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Teresa

For years I've dreamed about finding my fated mate. She'd be a
vampire like me, or at least a shifter. She’'d be strong and
adventurous and down to Earth. But the universe must have a weird
sense of humor, because I've finally found my mate — and she’s
nothing like | expected. First, she’s human, and a billionaire to boot.
Second, she’s more worried about breaking a nail than she is about
the attempts on her life. And she’s the girliest femme I've ever met.

Flora

| admit it, I've been a little sheltered. My parents were obsessive
about my safety when | was growing up. As the only heir to the
largest beauty company in the world, they had reason to fear for my
safety. Now that they're gone, threats are coming at me hard and
fast. That's why | decide to hire personal security from a company |
can trust. My new bodyguard Teresa is grumpy and strong and so
naturally beautiful she takes my breath away.

She says she doesn’t want to act on the strong attraction between
us, but I'm determined to wear her down. Now that I'm living life on
my own terms, I'm ready to take what | want. And | want Teresa —
forever.
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Prologue - Teresa
Six months ago...

“How did it go with your mate?’ | asked my friend and coworker. Martha had
recently found her soulmate, a human named Emily. It was every supernatural
creature’s dream to find a fated mate, but this situation was complicated by the fact
that there was a mob hit out on Emily and until the threat was eliminated, Martha and
| were her bodyguards. My friend didn’t have the luxury of focusing on romance
right now.

“l wish I’d had a chance to ask Wanda or Angie for some pointers on how to explain
fated mates to humans,” Martha said. “I kind of blurted it out. Emily seemed kind of
skeptical at first, but after we talked for a bit she seemed almost okay with it.”

“Of course she's okay with it,” | reassured her. “ She feels the mate pull too, even if
it's not as strong as what you feel. And you're not exactly a troll. A lot of women
would be glad to be your mate.”

Even | could hear the wistfulness in my tone. It wasn't like me to let my emotions
out, especially on the job, but then again, Martha was one of my closest friends, so |

felt comfortable enough with her to be myself.

“You'll find your mate someday too Teresa, don’t worry.”

| sighed deeply.



“For years I've dreamed about her, you know? She's strong and tall, a badass
vampire who likes to do all the things | do. | imagine us traveling the globe climbing
mountains and bungee jumping off cliffs. But now | wonder if it's al just a fantasy
and I'll never find her.”

Martha stopped walking long enough to meet my gaze.

“It’ s going to happen for you Teresa, | promise.”

Teresa

“1t was beautiful wedding, no?’

| looked up as my friend Boris sat next to me, his Belarusian accent still strong even
after several years living in the United States. Boris was a huge, hulking man,
probably because he was also a bear. He and his two bear shifter brothers ran a
restaurant here in Seattle, but they also freelanced in private security. We' d worked
together on several cases now and had also become good friends.

Today was Martha and Emily’s wedding and everyone from Sapphic Security was
here, as well as Boris and his brothers. In front of us the newlyweds were dancing to
a slow song, surrounded by other couples. They stared into each other’ s eyes, looking
deliriously happy.

“Yeah, it was a nice wedding.”

| sounded glum, and Boris picked up on it right away. When you spent countless
hours on a stakeout with someone, you got to know them pretty well.

“What is this sadness?’



| sighed. “Nothing, | guess|’m just feeling like...”

“Like all of our friends have found our mates but we have not?’ Boris filled in the
blank.

“Exactly. And none of them even started off wanting mates.”

“1 understand, my brothers and | feel the same. We thought when we move to U.S. of
A. we find perfect women for us, but so far no luck.” He wrapped one beefy arm
around my shoulder, nearly knocking me off my char. “Is too bad you
arelieshijanka.”

| rested my head on his shoulder. “Believe me Boris, if | liked dick I’d snatch you up
so fast, fated mate or not.”

We watched the dancers in silence for a few moments until a waiter wandered by. |
waved him down and grabbed two glasses of the signature cocktail. | wasn't sure
what was in it, but it was going down easily enough that | had a little bit of a buzz
going despite my supernatural metabolism.

| held up my glass and tapped it against Boris's. “ To finding our mates.”

“To finding our mates,” he repeated.

“Taylor!”

| jJumped as | heard my boss Lois practically yell out my name behind me. She
clomped around to face me, clearly uncomfortable in the silky suit her mate had
likely forced her to wear. Lois s typical uniform was camouflage cargo pants, a tank

top, and combat boots, no matter what the season. When Martha announced in our
staff meeting that she and Emily were getting married, the first thing Lois had said



was, “| suppose | need to dress up for this thing?’

“Hey Lois, are you enjoying the wedding?’

It was hard to tell. My boss wore a scowl as her default expression, except when she
was talking to her mate Monique. Then her face softened and sometimes she almost
looked like she was trying to smile, although her facial muscles didn’t seem to move
in that direction.
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“1 was enjoying dancing with my mate until | got a call from headquarters sending us
anew client. Good news. Y ou' re needed on a personal protection case.”

| smothered a sigh. Ninety-nine percent of the time personal protection mean standing
around while rich assholes did things they thought were important. Some of our
clients had been moreentertaining, mega superstar singer Tasha Blue came to mind
there, but that was definitely the exception to the rule.

“I’ll need to see you in the office tomorrow at ten hundred hours,” Lois continued.
“They’re emailing over some information for us.”

“Isthe client in Seattle?’ | asked, hoping that | wasn’'t going to be dispatched to ajob
in New York City where our headquarters was. | hated huge cities, that’s why Seattle
suited mejust fine.

“Affirmative.”
“Then why did the call come through headquarters?’ | asked.

Sapphic Security was one of the top security companies in the world. The company
was founded by an ex-military shifter couple who were tired of dealing with
prejudice against women in security work, particularly lesbians. You didn't need to
be queer or a supe to work at the company, but most of us were. | joined Sapphic
Security after | was honorably discharged from the military. Like most vampires, |
worked in the Seattle office. The rainy weather we had most of the year here suited
me.



“The client’s lawyer knows someone a the NYC office,” Lois explained. “They
didn’t even know we had a Seattle location.”

Lois sface softened as her mate called to her. “Lois honey, enough work.”

My boss sent her mate alook filled with so much love it made my heart pinch.

“I’m coming swestie.” Her voice hardened to its normal gruff tone as she turned back
to me. “Ten hundred hours. Don’'t be late, | hate working on weekends.”

| resisted telling her that | wasn’t afan of it either. | didn’t stay at the wedding much
longer. If | wastaking aclient on a Sunday, | figured | should be well rested. I’d been
in this business long enough to know it was best to be prepared for anything.

When | got into the office the next morning it was eerily quiet. Normally we kept a
skeleton crew going on the weekend, but with most of the team attending the
wedding, there were only two people in the office when | came in, and they both
appeared to be hung over.

| knocked on my boss's office door, unsurprised to find her back in her usual attire.
Judging by the shadows under her eyes, she and Monique must have stayed at the
wedding much later than | had.

“Good morning, boss,” | greeted her. “I brought you a cappuccino.”
Lois's eyes widened and her lips quirked as if they were trying their best to smile.
Her love of coffee was legendary, and | figured | might as well take this opportunity

to suck up alittle.

“Thanks,” she said gruffly, closing her eyes briefly as she swallowed down some of
her cappuccino.



| sat across from her, crossing one leg over the other as | sipped my own coffee.
There was no sense trying to rush Lois. She'd tell me what was going on when she
was good and ready.

“S0 this new client they sent us from HQ is kind of a big deal here in Seattle,” she
started.

“Aren’t all of our clients a big deal?’ | interrupted. We provided security service for
rock stars, politicians, CEOs, movie stars, and their loved ones.

“Have you heard of FloraMeyer?’ Lois asked.

| shook my head. “Doesn’t ring a bell.”

“She’s the new CEO of Meyer Beauty, and our new client.”

At my blank look she explained, “Meyer Beauty is one of the world’s largest and
most successful beauty companies. They’ve been around for over a hundred years.
After ailmost going out of business during the Great Recession in two thousand eight,
they reinvented themselves with all natural products. They were one of the first major
beauty companies to denounce animal testing and unnecessary chemicals. Or at least
that’s what my mate told me.”

While Lois was super butch, her mate Monique was the opposite. She always looked
feminine and perfectly put together, wearing the latest fashion. | wasn’t surprised that
Monique was up on the latest beauty news.

Monique was kind of a silent partner here. She didn’t work in the security business,
but she'd invested a good amount of her family’s money to create a branch of the
company here in Seattle, likely because she was from this city and she wanted her
mate to have a job here. Lois had been working at the New Y ork office when they



first met.

“So why does Make-Up Lady need a bodyguard?’ | asked.

“Her parents died about ayear ago in a car crash under what a lot of people think are
very suspicious circumstances,” Lois explained. “Flora was their only daughter and
sole heir to the company. Her parents were fanatical about her safety after an
attempted kidnapping when she was a toddler, but unfortunately they weren't as
careful about their own security. Or someone slipped past their protection. Either
way, the cops claim it was just an accident. Those lazy fuckers didn’t want to have to
get off their asses and properly investigate, I’ m sure.”

My boss was not a big fan of the cops. Honestly none of us were. We had too many
clients who were put in danger because of disinterested law enforcement. Of course

the cops didn’t like the work we did either.

“1f she has security, why does she need us?’
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“Her attorney thinks whoever came for the parents will be after her next and with
good reason,” Lois explained. “She's gotten some threats, and the other day someone
cut her brake lines. I’'m guessing her security team is not exactly stellar.”

“What' s the motive to kill her?’ | asked.

“Probably the usual. Money. Someone wants control of the company and its assets,”
Lois said. “There's an entire cast of characters who stand to make a claim if Flora
Meyer bitesit.”

My boss was nothing if not sensitive.

“Who's coming with me?’ | asked.

“We don’'t want to alert current security that we've got another set of eyes on her, just
in case they’re involved,” Lois said. “You're going in aone. You can be her new

personal trainer.”

“How am | supposed to protect her at work if I'm atrainer?’ | asked. “Wouldn't it
make more sense for me to be her assistant or something?’

Lois shrugged. “I'm sure you'll figure something out. Whatever you do, don’'t
pretend to be her girlfriend.”

“Why? |s she straight?”’

“l have no idea. All | know is every time one of you idiots pretends to date a client



you wind up falling in love with them.Let’s try to keep this one professional, okay
Taylor? I'm running a security company here, not a goddamned matchmaking
service.”

Flora

“ldon’t know about this Henry. Are you sure it’s absolutely necessary for meto hire a
bodyguard?’

“Flora, we can't ignore the threats you've been receiving. And that business with
your car...”

“I remember,” | interrupted, not wanting to be reminded about the day last week
when | pressed on my brakes at a stop light and nothing happened. 1'd just narrowly
missed having an accident in a major intersection before careening down a steep hill
and through a city park before hitting a patch of thick shrubs that finally stopped the
car. It was amiracle no one was killed. Especially me, given that we' d later found out
that my brake lines had been cut.

“1 already have a security team at home and the office,” | reminded him.

“Yeah, and they let your car get tampered with, so right now you have to assume that
no one can be trusted,” Henry continued.

“Evenyou?’
I’d known Henry Shapiro my entire life. He was the best man at my parents' wedding
and had been our family’s personal attorney for aslong as | could remember. He and

his late wife were my godparents.

“Your father was my oldest and dearest friend. I’d protect you with my life and, as



you know, | have more money than | know what to do with, so | don’'t need yours.
Even so, I'd be remissif | didn’t suggest you be cautious around everyone, including

me.

| sighed. “Okay, when does this bodyguard arrive?’

“She should be there by noon. Her nameis Teresa Taylor.”

“What firm is she from?’ | asked.

“They’'re called Sapphic Security. It's a well respected company with offices around
the world. They’re a bunch of ex-military types, primarily women, but every one of
them is tough as nails. They have a great success rate, probably because most of them
are supernaturals.”

“Supernaturals? Wow, that’s unusual. | didn’t know they were alowed to servein the
military.”

Unbeknownst to most humans, there was a supernatural world that operated alongside
our own. Vampires, witches, and even shapeshifters lived as humans, except when
they didn’t. My mother had some shifter cousins, so we were alittle more up to speed
on the supernatural world than most humans. The average person was completely
unaware of their supernatural neighbors, and my understanding was that the
supernatural creatures preferred it that way.

“Oh yeah, they aways have served. It's encouraged, actually. Some of them are
embedded with humans, but most of them are assigned to special units working on
covert ops or the types of assignments the military likes to pretend they’'re not
involved in.”

“How am | going to explain this person’s presence if | can’'t say she’'s a bodyguard?’



| asked.

“She’ s going to be your personal trainer.”

| laughed out loud at that. “Henry, you know | don't like to break a swesat.”

“Well | figured you could get healthy while we're figuring out who's trying to kill

you.
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“I’ll have you know I’'m asize two.”

“Your clothing size does not mean you're heathy Flora. To be honest, you could
stand to gain a few pounds of muscle. Y ou’' ve been wasting away since your parents
passed. |'ve been worried about you, and this bodyguard is some kind of a health

nut.
| huffed impatiently. “If | gain weight I’ll never be able to find clothes that fit me.”

| was petite, but my hips and breasts were a little too big for my frame. When |
gained weight | looked like a giant apple with arms and legs.

“You're super rich Flora, you can have your clothes made special to fit you.”

“This is a ridiculous conversation,” | said. “Besides, maybe the cops are right and
there’ s some other explanation for what happened with my brakes.”

“If you suggest that mice chewed through your brake lines or something equally
ridiculous I’ m going to hang up,” Henry threatened.

| sighed. | knew Henry was right. | didn’t think my cut brake lines were an accident
any more than | thought my parents slipped on black ice that night. But if | focused
on the idea that someone wanted to harm us, kill us even, | just wanted to cry. And |
never cried.

“And let’ s not forget the threats you’ ve been receiving the past few months.”



| was trying hard to forget that actualy. Maybe vague threats about killing me just
came with the territory given my wealth and stature in the company. There were alot
of crazies out there, that didn't mean that anyone would follow through on those
threats.

Hopefully.

“Okay, so my personal trainer slash bodyguard is going to be here for how long?’

“As long as it takes for us to figure out who's behind these attacks,” Henry replied.
“I’ve got an entire team at Sapphic Security running down leads on this. Hopefully
they’ Il turn something up quickly and you can go back to living your normal life.”

“A normal life without my parents,” | reminded him sadly. “Keep me informed how
things are going, will you please?’

“Of course. And please be careful Flora. You're like a daughter to me. | don’t want to
lose you too.”

After | hung up with Henry | felt out of sorts. | headed downstairs to the private gym
in the basement and did some gentle stretches before getting ready for my new
bodyguard to arrive. | might not like to work out, but | loved yoga and pilates. They
kept me slim and flexible and helped center my mind.

By the time | was finished | was aready feeling better. | headed upstairs to change
my clothes and get ready for the day. I'd justfinished my hair and make-up when |
got the call from the guard stand at the front gate of my family’s estate.

“Miss Meyer, there'sa Teresa Taylor here for you. She says you' re expecting her.”

“Send her through Bob, thank you.”



| headed to the front door, waiting as someone pulled around a nondescript sedan to
the parking area on the side of the house. About a minute later a woman came
striding towards me, looking everywhere at once. She was dressed in black jeans, a
black tank top with no jacket despite the chilly weather, and black boots.

My breath caught as | saw her face. She was beautiful. Her features were perfectly
symmetrical and smooth, her skin extremely pale, even by Seattle standards. Her
plump lips were dark red, although | didn’t see any evidence of a lip paint on them.
Dark brown eyebrows curved over her wide, amond shaped eyes that were an
unusually bright shade of blue.

She was tall and muscular but still feminine with high breasts and rounded hips. A
large duffel bag was slung over one shoulder with something sticking out of it that
looked like...

“Isthat asword?’ | asked.

The woman'’s eyes snapped to mine. “Flora Meyer? I’'m Teresa Taylor from Sapphic
Security and... uh...”

She stopped in front of me, looking like she'd just seen a ghost. | stretched out my
hand.

“Yes, I’'m Flora. Nice to meet you Teresa.”
When | took her hand | felt awelird little tingle, asif she were electrified. | guess she
felt it too, because Teresa just stared down at our joined hands like she’d never seen

fingers before.

She seemed to snap back to the present as | pulled my hand away.



“Why don’t you come inside and I’ ll show you to your room?’ | suggested. “Then we
can have some herbal tea and get to know each other.”

“Do your guys do perimeter checks?’ she asked.
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“What? Perimeter checks?”

“Do they go around the edge of the property at least once an hour and check your
doors and windows, that kind of thing?’ She sounded impatient.

“No clue,” | shrugged. “Now let me show you...”

“I'll need you to find out immediately,” she interrupted. “You should know what
your security contract says.”

“There’ sacontract?’ | frowned.
“Of course there’ s a contract, do you think they just show up here for fun?’
This lady was pissing me off.

“l realize | pay them for their work,” | said with exaggerated patience. “l just never
thought about there being a contract. My parents used to take care of all that.”

“Y our parents have been dead for over ayear, haven't they?’
| blinked rapidly to keep from crying. “Yeah.”
“Well, it stime to learn how to take care of yourself.”

Teresa



Istared into the eyes of the woman my inner demon was insisting was my mate. This
had to be a mistake. Maybe my mate was around here somewhere, one of the guards
perhaps, and my vamp side was confused, focusing on the nearest person it saw.

There was absolutely no way that Flora Meyer was my mate. Surely the gods
wouldn’t be that cruel?

When | was a little girl, my best friend and | used to dream about finding our fated
mates. Tracie was on Team Hetero, and her dream mate was some dude who was tall,
dark, and handsome. Maybe a shifter or a powerful warlock, or even a good-sized
human. My dream mate was always someone like me. A ‘tomboy’ as my mother used
to call me. Adventurous. Smart. Curvy but fit. Strong.

This petite woman with her carefully styled hair, layers of make-up, and manicured
nails was nothing like 1I’d imagined. She didn't even know her security team was
under a contract, how the fuck was she running a major corporation?

No, this absolutely had to be some kind of a misunderstanding.

She was pretty, no doubt about it, although | preferred a more natural look. Her hair
was dark and wavy, her eyes large and brown. She was on the thin side, with a flat
stomach and thin legs, and although her breasts were full and natural looking, the rest
of her was mostly angles, with no visible muscle tone. She was wearing a blue wrap
dress and heels like she'd just gotten back from a luncheon at the country club.
Maybe she had.

“Does anyone €else live in the house with you?’ | asked, tearing my eyes away from
her breasts.

“Just my housekeeper, Patty.”



Oh, maybe the housekeeper was my mate. “Is she here?’

“No,” Flora replied. “She went to Portland for a couple of months to help her
daughter who just had a baby. Now | just have a temp service come in afew days a
week.”

Okay, Grandma Patty was definitely not my mate.

It's Flora. Florais your mate!my vamp insisted. | ignored her.

“How many people are on shift for security?’ | asked.

“Um? 1 think two or three. I’ ve never seen more than three people here.”

| resisted the urge to sigh. “How many of them are female?’

“None. I’ ve only seen men working here.”

Damn it, that meant my mate wasn’t on the security team. Fate had to know | was a
lesbian.

“Is anyone else here at your house regularly?’ | asked, desperate to associate that
tantalizing scent of my mate with someone else. Anyone else.
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“Miguel our gardener comes once a week, but other than that, | don’t have a lot of
guests,” Florasaid. “No one else has been here in months.”

| wasn't sure what was going on here with the mate thing, but | had a job to do so |
told my inner vamp to calm down and resolved to figure this out later. That was one
thing I’d learned in the military — how to lock all my feelings up in a box and save
them for later.

“1’m going to need to sweep this place for bugs,” | said, looking around with distaste
at the size of the mansion. “I think 1’1l need to call in reinforcements, otherwise it will
take al damned day.”

Sliding my phone out of my pocket, | sent a text to Boris. | knew the restaurant was
closed today, so hopefully he and his brothers would do me a solid and come out to
help me secure the building.

Boristexted back immediately.

“My guys will be herein less than an hour,” | said. “Why don’t you show me around,
but don’'t say anything about security until after we' ve cleared the house. Once we're
inside, I’'m your trainer, nothing else. Assume someone is listening, and maybe

watching us. Got it?’

Flora looked a little shellshocked and | resisted the strong urge | suddenly had to
comfort her.

“One question,” she said, raising her hand like she was a kid in school. “What’ s with



the big sword?’

| glanced down at the bag I’ d set on the ground while we talked. I'd almost forgotten
I’d brought it.

“That’sIrma,” | said.

“Irma? Y our sword has aname?’ Flora s eyes were huge.

“Affirmative. Irmaand | have been through alot of battles together.”

Honestly, none of those battles were real, but she didn’t need to know that. | totally
could use Irma to defend myself or kill someone if | needed to. Not that | used it for

work though, my gun was alittle less obvious to carry around with me.

“Are your battles with the Knights of the Round Table?’ she asked incredulously.
“Who uses a sword in this day and age?’

13 I do-”

“Wouldn't agun be easier?’ she asked.

“Yep.” | couldn’'t resist messing with her. “Now show me around this architectural
travesty.”

As soon as we entered the house | assumed the role of personal trainer.

“Let’s talk about your fitness goals while you show me around,” | said to Flora
“Then we'll look at what you have in your fridge.”

“Fridge?’ she said blankly.



“It' sabig cold box in the kitchen where your servants keep the food,” | said snidely.

Sherolled her eyes. “1 don't have servants. Well, except the housekeeper | guess. But
| certainly don’t think of her like that.”

“Do you cook for yourself?’ | asked skeptically.

“Well, no. I'm not very good in the kitchen, but | have an excellent meal delivery
service.”

Of course she did.
| followed Flora up a giant marble staircase to the second level. This entire mansion
was pretentious as hell. | didn’t understand how anyone could live here, but | kept my

opinions to myself.

“You have your choice of six bedrooms,” Floratold me when we got upstairs. “ There
are three on this side and three on the other wing.”

Her house had wings. | repressed a sigh.

“Which oneis closest to yours?’ | asked.

She looked surprised but didn’t ask any questions. “This one.”
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She led me into alarge comfortable looking bedroom. It had a queen sized bed with a
comforter that was pure white, matching the carpet. Artfully arranged pillows gave it
a pop of color. The room had a wooden desk in one corner, a television affixed to the
wall across the bed, and a reading nook with a chair and table facing the windows
overlooking the back yard. Two doors inside led to an in-suite bathroom and a walk-
in closet with built in drawers and shelves. The room alone was about the size of my
entire apartment.

“Does thiswork okay for you?’ Flora asked as she watched me walking around.

“I’ve dept inworse,” | mumbled. “Now let me see your bedroom.”

Flora led me to the room next door, and | cataloged the difference in this space.
Unlike the rest of the house, this room was filled with warm colors. The walls were
painted a moss green, with a darker green carpet on the floor. Her bed had about a
thousand throw pillows on it, all in ariot of color. The chairs near the window were
upholstered in a gold fabric that worked perfectly in the room, and abstract art with
bright colors adorned the walls. | felt instantly comfortable in here.

“NoTV? | asked.

“l don’'t really watch TV,” Flora said.

| nodded. It was the first positive thing I’ d heard about her since | got here.

| stepped into the bathroom, noting about a million jars of creams and potions on a
shelf next to the sink. In my own bathroom | had two things. shampoo and soap.



“What'sin here?’ | asked, pointing to the other door.

“It's my dressing room.”

| frowned. What was a dressing room? Opening the door | realized it was basically a
giant closet with rows of shelves, cabinets and drawers. There was some kind of
fancy upholstered bench in the middle. On one side of the space was a brightly lit
make-up table with shelves of cosmetics and hair products stacked on either side. A
blow dryer, curling iron, and some other appliances hung neatly next to one of the
shelves.

Jesus Christ. My mate had ‘high maintenance’ written all over her. | turned around
quickly, not realizing that Flora was right behind me. She jumped back, then
stumbled on one of her ridiculously high shoes. Fortunately for her, | had
supernatural reflexes. | grabbed her arms and pulled her close to keep her upright.
The motion made her brush against me, sending a jolt of awareness zinging through
my body.

Flora's mouth opened on a gasp as | stared down at her, my entire body vibrating
with the need to claim her.

“Oh my God! Y our teeth!”

Flora

Istared in shock as two of Teresa' s seemed to grow right in front of my eyes, pressing
down over her bottom lip like something out of a cartoon.

She pulled away from me so quickly | almost fell over again. | thought we' d been
having a moment there, but maybe not. It was too bad, because Teresa was a
stunningly beautiful woman. | could look into the depths of those brilliant blue eyes



forever. But it was clear she’d made up her mind not to like me, which was fine. She
could dislike me if she wanted. | would just do what my mother had taught me at a
young age: kill her with kindness.

“Sorry about that,” Teresa mumbled, pressing her palm over her mouth.

“But how did that... oh! You're avampire, aren’'t you?’

I’d never met a vampire in rea life, but I’d watched enough episodes of Buffy the
Vampire Sayerto realize what was happening. Although usually inBuffythe vamps
had their fangs descend when they were trying to kill someone. Teresa, on the other

hand, looked like she was thinking about kissing me.

But then again, | had to be imagining it. Maybe the stress of everything going on was
finaly getting to me.

“You know about vamps?’ Teresa asked carefully.

“1 have shifters in my family — related by marriage not blood — so I’'m aware of the
supernatural world, yes. But to my knowledge, | don’t know any vampires.”

“Well, I’'m sorry that happened,” she said. “1 didn’t mean to scare you.”

“What causesit?’ | asked curiously, waving vaguely at her mouth.

“It's, uh, areflex sometimes.”

| had the sense that she wasn't telling me the truth, but then again, it wasn’t really my
business.

“Well | knew that Sapphic Security mostly hired supernaturals, so don’t worry, I'm



not freaked out. And your secret is safe with me.”

“It's not really a secret,” Teresa said. “But there's al'so no reason to talk about it in a
professional capacity.”

“l getit,” | reassured her. “Y ou want to see the refrigerator now? I’ m pretty sure | can
figure out what it is.”
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Teresa' s eyes bugged out and | started laughing. “I’m kidding. Come on.”

“Do you mind if | keep some blood in there?’ Teresa asked. “It lasts longer if | can
keep it cold.”

| shrugged. “No problem.”

After a brief stop to get the blood from Teresa's room we headed down to the
kitchen. Returning to her personal trainer ruse, my bodyguard evaluated the contents
of my refrigerator.

“This is al pretty good,” she said. “I would like to see you eating more protein
though. Y ou need to sustain yourself during a workout, to ensure that you don’t break
down your muscles.”

“Um, | don't really like working out.”

| could practically see her straining herself trying not to roll her eyes. For someone
who was only pretending to be my trainer, she was taking this pretty serioudly.

“WEe'll see about that.”

After perusing the refrigerator Teresa started searching the cabinets, giving me a
running commentary on everything she saw there. Then she found my secret stash...

“What isthis?’ she said, pointing to a cabinet that was full of boxes of Rice Krispies,
bags of marshmallows, and several tubes of Pringles potato chips.



“Looks like potato chips and marshmallows,” | said pertly, giving her a big smile.
“And before you say aword, you'll take away my Pringles over my cold dead body.”

“And the marshmallows?’ she asked.

“1 like to make Rice Krispietreats,” | said. “Sue me.”

Teresa shook her head. “Y ou don’'t exercise and you eat crap, | don’'t understand why
you'’ re so skinny.”

“1’m blessed with an excellent metabolism,” | shot back cheerily.

Just then my phone rang with a call from security.

“Miss Meyer, there are three very large men here for you,” the guard on duty said.
“They said they’ re helping you with training?’

“That will be my friends,” Teresa said, clearly hearing the conversation. “Send them
back.”

A few minutes later | opened the door to three of the largest men I'd seen in my life.
They were each at least a foot taller than me and twice as broad, with brown hair,
brown eyes and adorable chin dimples. Bypassing me, they went one by one to
Teresa, each of them gathering her up into a hug.

“You guys just saw me yesterday,” she protested with a laugh. “Come on now, get
serious and meet my new... personal training client, FloraMeyer. Flora, these are my
trainer buddies Boris, Yuri, and Alexsal.

Boris grabbed my hand, bringing my fingers to his lips. “It is pleasure, Miss Flora,”
he said in an accent that was vaguely Eastern European.



We both froze as we heard what sounded like an animal growling. Boris looked over
his shoulder at the other two men, and then fixed his gaze on Teresa.

“Sheis...?

“No, she'snot,” Teresa snapped. “It'sall amistake.”

“Yet you growl,” he said mildly as he took a big step away from me. “My brothers
and | will show ourselves around and meet you in the kitchen when we are done.”

“Maybe you can check out the kitchen first,” Teresa suggested. “It's something to

Boris headed to the kitchen with us trailing him. He pulled out something that looked
like a wand and systematically pointed it at every inch of the kitchen before turning
back to Teresa.

“Isclear. | will continue in other rooms now.”

Teresa walked to the refrigerator and helped herself to a can of Coke before returning
to the table. Pointing to a chair she said, “Tell me everything. Start at the beginning.”

| got up to get a bottle of water, then sat across from her. Looking down, | sighed.
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“Oh no!”
Teresawas immediately on alert. “What' s the matter?”

“l broke a nail. | must have snagged it when | tripped earlier. | hope | can smooth it
down, there’s no way my manicurist will be able to fit me in this week, she’s very in
demand.”

My bodyguard gave me a look of distaste. “Can we focus, please? | want to hear
about the threats.”

“My parents were always paranoid about security,” | started. “At least | thought they
were paranoid. | only learned as an adult that someone tried to kidnap me when | was
ababy,” | explained. “We've aways had a small security team at the house here and
at our office, but when | was a teenager my parents started insisting that | have
someone follow me around all the time when | wasn’t at home. | refused, and it was a
huge battle that | thought I'd won, but | 1ater learned they were just more covert.”

“How so?’

“When | went away to college, | got suspicious that my dorm roommate was in every
single class with me. | finally worked out that they were a bodyguard pretending to be
a student. | confronted my parents, and that’s when they told me about the incident

when | was a baby, but even till, | thought they were being ridiculous.”

Teresa nodded. “When did you start to think it wasn't just paranoia?’



“When they were murdered.”

| coughed then took along drink of water to clear the lump in my throat.

“What happened?’ Teresa' s voice was suddenly gentle.

“1 was supposed to be with them that night,” | said quietly. “ They were going to abig
event at the Seattle Art Museum, and we wereall listed as co-chairs for the event.
Except the night it happened | was in the middle of a really bad period — | have
endometriosis and get pretty sick sometimes — so | stayed home. The police said they
slipped on black ice, but | don’t believeit.”

“What do you believe?’ | asked.

“Someone was chasing them.”

Teresa

The pain in Flora s eyes made my chest hurt, which was really weird because clients
telling meterrible stories didn’t usually affect me.

It's because she’ s your mate,the voice inside me pointed out. | ignored it.

“So the police said it was an accident, you think it wasn't...”

“Iknowit wasn't,” Florainterjected.

| nodded. “What'’ s happened since then?”’

“After my parents died, the board of directors named me the CEO of Meyer Beauty.
There was some grumbling of course, butl’ ve worked at the company since | was a



kid. I’ve worked in every department in the company, and eventualy | worked my
way up to chief operating officer, the position | held before my father died.”

Flora paused before adding, “There’s no doubt that | benefitted from this being my
family’s company, but | also worked very hard to get where | am, at the expense of a
lot of other thingsin my life.”

| liked this version of Flora, strong and sure of herself. It was different from the way
she’d been acting when | first got here. Then | remembered the shelves of make-up
and skincare productsin her ‘dressing room’ and felt alittle less impressed.

“Tell me about the grumbling.”

“1t was the usual stuff. I’'m anepo baby. | didn’t earn my position. | didn’t take any of
it seriously. The fact that | own eighty-five percent of the company isn’'t enough. |
was grieving the loss of my family and trying to learn a new job. But then the letters
started.”

“What kind of letters.”

“Like something out of a detective show.Step down now or you'll be sorryorQuit
now, that kind of thing.”

“1 thought you didn’t watch TV,” | said, recalling what she'd said in the bedroom.
Florafrowned like she didn’t appreciate my questioning her.

“l sad | don't watch much TV, not that I've never watched TV,” she corrected.
“Anyway, | thought they were just harmless attempts to scare me until the car

accident. | was driving home, and my brakes went out while | was going downhill. |
managed to avoid other cars and steer my way into a park, where | drove into some



bushes to stop the car. Later | found out my brake lines were cut.”
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“When did this happen?’ | asked.

“Thursday. That’s when my lawyer suggested extra security.”

“And you trust thislawyer?’ | asked.

Flora nodded. “He's my father’s oldest friend. And my godfather. 1'd trust him with
my life. And before you ask, he's as rich as | am. There's no reason for him to off

me.”

“Then the question is, who does have a reason to off you?’ | replied. “Who benefits if
you are out of the picture?’

Flora raised her eyes upwards, like she was accessing information from her brain. It
was kind of adorable.

“The current CFO wanted my job,” she said, counting suspects off on her fingers.
“There' s the guy who owns ten percent of the stock, an old partner of my father’s
who had a faling out with him but kept his partial ownership of the company. I've
nevermet him, but my father always talked about how pissed he was at my parents. |
guess also my aunt and my cousins.”

“The shifters?’
She nodded. “Y eah.”

“What kind of shiftersare they?’



“They’ re some kind of foxes, | think. I’ ve only met them a couple of times.”

That immediately put them up higher on my suspect list. Not to stereotype, but those
foxes tended to be shady.

“Anyone else you can think of 7’ | asked.

“No. My circleis pretty small.”

“We need to think of a better plan than the personal trainer story to explain my
presence,” | said. “I know your godfather suggested that to my boss, but it makes no
sense for you to have a trainer in your office. | need to be able to follow you around
at work, and also to have areason to nose around looking for clues. Any ideas?”’

Flora looked upwards again, something | was fast learning meant she was thinking.
“Oh, you know what? | only have a temporary assistant right now. The lady who
worked for my father retired when | took over and | haven't had time to find a
permanent person.”

“Inayear?’ | asked incredulously.

“I've had a lot going on,” she said defensively. “1 can tell the agency to end the
person’s service.”

“Or you can say you need a second assistant,” | suggested. “That way that person can
continue to keep your calendar and answer the phone, but | can come with you to

meetings, and act like I’ m taking notes.”

Flora shrugged. “Prepare to be bored.”



After the bears finished their sweep of Flora' s gigantic mansion, | sent them on their
way with a promise to call them if we needed any more help. | had a bad feeling that
we' d need help sooner or later, but maybe I’d catch a break and this case would be
easy to solve. While | was working the personal protection, my colleagues at Sapphic
Security would be monitoring security cameras both here and at the office as well as
researching everyone who came into contact with Flora. By the time they were done,
we'd have a file on everyone from the guy who picked up the trash to whoever did
her hair.

“What do you usually do on Sunday afternoons?’ | asked.

To my surprise, Flora s face turned red and she avoided my gaze.

“What?’

“I, um, order Thai food.”

“Every Sunday?’ | asked.

She nodded. “I love Thai food.”

“Your face is red, and | can hear your heartbeat speeding up, are you...
embarrassed?’ | guessed.

“You can hear my heartbeat?’ Flora asked incredulously.
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| tapped my ear. “ Supes have better hearing than humans. | don’t understand, why are
you embarrassed about ordering Thai food?’

“I’m not embarrassed about the Thai food,” Flora said slowly. “It'swhat | do after |
order the Thai food.”

My mind was immediately flooded with inappropriate thoughts that stuttered to a halt
when she added, “| watchBuffy the Vampire Slayer.”

“Buffy the Vampire Slayer?’ | asked. “What' s that?’
“It'sa TV show that was super popular in the late nineties and early two thousands.”

| must have given her a blank look because she added, “It's about this teenage girl
who's a vampire slayer. She was chosen by fate and there’'s only one sayer. Well,
most of the time there's only one slayer, and she alone stands against the vampires.
And demons and other creepy characters. She keeps pretty busy since she's the only
dlayer in the world and her high school is on top of a hellmouth. | can’t believe you
never watched it.”

“Do you redly think someone like me would watch something about a vampire
dayer?’

“There are some good vampires in it too,” she rushed to add. “Well, two good
vampires.”

“And what do the good vampires do?’ | couldn’t help but ask.



“They kill other vampires and some of the demonstoo,” Florareplied.

“Weéll, this I’ ve got to see.”

Flora

As long as | could remember, Tha delivery andBuffywas my Sunday thing. 1'd
started the ritual right after | graduated college. I’d watched a lot of episodes of the
show with my bodyguard/roommate while | lived in the dorms, and when | graduated
and moved back home, | decided to watch all the episodes I’ d missed by starting from
the first season. Each week I’ d watch four or five episodes and just relax.

Even though | lived with my parents, our house was huge, and | could go days
without seeing them since they lived in a separate wing. They rarely used the game
room in the basement so that’s where I’ d set up for the afternoon.

Having someone join me was a new experience. Even when | was dating someone,
I’d always protected Thai andBuffynight as ‘me time’. While | knew | could have
easily told Teresathat Iwanted to be alone and let her hang out somewhere else in the
house while | went through my Sunday afternoon routine, for some reason | realy
wanted her to join me.

It was probably because | felt drawn to her for some reason, like | really wanted to
get to know her. There was definitely an attraction between us, or at least | felt
attracted to her, but it felt like more. It was almost like I’d just found someone | was
looking for or something.

It was ridiculous of course. It was painfully obvious she thought | was an idiot, some
vapid rich girl. She seemed super grumpy, which just made me default to cheerful,
but | couldn’t help but notice that Teresa wasn't like that with the three guys who'd
come to help her today. With them she was smiling and friendly, unlike me.



| remembered the way she’'d growled when Boris kissed my hand. What was that all
about?

| watched her from underneath my eyelashes as she perused the menu from my
favorite Thai restaurant. I’d pulled up the Door Dash page on my iPad and told her to
order whatever she wanted. Her blue eyes were serious as she studied the menu
options like it was a multiple choice quiz.

Teresa was stunningly beautiful with a coiled strength that gave her just a touch of
danger. | looked down at her mouth, remembering when her fangs had extended in
my dressing room, and wondering why that happened. For someone whoseemed very
in control, that change in her teeth had seemed to take her by surprise.

“Hereyou go.”
Teresa did my iPad back across the table, catching me staring at her but not calling
me out on it. | added a few items to the order then pressed submit. Thirty seconds

later my phone beeped with atext.

“The food will be here in forty-five minutes,” | said. “Are you ready to watch your
firstBuffyepisode?’

***

“That’ sjust bullshit.”

| looked over at Teresa who was glowering at the screen, a container of drunken
noodlesin her hand.

“What is?’



“Killing vamps with a stake to the heart doesn’t work.”

| paused the program, leaving the teenaged hero frozen in the midst of a roundhouse
kick to another vampire. “Sure it does.”

Teresa shook her head stubbornly.
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“l wasin the military. | know lot of waysto kill aman. The chances of getting a stake
in the exact right position to slip through the ribs and hit the heart? Very low.”

“But not impossible, right?’ | countered, sending her a sunny smile that seemed to
make her even crankier. “And then... poof!”

“There' s no poof,” she said stubbornly.

“You'd dtill be dead though right? Just like any living being, if you get stabbed in the
heart you're done for, but you'd be a corpse instead of a pile of dust is what you're
telling me, right?’

Teresa gave me a stern stare that made me get the tiniest bit turned on.

“Yeah.”

“So Buffy isright,” | said. “A stake to the heart is a great way to kill avampire.”

“There are better ways,” she argued. “ The heart is one of the hardest waysto do it.”

“Well, wait until you see all the other things she tries. Buffy is a very creative
vampire slayer.”

I’d started the program at season one so Teresa could watch it from the beginning.
Maybe | was mistaken, but it seemed like as we progressed through the first few
episodes, she started to getinto the show. Not that she would admit it. Whenever she
sensed me looking at her, her face would get hard and she'd start to glare at the



screen like it had personally offended her.

“Okay, that's my limit for this week,” | announced after we finished the fourth
episode. If | didn’t pace mysdlf, I'd sit here all night watching episode after episode.

“Oh. What are you doing next?’ Teresa asked.

“Every week after Buffy | give myself afacial and take along bubble bath.”

“Redlly?’ she asked, that look of distaste back.

“Yes, a good skincare regime is the secret to a youthful appearance. And a bubble
bath is agreat way to take care of all my skin at once.”

Teresajust stared at melike | wasn’t speaking English.

“After that, | usually read in bed for a while and go to sleep early, so I'll say
goodnight to you now. Do you need anything before | go?’ | asked.

“We're leaving at oh eight hundred hours tomorrow, right?”

“Yes, I'm using a car service right now because of the accident. They’ll be here
around eight and we'll head to the office.”

“Okay,” she said. “Ill be ready.”

| got up, gathering my empty containers, and Teresa grabbed the rest of them,
following me upstairs. Tossing everything in the trash, | paused awkwardly.

“Feel free to let me know if you need anything. Just make yourself at home and help
yourself to anything in the kitchen.”



“I’m going to check all the doors and windows and do some work before | turn in for
the night,” she said. “I’m sure I’ll be fine. Thank you though.”

| spent the next thirty minutes going through my skincare routine. Exfoliating. Putting
on a face mask. Soaking my hands in paraffin. Then | filled by giant tub with warm
bubbles and water, sliding down to enjoy the sensation of the warm water relaxing
my muscles.

| did it all on autopilot, my thoughts focused on Teresa. It was ridiculous. | should
have been thinking about my multi-billion dollar company. | should have been
thinking about why someone was trying to kill me, the same way they’'d killed my
parents. But instead, | was thinking about how blue Teresa's eyes were and how soft
her skin looked, despite her obvious distaste for the idea of a skin care regimen.

I’d known the woman less than a day, and | already knew instinctively that my life
would never be the same after meeting her. | just didn’t know what that meant.

By the time | got into bed, my body was too amped up to relax enough to read my
book. | walked over to the bedroom door, straining my ears to hear any noises. Had
Teresa come upstairs? Or was she still working downstairs?

Moving carefully, 1 slowly opened the drawer to my nightstand, retrieving my
vibrator. | plugged it into the power strip next to my bed, then slid my nightgown up
to my waist. At the last second | remembered how damned loud this vibrator could
be. It was one of those giant wand vibrators that masqueraded as a back massager.
Effective but noisy. | looked around frantically, trying to figure out how to hide the
noi se.

| clicked on some music on my phone, turning it up a little louder than | normally
would at night, then dlid underneath the blanket and pulled the comforter on top of
that. | scooted down until only my head was visible, then widened my legs.



Moving a hand down my body, | slid my fingers between my lower lips, unsurprised
to find that | was already wet just thinking about masturbating. Well, masturbating to
the thoughts of my new bodyguard. | clicked the vibe on, relieved to find that
between the music and the blankets on top of me, the sound was substantially
muffled.
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| moved the toy up and down my labia before dlipping inside. | bit my lip, trying not
to moan as | moved the head of the vibrator upwards, circling my clit. | was so
ramped up aready, it wasn't going to take much to get myself off.

Closing my eyes, | pictured the moment in my dressing room earlier when Teresa
looked like she was trying to decide whether to kill me or kiss me. | remembered
those intense blue eyes, and the way her plump lips had reddened as her fangs
descended. Then | imagined her tossing me on the floor of the dressing room and
using those fangs to tease my nipples and clit.

“Ah!” | gasped softly as my body started to tighten. “Teresal”
My orgasm hit me harder than usual, making me shake wildly on the bed while |
continued teasing myself with the vibrator. By the time | switched it off, | was

drenched in sweat and my heart was pounding a mile a minute. | stayed still, waiting
for my body to calm before | finally put away the toy and fell into a deep, dreamless

sleep.

Teresa

“Teresal”

My mate’ s voice gasped my name, drowning out the low hum of the vibrator she was
using. | sighed, pulling my pillow over my head in a vain attempt to drown out the

noise. Damn this supernatural hearing!

This was torture. Pure torture. And | said that as a person who'd been tortured for



three days once when | got captured during a covert military operation. Then again,
part of me was happy to know for sure that Flora was as attracted to me as | was to
her, even if we could never act on it.

The buzzing stopped, telling me that she was finished with her self-gratification
session. Thank the goddess that it had been relatively brief.

| wiggled on the bed, tempted to give myself alittle relief of my own, but resisting on
genera principle. | was here as personal protection, not to fantasize about my client.
Except for the inconvenient fact that my client was also my fated mate. | wondered if
there was something in the water at work. One by one we'd all found our fated mates,
and much to Lois's annoyance, every single time it was someone we were supposed
to be protecting.

| thought back to when my coworker and friend Angie fell in love with Suzie. Like
Flora, Suzie was as opposite as could be from my vampire buddy. And of course I'd
had a front row seat when Martha fell for Emily, another unlikely couple. Damn it, |
needed advice, and since Martha was on her honeymoon, | was going to need to talk
to Angie.

Me:Hey.

AngieWhat’ s wrong?

Me:Nothing’'s wrong. Why?

Angie:Y ou're not a person who texts ‘hey’. You're avery business-like texter. Unless
you were texting a hook-up and you picked my number by accident?

Me:Never mind.



AngieTell me.

Me:Promise not to tell anyone?

Angie:Of course.

Me:l think | found my mate.

Angie:OMG that’ s awesome. Suzie says congratul ations!

Me:Remember the part where you just promised not to tell anyone?

Angie:Suzie doesn’'t count. She's my mate, | can’t keep secrets from her. Where did
you meet your mate? At the wedding?

Me:No, I’m on assignment.

Angie:Your mate isyour client? Loisis going to be pissed that this happened again.
Me:l have aquestion. How did you know?

Angie:That Suzie was my mate? As soon as | locked eyes with her, my vampire was
going crazy. Every time anyone came near her, like those damned bears, | wanted to

gut them like afish. | couldn’t stop thinking about her.

MeMy mate is... not what | expected. She’'s nothing like the person | pictured
spending the rest of my life with.

Angie:Do you think | planned on spending my life with a cupcake baker who wears
dresses with cartoon pastries? No | did not. But fate is never wrong. This woman is
perfect for you, you just need to figure out why.



Me:She's a high maintenance billionaire CEO who gives herself facials and watches
some show about a teenager vampire slayer. We couldn’t be more different.
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Angie:External shit doesn’'t matter. It's what’s inside that counts. And once you start
the mating bond, you’ll understand.

| was up early the next morning, doing an abbreviated workout in my room before
taking a quick shower. By the time | heard Flora's alarm go off, | was ready for the
day. | headed downstairs in search of coffee, messing around with the fancy coffee
maker until | had an admittedly delicious cup of coffee. | drank it with a shot of blood
and an energy bar |’ d seen in the cabinet.

The clacking of high heeled shoes on the marble floors alerted me of Flora's
approach. That and the way my inner vampire perked up the second her shoes hit the
stairs.

“Good morning,” Flora said, giving me a bright smile. The woman was consistently
cheerful, I’d give her that.

She was wearing a dark red pencil skirt with a matching blazer, a black silk blouse,
giant red earrings, and black pumps with red soles. Her hair was curled into soft
waves, and she’'d put on aliberal amount of makeup including a bunch of black shit
that made her lashes spiky, and red lipstick that perfectly matched both her outfit and
her earrings. | resisted the urge to roll my eyes. She couldn’t look more like a fussy,
high maintenance femme princess.

“Isthat what you' re wearing to the office?’ she asked.

| looked down at my black tank top, black pants, and black boots, then returned my
gazeto Flora.



“What’ s wrong with what I’ m wearing?’

“It' s not exactly office attire.”

“Yeah well it's perfect if | need to tackle a guy who's trying to kill you,” | said
defensively.

The truth was | knew exactly nothing about clothes. I’d been raised by a single father
in afamily where | was the only girl amongst all the cousins. My best friend growing
up was as much of atomboy as| was. I’d joined the Army right after high school, and
they didn’t exactly encourage you to wear girly shit there either.

“Come with me, | have an idea.”

She took a few steps towards the door and inclined her head.

“1’m not wearing a dress.”

“You don't have to wear adress,” she said. “Come on.”

She led me up a stairway on the other side of the house. | followed her into a massive
bedroom with a walk-in closet that was larger than most people' s houses. After
flipping through some clothes, Flora emerged with alight blue jacket.

“Try this.”

| looked at the blazer like it was toxic.

“Whose clothes are these?’

“My mom’s,” she answered, her voice sad for an instant before she brought forth her



normal cheery tone. “ She was flatter chested, like you.”

“I"'m not flat chested,” | said indignantly, arching my back before | realized what |
was doing. My breasts were on the smaller side, but that was no reason to insult me.

“My jacketswon't fit you, so you’'ll have to make do with this.”

Sighing like she was torturing me, | pulled on the jacket over my tank top. Flora came
close, arranging the collar, and | was overwhelmed by the subtle scent of her
perfume. Or maybe it was her shampoo, | don’t know. Whatever it was, it had a dight

floral scent.

“There,” she said brightly. “Now you can pass for a personal assistant. Plus the blue
brings out your eyes.”

Taking my shoulders, she turned me so | could see myself in the full-length mirror. |
had to admit that the tailored jacket fit me perfectly and dressed up my outfit nicely.
Maybe | should wear more blazers, | thought.

| met Flora' s eyesin the mirror and froze. For along, pregnant moment we just stared
at each other in the glass, my heart pounding wildly. Inside me, my vamp was
pushing meto tilt her head and bite her neck. | took a deep breath.

“We' d better get you some breakfast before we go.”

My mate blinked like she was coming out of atrance.

“I don't eat breakfast,” Florainformed me.

“You do now.”
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Before she could argue | added, “And starting tomorrow we're going to work out
before we go to your office.”

Flora

Iwas quickly learning that bossy was Teresa' s default tone. Instead of responding to
her, | just headed downstairs and grabbed my bag out of the closet. My phone beeped,
letting me know that the car had arrived.

“Our rideishere,” | said, heading for the door.

As | put my hand on the knob, Teresa pulled me back.

“1 need to go first,” she said firmly.

“Is that a vampire thing?’ | asked in confusion. “Like how you can’t come in unless
you'reinvited?’

“No, it's a bodyguard thing.”

Teresa took a step out the door, her head swinging from side to side as she looked
around. Satisfied that it was safe, she gripped my elbow and led me to the car.

1] Wait."

She grabbed a small black device from her pocket, walking all the way around the car
with it before tapping on the driver’s side window and exchanging a few words with



the driver. Completing her circle of the car, she moved close and whispered in my
ear.

“It's free of explosives but there might be listening devices, so keep things
superficial.”

Good Lord, was this my life now?

| scooted into the car, greeting the driver as Teresa dlid in from the other side. We
rode in total silenceto my office.

| took a deep breath as | walked into the familiar high rise that housed Meyer Beauty.
It was twelve stories high, housing not only our corporate offices but also our product
testing labs and classrooms. The outside of the building was shiny, making it look
amost like a big mirror with the Meyer Beauty name and logo in large letters across
the very top.

“Good morning, Miss Meyer.”

Both the men at the security desk stood up to greet me.

“Good morning Earl. Ben. This is my new personal assistant Teresa. Can you make
her a security badge please?’

“What access level, Miss Meyer?’ Ben asked.
“Unrestricted.”
Ben’'s eyebrows rose dlightly, the only hint that he was surprised by my response. We

were fanatical about security here and very few people had full access to the building.
Corporate espionage was very common in the beauty industry.



“Yesmaam.”

After taking a quick photo of Teresa glowering, Ben handed her a badge and lanyard.
“Here you go, Miss.”

“Thanks,” my bodyguard grunted.

She jerked it over her neck like it had offended her and we headed for the elevator.
“My officeison thetop floor,” | said as | scanned my badge to unlock the elevator.
As soon as | got off the elevator there was a flurry of activity. My assistant was
standing near reception waiting for me, iPad inhand as she rattled off my schedule. |
introduced them to Teresa as we strode towards my office.

“Um, Miss Meyer, are you unhappy with me?’

| sent Amy my assistant a small smile. “No it's not that. | think supporting me is
getting to be more than one person can handle, so you'll continue with phones,

scheduling, the mail, while Teresa will help with meeting notes, my personal tasks,
and whatever else | need.”
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| had a flash of what | needed as | remembered that orgasm | had last night. Even
though Teresa hadn't given even the dlightest indication that she liked me — if
anything, she seemed to dislike me — | had the strangest feeling that she was as
attracted to me as | was to her. If so, maybe we could let off some steam while we
were stuck together for however long it took to get to the bottom of these death
threats.

Not that | could worry about that right now. | had a packed schedule to deal with.

Four and a half hours and five meetings later Teresa leaned over my desk and fixed
me with a hard stare.

“You haven't eaten al day.”

“Uh huh,” | said distractedly, focused on an advertising layout that was spread across
my desk.

“It’s after one o’ clock. What do you usually do for lunch?’

“1 have yogurt in the mini fridge,” | said, gesturing at the small appliance slotted into
abuilt in cabinet that also housed an espresso machine and an electric tea kettle.

She marched across the room and barked for Amy to come in. My assistant scurried
in, sending Teresa a nervous look.

“You need to go get lunch.”



“No you don't,” | contradicted. “I can have ayogurt.”

“l don't mind, Miss Meyer,” Amy said timidly. “I can get you a sandwich from that
deli up the street that you like. Turkey, right?’

“Y ou know what Amy, that would be very niceif you don’t mind.”

“l don’t mind at all,” she said, sending another nervous look towards Teresa.

“Bring a second one for Teresa please,” | said. “And get something for yourself too if
you haven't eaten. Y ou can charge it to your company card, just save the receipt.”

“Thank you, ma am.”

Once the door closed behind Amy | stood up, leaning my hands on the desk and
fixing Teresawith aglare.

“You don't get to treat my staff like that,” | said firmly. “And for the record, I'm her
boss, not you. Y ours too.”

Teresa ambled closer, somehow reminding me of a lion hunting a gazelle. Her blue
eyes darked and | saw the tips of her fangs poking from beneath her lower lip.

“Did anyone every tell you that you're beautiful when you're acting bossy?’ she
drawled.

| sputtered in shock.

“Excuse me?’

Teresa moved forward, her hands coming to my shoulders and pulling me forward



until our faces met in the middle, the desk still between us. Then she kissed me.

The touch of her mouth on mine immediately drained the anger out of me. Her lips
were soft and a bit cold. She pressed a little more firmly and when | sighed, her
tongue swooped in, exploring my mouth. Everything inside me seemed to burst into
flames. Teresa lifted one hand to cup the back of my head, holding me in place while
she dominated my mouth.

| moaned, trying to move closer but stymied by the desk. | don’'t know how long the
kiss lasted -- it both seemed to last forever and seemed to be over much faster than |
wanted — but by the time we pulled apart | was breathing heavily, and my heart was
thundering in my chest.

Teresa and | just stared at each other for a long moment before she took a big step
back.

“Damn it, my vamp isright.”

“Huh?’ | wasin no condition to be eloquent right now.

“Nothing,” she muttered. “I’ve got to use the bathroom. If something happens,
scream.”

As soon as the door closed behind her, | fell into my chair, eyes closed and fingers
pressed against my lips. Holy crap. | knew | was attracted to Teresa, but what had just
happened felt different. It felt... life atering. | should know, I’d had a lot of life
altering experiences over the past year.

By the time Teresa returned from the restroom Amy was back with our sandwiches.
My bodyguard retreated to the conference room table where she'd set up shop this
morning, using it as her work area when she wasn't accompanying me to ameeting in



one of the conference rooms.
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Other than the constant clacking of the keys with whatever she was doing, she was
silent for the rest of the day. | ate my sandwich and the fruit salad that came with it,
approved the advertising campaign, and participated in severa video meetings before
the day was over.

After Amy left at five thirty | started packing up my laptop and some files. | tried not
to stay in the office too late, although | typically did a few hours of work at home
after dinner.

“What have you been working on today?’ | asked Teresa as we got into the elevator.
She held up her finger and mouthed the word “bugs’.

Out loud she said, “1 was working on that report you gave me, boss.”

The town car from the car service was waiting for us when we stepped out of the
building. After circling the car to check for explosives, Teresa and | got into the back
seat and headed home. As we drove through the dark, rainy streets, | couldn’'t help
but daydream about that kiss and wonder what it all meant.

And hope that we'd do it again soon...

Teresa

Flora was quiet on the way home, giving me plenty of time to think about that kiss. |

was such an idiot losing control like that. Now that my vampire had a taste of our
mate, she was going to be insufferable. All afternoon the creature had been chattering



in my head, demanding that | officially mate her.

| couldn’'t decide what to make of Flora. It took her nearly an hour to get ready for
work this morning, emerging with perfectly coiffed hair and flawless make-up. With
her designer clothes and sunny personality, it would be easy to dismiss her as some
kind of vapid socialite.

Yet that cheerfulness she wore like a mask disappeared when she was in boss lady
mode. I'd watched her closely today as she encouraged her staff who were doing a
good job and chewedout those who weren’t. Her team respected her, and so did the
suppliers and partners she met with on her video meetings.

So which version of Flora was the real one? | couldn’t tell yet. | hadn’t had much
time to think about it at the office though. | had a job to do, and I’ d spent most of the
day running background checks on everyone she came into contact with at the office,
from the security guards to her CFO, who | still hadn’t met.

It had been shockingly easy to break into personnel files on the company’s network.
I’m sure Flora would have given me access, but it was more fun to do alittle hacking.

We' d have to help Meyer beef up its online security when thiswas all over.

By the time we got home | was going stir crazy from spending so much time sitting
around. | preferred being active.

“What do you usually do now?’ | asked.
“Put on comfortable clothes, heat up some dinner, and work for a couple of hours.”
“No,” | said, shaking my head. “You need to move a little. Y ou’ve been sitting all

day and that's not good for you. Put on some workout clothes and meet me
downstairsin the gym.”



To my surprise, when | scoped out the house last night 1I'd discovered a well-
appointed gym in the basement as well as an outdoor swimming pool. It was a little
cold for swimming, at least for humans, but a little bit of cardio and stretching would
do us both aworld of good.

“1 don’t want to work out,” she said stubbornly. “I have alot of work to do.”

“You'll thank me later,” | said, putting my hands on her shoulders to get her started
up the stairs. “Now be agood girl and change.”

Flora's mouth dropped, but her pupils dilated and the pulse in her neck picked up,
telling me that she liked being called a good girl just fine. | didn’t want to analyze it
too closely, but the more time | spent with my mate, the more | wanted to take care of
her. | could tell already that she'd been working herself to death and not eating well.
Theleast | could do while | was here was help her break those habits.

My vampire growled deep inside me at the thought that was my stay here was
temporary. But really, how could this work? Even if | was starting to learn that Flora
was more nuanced than she'd first seemed, she was a billionaire CEO, and | was a
for-hire security agent who grew up relying on government food boxes. We couldn’t
be more different.

“Have you ever gone rock climbing?’ | asked as we reached the landing to the second
floor.

Flora shuddered. “Uh, no. I'm not a big fan of being outside.”

| suppressed a sigh. It was definitely never going to work out between us. But that
didn’t mean | wouldn’t help her get healthier while | was here.

A little more than an hour later Flora threw herself down on a mat on the gym floor



and cried, “Enough.”

“What's the problem?’ | asked from where | was running at top speed on the fancy
treadmill while Floraworked on the elliptical.

“I’m exhausted.” She sounded pouty. “And | hate exercising.”

“You said you do yoga,” | reminded her, nodding to the corner where she had a little
yoga area set up with amat, straps, and blocks.

“| do gentle yoga,” she said. “Nothing that involves me sweating. I’ m sweating!” She
said the last part like it was some kind of travesty.
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“You were barely moving on that elliptical,” | said, stepping off the treadmill.

| dropped to the floor a few feet away from her and started doing push-ups — on my
toes, thank you very much.

Flora pushed up to seated, and from the corner of my eye | could see her watching me
as | busted out twenty-five push-ups before lowering down into child’ s pose to stretch
my back.

“Y ou need to do some cardio and strength work,” | said, rolling over to sit next to her
and lifting her arm. “Y ou have weak little spaghetti arms.”

Florarolled her eyes. “I hate the eliptical.”

“Okay then, we'll keep trying until we find something you like to do that gets your
heart rate up.”

Her eyes flared and | knew she was thinking of something we could do together to
increase her heart rate. My vampire was one hundred percent on board with that idea.
| reminded her that | was Flora's bodyguard, but even the threat of Lois getting mad
at us didn’t make her settle down.

Speaking of Loais...

“l need to check in with my boss,” | said, popping up to my feet and reaching out a
hand to help her up.



“I’ll put some food in the oven,” she said. “Let’s meet in the kitchen in an hour.”

| nodded in acknowledgment. “If anything weird happens, anything at all, scream. I'll
hear you.”

A little while later | was finishing a call with Lois when | heard Flora make a loud
squeaking noise, followed by her bellowing, “Teresal”

“1 gottago,” | told Lois, disconnecting the call and shoving the phone into my pocket
as | raced downstairs.

Flora was standing in the entryway, staring down at a long, narrow box encased in
bright red wrapping paper. It looked like the kind of box they used to send roses.

“What happened?’
She just pointed at the box. | squatted down, grabbing my knife from my ankle
holster and using the tip to pry up the lid. | revealed the long, thorny stems you'd

expect on roses, but as | lifted the lid more, | realized the flowers were dead.

That’s when | noticed the card tucked inside, with a message written in big, blocky
letters.

Y ou will be as dead as these flowers soon.
Flora
|stared over Teresa’'s shoulder, the message no less frightening the second time | read

it. Still squatting down by the box, my bodyguard pulled out her phone and pressed a
button.



“Lois, yeah I’'m going to need ateam here.”

She paused, then added, “ Dead flowers and a note.”

Another pause, then she looked over her shoulder.

“How did you get this? Was it |eft at the gate?’

| nodded. “ Security called to say | had adelivery. | told them to bring it back.”

“Who brought it?’

“Um, | think hisnameis Tim? He' s the red-haired guard.”

“You got that, boss?’ Teresa asked. “Okay, I'll see you guys soon. Thanks.”

She stood up, grabbing my elbow in a grip that was surprisingly gentle. “Let’s get
some tea.”

“Tea?’ | repeated in confusion.
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Teresatugged me along beside her. “It helps when you’ ve had a shock.”

When we got to the kitchen | smelled food, reminding me that I’d put something into
the oven. | had no idea what it even was, I'd just grabbed the next two pre-prepared
meals off the shelf in the fridge and slid them in the oven.

“Sit.”

Teresa helped me get into a chair, then hustled around making tea with an electric
kettle | didn’t even know we had. She'd clearly searched the house thoroughly in the
short time she’d been here. The kettle whistled, and she brought over two steaming
cups of tea.

“It's chamomile,” Teresa said, nodding towards my cup. “Very good for the nervous
system.”

We sat in silence for a few minutes, sipping our tea and waiting for the Sapphic
Security team to arrive.

“What happens when your team gets here?’ | asked.

“They’ll review surveillance footage. Check your house again for bugs or other
hazards. Interview the security team. Try to trace the flowers.”

| wasn't sure if it was the tea or the way she matter-of-factly ticked off the steps her
team would go through to investigate what happened, but my heart rate finally slowed
down and | felt like | could take a deep breath for the first time since | pried open the



lid of that box.

“Thisisthefirst time there' s been something besides the note,” | said.

She nodded. “He's escalating.”

The oven timer dinged, and without a word Teresa got up, removed the dishes, and
covered them with foil. My phone rang, alerting me of our ‘guests'.

“Let them through please. And... they will want to review security footage.”

Whichever guard | was speaking to started to protest, but | hardened my voice.

“Give them full access to whatever they want,” | told him. “We've had a serious
security breach, and | need to understand what happened.”

“Yesma am.”

A few minutes later the doorbell rang. | stayed at the table, letting Teresa take care of
it. It wasn't like me to be passive, but | had to admit, | was shaken. Even after what
happened to my parents, part of me believed that there was some other explanation
for my brakes going out last week. I’d convinced myself it was just aweird accident,
and that my godfather was being too overly cautious insisting that | add additional
security.

Now | knew he was right. Someone was definitely trying to kill me. But why? Was it
about my money or something else?

“Areyou okay?’

| looked up as Teresa came back into the kitchen.



“Yeah.”

“1"ve got two people checking the house and the yard, and another one interviewing
your guards and looking at footage. They took the... um, package with them. They’ll
dust for prints or other clues.”

“Sounds good,” | answered.

“You should eat something,” she said. “It’ll take a while for them to check things

”

out.

| shook my head. “I’m not hungry.”

Teresa knelt next to me, taking my hand in hers. A little current arced between our
fingers as | met those icy blue eyes.

“1 know you're upset, but you're safe. | will keep you safe, | swear it. But | need you
to keep your strength up, okay?’

| nodded. We both stilled, staring into each other’'s eyes, the air between us heavy.
When | chanced a glance down, | could see Teresa’' s fangs descending again.

“Why does that happen?’ | asked softly. “Y our teeth?”’

She hesitated and | thought she wouldn’t answer, but then Teresa said, “Our fangs
descend when we're in danger or we feel strong emotion. Fear. Aggression.”
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She paused, then added softly, “Passion.”
“So you feel thistoo?’ | couldn’t resist asking. “ The attraction between us?’

“l kissed you, didn’'t 1?7 she replied. “I know it was inappropriate but... | couldn’t
help myself.”

“You didn’'t see me complaining, did you?’

Acting on instinct, | put my free hand on Teresa's shoulder. She was slim, but solidly
muscled. “Since we both admit that we're attracted to each other, maybe we could
have some fun while you’re here. Let off some steam. If you're single, that is.”

“l amsingle,” shesad, “but...”

“Hey Teresa--."

We both paused as someone walked in, skidding to a halt when she saw our intimate
position.

“Um, | can come back later.”
Teresa popped up to her feet. “No, it'sfine Angie. What did you find?’
The other woman gave me afriendly smile. “Hi, I’'m Angie, nice to meet you Flora.”

| gave her alittle wave and she turned her attention back to Teresa.



“Perimeter is secure. No listening devices. Nothing in the box other than the flowers
and the note. Wanda finished questioning the guards but there was nothing new there.
We're going to head back to the office to review the video feed and dust the box for
prints.”

“Sounds good. Thanks Angie.”

“Sure, you take good care of your ma... client and I'll talk to you later.”

Teresa went to the stove, dishing us up some of the food I’d heated up, then brought
us each aplate.

“Y ou pay someone to make these?’ she asked in distaste. “Thisisn't ameal.”

“They’'re perfectly balanced in macros,” | said, poking a my samon listlessly.
“ About eight hundred calories per meal.”

Teresa shook her head, but didn’t say anything, instead tucking into her own plate. |
couldn’'t decide if she was judging me or worried about me, but | was too tired and
stressed about the threatening note to figure it out. Plus | still had at least two hours of
work left to do tonight.

As soon as she finished she went to make herself a sandwich, eating it while |
finished my own meal. | got up and retrieved a can of Pringles, helping myself to a
generous serving of chips to supplement my bland food.

After dinner | retired to the library. When my parents were alive it was strictly my
father’s domain, full of heavy law books and dark wooden furniture. I'd remodeled it,
adding a smaller desk, better Wi-Fi, a seating area facing the windows, and cheerful
art. | plopped down on the soft leather couch and pulled out a lap desk that | kept in
the large wooden chest that | used as a coffee table, then fired up my laptop.



| couldn’t concentrate though, despite my best efforts.

Pulling out my phone, | texted my best friend Julia.

Me:Hey girl, how are you doing?

Julia'l’m glad you texted, I’ ve been meaning to reach out. What’ s new with you?

Me:l have a bodyguard now.

JuliaWhat happened?

Me:Too long to text. Any chance you' re free for dinner tomorrow night?

Julia:Of course. How about Pedro’s at six-thirty? | could go for a margarita.

M e: Sounds good.
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Julia:Bring your bodyguard. Is he hot?

Me:She'sashe. And yes, sheis. See you tomorrow.

| finally gave up on the idea of working. Packing away my laptop and files, | headed
upstairs. | wasn't sure where Teresa was, but | had no doubt she'd come running
again if | needed her. She seemed to have great hearing.

After a short internal debate, | took a long, hot bubble bath, slathered my entire body
in lotion, and then headed to bed early, falling into a deep sleep soon after my head
hit the pillow.

Teresa

Iwas startled out of sleep by a high-pitched scream. | bolted out of bed, wearing only
panties and a tee shirt, grabbed my gun from underneath my pillow, and raced into

Flora s room.

She was in bed, thrashing around and making little whimpering noises. | blew out a
breath as | realized no one was hurting her, she was just having a nightmare.

“No,” she cried. “Please, no!”
| walked closer.

“Flora. Flora, wake up.”



When she continued to sleep, | grabbed her shoulder, shaking her gently. She
screeched, then stiffened before coming awake.

“What? What happened?’ she said, peering at me. The room was lit by the light of
the moon shining through the window and the light from the hallway, so | knew she
could tell it was me.

“Y ou were having anightmare,” | told her.

“Oh.”

She pushed up to lean against the upholstered headboard and reached for the water
bottle at the bedside table, taking along gulp. She was shaking, | realized.

“Thanks for waking me up,” she said.

Her voice sounded so tiny. So sad. Almost defeated. My vampire was pushing me to
take care of her and make her feel better. My human side wasin full agreement.

“Do you want me to stay with you for awhile?’ | asked.

“Please.”

| sat on the side of the bed, intending to watch her until she fell back asleep, but
instead she dlid over, patting the bed next to her and giving me a seeking look. | got
into the bed next to her and Flora grabbed the blanket, pulling it over the both of us. |
lay onmy back, staring at the ceiling, practically shaking with the effort of not
touching her.

Flora had other ideas though. She scooted closer until the sides of our bodies were
touching, her bare leg sliding against mine. Unable to resist her silent plea, | stretched



out my arm. My mate immediately snuggled in, resting her head on my shoulder. It
was an intimate pose, one that | wouldn't mind repeating every night for the rest of
my life.

| was getting in deeper with her, whether | wanted to or not. Then again, maybe it
was true that there was no supernatural that could resist the mate bond. I’d seen it
happen over and over again with my friends from work.

The funny thing was that out of all my female friends, | was the one who'd always
wanted to find my fated mate. I'd watched as one person after the other paired up,
secretly sad that it was them and not me. And now that I’ d found my fated mate, what
did I do? Look for reasons why it couldn’t work.

As Flora dlipped back into sleep | resolved to stop being an idiot. Fate had seen fit to
bring me thiswoman. It wasn't amistake. | just needed to figure out why.

I’d always been alight sleeper, even before | went into the military, but | slept better
with Flora than | expected. | came awake much more slowly than | usually did,
feeling her small hand rubbing small circles on my belly. My bare belly. Apparently
my shirt had slid up while we slept.

| glanced down, seeing that my mate's eyes were closed like she wasn't totally awake
yet. On impulse | grabbed the hand on my stomach, bringing it up to my mouth and
pressing a kiss against her knuckles.

Flora stiffened before realizing where she was. She looked up at me with sleepy eyes.

“Good morning.” Her voice was rough with sleep. “Sorry I’'m all over you like some
kind of a creeper.”

| noticed that she made no effort to move away.



“I don’t mind,” | said. “To be honest, | kind of like waking up with you.”
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| hadn’t meant to say that, but now that | had, | could feel the truth of those words.

Flora gave me a small smile, then she was in motion, sliding up and leaning over to
give me akiss. | stayed still, content to let her lead. Her soft lips pressed against mine
for afew seconds, her hand coming up to cup the side of my face. She nipped at my
lower lip and | opened, letting her tongue swoop in to tangle with mine.

Just like when we kissed in her office, everything in my body was immediately on
alert. | could feel my nipples harden, and heat rushed to my core as my inner demon
cried out, begging me to flip her over and sink our fangs into her neck to make her
ours forever. But it was too soon. My mate was a human, andwhile she knew a little
bit about the supernatural world, humans needed more time to adjust to being mates
than we did.

Not to mention the fact that even though I'd decided to stop fighting against having
Flora as my mate, we would still have a lot of complications to work out, like who
was trying to kill her and why.

When Flora pulled away to catch her breath, | gave her asmall smile.

“We should probably get ready for work, yeah?’

Her eyes clouded over for amoment before she caught herself.

“Yeah, | have an early meeting.”

“I"ll clean up and go make us some coffee then,” | promised, hopping out of bed. |



pulled my shirt down to cover my underwear and hightailed it out of the room,
wondering how | was going to protect Flora when | couldn’t even protect my own
heart.

Flora came down about forty-five minutes later, looking like Corporate Barbie,
although for some reason | didn’'t find that annoying anymore. | found it adorable.
After watching her in action at work yesterday, | had a feeling that the fancy clothes
and perfect hair and make-up were her uniform, a kind of an armor for her more than
anything.

“1 brought you another blazer,” she said, handing me one that was gray with little
flecks of white in the fabric. It was nothing | would ever buy for myself, but it looked
fine with my all black ensemble. Maybe Florawasn't the only one who like to wear a

uniform to work.

“1 made you breakfast, have something to eat,” | said, pointing at the table where I’d
left her abowl of yogurt and fruit and a cup of coffee.

“l don't --."

| held up ahand. “Quit arguing and eat.”

She made an annoyed huffing noise but sat down and ate her breakfast while | sipped
acup of warm blood. When | placed the cup on the table, Flora' s eyes widened.

“Oh. 1, uh, forgot about the blood.”

| studied her. “Does it bother you? It's basically like medicine for us. We get sick if
we don'’t take blood.”

Flora shook her head. “No, it's just... well, it's not something I’m used to. But then



again, some people probably think it'sweird that | drink coffee.”

She held up her cup to emphasize her point.

“Don’'t worry, | like coffee better,” | confided. “Blood is medicine, but coffeeislife.”

She gave me aradiant smile, then glanced at her phone.

“Thedriver is here.”

“Okay, let’s go watch you take over the beauty world.”

| stacked our dishesin the sink for the housekeeper, then grabbed my laptop bag and
followed her to the door. | held her back so | could walk out first, watching for
danger, then walking around the car so | could subtly scan the vehicle for explosive.
The driver stared at me like | was nuts, but | couldn’t care less. Once I'd circled the
town car and determined it was safe, | opened the door for Flora and dlid in behind

her.

Today when we arrived Amy wasn't at the front desk. We soon learned why. As
Flora entered her office we could hear an irritated male voice.

“Where is she?’ the man boomed in a voice filled with irritation. “She's usually here
by eight-thirty.”

“I’m sure Miss Meyer will be here soon, Mr. Richardson.”

Next to me, Flora stiffened her spine, her expression turning cold as she walked into
her office.

“David. Did we have an appointment that | forgot about?’



Ah so this was David Richardson, the chief financial officer at Meyer Beauty and the
man who thought he should be the CEO instead of Flora. He was an older guy,
probably mid to late fifties, with gray and black hair and an unfortunate comb-over
trying to hide his impending baldness. He was a few inches over six feet tall and
wearing a designer suit that did little to hold his rounded gut. He looked soft. He
looked like a prick.
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Hearing Flora s voice, he turned on his heel, his expression full of derision before he
caught himself and neutralized his face.

“Flora. Did you know about the lawsuit?’

Flora

“Lawsuit? What lawsuit?’

David looked at me with his cold, hostile eyes. God, he was such a dick. Maybe he'd
always been that way, but his behavior seemed to go from bad to worse after |
became the CEO. For some reason he seemed convinced that he was more qualified

to run the company than | was, and he made no secret of that belief.

“Pure Nature is suing us. They clam that we engaged in industrial espionage and
stole their proprietary formulafor our green tea anti-aging cream.”

| shrugged, purposely making it look like the news wasn't upsetting to me, even
though it was.

“Obvioudly it's a frivolous suit,” | said camly. “They’ve seen the success of that
particular product and now they’re cranky about it. We'll deal with it.”

“At least your father was a lawyer,” he sneered. “He understood the lega
implications of these kinds of lawsuits.”

“Well fortunately we have very good attorneys on retainer so | don’'t need to



understand the minutia. Now if there’s nothing else, I'm sure | have a meeting right
now, isn't that right, Amy?”’

Amy stared at me like a deer in the headlights. | got it, Richardson was intimidating
as hell, and he hadn’t been nice to her. Not that it was personal. He treated all the

support staff like shit.

“We need to review the ad layout with marketing,” Teresa said, giving Richardson a
pointed look. “If you'll excuse us.”

David glared at her, then turned to me. “Who the hell is this?’

“David, meet my personal assistant Teresa. Teresa, this is our CFO David
Richardson.”

He pointed at Amy. “I thought this one is your assistant.”

“1 have two assistants now.”

“Who approved that?’ he demanded.

“Me,” | said sharply. “The CEO and majority owner of the company. Now if you'll
excuse us David, we have avery busy day ahead of us and I’m sure you have work to
do aswell.”

His eyes blazed at the reminder that | was his boss.

He stomped out, not even pretending to be polite, samming the door behind him.
When | looked over at poor Amy she looked like she was about to cry.

“I’m so sorry Miss Meyer, | told him he couldn’t just hijack you like that.”



“It’s not your fault Amy. Could you please check in with Legal and get me a copy of
the lawsuit, and set up a meeting for them to discuss options with me this afternoon?’
| requested. “Y ou might need to reschedule something else to make it work.”

“I'monit MissMeyer,” shesaid. “Anything else?’

“Could you please place a lunch order too Amy?’ Teresa said, her voice kind and
respectful. “1’d like to have us get a standing order to make sure that Miss Meyer gets
her lunch every day.”

“Of course Teresa. Thank you.”

| sat down in my chair and unpacked my laptop, letting out along breath. “| guessit’s
going to be agood day.”

Teresaand | went to our respective workstations, both of us getting down to business.
At one point | looked over and she was scowling at the screen. As if she felt me
watching her, she looked up, her face softening as soon as she glanced in my
direction.

“I’m doing a deeper dive on that asshole Richardson,” she told me. “I don’t like that
guy.”

“He's agood CFO,” | said, not sure why | was defending him. “At least that’s what
my father always told me.”

To be honest, | wasn't sure that | agreed but I'd been too busy learning how to run
this company on my own to worry about finding a new CFO. If he kept acting rude
and insubordinate, | was going to have to address that problem sooner rather than
later.
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“He's involved in something shady, | can sense it,” she said. “Just give me some
time, I'll figureit out.”

The rest of the day passed quickly. | was in meetings most of the day, and other than
when Flora forced me to eat the Cobb salad that Amy brought me, | didn’'t take a
break all day. My last meeting of the day was with our attorneys, who agreed that the
lawsuit seemed frivolous.

“We should be able to get it thrown out pretty quickly,” my chief legal counsel
Abraham Jacobson assured me. “Honestly I'm surprised that their counsel even
agreed to this. They have zero evidence of espionage.”

“Let’smake sure,” | said.

| looked over at Teresawho was pretending to take notes. “ Can we run some searches
to seeif any of our employees have any connection to Pure Nature?’

Abraham sent me a surprised look, but didn’t comment.
“Onit, boss,” Teresareassured me.

It was funny, she’d only been with me for three days now and I’d already come to
rely on her. | wondered if she'd be interested in leaving Sapphic Security when this
was al over, then immediately dismissed the idea. A woman like Teresawould never
be content to be some woman’s assistant sitting in an office all day. She was coiled
energy and had an adventurous streak that | could never hope to satisfy with some
boring office job.



The truth was | liked her. | was attracted to her for sure, much more than I'd ever
been to any other woman, but | also liked her as a person. | trusted her implicitly,
although | couldn’t say why. It was like | knew her somehow, not as an employee or
someone | thought was hot, but like we' d been friends for along time. It was totally
welird, but the more time | spent with her, the more connected | felt.

I’d loved waking up next to her this morning, and that kiss... | didn't even have
words to describe it. If Teresa hadn’t reminded me that we needed to get to work, |

would have been tempted to see how far we could go.

My phone beeped with a text from my friend Julia mid-afternoon, reminding me that
we had dinner plans. | looked over at Teresa.

“1’m having dinner with my friend Juliatonight,” | said.

Her brows lowered and she glared at me. “Who'’s Julia?’

For asecond | wondered if she was jealous, as ridiculous as that was.

“She’s my best friend.”

“1 haven't run a background check on her. What' s her last name?’ Teresa demanded.
“You're not running a background check on my best friend,” | said. “We ve known
each other since the first grade. She's very wealthy in her own right and engaged to
the CEO of Tech Express. Trust me, she has no reason to murder me.”

“She’s engaged?’ Teresa confirmed.

Her fixation on that one detaill made me wonder if what I’d seen before really had
been jealousy. | felt arush of pleasure.



“Yeah, and straight. | told her you were coming with us.”

“Good girl.”

God help me | should not like it when she said that, yet | did like it. | liked it alot.
Teresa raised an eyebrow and gave me a tiny smirk, telling me that she'd cued into
that fact aswell. | ignored her and returned to my computer.

We left the office around six and headed over to Pedro’s. It was a hole in the wall
Mexican restaurant that we'd discovered years ago when Julia lived in this
neighborhood. | was often recognized when | went out in Seattle, so it was nice to be
some place where no one knew who | was. Pedro’s was a place where | could just
enjoy a meal without someone trying to convince me to invest in their company or let

them handle my portfolio.

Julia was aready seated in our favorite booth in the back when we arrived. Teresa
looked around, then pulled out her phone, tapping out a quick message.

“What'swrong?’ | asked as we crossed the bar.

“1 want another set of eyes here,” she said. “There are too many variables.”

| wasn’t going to argue. She knew this stuff better than | did.

“Flora-Boral” Julia jumped out of the booth, pulling me into atight hug that made all
the tension of the day immediately drain out of my body. “I’ ve missed you babe.”

“I’ve missed you too,” | said, giving her asqueeze. “Thisismy... thisis Teresa.”

Julia shook Teresa' s hand and gave her a smile. “Wow, you look way different than
any bodyguards I’ ve worked with.”
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When she looked back at me, her gaze was teasing. “ This reminds me of that book we
read in book club last year. Y ou know what they say about life imitating fiction.”

| knew exactly what she was talking about, a book where a super hot bodyguard fell
in love with an heiress he was providing security for. The book had been steamy
enough that even asalesbian I’d enjoyed it immensely.

“Shut up.”
Teresa

Iwatched Flora and her friend as they caught up on each other’s lives. Julia gasped
when she heard about the car accident and the threatening note, seeming genuinely
horrified about the news. | didn’'t sense any duplicity in her. Vamps weren't as good
at sussing out lies as some of the shifters were, but it was still obvious to us if
peopl€' s heart rates increased, or they had other indications of lying like avoiding eye
contact.

As they talked, | watched as Boris and Wanda pretended to be a couple a short
distance away. Wanda was mated with rock star Tasha Blue, someone she'd fallen for
while in charge of Wanda's protective detail. Now that | thought about it, she and
Tasha had a lot of similarities to my situation. Tasha was one of the most famous
musicians in the world. With more money than God, she was about as opposite from
Wanda as she could be. But they’ d somehow been able to work it out. Although they
hadn’ tgotten married they were officially mated and in a committed relationship.

If they could work things out, maybe me and Flora would be okay. Once | eliminated



the threat against her of course.

“So Teresa, tell me about yourself.”

Julia’s attention turned to me, her eyes dancing between me and Flora like she
suspected there was more to our relationship than employee and client. When |
glanced to the side, aflush rose up Flora' s face, making Julia smirk knowingly at us.
“There’ s nothing to tell,” | said gruffly.

“Where are you from?’ Julia asked. “Did you grow up in Seattle?’

| shook my head. “No, | grew up in Wenatchee,” | said, referring to a town in
northern Washington. “Then | joined the Army when | turned eighteen and did my
twenty before moving here for my job.”

“Your twenty?’ Flora asked in confusion.

“You're eligible for retirement if you do twenty years in the service,” | explained.
“You get retirement income and much better benefits than veterans who were in for
shorter tours,” | explained.

“Soyou're... forty-something?’ Julia asked.

“Forty-four,” | confirmed.

“Six years older than Flora.”

“And you,” Florareminded her, giving her alook that clearly threatened harm if Julia
didn’t back off.



Juliaignored her.

“Areyou single?’ Julia asked.

“Yes,” | said shortly.

“1 assume you like women,” she said, giving Floraa significant look.

“I"'maleshian,” | confirmed.

“Interesting. Our Flora hereisalso aleshian.”

I’d picked up on that the first time | met her, although | couldn’t say why. Maybe it
was the mate bond.

“Juliastop!” Flora sent her a glare that just made Julialaugh.

“Okay, okay, I'll back off,” she said. “But | just want to be clear. Flora has been my
ride or die since we were six years old. Y ou’ d better take good care of her.”

“I will,” 1 promised.

“Don’t hurt her.”

The message there was clear. Julia said, ‘don’t hurt her’ not ‘don’t let her get hurt’.
Even though she was a full human, Flora' s best friend was clearly very perceptive.
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“I won't,” | promised. And | meant it.
The rest of the work week passed uneventfully. | went back to slegping in my own
bed, as much as it killed me. Flora hinted the first night that she’d slept better with
me by her side, but we both knew that | was here to do a job and needed to avoid
distractions.
My mate was the biggest distraction though. The more time | spent with her, the more
| liked her. Despite her fascination with all things girlie | enjoyed spending time with
her. She was hard working, smart, and much funnier than | expected, plus she made a
mean Rice Krispie treat, although | would never admit how much | liked the
marshmallow filled treats. | never lost sight of the fact that | was here for a job, but |
was having so much fun with Florathat it didn’t really seem like work.
At least until Friday night.
“Y ou want me to go with you where?’ | asked in horror.
“We're going to get amanicure,” Florarepeated. “1 go every other week.”
She waved her perfectly polished red fingernails.
“And no offense but your cuticles are a disaster.”

| looked down at my hands in confusion. “Huh?”’

She stepped closer, pointing at the tissue around my nails. Cuticles presumably. |



tended to pick at them when | was bored, which was often.

“We're going to get those cleaned up and add a touch of polish.”

When | opened my mouth to argue she said, “You can get clear polish if you really
want to,” she reassured me. “Although it would be a waste. Now come on. Kim
promised she’ d work you in with me.”

Kim, as it turned out, was atiny Vietnamese lady who was somewhere between fifty
and ninety years old. I'd had drill sergeants in the Army who were softer than this
woman.

“You sit,” she ordered, pointing to chairs she' d set up side by side for me and Flora.
Flora immediately stuck her fingers into two small bowls of scented water on the
table in front of her. | was considering if | should do the same when Kim barked,
“Give me hand!”

She grabbed my hand and examined my nails critically.

“Is no good,” she said, shaking her head like | was a grievous disappointment. “Y ou
must stop pulling on skin!”

Next to me, Flora stifled agiggle.
A younger Vietnamese woman came by, offering us both a flute of champagne. | was
surprised by how good it was. Of course this was a super fancy upscale nail salon, not

one of those drop in places you saw in strip malls.

Then | did something | never imagined | would do. | got a manicure. And to my
shock, | didn’t hate it.



Chastising me the entire time, Kim trimmed my ragged cuticles, smoothed the rough
surfaces of my nails, trimmed them nice and short the way | liked them, and then
somehow convinced meto let her try “anice peach” shade of polish on my fingers.

The polish was a few shades darker than my skin, just enough to tell that | had a
manicure if someone looked but not enough that it was super obvious. By the time
she was done, the skin of my hands and wrists were soft from the soaking before the
manicure and the lotion application and hand massage afterwards.

| watched as Kim worked on Flora's nails, the two of them chatting like old friends.
Kim was just as rude and bossy with my mate, but there was an undertone of
affection that made me like the old Viethamese woman even more.

After giving Kim a generous tip equal to one hundred percent of the price of our
manicures, Flora gave her a hug and we headed out to where the town car was
waiting for us. | was so distracted by the experience that | totally forgot to scan the
vehicle for explosives.

“How committed are you to this car service?’ | asked Flora as we entered the house
after our manicures.

She shrugged. “1 used to drive myself — at least to work — but my car is still getting
fixed.”

“I’m going to get us a car from Sapphic Security,” | said. “They’re bullet proof and
have some high tech features that will keep you safe. I'm actually disappointed that |
didn’t think of it earlier.”

| didn’t think of it earlier because | was distracted by my mate. | really needed to tell
Lois about my relationship to Flora, but | knew that my boss would push for me to
get off the case or at least have another agent here. Selfishly, | wanted to keep this



aone time with Flora.

| just hoped | wasn’t making a big mistake.

Then something happened that made it impossible to keep my feelings a secret
anymore.
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Flora
Taking Teresa for her first manicure had been an interesting experience. She'd
seemed really uncomfortable at first — although she’ d done her best to hide it — but by
the end, | think shereally enjoyed herself.
“Do you mind if | ask you a question?’
Teresa looked up from whatever meal she’ d ended up with tonight. Mine was roasted
chicken with vegetables. | aready knew she’d make herself a bowl of cereal or a big
sandwich when she was done. Maybe it was her vampire blood, but my bodyguard
seemed to have a super fast metabolism.
“What?’

“Do you have sisters?’ | asked.

“No, only boysin my family,” she responded. “I’m the only girl in my generation, al
my cousins are male too.”

“And your mother?’

“She was female,” Teresa said seriously, but her eyes sparkled with humor at her own
joke.

“Woas she, um, girlie would you say?’



“l don’'t know,” Teresasaid. “ She died the day after | was born.”

My hand flew to my mouth. “Oh my God, what happened?’

“Internal bleeding,” Teresa said. “I guess | tore her up on the way out, or maybe it
was something the doctor did. My father said she was complaining about pain and
weakness and they kind of blew her off, like they thought she was just trying to get
pain meds or something. It must have been bad for her to say anything, because supes
have a high pain tolerance.”

She shook her head. “The U.S. healthcare system is a nightmare, as you know, and
maternal mortality rates are worse here than they are in some underdeveloped
countries.”

“Your dad raised you then?’ | asked.

She nodded. “My dad and my older brothers, yeah. Why?”’

“Oh | was just wondering about how you' d never had a manicure before, and the way
you seem to not understand why people wear make-up.”

“1 was raised like another one of the boys,” she said. “I ran around behind them,
trying to keep up. They taught me to fight and be wild. It was a great childhood.”

She seemed nostalgic. “But you left for the military as soon as you turned eighteen?’

She shrugged. “It's what people do in small towns when they have no money and no
prospects.”

| could tell she didn’t want to talk about it, so | changed the subject.



“1s someone coming to relieve you this weekend?’

Teresafrowned. “What do you mean?’

“Well, they don’t make you work every day, do they?’ | asked. “This is your sixth
day in arow on duty.”

“It's not unusual for us to stay the length of the assignment,” she explained. “It
depends on whether we're undercover or not. When the threat level is higher we
might also alternate. Like a while back we were on a personal protection case for
someone on the run from the mob, and there were two of us, one for days and one for
nights.”

“Did you save the person?’ | asked.

“What person?’

“The one on the run from the mob.”

Teresa gave me a small, wistful smile. “Y eah, we kept her safe and now our client
just married my coworker, Martha.”

“You're alowed to have persona relationships with your clients?” | asked in
surprise.
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“Not technically but sometimes you can’'t help it...,” she paused before asking, “Do
you know about fated mates?”

| shook my head.

“In the supernatural world, there's this concept of fated mates. It’s like there's this
one person who's your perfect match. They might be human or a different kind of
supe, but somehow — no one knows how — when you meet that person there’'s an
immediate attraction, a sense that they’re who you’ ve been looking for your whole
life.”

To my surprise, Teresa s voice turned almost dreamy as she spoke.

“That’s what happened to my friend Martha. As soon as she met our client, she knew
that Emily was her soulmate. They’ ve been inseparable ever since.”

“That sounds alittle like afairy tale,” | noted, hoping | wouldn’t offend her.

“A lot of supes don't believe in fated mates until they find theirs. But not everyone
finds their person. Like my parents, they weren't fated mates,” she continued. “I’ve
heard they had a good marriage though. Y ou can love someone who isn't your fated
mate, it just isn’t the same.”

“What about you?’ | asked. “Do you believe in fated mates?’

Her blue eyes fixed on mine. “I do,” she said softly. “I used to dream about finding
my mate, wondering what she'd be like, but the reality was even better.”



“You have amate?’ | asked in surprise. “But you kissed me!”

| felt indignant. How could Teresa kiss me the way she’d done — twice now — if she
had someone back home waiting for her.

Her expression shifted from almost nervous to resolved.

“That’'s because you are my fated mate, Flora” Her voice was soft, but full of
conviction.

“What? | don’t understand.”

Or maybe | kind of did.

“When | first saw you, my vampire started going crazy inside me, telling me that you
were the one. Then the first time we touched, | knew it was true. It's hard to explain,

but | feel this connection to you that’ s different than just someone I’ m attracted to.”

When | didn’t respond she said, “I know that’s a lot to dump on you. I'm sorry. |
shouldn’t have said anything. Not yet.”

It explained a lot, but my analytical mind couldn’t make sense of what she was
saying. My heart however knew what she was saying was true.

“Isthiswhy | feel so connected to you?’ | asked.
Teresa nodded. “Humans don't feel the mate pull as strongly as supernaturals do, but
what |’ ve heard is that humans typically feel something akin to a strong crush or love

at first sight.”

“So what happens now?’ | asked.



“For now we stay just friends,” she said firmly. “We should avoid kissing and
touching and anything that will distract me from my primary mission of keeping you
safe. Oncethisisall over, we can talk about what happens next.”

“Can’t you keep me safe and still add in some kissing and touching?’

“1 shouldn’t get distracted from my mission,” she said stubbornly.

| got out of my chair and walked around the table, shoving it away with my hip so |
could stand in front of Teresa's chair. | put my hands on her shoulders and leaned

down until our lips were only an inch or two apart.

“Would it distract you if | did this?’ | asked right before | pressed my lips against
hers.

“Yeah.” Her answer came when | pulled back.

“1 think you’ re skilled enough to keep me safe and have alittle fun.”

| threw my leg over her so | could sit in her lap. I’d never been this forward in my
life, but now that | knew that there was a reason | was feeling this way, and more
importantly, now that | knew Teresafelt it too, | didn’t want to wait any longer.

Her hands came to my waist, but otherwise she stayed still, waiting for me to make

the next move. This time when | kissed her | dlid my tongue into her mouth,
exploring. Teresa s tongue tangled with mine as the kiss turned rougher.
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It was like lighting a match to newspaper. Heat immediately flared between us. |
scooted closer, rubbing my hips against hers, desperate for more contact. I’d never
felt this needy before, but for some reason it felt completely natural to straddle my
bodyguard and rub up against her like a cat in heat.

Teresa's fingers went to the buttons of my blouse, parting the fabric to expose my
lace covered breasts. She broke this kissto run her mouth down my neck and across
my collar bones. | arched my back, giving her access as she sucked one of my nipples
into her mouth through my bra, biting down softly.

“Teresal Oh my God!”

| gripped her head, holding her closer as she sucked on first one breast and then the
other. When she was done she returned to my mouth. This time Teresa was the
aggressor, claiming every part of my mouth until | felt amost dizzy from lack of
oxygen.

We pulled apart slowly, reluctantly.

“Do you want to come upstairs with me?’ | asked. “ This would be more comfortable
inabed.”

A myriad of emotions crossed her face. “No, we need to stop. | shouldn’t have let that
happen. | can’'t let myself get distracted from keeping you safe.”

My disappointment must have been evident in my face because she pressed a quick
kiss against my lips and whispered, “I’'m sorry. | want you more than | can say, but |



have ajob to do here.”

| pulled back and dlid off her lap, wincing as | realized how damp my panties were.
“I’ll see you tomorrow then,” | said. “Good night.”

Teresa

Iwatched Flora leave the kitchen, trying to decide if | should follow her. Then |
reminded myself that what | said was valid. | needed to keep focused on protecting
her. | could spend the rest of my life loving her if we could just figure out how to
eliminate the threat first.

With that in mind, | called my boss.

“Taylor!”

| winced and move the phone away from my ear. My boss was a bellower. Or as
Angie liked to tease her, she barked like the wolf she was.

“Hey boss, checking in. Did you find anything yet?’

“1 damn well would have called you if we found something, or do you think | don’t
know how to do my job anymore?’

| rolled my eyes but knew better than to respond.

“How’s it going there?’ she asked.

“Theclient isfine, but | need to tell you something.”



“What?’

“Florais... well, she’'smy mate,” | forced myself to say.

“Christ on acracker! Did you just figure this out today?’

13 NO.”

“Then why am | only hearing this news now, almost a week after you got the
assignment?”’

| looked down at the table that was still pushed away from my chair from the make
out session with Flora afew minutes ago, then jumped up and hustled away asif Lois
could see it through the phone.

“I thought it was a mistake or something. She’s not... what | was expecting.”

“Yeah yeah Taylor, my mate wasn't what | was expecting either you know, but fate
knows what it’s doing. Monique makes me very happy, unlike my irresponsible staff
who think they should hide crucial information from me!”

As she spoke, Lois s voice got even louder.

“I’m sorry Lois, but you have to understand that | can’'t leave someone else to protect

her.
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The sigh seemed to come from the depths of Lois's soul.
“I’m not going to ask if you claimed her, but if you haven't, I'll remind you that once
you do it's aimost impossible to stay detached enough to do your job. Just because
your coworkers lucked out doesn’t mean that you will. If you feel yourself slipping at
all, you tell me immediately and I’ [l send back up. Do you copy?’
“Yesma am.”

“All right, anything else?’ Lois asked.

“Yes, I'd like to get a Sapphic Security car. Relying on a car service to get us around
town is making me twitchy.”

“Good thinking,” Lois agreed. “This guy’s been quiet for afew days now. My spidey
senses are telling me he'll try something soon.”

“Agreed. I'll pick one up in the morning.”

“Sounds good. And Taylor, remember what | said. The minute you feel compromised
| want acall.”

She hung up the phone before | could respond.
Littledid | know that I'd need back up in less than twenty-four hours.

We got up on Saturday morning and after drinking a protein shake | made for her, |



suggested that Flora come to the basement and work out with me. We'd been
working out together most nights after work — a compromise since Flora liked to
sleep as late as possible -- and although she would never admit it, | thought Florawas
enjoying it. Especially when | told her I’ d teach her sword fighting.

I’d learned sword fighting as a young girl. It was a weird weapon choice in this day
and age, but my father had belonged to a Renaissance Fair group, and he' d traveled to
fairs across the country during the summer months re-enacting sword fights for the
crowds.

Dad had given me a full-size sword when | turned ten, and other than when | wasin
the military I’d practiced with it regularly. It helped with both my reflexes and
balance, and more than that, it was an enjoyable way to work out.

I’d gotten Flora a smaller sword and put a guard on mine to make sure | didn't
accidently hurt her. It had only been a fewdays, but Flora was really getting into it,
enough that she readily came downstairs to work out with me.

We did some stretching, then sparred with the swords for a while before doing some
bodyweight exercises. By the time we headed back upstairs we were both feeling the
burn of a good workout.

“My arm feelslike lead,” Flora complained as we entered the kitchen. “It’s crazy how
heavy that sword feels after awhile.”

“But your arms are getting stronger, so that’s pretty cool,” | reminded her.

With her face flushed from her workout and her hair pulling out of the long braid she
was wearing she looked young and almost carefree. | liked her better like this, no
makeup, looking totally natural, and wearing casual clothes. It was alook | knew she
never showed to the rest of the world, which made me appreciate it even more.



It was early in the day, and since it was Saturday Flora wasn't going into the office.
After eating breakfast, | suggested that we call for aride over to Sapphic Security to
pick up acar.

We were halfway to the office when | heard the driver swear.

“What' s the matter?’ | asked.

“The jerk behind me is riding my bumper,” the driver grumbled. “Every time | speed
he just increases his speed too.”

“Get down,” | ordered Flora. “On the floor, make yourself as small asyou can.”

To Fora's credit, she complied immediately, curling up into a ball on the floor
behind the passenger seat. Slipping my gun out of my waistband, | lowered myself
until just the top of my head was visible over the back seat and looked out at the car
behind us. The windows were dark tinted, darker than was allowed by law, making it
hard to see anything other than a general outline of the driver.

Traffic cleared and the car swung alongside us. Instincts kicked in.

“Go!” | shouted to the driver. “He' s going to side swipe us!”

The driver floored the gas pedal, making the town car shoot up just enough that when
the other driver turned the wheel, he only clipped the back panel. Flora screamed as
the guy hit us hard enough that the driver struggled to stay in his lane from the
impact.

“Damnit,” the driver yelled. “My bossis gonnakill me.”

“We need to lose him. Turn right at the next intersection,” | instructed. “Don’t signal,



don’t slow down, turn at the last possible second.”

The driver complied, jerking the wheel to the side with a squea of rubber, and |
continued my instructions.
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“Go left. No signal. Now right. Now pull into that alley and stop.”
| opened the door the instant the car stopped.

“Lock the doors. If | don't come back in five minutes, drive directly to the police
station. Don’'t stop for anyone or anything. Keep her safe.”

“Yesma am.”

“Teresa, what are you doing?’ Flora called from the car floor. “It' s dangerous.”

“I’ll be right back. Stay down Flora, and don’t move.”

| crept down the alley, exiting onto the sidewalk in just enough time to see the now-
dented SUV driving slowly down the street, clearly looking for us. | pretended to
look in a shop window, watching their reflection in the window until they drove out
of sight. | waited another full minute to make sure they weren't coming back before
returning to the town car.

After making sure that everyone was okay | directed the driver up the back roads
until we reached the Sapphic Security offices at the edge of town. | entered my code
for the car to drive into the garage, then gave the driver a Sapphic Security business
card to call to get hisvehicle fixed.

“Have your boss call us, okay? We'll make sure he knows it wasn't your fault.”

“Yesma am. Thank you.”



| helped Flora out of the car, then waited for the town car to exit the garage again
before pulling her into my arms. Flora's face was blank, but her slight body was
shaking from the adrenaline dump.

“Are you okay, baby?’

“Yeah.” Her voice was small. “Someone is redlly trying to kill me, but | don’t
understand why.”

“We're going to get to the bottom of this,” | promised. “Whoever this guy is, he's
escalating now. That will make it easier to catch him. We're going to widen our net
and end this.”

Flora

Icouldn’t stop shaking. For some reason today’s incident freaked me out more than
the other two. Maybe because other people were involved. | know it was her job, but
I’ d been terrified when my bodyguard had run away from the car.

“Let’s get you upstairs,” Teresa said, her voice uncharacteristically gentle. “I need to
get the keysto a car and report this incident to my boss.”

As we walked to the elevator, she kept her arm around me, her other hand thumbing
out a message on her phone.

The offices of Sapphic Security were tasteful but not fancy. The lobby looked like it
belonged to a law firm or accounting company, with a hallway full of offices and
conference rooms. Teresa brought me back to a windowless conference room nearthe
back, directing me to a chair before making me a cup of tea from the little coffee
station against the wall.



“Some of my team will be here soon,” she told me. “We'll figure out next steps.”
Teresa s boss Lois arrived first, soon followed by Angie and Wanda, the two agents
I’d met at my house last week, and another woman named Bella. | sat quietly next to

Teresa while she briefed them on the incident.

“They were too close for me to get the plates,” she told them. “But it was a steel gray
SUV, probably a Honda, with avery dark after-market window tint.”

“Well that narrows it down,” Lois said sarcastically.

“I’ll start pulling the traffic cams,” Wanda said. “ See if we can get a clear picture of
what happened.”

“We should get you to a safe house, Miss Meyer,” Lois said, her voice much softer
than the tone she used with her team. Not that it seemed to bother them.

“No,” | said firmly. “I’'m not going to let this guy scare me and I’'m certainly not
going to leave my job. People are counting on me.”

“Who do we like for this perp?’ Angie asked.

“1’ve been looking at that asshole Richardson the CFO,” Teresatold her. “But I’m not
finding much to tie him to this, other than the fact he's a misogynist who clearly
thinks the Flora doesn’t know what she’' s doing.”

“Anyone else?’

“1 did some prelims on the rest of the family. There are a couple of relatives who

might be hoping to cash in, but no one raises any flags. None of them have regular
contact with Flora, but they don’'t have any animosity either, as far as she knows,



right?’
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“Right,” | agreed. “I mean we exchange texts on holidays but that’s about it. They
live over in Spokane and rarely come to Sesttle, at least as far as | know. |’ ve never
seen any of them show any interest in my money. I'm not even sure that they know
how wealthy | really am.”

“We should send someone out to talk to them just in case though.” Teresa |ooked
around. “They’re shifters so we might want to send one of the wolves.”

“Onit,” Loissaid, loudly tapping away on her laptop.

“There must be someone that we're missing,” Teresa mused. “Besides your friend
Julia, who do you spend time with?”’

| shook my head. “Just my godfather Henry.” | looked around the table. “He’s my
attorney and the one who hired you. He's been really worried about me ever since my
parents died. He doesn’t believe it was an accident either.”

| could see the wheels turning in people’ s minds.

“1 aready checked him out,” Teresa announced. “He’s clean.”

| looked at her in surprise. “Y ou ran background checks on my attorney?”’

She shrugged. “I’ ve learned that you can’'t be too careful in this business. The person
closest to you is often the one with the biggest axe to grind.”

“Henry hasno axeto grind,” | said indignantly. “He's like afather to me.”



“Well, there’'s nothing in his background to say that isn't true,” she told the team.
“Good credit. No gambling or addictions issues. No crimina history, not even a
traffic ticket. He has a shit ton of money, all wisely invested. All indications are that
he was atrue friend to Flora' s father and has no reason to resent her.”

“Well someone does,” Lois said. “We need to wrap this up before someone gets
hurt.”

“Agreed.”

Lois stared at Teresa for along moment, and | had the strangest sense like they were
having a silent conversation. Teresa looked down and tilted her head, ailmost like she
was submitting to Lois, then turned back to me.

“We should head back to your place,” she said.

“1 want a second agent on duty when you're at the mansion,” Lois said. “1 want them
patrolling whenever you're there. | don’'t think your security crew can find their
assholes with their elbows.”

| looked at Teresain confusion.

“ She thinks they’ re incompetent,” Teresa translated.

“We'll set up arotation. I'm down an agent while Marthais on her honeymoon so I'll
seeif the bears can do some freelance work.”

Lois sent me a stern look. “ Since you won't go to a safe house I'm going to strongly
encourage you to avoid going anywhere but home or work while we're wrapping this

up.



When | didn’t respond immediately she glared at Teresa. “Stay focused and keep
your mate safe.”

By the time we got back to my house one of the guys I'd met last weekend was
waiting for us.

“Hey Boris, thanks for coming,” Teresa greeted the bear shifter with a hug.

“Isno problem,” he said, giving me alittle bow of greeting.

| loved these guys, they were so courtly.

Teresa rolled her eyes. “Let’s get in the house. | don't like having Flora out in the
open like this.”

The rest of the day passed quickly. | had some work to do, so | holed up in my library
while Teresa and Boris prowled around the house like they were expecting an
ambush from amob of angry marauders at any moment.

After awhile | didn’'t hear them anymore, so | went looking to see what they were
doing. | found them in the kitchen. Teresa was leaning against the island while Boris
dug through my cabinets.

“What are you doing?’ | asked.

“Borisis going to cook dinner for us,” Teresasaid. “You'rein for atreat, he's a great
cook.”
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| must have looked surprised because she added, “He and his brothers own a
restaurant.”

“1 makeVereshchaka,”he said proudly. “Is short ribs and sausage, and also | am
makingDraniki, potato pancakes. Y ou will like.”

“I'msurel will,” | said. “I so rarely have fresh cooked food. How can | help?’

Boris put me to work chopping up root vegetables that he was going to roast as aside
dish. While we prepped the food, Teresa did a tour of the house, inside and out,
looking for issues.

“All clear,” she said when she returned afull forty-five minutes after she left.

“We eat in one more hour,” Boris told her. “I am here all night. Now | take nap like
cat, you wake me in sixty minutes, okay?’

“Will do.”
“Oh, | should show him a bedroom,” | said, starting to follow after Boris.

“Trust me, that guy can sleep anywhere. He' s probably cuddled up under atable right

now.

| didn’'t know whether to believe her or not, but when | went back to the library |
caught a glimpse of Boris sleeping in my entryway, sitting up with his back against
the door. Shaking my head, | got back to work until it was dinner time.



After enjoying a delicious meal of Belarusian food, | headed upstairs. | put on a
nightgown and settled in bed, thinking that I’d read for a while until it was time for
bed, but | was super restless. That close call with the SUV had freaked me out more
than | wanted to admit, and now that | was alone, | couldn’t seem to calm my restless
mind.

Finally, around nine o’ clock | exited my room and knocked softly on Teresa's door.
I’d heard her come up a while ago and knew she was in there. She opened the door
immediately, like she' d been waiting on the other side.

“What’swrong?’ she asked.

“l can't deep. | just keep replaying what happened today,” | told her. “I just... | don’t
want to be alone.”

“Do you want me to come in with you until you fall asleep?’ she asked.

| shook my head. “No, | want you to come in with me until morning. Nothing has to
happen, but can you do that? Will you stay with me tonight?’

“I"'m not sure if |1 can keep my hands off of you if we spend another night together,”
she told me, her expression conflicted.

“1 don’t want you to keep your hands off me,” | said softly. “I want you to make me
forget.”

Teresa

Icouldn’t resist the pleading look in Flora's eyes. | didn’t want to resist it. But | also
didn’t want her to regret it later.



“Areyou sure Flora?’ | asked, placing my hands on her shoulders and waiting for her
to meet my eyes. “Once we're intimate, even if | don’t mark you, it's game over for
me. | won’'t be able to be with anyone else ever again.”

“Explain.”

“For supernaturals, when we find our fated mate, there’s this bond that forms,
drawing us to them. It's possible to rgect the bond, even though it’s painful, when the
relationship is new. But once we are intimate, the bond starts to connect us, and with
every touch, every kiss, the bond strengthens until it becomes impossible for us to not
completeit.”

“How do you complete it?’ she asked.

| lifted a finger to touch the juncture of her neck and shoulder. “I would bite you,

here.

Her eyes widened. “You have to drink my blood, like onBuffy the Vampire Slayer?
Will | turn into a vampire too?’

| laughed. “No, there’'s no turning. Vampires are born not made. As for the blood,
technically we can drink human blood, but it's strictly forbidden unless it's an
emergency, like one of usis dying or something. The mate bond is a different kind of
bite. It's a kind of sealing of the magical bond and blending our essences so other
supernaturals know that we're both taken. There is a little bit of bleeding during the
process, but the bite wound heals amost instantly. Then we are the supernatural
equivaent of married.”

| expected my mate to be horrified at that idea, but instead she looked almost
fascinated.



“And we have to do that tonight if you sleep with me?’

“No.” | shook my head. “But the closer we get, the harder it will be for me to hold my
vampire back from fully claiming you. And the harder it will be for meto let you go.”
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“Maybe we can just snuggle then.”

And maybe | can just stick a stake through my heart,my inner vampire responded
sarcastically. It would be hard to just hold Flora and not do more, but she was
hurting, | reminded the vamp. We had aresponsibility to help her fedl better.

“Sure, we can do that,” | said, trying to make my voice convincing.

After a quick stop to use the bathroom and brush my teeth, | headed into Flora's
room. She was sitting up in bed, a book in her hand, but clearly not reading it, given
that she was holding it upside down. | got into bed with her and spent the next hour
listening to her as she tossed and turned next to me. Despite her agitation, | could also
smell her arousal, which increased every time she brushed up against me. She might
be stressed out, but she was also horny. | could help with both of those things.

“Flora,” | said. “I have aproposal.”
She flipped over to look at me, her eyes glowing in the darkness. “What isit?’

“How about | make you come? That will release the tension so you can get some
g @.”

“Areyou sure?’ she asked.

“Yes, | find orgasms very helpful for curing insomnia,” | said in my most serious
voice.



She lightly smacked my shoulder.

“1 know orgasms help, doofus. | meant, are you sure you want to do that.”

“1I’ve never wanted anything more than to give you pleasure,” | said honestly.

She stared at me in the darkness for a long moment before flopping over onto her
back and throwing her arms and legs wide like she was a starfish.

“Haveadt It.”

“Wow, | always knew you’ d be aromantic,” | teased.

| leaned over her, giving her along, claiming kiss that left us both breathless. While
we kissed, | inched her nightgown upwards, freeing her breasts so | could tweak her
nipples with my fingers.

When my hand dlid down her sternum toward her belly, Flora moaned against my
mouth.

“Thisfeel okay?’ | asked, pulling away.

“God yes,” shesaid. “I think | could come just from you kissing me.”

“Let’stest that theory another day,” | suggested. “Right now |I'm dying for ataste of
this pussy.”

Flora gasped as | cupped her fabric-covered mound. Slowly, | slid her panties down
her thighs and then the rest of the way down, tossing them in the direction of the
hamper | knew was in the corner. Sitting on my heels, | just stared down at her for a
few seconds. It was dark in the room, other than the light of the moon through the



window, but fortunately | was descended from along line of creatures of the night, so
| had excellent night vision.

“So lovely,” | whispered as | pushed her legs wider and settled between them.

The first lick of my tongue made Flora's hips pop off the bed. | grabbed her hips to
hold her till, then licked her labia a few times before sliding my tongue inside her
dlit. She was dripping with arousal, and | lapped it up like it was my favorite ice
cream. Over and over | explored her folds, ramping up her excitement with every
pass of my tongue.

When Flora was making little moaning noises and begging me to make her come |
released her legs and dlid one finger as deep inside her as | could reach. | began
pumping in and out with a steady rhythm, relishing the sensation of her inner muscles
clenching against my finger.

| moved my head upwards so | could focus on her clitoris. | dlid it back and forth with
the tip of my tongue until | felt the first tremors of her orgasm around my finger.
Then, and only then, Isucked her swollen bud into my mouth, using one of my fangs
to add alittle bite.

That did it. My mate detonated like someone had set off dynamite. She thrashed
beneath me, moaning and panting and crying my name over and over again. | ground
my pelvis against the bed, seeking some pressure of my own, pleasuring us both until
Florafinally collapsed against the bed with along sigh.

| lifted my head, licking her essence of my lips. Flora s head was thrown back against
the pillow, her eyes screwed shut as she tried to catch her breath. | dlid upward,
pulling the blanket over both of us so my mate wouldn't get cold when the sweat
covering her skin cooled. By the time | snuggled up against her again, she was half

asleep.



“That was great,” she mumbled sleepily. “I’ll return the favor... injust... aminute.”

By the time she finished her sentence she was fast asleep, not moving again until
morning. | lay next to her, willing my body to calm down enough for me to sleep as
well. By the time the sun rose | was wide awake, having only slept in fits and starts.
Figuring | might as well relieve Boris, | slid out of bed, stopped at my bedroom to
wash up and put on some clothes, then headed downstairs.

My bear friend was sitting at the kitchen table, studying something on his laptop.
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“You want coffee?’ he asked. “There is fresh pot. Your mate buys nice high quality
coffee beans. Very good.”

| smirked. Boris and his brothers were terrible food snobs for three guys who grew up
in the woods of Belarus and spent most of their lives working first for the Belarusian
military and then as secret operatives for the CIA.

“Thank you. Any problems last night?’ | asked.

“No, it is very quiet. Angie is coming soon for relief, but first | must show you this
that | found.”

| sat on the chair next to him and he angled his laptop next to me. | frowned as |
looked at a reddit post railing against spoiled society princesses who had everything
handed to them on a silver platter.

“I don’t understand.”

“This is discussion thread for a news article about the death of your mate' s parents,”
he said. “Userdisgruntled589seems to have anger for your mate.”

“I"'m sure alot of people do, Boris. Billionaires aren’t exactly popular right now. And
people who don’t know how hard Flora works probably assume that she's just some

spoiled nepo baby who got her job because of her last name.”

“Nep-po baby?’ Boriss sounded out the word. “What is this?’



“A person who gets a job by nepotism.” At his blank look | explained, “It's when
your parents are rich and famous and you only have a job because of them, not
because of your own merits.”

“Ah, yes | see.” Boris shot me a look. “I do some search ondisgruntled589and find
his ISP is in Seattle. More research and | find that this account is for a Jacob
Shapiro.”

“Shapiro? Why do | know that name?’

“1 check, heis son of lawyer, the one who hires us to protect his goddaughter Flora.”
My eyes widened. “Holy crap, Henry has akid? No one ever mentioned that.”
“Thereis more,” he said. “I run background check. Jacob is often in trouble with the
police. He has several arrests for fighting and assault, but none are convictions. His

father’ slaw firm has gotten him, how you say...scott freeevery time.”

“So we have a hothead son who's not a fan of Flora? My God Boris, that’s the first
lead we' ve had since we took this case. Good job!”

| wrapped my arm around him and pulled him in for a hug. “I owe you a nice bottle
of vodka.”

“Makeit expensive.”
Flora
Iwoke up with my nightgown tangled around the top of my breasts and my bottom

half totally naked. It took only a second for me to remember what happened last
night. The conversation | had with Teresa about mating. Me asking her to stay with



me and snuggle. Her offering to take the edge of my restlessness. And me falling
asleep right after one of the most powerful orgasms of my life.

| hadn’t even stayed awake long enough to get Teresa off. That was definitely bad
form. Since she was no longer in my bed when | woke up, | guess that part would
have to wait.

Despite sleeping later than | usually did, | was still dragging when | woke up. | took a
long hot shower and threw on some yoga pants, a tee shirt, and a hoodie, too
exhausted to worryabout how | looked right now. Besides, this was how | would
usually dressfor a Sunday at home —if | was totally alone that is.

My mother had taught me at an early age that appearances were everything. As one of
Seattle’'s wealthiest families, and scions of the beauty industry, how we looked
mattered. You never knew when some eager photographer was waiting to catch you
looking like crap.

| liked to look nice, but | wasn't as strict as my mother had been. Even for a day
relaxing at home Mom would have a full face of make-up, not a hair out of place,
even her casual outfits carefully pressed and stylish. I'd learned when | was away at

college the value of loungewear, much to my mother’s horror.

When | got downstairs Teresa was at the kitchen table with Boris, both of them
tapping away at their laptops keyboards.

“Good morning,” | said.

Teresa gave me an intense look that made me blush. Boris's gaze swung between us
and he looked amused, athough he didn’t say anything.

“1 make coffee,” Borissaid in his accented voice. “Y ou tell me make myself at home,



so | make myself at home. Y ou have good coffee.”

“No problem,” | said, pouring myself a cup and coming to the table. “Y ou two look
like you were doing something intense.”

Teresagave me along look. “Why didn’'t you tell me about Jacob Shapiro?’
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“Jake? What about him? | think I've seen him like once since | went away to
college.”

“Tell me everything you know about him,” she instructed.

“Why? What’' s going on?’

“Boris spent the night investigating online comments about you.”

| reared back in surprise. “Online comments about me? What do you mean?’

“1 look through new articles that mention your name, then read the comments,” Boris
explained.

“Oh no, don’t read the comments online, everyone knows they’re terrible. I’ ve heard
those comments are all a bunch of incel trolls hanging out in their parents' basement
trashing people for fun.”

“Well, one of your incel trollsis your godfather’s son,” Teresainformed me. “So I'm
going to need to know everything you can tell me about him.”

“Hm. Wow, okay. Well, Jake is about five or six years younger than me, so we never
hung out or anything, even though our fathers were good friends,” | said. “He cameto
my parents funeral with Henry, and | talked to him briefly. | remember being so
surprised because the last time I'd seen him he'd been in junior high, you know how
when you see someone as akid it's aimost jarring to see them and realize they’re all
grown up.”



“What did you talk about at the funeral?’ Teresa asked.

“Um, | don’t know, the usual funeral stuff, sorry for your loss, that kind of thing.” |
paused, trying to bring up anything unusual about the interaction. “I remember he
was kind of twitchy.”

“Twitchy?’

“Yeah, | remember he was ADHD as a kid, and | was surprised he still had such a
hard time being still. I mean, if | didn’t know better, | would have thought he was on
drugs or something.”

“How did you know he wasn’'t?’ Teresa asked.

“Oh, well | guess | didn’t know for sure. | just assumed that he hadn’t grown out of
his ADHD. There were so many people to talk to that day, | don’t think | spent more
than two minutes with him, although Henry stuck by my side the entire time.”

| allowed myself a smile, appreciating the gentle support of my godfather.

“Did you know that Jacob has been in and out of jail since he was fifteen?’

My eyebrows rose. “No, Henry never mentioned that. | can't believe it.”

“He getsin trouble many times, but has good lawyer,” Boris told me. “ Charges do not
stick.”

“Do you have any idea why Jacob would be hostile towards you?’ Teresa asked.

“l doubt that heis,” | replied. “We ve never been friends or anything, but | never got
any bad vibes off him. | don’t even know the guy.”



“Explain thisthen.”

Teresa dlid her laptop over to me, pointing out an article about my becoming CEO of
Meyer Beauty.

“Read the eighth comment down.”

| scanned the online comments until | found the one she wanted me to read.

“This cunt stole everything from me. | hope someone rapes her until she dies. Maybe
I’ll do it myself.”

My hand came to my mouth as | read the vitriolic comment out loud. “God, that's
awful, why would someone write that?’

“The real question is, why would Jacob Shapiro write that?’

| looked at the username. “Y ou think thatdisgruntled589is Jake Shapiro?’

“l don’t think, | know it. Boris traced this username to his ISP.”
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| spent the rest of the morning in a daze. Reading those horrible things Jake said
about me was a shock. | had no idea how | was going to talk to Henry about it. For
now, Teresa and Boris didn’t want me to say anything, not when he was their prime
suspect in the attacks against me.

| didn’t believe Jake was trying to kill me though. He had no reason to. Although |
was surprised by what he'd written, Jake was raised in a good family with parents
who loved him. He had everything he could ever need, including a generous trust
fund. His mother died of breast cancer when | was in high school and Jake was still
young. As the only child, he was undoubtedly due a nice inheritance when his father
died.

Even if he hated me for some reason, there was no reason for him to want me dead.
Then again, | couldn’t think of any reason why he'd write al those hateful comments
about me online either. I'd never been anything but polite to him.

The news made me restless and out of sorts. It was an unseasonably warm spring day,
so | finally put on my swimsuit and ventured outside. It was only seventy-five
degrees, but our in-ground pool was heated year round, making it convenient to take a
swim whenever the mood struck us. | hadn’'t been in the pool since last summer,
uneasy about swimming alone with noone else in the house, but since | had a pair of
bodyguards here, | figured | was safe.

As | swam laps, | tried to put Jake out of my mind and just focus on the feeling of my
body gliding through the warm water. By the time | was done swimming, my body
was tired, and my mind was much more relaxed.



Boris had been replaced with Angie while | was outside in the pool. While | swam,
she and Teresa worked out with their swords on the grass nearby, having a vicious
looking mock fight that lasted until they were both covered in sweat.

| wondered how Teresa felt about what happened last night. This whole fated mate
thing was wild, yet it seemed to be true. | couldn’t say why, but | just felt it in my
bones. Having sex with Teresa last night had only solidified my feelings for her.
WEell, at least one of us had sex. | really needed to return the favor.

As | dried off from the pool, | realized that | had fallen in love with Teresa. | wasn't
sure how she felt about me. She'd told me that | was her fated mate, but that was
some primal biology thing, right? When she'd first come here — my God, was that
only a week ago? — she’d seemed to dislike me. We were very different people, that
was certain. But was the mate bond just some kind of chemistry? Or could we make it
work long term?

For some reason, I'd never really imagined having a partner. Even as alittle girl, I'd
known that 1'd grow up to run Meyer Beauty. I’ d expected that to happen years later
than it actuallydid, but it was the job I’ d been born to do, groomed my entire life for.

| remembered the day 1'd come out to my parents. I’d dated several boys in high
school and my first two years of college, but it hadn’t been until | went on a date with
awoman that | truly embraced my sexuality. My parents had been very accepting of
my coming out, but my mother expressed sadness that I’d never be able to get
married and have kids. | told Mom | wasn’t interested in any of that.

Of course that was long before gay marriage was legalized here. My options were
different now, but when | tried to picture Teresa and | getting married and having
kids, it was difficult to imagine. Would she even want kids? And would they be
vampires or human or both?



Then again, we'd known each other for eight days. Maybe | was getting ahead of
myself. Teresa hadn’'t claimed me yet, and we still had a mystery to solve. | just
hoped that they were wrong about Jake, because if he was the person who'd been
trying to hurt me it was going to kill my godfather. | just knew it.

Teresa

Since it was Sunday, | encouraged Flora to stick to her Sunday routine of ordering
Thal food and watchingBuffy the Vampire Slayer. | did it to keep her calm though,
not because | wanted to know more about the mysterious Angel who kept showing up
to warn Buffy about danger.

We sat on the couch while we watched the show, but unlike last weekend we sat side
by side instead of having a cushion between us. After a while, Flora scooted a little
closer, laying her head on my shoulder. My vampire sighed happily.

“Isthis okay?’ she asked.

13 YeS_”

| really wanted to tell her that | would gladly sit in this exact spot for the rest of my
life with her cuddled up against me, but | didn’t want to put more pressure on either
of us. The news about Jacob Shapiro’s animosity for her had thrown Flora for aloop
even more than the attempts on her life.

Something about this didn’t make sense. With their age difference and lack of contact
over the years, it wasn’'t immediately obvious why he would have so much animosity
towards my mate. It was a puzzle, but | loved a puzzle. And so did my team.

Flora shifted, her small hand coming to my thigh, and | stifled a groan. | knew we
shouldn’t have sex again, but | was dying to. My vampire had been pushing me about



It nonstop, demanding that | throw caution to the winds and take what was mine, and
for once the human side of me was in compl ete agreement.

When that hand slid between my thighs, | didn’'t protest, | just opened my legs
enough to allow Florato run her fingers upward. When her pinkie pressed against my
mound, she looked up at me, her eyes wide in question. | nodded in assent, and she

twisted her wrist and began to stroke me over the fabric of my pants.

“Flora,” | groaned out her name as | scooted down on the couch enough to widen my
legs.

“You know what I'd really like right now?’ she asked.

| just looked at her, unable to form words knowing that she was stroking my pussy.
Even through the fabric of my clothing her fingers singed me with hest.

“1"d like to get you out of these clothes, then | want to suck on your tits while | fuck
you with my fingers until you come all over my hand.”

My mouth dropped open and arousal flooded my core at her words.

“1 had no ideayou were a dirty talker, mate.”

“Just wait,” she promised.

Her hands went to my waistband, unzipping my pants. | lifted my hips, allowing her
to remove my pants and underwear, taking my socks with them.

“Losethe shirt,” she ordered.
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| pulled my tank top off, then struggled for a second to remove my sports bra in my
eagerness. Once | was fully naked on the couch, Flora took her sweet time looking
me over from head to toe.

“You're so beautiful,” she whispered. “The perfect combination of lean muscle and
womanly curves.”

She knelt on the cushion, leaning forward to give me akiss. Happy to let her take the
lead, | relaxed into the sensation of her soft hands dliding over my shoulders and
down to my breasts.

Her fingers circled my breasts, following the line of my areolas until | was ready to
beg her to quit messing around a pinch my nipples. Asif she heard me, Flora grabbed
anipple between her fingers and gave it afirm pinch that practically made me levitate
off the couch.

She pulled away and dlid down until her mouth replaced her fingers. | pressed her
head closer as she suckled me, her tongue teasing the edges of my nipples in between
leaving little bites. It was the perfect combination of pain and pleasure.

Flora' s hand moved down my body slowly, stroking the soft skin of my flat belly.

“Y ou have soft skin for someone who doesn’t believe in moisturizer,” she teased.

“It'sthe nutrients in the blood | drink.”

It was quite possibly the least romantic thing I’d said in my entire life, but Flora



didn’t seem to mind. She chuckled against my breast before moving to take the other
one in her mouth.

By the time her hand reached the outer edges of my pussy | was wound up tight from
anticipation. Who knew that this sweet little princess was going to be such a tease?
Her fingers movedup and down the outside, stroking my labia several times before
shefinally dlipped inside.

“You're so wet aready,” she said. “Isthat for me?’

“For you,” | agreed, past the point of constructing full sentences.

“Naughty girl,” she teased, playfully smacking my pussy.

“Not my fault you fell asleep last night. I’ ve been wet ever since.”

| gasped as she started dliding her fingers up and down my channel, circling my
opening at one end and tapping my clit at the other. The combination of what she was
doing with her fingers and the way her mouth was teasing my breasts was exquisite.
My fangs pressed against my lips, my vamp pushing me to bite our mate and mark
her as ours even while | reminded my demon side we needed to wait. It was one of
the last cogent thoughts | had for awhile.

I’d always enjoyed sex, with both men and women, but never once had the physical
act been so transcendent that my mind shut down. Right now the building could blow
up around me and | wouldn’'t even notice it. | had a vague thought that this was a
problem, but | was too focused on what was happening with my mate to remember

why.

Flora dlid a finger into my opening, then added another one. Her hand turned so that



she could tease my clitoris with her thumb. In and out, she set a steady pace as she
fucked me with her fingers, her thumb pushing against my clit with every stroke. My
hips rolled up, chasing her fingers and seeking more pressure.

Her teeth snagged on the skin of my breast, a few inches above the nipple, and then
she was hiting me. My vampire crowed with joy at our mate marking us, even if her
human teeth couldn’t make anything permanent on our skin.

“Floral Mate!”

My entire body felt like I’d touched a live wire, zings of electricity humming through
my nerves and filling my veins with heat and pleasure. My breath was coming in
rapid bursts, and my heart was pounding so hard | almost felt dizzy. | dug my fingers
into the couch, searching for away to remain alittle bit grounded.

“Let go,” Floragrowled against my breast. “Come for me. Now.”

Somehow that was all | needed to let go. My eyes closed as | growled, “Mate!”

Then my body was shaking wildly, waves of pleasure rolling through me, rocking me
to the very core. When | finally came down, my body felt boneless, replaced only
with the warm pleasure of being with my mate.

When | looked up at the TV, Buffy was just learning that the mysterious older guy
she had a crush on was really a vampire.l stared at Angel’s bumpy forehead and
jagged teeth, glad that vampires didn’t really look that unattractive when we released
our beasts.

Flora shifted to straddle my lap, her mouth crashing down on mine as she started
rubbing her groin against my thighs, trying to get herself off. | was too exhausted and
sated from my orgasm to do much to help, but | forced myself to slide my hands



down the back of her yoga pants, cupping her ass to grind her down harder until Flora
screamed her own release and collapsed on top of me, her head resting on my
shoulder.

“Wow,” she said. “This mate sex is another whole level of hot, isn't it?’

“Yeah,” | panted. “ Supposedly it only gets better with time.”

“It's going to get better?’ she said in a shocked voice. “If it gets any better it might
kill me.”

“At least you'll die happy,” | teased.
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We stayed there a few minutes, Flora draped over me with her head on my shoulder,
until my phone beeped, bringing me back to the present. | dug into the couch cushion
where I’d hidden my phone, knife, and gun for safekeeping while we watched TV. It
was a message from my boss.

Lois:Shapiro is MIA. Neighbors haven't seen him for weeks, but we found this at the
apartment.

| opened the photo attached to the text, enlarging it so | could see what it was.
“Oh my God, isthat us?’ Flora asked, looking down at the photo.

It was a computer monitor, the screen filled with a picture of my mate and | walking
to ablack town car in front of her office building.

Flora

Teresa told us we couldn’'t do anything about Josh until the next day, so we watched
two more episodes of Buffy. | couldn’t concentrate on the show -- not that | needed to
when I’ d seen every episode a dozen times or more — because | kept seeing the photo
on Josh’s screen.

| didn’t know if he'd taken it or paid someone elseto, but clearly he was watching my
whereabouts. There was no explanation for that |1 could think of, nothing that wasn't

sinister anyway.

After we were done with Buffy, | transitioned into my Sunday night ritual: along and



luxurious bubble bath, an extended skincare regime, and an early bedtime. Teresa
came up to join me shortly after | got to bed, but other than a quick kiss, neither of us
initiated anything more.

She was distracted, and definitely concerned, athough | couldn’t say for sure how |
knew that. My bodyguard’'s expression was as impassive as ever. | realized that |
could somehow intuit her emotions, something that had been more frequent since we
first started being intimate. Maybe it was the mate bond that Teresa had told me
about.

The next morning | woke up aone. When | came downstairs Teresa was in the
kitchen with Angie, who'd stayed on the night shift but was heading home when we
left for the office. Without aword Teresa sat me down at atable in front of a bowl of
yogurt and fruit, then brought me a cup of coffee.

| had to admit, it was nice having someone take care of me. I'd been close to my
parents but neither of them had been particularly nurturing. They’d always been
preoccupied with the business, and they’ d raised me to be self-sufficient.

We exited through the back door to the garage where Teresa had parked the Sapphic
Security SUV. It was black and shiny, like you'd see the FBI driving on a TV show,
and according to Teresa, bulletproof. That was more comforting now than it would
have been afew days ago.

“Any news on Jake?’ | asked as we pulled past the guards at my front gate.

Teresa shook her head. “He' s in the wind, but we've got ateam looking for him. If he
uses a credit card or pings a cell phone tower, we'll know.”

Once we got to the office, the day fell into its normal rhythm. As usual, Amy met us
at the reception desk, rattling off my schedule as we waked down the hallway.



Although she'd been a little scatterbrained when she first started, Amy had turned
into a decent assistant, | thought. | made a mental note to talk to Human Resources
about extending her an offer of permanent employment.

| pushed through all my morning meetings, Teresa by my side, then took a break to
eat the lunch Amy brought us. | felt a little awkward making my assistant get me
lunch every day, but | realized that Teresawas right. | need to focus more on healthy
eating. Skipping breakfast and lunch and then nibbling on snacks after dinner wasn'’t
making me feel my best.

Around three o’ clock | realized that | hadn’t used the restroom all day.

“I’m going to use the ladiesroom,” | told Teresa.

She looked up from her computer to remind me, “Call meif you need me.”

“1’ve been peeing on my own since | was atoddler,” | teased. “1 think I'll be fine.”
When | exited the office, Amy stopped me.

“Did you need something Miss Meyer?’

“Just taking a break,” | reassured her.

“They’re doing some repairs in the ladies room on our floor,” Amy told me, pointing
at the door to the stairway. “A maintenance man was just here, he said to use the
ladies room one floor down.”

“Okay, thanks.”

| stepped into the stairway, the heavy door swinging behind me, and suddenly a hand



clamped on my mouth, another one circling around my waist.

“You're coming with me.”

When | tried to scream, the hand tightened on my mouth. “I have a weapon. Do what
| say, and maybe you'll live.”

The voice was muffled, like the person was wearing a mask or something. He pushed
me up against awall, my face to the concrete, and out of my peripheral vision | saw
the man pull at a strip of silver duct tape that was hanging from the wall.
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He pressed the heavy tape over my mouth, then | heard the tearing of another strip of
tape. My hands were pulled behind my back, secured with more duct tape. Once he
was satisfied that | was secured, the man started leading me down the stairs. It was
painfully slow with my high heeled shoes, and | debated whether to ditch them or not.

“Hurry the fuck up.”

When we hit the next landing | pushed off one shoe, then kicked the other one out,
sending it down afew stairs below us. Unencumbered by fashion, | was able to move
a little faster. The man brought me all the way down to the lowest level, leading me
into the bowels of the building. 1I'd never been down there, but | knew it was where
the boiler and electrical boxes were, aswell asfile archives and other storage.

| was relieved he wasn't taking me out of the building. | wasn't sure what was
happening, but if we stayed here surely Teresawould find me here before things went
awry.

The man led me through the basement and into a little room with a desk and a single
overhead light. | had no idea what it was used for, but it was clear that no one had
been down here in a while. My nose itched from the layer of dust that covered the
surfaces.

| was shoved into afolding chair, and then my kidnapper turned to face me, taking off
the ski mask he was wearing. | gasped against the tape on my mouth.

Jake! What the hell was he doing?



He was wearing overalls with the logo of a plumbing company on the front, telling
me that he was the one who'd told Amy to send me downstairs to use the bathroom.
He leaned on the desk, and that’s when | saw the large knife in his hands. He made a
bigshow of using the very tip to clean under his thumbnail before looking back to me.

Just like the last time | saw him, he seemed twitchy. | wondered if he was on drugs or
just nervous.

“You took something of mine,” he said, his voice conversational. “Y ou’ve got two
choices:. get it back for me or die.”

| stared at him, unsure what he was even talking about. After staring back at me for a
few long, unnerving seconds he came closer.

“No one can hear you down here anyway, that HVAC system makes a shit ton of
noise.”

He leaned forward, pulling the tape off my mouth and making me gasp.

“Jake. What' s going on? What are you doing?”

“Y ou took something of mine,” he repeated.

“1 don’t know what you're talking about. I’ ve seen you, what, once in the last fifteen
years?’

“Do you know what my father always says about you?’ he asked, his voice turning
hard. “Ever since | was a little boy he's said to me, ‘Flora is the daughter | never

had’, asif his son doesn’t count. As we got older there were the lectures.”

He lowered his voice to mimic his father. “He’d say to me, “Why can’t you be like



Flora? or ‘Flora has a steady job why can’t you do that? as if he didn’'t know you
got the job because your mommy and daddy gave it to you.”

“1 worked hard for my job,” | said hotly.

He leaned forward again, landing a sharp crack across my face that made my eyes
water.

“1 was talking, bitch.”

“1 don’t understand what you want. What do you think | have that’s yours?’

“Don’'t pretend you don’t know about the will.”

“What will?” | asked in confusion.

“My father’s will,” he enunciated like | was a particularly slow thinker. “He cut me
off. All his money’s going to you. Like you don’t already have more money than
God, but no, you need to take my money too. | want my inheritance back, and if |
have to kill you to get it back, | will.”

Teresa

llooked up from my computer, realizing that Flora had been gone for a while. |
couldn’t imagine what was taking her so long in the restroom. It wasn’'t uncommon
for people to stop her in the hallway and ask her a question, but usually she'd be back
by now. Hopefully she didn’t have food poisoning or something.

Closing my computer, | stuck my head out of the doorway of the office.

“Hey Amy, did you see where Florawent?’



“She had to use the ladies, but the one on this floor is closed, so she headed down to
the next floor.” Amy frowned. “ Seems like she' s been gone a long time though.”
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“Which way did she go?’ | asked, suddenly having areally bad feeling about this.
“She took the stairs.” Amy pointed to the metal door at the end of the hallway.

| thumbed a message to Lois, then pushed through the door. | stopped on the landing,
closing my eyes and drawing in all my senses. Vampires didn’t have the same scent
tracking ability as the shifters did, but our senses were enhanced enough that if
someone had been around recently, we could generally get an idea of where they’d
gone.

| caught the scent of Flora as well as a faint musky scent of a human male. It could be
someone who just came through, but my gut was telling me the male scent was

somehow related to Flora

Then | saw the roll of duct tape on the floor of the landing and my heart lurched. My
instinct was right: my mate was in trouble.

| went down a few flights, stopping every few steps to try to smell my mate. Then |
saw it: Flora's shoe on the landing. | picked it up, looking around, then seeing its
match afew stairs down. They’d clearly been heading downstairs.

Crap, where had they taken her?

Just then my phone rang. | saw Lois's name flash on my screen.

“Taylor, Wanda picked them up on the video feed. Your mate was grabbed in the
stairwell and taken to a room in the basement. There's one male, evidence of a knife



but we couldn’t tell if there are other weapons.”

| started racing down the stairs as Lois continued, “Wait for back up when you get to
the basement, Taylor. Repeat, wait for back-up. You are not thinking clearly enough
to keep your mate safe.”

“I’m thinking fine,” | snarled, even though | was out of my mind with worry.

“Stand by. That’s an order.”

Loisinfused al her alpha energy into the command and while | wasn’'t awolf, | aso
wasn't immune from wanting to comply. My boss's voice softened as she added,
“Don’'t do anything stupid. We are less than five minutes out.”

When | got to the basement | paced around, trying to get a bead on where the man
had taken my mate. Between the HVAC scent and the musty smell, it was impossible
for me to pick anything up. True to her word, Lois and the team arrived in less than
five minutes, creeping into the basement to avoid alerting anyone to their presence.
“They went thisway,” Lois said as she sniffed the air. “ Taylor, you're with me. Diaz
and Henderson, watch this area in case they loop around, and be prepared to provide
backup if needed.”

“Copy,” Angie responded.

As we started down the hallway Lois gave me a hard look, “Don’t kill him. We don’t
need the paperwork.”

“No promises,” | said.

Lois sighed, but I knew she understood the blood rage coursing through my body



right now. Her own mate had been attacked years ago and Lois had wolfed out on the
guys who hurt her. Rumor had it there was nothing but bones left by the time she was
done with them.

Lois tapped my arm. “Here,” she mouthed, pointing to an unmarked door. As a wolf,
her sense of smell was much better than mine.

We pressed our ears against the door, listening.

“l don’t understand how killing me helps you get the money, Jake,” Flora said, her
voice remarkably calm. “You know how wills work, right? Your dad has to die for
you to get the money.”

“Yeah but after his perfect amost-daughter is out of the picture, the old man will
have no choice but to let me back into his good graces. And once the will is changed
and I’'m named as his sole beneficiary, well, Dad’ s got a bad heart. Things happen.”
Floragasped. “You'd kill your own father? Henry has been a devoted father to you.”
“Shut up, cunt. Y ou don’t know anything about it.”

“1 know this,” my mate said stubbornly. “There’s no one to blame for your criminal
record and your debt other than yourself. Y ou had every chance in life, and you threw
it al away. Don’t blame the rest of usfor not doing the same.”

My fangs descended as | heard the sound of a slap, followed by Flora crying out.

Lois moved in front of the door, motioning for me to back her up, then counted down

from three on her fingers. When she got to zero, she lifted one of her ‘shit kicking
boots' aswe all called them and plowed her heel into the door right below the handle.



The door flew open with a bang and we headed inside, weapons drawn.

With a surprising swiftness, Jacob Shapiro unsheathed a knife and pressed the tip to
my mate’s throat. For someone less than an inch away from getting a knife in the

jugular my mate was pretty calm.
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“Stay back or | dlit her throat,” he yelled.
| rolled my eyes. “Try it and I'll rip out your entrails and feed them to my wolf.”

Jacob’s eyes widened as his gaze landed on my fangs. When | let my inner vampire
out my lips turned blood red and my body seemed to grow and emanate power. This
guy was confused by what was happening, but smart enough to be scared.

Lois growled loudly, going into a half shift. Most shifters didn’t have enough control
over their animals to do that, but Lois had such ironclad control that even her wolf
didn’t dare cross her. Her arms turned furry, claws extending from her fingertips, and
her face elongated as her own fangs appeared. She snarled menacingly.

Jacob made a choking noise, staring at my boss.

“What' s wrong with you freaks?’ he cried in a high voice.

While he was distracted, Flora threw herself to the side, landing on the floor with the
chair between her and Jacob. | leapt forward, knocking him onto his back, and
straddled his waist, punching him in the face repeatedly while he whined like a baby.
He didn't even try to fight back, much to my annoyance.

Out of the corner of my eye | saw Lois help Florato her feet, moving behind her and
using her claw to cut the duct tape from her wrists. The bruise on Flora' s cheek made

me see red.

“Are you all right?’ Lois asked while | continued to sit on Jacob, vibrating with



barely suppressed violence.

When he tried to scratch me | gave him another hard punch that made blood come
pouring out of his nose. My fangs ached with the desire to rip out his throat.

“Don’t kill him,” Lois reminded me.

She grabbed her phone, calling the rest of the team to join us before calling her
contact at the police. Diaz and | rolled Jacob over to his belly, zip tying his hands
behind him, then | went to my mate. Well, after giving him a sharp kick in the ribs
that made him scream in pain.

Like it was my fault he had such fragileribs.

“Quit whining you big baby,” | snarled. “Those broken ribs will heal while you'rein
jail. You'relucky I didn’t kill you for hurting my mate.”

| took Florain my arms, giving her ahug. “Are you okay baby?’

She nodded. “ Apparently Henry made me the beneficiary of his will,” she explained.
“1 had no idea.”

“Your boy Jacob has a gambling problem,” Angie told us. “He owes a lot of money
to the wrong people.”

Jacob just groaned.

“Don’'t worry Jacob,” Lois told him. “Those guys will find you in jail, then your ribs
will be the least of your worries.”

Flora



It seemed to take hours for the cops to interview me and finally take Jake away. By
the time we got back up to my office, I’d been gone so long that Amy was hysterical.
| sent her home for the day, then canceled the rest of my meetings so | could leave
too.

“Let’'sgo home,” Teresasaid as| closed the laptop. “I’ll run you a nice bubble bath.”

| shook my head. “1 need to go see Henry first. He should hear it from me.”

“I"ll go with you.”

It was on the tip of my tongue to protest, but then | realized that it would be nice to
have someone with me. | could handle it myself, but with Teresa around, maybe |
didn’t haveto.

“1 need to tell you something,” | said, leaning my hip against my desk and looking
her in the eye. “I love you.”

Teresa’ s eyes widened. “Are you sure? It’ s not just the adrenaline talking?’

| shook my head. “I never believed in love at first sight before, but the fact is, | fell a
little bit in love with you the day we met, and it’ s just gotten stronger every day since
then. | know it's crazy, especially when we've known each other for such a short
time, but you're it for me, Teresa. | want to spend the rest of my life with you, no
matter what it takes.”

Teresa opened her mouth to speak, and | held up my hand to stop her. “Don’t feel like
you have to say anything back. | know you’ ve got the physiological connection to me
because of the fated mate thing, but | hope someday you'll have an emotional
connection too.”



She stalked closer, her expression tender. “I already have an emotional connection,
Flora. | love you too. It’'s not just because of my vampire,” she placed her hand over
her heart. “| feel it here too.”
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She stepped closer, pressing her lips against mine, and my entire body relaxed. When
I’d been with Jacob I'd been scared, no doubt about it, but I’d also been strangely
calm because I'dknown in my heart that this woman, this vampire, would do
everything she could to find me. | never doubted it.

| had no idea how we were going to make things between us work with our very
different lives, but | didn’t doubt we'd figure it out. Together.

| shifted on the desk, opening my legs so Teresa could step between them, deepening
the kiss. | gripped her ass cheeks in my hands, pulling her closer and tilting my head
to give her better access.

We just stood there for several long minutes, arms around each other, kissing like we
had all the time in the world. There was a world of emotion in that kiss, and a
promise of what was to come. When we pulled apart, | looked into those icy blue
eyes and took a quivering breath.

“l1 want nothing more than to lay you on that couch and lick your pussy until you
come al over my face,” | told her. “But | need to go talk to Henry. He should hear
what happened from me, not the police. And when we're done there, I'm going to fire
you as my bodyguard.”

“Fire me?’ Teresaasked in confusion.

“It turns out | don't need a bodyguard anymore,” | told her. “I do however have an
opening for a girlfriend. Do you think you might be interested in the job?’



Teresa shook her head. “I think I’'m more interested in the job of spouse.”

| pretended to consider her words. “I'll tell you what. Let's see how you do as a
girlfriend and if things go well, I'll promote you after we do your performance
evaluation.”

“You'vegot adeal.”

For al my big talk, after spending a few hours comforting a distraught Henry we
were both too exhausted to do anything when we got back to my house. | texted Amy
to let her know | was taking a sick day tomorrow. Then after | started nodding off
during my bubble bath, Teresa wrapped me in a towel, helped me find a nightgown,
then put me to bed.

When | woke up again, it was just after one in the morning. | sat up and took a drink
of water, then used the restroom. By the time | returned, Teresa was awake too.

“Sorry to wake you,” | whispered. “I was both dying of thirst and dying to pee.”

She smirked in the dim glow of the bedside lamp she’d turned on. “I’m glad you feel
comfortable enough with me to share your bio functions.”

“l feel comfortable enough with you to do aimost anything,” | said, taking a little
flying leap and landing on the bottom of the bed. | tore off the blanket, then made my
way up between her legs.

As usual, Teresa was wearing only a tank top and panties to bed. | dlid her panties
down, baring her pussy, and immediately lowered my head for along, leisurely lick.
She made a cute little noise, and | did it again before separating her lower lips with
my fingers to dip inside her channel. | kept up my slow pace, licking up her arousal
as | explored her folds. When | sucked her clitoris into my mouth, Teresa's hips



punched up and she let out a growl that was decidedly not human.

“Wait,” she gasped.

| stopped immediately. “What’s wrong? Did | hurt you?’

She shook her head. “No, I...”

She sat up, and | pushed back so | was sitting on my heels, watching her carefully.

“1 want to claim you,” she said. “| want to bite you and give you the mate mark, so
that we're joined forever. But if you' re not ready, we can wait.”

“I don’t want to wait,” | said. “I know al | need to know. Y ou are the woman | want
to be with forever, Teresa”

In a flash she grabbed my hips and spun me around so | landed on my back on the
bed. | opened my legs, and she straddled one of my thighs with both of hers. Her
fingers went to my channel, sliding in and out. When she found me dripping wet and
ready for her, Teresa dlid two fingers deep inside me without preamble.

As she started fucking me with her fingers, Teresa lowered her head, kissing me
deeply. Her tongue dlid against mine, the kiss turning rougher as she ground her
pussy against my thigh. Wanting to help her along, | slid one of my hands between
us, sliding up underneath her shirt and finding a nipple. | gave her a hard pinch and
Teresa cried out, picking up speed.

When she curled her fingers deep inside me, | lost control, crying out Teresa’ s name
as the waves of pleasure crashed through me. She moved my head to the side, and
then | felt her teeth sinking into the skin at the base of my neck.



| cried out, first in pain, then in pleasure. White hot energy filled my body, quickly
followed by what could only be described as excited euphoria. Teresa licked at the
wound, sealing it, then her hips picked up speed as she ground against me almost
frantically.

| bent my knees, pressing my feet into the mattress and flipping us so | was on top. |
dlid my hand down, pressing my thumb firmly against her clitoris, dliding it back and
forth until Teresafound her own release.

When she was finished we lay side by side, both of us gasping for breath. As crazy as
it sounded, | could feel the first tendrils of the mate bond taking effect, connecting me
with my mate in away | never imagined.

“l can... feel you somehow,” | said in wonder. “It's almost like your presence isin
my brain, and | can feel your emotions.”

“Y eah, metoo. It’s hella cool, huh?”’
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| slid down to wrap her in my arms, hugging her close.

“It'sredly cool, mate.”

Epilogue — Teresa

Eight yearslater...

“On guard!”

| watched as my seven year old daughter Luisa brandished a sword at Boris' s son. He
was only five and a half, but as the son of two bears shifters, EImo could easily pass
for twice his age. Built like alinebacker, he towered over my daughter and was twice
as broad.

The two kids played with their plastic swords, both of them dancing around and
attacking as if they were really in battle. EImo got past Luisa' s defenses, then pulled
his sword at the last minute, trying not to hurt her.

My daughter pouted. “Don’'t go easy on me, EImo!”

She smacked the flat edge of her sword against his shoulder in emphasis.

“Papasays| can’'t hurt agirl!”

“I'mnot agirl, I’'mavampire!” Luisaran toward me. “Tell him, Mommy!”



Before | could answer Flora interjected from the seat next to me. “You're both,
swestie, agirl and avampire.”

Satisfied, Luisa went back to her battle, viciously stabbing her sword towards EImo,
just like I'd taught her. She'’d make a fine fighter someday. Then | noticed
something...

“Is she wearing lipstick?’ | asked Flora.

She shrugged. “ Probably.”

“And why isthere glitter on her eyelids?’

“It's part of Meyer Beauty’s spring glitter eye shadow line,” she said proudly. “It's
our top seller of the year.”

| suppressed a smile. Sword fighting and make-up — our daughter was the perfect
blend of the two of us.

Over the last eight years, Flora had continued to thrive in her role as CEO at Meyer
Beauty. She'd implemented higher levels ofsustainability and carbon neutral
production that had increased profits while producing ethical products.

I’d moved into the mansion not long after we were mated. At first I'd hesitated, but
after seeing my one bedroom apartment in downtown Seattle, Flora put her foot
down. She’d made several excellent points about the security levels of her mansion
and the convenience of the basement gym and outdoor pool. She’'d even agreed to
build me a basketball court. | couldn’t argue with that.

The nice thing about having a giant house was that we always had space for guests or
the occasional strays we seemed to pick up.



My job at Sapphic Security still kept me busy. We'd had so many kids between us
that Lois had finally agreed to rent out some space on the bottom floor to a daycare
company that specialized in caring for supernatural infants and toddlers. | wouldn't
say that Lois had softened over the years, but she definitely believed in taking care of
her agents, trying hard to ensure that we' d stay with the company.

Flora groaned next to me, her hand coming to her enormous belly. She was eight
months aong in her second pregnancy, and soon we'd be welcoming another
daughter, who we planned to name Henrietta after Flora's godfather. Henry had
passed away last year. His son Jake was still in prison after being convicted of a
myriad of charges from drug possession to stalking and kidnapping.

“What’ s the matter?’ | asked. “Y ou're not having contractions are you?”’

Flora shook her head. “No, your little vampire child is kicking on my spine.”

She was totally having contractions. Sometimes Flora forgot that with the mate bond
| could alwaystell when she was lying.

My mate had been eager to carry our children, but she didn’'t have a lot of viable
eggs, so we'd extracted mine to mix with donor sperm for implantation in Flora's
womb. We had a few friends who’d done the same thing and been happy that they
did. It made the baby feel like they were biologically part of both of us.

We' d worried that her endometriosis would prevent Flora from carrying a child, and
I’d been ready to step up and do it, even though | wasn’t super excited about carrying
the baby myself. But her illness had improved dramatically after a laparoscopic
procedure she had shortly after we got together, and the doctor cleared her to carry
our children.

The chair next to me creaked as Boris dropped into it, his hair slicked back from a



shower.

“Where have you been, Boris?’ | asked. “The party started an hour ago.”
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When his mate arrived with little EImo all she' d said was that he wastied up at work.

“1 help Angie with bad guys,” he said. “She is coming after she drops off at police.
Brotherstoo.”

“Well your son has been a perfect guest,” Flora told him with a sunny smile. “We
sent your mate to take anap.”

Like Flora, Boris's mate Elena was heavily pregnant, although she was much more
miserable about it than my own mate. Probably because she was carrying twin bears.

Over the years the original Sapphic Security team had stayed good friends with Boris
and his brothers, and any new members were immediately adopted into the fold by
the bears. We all made one big messy but happy family.

Flora groaned again, and then | saw the liquid seep out from between her legs.

“Damn it, my water broke.”

“Boris?’

“1 watch your cub my friends,” Boris said, knowing immediately what | was going to
ask. “You go have baby now. Make me godfather.”

After telling Luisa goodbye and extracting a promise that she would listen to Boris
and his mate, it was time to go to the hospital. | pulled Flora up out of her chair,
putting my arm around her and leading her around to the garage.



“Come on Mama, let’s go expand our perfect little family.”

***



