bag.”

      “I don’t know about that.”  Damien had been sure to tell her that it was still a gamble.  She hoped he wouldn’t do this as any sort of favor to her, but because she really deserved it.  “He’s a great guy, though.  He’s wonderful to work for, so even if I don’t nail the audition, I won’t mind coming back home to be a nanny.”

      “Oh?  Tell me more about this boss of yours.  Is he hot?”

      “Cathy…”  She didn’t want to say anything like that about Mr. Van Buren, especially not when she was speaking on his telephone line.

      “Grow up!  There’s nothing wrong with a little bit of gossip.  Besides, I think I hear a little something in your voice.  You like him.  I’m sure.  I’m so sure.”

      “Quit it!  He’s my boss!  I think you’ve let this whole thing go to your head.  It’s not like that.  He’s kind, and the job is good, but we’re purely professional.  Nothing more.”

      “If you say so...”

      “I do, and I’d better let you go before I rack up a phone bill so big that he decides to cancel the audition.  But I’ll call you as soon as I hear anything, okay?”  They hung up and Brianna lay on her bed for a little while longer, just trying to catch her breath from the day.  Was this really happening?  Was she really getting her shot at a recording contract?

      And better yet, what did she think of Damien?  She thought of him by his first name in her head, but she had only ever addressed him as Mr. Van Buren.  He’d never indicated they could be on a first-name basis, and other than the night when they sat together eating ice cream, the two of them hadn’t spent any time together unless Stephanie was involved.

      But she couldn’t deny her attraction to him, nor the spark she’d felt the other day when she’d hugged him.  A shiver of pleasure ran down her spine as she thought about him, and it made the sharp teeth of her dragon form threaten to descend.  He might spend his time behind the scenes, pointing his finger for the record label, but he could just as easily have been a movie star.  She’d never seen anyone quite like him, and it was hard not to stare.  The dark umber of his eyes was hypnotizing, and while she was usually quite confident, the alpha energy he radiated made her weak in the knees.  Most of the time, she saw him in suits or business casual attire.  But then there had been those occasions when she had spotted him in a polo and khaki shorts, or that one morning when he had come through the kitchen in his bathrobe for a cup of coffee.  It made him seem more like a real person—and it only showed her just how tempting his body was.

      She sighed.  If she had to tell the truth, she was most definitely attracted to him.  To her boss.  Not only that, he was the man who was giving her a chance at a big break.  Everything else would just have to be forced to the back burner for now.  She had a career to work on.

      Getting up, she slid the tape Damien had given her into her boombox and pressed the play button.
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      “Just relax.  I promise, nobody there is going to bite you.”  Damien was navigating traffic to get to Rising Star, but it was impossible to ignore the tension that had taken over Brianna.  It made her a completely different person compared to who she was when she was playing with Stephanie, and he was worried for her.

      “I’m sorry, I’m just a little anxious.  I’ve never done anything like this before.”  She rubbed her fingers nervously across her lips.

      Damien forced his eyes away, finding the gesture far too seductive.  “Don’t worry.  This band has been playing together for a bit, but they’re barely professionals themselves.  You listened to all the songs?”  He wondered if Brianna realized what an advantage she had in having access to the songs ahead of time.  Some artists were forced to learn on-the-go.  Maybe he wasn’t being fair by doing her that favor, but he really wanted this to work.

      “More times than I can count.”

      “Good.  Then you’ll be fine.”  Damien switched lanes to get around a semi.  Since his mom had Stephanie, he’d decided he would drive Brianna to the studio in the Porsche.  It was fast and smooth, and he enjoyed the ride, but he realized it probably looked like he was showing off.  Brianna, however, was too nervous to notice.

      “I hope so.”

      Deciding this was the best time to bring up something that had been weighing on his mind, Damien turned down the volume on The Psychedelic Furs’ new track emanating from the speakers, “The Ghost In You.”

      “I want you to know that I’m excited for you, but I also don’t know what I’m going to do if you get this gig.  I’m not looking forward to hiring a new au pair.”

      Brianna blushed, and he once again had to make sure he kept his focus on the road.  “I’m sure you won’t have anything to worry about, but I would never leave Stephanie until I knew you had someone else lined up for her.”

      How had he managed to find someone who was so kind and considerate?  There just wasn’t anyone else in Los Angeles county like her.  “I appreciate that.  Really.  But don’t sell yourself short; there’s a chance this could all work out for you.  Today, you’ll meet a few people who will be working on the recording.  They’re all very cool, very relaxed, and they won’t be the ones judging you.  It’s their job to make sure you and the band sound as good as possible.  You’ll meet the band, and you guys will go in the booth.  Just relax and do what you do naturally.”

      She pulled in a deep breath through her nose and let it out slowly through her mouth. She must have been even more nervous than he had anticipated.  “I know I shouldn’t be asking this, but how long will it be until we know something?”

      He tapped his finger against the steering wheel.  Technically, a lot of this decision was riding on his shoulders.  No one would really say anything if he made the call on his own, but he wanted to get the president involved.  He had to make sure that he was being objective, since he had been living with Brianna for the last few weeks.  “It shouldn’t take too long.  The tape will be ready in a couple of days, and then the executives will need some time to listen to it.  I’d guess a week or two.”

      “That’s not very long, but it feels like it.”

      “It’ll fly by,” Damien assured her.  He pulled into the parking garage attached to the studio and came around the side of the car to let her out.  At his suggestion, she had gone shopping for a new outfit.  It wasn’t because he didn’t like the way she dressed, but he knew that having new clothes always made someone feel more confident.  She stepped out in black miniskirt and a royal blue belted blouse that made her look like she was anything but a nanny.  Brianna had spent a little more time on her hair that morning, crimping a few pieces and teasing even more volume into it than usual.  With her heels and a vivid swoop of blue eyeshadow, it was hard to tell that she wasn’t already a rock star.

      Once inside, Brianna’s pleasant nature took over.  She smiled as she shook hands with everyone, and the band instantly seemed impressed with both her look and her attitude.  Damien knew it would take a lot more than that to get her this job, but they were off to a great start.

      Mitch, the drummer, waved toward the booth as he spoke to Damien.  “Hey, do you care if we just jam a little before we actually start?”

      “Sounds like a good idea to me.  We’ll keep the mics off on our side while you get to know each other.  Just let us know when you’re ready.”  He watched her go into the sound booth with the band, and he stepped into the production booth with Mike.

      With his curly black hair and a pair of sunglasses perched at the end of his nose, Mike looked like a complete slacker.  He usually sat behind the mixing board with his feet propped up, looking through a magazine or doodling song lyrics on a notepad like he had nothing better to do.  But Damien knew that, even though he was human, he was one of the best in the business.  He could take a mediocre band and make them sound like they had been pros for years.  “So this is her, huh?”  He was looking through the glass with more interest than Damien had seen in his eyes before.

      Damien had phoned ahead to let Mike know what they’d be doing.  “I hope so.  She’s got a great voice.  We’ll just have to see.”

      “Are you okay?  You look a little rattled.”  Mike squinted at him with bloodshot eyes.

      “Hmm?”  He had been watching Brianna closely as she chatted with the band, smiling and gesturing with her hands.  “Oh, I’m fine.  I think I just had too much coffee today.”

      “Not possible, man.”  He found a chair and parked himself while he waited.  He understood why the band would want to have a little practice time, but he was anxious for this to get started.

      When it looked like they had run through a couple of songs together and Brianna was smiling at the microphone, the guitarist gave them the signal to start.  Mike turned up the volume, and they started playing.

      Damien was glad he was sitting down.  He had a good ear for music, as he should with his heightened shifter senses, but also because he had been in the industry for so long.  But even he couldn’t have predicted just how good they would sound together.  Brianna bopped along to the beat of the music, looking so natural as she belted out the lyrics.  The band members were grinning, too, and Damien knew they were hearing the same thing.  Their former singer had been okay, but the combination of their talent and Brianna’s was unmatched.

      In his mind’s eye, he could already see what their future album cover could look like.  It wouldn’t take anything to get a music video made, since they just looked so natural together as they played. Once the president had a chance to hear the tape, he knew there would be no question of signing them, no matter who any of them were.  Brianna was about to become a star, and his house was about to become a much lonelier place.  He didn’t even want to think about how he would break the news to Stephanie.

      “Wow, your girlfriend really has a set of pipes,” Mike remarked.  His fingers were on the mixing board, but they weren’t moving.  “I won’t have much work to do on this one.”

      “Yeah, she really does.”  Damien smiled, completely blown away.  “But she’s not my girlfriend.”

      Mike twisted a small green knob on the board, but only by a fraction of an inch.  “What do you mean?”

      Damien tore his eyes away from Brianna and the band to look at him.  “What do you mean, what do I mean?  She’s not my girlfriend.”

      “Ooookay,” Mike replied, dragging the word out so that it was dripping with doubt.  “Then what is she to you?  It’s obvious that she knows you.”

      “How’s that?”  Damien instantly felt defensive.  He hoped Mike wasn’t trying to pull the same bullshit that Gordon had, feeling him out for his relationship with Brianna just so he could get a chance with her.  His scales were getting ruffled, and nothing had really happened.

      Mike shrugged and gave Damien a quick smirk.  “I’ve seen the way she looks at you.  There’s some sort of connection there.  You didn’t just find her on the street or in the nightclub.”

      Damien looked through the window, ready to argue.  He was her boss, and that was all.  But as she sang, he could see exactly what Mike was talking about.  Brianna’s eyes were lit like stars, and every time she looked at him there was a softness that he couldn’t deny.  He wondered why he hadn’t known it before, but the makeup she wore that day must have accentuated it.  “She’s just having fun in there singing.  Look at her, she’s a natural.”

      “Oh, I’ve looked at her.  And so has everyone else in this building, I’m sure.  Hey, don’t look at me like that!  She’s hot, okay?”

      Damien relaxed the curled fist that had come naturally to his hand, even though he had kept it at his side.  “I’m sorry.  I guess I’m a little protective of her.  She’s new in this country, and she doesn’t know anyone yet.  And I’m her boss, if you must know.  She watches my daughter.”

      “Oh, okay.  Cool.”  Mike still didn’t sound like he believed him, but he was content to leave it at that for the moment.

      Damien was grateful.  He would hate to think that someone he worked so closely with was as much of a sleaze as Gordon.  If Mike had tried to move in on Brianna, he would have had a problem on his hands.

      The band wrapped up the song, and Mike flipped a switch.  “That was great, guys.  Go ahead and do the next one.  I’m ready whenever you are.”

      The guitarist and the drummer gave the thumbs up while the keyboardist made a few adjustments to his instrument.  Brianna beamed at Damien, looking like she might explode.

      And he thought he might do the same.  Shit.  He couldn’t feel this way about her.  So what if she was talented, kind—and breathtaking?  She was his nanny, and he had barely lost the tan line where his wedding ring used to be.

      His phone rang, jarring him out of his thoughts.  He’d almost left the damn thing at home, since he didn’t really like being tied down by his mobile phone, but he wanted to be available in case his mother had any issues with Stephanie.  He pulled his giant Motorola DynaTac 8000S out of his briefcase and stepped out of the booth.  “Hello?”

      “Damien!”  The yell that came through the phone was ear-splitting.

      “Linda, how nice to hear from you.”

      “Do you know how hard you are to track down?” she barked.  “I called your house and your office, and you weren’t there.  Where the fuck are you?”

      He closed his eyes and leaned against the wall of the hallway.  Across from him, several platinum records sparkled in the lights.  It was no wonder he had been able to get so many of them from the company when his alternative was going home to the hateful woman on the other end of the line.  “I don’t think that’s really any of your business.”

      “It is when you have my daughter!  Is she there with you?”

      “No, I’m working.”  He glanced at the light above the door.  They were still recording.  Good.  He didn’t want to be doing this when Brianna came out of the booth.

      “Then where is she?” Linda screeched.  “Is she with that little hussy you hired?”

      “She’s with my mother,” he countered, “and what are you talking about?”

      “Right.  I guess you didn’t think I would find out.  But I know all about that bimbo you’ve got living with you.  You’re sick, Damien.  You get me out of the house and hire yourself a whore?  I guess she plays with Stephanie during the day and then plays with you at night, right?”

      He rubbed one hand over his eyes.  He wasn’t going to dignify the question with a real answer.  “Brianna is an excellent caregiver.  And seriously, how do you even know about her?  Are you stalking me or something?”

      “I don’t have to stalk you to find out about anything.  I saw the bitch on Rodeo Drive.  You should have seen her.”  Linda descended into a fit of giggles.  “Poor little thing was terrified of me—as she should be.  I’m going to tear that little bitch apart.”

      “You’re not going to do anything,” Damien corrected.  “It’s none of your business where Stephanie is, anyway, since you don’t have custody of her.”

      “Something which you just love to wave in my face.”

      “I might as well, considering you didn’t even show up for your last scheduled visitation.”  Damien had chosen to meet Linda at the park instead of in his own home.  The idea of his ex coming over had given him a gnawing feeling in the pit of the stomach that he couldn’t ignore.  But after waiting for a solid hour without a sign of Linda, he had let Stephanie finish playing on the slide and brought her home. Fortunately, he hadn’t told his little girl that she would be seeing her mother that day, so she didn’t have the chance to be disappointed.

      “It’s my business because I’m taking you back to court.”

      The blow was a low one.  He didn’t really think Linda could win, but he didn’t want to go through all of that again.  “The judge already made his decision.”

      “Maybe so, but I’ve got a much better lawyer this time.  One whose dick is at least twice the size of yours, by the way.  You can’t keep Stephanie away from me just because I cheated on you.  Lots of people do that, and I won’t let you punish me for it any longer.  You’ll be getting the papers in the mail soon.”

      She was right about the cheating part, but of course she wasn’t about to bring up her drug use, erratic behavior, or the fact that Damien didn’t trust her to properly take care of Stephanie.  In fact, she was probably high right then and there.

      “You know what?  That’s fine.  You bring your lawyer and his dick, and I’ll see you in court.”

      He hung up and shoved the phone back in his briefcase, all the excitement from Brianna’s audition drained out of him.  He’d made plenty of mistakes in his life, and most of them, he had been able to move past, but having a child with Linda was probably the biggest.

      He stepped back into the booth just as they wrapped up their song.  “That’s it for now, guys.  Great job,” Mike said over the intercom.

      Brianna turned to the band.  Damien couldn’t hear her, since Mike had flipped the switch again, but it looked like she was thanking the band.  They shook her hands, clapped her on the shoulders, and the drummer even hugged her.  It was obvious she had their approval.
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      Brianna’s blood was rushing through her body so fast, she thought she might pass out, but only in a good way.  She’d been terrified on the way to the recording studio, certain that Damien had made a mistake. Boy, had she been wrong.

      “Thank you so much, guys.  That was killer,” she said once Mike had given them the all-clear.

      “No, thank you,” replied Mitch as he tucked his drumsticks through his belt loop.  “We thought we were shit out of luck when our vocalist quit, but you’re ten times better than she ever was.  And you’re a dragon?  How sweet is that?!”

      She felt heat rise in her cheeks.  “Oh, you don’t have to say that for my sake.”

      “He’s not.”  This was Joel, the guitarist.  He had dyed blonde hair with blue streaks, and intense blue eyes to match.  “You were great, and a lot easier to work with than she was.  We had to do about ten takes to get one song.  As far as I’m concerned, you’re hired.”

      “Agreed!” said the bassist and the keyboardist at once.

      Mitch nodded.  “Works for me.  If they decide they don’t want us at this label, then we’ll just move onto the next one.”

      She wondered if they had any idea of her link to Damien, but she decided to keep quiet about it for the moment.  She didn’t want to ruin the high she was on, just in case it was something that might offend them.  “Wow.  Thank you.  I’ll be in touch, but I’d better go.”  Brianna had caught a glimpse of Damien through the window, and he looked antsy.  She came through the door, resisting the urge to hug him this time.

      He stood with his hands in his trouser pockets, his face serious.  “Brianna…”

      Oh, no.  This was it.  This was when he was going to tell her that he didn’t like the sound and he would have to pass.  She would have to tell him that the band wanted her anyway, and then what would happen?  Would he get pissed off and fire her?

      “You were marvelous,” he finally finished.

      “Really?”  as she asked it, she realized just how much she wanted his approval of their performance, and it wasn’t just because he would be helping make the decision on a contract.

      “Really.”  His countenance had been hard a moment ago, but it had softened again.  She felt herself melt a little.  “I knew you would probably be a good fit, but that was phenomenal.  What did they think?”

      She didn’t want to lie to him about it and then be forced to tell the truth later.  “They loved it,” she admitted.  “They said they want me in the band, even if you don’t sign us.”

      “Oh, so it’s ‘us’ now, is it?” Damien said with a laugh.  “I’m glad to hear it.  You definitely looked like you had chemistry with them, and that’s important.”

      “Sure is,” Mike agreed.  “It sure beats those scenarios when the bands do nothing but argue.”

      Brianna was so flattered and pleased.  She would have to go ahead and call Cathy again that night despite the cost, just so she could gush about every little detail.  The adrenaline in her system was making everything around her look sharper, and she wanted to remember it all.

      “Let’s get going.  I know Mike has a little bit of work to do, and it will take the band a while to move all their instruments.”  He touched her gently on the elbow and guided her out into the hall.

      The rush of cool air hit her like a blast, and she realized just how warm it had been in the booth.  Or maybe it was just her excitement.  She glanced over her shoulder.  “Do you think I should help the guys?  I could carry a drum or a guitar or something.”

      Damien laughed and kept walking.  “Okay, now I know you get along well with them.  Most singers wouldn’t be concerned about that.  But I treat even my potential clients well, and I’ve already got several interns assigned to help them.  They’ll be all right.”

      “Good.  I wouldn’t want them to think I’m afraid to pull a little weight.”  If their former frontwoman had been such a pain, then she really wanted to set a precedence that she wouldn’t be.

      “I don’t think you have anything to worry about.”  He looked at her with a glint of pleasure in his eyes.  “Let’s go out to dinner to celebrate, I’m starving.”

      When they got in the car, Nena’s “99 Red Balloons” was playing on the radio.  She loved the song, and she almost started singing along with it.  Blowing through a short session like that with the band hadn’t been enough, and she would have sung along to a commercial for The Gap.  But even though Damien had just heard her sing her heart out, she still felt a little self-conscious about belting it out in front of him alone.

      He got behind the wheel, listened for a moment, and immediately flicked off the radio.  “Sorry.  I’ve just heard that one too many times.”  He was back to that serious face again, and Brianna had to wonder what was going on.  He was vacillating between sharing her enthusiasm and clamming up.

      When they arrived at the restaurant, Mr. Van Buren let her out and they walked in, leaving a valet to park the Porsche.  He guided her in through the arched front door, where a maître d looked down his nose at them.

      “Do you have reservations, sir?”

      “Not today.”

      The man gave a little huff.  “Your name?”

      “Damien Van Buren.”

      “Ah.  Right this way.”  He swiped two menus from his podium and turned on his heel.

      Brianna started to follow, but then she noticed her surroundings.  The arched windows, dim lighting, marble floor, and gleaming china made the place look like it must be the formal dining room in a palace.  Soft classical music was the backdrop for tinkling silverware and the murmur of voices, and the scent of the air alone made her mouth water.  Elegant floral arrangements brought a delicate pop of color to the cream of the walls and tables, as did paintings of eighteenth century gardens.  She felt Damien’s gentle tug on her elbow, and she let him guide her along.

      “Madame.”  The maître d pulled out her chair for her and handed her a menu once she was seated.

      “We’ll take a bottle of your finest white,” Damien said before the man left.

      “This is quite the place,” she murmured, too dazzled to even look at the selections.  The tablecloth was finer linen than even her mother’s Sunday best.

      “Like I said, we’re celebrating,” he replied with a smile.

      She tried to catch her breath.  It had been a whirlwind of a day.  First, Mr. Van Buren had sent her out shopping, then she’d had that incredible audition, and now she was clearly in one of the finest restaurants in the area.  “And what, exactly, are we celebrating?  I mean, we don’t know anything for certain yet.”

      A young man appeared at the side of their table with a chilled bottle of Chardonnay.  He opened it, poured a glass for each of them, and then put the bottle in a bucket of ice on the table.  “Can I bring you any appetizers or take your order?” he asked quietly.

      “I think we’ll need a few minutes, please.”  When the waiter left, Mr. Van Buren turned back to Brianna.  “I suppose what we’re celebrating is up to you.”

      “How’s that?”  She tried to look at her menu after the prompting from the waiter, but she couldn’t concentrate long enough to even read the descriptions.  She was still too excited.

      “Well, tomorrow marks the thirtieth day since you started working.  It’ll be the end of your probationary period.  How have you been feeling about the job?”

      “It’s been wonderful,” she admitted.  “I didn’t quite know what I was getting into.  My mother tried to tell me that I would be miserable out here, watching the spoiled brat of some wealthy executive.  Oh, please don’t listen to any of that.  She just didn’t want me to leave.”  Despite all the planning Brianna had put into coming to America, her mother still hadn’t been pleased.

      “I can understand.  I’m sure she misses you, and you were a valuable asset to her household.”

      Brianna shrugged.  “I suppose so, but it’s different here.  I feel like I have more meaning, like Stephanie really needs me and like I’m doing something big by taking care of her.  I don’t mean to make that sound self-important, she’s just such a special little girl.”  It embarrassed her to talk to frankly in front of him.  “I’m sorry, Mr. Van Buren.  I think I’m still a little flustered.”

      “That’s all right.  I see the waiter working his way back over here.  Do you know what you’d like?”  Damien had been handed a menu when they were seated, but Brianna noticed that it sat folded on the table.  Had he even looked at it?

      “I don’t.  I’m sorry; you know I’m not usually like this.”  It was one thing to have a fantasy about coming to Los Angeles and exploring all the places she saw on TV and in the movies, but the reality of it was so much different.  Most of the time when she left the house, it only made her realize that she didn’t fit in.  The new outfit and the recording session had made her feel—just for a moment—that she really was a part of something so much bigger than herself.

      “Stop apologizing.  How about the steak and lobster bisque?  They’re both fantastic.”  He ordered for both of them.

      The waiter nodded, but he didn’t write anything down.  He just took their menus and left.

      “Now, then.  You were telling me how impressive my daughter is, and how she’s going to grow up to be incredibly important.”  He smiled at her across the table.  “But seriously, I think we need to talk about your future.  I’d like to know if you want to stay—at least for now, until you get your contract—or if I have to put another ad in the paper.”

      He had an uncanny talent for making her feel awkward, and it was usually when he was complimenting her.  She had hopes for the band, but she knew her chances were just as slim as anyone else’s.  “I can’t imagine working anywhere else.  I’d love to stay, if you’ll have me.”

      “I don’t think Stephanie would have it any other way.  There, now we really are celebrating.”  He held up his glass in a toast.  “To a continued job, at least until you move on to other pursuits.”

      She clinked her glass against his and took a sip, pleased at just how good it was.  Maybe that was just because she was floating on cloud nine.  “We’ll see.”

      “In the meantime, I need you to be perfectly honest with me about something.”

      “Of course.”  Brianna set her glass down.  Her gaze flicked across the dining room, and she could have sworn that one of the other diners was Kirk Douglas.

      Mr. Van Buren cleared his throat.  “How come you didn’t tell me that you ran into my ex-wife?”

      Brianna’s chest tightened and she raised one hand to her mouth.  How had he found out about that?  She had tried to put it behind her the best she could.

      “It’s okay.  I’m not angry, really, I just wish you had told me.  Linda isn’t a very easy person to deal with, and I’m curious about your interaction.”  He took another sip of his wine, perhaps to fortify himself against a conversation about his former spouse.

      She drew in a deep breath.  “Well, she saw me with Stephanie when I went for a walk on Rodeo Drive.  I’m so sorry I didn’t say anything.  I was just so shocked by the way she behaved, and it was my first full day on the job.  I didn’t know what to say or how to talk about it.”  Brianna looked down at the gold-rimmed plate in front of her, embarrassed.  She should have been adult enough and professional enough to have come to him.

      “That’s understandable.  But I don’t want you to think you have to keep anything from me, even when it comes to Linda.  Part of me doesn’t want to know, to be honest, but what did she say to you?”

      She did her best to recount the confrontation, remembering the way that Linda had been delighted in her own cruelty.   “She, um, she made some insinuations about the two of us.”  Her face was beet red by now.

      “I figured as much, by the way she talked to me earlier on the phone.  I’m sorry for that.  Linda has no right to talk to you at all.  Please tell me right away if anything like that happens again so I can handle it.  I don’t want her to think she can get away with it.”

      His protectiveness over her was charming, but it was still awkward to have to discuss this.  His ex had made very stark accusations that the two of them were sleeping together.  It might have been laughable if she hadn’t been so attracted to him in the first place.  “I will.”

      “Good.  I’ll need you to be in my corner, especially since she also told me she plans to take me back to court to get custody of Stephanie.”

      Brianna had just picked up her glass, but she set it down again with a heavy thunk.  A drop of wine sloshed over the rim and down the side, spreading in a slow stain on the pristine tablecloth.  “I’m so sorry to hear that.”

      “Don’t let it worry you.  No judge in his or her right mind would grant it to her, but it might create a traumatic time for Stephanie.  She loves you, and she’s really going to need you.”

      “I’ll be there for her.  Absolutely.”  And it wouldn’t matter if she had a recording contract or not.  She could be a nanny during the day, and she could record or play gigs or whatever else they needed her to do on the evenings and weekends.  Even if they did well, it wasn’t as though they would rise to instant stardom.  They were years away from any kind of tour, that much she was sure of.

      Mr. Van Buren’s face was soft again.  “Thank you.  I need you to know just what a vital part you’ve played in my life over the last month.  I didn’t know how I was possibly going to be a record exec and a single dad simultaneously.  I almost thought it was impossible, but you’ve shown me that it isn’t.  I can go to work without worrying about Stephanie getting the care that she needs.  No, not just that, but loving care.  And I appreciate it.  Deeply.”

      The heat in her face had spread down to her heart, and she tried to stop it from going any further.  “She really is a special girl.  It feels more like I’m getting payed to play instead of work.  Up until you offered me the audition, I’d hardly thought about a music career at all since I arrived.”

      He pursed his lips.  “And I guess I haven’t made things any easier on you.  Here I am taking you to a recording studio, and then turning around and asking you to stay on as a caregiver.  I’m sure that complicates things for you.”

      Brianna shook her head.  “It’s fine.  I really do appreciate everything you’ve done for me, Mr. Van Buren.”

      “Please, call me Damien.”

      Their orders arrived, giving Brianna a welcome distraction from the handsome, generous man seated across from her.  She started in on her bisque, her mind flashing back to her time with the band.  At that moment, she had felt as though she could do anything.  Brianna could easily see herself going back home for a visit, flying first class, and wearing all the latest styles.  She could only stay for a little while, because she would have to get back in time for a concert.

      Unbidden, Damien also appeared in her fantasy.  He had helped her rise to the top, showing her all the places to go and how to act while she was there.  When he came home with her, he kept his hand on her elbow or at the small of her back, always reminding her that he was there for her.  She glanced up at him, as embarrassed as if he had been able to see her thoughts.

      Their conversation eventually resumed, but they stuck to topics like the food in front of them, the weather, or what Stephanie’s favorite dress was at the moment.  Brianna felt better, happy to slide into the state of comfort and ease that they sometimes found when they were at home.  It didn’t have to matter that they were in a ritzy restaurant or what a crazy afternoon it had been.  They were just two adults, enjoying good food, good wine, and good conversation.
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      Almost a month later, it was time for Brianna’s first concert with the Mixups.  They had still been trying to decide on a name when they had initially recorded with their first singer, but it had been much easier for them once Brianna had joined.  As they told Damien, she just made things easy.

      And as Damien had predicted, everything else they needed to accomplish was going smoothly.  He had pulled some songs he had set aside and had Brianna try them out with the band so that they could have enough for a short set.  She had gone to rehearse with them almost every night.  In the meantime, he had also arranged for a photo shoot on a weekend so that Brianna wouldn’t have to miss work.  It had been no problem to clear the signing with his boss, and Damien couldn’t be happier.

      But for some reason, a nervous electricity encapsulated his stomach as soon as his alarm went off that Saturday morning.  He never felt like this when things were happening for the other bands on the label; it was just business.  But as Mike had noted, he was much more involved with Brianna.  He had invested himself in her and her career, whichever one worked out for the better.

      He slipped out from between the black satin sheets and stood up.  Stretching as he took in the sunrise through the wall of windows across from his bed, he wondered if this was just as nerve-racking for Brianna as it was for him.

      After a shower and a shave, it was time for him to go wake Stephanie.  It was Brianna’s day off, and he still had hours before he was supposed to drop his daughter off at his mother’s house for the concert.  He didn’t mind spending some extra time with Stephanie.  Linda had officially started the court proceedings against him, and most of their time had been taken up by meeting with social workers, lawyers, and arbitrators.  From what his lawyer had told him, though, Linda didn’t stand a chance.  “Good morning, baby girl,” he said softly as he ran his hand down her back.  “Did you have sweet dreams?”

      “Uh huh,” she replied sleepily, sitting up and rubbing her eyes.  “Bri sing pretty.”

      “Oh, did she tell you about that?  She’ll sing real pretty tonight, I’m sure.”

      “I sing!”  Stephanie pointed at herself and grinned.

      Damien smiled.  “Okay.  You sing for me.”

      She indulged him in a rather garbled version of “Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star.”

      “That’s so adorable, I’m sure it deserves its very own platinum record.  Now, let’s get you downstairs to breakfast.  But we have to be quiet; I’m sure Brianna is still sleeping.”  He picked Stephanie up and slipped quietly past the nanny’s bedroom.  He had seen the light on under her door when he had gotten up in the middle of the night to get a drink, so she must have stayed up late.

      But to his surprise, she was already seated at the kitchen table.  Wrapped in a fuzzy bathrobe, Brianna absently sipped at a mug of coffee while she studied a sheaf of papers in front of her.  A stack of fashion and entertainment magazines had already been scattered on the table.

      “I guess you have to get up pretty early around here to catch the worm,” he quipped as he brought Stephanie in and set her in her high chair.

      Brianna looked up, startled, and immediately began gathering up her magazines to get them out of the way.  “I’m sorry.  I couldn’t sleep.”

      “How long have you been up?”

      “Since about two,” she replied sheepishly.  “What time is it?”

      “A little after seven.  Maybe you should lay off the coffee and go back to bed.  You’ve got a long day ahead of you.”  Damien opened the fridge, trying to decide what to make for himself and Stephanie.

      Brianna let out a sigh.  “I can’t.  I’ve got too many things to do.  I still haven’t decided exactly what I want to wear.  Mitch took me shopping last night after rehearsal.”

      “Oh?”  Damien suppressed the surge of jealousy that shot up from the pit of his stomach.  It made sense that the other guys in the band would want her to look her best.  “That was nice of him.”

      “It was.”  She came around the breakfast bar to pour herself another cup of coffee, a wistful smile curling her lips.  “He said he knew some great places for the right kinds of clothes.  Not the Rodeo Drive sort of thing, but little underground, out of the way shops that sell one-of-a-kind pieces.  One of the places is owned by a dragoness, and some of her vintage garments actually go centuries back.”

      “Interesting.  Well, I hope you stayed in the decent neighborhoods.  It only takes a block or two in the wrong direction to end up in trouble.”  He sounded like such a dad, but it was true.  And he didn’t know anything about Mitch except that he was a great drummer—and human.  Would he be able to keep Brianna safe?

      “We were fine,” came her vague reply, “and I ended up with several outfits.  I figured I might as well get more than one, since I would probably need them.  But it’s so hard to decide.  Could you take a look at them for me later?  Give me your professional opinion?”

      As Damien retrieved the milk and reached for a sippy cup for Stephanie, he started to nod automatically.  It was part of his job to make sure that his signees did well that night.  But then a lucid vision came across his mind, one where he stood in Brianna’s room while she modeled the outfits for him.  She hadn’t asked for anything that intimate.  She could just bring them down on the hangers to the kitchen.  But he could practically hear himself saying, “No, you need to put them on.  They don’t look the same on the rack.”  And that implied her changing clothes and him openly examining her body.  He couldn’t do it; not without taunting his inner beast.  “I’m sure whatever you pick will be fine.  You have good taste.”

      She frowned slightly and returned to the table.  “I hope you’re right.  I’ve looked through every magazine I can get my hands on and I’ve watched every music video they’ve played on MTV.  I’m trying to figure out what really makes the right look for a lead singer, but everyone is just so different.”

      Damien set a bowl of Lucky Charms in front of Stephanie and came around to lean on the other side of the table.  “Well, that’s just it.”

      “What?”  She looked up at him, confused and almost alarmed.

      “You don’t want to be like everyone else.  You want to be you.  That’s what everyone is going to love.  Don’t worry about fashion or what other singers are doing.  You’ve got a natural talent, and it completely takes over you when you’re behind the mic.  Rely on that, and just wear what makes you happy.”  He didn’t know exactly where the words had come from.  It was probably a mix of years of pep talks to clients and his true feelings about just how good Brianna was.

      Still, she seemed to take it just as sincerely as he meant it.  “Thank you.  That’s very kind of you.”

      “No, that’s just the truth.  Now, then.  Have you had breakfast?”  He headed back toward the fridge, relieved he could look away from that gorgeous face of hers for a moment.

      “I haven’t.  I’m too nervous.”

      “Too bad,” Damien replied.  “If you insist on being up, then you at least have to be fed.  I can’t have my newest talent passing out on stage during her first concert.  I’m no gourmet chef, but I think there are some frozen pancakes in here, and I can whip up a few scrambled eggs to go with them.”

      “You’re very kind.”  That soft lilt in her voice was evident even when she only spoke a few words, and it made him weak in the knees.  It went away as soon as she started singing, which happened with many vocalists.  It made him feel as though her real voice was a secret that just the two of them shared, even though he knew that wasn’t true.

      “Don’t say that until you’ve actually eaten my cooking,” he warned.  “Now tell me:  what are those papers you’re studying so intensely?  You’re going to put wrinkles in your forehead before you’re thirty.”

      “Just the song lyrics,” she replied, and he could hear the shuffle of the stack as he cracked an egg into a bowl.

      “You’ve been practicing for several weeks.  I’m sure you know them by now.”  He mixed a little milk into the eggs, followed by salt, pepper and garlic.  It wasn’t going to be anything fancy, but he knew Brianna wouldn’t mind.  She wasn’t a high-maintenance woman like everyone else in the area.

      She sighed again.  “I do.  I’m just so afraid of what might happen when we’re actually in front of an audience.  It’s one thing to sing in the studio; I’ve gotten to the point where I really like that.  But nobody is watching me there but Mike, and he usually looks like he’s about to fall asleep.”

      Damien had to laugh at that.  “True, but you’ll be fine.  I know you will, or I wouldn’t have arranged this whole thing.  I’ve been in this business a long time, and I like to think that I know what I’m doing.  Get yourself lost in the song, and nothing else will matter.  Breakfast is ready.”

      As he turned around to hand her plate to her, he found that she had already come around into the food prep area.  Those sapphire eyes were liquid as she looked at him, accepting the plate without looking.  “I hope you’re right.”

      “I know I am,” he replied slowly.  Time stopped for a moment as he drank in the sight of her.  She had been stellar in some of the new outfits she had bought, and she really knew how to do her hair and makeup to flatter her natural beauty.  But even in her pajamas and a robe with no makeup or hairspray, she was a goddess.  He had been worshiping at the altar of her beauty since he had first picked her up at the airport, but he had tried to deny his religion so many times.  Just kiss her, he thought.  Just knock the plate aside, wrap your arms around her waist, and plant one on her.  Let her know what you feel now, right now while she’s standing here looking so normal and innocent, before she makes it big and thinks you’re only riding along on her coattails.  Because she’s about to disappear out of your life, and you’re going to regret it.

      And he could see himself doing that so easily.  But in his fantasy, she instantly kissed him back, her passion just as deep as his.  There was no guarantee that she would reciprocate like that, and he couldn’t ruin that night for her.  Maybe he could tell her some other time, but not now.

      He turned away to pour himself a cup of coffee from the pot she had made.  It was going to be a long day.
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        * * *

      

      Later that night, Damien pulled up to the back entrance of Bliss Nightclub, one of the premier spots for small concerts.  Everyone wanted to play there, from acts just starting out and trying to get noticed to big-time groups who enjoyed more intimate venues.  Fortunately, it was also owned by Damien’s good friend Jackson, which gave Damien the chance to not only try out his newly-signed bands, but discover new talent that hadn’t been picked up yet.

      He knocked on the door, and a bouncer let them in immediately, his golden reptilian eyes on high alert, giving them both the once over.  “Just remember that I know the owner,” Damien said as he guided her to the green room.  “If there’s anything you need, all you have to do is ask.  If you want a bottle of water or a can of hairspray, whatever.  It’ll all get charged to the studio, so don’t worry about money.”

      “Anything else I should know before we go on?  Any tips for stage fright?”

      He paused in front of the door lounge.  She stood with her back to it, looking at him expectantly.  Brianna had spent almost two hours getting ready, and it showed.  Her hair had been curled and sprayed into place, with most of it flipped over to the right side to give it an asymmetrical look.  Green leggings and a crop top matched the deep green of her eyeshadow, and a denim jacket over the outfit kept it just a little on the modest side while still showing off that amazing body of hers.  For someone who had been so nervous about how she would dress, she had pulled it off without a hitch.  It was a completely different look than he had ever seen her wear around the house.  He started to tell her so as a compliment, but decided against it.

      “Just be yourself.  That’s already worked before.”  Once again, his dragon begged to kiss her.

      But the door behind her opened, revealing Mitch.  “Hey, there’s the girl of the hour!” he shouted as she turned to him.  The drummer put his arm around her waist in a manner that looked all too familiar to Damien and guided her into the green room.  “You look great, by the way.”

      Instantly, Damien felt as though he was no longer a part of this thing he had created.  He had introduced Brianna to the band, and they had taken her from him.  It was a process that he was only assisting, and it couldn’t be stopped now.  Like someone had already pushed the big red button that would launch the nuclear weapon, he couldn’t do anything but stand by and watch.

      He cleared his throat.  “I’ll be out front with Jackson.  If you need me, just let one of the stage hands know.”

      “Thanks!” Mitch replied for her as he waved Brianna to an open seat on the couch.

      Empty inside, Damien turned and threaded his way through the building.  The backstage area was crowded with the bands who would be playing that night.  The Mixups were scheduled to play at the busiest hour of the night, but Jackson always had as many acts crammed in to his schedule as he could.  As he stepped out into the dining area, he could see the place was already hopping.  The crush of bodies was suppressive, and he had a difficult time getting around to the bar.

      Jackson was standing behind it, his arms folded across his chest as he had a discussion with his bartender about the temperature of the beer cooler.  “I’ll get someone in here to look at it as soon as I can.  For right now, I think it’s staying just cold enough to get us through the night. Damien! I was hoping you would come.”

      Damien shook his hand, glad to see his old friend again.  People came and went in the industry, but Jackson had always been steady as a rock.  As a shifter himself, Jackson had a loyalty to his fellow dragons that ran deep.  “You know I wouldn’t miss a performance by one of my own.”

      “I hear it’s even more than that.”  Jackson raised an eyebrow as he turned to pick up a drink he had set down behind the bar.  With his wavy hair and the perfect amount of stubble on his chin, he looked every bit the debonair proprietor of an exclusive nightclub.

      Helping himself to a bottle of water from the mini fridge, Damien knew what was coming.  It was the only thing that anyone wanted to talk about anymore, and it was starting to drive him crazy.  “I know what you’re going to say, but it’s not like that.”

      “You sure about that?” Jackson asked skeptically.  He pointed at one of the promotional posters that had been printed up for the concert.  They had been pasted all over town, and this one sat in a frame on an easel near the door.  “I’ve seen her photo.  If she’s half as good looking in real life, then she must be irresistible.”

      Damien pulled in a breath.  “Jack, you ought to know me better than that.  I’ve always been professional about these sorts of things.  I see beautiful women all the time.  Some have literally thrown themselves at me, just hoping for the chance to sing.  I’ve never succumbed to any of them before, so why should I now?”  It was a question he had asked himself a few times over the last several weeks.

      Jackson polished off the last of his drink and set the glass down on the counter.  “Don’t ask me.  I’m just telling you what I see and what others have seen.”

      “I don’t like the sound of that.  I guess I’ve been a victim of the rumor mill?”

      “Whether or not you’re a victim just depends on how you feel about the rumor, I suppose.  Last year, someone saw me out on a date with a blonde and thought she was Daryl Hannah.  She wasn’t, but the next thing I knew I had more people coming to Bliss than I’d ever seen before.  My guess is they were all hoping to get a glimpse of a celebrity.  It didn’t bother me, because they were paying the cover charge and buying drinks while they looked for her.”  He grinned and looked out over the floor, clearly pleased that his luck continued.

      “Since Brianna isn’t anything close to being a celebrity yet, I’m not sure why everyone cares.  I’m not dating her, and I’m sure as hell not sleeping with her.  She works for me, and now I’m screwing myself out of a good nanny by giving her and the band a recording contract.  It’s purely professional.  As a matter of fact, I think she might have something going on with the drummer.”  It pained him a little to admit that out loud, but it was better to make amends with the idea now.  He took a drink of water, wishing he had grabbed something a little stronger.  It was usually his policy to stay sober when he came to concerts.  He wanted to be able to handle any situation that might arise, but he wasn’t sure it would be wise for him on that particular night.

      Jackson nodded.  “I get that, and I believe you.  But I’m telling you, people are talking.  Gordon was just in here the other night talking about what a sweet piece of ass you were keeping at your house and how you told him you’d been fucking her long before Linda ever moved out.  Bringing her on as a nanny was just an excuse to have her around all the time.”

      “Great.  Another one of Linda’s lies.”  He crunched his free hand into a fist as a fine tendril of smoke escaped from one nostril.  “I knew Gordon was a prick, but I didn’t think even he would go that far.  For the record, that’s the complete opposite of what I told him.  I ought to go track him down and rip his throat out.”

      “Easy there, tiger.”  Jackson clapped him on the shoulder.  “I know it sucks, but people like Gordon and Linda don’t really matter.  It’ll all blow over.  People get bored quickly around here, and they’ll find someone else to talk about.”

      “You’re right.  Anything you need me to do before the concert starts?”  It made Damien antsy to stand around doing nothing.  There was little left to do, considering the stagehands would be setting up all the mics and instruments and someone was already taking tickets at the door.

      “Not really.  Well…”  Jackson paused, his nose tipping slightly into the air as he looked around the room.

      “What is it?”

      The nightclub owner shook his head and ran a hand through his hair.  “I can’t quite explain it.  It’s like there’s this tense feeling in the air tonight.  I thought it was just because there’s been so much buzz about your band; you’ve done a great job promoting them, by the way.  But it’s something else.”

      Damien didn’t reply right away, looking out over the crowd and waiting for an indication of that same tension to come across his senses.  He noticed it right away, and he wanted to kick himself for not realizing it until Jackson had said something.  But he had been distracted by Brianna when he’d come in, and then he had only been further distracted by talk of her.  He was going to have to find a way to get her off his mind.  “Yeah.  I see what you mean.  What do you think it is?”

      “I’m not sure, but it’s really been bugging me.  You have to be careful in this business.  A good night can turn into a horrible one in no time.  If I get some asshole in here who wants to start a fight with a guy for looking at him the wrong way, it can break out into a major brawl.  I don’t do well when people come in here and get hurt.”  He scanned the joint slowly.

      “Have you had any issues lately?  Some pissed off worker who missed out on a promotion?  Or maybe a band who was angry when you didn’t book them?”  Damien knew Jackson treated his workers well.  In fact, he was probably one of the more generous proprietors in the club business, since so many of them mistreated their staff.  But it was still possible.  Damien had received death threats at his office more than once when someone didn’t get a recording contract.

      Jackson shrugged.  “Not that I know of.  I went ahead and ordered extra security, a great group of young shifters with good heads on their shoulders.  They’re big guys, and they’ve got great instincts.  You probably saw one of them at the back door.”

      “I did.  Congratulations.”

      “What about your girl?  Is she a shifter, too?”

      Damien nodded.  “She is.”

      “You ever see her as a dragon?  I’m sorry, I know you don’t like people talking about what your relationship with her might be, and I don’t mean it like that. But it’s occurred to me lately that even though Hollywood and Beverly Hills are full of shifters, you almost never see them shift.  What’s the point if you’re staying in human form all the time?”

      “Not a bad question,” Damien agreed with a bob of his head to the side.  “First of all, I’ve only ever seen her as a human.  The only reason I even know she’s a dragon is because I could just sense it, but I’ve not seen so much as a claw or a scale.  As for the rest of it, I think it’s just about confidence and power. We know we can do anything we want to, and that creates a certain energy that’s just unmistakable.”  He didn’t even think about his own reptilian qualities very often unless he was particularly angry and his body threatened to morph.  He wondered what Brianna would look like in her other form; probably just as stunning.

      Jackson gestured toward the stage, where a hair metal band was just coming out with their guitars.  “Looks like the show is about to start.  I’m heading upstairs to my private table on the balcony.  Want to join me?”

      He was tempted to slip backstage one more time to check on Brianna, but he knew he would be no use to her.  “Sure, especially since I know it’s the best seat in the house and the drinks are free,” he replied with a forced smile.
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      Brianna took a deep, trembling breath.  She and the guys could hear the band that was currently onstage.  Were the Mixups that good, or would they completely bomb in front of a live audience?  Either way, at least she knew she had made some great friends.  She had grown close to the guys over the last few weeks, and it was comforting to know she wasn’t in this alone.

      “It’s almost time,” Mitch announced, rising from his seat on the couch and pacing the room while he twirled a drumstick in his fingers.  “I don’t think I’d be so freaking nervous if my girlfriend wasn’t going to be here tonight.”

      “By the way, make sure you tell her that she has great taste,” Brianna told him.  “I never would have known where to go for my clothes if it hadn’t been for her.  It’s too bad she had to work and couldn’t join us for our shopping trip.”

      “Don’t worry.  You’ll have plenty of time to hang out with her,” Joel said, tossing a guitar pick in the air and catching it repeatedly.  “It’s only because of this new job of hers that we haven’t seen her every single day.  She’s a real Yoko Ono.”

      Brianna expected Mitch to get angry about the comment, but he sat back down and grinned.  “You’re just jealous because you don’t have anyone in your bed besides a sticky old copy of Penthouse.”

      The door opened, and a stagehand dressed in black peeked in.  “You’re on in five.  Time to go.”

      The Mixups filed out of the green room, with Brianna at the back.  She let the guys take the lead as they made their way to the backstage area just as the previous band finished up their set.  She peeked through as they thanked the audience, waving the sign of the horns with their hands over their heads as the crowd screamed their approval.  They looked like real pros, but from what Damien had told her, they weren’t even signed yet.  It probably wouldn’t be long before they were.

      Before she knew it, Brianna was trotting out on stage.  She knew Damien was out there somewhere, watching, rooting for her.  It brought her a small sense of comfort, but it wasn’t enough to combat the butterflies that had taken up residence inside her body.  She tingled from her very center, radiating out to her extremities.  Her fingers buzzed and tingled as she took the mic off the stand and the lights came up.

      As Mitch tapped his drumsticks together, counting down the intro for the Mixups’ first song, Brianna closed her eyes.  Damien had told her that morning to get lost in the song, and she intended to do just that.  The pause in the music was her cue.  She started singing, a soft verse that spoke of lost love while only a gentle drumbeat and a few strums of the guitar accompanied her.  But the last line was strong and powerful, showing off her voice.  She opened up her lungs and tipped her head up to the lights, belting it out with all the ferocity she had inside her.

      As she headed into the first rendition of the chorus, she had completely forgotten who and where she was.  She wasn’t Brianna, a simple dragon from Ireland who had come to America on the slim chance that she might make it.  She wasn’t even Stephanie’s nanny or Cathy’s friend, but a completely new person who had something to say and knew just how she wanted to do it.  She felt so comfortable, so bold, so ready for this.

      At the end of the song, a dull roar sounded in her ears.  It was faint, but as the last note from the synth faded away, the sound increased.  It was the audience.  They had gone wild, throwing their hands in the air, screaming and clapping.  A few of them were even trying to get onstage.  Brianna let her free hand drop to her side, unaware of even having raised it.  They were doing it.  They were absolutely doing it.

      “All right!” she heard Joel say off to her left.  “Straight into the next one, guys!”  He wailed on his instrument, the others joining in.

      Brianna was living the dream.  Even if she never played another concert in her life, even if Damien suddenly decided he no longer wanted them on his label, she had done exactly what she had always wanted to do, and she had been a success.  As worried as she had been about memorizing the lyrics or her cues, she found that it had all come naturally to her.  If the rolling smoke from the fog machine just offstage could have lifted her up and carried her away, she wouldn’t have been surprised.

      But just as she was starting in on the final refrain, something thumped into the stage.  She felt the impact as it shuddered throughout her body, and a wave of heat washed over her skin.  Brianna’s voice trailed off as she stumbled backwards, and the music quickly stopped.

      “What the…” Mitch cried out.

      The crowd surged, and the screams that were coming from them now were no longer from excitement and appreciation for the music.  These were screams of terror, and Brianna quickly understood why.  The dull dragon was difficult to see at first amongst the bright lights, but as it came swooping toward the stage, its faded brown form was quite visible.

      Another fireball landed on the stage just as the oncoming dragon did.  With its wings spread and hate in its eyes, it stepped toward Brianna.  “There you are, you little slut.  I guess you thought you could just step in and steal my life?”

      Brianna dropped the mic and tossed her jean jacket to the floor.  Scales rippled up along her spine and down her arms, shimmering in pale green.  Her neck lengthened and stretched as the bones of her skull changed their shape, elongating to accommodate a mouth full of razor sharp teeth.  With two bursts of pain from her shoulder blades, her wings were out.  “How dare you interrupt us,” she hissed.  “What do you want?”

      “What do I want?  I want you to fly your ass back to wherever you came from and leave my man alone!” the other dragon roared as shot another blast of fire and smoke.

      Brianna dodged it.  “You’ve got the wrong person.  I think it’s time for you to be on your way.”  In her peripheral vision, she could see the bouncers moving toward the stage.

      The other dragon pounced, moving too quickly for Brianna to react.  Tumbling backwards, Brianna landed on the stage with a thump.  The brown dragon stood over her, one giant foot resting on her throat.  Only a small movement of her claw and it could easily slip through Brianna’s scales to sever an artery.  “Don’t act stupid, you bitch!  You’ve moved into my house.  You’ve taken my daughter from me.  The social worker from the arbitrator’s office even said Stephanie wanted to be with you instead of me.  And now you’re sleeping with my husband.  I’m going to end you, and I’m going to take back what’s rightfully mine.”

      Brianna suddenly understood.  This wasn’t just some random shifter.  It was Linda.  Damien had said she was losing the custody case, and she must have finally flipped her lid.  She tried to strangle out a reply, but the other woman had cut off her air supply.  Her vision began to darken around the edges.  She barely saw the blur of black as it knocked Linda to the side.

      The brown dragon tumbled into the audience.  The bouncers, who had shifted now, tackled her to the ground before she could do any more harm.

      Brianna blinked against the lights that now shone in her eyes, but they were blotted out a moment later.  The sable dragon who stood over her looked down with concern.  His wings were still spread wide, ready for any action that might be necessary, and he touched the backside of a claw to her jaw.  Instantly recognizing the soft look in his dark eyes, she felt a stab of something in her chest.  It wasn’t physical pain but the knowledge that Damien would do something like that for her when nobody else would.

      “Are you all right?” he asked urgently.

      Struggling to catch her breath, Brianna slowly morphed back into human form and quickly covered herself with her jacket and a few scraps of clothing nearby before slipping her shoes back on.  “I think so,” she gasped.

      Damien followed suit, his wings melting into his back and his face returning to the visage she had become so familiar with over the last two months.  He wrapped a torn piece of drapery from the stage around his hips, then grabbed a tshirt left behind by the metal band and threw it over his head.  “No.  You’re wounded.”  His brow creased as he looked her over.  “I think it’s just superficial, though.  Let’s get you home.”

      The drive felt short, and Brianna was dizzy from the experience at the nightclub.  Damien guided her into the house, his arms supporting her as they came in from the garage.  He took her hand as they headed up the stairs, his fingers twining between hers.  It was an intimate gesture that sent a shock up her arm even in her current condition.

      On the landing, Damien turned and opened a door that Brianna had never gone through before.  The master suite was huge.  Her heels sank into the lush gray carpet as she followed him, noticing the wall of windows that looked out over the city.  They were just high enough that no one else could see in, but it offered a spectacular view of the stars.  She tried to ignore the California king bed on the opposite wall with its gray comforter and large pillows, but she couldn’t when he guided her to the foot of it.

      “Sit down.  I’ll be right back.”  Damien hustled into the bathroom at the opposite end of the room, and Brianna caught a glimpse of the jacuzzi tub in the corner through the open door.

      She quickly looked away, not wanting to intrude on his life, but Damien was at her side again in a moment.  His hands gently took the lapels of her jean jacket.  “We’ve got to get this off so I can get to your arm.”  He gave her a towel to cover her chest, then gently peeled the garment from her shoulders and nodded toward the cut on her biceps.

      Brianna looked away from the blood.  She felt him touch it with something cold, and it slowly took away the sting.  “Thank you for what you did,” she said quietly.

      “It was nothing.”

      “No.  You saved my life.  She could have killed me in an instant.  I was so caught up in the music, and I didn’t quiet understand what was happening until it was too late.  She had me off-guard, and I was at her mercy.”

      Damien set down the bloody cotton ball and picked up a tube of ointment.  “You shouldn’t be thanking me.  I should be apologizing to you.”

      “It wasn’t your fault.”  She quickly turned her head to look at him, and she felt a jolt of pain in her throat.  She turned slowly away again.  “Ugh, this hurts.”

      “It was my fault,” he insisted.  “If I hadn’t brought you here, then you never would have had to deal with Linda.  Or maybe I should have handled her differently.  However you want to look at it, it’s not fair that you had to get involved.”  With gentle fingers, Damien applied a bandage over the wound on her arm.  He moved in front of her, crouching as he touched a damp cotton ball to the slash just at the little curve in her collar bone from Linda’s claw.

      “I don’t see what I had to do with it at all.”  She couldn’t help herself. Brianna studied his face as he concentrated on his work.  His gaze flicked to her for a moment, and she looked away quickly.

      “I think I should be honest with you.”  His wrist brushed her shoulder as he worked, his skin warm.  “Apparently, there have been a lot of rumors about the two of us.”

      “You mean, other than what Linda tried to say when I met her on the street?”  She had been able to forget that day a little easier once she had told Damien about it, and even though she’d felt such a deep attraction to him, she didn’t think anyone else had been privy to that.

      “Yeah, but I can understand why they’re saying it.”  He finished with her throat and looked up, his eyes smoldering as they looked into hers.  “I’ve tried to deny it, to tell myself that you and I are nothing more than employer and employee, but I’m wrong.  I’m crazy about you, Brianna, and everyone can see it in the way I look at you.  I can’t help it.”

      His eyes held hers.  Her lungs refused to move as she tried to find the words to reply.  Electricity jolted through her veins.  She knew exactly what he meant.  There had been those glances, those little exchanges, the barest touch, that she could try to write off as no more than friendship, but in the end they both knew what was happening. “Maybe it’s a little bit my fault, too.”

      He kissed her, those warm, generous lips covering hers as his arms went around her.  She leaned into him, letting herself fall into him like she had wanted to so many times.  His fingers were strong and determined as he raked the tips of them across her lower back, letting her know just how badly he wanted her.  And Brianna knew that she wanted him, too.

      The next thing she knew, she was pulling at the hem of his tshirt.  Her hands shook, her fingers trembling as she touched the soft curls of dark hair that sprayed across his wide chest.  He was just as glorious as she had imagined, with firm abs, strong thighs and the impressive package that was waiting for her in between them.

      Damien lifted the towel from her chest and pulled her into his arms once again.  She untied her makeshift skirt and could now feel his hardness against her, and her core contracted with need.  “I have to know,” he whispered, breaking their kiss just long enough to speak to her, “if this is truly what you want.  I don’t want you to doubt this later.”

      “I want you,” she replied heavily, feeling it in every inch of her body as she slipped her hands around his neck and kissed his lower lip.  “I want you so badly, Damien.  And I have for a while.”  And she wanted to prove it to him.  He deserved at least that, considering how much they had tortured each other.

      Brianna slowly sank to her knees, taking her time on the way down to fully appreciate his body.  He had always looked amazing in his clothes, but he was only more incredible as he stood before her.  She let her fingers slide down his chest to his abs, smoothing down over his thighs as she took him into her mouth.  Damien gasped as she ran the tip of her tongue down his shaft, allowing him to sink all the way in until his head touched the back of her throat.  She pulled and sucked, her own arousal increasing as his did, enjoying the fact that she turned him on.  His fingers pulled gently at her hair, which only encouraged her to suck harder.  When she finally stood again, there was so much electricity between the two of them that she knew she could never be apart from him again.

      They were on the bed then, his virile body on top of hers as he bent his head to tenderly kiss each of her breasts.  Brianna instinctively arched her back, running her fingers through his hair.  He brought one hand down between her legs, touching her, and she gave a shuddering sigh.  His thumb moved in slow, concentric circles against her soft flesh, every movement sending bolts of lightning through her body.

      “I can’t wait any longer,” he said huskily.

      He pierced her, and Brianna moaned, instantly finding a sense of pleasure just in having him inside her.  She moved her hips against him, loving the way their bodies fit together.  She wrapped one leg around his, pulling him in deeper.

      Her core had turned to molten metal, swirling and pulsing as she felt him move inside her walls.  It had never been like this with anyone else.  No one had ever made her want to climax with little more than a glance, and now she felt as though her body would shift if she didn’t let the buildup of energy go.  Brianna cried out against his shoulder as she came, her chest heaving and her legs shaking as everything she felt for Damien came flooding forward.

      When she finished riding out the ebbing waves of pleasure, he rolled over and brought her with him.  She was already dizzy, intoxicated from her orgasm, and she giggled as she regained her balance.  “What’s this for?”

      He smiled up at her, still with that dulcet look in his eyes that she now knew was only for her.  “I need you to do that again.”

      “But I want you to be happy,” she argued as she rocked up and down on top of him, luxuriating in the length of him inside her.

      “Knowing that you get yours is the only thing I need.  I’ve got you, so trust me, I’m happy.”  He rested his hand against her ribs, running it down to explore her waist and turning so that it rested on her behind.

      Brianna reached back and covered her hand with his, willing him to keep it there as she moved.  His grip tightened, pulling her down so that she ground against him.  His shaft hit all the right spots as he pulled her breast into his mouth, and her body once again convulsed around him.

      This time, she wasn’t alone.  His girth expanded, and he pulsed his hips to drive himself up into her.  She willed him to go as deep as he could, spreading her thighs as she straddled him.  Their hands still layered on her bottom, he dug his fingers into her backside as she came, grunting his satisfaction.

      When they lay together under the sheets, her body tucked under his arm, Brianna couldn’t remember ever feeling more comfortable.  Even her time on the stage—before the other dragon had attacked—hadn’t been this good.

      “I don’t have to pick up Stephanie until tomorrow morning,” he murmured.  “Say you’ll stay right here with me tonight.  Say you’ll stay here with me forever.”

      She smiled against his neck, whispering her reply.  “I will.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Damien looked down at his open suitcase, trying to remember if he had everything.  They would be gone for a long time, and while he could always buy an extra pair of socks or a toothbrush on the road, he wanted to be sure he had the essentials.  “Are you ready to go?” he called into the bathroom.

      Brianna stepped out, looking radiant in her designer jeans and a cropped t-shirt.  He was glad to see that all the fame hadn’t gone to her head.  She took her toothbrush out of her mouth.  “I think so, but it’s even harder to pack for a world tour than for moving to a new country.”  She shook her head and went back into the bathroom to finish up.

      Damien zipped his suitcase.  “You might as well get used to it.  With the Mixups being as big as you are right now, it’s going to be a long time before the fans are tired of you.”

      She came back out into the bedroom and picked up Stephanie, who had been playing with her dolls near the window.  “It’s still so hard to believe.  After that incident at Bliss, I thought we were done for.  I figured no one would want to hear us again after that.”

      Damien replayed the scene from that night one year earlier in his mind.  Whatever Linda had been planning backfired fabulously.  After being charged with attempted murder—along with a lengthy list of other infractions—she’d been sentenced to serve twenty-five years in a maximum-security women’s prison, with no hope of ever winning custody of little Stephanie.

      “Well, they say there’s no such thing as bad publicity,” he reminded her.  “The tape of that attack was played over and over in every part of the world, exposing your music to more people than I ever could have promoted it to in a year.  You’re a star, Brianna, and you deserve it.”

      She nuzzled her nose against Stephanie’s.  “Maybe so, but I still feel like my most important job is here.  I just hope I still get to spend plenty of time with this little one while we’re on the road.”

      “Love you, Mama,” Stephanie cooed, and Damien’s heart melted.  Seeing his daughter’s reaction when he and Brianna had announced that they’d be getting married had been one of the most joyful experiences of his life.  She’d been so excited, she’d sprouted her wings and flew around the playroom, shouting, “Married! Married!”  Brianna had even enlisted her help in planning the details of their wedding, right down to the Care Bears cake topper.  The dragonling bounced down the aisle as their flower girl wearing a frilly pink tulle dress she had picked out herself.

      Damien took Brianna’s hand, turning it a little in his so that he could see the diamond on her finger twinkle in the sunlight that streamed in through the window.  “And do you think you’ll be able to fit time into your busy schedule to be Mrs. Van Buren?  Maybe just a few nights a week?”

      Brianna gave him a wink.  “I think I can pencil you in.”

      He took his wife and his daughter into his arms, sure that he had never been so happy in his life.  “I’m so glad I found you.  I never thought I would love someone again, or that it was possible to love someone so much.  And now we’ll be traveling around the world together—as a family.”

      She rested her head in the crook of his neck.  “I came here looking for a career, and I thought just that was a long shot.  Who would have thought I would find my career and my soulmate?  It couldn’t be better.”

      It was time for them to go.  They had so much on their schedule to do, and the plane wouldn’t wait for them. But he could stand there for just one more minute and hold the two most precious people in the world.  Everything else could wait.
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      Leah straightened her dress and drew in a deep breath.  It was just a night out at a bar with her friends.  It didn’t mean anything, and there was no pressure.  Just because Autumn and Summer insisted on calling it a divorce party didn’t mean that she had to feel obligated to hook up with someone and live the wild life like a college student again.  It was going to be okay.  She had even opted for a low pair of heels instead of the stilettos at the back of her closet, just to make it feel a little more like a normal night out with her girlfriends.

      As she stepped up to The Parlor and raised her hand to open the door, she was relieved to see that there was no knob; she only had to push.  Leah carefully chose a spot near the middle of the door—where very few people had probably touched the old wood—and stepped inside.  The establishment was a long and narrow one that stretched away on either side of her.  The back wall behind the bar was painted a pale shade of yellow that contrasted with the dark wood trim and gave the place a bright but cozy feel.  Two bartenders worked away busily, sliding drinks down the slick wooden surface and collecting tips in a large glass jar.

      “There she is!” Autumn squealed, waving Leah over to their table.  “I was starting to wonder if you were going to show up.”

      “And I wasn’t going to stop her if she decided to go find you and drag you out tonight,” Summer piped up, running a hand through her pale, curly locks.

      Leah gave her friends a small smile as she sat down.  She had met the twins back in college, and she knew they meant well.  But it was strange for her to be out enjoying herself when she knew she ought to be at home, crying over a cup of tea.  “I’m just not sure that I feel like celebrating.  It almost seems wrong to be so happy about something so terrible.”

      Autumn shook her head, but her auburn hair stayed perfectly in place.  Tonight, she had it combed neatly back into a high bun, letting her thick fringe of bangs hang down to frame her angular face.  As usual, not a single hair was out of place.  She looked more like an attorney or a banker instead of a witch who owned a new age shop with her sister.  “You’re looking at it the wrong way.  Sure, it sucks that you and Victor didn’t work out.  But he wasn’t right for you, and you’ve gotten out of that situation.  Why not be happy about it?”  She tipped back her giant margarita glass and smiled.

      “I have to agree.”  Summer leaned back in her chair and stretched her arms, showing off the oversized tunic she wore with her wildly-patterned leggings.  She was nothing like her sister, and she always opted to be comfortable above all else.  “You have a new chance at happiness, and that’s definitely worth celebrating.”

      “Easy for you to say; you’ve never been married.”  Leah didn’t want to be catty about it, but this was one of the hardest things she had ever gone through.  She’d known women who had gotten divorced, and she had seen it in their readings, but living it was a completely different experience.

      “Well, I have,” Autumn said authoritatively.  “And I can tell you there’s plenty of cause for a party.  Now, let’s get you a drink and start having a good time.”  She waved to a waitress.  “A margarita for my friend, here, please.”

      Leah put a up a hand to stop the young woman from heading back to the bar.  “I don’t drink margaritas.”

      “You do now,” Autumn argued and waved the waitress away to fetch the drink.  “Seriously, now.  You were so upset when you found out Victor was cheating on you.  We all knew he was a dick anyway, so why are you sulking?  You got everything you wanted out of the divorce—even if it wasn’t much—and you don’t have any kids together.  There’s no reason for you to ever see him again.  Enjoy it.  I dare you.”  She narrowed her green eyes at her friend, willing her to do as she was told.

      “Maybe I should; I’d like to think I will, eventually.  But you’ve got to admit this is one hell of a blow to my self-esteem.”  Leah slunk down a little in her seat, the weight of it all still heavy on her shoulders.  She and Victor had been separated for over a year, but knowing that all the official paperwork had been filed made things feel much more final.

      “Why?  You’re gorgeous.”  Summer leaned over and picked up several locks of Leah’s dark chestnut hair in her hand and let them fall slowly back to her shoulders.  “And you’re fun and smart.  You’re everything most guys are looking for.”

      Leah shook her head.  “It’s not just that.  I mean, sure, knowing that he was sleeping with that other woman definitely made me feel like I wasn’t good enough.  But I’m a goddamn psychic; I hang a shingle out so people will come to me to find out about their futures, but I can’t even predict my own.  Don’t you think I should have known he was the wrong guy?”

      Her mind flashed back to when she had first met Victor at a party.  She had been far too drunk, and he had given her a ride home.  Leah had been attracted to him, and it hadn’t hurt that he was intelligent as well.  To top things off, he had believed her when she’d accidentally told him she had psychic powers.  It was the kind of thing that would have driven most people away, no matter what kind of relationship she wanted to have with them.  No one believed that psychics were anything but con artists with crystal balls.  But Victor had seemed to understand, even though he had no supernatural gifts of his own.  He’d never complained that she was being foolish when she became a psychic freelancer, and he’d even gone with her to a few conventions.  It was the most support she’d ever received from someone without powers, and it had meant a lot to her.

      Autumn rolled her green, catlike eyes toward the ceiling as she thought.  “Have you ever been able to predict things about yourself?  I mean, it’s not like you know when you’re going to die, do you?”

      Leah had to admit she had a point.  “No, and I wouldn’t want to.  But it makes me feel like such a hypocrite.  I managed to get a publishing deal for my book that claims it can teach people to tap into their own natural abilities, and then I get smacked in the face by reality.  I fucking hate it.”

      “Maybe your spirit guides sent Victor to you for a reason.”  Summer blinked her wide, green eyes.  “Maybe you needed someone to help you get started on the right path, but it doesn’t mean you were meant to continue on that path together.”

      “Apparently not.”  Leah easily remembered that fateful day when Victor had come home from work and set his travel mug down on the kitchen counter.  It was a simple thing, and not a gesture that should have mattered at all.  But Leah had picked it up to rinse out the remains of his coffee from that morning, and her powers had instantly kicked in.  The kitchen had faded around her and turned into an office.  A woman was kissing her husband—and it definitely wasn’t Leah.  The image was so real that Leah couldn’t help but watch as her own husband’s hands unfastened the buttons of the woman’s shirt and worked their way up her skirt.  She’d watched in horror as the two of them made love on Victor’s desk.

      Of course, she had gone straight to him with her accusations.  That was the first time Victor had ever questioned her psychic powers, calling her a paranoid liar.  But she knew as soon as she reached out and touched the lapel of his sport coat that she was right.  Victor’s personal items didn’t usually give her much information; not like they did for strangers.  But then again, she had always known all of his secrets up until that point.  The waitress brought Leah’s drink, and she stared down at the salty rim of the glass as if it could help her understand what had happened.
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      I spread my paws, running as fast as I could for a time to stretch my muscles and feel every inch of my ursine body. Running on the rocky, hard ground of Glacier Bay National Park would be painful on human feet, but on tough bear paws, it was no concern; my animal form was made for that climate. As I ran, the sun peeked over the Fairweather Range. The golden rays of light did nothing to outshine the blinding whites and vivid glacier blues surrounding me. With so much snow and ice nearby, the landscape itself took on a chilly demeanor. But I knew the warmth of the park firsthand; the heart of its ecosystem, the way in which all wildlife worked together in harmony—or at least, mostly.

      As the head Ranger of the park, my job was to maintain that harmony. If something got out of whack—too many mountain goats and not enough wolves, for instance—it could throw the whole ecosystem off. I wasn’t so prideful as to think I played a role in Mother Nature’s grand design, but it was still my job to do my part there in Glacier Bay, making sure that harmony remained intact to the best of my ability.

      My goal for that morning, however, was to keep things harmonious within my clan. I didn’t make a habit of being gone for extended periods of time; I hadn’t even vacationed for more than a long weekend in years. So, my leaving the park for a week was somewhat of a rare event, and I needed to make sure they were ready.

      As I neared the cabin we often met at, I reached out with my mind to see if the others had shifted yet.

      Anyone there? I signaled to them.

      On my way, Boss. That was Max, my third in command.

      Right behind him. Carson, my second.

      Once I’d arrived, I shifted back to my human form. Most of us were so used to each other by then that being naked around one another didn’t much phase us. Even still, most of us planned to bring clothes when we knew we’d be shifting. I kept clothing everywhere—in my car’s trunk, my office, and even there at the cabin. Many of us did, so I dressed and waited for their arrival, looking over the cabin to make sure everything was well.

      It wasn’t a big place, but the log house had a great room, perfect for gatherings with a large fireplace at one end. It was somewhat of a clan hangout or clubhouse, if we had such a thing. Meetings were held there, events, and whatever else we thought of that required a shelter in the woods, deep in Glacier Bay.

      Carson walked through the door first.

      “You caught up,” I observed.

      He harrumphed. “Like it’s hard to catch slow-poke McGee.” He jerked his thumb in the direction Max would be running from.

      Max wasn’t far behind him, though, and rushed in, breathless and naked. “Did you take a shortcut or something?” he demanded.

      Carson shook his head.

      Max growled and yanked a shirt over his head. “Whatever.”

      “So.” I rubbed my hands together. “That brings us to why we’re here. I’m going to need the two of you to get along for just this week. Can you handle that?”

      “We always get along,” Carson said.

      “Yeah, as long as I’m losing.” Max flung his arm around Carson’s neck and tried to playfully choke him, but Carson easily broke free of the hold.

      “Why do you even bother?” Carson mocked.

      Max rolled his eyes, but got in a cheap shot to Carson’s gut when he wasn’t looking. Carson acted like he didn’t notice, but as I opened my mouth to continue speaking, Carson smacked Max on the back of the head.

      “Do I need to separate you two?” I asked.

      Max laughed and took a seat. “Just having a little fun.”

      “I’ll only be gone for a week, but that’s starting to feel like too long,” I said.

      I knew when I chose the two of them for their positions, they didn’t quite get along. I had stupidly assumed that making them both leaders in the clan would force them to work together. Instead, I’d created a lifelong hassle of keeping the two of them from killing each other.

      “I need to know you’ll work together,” I demanded. “And that I’ll be coming back to find everything just as it should be.”

      “Cooper,” Carson said sternly. “You have nothing to worry about with me in charge.”

      “Hey, I’m in charge, too, dildo,” Max added.

      “But I’m the second and you’re the third.”

      With that, Max rushed at Carson, putting his head at his chest, trying to tackle him to the ground.

      I decided to ignore their antics and just keep talking. “As I was saying, I’ll need to know you won’t be tearing each other apart. I’ve even gone as far as to put Jace on duty as backup. If he reports there were issues, I will reconsider my promotion of you both.”

      That stopped them in their tracks.

      Max stood up and shoved Carson aside, who shook his head and straightened his shirt.

      “That’s not necessary,” Carson said. “You know it’s just for fun.”

      “Yeah, we actually do love each other.” Max threw his arm around Carson’s neck again to bring him into a rough hug and Carson rubbed his knuckles on Max’s head until he broke free.

      “I am going to be training a whole crop of new Rangers,” I went on. “I just may start recruiting. Wouldn’t be bad to have some fresh blood in the clan.”

      Carson put on his serious face. “What is your goal number of clanmates?”

      “I don’t have a goal. Just talking.”

      “We could use a few more ladies,” Max said.

      “So could all of Alaska,” Carson added.

      I nodded. “Then maybe it’s time we reach out a bit and network. A lot of us are single and at the age that we’re starting to look to settle down. We may have to look hard to find that special lady.”

      “I may have found her last night,” Carson added with a grin.

      “No way, that hottie from the bar?” Max asked.

      Carson kept grinning and Max sulked.

      “I bought her like three drinks,” Max mumbled.

      “I know.” Carson chuckled. “Thanks for that, by the way.”

      Max grumbled something under his breath.

      “Anyhow,” I continued, “I’ll be gone for a week. It’s my job to entice these Rangers not only to make Alaska their home, but also to join as cruise ship tour guides.”

      “Ah, the dream of all park Rangers everywhere,” Max said sarcastically.

      I shrugged. “I’ve never been on a cruise. Could be interesting.”

      “Yeah, but they don’t even leave the boat!” Max threw up his hands in outrage. “What’s the point?”

      “To stay warm, I’m sure,” Carson added.

      “Maybe that’s something I’ll learn more about. Maybe it’s just too tricky to have a cruise ship of people come into the park at once. Think about what it would be like to have several thousand people suddenly converge on us for a day at a time.”

      Max nodded slowly. “You’re right. Keep them on the boat.”

      “Is there anything specific you need me to do this week?” Carson asked.

      “You know what needs to be done. Handle anything that comes up as I would, and if you’re not sure, reach out to me if it’s important, or wait until I get back.”

      “I’m sure anything that comes up will not be a problem,” Carson added.

      I checked my watch. “Right. I’m counting on you two.”

      Max put his hand on my shoulder. “So, do we get t-shirts that say, ‘My alpha went on a cruise and all I got was this dumb shirt’?”

      I rolled my eyes. “I’ll see what I can do.” I checked my watch again, then unhooked it and slid it into my bag as I undressed. “Time for me to get going.”

      Carson and Max stripped as well.

      “We’ll run you a farewell,” Carson said.
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      Also included in this collection: Ranger Ramon, Hunter’s Desire, Bearer Of Secrets, Lion’s Love And Honor and Enchanted By Fire.

      

      
        
        Grab Your Copy HERE

        Available With Kindle Unlimited

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also Available From Meg Ripley

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dragons Of The Darkblood Secret Society Collection

      

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      

      Forever sworn to secrecy and bound by their sacred vows, four powerful dragons find their mates amidst the skyscrapers of Manhattan…

      

      
        
        Grab Your Copy HERE

        Available With Kindle Unlimited

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also Available From Meg Ripley

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Werebears Of Acadia Collection
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        Fall In Love With The Action-Packed Werebears Of Acadia Series, Brimming With Enough Sizzling Chemistry and Passion To Start A Forest Fire!

      

      

      
        
        Grab Your Copy HERE

        Available With Kindle Unlimited

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Sign up for updates on my new releases, awesome deals on the hottest in paranormal romance and free book giveaways and get your exclusive copy of the Caught Between Dragons series!

      

        

      
        You’ll also have the option of joining my Review Club, where you can read any of my steamy new releases for free before they’re published! All I ask is that you please leave an honest review on Amazon.
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        GET CAUGHT BETWEEN DRAGONS

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Love Audiobooks?

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      

      Click HERE to check out a sample and download the audiobook version of Meg’s Marked By Werewolves: Packs Of The Pacific Northwest Series for FREE when you sign up for a FREE 30-day trial on Audible.com!

      

      Already an Audible member? Purchase your copy HERE

    

  


  
    
      
        
        ABOUT THE AUTHOR

      

      

      

      Meg Ripley is an author of sizzling shifter romances. A Seattle native, Meg can often be found curled up in a local coffee house with her laptop.

      

      To keep up to date with her latest releases, you may sign up for her steamy paranormal romance newsletter by clicking HERE.

      

      You may also follow her on:

      
        
        Amazon

        Bookbub

        Goodreads

        Facebook
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