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      Dylan stared at the man sitting next to her and, for the first time in her life, considered committing homicide.

      While she would never be a shy, retiring flower, she knew how to control her impulses. Especially illegal ones.

      But as Todd continued to speak, she gripped her steak knife and fought the urge to stab him with it. Maybe she could maim him a little by jamming into his arm since his hand was currently creeping up her thigh toward her crotch.

      "Take your hand off me," she demanded. Her voice wasn't as loud as she would like because her teeth were currently clenched together in anger.

      "C'mon, darlin'. This is date number three. We both know what that means."

      As his fingers came closer to her private area, she'd had enough. Though it was difficult, Dylan released the steak knife, reached down to grab his wrist, and tried to yank his hand away from her.

      Instead of releasing her, he gripped her thigh. Hard.

      She gasped in pain and, without thinking it through, grabbed his whiskey and tossed it into his face.

      Finally, her voice broke free and she yelled, "Keep your hands off me, you bastard!"

      All eyes turned toward them as she got to her feet, the barstool she'd been sitting on crashed to the ground in a clatter of wood and metal.

      "You bitch!" he yelled back, grabbing for her wrist.

      Dylan did exactly what she'd been dreaming of doing all night. She punched him in the face.

      He howled in pain and cupped both hands over his nose as it began to bleed.

      "For your information, asshole, three dates doesn't mean you can grab me and expect me to like it," she continued, shaking the pain out of her hand. Damn, she'd never punched someone before. It hurt almost as much as his grip on her thigh had.

      "I'm going to press charges," he said, his voice muffled by his hands.

      "Fine. I'll press charges, too."

      "I didn't do anything to you," he replied, releasing his face long enough to grab a napkin and press it to his nose.

      "You tried to stick your hand between my legs after I told you to stop," she shot back. "I'm pretty sure that's considered sexual assault."

      "Like you could prove it."

      A female voice rang out. "I'd be happy to provide a statement to the police."

      Dylan glanced over and saw the bartender standing directly beside them, a smirk on her face.

      "I saw what you did and heard her tell you to stop. Not just that, but there are cameras in each corner. I imagine I caught the whole thing on film."

      Todd scowled at her, the threatening look ruined by the bloodstained napkin he held to his face.

      The man who'd been sitting on the other side of Dylan stepped forward. "I'll be giving my statement as well." He gave Todd a look of disgust.

      Todd glared at the man, then at Dylan. "You know what? Forget it. I can't believe I wasted my money on taking you out three times when you obviously don't appreciate it."

      "You mean when you refused to let me pay for my own meals each time?" Dylan asked, crossing her arms over her chest. "Was that because you wanted me to feel obligated to let you grope me?"

      "Fuck you!" Todd yelled.

      "Okay, that's it," the bartender said. "You have ten seconds to get your ass out of my place or I'm calling the cops and pressing charges myself."

      Todd didn't argue, just grabbed his jacket with one hand and stormed out, his other hand still holding the napkin to his nose.

      Dylan let out a long breath and suddenly felt extremely tired.

      "Here, ma'am."

      She looked over and saw the man who'd spoken up setting her bar stool upright.

      "Have a seat," he said. He glanced at the bartender. "Why don't you get her a drink, Carly? Put it on my tab."

      "That's okay," Dylan said.

      Carly ignored her and spoke to the man. "Don't worry about it, Bob. It's on the house."

      Dylan sat down and stared at the remains of her dinner. She hadn't eaten much because she'd been so uncomfortable. It had been a mistake to accept Todd's invitation. Their first date had been okay, which was why she accepted a second date. Dylan had given it a shot because she knew how hard it was to make a good first impression when you were nervous. She’d been nervous on their first date, too.

      The second date had been less than mediocre. Todd had talked about himself all night long, drunk too much, and made offensive jokes.

      She'd tried to refuse his invitation to a third date, but had given in when he sent her a message and apologized, saying he'd drunk too much and that wasn't like him.

      Never again, Dylan decided.

      This was the fourth human man in a row she'd found on a dating app and it was clear that this wasn't working.

      Were all human males this rude and entitled?

      As Carly made her drink and Bob settled on his stool beside her, Dylan realized that wasn't a fair thought. The two humans helping her now seemed very nice and one of them was a man.

      "Are you okay?" Carly asked as she set another glass of red wine in front of Dylan.

      "Yeah. Thanks. I'm so sorry about the scene."

      Carly waved it off. "Don't worry about it. I was about to come over and distract him before you threw his drink in his face."

      Dylan couldn't help smiling at the woman. "Really?"

      "Yeah. I've dealt with my fair share of assholes, too. We women have to stick together."

      "I'm sorry I didn't say something either," Bob said from beside Dylan. "I saw what was happening when you told him to take his hand off you and wasn't sure if you'd welcome my interference or not."

      Carly shot Bob a sharp look. "Whether it's welcome or not, you should still help a woman in distress."

      "Yes, ma'am," he drawled, taking a sip of his beer. "I promise I will next time."

      "I appreciate both of you for your help," Dylan said, looking at Bob. "Even if it did come a little late."

      Bob smiled at her, revealing a crooked eyetooth that was oddly endearing. "Next time, I won't hesitate. I promise."

      "It's okay, Bob. It wasn't your fight," Dylan reassured him. "But you came through when I truly needed you." She paused. "Besides, I kinda enjoyed punching him in the nose after he grabbed me like that."

      She rubbed her thigh. It was likely it would be bruised when she got home. As would her knuckles.

      Carly moved away for a moment and came back with a plastic bag half-filled with ice cubes. "Here, put this on your hand." She glanced down at the plate. "I'll put this in a to-go box for you," she said.

      "Thanks," Dylan said, feeling like she'd said the word too much over the past few minutes. "Bring me the check, too."

      Carly opened her mouth as though to argue and Dylan shook her head.

      "I'm paying for the food and drinks," she stated. "If you don't bring me the bill, I'll just leave a bunch of cash in the tip jar to cover it."

      The other woman sighed. "Fine, but that glass of wine in your hand is on me."

      Dylan smiled and lifted the glass to toast the bartender.

      Carly laughed and carried Dylan's plate off to the kitchen.

      "So, how'd you meet that guy?" Bob asked from beside her.

      "Dating app," Dylan answered. "He's the fourth guy I've been matched with and definitely the last."

      Bob frowned. "You're giving up?"

      "For now, at least," Dylan answered. "I need a break from dating after this mess."

      "Aw, sweetie, you shouldn't give up on finding love," he said, patting her hand. "No one should go through life alone."

      When Dylan stared at his hand on hers, he chuckled and moved it. "Don't worry," he said, lifting his left hand and flashing a wide gold band. "I've been married for nearly thirty years now to my Sally. Still think she's the prettiest girl I ever met, too."

      Dylan smiled. "How'd you meet her?"

      "Blind date," he answered.

      They both laughed and the last bit of tension in Dylan's neck vanished.

      By the time Carly returned with a pair of to-go containers in a plastic bag, Dylan had finished her glass of wine and was thoroughly enjoying her conversation with Bob.

      "Where's your wife tonight?" Dylan asked as she fished her wallet out of her purse.

      "Girls' night," Bob answered, winking at Carly. "Once every couple of weeks, she goes out to dinner with a few of her friends and leaves me at loose ends, so I come here and flirt with Carly."

      The bartender laughed. "Only because you know I'd never take you seriously."

      Dylan handed her debit card over to the bartender along with a twenty. "The cash is for you."

      The woman tried to refuse but Dylan shook her head. "Take it or you'll just find it in the jar later."

      Carly relented. "Well, thank you." She carried the card to the register and ran it through the machine, returning in a few moments with the slip for Dylan to sign.

      "I hope y'all have a good night," Dylan said to both of them as she put her card away and gathered her things. "I appreciate you both."

      "Remember what I said," Bob replied. "Don't give up on love."

      "I'm not giving up," Dylan assured him. "Just taking a break."

      "Don't take too long of one," he said.

      "We'll see."

      He shook his head and waved her off, but he was still smiling.

      "Come see me sometime," Carly said.

      "I will."

      Dylan left the restaurant and didn't start shaking until she parked in front of her little duplex. It was small and older, but it had charm.

      Such as the built-in bookshelves on two walls in the living room. Since books were her first love, they'd sealed the deal when she saw this place.

      When the door was shut and locked behind Dylan, she kicked off her shoes and carried the leftovers into the kitchen.

      Her hands trembled as she put them in the fridge. The shudders increased as she walked into the living room and collapsed on the couch. Tears filled her eyes but she blinked rapidly to clear them. She would not cry. That bastard didn't deserve her tears.

      As she inhaled air deep into her lungs, long strands of ivy crept over her shoulders, wrapping around her arms and torso. Dylan relaxed into the embrace, letting her plants comfort her.

      Though she disliked camping and hiking, Dylan was still a wood nymph. She might prefer houseplants to nature, but she still needed living things around her. Her backyard garden was lush and beautiful, filled with plants, trees, and small forest creatures who were drawn to her magic.

      "No more humans," Dylan murmured. The ivy seemed to agree with her for it squeezed her briefly.

      Another vine flowed to the side table where she'd thrown a stack of mail earlier and lifted the envelopes toward her.

      "Thank you," Dylan sighed, taking the stack.

      Idly, she began to go through the envelopes. Bill. Junk. Bill. Junk. Oh, a catalog from Ulta. Beneath that, there was a large postcard emblazoned with gold script.

      Mystical Matchmakers. Frowning, Dylan turned the card over.

      Out of touch with the times?

      Have trouble connecting?

      Are phones, apps, and computers too confusing?

      Mystical Matchmakers can help!

      All immortals welcome.

      Find the paranormal romance you've been searching for.

      Dylan scoffed. How in the hell had they found her address? She didn't need a matchmaking service. She didn't need a matchmaker to tell her if she was compatible with someone else. Dylan could decide that for herself.

      She started to toss the postcard to the side, but the ivy nudged her.

      "What?" she asked. "Are you seriously suggesting that I use the service?"

      The ivy nudged her again.

      "Fine," she sighed. "I'll think about it."

      The vines lifted the card from her but she knew she would see it again. All living things had a sort of spirit, an intelligence. It was only that creatures such as herself were able to communicate with them.

      The plants in her home were like friends. And like friends, they didn't always agree with each other.

      She didn't intend to go to that matchmaking service. Not now. Not ever.
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      Clay Dugan was at the end of his rope.

      It wasn't financial problems or issues at work that were plaguing him.

      It was women.

      One in particular and he couldn't get rid of her, no matter how hard he tried.

      "Mother, I've told you no every time you've asked me this. When will you accept it?" he asked in exasperation.

      "When it becomes yes," she retorted, her voice tart. "You are thirty-five years old, Barclay. It's time you provided me with grandchildren before I'm too old to enjoy them."

      Hiding his wince at her use of his full first name, he gestured to the three trollings running amok in the yard outside his woodshop. "And what are they?"

      Sydney Dugan huffed in annoyance. "Your sister’s children are a joy, but I have baby fever."

      "Then ask Rona when she's having her fourth because I'm not marrying some girl just to have a trolling."

      "That's not the only reason I want to see you settle down," his mother argued. "You've been alone for a while now. Don't you get lonely? Don't you want someone to talk to, to share your life with?"

      Not really, but Clay knew he couldn't say that to her because she would smack him upside the head and, as she was also a troll, that smack would hurt like hell.

      "Someday, yes. But not today."

      His mother remained silent and he felt a shaft of hope dart through him. Maybe she would finally drop this subject for a while.

      "You're right, of course," his mother said. "Why bother doing anything to make your old, ailing mother happy?"

      Clay closed his eyes and let his head drop. Shit. The guilt trip. Something his mother excelled at.

      There was no chance at all he was getting out of this without being set up on a blind date with one of his mother's friend's daughters, nieces, or cousins.

      When Sydney Dugan resorted to guilt, she had something planned and you'd best go along with it or get flattened.

      He couldn't just give up easily though. It wasn't in his nature. In fact, he was certain that stubbornness came from his mother.

      "You're not sick, Mother. You're the picture of health."

      "But I'm old?" she asked, arching a brow at him.

      Shit, shit, shit. How did he always get himself in the hole without even picking up a shovel?

      "Of course not!" he argued, abandoning the table leg he was sanding to go over to her. Clay took her by the shoulders and gave her kiss on each cheek. "Anyone who doesn't know us thinks you and Rona are sisters rather than mother and daughter."

      His mother gave him a sharp look but seemed to abandon her irritation with him.

      "That's a lovely thing to say, even if it's not true."

      Actually, it was. Though they were trolls, they aged slowly. His mother was nearing her seventies and she still looked no older than forty.

      "It is absolutely true," he stated, releasing her to go back to his table leg. Maybe he'd distracted her from the earlier conversation and she'd finally leave him in peace.

      "Thank you." She sniffed. After a moment's pause, she said, "I know how much you despise my matchmaking attempts, so I've done something you should find less irritating."

      "And what's that, Mother?" he asked absently, immersing himself in the grain and shape of the wood beneath his hand. He should have known better than to take his full attention away from his mother and her scheming.

      "I've signed you up at Mystical Matchmakers. They specialize in fae and other immortal creatures. I've spoken to Dominique at length about you and she promised me that she would find you the most suitable female."

      Clay froze in mid-motion and looked up at her. "You what?"

      "I've signed you up with a matchmaker," his mother repeated, assuring him that he hadn't suddenly gone insane.

      He tossed the sandpaper aside as fury filled him. He flexed his fingers and noticed the green tinge to his skin. Clay took several deep breaths, attempting to calm himself before he spoke. If he trolled out, his mom wouldn’t speak to him for a couple of weeks. Though, after this, he might not mind the silence.

      "Tell me you're joking," he said.

      His mother seemed oblivious to the fact that he was a hairsbreadth from trolling out. "It's for the best, dear. Dominique will be here at the house at one for your intake interview."

      Without waiting for him to respond, she gathered her bag and strolled out of the woodshop to gather his two nieces and nephew.

      "What the hell just happened?" he asked, but his tools had no response.
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      While Clay was tempted to leave the house for the rest of the day, he knew better. If he avoided this situation, his mother would just arrange things so that he had no way to escape. Such as at the next family gathering. With his sister, brother-in-law, and perhaps his aunts and uncles all watching.

      Disgusted with the entire situation, he went into the house at twelve to wash up and eat a quick lunch before this Dominique arrived.

      She was probably his mother's age and homely.

      Still, he made sure to brush his teeth after he ate his tuna sandwich with lots of onions and dill relish just the way he liked. Trolls already had a less than flattering reputation amongst other fae creatures. No need to have bad breath and reinforce that belief.

      He'd just dried his face and hands when the doorbell rang.

      Clay looked at himself in the mirror and shook his head. He had no doubt that this would be a pointless endeavor. When it proved to be, he would use the situation to convince his mother to stop meddling in his love life.

      He brushed a bit of sawdust off his shirt and walked to the front door, fully expecting a plump matron with grey hair and an unfortunate hat.

      Instead, he found a tall, statuesque woman with long golden hair, glowing golden skin, and eyes of ice blue. She was a vision. Perfection. Her pin-up curves were draped with a dusky blue dress that clung in all the right places but managed to look professional at the same time.

      "Uh..." Clay had no idea what to say.

      The gorgeous creature smiled at him. "Hello, my name is Dominique Proxa. You must be Barclay Dugan." She held out her hand as she stepped inside.

      "Guh," he replied, taking her hand on autopilot.

      "Your mother told me so much about you."

      "Um." He had to get his shit together and actually string a collection of sounds into a coherent sentence. "Please, come in." Like a specter, the voice of his mother drifted through his mind, reminding him to be a good host. "May I get you something to drink?"

      Dominique shook her head, releasing a delicate cloud of fragrance. Her perfume was subtle but just as intoxicating as the lady wearing it.

      "Please come into the living room," he said, gesturing to his left.

      He watched her walk into the room and admired the view for a moment. Then, he released a long breath. As beautiful as she was, she was way out of his league. And likely high maintenance. Something he didn't deal with well.

      Still, she was enough to drain all his common sense.

      Clay followed her into the living room and sat down in one of his favorite chairs. She was looking around, smiling.

      "Your mother told me that you made furniture. Did you make all of this?"

      He shrugged. "Just the shelves and this chair. Oh, and the coffee table. Upholstery isn't my strength, so I bought the couch from some big furniture store."

      "Well, what you did make is absolutely lovely," she said, turning that smile at him.

      He felt his brain cells dying and cleared his throat.

      "Thank you," he answered, his voice gruff.

      "You're welcome." She leaned over and lifted a large leather bag into her lap. He hadn't noticed it when she came in because he was so blinded by her. "Now, we should get started. Some of my questions will seem strange, but you'd be surprised how often little details can be a problem when finding someone a match."

      "Ms. Proxa—" Clay began.

      "Dominique, please," she interrupted.

      "Dominique, look, I need to be honest with you. I really don't want to use your service. You see, my mother is the one who—"

      She laughed, the sound as bright and appealing as a bell. "I understand." She folded her hands on top of her bag. "You see, she's already paid for the first month of service, though, and we don't offer refunds unless we're unable to find you a suitable match within a year."

      Clay winced. "How about this? I'll do the interview and go on one date. Then, I won't have wasted my mother's money and I can convince her that this is a horrible idea."

      Dominique cocked her head to one side. "Why do you think this is a horrible idea?"

      "Look at me," he said, waving a hand over his upper body. "I'm big, rough, and ugly. I'm literally a troll. Other fae aren't exactly crazy about my kind. I doubt you'll be able to find anyone who would be interested in meeting me."

      The small smile on her face faded away. "That's not true," she said. "You may be big and a little rough around the edges, but you're striking. You're also talented, successful, and based on what I've seen of your home, not a slob. I can only go on what your mother has said about your personality, but she said while you were grumpy and often a man of few words, that you have a kind, gentle heart. And that was why you don't date anymore. Because it hurt too much when women rejected you."

      Clay sighed. "Wow, she's told you quite a lot, hasn't she?" He rubbed a hand over his face.

      Dominique smiled at him, this time it was the barest curve of lips. "You aren't the only one who has trouble finding love, you know."

      He scoffed. "Yeah, I'm sure you have a really hard time getting a man's attention." Then he cringed. "I'm so sorry. That was uncalled for."

      Dominique shrugged. "You're right. My looks do attract attention." She set her bag to the side and folded her hands in her lap. "But that attention is usually from men that feel they're entitled to my time and even my body due to their money, family, or looks. I don't know about you, but that isn't what I want in my relationships."

      "You're right," Clay admitted. "I wouldn't want that either." He hesitated, but finally admitted, "I'm a bit envious though. It seems as though every woman I like doesn't return the feeling. It's easier just to avoid women all together."

      "Look, I have a very high success rate in matches," Dominique said. "Unlike a lot of the dating services and apps available right now, I actually want my clients to find true love, even if it means I'll eventually be out of a job because there are no more matches to make. Everyone deserves love, no matter what. Please, just give me a month to help you. I usually find three to four matches for a client within that time. Surely one of them would be someone whose company you would enjoy."

      Clay hesitated again, but felt himself wavering. Despite the fact that he could never, ever admit it to his mother, he was lonely. Sure, he missed sex, but he also missed conversation. A woman to snuggle up with him on the couch while they watched movies. Someone to care when he dinged himself up in the wood shop or to celebrate with when he sold an expensive piece.

      "Okay, it's a deal," he said.

      The smile that spread across Dominique's face was like watching the sun rise—beautiful, bright, and enough to make a man stop breathing.

      "I promise you won't regret it," she said.

      "I hope not."

      She reached into her tote and pulled out a sleek black folder, embossed with silver letters that read "Mystical Matchmakers."

      "Now, I want you to answer my questions as honestly as possible," she said. "I will not judge you for any of your answers. The honesty is important because it will help me find a companion for you that is just right."

      "Can I ask you a quick question first?"

      "Of course."

      "How did you get into this matchmaking stuff?" Clay asked.

      "It's a family trade," Dominique answered. "My mother comes from a long line of fairy godmothers."

      "Fairy godmothers?" Clay asked, his eyes wide. "I thought they only worked in the magical realm."

      Dominique shrugged. "Usually they do, but because I'm half human, I wasn't allowed to join them. So, I came to the human realm and opened my business. There are plenty of fae and other supernatural creatures who want to find love and who live here. I can give them the same services that my family does."

      "So, you came here because you weren't allowed to do this in Magic?" He used the shortened version of their realm because it had no true name. Over the years, it had morphed from “magical realm” into “Magic.”

      "Yes, and because most of the creatures here are the kind who find Magic a less than tolerant place. As you said earlier, certain species do find it hard to find partners due to their lineage. And I feel that's not right. Everyone deserves love, no matter what sort of creature they are."

      She radiated sincerity. Clay knew it could be faked, but he didn't think so. Despite her perfect appearance, Dominique was a flesh and blood woman and she had a purpose.

      Clay could admire that.

      "All right," he said, rubbing his hands together. "Let the inquisition begin."

      Instead of getting offended, Dominique laughed and rolled her eyes. "It's not as bad as that, I promise."

      "If I have to bare my inner soul, it's that bad."

      "Just be honest and it will all be fine," she assured him.

      Clay had difficulty believing that, but there was something about Dominique that made him trust her. Maybe it was the fairy godmother blood or maybe it was because she didn't take herself too seriously.

      Either way, he was going to give this a try.

      What could go wrong in one month?
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      Two weeks after that last awful date, Dylan found the postcard from Mystical Matchmakers on her refrigerator for the fifth morning in a row.

      "Fine!" she shouted. "I'll call today."

      She could feel the approval of her ivy from the kitchen.

      Grumbling beneath her breath, she went over to the coffeemaker and started brewing a cup. For the last week, she'd been tossing that card away every time it appeared on the fridge. It seemed her little friends didn't want her to be alone any longer.

      She finished making her coffee and carried it into the bathroom. One long, hot shower later, she pulled the curtain back to find the damn card stuck to her steamy bathroom mirror.

      "For God’s sake," she griped. "I told you I'd call and I will. At least let me get ready for work first."

      Knowing that she wouldn't get a moment's peace if she didn't follow through, she dried her hair, dressed, and put on her make-up. She made another cup of coffee and, as she sipped it, dialed the number on the card.

      To her surprise, a woman answered on the third ring, her voice rich and warm.

      "Mystical Matchmakers."

      Taken aback, Dylan said, "Hello, I'm calling about signing up for services."

      "How lovely. Well, the first thing we need to do is an intake interview. Could you come by sometime today?"

      Today was Dylan's half day at the bookstore. She could do it and she knew if she didn't, her ivy wouldn't let it go.

      Resigning herself to go through with this, she answered, "I'm free any time after two." She actually got off work at noon but she wanted to go to lunch and have a margarita before she went through with this.

      "Lovely. I'll pencil you in for two-thirty. You'll be meeting with my assistant, Ms. Salt, and she'll handle your interview. Please give me your name and phone number."

      Dylan was tempted to just hang up then and there, but she answered anyway. "I'm Dylan Hayes." She gave her phone number and the woman on the other end confirmed the time once more.

      "Welcome to Mystical Matchmakers, Ms. Hayes. I'm sure we can help you."

      She'd heard that before and didn't believe it for an instant.

      But she was going to try one more time before she gave up on dating completely. If for no other reason than to get some peace from her plants and the creatures that lived among the trees and flowers in the back yard.

      "Thank you. I hope you're right," she finally answered before she said good-bye and hung up.

      Dylan finished getting ready and went into the kitchen to grab a quick breakfast before she left for work.

      She checked on her plants and felt their satisfaction.

      "Yeah, yeah," she muttered. "Gloat now, but if this goes badly, I'm blaming all of you."

      It did nothing to lessen their triumph, so Dylan made a travel mug of coffee and left the house. Though she didn't want to admit it, she hoped that things did work out at Mystical Matchmakers. She was ready to find someone to share her life with.

      But she wasn't going to continue to bang her head against a wall if she continued to end up with men who couldn't treat her the way she deserved to be treated.

      It was better to be alone than in a relationship that didn't fulfill her.
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      Dylan didn't have time to brood about her interview that afternoon. As soon as she arrived at the bookstore, she was on the move. There were customers waiting at the door when she unlocked it, orders to place, shelves to dust and stock, and a myriad of other tasks that needed to be accomplished before she left for the day at noon.

      She was in the middle of restocking shelves when someone tapped on her shoulder.

      Dylan turned and saw a woman standing beside her.

      "Hello," she greeted the woman. "Can I help you find something?"

      The woman smiled. "Yes, please. I'm looking for the new Nora Roberts."

      Dylan bit back a sigh of irritation. The woman would have walked right past the table holding a stack of copies when she came into the store. It was in front of the entry, big as life.

      Still, it was her job to help customers.

      "Of course." Dylan put the dust cloth on the shelf and wiped her hands on her jeans. "Please come with me."

      She led the woman toward the front of the store. "How are you today?"

      "Oh, I'm fine," the woman answered, studying Dylan. "I'm Zelda," she continued.

      "I'm Dylan. It's nice to meet you."

      "Do you enjoy reading, Dylan?" Zelda asked.

      "Yes, ma'am. It's one of my favorite pastimes."

      "Mine, too. There are so many days I find the company of books less stressful than that of people."

      Dylan glanced at the woman, taking a moment to truly look at her. She had short auburn hair and smooth, pale skin, yet she felt an impression of maturity.

      Zelda reinforced it when she eyed Dylan again and said, "You know, I have a nephew about your age who loves to read."

      Knowing exactly where the woman was heading with that conversational gambit, Dylan replied, "How nice. Do the two of you discuss books often?"

      Zelda laughed, seeing through the segue immediately. "Not really. He prefers thrillers and murder mysteries. I like both of those, but I also love a good romance." She dropped the subject of her nephew and asked, "What do you like to read?"

      Dylan shrugged. "A little of everything. Romance, of course, paranormal, fantasy, and the occasional thriller as well. I also like non-fiction."

      "It sounds like you're very well-rounded when it comes to genres," Zelda commented as Dylan came to a halt.

      "I try. It helps me lead customers to new books." She reached down and picked up a hardback copy of the latest release from Nora Roberts. "Like this one," she said, handing it to Zelda.

      "Oh, I feel silly. I walked right past this when I came in," the other woman said. "I'm sorry to have bothered you instead of opening up my eyes and paying attention to my surroundings."

      "It was no trouble at all," Dylan said.

      Surprisingly, she meant it. Despite her initial annoyance at being interrupted, she'd enjoyed the short conversation with Zelda.

      "Is there anything else I can help you with?" she asked.

      Zelda shook her head. "No, thank you. I believe I'll browse for a bit."

      Dylan smiled. "Please ring the bell up front when you're ready to check out and I'll come right up."

      "Thank you, dear." The other woman studied Dylan for a moment. "Are you sure you wouldn't like to discuss my nephew a bit more? He's handsome, hardworking, and single."

      Dylan couldn't hold back a laugh. "That's very sweet, but I don't think it would be a good idea."

      Zelda took the refusal with a laugh. "Well, I have to try. The boy just doesn't seem interested in dating. It's not healthy."

      Dylan figured that the woman's matchmaking attempts probably drove the poor man nuts but instead of agreeing or disagreeing, she merely made a humming sound in the back of her throat.

      After another moment, she left Zelda to her browsing and went back to dusting shelves.

      While she worked, she wondered if there was something about her appearance that made people believe she was terminally single. She was, but she'd never thought it was obvious.

      Dylan was grateful that Zelda didn't mention her nephew again when she rang the bell up front. As she handed Zelda the bag full of books, the older woman looked at her, her expression gentle.

      "You've been very kind and helpful today, Dylan. Thank you."

      Something about the woman's demeanor made Dylan's chest tight. "It was really my pleasure."

      Zelda smiled and left, but she seemed sad.

      Dylan watched her leave and hoped that she would return. Despite her meddling ways, she seemed like a very nice lady and Dylan would like to see her again.

      The rest of the morning went by in a blur and soon it was noon.

      Dylan's stomach clutched as she clocked out of work. She wanted to deny that she was nervous about the upcoming meeting, but she couldn't lie to herself.

      What if, after all this trouble, they told her she wasn't a good fit for this service?

      She knew it could happen and rejection sucked, no matter how nicely done.

      As Dylan walked out to her car, her phone vibrated. She pulled it out of her bag and glanced at the screen.

      I can't wait to see you again.

      Frowning, she studied the phone number. It wasn't one she recognized.

      She texted back, Wrong number.

      The reply was nearly immediate. Isn't this Dylan?

      She hesitated. She rarely gave out her phone number.

      Who's this?

      Dylan waited but there was no reply.

      A chill slithered down her spine as she stared at the screen, waiting, but nothing happened.

      Finally, Dylan tucked the phone back in her bag. Whoever messaged her was probably working and couldn't reply. Maybe it was a friend of a friend or something like that.

      Still, she couldn't shake the shadow of unease.

      It didn't matter. They hadn't replied, so there was no need worrying about it.

      Not when she had to go answer a bunch of questions about her thoughts on relationships, compatibility, what she thought was important in a significant other, and her goals and plans for the next few years.

      Half the time she didn't understand why dating services needed to know all of that, but she supposed it didn't matter. If she could have found her own man without help, she probably would have done so by now.

      But, first, she needed to grab some lunch.

      One couldn't bare her soul on an empty stomach. And she was definitely going to need some liquid courage in the form of a margarita as well.
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      This was Clay's third date in as many weeks and he was not in a great mood.

      The first two females he'd been matched with were nice enough. One was a sprite, but her bubbly personality had grated on his nerves. Not that it took much. Most people got on his nerves.

      She was also so short that he feared he'd hurt himself if he bent down to try and kiss her. If she ever shut up long enough for him to even attempt it.

      Then, there was the brownie. She had been shy, which wasn't necessarily a problem, but she also flinched any time he spoke.

      He was a big guy and a troll, his voice was deep and resonate. There was nothing he could do about it. Even when he tried to speak softly, it was like a distant boom of thunder. At least that's what his mom said. Though she meant it as a compliment. He hoped.

      So much for Dominique's reassurance that she would find the right female for him.

      He would go on this date and one more if necessary and that would fulfill his promise to both his mother and Dominique. He'd tried and it hadn't worked out. Neither woman could claim otherwise.

      Clay arrived at the restaurant early and requested a booth at the back, explaining that his date would arrive later. He sat facing the door. He wanted to have a chance to see her before she got a look at him.

      He ordered a pint of beer and looked around while he waited on it.

      Then, she walked in and he felt like he'd been hit in the head with one of his mallets.

      She was short, as short as the sprite, but she held her head high and walked with her shoulders back. The coat she wore hid her figure, but she seemed slight. Her hair was black and spiked around her face in a casually messy style. Her skin was pale, except for her cheeks. They were rosy from the cool night air.

      He didn't even notice when the waiter returned with his beer because he couldn't take his eyes off her.

      He knew she was his date. There was no way she was a human woman. There was an ethereal quality about her, almost otherworldly.

      Sure enough, she stopped at the hostess station and spoke with the woman there. The hostess immediately started to lead her back to his table.

      To him.

      As they drew closer, he saw that her eyes were deep, dark blue, just like the highlights in her black hair.

      He couldn't tear his gaze away from her.

      She stopped beside the table, her eyes on his. She didn't smile, but she did seem curious.

      "Hi. Are you Clay?"

      Remembering his manners, he got to his feet. "Yes. Are you Dylan?"

      She nodded and held out her hand, her expression solemn as she stared up at him. "Nice to meet you."

      Suddenly, he was very aware of how big and rough his hands were. He tried to keep his hold gentle as he took her fingers in his, but she gripped his hand firmly and gave it a single shake.

      Her irises had little silver flakes in them and they seemed to sparkle every time she blinked.

      He realized he was staring at her in silence and managed to reply, "It's nice to meet you, too. Please have a seat."

      She removed her hand from his, took off her coat, and slid into the other side of the booth. Before he could say anything else, the waiter arrived to ask her what she'd like to drink. He knew it was rude, but he couldn't stop staring at her as she spoke to the waiter. Now that she’d removed her coat, he could see that she was curvy in all the right places.

      Until the waiter asked, "All on one check?"

      Before Clay could confirm that, Dylan shook her head. "Two tickets, please."

      The waiter nodded and walked away.

      "You have a problem with me paying?" Clay asked.

      Dylan looked at him, her gaze oddly piercing. "I prefer to pay for my own meals the first few dates."

      He shifted in his seat. "But why?"

      She cocked her head and studied him. "How long have you been using a dating service?"

      "About three weeks. Why?"

      "How many dates have you been on?"

      "This is my third."

      She nodded. "I used a different dating service up until recently. An app, actually. And I learned the hard way to pay for my own stuff during the first few dates."

      Intrigued, he leaned forward and crossed his arms on the tabletop. "The hard way?"

      Her eyes drifted down to his arms before they flicked back up to his face. "Let's just say that several of the men I've dated expected a more...physical form of compensation after they bought me dinner a couple of times."

      Clay couldn't help it. He scowled. "Seriously?"

      "Yes."

      "Assholes."

      For the first time since she walked in, Dylan smiled. It lit up her face and brightened her eyes until they were nearly purple. Those tiny silver flecks glowed intensely. She was radiant.

      "That is an excellent observation."

      The waiter had perfect timing because he arrived with her drink and two menus, which saved Clay from staring at her, speechless and with his mouth hanging open.

      He didn't even hear her thank the waiter because he was knocked completely off-kilter.

      "Have you ever been here before?" Dylan asked him, opening her menu.

      "Huh?"

      She glanced up, a small smile on her face. "Have you ever been here before?"

      Clay gave himself an internal shake. This woman was the first one he'd met in a long time that affected him like this. He had to get his act together or she'd never want to see him again.

      "Yeah. Food's pretty good."

      "What's your favorite thing on the menu?" she asked, dropping her gaze to the laminated page in front of her.

      "The Cajun crab dip."

      "Then, we should get that to split."

      "Yeah, sounds good." He took a desperate sip of his beer. Okay, they had to talk. Shit. He was in trouble. He hated small talk and meeting new people, so he was out of practice. What was that thing his mom had said about starting a conversation?

      Oh, yeah. Ask them about themselves. Easy enough.

      "Where's your favorite place to eat in town?" he asked.

      She glanced back up from the menu, the corner of her mouth turning up. "I'm not sure if you're ready for that conversation."

      Dylan looked so mischievous that he couldn't help smiling back at her. "Is the answer that complicated?"

      She nodded. "Absolutely. I'm very serious about my food. I even have a list of my favorite local restaurants, ranked and categorized."

      "Seriously?"

      "As a heart attack."

      "I have to hear this."

      She was in the middle of explaining how she separated her favorite places based on whether she preferred to dine-in, order take-out, or have it delivered and then ranked them in order from her most favorite to her least when the waiter returned.

      They each took a few moments ordering their food before returning to their conversation.

      Considering how much trolls like to eat and the large quantities of food they could put away, food was a big deal among his kind and he admired her system.

      "That's inspired," he said. "If I weren't so lazy, I'd have to do something like that."

      She stared at him for a moment as though his words shocked her.

      "What?" he asked.

      "You don't think it's weird?"

      He snorted. "No way. I'm a troll. We love food and eat a lot of it. This would be excellent for the nights I don't want to cook and don't want to leave the house." He paused. "Which is every night, so maybe I'm not too lazy to do this."

      Once again, she graced him with her beaming smile. "Maybe I could help you."

      His heart literally skipped a beat or something. Oh, God. This was crazy. Was he dying or was he dangerously close to liking this woman?

      Normally, he'd assume he needed to see a cardiologist because he rarely liked new people.

      But he had to admit, if only to himself, he was starting to like her.

      She seemed to realize that they were staring at each other in silence because her face turned pink and she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.

      "Enough about my obsessive need to make lists of things. Tell me something about yourself."

      "Something?" he asked as his mind suddenly went blank. He could barely remember his own name now.

      She grimaced. "Yeah, that's a little like a job interview question, isn't it?" She hesitated. "Okay, speaking of jobs, I work in a bookstore. What do you do?"

      That was easier. "I work with wood. I build furniture and sometimes make sculptures if someone commissions something or I'm feeling inspired."

      Dylan leaned forward, her expression interested. "Really? What did you work on today?"

      He grinned. "A rocking dragon for my nephew. He's three."

      She smiled back at him. "A rocking dragon?"

      "Like a rocking horse, but way cooler."

      Then, the most amazing thing happened.

      As he watched, she tilted her head back and laughed.

      It was pure magic. He could hear the whisper of the wind and the babbling of a brook in her laugh. He knew then that she was a wood nymph.

      And he realized he could never introduce her to his mother because his mom would take one look at her and declare her perfect for him and set about doing whatever it took to make sure that they settled down in matrimony and made lots of little trollings.

      Then, again, maybe it wouldn't be so bad.

      Wait. What in the hell was he thinking? He didn't even know this nymph. What if she was high maintenance? What if she snored? Well, that didn't matter because all trolls snored. Even if his mother liked to pretend otherwise.

      Dylan stopped laughing and asked, "What's wrong?"

      He cleared his throat and sipped his beer again. "You have a beautiful laugh."

      Her cheeks turned pink again. "Thank you." Her gaze dropped to the table briefly before she looked back up. "So, do you spoil your nephew?"

      Glad for the change of subject, he answered honestly, "I spoil them all if for no other reason than to drive my sister nuts."

      Dylan smiled a little. "Why would that drive her nuts?"

      "Well, I gave my oldest niece a harmonica the last time they came over. Her younger sister got a wooden flute that I carved. And now I'm making this rocking horse for my nephew, who's the baby of the bunch, and I'm going to make sure it squeaks a little."

      Her eyes brightened and her smile widened. "Aren't you worried that she'll return the favor when you have kids of your own?"

      It was Clay's turn to look down. "Maybe. I'm not sure I'll have any." He looked up. "I've been having trouble finding a woman I'd like to build a family with."

      Dylan nodded. "I understand."

      "Do you have any siblings?" Clay asked.

      "No. I'm an only child and my parents passed away a few years ago."

      "I'm sorry."

      "It's okay. I miss them, but we weren't extremely close."

      Clay couldn't imagine not being close to his parents. He saw his mother far more often than he saw his father, but he understood. He and his dad were a lot alike. They preferred their own company most of the time.

      They were both silent for a moment.

      "Wow, I really know how to kill a conversation," he grumbled.

      Dylan smiled at him again and he wondered if he would ever get used to seeing it. Like her laugh, it was bright and unforgettable.

      "Let's talk about something else," she suggested. "What do you like to do for fun?"

      He shrugged. "The same thing I do for work—build stuff. And sometimes I like to go out in one of the state parks and hike and camp for a couple of days." Clay saw her wince and asked, "You don't like camping and hiking?" He sounded incredulous because he was. She was a wood nymph. They usually preferred nature to the city.

      "Not really," she answered. When she saw his expression, she laughed again. "You guessed I'm a wood nymph, didn't you?"

      "Yeah, your laugh kinda gave it away."

      "I love trees and plants and small woodland creatures, but I also love indoor plumbing and comfortable mattresses. And not freezing half to death."

      He started to point out that he would be happy to keep her warm if they went camping but thought better of it.

      "And my Kindle," she continued.

      "So, you not only work in a bookstore, you like to read," he stated.

      She nodded. "More like my love of reading led me to a job in a bookstore. I'm one of the assistant managers."

      "Have you ever thought of writing a book yourself?"

      Dylan shook her head. "No way. I don't have stories running around in my head unless they're written by someone else. I love reading, but I don't have the desire to write."

      Their food arrived and conversation continued to flow. Clay was surprised at how comfortable he was with her. She seemed to understand his humor and didn't get offended when he was too blunt. That had been a problem on a lot of his past dates and in his previous relationships. He never meant to sound like an asshole and, even when he tried not to, his words still managed to come out the wrong way.

      Dylan seemed to appreciate his honesty without finding it hurtful.

      As they finished, the waiter stopped by and asked if they wanted anything else. Dylan hesitated before asking Clay, "Want to split dessert with me?"

      "Um, I'm a troll. We don't split food, but I'll eat what you don't after I eat my own."

      “Why didn’t you say something when I ordered the crab dip?”

      “Because I didn’t want to piss you off before I ate. It would ruin my appetite.”

      She laughed and he thought he was going to have to tell the waiter to go away because the man stared at her with open longing at the sound.

      "All right. I'd like the buttered pecan bread pudding then," she said.

      The waiter started to leave but Clay spoke up, "I'd like something, too."

      The man blushed. "Sorry about that. What would you like?"

      "Got any cheesecake?"

      "Would you prefer plain, strawberry, or chocolate?"

      "Chocolate sounds good," Clay rumbled.

      The waiter nodded. "I'll be right back."

      When he left, Clay turned back to Dylan. "Now, let's revisit the topic of who's paying tonight."

      Before he could say anything else, she shook her head. "I'm paying for mine."

      "Look, this is probably unenlightened of me, but my mama raised me to pay for a lady's dinner when I take her on a date."

      Dylan's mouth twitched before she said, "Then I'll let you pay if I ever let you take me somewhere. Since I met you here, I'm buying my own dinner."

      He frowned at her and her mouth twitched again. "Are you trying not to laugh at me?"

      The smile spread across her face. "Of course not," she lied. He could tell she was lying because her eyes sparkled with humor.

      "How likely am I to change your mind if I keep pushing?"

      "Very unlikely."

      "Okay," he sighed. "But I'm only agreeing to this because I'd like to see you again."

      Her smiled widened. "Really?"

      "No, I made that up so you wouldn't leave in tears."

      She laughed at his deadpan delivery. "I'd like to see you again, too," she admitted. "This is the best first date I've been on in a very long time."

      "I think this might be the best date I've ever had," he admitted.

      To his surprise, Dylan reached across the table and squeezed his hand briefly before she released it. "Then, I'm sorry you've had so many crappy dates in the past."

      Clay's hand tingled where their fingers had touched.

      Before he could do something he shouldn't, like reaching for her hand again, the waiter came back with their dessert.

      It was probably a good thing because if she'd wanted to hold his hand, she wouldn't have let go the first time, he decided. He didn't want to make her uncomfortable, especially after the stories she'd told him about some of the men she'd dated.

      She took the first bite of her dessert and even though the restaurant wasn't quiet, Clay could hear the soft moan vibrate in her chest.

      Fucking hell. There was no way he could stand up any time soon. Desperately hoping that she wouldn't moan again, Clay tried to will his dick to relax. He focused on eating his chocolate cheesecake slowly. Usually, he'd shovel his way through dessert at the same speed he put away his meal, but he was going to need a few minutes.

      "Would you be comfortable giving me your phone number?" he asked. Maybe if she was talking, she wouldn't make sexy noises over the food.

      Dylan swallowed a bite of bread pudding and nodded. "Yes, I think so. Why?"

      "Because I'd like to be able to call you and ask you out."

      "Okay."

      Clay was grateful that she ate the rest of her dessert without another moan and they each paid their bill, though Clay insisted on leaving the tip.

      As they walked out of the restaurant, Clay pulled out his phone. "Still wanna give me your number?"

      He looked down at her and didn't even mind the large difference in their heights. If he got a crick in his neck when he was kissing her, he'd just pick her up.

      Shit. He shouldn't be thinking about kissing her. Not tonight anyway. Maybe on their next date.

      Dylan took his phone and opened his texts. She typed in her number and added a short message before she hit send.

      Clay took the phone back and nearly laughed at her message.

      "This is Clay. You're the best date ever," he read aloud. "Well, you should know your worth."

      She smiled up at him. "I'm glad I met you tonight, Clay." She leaned in and gave him a quick hug. "You're funny and nice."

      He bent a little and wrapped an arm around her back, enjoying the embrace. She was tiny compared to him, yet she smelled like the autumn woods. He wondered if it was perfume or if it was because of her genetics as a nymph.

      "Ah, funny and nice. The kiss of death."

      She giggled, reached up to pull his face down, and gave him a quick kiss on the cheek. "No, it's the kiss of getting a second date." She pulled away and paused a second before she said, "As long as you call me about it."

      "Oh, I definitely will."

      He walked her to her car and made her laugh again when he insisted on opening her car door for her.

      He squatted down in her open door so she wouldn't have to crane her neck to look up at him. "How do you feel about Thai food?"

      She grinned. "I have good feelings about it."

      "Good to know," he said. "I'll talk to you soon." He stood and, before he shut the door, said, "I'm glad I met you tonight, too, Dylan."

      He shut the door and walked over to his own vehicle. He got inside but didn't start it up and drive off until she left the parking lot.

      Before he drove off the lot and in the opposite direction, he picked up his cell phone and tapped out a little message.

      Let me know when you get home. Be safe.

      He was almost home when his phone buzzed and he glanced at the screen.

      I'm home. Let me know when you made it.

      Clay pulled into his driveway a few moments later. I'm home too. Sweet dreams.

      Immediately, she replied. Good night, Clay. Sleep well.

      If he managed to sleep, he knew he'd dream of her laugh.
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      The next morning, Dylan was working on a display at the front of the store when the bell over the door rang. She turned to welcome the customer but was greeted by a bouquet of flowers with legs.

      "Um, hello?"

      The flowers moved to the side to reveal a man holding a vase. "Hi. I have a delivery for Dylan Hayes."

      She was taken aback for a moment before she replied, "That's me."

      The man grinned. "Here. Have a nice day."

      She took the flowers from him and muttered a thank you. He nodded at her and left the shop.

      Curious, Dylan sat the flowers right there on the table and plucked the card from the little plastic holder.

      She opened the envelope and read the handwritten message.

      Are you free tomorrow? I'd like to see if yesterday was a fluke.

      Clay

      Dylan laughed and rolled her eyes. Though his words weren't exactly romantic, the flowers were. Roses of pink, red, yellow, and white were arranged in an extravagant bouquet. Tiny purple and white flowers were tucked in between them as well as long stalks of green.

      Dylan had never received flowers like this before. Daisies, yes. Tulips, yes. But an expensive and lush bouquet like this, no.

      Still smiling, she pulled her phone out of her pocket and typed out a short message.

      The flowers are beautiful. Thank you.

      A few moments later, he replied.

      Good. But you haven't answered my question yet.

      Dylan's smile grew. There was something about this guy that just amused her.

      I guess I'm free tomorrow. Though I'm not sure I appreciate being called a fluke.

      The pause before his next text was much longer and she imagined that he was trying to figure out if she was actually upset or not.

      Finally, the three little dots appeared briefly before his message came through.

      I figured I was the fluke. You were amazing.

      Goddess, she liked this guy. She really, really hoped that he wasn't a massive asshole beneath his gruff but cute exterior. He wasn’t like the men she usually dated. He was big, his hands were rough, and his voice was loud, but his brown eyes were gentle. His hair was brown and cut short, probably to hide the fact that it was curly.

      Ok. Where am I meeting you?

      I'll pick you up.

      Dylan shook her head.

      Nope. I'll meet you. I need to make sure you weren't a fluke either.

      She could almost hear his laughter as he typed.

      Fair enough. Thai Kitchen at seven work okay? I'll send you the address.

      Can we make it 7:30? The shop closes at six and I need time to handle things here.

      His reply was a thumb's up. She laughed again.

      A few seconds later, he shared a location with her for Thai Kitchen with another message.

      Looking forward to tomorrow.

      Dylan sighed. Me too. Gotta get back to work. Have a good day.

      You too.

      Dylan tucked her phone into her back pocket and picked up the vase. She would put these in the office for now. The manager was off today so no one else would be in there.

      Just as she set the flowers on the desk, her phone buzzed. Thinking it was Clay, she pulled it out, prepared to tell him she'd have to talk later.

      Instead, it was the same number from the night before.

      Who are the flowers from? That guy from last night?

      Cold engulfed Dylan's body and she shivered.

      WHO IS THIS?

      There was a long pause, so long that she feared they wouldn't reply. Then again, she feared what their reply might be.

      Finally, the message came up.

      Why are you hurting me this way?

      This had gone far enough. Creeped out, Dylan clicked on the number and selected the option to block it. She didn't have to put up with weird text messages from strangers.

      Satisfied that took care of the problem, she was about to slip the phone back into her pocket when it rang. She didn't recognize this number either. Her first instinct was to ignore the call, but if the caller was the creep texting her, maybe giving them a piece of her mind would make her less freaked out.

      "Hello?" she barked into the phone.

      "Hello, Ms. Hayes. This is Veronica Salt from Mystical Matchmakers. Have I called at a bad time?"

      Dylan relaxed a bit. "Oh, no, it's a fine time."

      "Wonderful. I was calling to see how your date went last night."

      A little thrill ran through Dylan as she thought of the previous evening. "It was good. We had fun."

      "I'm glad to hear that," Veronica said. Dylan could hear the smile in her voice. "Did you schedule another date?"

      Dylan ran a finger over one of the yellow roses in the bouquet. "Actually, yes, we did."

      "That's great. I'm glad the two of you are getting along. Would you like to discuss anything or ask any questions before your next engagement?"

      "Um, well, I don't think so."

      Veronica must have sensed her confusion. "I realize you've used dating apps, but a matchmaking service is different," she said. "We do more than just help you find someone compatible. We can help you prepare for dates or plan future ones. Or even give you advice on how to make the most of a date."

      While the vetting process had been rigorous, Dylan hadn't asked too many questions about the rest of their services. She was more interested in making sure that she wasn't matched up with any more frogs.

      "I think I'm okay for right now," Dylan replied.

      "Okay, no problem," the other woman said. "I do have one other question, though. I have another client who might be a good fit for you. He's a shapeshifter and works for a publishing house. Considering your love of books, I thought you might be interested."

      Strangely enough, Dylan wasn't. Usually, she would have jumped at the chance to go on a date with someone in the book world. Even if they didn't click, they could at least talk books during their date, maybe strike up a friendship.

      But she didn't really want to see anyone else. Not until she knew if last night's date with Clay had been a one-off or not.

      "Thank you for the offer," Dylan said. "But I've already arranged another date with Clay and..." She paused, searching for the right words. "I don't like the idea of going on other dates after I've clicked with someone the way I have with him."

      "That's also understandable," Veronica said. "Have you discussed this with Clay? I don't currently have another client that might suit him, but when I do, I'll be in touch with him about it."

      The woman's voice was gentle, as though she were worried about hurting Dylan's feelings.

      "I understand," Dylan said. "And I will talk to Clay about this, but he also has to make his own choice. I'm not going to pressure him into dating only me just because I'm not interested in dating someone else."

      Veronica was silent for a long moment. Dylan figured that the woman wanted to continue the discussion and was trying to determine the best way to go about it.

      "Don't worry, Ms. Salt," Dylan continued. "I don't have any expectations when it comes to Clay. We've only been out once, but it went better than any of the two dozen dates I went on while I was using the dating apps. If it doesn't go well tomorrow or we fizzle out, then I'll definitely be open to other clients you want to match me with."

      "All right, Ms. Hayes. Have a nice day and I hope your date tomorrow goes well. Please don't hesitate to call if you have any other questions or you want to meet someone else."

      "I'll call if I do," Dylan said. "Have a good day."

      They hung up and Dylan finally put her phone away.

      Veronica Salt had given her a lot to think about.

      Was she making a mistake by refusing to see anyone else while she was seeing Clay? They'd only been on one date, but there was something there, some sort of spark, and Dylan wanted to explore that.

      It had been far too long since she'd felt anything like that for any man. Even longer since she genuinely liked a man after one date.

      Maybe she was being impetuous, but the decision didn't feel like a poor one. As she had told Veronica, she had no expectations. Even if things didn't work out, she didn't feel as though it would be a mistake.

      She was doing exactly what Dominique Proxa had encouraged her to do when she went in for her initial interview.

      She was giving Clay a chance.

      Dylan sighed and gave the flowers one more sniff before she left the office.

      She had a lot to do today.
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      Veronica Salt was worried as she hung up the phone.

      While she was glad that Dylan Hayes had clicked with her first match, she was still concerned that the woman was setting herself up for heartbreak.

      “What’s wrong?”

      Veronica looked up to find her boss, Dominique Proxa, standing in the doorway between their offices, her arms wrapped around her waist and her shoulder propped up against the doorjamb. Even in the relaxed stance, she could have been posing for a magazine cover.

      “I just got off the phone with one of our clients, Dylan Hayes,” Veronica said. “She went on a date with her first match last night and I contacted her to follow up. I also offered to put her in touch with Nathan Beaumont because I thought he would be a good fit for her.”

      When Veronica stopped speaking, Dominique asked, “Why did that put a frown on your face?”

      “She declined to meet Nathan. She said that she clicked with Clay Dugan last night and they’d already set up a second date. She didn’t want to go out with anyone else until after she spoke with him about it.”

      “And you’re worried that Clay doesn’t feel the same way and she’s going to be disappointed?” Dominique asked.

      Veronica nodded.

      “Did you mention any of this to her?”

      “Of course, but she said that she would discuss it with Clay and accept whatever his decision was.”

      Dominique straightened from her leaning position and walked over to Veronica’s desk. She sat on the corner, a position she often took when she and Veronica were brainstorming. “You can’t take this on, Veronica. We can set our clients up with people we know would be good matches for them, but they also have to make their own decisions. If Dylan doesn’t want to meet anymore matches for now, we won’t offer them. We can call her every week to check in and offer help or advice, but it’s up to her whether she takes it or not. The same with Clay Dugan.” Dominique smiled. “Though he didn’t like either of the first two matches I sent him enough to ask for a second date, so this is promising.”

      “Still…” Veronica said. She didn’t finish the thought because she knew her boss was right. She shouldn’t be investing so much of herself in this job. People, well, supernatural species that is, were going to do what they wanted to do. She could only offer them advice and help when they asked for it or accepted it when offered.

      Dominique patted her arm. “How about this? You call Clay and check in with him about his date last night, just like you did with Dylan. Mention that you might have found a match for him and see what he says.”

      “But I haven’t found a match for him,” Veronica replied.

      Dominique sighed. “I know that and you know that, but if you’re worried he’s going to keep going on dates with others while Dylan is seeing only him, you’ll have your answer.” She paused. “Just remember that you may not like it, though.”

      Veronica nodded. “I understand. It’s just that…”

      “You want to help both of them and you don’t want to see either of them hurt,” Dominique said for her. “I realize that your empathic abilities make this part of the job difficult for you, but sometimes our clients have to meet several matches and even go through a failed match or two before we can find the right fit. It’s normal.”

      “I know,” Veronica replied. “It’s just difficult to watch…and to feel.”

      Dominique’s hand moved from her shoulder to Veronica’s hand and she gave her fingers a gentle squeeze. “I know. Just remember that you’re helping them. They may get hurt from time to time, but in the long run, you’re going to help them find their mate. Everyone deserves to find a mate.”

      “I’m not sure about everyone,” Veronica said, remembering the exiled fae courtier who’d come into the office a couple of months before. He’d been insufferable and obnoxious.

      Dominique’s mouth twitched as though she knew exactly who Veronica was thinking about. “Even rude, arrogant people have their perfect match,” she said lightly.

      Remembering the cold, remote ice sprite he’d ultimately been matched with, Veronica suppressed a shudder. They’d certainly been a perfect match.

      Dominique rose from her perch on Veronica’s desk. “Call Clay and see if that puts your mind at ease,” she repeated. “I think it will because Clay is a nice troll. His mother is definitely a character and it seems she raised him very well.”

      Veronica remembered the woman. Even as exasperated as she was with her youngest child’s perpetual single state, love radiated from her every time she mentioned him. That was the only reason Veronica had allowed her to sign her son up for the service without his written permission. Usually, it was against company policy to do such a thing, but she’d made an exception based on both Mrs. Dugan’s descriptions and Dominique’s conditional approval.

      Mrs. Dugan had readily agreed to let the matter drop if Clay absolutely refused to use the service, but she’d been confident she could convince him to at least give it a try.

      Now, Veronica understood why. Beneath her maternal exterior, Sydney Dugan was pure stainless steel and stone. There was no resisting her.

      “Call him,” Dominique repeated. “Either it will put your mind at ease or it won’t, but at least you won’t be worrying about it anymore.”

      “I will.”

      Dominique disappeared back into her office, shutting the door behind her.

      Veronica stared at the phone on her desk for a long moment before she sighed and opened up the contact files on her computer. She scrolled through until she found Clay Dugan’s entry and picked up the phone.

      Before she dialed the number, she breathed a quick prayer to the gods and goddesses that he was going to make the same choice Dylan had.

      If he did, it would definitely restore a piece of Veronica’s faith in male creatures. Albeit, it would only be a small piece, but hope was hope. Even a little hope could make all the difference in her outlook on romance when it pertained to her.
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      Clay stood outside Thai Kitchen at seven-twenty the next day. It was a cool night, but he wanted to wait for Dylan to arrive before he went inside. It was already dark out and he didn't want her to have to walk in alone.

      His mind went back to the call he'd received from Veronica Salt yesterday enquiring about how his first date with Dylan had gone. And how she'd asked if he wanted her to contact him if she had any other matches for him.

      Maybe he was an idiot, but he'd asked her not to call him. At least not yet. He wanted to see how things went with Dylan.

      He'd only had three matches before her, but they'd all annoyed the shit out of him. This was why he'd been single for so long. Most people annoyed the shit out of him, no matter their gender.

      Getting laid wasn't even enough reason to put up with an irritating personality anymore. The older he got, the more willing he was to go without sex if there was no connection beyond the physical.

      He could never admit that to any of his friends. They'd rag him to hell and back. Never mind that most of them were married. Except for Rune, his neighbor, and Torin. Maybe he’d suggest Mystical Matchmakers to both of them since they were all going through a dating dry spell.

      He promptly forgot about his friends and any future ragging when he saw Dylan turn the corner from the parking lot toward the front of the restaurant. She wore a crimson coat, the rich color making her pale skin glow. Her eyes were bright blue and sparkling as she walked closer to him.

      There went his heart again, doing a crazy tap dance against his ribs. He realized that he didn't give a damn what anyone thought of his choices because just the sight of her smile made him happy.

      "Hey," she greeted him as she drew closer, the late winter breeze swirling through her hair, making it flutter around her face.

      "Hey." He tucked his hands into his pockets to keep from grabbing her.

      She walked right up to him, saying, "There's just one thing I need to take care of before we go inside."

      He stared at her in confusion as she reached up and hooked her hands around his neck, tugging his head until he bent down.

      Then, she was kissing him.

      Just a light kiss on the lips, no hint of tongue, but it had the same effect on his brain as a donkey kick to the skull.

      "Uh," he mumbled. His face grew hot and he knew his skin was probably ruddy. Or gods forbid, turning green.

      Her smile returned. "I figured it was better to get that done and over with before dinner. That way I can enjoy the meal instead of worrying about whether you'll kiss me or not."

      "Uh."

      Dylan reached down and took his hand. "Thanks again for the flowers."

      "Uh."

      She laughed. "Was it that bad?"

      Instead of answering, he used her grip on his hand to tug her against his side. Dylan looked up, her mouth still smiling and her eyes brilliant, and he kissed her again.

      He tried to keep it light. Tried to keep it easy.

      But there was no chance that would work.

      Clay gathered her closer as her taste seeped into him. She smelled like a forest and tasted like the ripe berries that grew there in the summer.

      She made a soft noise and leaned into him.

      Before he could do something stupid, like pluck her off her feet and drag her back to his house to keep her forever, a shrill wolf whistle pierced the haze that coated his brain.

      Clay lifted his head and stared down at Dylan's flushed face. Her glamour must have slipped because her hair was more blue than black and her eyes were nearly unearthly in their color. Her skin appeared to glow with an inner white light.

      "It wasn't bad at all," he murmured.

      "Huh?"

      It was his turn to smile. "Are you hungry?"

      Dylan blinked a couple of times before her eyes refocused and her glamour slid back into place. "Yes, I am." She stepped back and blew out a breath. "Wow."

      Before she could get any further away, Clay clasped her hand in his. "You took the words right out of my mouth." He gave her a gentle tug and opened the door to the restaurant. "Let's go inside where it's warmer."

      She followed him without a word, but left her hand in his.

      A few minutes later, after they were seated, he looked across the table at her and noticed that her color was still high.

      "Still nervous?" he asked, trying to make a joke.

      "I'm something," she muttered. "But it's not nervous."

      "I'm...sorry?"

      Dylan smiled a little. "No, I'm sorry. It's just been awhile since anyone has kissed me like that. A long while."

      Clay wanted to ask how long a while but decided it might be best if he didn't. Though he was glad that he wasn't the only one affected by that kiss.

      His skin felt too hot and tight. Clay tugged at the collar of his shirt before he shucked his jacket. Trolls didn't feel the cold the way other creatures did, so it was mostly to help him blend in rather than to keep him warm.

      "You okay?" Dylan asked.

      "Yeah," he answered, his voice gruff. "It's just been...awhile for me, too."

      When the waitress came to the table, they both ordered Thai tea, green for her and regular for him.

      "How was your day?" Dylan asked him after the waitress walked away.

      "Frustrating," Clay answered. "Everything I touched tried to fall apart." He held up a hand. "Including my hand."

      Dylan winced when she saw the scrapes on his knuckles. "Ouch. I'm sorry."

      He shrugged. "Comes with the job."

      "What were you making when you hurt yourself?"

      He shook his head. "I was still working on the rocking dragon for my nephew. It's still not quite right. I'm trying to shape the rockers to look like fire but still move smoothly and it's a bitch."

      "Do you have any pictures?" she asked.

      "Sure. I've been sending them to my sister to see what she thinks." He pulled his phone out of his pocket and scrolled through until he found one. "Here."

      Dylan's eyes widened. "This is gorgeous," she whispered. "It looks like art."

      "Nah. Just a present for my nephew."

      "This will be a family heirloom," she argued.

      Feeling a little embarrassed, he took his phone back and tucked it in his pocket. "I'm sure he'll tear it up before too long."

      "If nothing else, you should put those pictures on your Instagram or Facebook pages."

      Clay made a face. "I don't use them."

      She blinked. "What?"

      "I don't like them."

      "How do you sell your work?" she asked.

      "In local shops and stuff."

      "Do they have social media?"

      Clay shrugged. "I don't know. I do okay though. Between the shops and word-of-mouth, I do well enough."

      Dylan leaned forward. "Clay, if the rest of your work is half as beautiful as that, you at least need an Instagram account. You could sell twice as much work."

      "I don't like it."

      "Have you even tried it?" she asked.

      "No one needs to know every little detail of what I'm working on. And I'm certain no one wants to see my ugly mug on their phones."

      Dylan frowned at him. "You're not ugly. You're masculine and striking."

      Though it pleased him, he grunted and nodded at the waitress when she set his Thai tea in front of him. Now he felt hot from embarrassment rather than lust. Clay grabbed his drink and took a quick gulp.

      "Look," Dylan said, bringing out her own phone. "This is the account I run for the bookstore." She pulled up the store's profile and showed him the pictures. "I post every day or two and you wouldn't believe how many people follow us. Some of them even come to the shop to buy books."

      Clay grimaced. "I don't want to keep up with it," he said. When Dylan narrowed her eyes at him, he asked, "What?"

      "Nothing."

      Having a sister and mother, he knew that it was definitely something.

      "Go ahead and say it," he said.

      "You're missing out on business. I know you said you do well enough, but you're leaving a lot of opportunities on the table."

      Since he'd heard something similar from his own sister, Clay nodded. "I know."

      Dylan stared at him in consternation. "Okay, so if you don't want to do it, don't you have an assistant or someone who can do it for you?"

      Clay thought of his sister and answered, "Maybe."

      "How about this? I'll get you started and help you with captions and pictures for the first few posts. It'll be less overwhelming and I think you'll see how helpful it is."

      While he really didn't give two shits about all of this, he was willing to do it if it meant that he got to spend more time with her.

      "Okay. When can you start?"

      Dylan stared at him for a moment. "Why do I feel like I'm being had?"

      "I have no idea what you're talking about."

      Before she could say anything else, the waitress arrived. To Clay's surprise, Dylan ordered without asking for a few minutes to look at the menu. He grinned. Apparently, she knew about this place after all.

      Once he'd ordered as well, he looked at Dylan. "Speaking of being had."

      She laughed. "Actually, I looked at the menu online this afternoon. I was curious. And I figured out what I wanted. I've never been here before."

      "So, when can you start?" he asked her again.

      She shook her head, but said, "How about this weekend?"

      "My workshop is in my backyard," he said.

      "Okay. Is that a problem?"

      "I wasn't sure if it would be for you. You seem cautious about your privacy."

      Dylan stared at him in silence for so long, he began to worry he'd said something wrong. He tended to be blunt and his sister said that was probably why he was single. Women didn't like men who were totally honest. According to her.

      "You know, you're the first man who hasn't given me a hard time about it."

      "Yeah, well, like I said last time. They're assholes."

      "Well, thank you."

      "Don't thank me for not being an asshole because I really am. I'm just not an asshole like that."

      Dylan laughed. "Oh, really. Then what kind of asshole are you?"

      He had to laugh, too.

      "Ignore the wording and answer the question," she said.

      "I'm blunt. And I don't like people. Let's see. I'm also impatient, tend to be selfish, and I snore."

      Dylan's eyes sparkled as she smiled at him. "Everyone has flaws."

      "Oh, really? Then what are yours?"

      "I don't think I should tell you. You might decide to ghost me."

      "Play fair."

      She sighed. "Well, that's definitely one of my faults. I cheat at card and board games. I don't like camping or hiking or anything that requires me to sleep outside, which shocks other nymphs. I'd rather read than socialize. And, like you, there's not a lot of people I like."

      "Other than the cheating, none of those sound too terrible." He paused. "But I cheat at games, too."

      "Then I guess we shouldn't play together."

      "Are you kidding? Of course we should. I want to see if I can catch you."

      "You won't," she replied in a smug tone. "I have quick hands."

      "We'll see."

      Their food arrived then and they dug in. They talked as they ate and continued long after they'd finished.

      It wasn't until Dylan happened to glance at her watch and said, "Wow, it's already nine-thirty. I need to get home. I have to get up early for work tomorrow."

      He didn't want to leave, but he understood. She didn't get to call her own schedule the way he did.

      When the waitress took their order earlier, Dylan had asked for separate checks. He still didn't like it, but he'd find a way around it. Like when she came over to set up his social media account this weekend. He'd order food and pay with a card. He’d convince her that she should accept. She was doing him a favor after all.

      They each paid their checks and walked outside. The night had grown cooler and Dylan tucked her coat tighter around her as they walked to the parking lot.

      "You know, I don't think our first date was a fluke," she said.

      "Neither do I." He stopped by her car. "Do you think our first kiss was a fluke though?"

      A hint of a smile tugged at her lips. "I don't know. "

      "We should find out," he said.

      She laughed as he reached for her but stepped forward to meet him.

      As their lips touched, he knew that she was something special. Something precious.

      Then he wasn't thinking at all. He was only feeling the heat and need that burned in his blood because she opened her mouth and touched her tongue to his.

      She still tasted like berries, but there was a hint of spice beneath from the hot Thai dishes they'd eaten during dinner. He’d even shared some of his with her.

      Clay pulled her into his body, holding her close. She was so tiny in comparison to him that his hand nearly spanned her ribcage from where it rested on her back.

      And that was what brought him back to himself. She was likely tougher than she looked, even though she was nymph, but he couldn't be rough with her. The last thing he wanted to do was hurt her.

      Slowly and with regret, Clay lifted his mouth from her and relaxed his grip.

      "Can I see you before the weekend?" he asked.

      He nearly groaned when she ran the tip of her tongue over her top lip before she answered.

      "Maybe, but we're having a book signing on Friday and I've got a lot to do to prepare."

      "What about lunch tomorrow?"

      She hesitated. "I'd like to, but I only get an hour."

      "Is there somewhere close by where you like to eat?"

      Dylan smiled. "Actually, yes. Since you already know where I work, meet me there at one tomorrow and we'll go."

      "I'll be there."

      She surprised him when she rose up on her toes and gave him a quick kiss.

      "I'll see you tomorrow. I had fun."

      "Me, too," he managed to answer.

      She stepped back and climbed into her car. He didn't move again until she drove off. Mostly because he didn't trust himself not to go after her and kiss her again.
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      Three days later, Dylan pulled up in front of Clay's house. She sat in the car and stared at it in surprise.

      She expected something basic, maybe even a little utilitarian, but instead she'd found an Arts and Crafts cottage with beautiful stained glass detailing on the windows and door and a long front porch that wrapped around one side of the house.

      The yard was neat and there were several bushes around the house. A large tree graced one corner and when the leaves came out in the spring, it would likely shade the entire yard.

      As she studied the house, she realized it could have been out of a fairytale, which was amusing since several fairytales included trolls.

      Smiling, she turned off the car, grabbed her things, and climbed out. Immediately, she heard some sort of power tool whining and the thump of an air compressor. Clay must already be in his workshop.

      She walked down the driveway until it curved toward the rear of the house. The garage was to her left and, behind that, a gorgeous backyard greeted her. There was a fire pit off to one side, surrounded by five Adirondack chairs, another large tree—this one with low, crooked limbs perfect for climbing, and a big wooden building that resembled the house with its shape and trim. There was no stained glass in the windows, but they were approximately the same shape and size as the ones on the house.

      The sliding doors were open to reveal a well-lit interior with tools organized on brackets on the walls or on shelves and several tables topped with saws, presses, and even a couple of half-finished projects.

      Clay was bent over one of the tables, sanding what looked like one of the rockers for the toy he was making his nephew. He wore a flannel shirt over a pair of jeans and work boots. What made her mouth water though was the fact that he had his sleeves rolled up to reveal his forearms. She'd never obsessed over a man's forearms before, but there was a first time for everything and a very good reason to start now.

      Maybe it was because he worked with his hands so much, but the sinewy movements of his muscles beneath his skin was nearly mesmerizing.

      Without thinking, Dylan grabbed her phone and took a picture of him. He couldn't have heard the click of the phone over the whir of the sander, the air compressor, or the music he had blasting, but his head popped up anyway.

      She would have smiled at the sight of him wearing clear safety glasses if it wasn't for the fact that he'd almost caught her drooling over his forearms like some sort of idiot.

      He grinned and shut off the sander. The air compressor followed suit, leaving only the pounding drums of the rock blaring from the radio. After a quick flick of his finger over the screen of his phone, even that stopped.

      The sudden silence was disconcerting.

      "Hey," he said in greeting. "You're early."

      She nodded, her mouth dry. When his eyes drifted to her phone, she shrugged and said, "I took a picture of you working. It'll be a good profile pic for your Instagram."

      She didn't mention that it would also be her lock screen starting tonight.

      Clay walked over to her and bent down to kiss her. She caught the scent of sawdust and soap and fought the urge to sniff him like a lovesick puppy.

      "Still working on the rocker?" she asked him when he lifted his head. She tried not to be disappointed that he kept the kiss short and casual.

      He'd mentioned it at their lunch on Thursday and again last night when he'd called her to find out how the book signing went. It seemed the details were still frustrating him.

      "I think I figured it out. It's just going to take a little time to make it work."

      "I'd like to see."

      He pulled off the safety glasses and tucked them into his shirt pocket. "Sure."

      Clay led her to the table. As she drew closer, she saw the shape of the dragon sitting on the surface behind Clay, standing on four legs rather than rockers.

      The rockers were in front of her and she marveled at the detail. While the bottoms were smooth so the dragon would rock back and forth evenly, the top part was cut and sanded to resemble tongues of flame. They weren't uniform or patterned, but wild and unpredictable, just as fire itself would be. Even though the wood wasn't painted, she could almost see the fire dance along the grain.

      "Clay," she whispered. "This is amazing. It's going to be a work of art."

      She turned and moved around him to get a closer look at the dragon. Awed, she ran one finger over the scales on the dragon's side. Then she looked at the saddle and nearly squealed. It was just the right size for a child, but it was nothing like the plain saddles she'd seen on other rocking horses. It was ornate and fantastical, as though it belonged to a prince from Arthurian legend.

      "You have to let me take pictures of this," she demanded. "And post them online. If for no other reason than for people to see how incredible your work is." She turned toward him. "You don't just make furniture or toys, Clay. This is breathtaking."

      He shrugged, at a loss for words. "It's just—"

      "It's not just anything," she interrupted, her shoulders going rigid.

      "Um, okay. Uh, thank you."

      She studied his expression and realized he was a little embarrassed, so she reigned in her urge to continue complimenting him. It obviously made him uncomfortable.

      "Okay, well, I'm going to take a few pictures of this and take a short video of you working and maybe a few of your tools and the general shop set up, and that should be enough to get you started. Oh, and if you have any other pieces that are finished, I could take pictures of those as well."

      "I really don't want to be in any videos," he began. "I don't want my face all over the internet."

      "Okay, then just your hands and arms when you're working," she said, compromising immediately.

      Besides, she had a feeling that women everywhere would be swooning over his forearms just as she had earlier.

      He seemed to consider it for a moment before he finally nodded. "I guess that will be all right."

      "Good. Go back to work and I'll be sure to keep your face out of the frame when I'm done taking these pictures."

      Clay stared at her for a moment before he moved to do as she said.

      Dylan tried not to watch him out of the corner of her eye as she took pictures of the dragon. She started with a close-up of the saddle, then of the scales, and finally several of the dragon's face. She hadn't noticed it earlier, but it was as finely sculpted as a piece of clay, each detail clear and perfect.

      She wondered if he would paint it with bright colors or simply varnish it and leave it as is. She would ask him when they were done.

      While he kept the music off, the air compressor kicked back on when he started running the sander again. Once Dylan was sure that he was engrossed, she turned and began to take pictures of him working.

      Including one of his butt in those tight jeans, but it would be for her eyes only.

      He didn't seem to notice her until she got closer and started the video of his hands as they moved the rockers and shaped the flames with the handheld sander. It wasn't a flat disk, but some sort of rotary tool. Like a big Dremel.

      After a few moments, he stopped and turned off the sander.

      "I think I've tweaked this enough for today," he said. "It'll be time to start putting the finishing touches on it tomorrow."

      “Are you going to paint it with colors?” Dylan asked, figuring it was the perfect time to get her questions answered.

      “Unfortunately, my skills don’t extend to painting so the wood will remain its natural color. I’m going to put a coat of polyurethane on it though. It protects the wood from water and scratches. Considering how rough the kids are on their stuff, I figure it’s the best option.”

      Curious, Dylan ran a light hand over the back of the dragon. “Do you do that before or after you put it together?”

      “After. I’ll have to use a little wood glue and it won’t adhere as well to treated surfaces.”

      She nodded. “That’s really interesting.”

      Clay shot her a look. “We could build something together sometime. I could walk you through all the steps.

      "That might be fun, but I’m not dressed for it today,” she replied. “How long before you can give it to your nephew?"

      "Well, it'll need several coats of polyurethane and it needs to dry for twenty-four hours between each one, so maybe next week or the week after depending on how well my other projects go this week."

      "Has your sister seen it?" she asked.

      Clay shook his head and set about putting his tools away. "Not yet. I don't usually show her things until they're done because then she'll bug me non-stop. Makes it hard to work when she's calling me every day and asking for status updates."

      "So, she's impatient like you, huh?"

      He smirked as he put the rotary sander away and rolled up the compressor hose. Dylan watched as he tidied the workbench and the tools on the racks. Hmmm. He seemed to be an organized soul. She wondered if he was this meticulous in his house. If he was, that could be an issue because she was a pack rat and every flat surface in her house tended to be cluttered. It was mostly with books, magazines, and papers, but clutter was still clutter.

      She almost laughed aloud when he grabbed a hose and vacuumed up all the sawdust from the floor and other surfaces. "What's that?"

      He grinned. "It’s a dust collector. It keeps the shop clean and makes it safer."

      As he closed the doors at the rear of the shop and turned off the lights, Dylan said, "I have a confession to make."

      He glanced at her in confusion. "You do? What is it?"

      "I'm kinda messy."

      "Okay," he said, drawing out the word. "Are you worried about it or something?"

      She gestured to the immaculate wood shop. "I can't help but notice that your shop is so clean it almost looks like you don't work here."

      Clay threw his head back and laughed. "Worried I'm going to judge you and call you a slob?"

      "Uh, yeah."

      He came toward her and hooked an arm around her neck. "Don't worry. I don't mind if you're a slob. I'm only this clean in the shop because sawdust everywhere can be a safety hazard and I have to put my tools away or I'll never find them when I come in to work tomorrow. My house never gets messy because I only eat and sleep there. But if I did spend more than eight or nine hours inside of it on a daily basis, it would probably gross you out."

      Dylan didn't believe him for a minute. "I bet you're the type that doesn't own a lot of stuff, aren't you?"

      He shrugged. "Why don't you come inside and see for yourself?"

      She nudged him in the gut with an elbow, laughing when he grunted. "Oh, I didn't elbow you that hard. And is this some sleazy invitation along the lines of wanna see my etchings?"

      Clay grinned down at her. "Nope. If I wanted to get you in bed, I'd just ask."

      He would, too. Dylan didn't doubt it because it was obvious that Clay was a straight shooter. He didn't skirt around the truth. He said what he thought and he didn't give a damn if people didn't like it.

      Honestly, it was refreshing not to have to deal with a bunch of passive-aggressive bullshit.

      "That's fair," she said.

      Clay paused before he asked, "So, you gonna sleep with me?"

      Dylan had to laugh. "Not right now. But you'll be the first to know if I change my mind."

      "I guess I can live with that," he said.

      She couldn't resist teasing him a little. "I guess you really want to get out of setting up your social media accounts if you're that desperate."

      "Hell, I won't complain once if you want to use sex as a bribe."

      Dylan shook her head and followed him into the house. "Nope."

      "Damn," he grumbled. "All right, then I guess you can come in and get the nickel tour before you start torturing me with social media."

      "Awww. You never know, Clay," Dylan said, rubbing his arm. "You might enjoy it."

      He grumbled beneath his breath. She had no idea what he said but she still laughed.

      "This is the kitchen," he said. "It's...a kitchen."

      Dylan didn't respond. It wasn't just a kitchen. It was warm and bright, with white walls and wooden cabinets that glowed like honey under the lights. As she expected, there wasn’t a lot of clutter on the counter tops. She ran a hand over the white counter. Dylan was almost certain it was quartz. The window above the sink had a deep sill, perfect for several small pots of herbs. She would never have called this “just a kitchen.” It was perfect.

      Clay didn't seem to notice her lust for his kitchen because he just kept moving through the house.

      "The dining room."

      She bit back a smile at the layer of dust on his dining room table. Maybe he wasn't a neat freak after all.

      "The living room."

      As she expected, the furniture was huge, like him, but looked comfortable. Before he could keep moving, she grabbed his elbow. At this rate, she’d never have a chance to get a good look at anything.

      "Did you build the coffee table?"

      "Yeah," he grunted. "And the dining room table, my desk, and my bed."

      "Well, the tables are gorgeous," she said.

      "Thanks." He didn’t expound but turned down a short hall. "This is my office," he said, gesturing toward the room to his right.

      She glanced inside and her eyes widened. He wasn't lying about having his own messy tendencies. Her house might be cluttered, but her desk was meticulously organized. His looked like a mountain of paperwork.

      "Wow," she murmured.

      "I know. I told you I wasn't all that tidy."

      "Well, I believe you now."

      He chuckled. "Wanna see my bed now that you know I'm not perfect?"

      "I knew that before, but I would like to see your bed. Even though I don't plan on climbing in it today."

      "Ouch. Way to destroy my dreams."

      She was still grinning until he led her to the room at the end of the hall. His bedroom door was standing open and Dylan could see the bed he'd mentioned. Her mouth fell open.

      "Wow," she whispered. This time there was no undertone of sarcasm. It was sheer awe. "That's one big bed."

      "It's a Texas King," Clay said.

      "What's that mean?"

      "It's eight feet long and almost seven feet wide. I can lay sideways across it and not hang off."

      She glanced up at him. "I guess I could see why you need a bed that big. You're what? Six-four, Six-five?"

      He nodded. "About that."

      Dylan walked a little closer and ran a hand over the footboard. The wood was as smooth and polished as glass, and just as cool beneath her fingertips.

      What truly struck her was the graceful lines of the headboard, footboard, and canopy frame. True, the entire bed was large, but somehow it didn't seem bulky.

      "How long did it take you to make this?" she asked as she walked around the massive frame.

      "A few weeks," he answered.

      "I think I should take some pictures of this for your social media, too. But we'll have to dress it up a little."

      Clay's eyebrows rose. "Dress it up?"

      Dylan rolled her eyes. "Put a nice comforter and some throw pillows on it. Make it look more like a dream bed rather than a bachelor crash pad."

      "I believe I'm offended," he replied.

      Dylan laughed. "Really? What would you call a grey blanket, white sheets, and one king sized pillow?"

      "Comfortable."

      She shook her head. "Maybe it's a good thing you haven't started an Instagram account before now. I shudder to think what sort of pictures you would have been posting."

      "Hey, if I wanted someone to insult my taste, I would have asked my sister to do this."

      Dylan laughed and walked out of the bedroom. "It sounds like your sister would have done it without being asked. Why did you change your mind?"

      "Maybe I was hoping you'd change your mind about sleeping with me."

      Dylan just shook her head and kept walking until she got back to the living room.

      Clay followed her and nearly bumped into her back when she stopped in the middle of the room.

      "I could take some really nice pictures in here, focused on the coffee table you made. You'll just need to dust it first. And your dining room table."

      "I'll tell you what. I'll order some food, dust the tables so you can take pictures while we wait, and then we can eat while you get everything set up."

      "Why do I get the feeling you're up to no good?" she asked him.

      "Because I usually am."

      "Fine."

      "What do you want to eat?" he asked.

      "I'm not sure."

      "Allergic to anything?"

      She shook her head.

      "I'll surprise you."

      Dylan's eyes narrowed but she nodded.

      She didn't say it aloud, but Clay had surprised her plenty already.

      She'd expected nice furniture because he struck her as someone competent and who liked to do a job to the best of his ability.

      What she hadn't expected was furniture that was on par with works of art. The lines, textures, and colors were all incredibly beautiful. Even the little rocking dragon looked as though it belonged in a gallery or art museum rather than in a child's room.

      Though it shamed her to admit it, because of his huge build, rough hands, and the fact that he was a troll, she'd assumed he wouldn't be capable of such delicate work.

      She knew better than to fall into those lines of thinking. How often did it irritate her when someone assumed that because she was a wood nymph that she would have a nice singing voice and a deep abiding love of nature? Granted, she did love nature, but she loved the trappings of modern society more.

      Her singing voice, however, could destroy eardrums.

      Dylan wondered what else she might learn about him if she had a chance.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Clay liked having Dylan in his space.

      It surprised him more than it would have surprised anyone else.

      His mother had always said that he would fall hard once he met the right woman.

      She was right.

      He was sliding downhill, uncontrolled and fast. Dylan was exactly what he needed. She pushed him when he needed to be pushed. He'd known for years that he needed to set up social media accounts, but he'd been procrastinating.

      She also got his sense of humor. His smartass remarks made her laugh instead of pissing her off.

      Dylan might just be perfect for him.

      He knew it was true when he didn't feel like he was having a heart attack at the thought.

      Clay called in the food and turned to look at Dylan. She was tapping away at his laptop, setting up his Facebook account and page. The sun glistened in her black hair, bringing out bluish highlights.

      "You're staring," she said as she squinted at the computer screen.

      "You wear a glamour, right?" he asked.

      She looked up at him, her brows high. "What?"

      Seeing her expression, he winced. "Was that too blunt?"

      "No," she answered. "It just seemed to come out of left field." Dylan seemed to mull it over. "I do wear a glamour," she admitted with a sigh. “Why do you ask?”

      "Well, it slipped the other night after dinner and it made me curious. Why do you sound upset about it?"

      “It slipped?”

      “After you kissed me,” he answered.

      She winced. “Was I glowing?”

      He nodded. “Why do you sound upset?” he repeated.

      Dylan shrugged. "Because if you ask why, it'll sound like bragging."

      "Why?"

      "Nymphs were made to attract humans. If I don't tone it down a little, it makes it difficult."

      "So, you make yourself appear more human?"

      "Yes. People tend to stare if my skin is glowing and my hair and eyes are the same color blue. What about you?" she asked, folding her arms in front of her.

      "I only have to wear a glamour when I get upset."

      "What happens when you get upset?"

      He hesitated.

      "Is it bad?" she asked.

      "No," he answered. "Just a little embarrassing and I'm not sure you'll believe me."

      Dylan rubbed her hands together. "Oh, now I have to know."

      "When I get upset..." He paused, fighting a smile when she leaned forward. "My skin turns green."

      Her expression morphed from expectant to skeptical. "You're pulling my leg."

      Clay frowned. "No. Where do you think the idea for the Hulk came from?"

      With a laugh, Dylan shook her head. "Stop teasing me."

      He sighed. "I'm really not. When I get upset, I turn green and I get bigger. That's part of the reason trolls have such a hard time finding partners outside of their species. Everyone's afraid their kids will turn out green or have tusks or weird ears like that ogre in the movie that came out a while ago."

      "Can any of that happen?"

      "Sometimes our trollings will stay green for a few days when they're little. It's cute. And sometimes during puberty. That's about it. The trolls in the stories were cursed to look that way. Not born."

      "Good to know," she said, going back to her work on the laptop.

      Clay moved over to sit at the table next to her and glanced at the screen. "What are you doing? That's not Facebook or Instagram or whatever they're called."

      "No, it's not. I'm designing a logo for you. Something simple."

      "Clay's Creations?" he asked.

      "Don't like it?"

      "Not really."

      She stopped what she was doing and looked at him. "You don't?"

      He shook his head.

      Her eyes fired but she only asked, "What name did you want?"

      "Dugan's Duds."

      Dylan rolled her eyes. "Don't be an ass."

      "Okay, okay. It's just that Clay's Creations sounds a little like a bakery or something like that."

      To his surprise, she actually seemed to pause and think about what he said. "You have a point. And you don’t exactly come across as the artsy type.”

      He laughed. "Ouch."

      "You know you're not. You're more like a sexy lumberjack who chops wood in tight jeans like that guy on TikTok."

      "What?"

      "Never mind. Let's see Dugan's Wood Work..." She shook her head. "What you do is more than woodworking. You make lovely furniture but you do so much more than that."

      He'd never much cared if anyone approved of his work, but her obvious appreciation of it meant something to him.

      "Dugan Furniture and Wood Crafts," he said. "It wasn't quite what I decided on before, but it's close."

      "Before?"

      "When my mother was harassing me about doing this a few years ago."

      Dylan laughed. "You refused to do this when your mother asked, but you're doing it now?"

      "Yeah, don't tell her or she'll never forgive you."

      "Is your mother that scary?"

      "Only to people who cut in line at the grocery store."

      "I'll remember that when I meet her."

      "Don't worry about that. She's gonna love you."

      "Why do you say that?" she asked.

      "What, you want a list?"

      Dylan laughed. "I guess not."

      "All right, all right. Number one, I met you through the matchmaking service she signed me up for. Number two, you're beautiful, smart, and you think I'm talented and handsome. Number three, I introduced you to her."

      "Wait, why would she love me because you introduced me to her?"

      "Because I've never done that before."

      Dylan fell silent for a long moment. Before he could say anything else, the doorbell rang.

      "It's the food," he said, getting to his feet.

      She stared after him and wondered if he realized how much he'd revealed with so few words. Then, she smiled.
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      An hour later, Dylan leaned back in her chair and groaned. "Why did you order so much food?"

      "Because I was hungry," Clay answered with a shrug, popping the last of the chicken balls in his mouth.

      She laughed. "I should have known when you had two huge brown paper bags full."

      Clay shrugged. "It's nice to have leftovers."

      Her gaze moved over to the counter where several full containers still sat.  "I think you'll be fine."

      "Yeah, it'll be a good snack for later."

      She bit back a laugh and turned the laptop toward him. "Okay, here's your Facebook page and Instagram with your logo. I set it up so you can sell pieces on Facebook Marketplace but I still think you should set up a website or an Etsy page or something."

      He grunted. "If I promise to think about it, will you stop talking about business for a couple of hours and watch a movie with me?"

      "Only if you promise to give me a definitive answer about if you want to do a website or set up an Etsy account."

      "You drive a hard bargain."

      He poured her more hot green tea. "C'mon. I'll let you pick out the movie, too."

      They settled on the couch and Dylan laughed when he tugged her into his side. She leaned against him and accepted the remote when he held it out to her.

      "What do you want to watch?" she asked.

      "You get to choose. I won't say anything."

      "Even if I choose a true crime show?"

      "Only if you promise it's not research for my future murder."

      "I promise."

      "Then I'll suffer through it."

      She laughed again and began scrolling through the apps until she found the one she wanted. "Let's watch Knives Out."

      "True crime?"

      "Murder mystery but funny."

      "I'll take your word for it. Wake me up when it's over."

      It was his turn to laugh when she pinched him.

      She started the movie and they'd just settled in to watch it when her phone rang.

      "Sorry. I need to get this."

      He paused the movie.

      "Hello?"

      Her body went rigid as she listened to whoever was on the other end of the line.

      "Stop calling me," she said, her voice shrill. "Or I'm calling the cops."

      She lowered the phone and tapped several buttons.

      "Who was that?" he asked.

      "I don't know. Some weirdo. I thought I blocked him before but he must have gotten a burner phone or something."

      Clay sat up straight. "Blocked him? Has he been calling you long? What does he say?"

      Dylan looked up. "He keeps asking me why I'm hurting him and who you are. I have no idea who this guy is. I don't recognize either number or his voice. Hell, before I met you, it had been a few weeks since my last date and I never gave him my phone number."

      "Dylan, you need to call the police."

      "They couldn't do anything. I don't even know the guy's name."

      "Yeah, but if he won't stop, even after you told him to, then you need to at least document it."

      "How? I don't know his name, where he lives, or even his real phone number. They'll probably just tell me to keep blocking the numbers and telling him to stop calling and give them a call if he shows up."

      "Doesn't matter. You'll have the paperwork to back it up if he escalates."

      "I'll think about it."

      "Dylan—"

      "I'm not arguing with you about this."

      "Dylan—"

      "No. I promise I'll call the police if he calls again, but I'm not doing it right now."

      "Dylan—"

      "Clay—"

      He'd had enough. He hauled her into his lap and kissed her.

      She put her hands on his chest and he thought she was about to push him away. Which was okay as long as the kiss accomplished his goal, which was to shut her up.

      Instead, she moved both hands up to his neck before sliding them into his hair and kissing him back.

      He completely forgot what they were arguing about and that he was frustrated as hell with her.

      She shifted on his lap, moving closer. Her mouth opened beneath his and he was drowning in her.

      He clasped her hips as she straddled his lap. He groaned deep in his throat when her hands moved from his hair to his chest and down his abdomen. When her fingers slipped beneath his shirt to touch his stomach.

      "Whoa," he whispered, tilted his head back.

      Her lips hit his throat, warm and soft.

      "Ah," he mumbled, trying to rearrange his thoughts. What was he about to say? Oh, yeah. "Uh, Dylan, what are you doing?"

      "Kissing you," she answered, her lips touching his ear. Or was that the tip of her tongue.

      He shuddered and his hands gripped her hips tighter for a second.

      "Um, are you sure you want to do this?"

      "Yep," she whispered, her mouth coming back to his.

      His hands moved to her waist, his fingers finding hot, bare flesh at the band of her pants.

      "Touch me," she said, kissing him again.

      Okay, then. He moved his palms up her back, feeling the smooth skin over slender muscles.

      Suddenly, she lifted her head and her shirt vanished.

      "Whoa,” he repeated. He couldn't tear his eyes away from her breasts cupped in a white, lacy bra.

      Dylan laughed and took his hands in hers. "Touch me," she repeated, bringing them to her breasts.

      "Are you sure?" he asked, his voice cracking. "Because I'm positive you said you weren't going to sleep with me today."

      "No," she answered, leaning into his hands. "I said I wouldn't sleep with you right now. That was hours ago."

      "Are you saying you will sleep with me right now?" he asked. "I want to be sure because I might cry if you make me stop once we go further."

      She smiled and pressed his hands harder into her breasts. "Yes, I'm absolutely certain I want to sleep with you right now."

      "Oh, thank the gods," he sighed, actively touching her now, kneading her breasts.

      She laughed and then gasped as his thumbs rubbed over her nipples in slow, firm circles.

      Dylan kissed him again as her fingers went to work on the buttons of his shirt. In seconds, she had the garment unbuttoned and spread open to reveal his chest.

      He tugged at the strap of her bra, pulling it down until he could see her breast. He lifted up and clamped his mouth over her nipple, sucking firmly.

      She moaned and rocked her hips against him. Her fingers pulled at his hair as he licked her nipple.

      As much as he was enjoying this, there was no way he could do all the things he wanted to do to her on this couch. It was too small.

      Clay released her breast from his mouth and wrapped his arms around her hips. "Hold on tight," he murmured.

      Dylan wrapped her legs around his waist as he stood and her arms around his neck. "What are you doing?"

      "If you haven't changed your mind, I'm taking you to the bedroom." He hesitated. "If you have changed your mind, you'll have to excuse me while I take an extremely cold shower."

      "Take me to bed or lose me forever."

      Clay carried her down the hall to the bedroom. "That sounds familiar. Where'd you hear that?"

      "You've never seen Top Gun?" she asked, staring at him with huge eyes.

      He laughed. "Just teasing."

      She squealed when he dropped her on the bed and she bounced. Dylan leaned back on her elbows, watching as he stripped off his shirt.

      As his hands drifted to his belt, the sound of the front door slamming echoed throughout the house.

      "Clay?"

      He froze, unable to believe what was happening.
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      Dylan's eyes narrowed. "Who is that?"

      "Clay, dammit, don't tell me you're already in bed at six o'clock on a Saturday night. How am I supposed to get a new grandbaby—"

      "Mother, do not take one more step down that hallway or I swear I will sell everything and move as far away from here as possible!" he roared.

      The woman speaking fell silent for a short moment. "Barclay Bartholomew Dugan, is that any way to speak to your mother?"

      "That's your mother?" Dylan asked, trying to bite back a laugh.

      Her voice was quiet but his mother had hearing like a bat rather than a troll. "Is there a woman back there with you?"

      The mixture of hope and glee in her voice ruined any hope Clay had of getting her to leave.

      He leaned down and snatched his shirt off the floor. In short, angry motions, he jabbed his arms down the sleeves and started buttoning it up. Then, he walked over to his closet, yanked another shirt off a hanger, and tossed it to Dylan.

      "Put that on. I'm not sure she can control herself long enough for me to get your shirt and bring it back here."

      "I heard that, Clay! Don't say rude things about your mother!" There was a pause. "I'll just go into the kitchen and make some hot tea."

      "Shit," he whispered.

      His mother didn't hear it, probably because she was chattering away as she walked into the kitchen. That was when he heard his sister's voice answering.

      "Fuck me with a garden gnome."

      Dylan's laugh was soft but floated through the air, calming him like magic.

      He turned and found her standing beside the bed, completely swamped by his shirt, rolling up the sleeves so her hands weren't hidden in the depths of the fabric.

      "You think this is funny?" he asked, taking a step closer.

      Her mouth quirked into a half smile. "A little."

      "That's okay. I'll be the one laughing soon."

      She glanced at him in confusion.

      "Who do you think my mother is going to want to talk to more? Me or you?"

      Dylan shrugged a shoulder. "That's fine. I wondered what your mother was like to inspire such fear in you."

      "Fear?" he gasped. "Fear?"

      She grinned and patted his chest as she walked by. "It's okay. Every man should still be a little afraid of his mother, even when he's grown. It means he understands women."

      Clay stared after her as she sauntered down the hall. She was right about one thing, he was afraid of his mother.

      But she was also wrong.

      He didn't understand a damn thing about women.

      Not trusting his mother or his sister, Rona, Clay followed her and grabbed her before they reached the end of the hall.

      "Look, we can run away. She'll forget about me in a decade or two. It'll be fine."

      Dylan laughed, louder this time, that magical sound filling the house.

      "Stop being such a drama queen," she said, nudging him in the gut with her elbow. "It's going to be fine. I've met my share of mothers before. I promise I won't say anything to embarrass you."

      "I'm not worried about you," he grumbled. "They live to embarrass me."

      "They do not," she hissed back.

      "Actually, hon, we do."

      Dylan turned to face the woman speaking and realized that this must be Clay's sister because she had the same hair and eyes. Her features were large like her brother's but extremely striking.

      She smiled and stepped forward, holding out her hand. "Hello. I'm Dylan. You're Clay's sister, right?"

      The woman threw her head back and laughed, pressing a hand to her chest. "Hon, you don't have to say something like that for me to like you."

      "I'm sorry?" Dylan asked, frowning in confusion.

      The woman took her hand, her grip warm and firm. "I'm Sydney, Clay's mother."

      "You're kidding," Dylan replied, glancing between the two of them. "You don't look old enough."

      Suddenly, she found herself enveloped in a tight hug.

      "Oh, Dylan. I think I'm going to just love you to pieces."

      Clay interrupted. "Mom, if you don't let her go, she might fall to pieces. She's not one of Rona's trollings."

      Since her ribs were creaking a little, Dylan didn't bother to speak up.

      Sydney released her. "I apologize. I'm just so excited to see you." She wrapped an arm around Dylan's shoulders. "Now, where did you meet?"

      Dylan glanced over her shoulder but Clay just shook his head at her as if there was no saving her now.

      She was both amused and a little intimidated. "Um, well, we met through Mystical Matchmakers." Without an ounce of remorse, she threw Clay under the bus. "Your son was just telling me earlier that he was so grateful that you'd signed him up for the service. Especially since he met me."

      Dylan shot him another look over her shoulder and suppressed a shiver at the promise of retribution in his eyes.

      "I can't tell you how glad I am to hear that," Sydney said. "Let me introduce you to Clay's actual sister, Rona. She looks just like me, only prettier."

      "Yeah, she got all the looks in the family," Clay said.

      "Hush, you," his mother said, waving a hand behind Dylan's head without turning around. "You're very handsome, but this isn't about you."

      Dylan laughed and let Sydney lead her into the kitchen. Another woman was pouring hot water into a teapot with a couple of teabags. When she was done, she put the kettle to the side and turned toward them.

      "Hello. I'm Rona Burkhart," she said, coming forward and holding out a hand. "Clay's older but better-looking sister."

      "I'm Dylan Hayes," she answered, shaking her hand. "I met Clay through the matchmaking service your mom signed him up for."

      Rona's answering smile was broad. "Oh, that's great!" she said. "Mom's never going to let him hear the end of it now. Every time he doesn't want to take her advice, she's going to bring this up."

      "Unless we break up," Clay retorted.

      All three women turned and stared at him with hard eyes.

      "You know what, why don't y'all just forget I'm here?" he said, lifting his hands in surrender. "I'm more likely to survive that way," he muttered.

      As one, they ignored him again.

      "At the risk of sounding like an interrogator," Sydney said. "I just have so many questions I want to ask you. What do you do for living?"

      "I'm an assistant manager at a bookstore," Dylan answered.

      "Is that a fun job?" Rona asked. "I love to read so I think I'd probably be useless working in a bookstore because I'd spend all my time reading books."

      "It is a fun job," Dylan said. "I've been there about seven years. And it's hard to resist the books while I'm on the clock. But I also like being around the books. The way they look and smell."

      She laughed a little. "I know that sounds weird, but it's true. If I'd enjoyed college more, I would have gone into library science and become a librarian, but I never did very well in school."

      "It doesn't sound silly at all to me," Rona said. "I'm going to have Clay do some built-ins in my den to turn it into a library. We never use it anyway because we always end up in the family room next to the kitchen."

      "That sounds amazing," Dylan said. "I'd love to have a house with a library someday."

      "What do you like to do for fun?" Sydney asked Dylan.

      Dylan laughed again. "I'm afraid I'm pretty boring. I read books, sometimes I crochet or knit, and I like to get together with my girlfriends and have a game night with card or board games."

      "Mom forbade board games at the house years ago," Rona said.

      "Because Clay cheats?" Dylan asked.

      "How did you know?" Sydney seemed shocked.

      "He admitted it."

      Sydney turned to look at Clay with narrowed eyes. "You admitted it? You swore to me, looking dead in my eyes, that you never cheated."

      The look Clay shot her made Dylan bite back a smirk. He was going to have some resentment saved up for her when they were alone again.

      It sounded kind of fun to her.

      "What about you?" Dylan asked Rona. "What do you do for a living?"

      "I keep three children alive and occasionally I substitute teach."

      "See, I'm not sure I could do that job either," Dylan said.

      "You don't like children?" Sydney asked.

      "Oh, I like them just fine, but they belong to someone else. I can give'em back when they start whining or complaining or making a mess. When they're yours, you have to keep them or it's called abandonment."

      Rona and Sydney both laughed. "It's not as hard as it seems when they're yours. You love them even when they're doing all those things. And you only want to get rid of them once a day or so."

      Dylan smiled at them. She could have sworn she heard Clay sigh in relief, but she couldn't be sure because his mother and sister were talking again.

      As they talked, Dylan began to notice the small mannerisms they shared with Clay. He'd probably get annoyed if she pointed it out, so she'd save that little bit of information for a time when he irritated her.

      She had to admit that his mother and sister were characters and a lot more outgoing than Clay. After about fifteen minutes, her ears were beginning to ring.

      "Okay, okay, it's time to clear out," Clay said, getting to his feet.

      "What? Why?" his mother asked.

      "Because Dylan looks like she's ready to find the nearest exit or leave a woman-shaped hole in my wall."

      "Clay!" they all three said at the same time.

      Dylan stared at him with wide eyes. "I can't believe you said that."

      "What?" he asked.

      "It's rude!" Dylan said.

      "Oh, I like her," Sydney commented. "She's not scared of you at all."

      Clay glowered at all of them.

      "You should be scared of me. I can throw all of y'all out."

      His mother crossed her arms over her chest and stared at him with an arched brow.

      "Okay, I can throw two of y'all out," he amended.

      When his sister and Dylan mirrored his mother, he sighed and threw up his hands.

      "Fine, I'll just leave. Enjoy my house. Lock up when you go."

      "Is he always such a drama queen?" Dylan asked Sydney and Rona.

      "Yeah, but it's cute," Rona said.

      Sydney gave her a look and she sighed. The two women got to their feet and so did Dylan.

      "Wait, you're all leaving? Really?" Clay asked, sounding shocked.

      "It's obvious we're not welcome," Sydney sniffed.

      He followed his mother and Rona to the door and grabbed Dylan's arm before she could slide out after them. With one hand on her arm, he hugged his mother and sister, giving them both kisses on their cheeks.

      "How about you give me a call before you come over next time and I'll promise to be more excited to see you?" he asked.

      "All right," Sydney said. Rona just shook her head.

      As soon as they were in their car, Dylan stomped on his bare foot.

      "Ouch. Hey!" he said, looking down at her. "Why did you do that?"

      She smacked the hand he still had wrapped around her arm. "Let me go, you big ass!"

      He released her. "What?"

      "You just manhandled me like you had every right," she shot back.

      He grimaced. "Sorry. I just wanted a chance to say good-bye to you without an audience."

      "How about you use words to communicate that instead of grabbing me and grunting like a caveman?"

      "I'm a troll, we're one step below cavemen," he retorted.

      Despite her irritation, Dylan laughed. "Well, don't do it in the future and I won't have to hurt you."

      He stared at her as if he had no idea what she was talking about. "Hurt me?"

      "Don't test me, Clay, or you'll learn why people avoid the woods when they've pissed off the nymphs."

      "Okay," he said.

      She ignored the patronizing tone. At some point, he would have to learn, but it was too early in their relationship to scare him like that.

      "Now, I do need to get my stuff and head out," she said.

      Clay hesitated. "You won't stay for a while?"

      Dylan moved in and touched his chest. "I'd like to, but I think maybe it's better if I don't."

      He dropped his chin to his chest. "Okay. I understand."

      "Really?" she asked.

      "No, but it's your choice and I need to respect it."

      She smiled. "I really like you, Clay."

      He frowned at her. "I really like you, too. But why did you say it like that?"

      "Like what?"

      "Like you thought it was going to upset me."

      "Because I thought it might."

      His frown deepened. "Why would it upset me that you like me?"

      "Because I really like you. Because I could get serious about you very easily and we haven't been dating that long."

      His frown vanished. "Is that all?"

      She laughed. "Yes, that's all." Dylan shook her head. "You're a surprising man, Clay."

      "I know." His eyes grew intense as he continued to stare down at her. "Well, since you're leaving, how about a good-bye kiss?"

      "I guess I could do that," she said, rising up on her toes to place her lips against his.

      What began as a simple brush of mouth to mouth became something hotter and more intense in the blink of an eye. Dylan plastered her body against his, her arms twining around his neck, and Clay lifted her higher. She opened her mouth, touching her tongue to his, and a soft moan vibrated in her chest.

      A car passing on the street honked, long and loud, breaking the spell.

      "I need to go," she panted. "Or I'll end up staying."

      "Am I supposed to argue about that?" he said. "Because, if so, I vote for staying."

      She laughed. "Yes, but you're thinking with your manly parts and not your mind or heart."

      "Says who?"

      Dylan glanced down at his crotch. "Your penis."

      Clay chuckled. "Okay, so it is invested at this point, but my heart wants you to stay, too." He paused. "Since you were honest with me, I need to be honest with you."

      "Now, you're the one who sounds like you're afraid I'll be upset."

      "It's just that..." he paused to gather his thoughts. "If you really like me, well, I really, really like you. As in, I would have gotten rid of my mother and sister before you came out of the bedroom if I didn't."

      "Wait, what?" Dylan took a step back.

      "I wanted you to meet them," he answered with a shrug. "You're the first woman I've dated that's met them."

      That was a lot to take in.

      "Are you serious?" she asked. "You've never introduced a woman you've dated to them?"

      "No."

      "What would you have done if you hadn't wanted me to meet them?"

      "I would have told you to take your time getting dressed and hustled them out the door."

      "They don't seem like the type to allow you to hustle them anywhere."

      "They give me a hard time," he admitted. "But they also understand me."

      Dylan nodded. "This is a lot to take in."

      He took her hand in his. "I just wanted you to know that I'm invested in this, too. It's not just you."

      She smiled. "I'm glad." After a short pause, she continued, "But I'm still going home."

      He laughed. "Okay."

      Dylan went into the living room and gathered her shirt and bra. As she looked around and he said, “You can keep the shirt for now.”

      Dylan nodded and sat down to slip on her socks and shoes. When she was done, she came over to the door, put on her coat, and shoved her tee in one pocket and her bra in the other.

      Then, she pulled him down to kiss his cheek. "Call me later."

      "I will."

      Clay walked her out to her car, much to her amusement, and opened her door for her.

      "Thanks," she said, climbing inside.

      "You're welcome."

      As she drove away, this time Dylan looked in the rearview mirror and saw Clay standing in the same spot, watching her.
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      Veronica was having the worst morning imaginable.

      She’d overslept, waking up nearly thirty minutes after her alarm should have gone off. As soon as she realized how late it was, she’d leaped out of bed and run into the bathroom to shower. The moment she’d lathered up her hair, the power had gone out, so she’d rushed through the rest of her shower and still run out of hot water halfway through.

      With a towel wrapped around her long hair in a desperate effort to dry it, she’d rushed around her apartment, getting dressed and grabbing what she would need to finish getting ready at work. Dominique was a great boss and she wouldn’t be angry if Veronica needed to take twenty or thirty minutes to dry her hair and put on a little make-up when she arrived. Especially since Veronica’s power was out.

      Lamenting the fact that she couldn’t make coffee at home and didn’t have time to stop at the coffee shop on the corner, Veronica gathered up her purse, laptop bag, and the gym bag she’d stuffed her make-up, brush, and hair dryer into.

      She was just walking to the front door when she caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror beside it and stopped short.

      “Damn,” she murmured, staring at the towel turban on top of her head.

      It was still chilly in the mornings, even though it was spring in Texas, and she didn’t relish the idea of going outside with a wet head.

      Moving quickly, she piled her stuff on the couch and ran back into the bathroom to give her hair a quick spray with smoothing serum and comb it back into a bun held in place with a black scrunchie. It wasn’t the most stylish look, but it would do until she got to work.

      When she ran out the door, she was a full twenty minutes behind schedule.

      Which meant that she should get to work by eight on the dot.

      Grateful for her habit of arriving early, Veronica braved the morning traffic only to hit a snarl a few blocks from the office. Two cars had collided in a minor fender bender, but traffic was backed up for several blocks.

      Frustrated, Veronica called her boss’s cell phone.

      “Good morning, Veronica,” Dominique said. “I’m assuming your stuck in that accident around the corner.”

      “Yes, I am,” Veronica admitted. “And I’m going to need twenty minutes to dry my hair and do my make-up when I get there. My power went off this morning before I finished my shower.”

      “Oh, dear. Well, that’s no problem. I’m afraid I have to leave the office as I have a breakfast meeting.”

      Damn. Veronica had forgotten all about that.

      “I’m so sorry,” she began.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Dominique said. “You’re never late. Everyone’s allowed to have a morning where nothing goes right. I’ll lock the office when I leave and voice mail can handle any calls that come in before you get here. It’ll be fine.”

      “Okay,” Veronica said, taking her first full breath of the morning.

      “I’ll see you in a couple of hours.”

      Dominique disconnected the call, but the tension in the pit of Veronica’s stomach didn’t go away until she reached the office fifteen minutes later and went inside.

      She turned on her computer and started a cup of coffee in the Keurig, but before she could run into the bathroom to dry her hair or put on make-up, the phone at her desk rang.

      Stressed to the max, Veronica took a moment to breathe before she answered it. “Mystical Matchmakers, this is Veronica speaking.”

      Okay, her voice sounded calm and collected as it usually did. That was good.

      “Hi, Veronica. This is Clay Dugan.”

      “Hello, Mr. Dugan. How may I help you today?”

      The coffee maker finished brewing her coffee, so she stretched the cord from her phone to the counter so she could add sugar and creamer to it.

      “I’m calling to terminate my membership with your company,” he said.

      Oh, no. Just another thing to go wrong this morning. An unhappy client.

      “I’m sorry to hear that, Mr. Dugan. Are you dissatisfied with the service?”

      “Not really,” he said. “I, uh…” He trailed off. “Well, it’s like this…”

      Veronica paused and let his emotions wash over her. Then, she smiled. Maybe something was actually going right this morning, after all.

      “Are things working out well between you and Ms. Hayes?” she asked.

      “Yeah,” he answered, sounding relieved. “They’re working out really well. I like her a lot and…well, shit, I’m falling in love with her. I’m hoping that I convince her that she feels the same about me.”

      Veronica smiled. “I’m not sure you can convince her to fall in love with you if she’s not inclined to do so.”

      “I don’t know,” he argued. “Have you met my mother?”

      “Yes, I have.”

      “Well, then you know how determined she is and I inherited that determination, so I’m choosing to believe it’s possible.”

      Veronica had to laugh a little. “Good for you. I’m glad that you feel you’ve met your match in Dylan.”

      “I think I really have,” he said.

      “Is there anything I can do to help you? Do you feel like you need any advice?”

      “Normally, I would tell you I had not one clue what I was doing,” he said with a dry laugh. “But somehow, she seems to like me exactly how I am.”

      Veronica’s smile deepened and the tightness in her stomach released, leaving her feeling light and happy. “I’m so happy to hear that.”

      “Well, I, uh, I do want to thank you and Ms. Proxa for what you did to bring us together. I have to admit I was really skeptical when my mother signed me up without my permission, but you guys seem to have a knack.”

      “I understand your skepticism. We get that a lot. Thank you, Mr. Dugan. I wish you and Ms. Hayes all the best.”

      “Bye,” he said before disconnecting.

      Now that she’d had a couple of conversations with Clay Dugan, Veronica understood that his abrupt good-bye was not meant to be insulting. It’s just how he was. He didn’t waste words and he didn’t like to waste time either.

      With a smile on her face, Veronica hung up the phone, grabbed her coffee, and went into the bathroom to finish getting ready for work.

      Today was going to be a good day after all.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      For one reason or another, Clay didn't get to see Dylan again for five days. Five extremely long, sexually frustrating days.

      Every time they tried to make plans, something came up. His brother-in-law broke his ankle the day after their last date and he spent the entire night taking care of his nieces and nephew. Then, Dylan had to work late the next three nights because one of her employees came down with the flu and called in.

      Finally, the fourth night, he called her for their evening chat, a habit they'd established that week.

      "Are you free tomorrow night?" he asked as soon as she answered.

      "Yes, thank the goddess. My boss let me have the night off since I've picked up all those extra hours this week. She's covering for me."

      "Do you want to come over for dinner? I'll cook."

      Dylan hesitated so long that he asked, "Are you still there?"

      "I'm here." She cleared her throat. "Is this code for sex? I just want to make sure that I know what to expect."

      "What?"

      She laughed a little. "I guess I'm asking what your expectations are."

      "My expectations?" Clay was beginning to get annoyed. "My only expectation is for you to come over, eat my dinner, and hopefully not get food poisoning."

      Dylan was silent again before she said, "Food poisoning?"

      "It was a joke," Clay said. "Dylan, this is starting to piss me off. I want to spend time with you. And, yes, I want to have sex with you, but I'm a grown troll. I'm not going to throw a tantrum because you don't want to sleep with me just because you said yes the last time."

      There was another moment of silence and an apology was on the tip of his tongue. He hadn't meant to upset her, but he felt like she was judging him based on her interactions with other men when he'd done nothing to deserve it.

      "I'm sorry I upset you," she said. "But understand where I'm coming from. I'm not a game player when it comes to relationships. I need your expectations spelled out clearly. If I don't like them, I will definitely tell you." There was a smile in her voice as she continued, "But this is part of the reason I like you so much. You're completely honest when I ask. It's exactly what I need."

      It was Clay's turn to pause. Finally, he said, "Okay, then I'll spell it out. Please come over and have dinner with me tomorrow. I'm a decent cook and I promise not to give you food poisoning. We can watch a movie or play a game. If you're so inclined, I'll graciously agree to have sex with you, but only if you ask nicely and tell me I'm pretty."

      Dylan actually laughed. "That all sounds fine."

      "Fine? I'll have you know that sex with me is more than fine."

      She laughed again. "I'll keep that in mind. Thank you for being honest."

      "I'm always honest with you," he said.

      "Don't ever stop," she murmured.

      "I probably won't," he admitted. "Even if you wished I would."

      "That won't happen, but I'll keep it in mind if I start to worry about that." She changed the subject. "How was your day? What did you do?"

      "Let's see. I took care of my brother-in-law so my sister could do some errands and shit and I have to tell you, if I ever break an ankle, just shoot me. I don't want to be as annoying as he is."

      Dylan laughed. "What about when you get the flu?"

      "Oh, I'm definitely annoying. And whiny."

      He loved it when she laughed like she did then, loud and from the gut.

      He wanted to make her laugh like that as often as possible.

      Maybe even forever.
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      The next night, Clay prepped for dinner. His mother made sure he knew how to cook before he was grown. She said she refused to send him out into the world without knowing how to take care of himself.

      While it wasn't his favorite activity, he could cook and he wasn't afraid of a new recipe if he saw something he wanted to try.

      Like twice-baked potatoes. He loved them at restaurants, so he'd learned to make them himself. And he was pretty damn good at it, if he said so himself.

      Tonight, he was pulling out all the stops. He was making lamb chops, broccolini, and his excellent twice-baked potatoes. For dessert, he made apple crumble and it was staying warm in the oven.

      He'd also called his mother and sister and told them that he was changing the locks if they came over without calling first again. He'd also reminded them to ring the doorbell before they came inside, too.

      They gave him shit until he reminded his mother that she'd never get grandbabies from him if she cockblocked him. And reminded his sister that the responsibility for those babies would fall on her in that event as well.

      The teasing had immediately stopped.

      Clay was fairly confident the quiet, romantic evening he planned wouldn't be interrupted by his family. And that any...activities that might occur at the end of the evening wouldn't be interrupted either.

      He was trying not to get his hopes, or anything else, up because he wasn't entirely certain that Dylan was ready to spend the night. Her question the night before definitely made him think.

      He didn't want her to feel pressured, especially this early in their relationship. And it seemed like she'd been pressured before. Just thinking of some asshole pushing her to have sex with him pissed him the fuck off.

      She'd told him a little about her experiences with online dating, but he had a feeling there was more to the story than that.

      He stared at the stove, trying to remember what he was forgetting, because he knew he was forgetting something.

      Before he could remember, the doorbell rang.

      When he opened the front door, his heart did that damn fluttering thing again. Since it only happened when Dylan was around, Clay figured that it didn't mean he was dying, but it was disconcerting.

      He cleared his throat. "You look pretty," he said.

      Dylan smiled at him. "Thank you." Her eyes traveled over him. "You look handsome."

      He rolled his eyes. "Yeah, I'm the sexiest man alive."

      "Uh, uh, uh," Dylan said, shaking her head as she stepped inside. "I accepted your compliment gracefully because you said you don't lie to me. I don't lie to you either, so accept mine."

      Clay frowned at her. "Seriously?"

      "Seriously."

      "Okay. Thank you." He heaved out a sigh. "Good enough?"

      "For now," she said, shrugging out of her short jacket.

      Clay tried not to openly stare, but it was difficult. She wore jeans and there was something about the way they fit her that drew his eyes to her ass. Then, there was her blouse. The neckline was shaped into a wide vee and revealed an intriguing hint of cleavage. Well, from his view towering over her, it was more than a hint.

      He realized she was standing there with her jacket in her hand and jolted out of his awkward staring.

      "Here, let me take that," he said. He hung it off the coat tree on the other side of the door. And suddenly remembered what he'd forgotten.

      "Come to the kitchen and I'll pour you a glass of wine," he said.

      "Sounds good," she said. As they walked through the dining room to the kitchen, she inhaled. "And something smells good, too."

      "Twice-baked potatoes, marinated lamb chops, and the apple crumble that's in the oven."

      Her eyebrows rose. "You made all that?"

      "Yep. Impressed?"

      "I'll let you know after I eat," she replied.

      He grinned. "Fair enough. Have a seat at the table and I'll get the wine."

      Clay poured them each a glass of wine and brought the bottle over to the table. She took the glass he held out to her.

      "Are you hungry?" he asked.

      Dylan took a sip and nodded.

      "I'll get the lamb chops on the grill then."

      "I'll come with you."

      "You'll need your jacket," Clay said. "It's cold."

      She sat outside in the chilly night air as he grilled the lamb and cooked the broccolini on the side burner of the grill.

      "I like your outdoor kitchen," she commented, walking around behind him to examine the countertop he'd installed himself. "It's the stuff HGTV dreams are made of."

      He smirked. "I know. My sister keeps bugging me to put one in for her, but her husband doesn't want to spend the money. Though after this last stunt, I think he'll cave because he owes her."

      "What stunt?"

      "The one that led to his broken ankle."

      "How'd he break his ankle?"

      "Skateboarding."

      "But isn't he a troll?" she asked. "I thought you all were practically indestructible."

      "We are. That's why she's so pissed off. He decided to build a ramp from their roof and demonstrate for their kids."

      Dylan rolled her lips inward but her eyes sparkled. "He didn't," she finally said.

      "Oh, he did," Clay replied. "When he went down the ramp and then up, he flew a good thirty or forty feet before he landed on both feet. In the middle of the street. Where he got hit by her car, which she was driving at the time. He tried to say it was her hitting him that did it, but the kids said that they all heard the snap when he landed."

      "Oh, that's...that's..." Dylan coughed and looked down, covering her face so he couldn't see her expression. "Just horrible. It's just horrible."

      "It's okay to laugh," he said. "God knows I did."

      "But it's still awful. I mean, it had to hurt. The landing and then the...the..."

      "Getting hit by a car? One driven by his wife?"

      "Yes." She snorted. "Excuse me. I'm just a little—"

      Clay looked at her. "I told you. It's okay to laugh. Just, maybe not in front of my sister."

      A small giggle escaped her. Then another. Finally, she gave up trying to stop it and laid her head down on the table, holding her belly as she howled.

      Clay shook his head and took a moment to flip the lamb chops and stir the broccolini.

      A few minutes later, she lifted her head and swiped at her cheeks with her hands. "I'm so sorry. It's not funny that your brother-in-law was hurt."

      "Considering it wasn't a serious injury, I'd say it was funny. Especially since his own stupidity led to it. Anyway, Rona is more than a little perturbed with him and he knows it. So, I imagine once the weather warms up, I'll be putting in her outdoor kitchen and putting a roof over her patio."

      "Well, then I'd say she's getting the best of both worlds. She can remind him that she's already run him over with the car once, so he shouldn't push his luck. And she's getting her dream back patio."

      Clay stared at her. "Are you serious?"

      "Yes."

      "And I thought trolls were bloodthirsty," he said.

      "Well, as you pointed out, his own stupidity is what caused him to get hurt."

      "Remind me to never do anything that stupid. You'd probably leave me to take care of myself."

      She laughed. "No, I'd take care of you. But you'd suffer the entire time."

      Clay shook his head again. "And I thought my mother was scary."

      The lamb chops were ready and the broccolini was perfect, so he put everything on a platter.

      "Food's done."

      Dylan got up and held the back door for him since his hands were full with the platters.

      While he cleaned up the grill and shut down the outdoor kitchen, she arranged everything on the dining room table. When he came back into the house, he found her lighting tall, slender candles that she'd put in the center of the table.

      "I have candles?" he asked.

      She gave him a confused look. "Uh, yeah."

      "Where'd they come from?"

      Dylan pointed to the sideboard his mother had bought and restored for him as his housewarming present when he'd bought the place.

      "Whoa. I have cloth napkins too?"

      "Do you ever look inside that sideboard?" Dylan asked.

      "Not really."

      "Well, I think you owe your mother an apology as well as an extra big thank you."

      He gave her a strange look. "How'd you know my mother gave that to me?"

      "How else would you have nice candlesticks, candles to go in them, cloth napkins, and two very nice tablecloths? Oh, and the napkin rings I used."

      "That was all inside the sideboard?"

      She closed her eyes and laughed. "Just sit your ass down so we can eat. I've been smelling this food for thirty minutes now and I'm starving."

      "Okay, okay. No need to be so upset."

      He poured them both more wine and ran into the kitchen to grab a couple of glasses of water.

      After he sat back down, he realized that he hadn't said anything to Dylan about what she'd done to the table.

      "All joking aside, the table looks really nice," he said.

      The corner of her mouth lifted in a half-smile. "Thank you."

      "To a delicious, quiet meal that won't be interrupted by my family," he said, raising his wine glass.

      The smile grew as she tapped her glass to his, a high chime ringing. "To an enjoyable evening."

      Their eyes held as they both drank.

      Whatever happened, he was already enjoying the evening.
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      Before she arrived at Clay's house, Dylan already knew how the night would end. Even the weird text messages she'd been getting all week couldn't interfere with her plans. She kept blocking the numbers as they popped up, but the messages still came. Asking her why she was hurting them. Talking about their future as a couple. She still had no idea who it was, but she wasn't going to engage any longer. It wasn't going to stop the man on the other side. She was assuming it was the same man who called her before. The wording was similar.

      Ignoring him was the only way to go. If it kept happening, she would have to get her number changed, but she really didn't want the hassle because she'd had her cell phone number for almost a decade. She'd give it a few weeks before she did anything that drastic.

      No, she'd much rather focus on the coming night with Clay. But she didn't intend to make it easy for him.

      As he washed the dishes and she dried, Dylan cocked her head and studied him.

      "You said that you and your family liked to play board games," she said.

      "That's right."

      "Which one is your favorite?"

      Clay chuckled as he scrubbed a pan. "That's like asking you what your favorite book is," he replied.

      Dylan nodded. She knew exactly what he meant.

      "What about Scrabble?" she asked.

      "Oh, that was definitely a favorite and a source of several family arguments that lasted for months."

      Dylan's eyebrows rose. "Months?"

      Clay shrugged. "What can I say? We're extremely competitive."

      "Hmm."

      "Your expression scares me a little," he said.

      Dylan smiled at him. "It just so happens that I'm very competitive as well."

      "Oh, really?" He put the pan in the dish rack and snatched the towel from her before she could pick it up to dry it. "Are you suggesting that we play Scrabble tonight? Because I have to warn you that Scrabble games in the Dugan family have been known to go on for up to four or five hours before someone gets pissed off and flips the board."

      Dylan laughed. "Oh, I don't think it'll take that long for me to beat the pants off you." She paused for effect. "Literally."

      Clay blinked at her. "I'm sorry?"

      "I think we need higher stakes than just pride," she said, running a finger down the center of his chest.

      "Okay, what does that have to do with my pants?"

      "Strip Scrabble," she replied.

      He gave her a blank stare for a long moment before a slow, wicked grin spread across his face. "I see."

      "I don't know how much you'll see. I'm damn good at Scrabble."

      Clay chuckled. "We'll see about that."

      "Yes, we will."

      "Get the wine and meet me in the living room," he commanded.

      When Dylan brought the wine bottle and glasses into the living room, she found Clay unfolding the Scrabble board in the center of the coffee table.

      "Thanks," he said, taking the glass of wine that she held out to him.

      She set the bottle on one of the side tables and walked around to the opposite side of the coffee table and sat down on the floor.

      "Okay, here are the ground rules," she said. "We start with the same amount of clothing. Socks count as one article. Shoes count as one. Etcetera. Each time one of us scores a hundred points or more, the other person removes a piece of clothing."

      "Sounds fair."

      "Also, naughty words only," she said.

      "Naughty words only? What does that mean?"

      "Well, maybe not just naughty, but anything with a double meaning, flirty or sexual connotation, and the like." Dylan took a deep sip of her wine.

      "We need some sort of standard."

      "Urban Dictionary," she stated. "If it's not on that website, it doesn't count."

      Clay rubbed his hands together. "This is going to be fun."
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      Dylan stared at her tiles with narrowed eyes. Her earrings were on the table next to her and her shoes and socks were stacked on the floor. Her jeans were draped over the armchair behind her.

      "I still think the shirt should have come off first," Clay grumbled. He drank his wine and watched her over the rim. "Mine did."

      Dylan smirked at him. "It wasn't one of the rules we decided beforehand, so I get to choose what I remove and in what order. So did you."

      Clay grunted and glanced down at the table.

      Dylan had to bite back a laugh because she knew that the furniture blocked his view of her almost naked bottom half and it obviously frustrated him.

      She rearranged her tiles, stared at the board a few more moments, and finally played a few.

      "Crumpkin?" Clay asked. "That can't be a real thing."

      "It is," Dylan argued.

      "I don't believe it. I'm looking it up."

      Dylan tried not to smile as he picked up his phone. She put her elbow on the table and propped her chin on her hand, waiting as he typed in the word. His eyes widened and a dull flush spread across his face.

      "This is a thing?" he asked.

      "I don't know. I've never tried it."

      "Well, I guess I can volunteer if you want to try it. Though crunches aren't really my thing."

      Dylan laughed. Figures that a man would be willing to do an ab workout if it meant he got a blow job while he did it.

      "I'll take that under advisement," she replied. "Okay, so I have a double letter score on K, so that's twenty-two points." Dylan added the number to her total. "That brings my score up to two hundred and five."

      Clay groaned and let his head fall on the back of the couch. "Seriously?"

      Dylan laughed again. "I warned you that I'm competitive and I'm good."

      He reached for the button on his pants and stopped when he saw the expression on Dylan's face. "What?"

      "You're going to leave your socks on? That's interesting."

      Clay let his hands fall to his sides. "I thought I got to choose the order I removed my clothes, just like you did."

      "Oh, you do. It's just..." Her mouth twitched as she tried not to smile. "Socks and underwear is a little weird."

      "Weird?"

      "Okay, not very sexy."

      "Neither is losing at Scrabble," he complained, but he stripped off his socks. "Don't make fun of my feet either."

      "I can't see them from here, don't worry."

      Clay didn't say anything, just looked back at his tiles. "How many points do I have?" he asked.

      "One hundred and seventy."

      "Okay."

      He played his tiles. "Sexual. Triple word score. That's thirty-nine."

      Dylan did the math and sighed. She added it to his score.

      "That makes my score two hundred and nine, right?" he asked.

      "That's right," she mumbled. She placed the pen on top of the pad and reached behind her.

      Clay's brow crinkled as he watched her, obviously wondering what she was doing.

      She pulled one of her arms inside her shirt, pushed it back through the sleeve, reached up the opposite sleeve, and pulled her bra out of her shirt.

      "What in the hell is that?" he asked, staring at the lacy lavender garment.

      "It's a bra," she answered, dropping it on top of her pants.

      "How in the hell did you do that?"

      "You have a mother and sister. You've never seen either of them do this before?" she asked.

      "No!"

      Dylan had to laugh. "It's a trick just about every woman knows."

      "Do you do that often?" he asked.

      "Only every time I walk in the door of my house."

      He clasped his chest and collapsed back against the couch. "Every time? Is this another every woman thing that I don't know?"

      She shrugged. "I don't know. It's me, though."

      "So, when you're at home, you don't wear a bra?"

      "Now, you're getting really personal," she said, aiming and failing to maintain a stern tone.

      "This is interesting," he said. "I need to know more."

      Dylan rolled her eyes. "Only because it's regarding my boobs."

      "Of course. They seem very nice."

      "Nice?"

      "Uh, nice and pretty?"

      Dylan shook her head. She was going to remember this.

      "This is kind of a letdown," he said, glancing at the bra on the chair.

      "Focus on the game," Dylan said, pulling her shoulders back.

      Clay's gaze moved from the bra to her breasts, which made her want to laugh again. If she kept him distracted enough, she could win.

      "Focus, Clay," she repeated.

      "Huh?"

      This time she did laugh as she drew the tiles she forgot to grab earlier. Dylan examined her options. She wasn't going to hit three hundred on this turn, but she could get close to fifty points.

      Dylan rose up on her knees to reach across the board and play her tiles. She heard Clay make a rough noise in his throat as she leaned over.

      She looked up and found him staring down at the neckline of her shirt.

      "See something nice?" she asked, her question pointed.

      "Better than nice."

      Suddenly, Clay leaned forward, bringing their faces less than a foot apart. "You know what?" he said. "I don't give a shit if I win or lose anymore. Do you?"

      Dylan's heart rate kicked up, pounding hard and fast against her sternum. But she wasn't one to give up easily.

      "Are you forfeiting?" she whispered.

      Clay's eyes were hot as he stared at her mouth. "Fuck it. Yes, I am. What are you going to do about it?"

      Dylan grinned at him and got to her feet. Without taking her gaze from his, she reached down and grabbed the hem of her shirt. In a blink, she'd tugged it over her head and stood before him in nothing but a pair of lavender panties that matched her bra.

      "I win," she said.

      Clay rose from the couch and plucked her off her feet before she could say or do anything. Dylan wrapped her legs around his waist and locked her ankles together as he carried her to the front door.

      "Are we going somewhere?" she asked when he stopped in front of the door.

      Dylan glanced over her shoulder and laughed when she saw the chain he'd installed. Clay slid the chain into place.

      "No one is going to interrupt us tonight," he said.

      "What about the back door?" Dylan asked.

      Clay hiked her up higher, his hands cupping her ass. "I made sure to throw the deadbolt."

      "Doesn't your mom have a key for that?"

      "Nope. I installed it this week."

      Dylan laughed as he carried her back to the bedroom. She laughed again when she saw his room. There were candles set on the dresser and nightstands and they definitely hadn't been there the last time she was in his bedroom.

      "What's so funny?" Clay asked as he carried her to the bed.

      "You've thought of everything," she answered. "Except the condoms."

      "They're in the drawer next to the bed."

      She squealed when he dropped her on the bed. Dylan leaned back against the pillows to watch as Clay walked around the room and lit the candles.

      The romantic gesture touched her. He was such a gruff, blunt man. She liked that about him, but it also meant that she didn't expect things like this.

      When he was done, Clay came over to the bed and sat next to her. "What is it?" he asked.

      "What is what?"

      "You have a look on your face," he said, reaching out to cup her calf with his hand. "I'm not sure what it means."

      "I'm wondering if you'll get embarrassed or angry if I tell you how sweet it was for you to set up all of this."

      Clay reached out and snagged a remote off the nightstand. With the press of a button, the deep thump of low, sensual music filled the air. He dropped the remote back onto the table and turned toward her.

      "It wasn't sweet. It was wishful thinking."
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      Dylan reached out and cupped his cheek. "Wishful thinking is buying a box of condoms. This was sweet."

      "Fine, I'm sweet." Clay took her shoulders in his hands and drew her across his lap.

      His lips touched hers and she melted. The kiss started slow, his mouth tugging at hers, before her blood began to heat until her skin was nearly burning. She opened her mouth and sank her fingers into his hair when his tongue touched hers.

      Clay wrapped his arms around her completely, pulling her closer. His skin was scorching where it touched hers.

      Dylan let her head fall back as Clay's mouth moved from her lips to her neck. He shifted her on his lap and she felt the hard length of his cock against her ass. Her hips moved and she shivered when his teeth scraped her throat.

      She gasped when he suddenly lifted her and twisted them on the bed so that she lay beneath him.

      Dylan arched into him, her hands moving from his scalp to his shoulders. The denim of his jeans felt rough against the skin of her inner thighs.

      His mouth trailed over her collarbone to her breast. When his tongue slid over her nipple, she gasped again. He was barely touching her but she felt like she was going to come out of her skin. It had been so long since she'd been with a man. Too long.

      Dylan bucked beneath him when Clay's lips closed around her nipple and he sucked.

      "Clay," she murmured, her nails digging into his shoulders.

      His mouth moved to her other breast.

      She moved restlessly, her body refusing to keep still. "Clay."

      He released her nipple and his lips traveled down her abdomen to the edge of her panties. Dylan made a grab for him but he was sitting back on his heels, his fingers curling around the waistband of her panties so he could tug them down and off.

      "Clay," she repeated, her tone hesitant.

      His only response was to hum in the back of his throat as his big hands cupped her knees. When he tried to nudge them apart, she resisted.

      Finally, he looked at her, his eyes bright and intense. His hair was wild from her fingers earlier. He looked turned on. And sexy.

      "What's wrong?" he asked, his voice rough.

      "It's just..." she trailed off.

      "Just?"

      "Been a while," she said.

      His hands rubbed the tops of her thighs. "Am I rushing you?"

      "No." She hesitated. "Yes." Dylan sighed. "I just don't think I'm ready for you to go down on me," she finally admitted, her cheeks burning as she said it. "It's..." She had no idea how to voice her thoughts.

      Clay leaned over her, putting his face above hers. "It's intimate," he said.

      "Yes."

      "And it requires trust," he continued.

      "Yes."

      "Do you trust me?" he asked.

      Dylan narrowed her eyes. "Are you going somewhere with this?"

      "I promise I won't hurt you," he said. "That's all." He kissed her, his mouth gentle and warm.

      His hands slid beneath her at the small of her back and then he rolled so that she was on top of him.

      Then, he said exactly the right thing to make her relax. "For the record, I'm fine with it if you wanna go down on me."

      Dylan shook her head and lightly bit one of his pectorals, making him jump. "Why am I not surprised by that?"

      "Because I'm a guy and you understand guys," he answered.

      "That was actually a rhetorical question, but thanks for your input," she said.

      One of his hands hooked around the back of her neck, pulling her down for a kiss. His other hand cupped her ass, squeezing and kneading.

      Dylan's embarrassment faded away beneath the touch of his hands and his mouth. She rocked her hips against him, rubbing against the ridge of his erection. He didn't try to stop her when her fingers went to the button on his jeans.

      "Don't forget to take your socks off," she said as she unsnapped and unbuttoned his jeans. "Otherwise, you're going to remind me of someone's dad."

      Clay laughed. “I already took them off, remember?"

      “Oh, yeah, I forgot about that.”

      She didn’t have time to be embarrassed. Dylan abandoned his jeans and clutched at his shoulders, squealing when he sat up and turned.

      "Now I know how bronc riders feel," she teased.

      "Just wait 'til I take my pants off."

      "Are you trying to say you're hung like a horse?" she asked.

      "What? No. I meant I'll give you the ride of your life," he said. "Not that my dick is small or anything."

      Dylan burst out laughing, leaning her forehead against his. "Oh, I know it's not small." She ground her hips against his. "I can feel how big it is."

      "You're killing me."

      She moved to kneel beside him and finished unfastening his pants. He helped her shove them off, leaving him naked. Very, very naked.

      "Whoa," Dylan whispered, leaning back a little. "Okay, I have to figure out the logistics of this."

      Clay put his hands behind his head and shot her a cocky smile. "Told you it wasn't small."

      "Yeah, but now I'm concerned about my health."

      He scoffed and reached for her. "We'll make it work."

      "Maybe, but will we both enjoy it?"

      Clay sighed and turned them both so they were on their sides. "I promise you'll enjoy it. If you don't, we'll stop."

      Dylan ran her fingertips from the base of his throat, down his abdomen, to the subject of their conversation. He sucked in a sharp breath as she wrapped her hand around him and gave his dick an experimental stroke.

      "I think I'm willing to try," she murmured, staring down between them as she touched him.

      Clay cupped her face and kissed her. Any doubts, hell, any thoughts flew right out of her head. All she could do was feel.

      Dylan moaned as he kneaded her butt, pulling her closer and trapping her hand between them. His mouth was voracious and hot. His hand moved from her ass, going down and in until his fingers found her center. She arched her back as he slid a finger inside her, the caress slow and deep.

      Her muscles warmed and melted as he touched her and kissed her. Dylan sighed when he removed his hand and pulled her on top of him. This time, when she straddled his hips, the hard, smooth length of his cock was exactly where she needed. She moaned again as her hips shifted, sliding her clit against his dick.

      Clay's hands clamped on her hips, but he didn't try to stop her motion. His thumbs massaged just inside her hipbones, letting her set the pace. She arched her back and a wild sound escaped her throat when his mouth closed over her nipple, sucking hard.

      Pleasure speared through her body, a current of electricity and heat that arced from her breast to her clit. Dylan took a shuddering breath as his mouth tugged at her nipple.

      She rocked against him, nearly overwhelmed by the sensations cascading through her. When his hand moved and his thumb began to circle her clit, a fine tension seized her muscles. With each stroke of his thumb, her muscles tightened, drawing her higher and higher, until she was poised on the edge of an incredible orgasm. Dylan held back, nearly afraid of what she was feeling. She trembled violently against him as Clay released her breast from his mouth.

      "Let go, Dylan," he murmured, pressing his lips to her sternum. "I've got you."

      She took a shallow breath but couldn't release it as the tension inside her snapped and wave after wave of intense pleasure crashed through her. He held her, his teeth gently scraping the inside curve of her breast, as she rode out the orgasm.

      Finally, the intensity faded, leaving Dylan wrecked and panting. She collapsed against Clay, her mind utterly empty of everything except the echoes of ecstasy.

      Clay rolled them so that he hovered over her and his lips brushed hers. "You're beautiful," he whispered, staring down at her.

      Dylan blinked, trying to gather her thoughts enough to respond, but he kissed her again, deeper this time. The embers of desire inside her grew hotter once again. She wrapped her legs around his hips and poured everything she was feeling into the kiss. She wanted him to experience the same incredible pleasure that he gave her.

      This time, when Clay's fingers slid down between her thighs, she was wet and ready. Her hips lifted as he pressed a finger deep inside her and withdrew it to add another. Her nerve endings came alive and she wanted to feel more. She wanted to feel him inside her, filling her up.

      "Condom," she murmured, tearing her lips away from his. "We need a condom."

      "Not yet," he replied, his eyes dropping to the space between them and watching as his fingers moved in and out of her.

      "Yes," she argued, lifting her hips. "Now."

      Clay's eyes moved up to her face and he must have realized that she was serious because he removed his hand and reached into the nightstand.

      Dylan sat up and ran her hands up his thighs as he knelt on the bed and ripped open the condom. Her hand stroked his length as he fit the condom on the tip of his dick.

      Her skin glowed and she realized her glamour had fallen. He was seeing her in her natural form and he didn’t even seem to notice.

      She leaned back and watched as he smoothed the latex down the length of his erection. Clay crawled over her, guiding his cock to her entrance.

      "We'll go slowly," he said, his eyes focused on the sight of the tip of his dick disappearing inside her.

      "Fine with me," she whispered. "Don't stop," she said when he paused.

      "I'm not. Just be patient." He wasn't sure if those words were more for her or him, but he pressed further before withdrawing again.

      Her body opened beneath him, taking him easily as he worked his cock deeper. It took one long, nearly excruciatingly intense minute for him to enter her completely. He hissed out a breath as she clenched tightly around him.

      "Clay," she whispered. "I need—"

      "I know," he interrupted. "Give me a second."

      Dylan shifted beneath him, her hips arching and her muscles gripping him again.

      "Shit," he whispered. He couldn't wait much longer.

      His thumb covered her clit again as he withdrew in a long stroke and thrust into her. He filled her perfectly.

      Her hands clutched his shoulders as he moved over her, a moan coming from her mouth. Dylan kissed him. All she could do was hold on and let him take her higher and higher.

      Her skin began to tingle and heat as the orgasm approached. She whispered his name, her voice breaking. Then, the pleasure swamped her. She threw her head back, crying out from the intensity of the sensations cascading through her. Her entire body shuddered uncontrollably.

      Clay kissed her throat, the thrust of his hips against her becoming uneven and short as he came.

      As her climax faded, Dylan wrapped her arms around him, holding him close, and she tucked her face against his next. Her heart pounded in her chest as she tried to catch her breath.

      After a few moments, Clay moved away from her. "Be right back."

      She watched as he walked into the bathroom, her mind still hazy. A few minutes later, when he came back, she was under the blankets, her hands tucked beneath her cheek as she kept her eyes on him.

      She loved the way that he looked—big, broad-shouldered, and strong enough to wrestle a bear if it attacked her. His shoulders and arms were impressive but he wasn't muscle-bound with zero percent body fat. She liked that a lot.

      "I hope this means you're staying the night," Clay said, walking around the bed to climb in next to her.

      Dylan turned to face him, grinning when he reached out and hauled her against him so her head rested on his shoulder. She snuggled closer, draping her arm over his waist.

      "I don't know if I should," she said. "I have to go to work tomorrow."

      "What time?"

      "Ten."

      "Stay," he said. "I'll get you up early enough to get home and get ready."

      "Okay," she agreed.

      As she cuddled closer, she smiled to herself. He wanted her to stay. Considering she was already half in love with him, the knowledge warmed her.

      "You can stay tomorrow night too, if you want."

      Dylan laughed softly. "We'll see. You might snore or hog the blankets or something."

      "Hey, I'm a troll. Of course I snore."

      She tilted her head back so she could look up into his face.

      "Are you serious?" she asked, laughing.

      "I'd say no but you'll find out soon enough that it's a lie."

      She pressed a kiss to his chest. "That's okay. I sleep like the dead anyway."

      "Then you're perfect for me."

      Dylan rolled her eyes, but smiled in spite of herself.

      "But I'm not sleepy yet," he continued.

      "Oh, really?"

      "No. But I am hungry."

      "Can we eat in bed?" she asked.

      "See? Perfect for me," he repeated.

      "But you're getting the food, right?"

      He sighed in mock frustration. "I guess so."

      "Hey, you've heard that saying. If your woman can get up and make you a sandwich after sex, you didn't do it right."

      He stared down at her with big eyes. "No, I've never heard that."

      "Well, I can't get up, so that should tell you something."

      Clay eyed her speculatively. "Are you just saying that because you want me to go get the snacks?"

      "Yes, but that doesn't mean it's not true."

      He groaned and rolled out of bed, grabbing a pair of shorts out of the dresser to his left and slipping them on. "I can see you're going to be a lot of work."

      Dylan threw a pillow at his back. "What happened to being perfect for you?"

      Clay stopped and turned to look over his shoulder at her. "That's still true. But I don't want to make it too easy for you to fall in love with me." He grinned when he said it, obviously teasing her, and left the room.

      "I think it's too late for that," Dylan whispered to herself.
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      The next morning, Dylan finally understood what the expression "walking on air" meant. She wasn't sure her feet had touched the ground since she got out of bed.

      While Clay hadn't been lying when he said he snored, she was also correct when she told him she slept like the dead. Once they ate a snack, Clay decided he wanted her for dessert.

      After that, she'd cleaned up, borrowed one of his t-shirts, and passed out. That was the last thing she remembered until he woke her up with a cup of coffee at six-thirty. Drinking coffee and having breakfast in his sunny kitchen felt almost normal, as though they did it every day.

      Clay tried to talk her into going back to bed after but she knew she would be late if she did.

      As she dressed, he stood in the doorway of the bedroom with his arms crossed over his chest.

      "I don't know why you can't shower here," he said.

      "Because you don't even have conditioner for my hair," she answered, shimmying back into her jeans.

      "It's not even eight yet. Does it really take you two hours to get ready?"

      She shot him a dry look. "You work from home. Your commute is all of thirty seconds. It takes me ten or fifteen minutes to get to work on a good day and a half hour to get to my apartment from here. That's almost an hour in travel time alone."

      He sighed in disgust as she finished dressing and followed her to the living room, where she gathered her purse and jacket.

      When she walked to the door, he came up behind her and put his hand on it so she couldn't open it.

      Dylan turned to face him and lifted both her eyebrows. "Problem?"

      "I want to see you today," he stated.

      "You're seeing me now," she replied, fighting a smile.

      "After work."

      "I don't get off until eight," she said. "And I have to do laundry tonight or I'll have to go to work in a tank top and running shorts tomorrow. That's the only stuff I have clean."

      He paused, a frown on his face. "Can I come to your place?" he asked. "I'll bring dinner and I'm damn good at folding underwear and socks."

      She laughed. "Women’s underwear?" she asked.

      "Yeah. I had to fold Mom and Rona's stuff growing up. They made me help with the laundry." He shuddered. "I'm not even going to tell you how many times I found a thong in there. It was traumatizing."

      "Yeah, I don't need to know."

      "Tonight then?"

      "Okay," she agreed. "I'll text you my address." Dylan smiled. "I can introduce you to my plants."

      "Your plants?" he asked.

      "Don't worry, they'll like you." Dylan rose up on her toes and kissed him on the mouth. "I'll see you tonight."

      Clay opened the door for her and followed her outside to her car. She bit back a laugh when he opened her car door for her too.

      "I'm glad you're here to open my doors. What will I do when I get home?"

      "Stop being a smartass."

      He gave her another kiss, one that made her toes curl, and stepped back while she got into the car.

      "Don't forget to text me your address," he said.

      "I won't."

      Dylan backed out of the driveway and blew him a kiss before she drove off.

      Now, she was home and only had forty minutes to get ready for work. She jogged up the steps to her duplex and unlocked the door. She dropped her keys on the table by the door and tossed her bag next to them. Before she took another step, she texted Clay her address and headed toward the bedroom.

      She was reading Clay's reply when she walked into her room or she would have seen him immediately.

      "You're finally home."

      Dylan's head snapped up at the man's voice. She got an impression of a baseball hat and a pale face before she screamed. Backpedaling, she ran down the short hall toward the living room and made a beeline for the front door.

      "Wait." A hand landed on her shoulder and Dylan screamed again.

      Whirling around, she shoved him as hard as she could and called on her plants. The ivy snaked down from the framework she'd hung on the ceiling and wrapped around his neck and arms.

      Dylan didn't wait around, she dashed to the front door, fumbled with the lock, and threw it open, still yelling for help. She could feel the man tearing at her plants and knew it wouldn't be long before he broke free.

      "What's going on?" Sylvie, her neighbor, came out of the other side of the duplex. "Are you okay?"

      Dylan nearly dove through her door and slammed it behind her, crowding Sylvie back into her living room. With shaking hands, she threw the locks.

      "Call the police," she panted. "And do you have any weapons? Knives? Guns? Rocket launchers?"

      Sylvie stared at her with wild eyes. "What? Dylan, what's wrong?"

      "I just got home and there was a man in my bedroom!" she yelled. "Call the cops before he gets away."

      Sylvie finally jumped into action and ran to get her cell phone. Dylan heard rapid steps descending the front porch and peeked out Sylvie's front window. She watched as the man in the blue cap looked in both directions before he hauled ass away from the duplex.

      Dylan turned as her neighbor came back into the room, her phone to her ear. "Is he gone?" she asked.

      Dylan nodded. "Yeah. He headed..." She had to stop and think. "East on Poplar."

      Sylvie nodded and relayed the information to the dispatcher. "Yeah, he's gone." She paused. "I don't know. He didn't break into my house, he broke into my neighbor's place." Her icy blue eyes came to Dylan. "Yeah, she's here and she's not hurt. Do you want to talk to her?"

      A few seconds later, Sylvie held the phone out to her and Dylan took it.

      "Hello?" She hated that her voice was shaking so much, but she couldn't control it.

      "Ma'am, do you need an ambulance?" a calm female voice asked her.

      "No, no, I don't. He just grabbed my shoulder, that's it."

      "Okay. And you said he's gone. Do you know if there's anyone else in the house?"

      "No, I don't know. He did run away but I didn't see anyone else inside. They could have been in the other bedroom, but I don't know."

      "All right. An officer should be pulling up any moment. You said he ran east on Poplar Avenue. What did he look like? And what was he wearing?"

      Dylan forced herself to take a deep breath and gather her thoughts before she answered, "He was white, around six feet tall. He was wearing dark clothes. I'm sorry, I'm not sure of their exact color. And he had on a dark blue ball cap."

      "What about his build? Was he slender or heavier?"

      Dylan thought for a moment. "He was lean. Not skinny, but not huge."

      "Okay."

      She could hear the woman typing rapidly. Then, she heard the wail of a siren just up the street.

      "The officer is almost here," Dylan said.

      "Good. Please stay on the line with me until he arrives."

      "Okay. I'm in my neighbor's place right now. My front door is probably standing open."

      "I'll make sure the officer knows."

      A few seconds later, two squad cars pulled up in front of the duplex and both officers got out and walked toward the house. She and Sylvie were glued to the window and watched as the man and woman walked up the front steps They went through her door, weapons drawn, and came out five minutes later.

      The female officer knocked on Sylvie's door and Dylan answered it.

      "Are you the one who called 9-1-1?" she asked.

      Dylan nodded. "That's my place," she said, gesturing toward her still-open front door.

      The woman nodded. "We'll need to take your statement. And you'll need to board up the window in your back door. It looks like he broke out a pane of glass to unlock it. Do you know if anything is missing?"

      Dylan shook her head. "As soon as I saw him, I ran out. He grabbed my arm in the living room and—" She realized she was about to tell the officer that she asked her plants to hold him back and stopped talking abruptly. After she cleared her throat, she continued, "I shoved him down and ran outside."

      "Let's go next door and you can take a quick look," the officer said, her expression sympathetic.

      Dylan nodded and followed the officer out. The male officer stood just outside her door.

      "Can I come with you?" Sylvie asked. "I'm invested now."

      For some reason, her comment made Dylan want to smile. "Yeah. Thanks for the rescue," she said.

      "Anytime. I hope you'd do the same for me."

      Dylan winced when she saw the state of her plants and let a small stream of magic out to help them. The man had torn them up in his efforts to escape.  Leaves scattered the floor and a few of the vines were broken. Once she was alone in her duplex, she would work on healing them.

      Her television was exactly where she left it and her purse was still by the front door. She walked into her bedroom but everything appeared to be in place. Her jewelry box was still in her closet and the envelope of money she stored in her fire-proof box was still there even though she rarely locked the box.

      "It doesn't look like anything's missing," she said.

      "Maybe he didn't have time to take anything before you got home," the male officer said.

      "I don't know," Dylan replied. "When I walked into the bedroom he said, 'You're finally home.' It was like he was waiting for me. In my bedroom. And he told me to wait when he grabbed me, as though he didn't want me to leave."

      The thought freaked her the hell out. Based on that information, it sounded as if he'd been waiting on her rather than a burglar who'd been interrupted.

      "Did you recognize him?" the female officer asked.

      Dylan shook her head. "No, he was wearing a ball cap and I was so scared. As soon as he talked to me and I saw him standing there, I turned and ran away."

      The woman nodded. "That was probably the smartest move."

      Then, Dylan thought about the texts. "I don't know if this is related, but I've been getting all these texts from strange numbers." She unlocked her phone and scrolled through her text messages, finding the first from a couple of weeks ago. She turned it toward the officer.

      The other woman took it and asked, "Can I scroll through?"

      Dylan nodded and watched as the two officers read them.

      "Are these your only messages?" the male officer asked.

      "No. I blocked that number and a few days later I got other texts from another number. When I blocked that one, a new number popped up the next day. I stopped responding and immediately started blocking him after the third number appeared, but he hasn't stopped. He texted me over and over yesterday."

      "You know for sure it's a man?" he asked.

      Dylan shrugged. "I'm not sure, but a man did call me last week, asking me why I was hurting him. Or something along those lines. I just assumed the texts were from the same man since the same phone number showed up on the call and the first messages. The wording was very similar. And the tone."

      Both officers nodded. "That makes sense. Okay, we're going to take your statement and a detective will probably get in touch with you to get more information."

      "A detective?" Dylan asked.

      "This seems like more than a simple breaking-and-entering situation," the woman said. "It sounds like this man may be stalking you."

      Chills erupted on Dylan's flesh. "Stalking?"

      The woman nodded. "It might be a good idea to have someone stay with you or to go visit a friend if you're able."

      Dylan blinked several times. "Oh, my God."

      The female officer put a hand on her shoulder. "It will be okay. We'll figure out what's going on and do everything we can. In the meantime, be aware of your surroundings and look into getting an alarm system."

      Dylan winced. An alarm system was an expense she probably couldn't afford right now, but then again, she really wanted to be able to sleep at night without worrying about finding that man in her bedroom again.

      "Let's get your information and take your statement."

      Just as the officer said it, Dylan's phone rang in her hand. She gasped when she saw it was the number for the bookstore.

      "Shit, I'm supposed to be at work right now!"

      The female officer smiled sympathetically. "I think it'll be a bit before you can make it."

      "Can you give me a second to talk to my boss?" Dylan asked.

      The woman nodded.

      Dylan shot Sylvie an apologetic glance and walked into her bedroom to take the call.

      "Gloria," she said, answering the phone. "I'm so, so sorry. Some guy broke into my house this morning and I'm still dealing with the police and the mess he left."

      "What?" her boss asked. Her voice pitched to ear-piercing.

      "Someone broke into my house this morning," Dylan repeated. "I'm so sorry I'm late. It looks like it'll be a while before I can leave. The police are still here and they need to take my statement. Then, I have to board up my back door because he broke out one of the glass panes."

      "Oh, my God, honey. That's horrible. Look, you do what you have to do. I'm already at the store because I'm catching up on paperwork. I'll just take over for you this morning. If you can make it after lunch, let me know, but I completely understand if you can't."

      Warmth suffused Dylan's chest. This was why she was still working at the bookstore after seven years. Her boss was the best.

      "I'm going to try to come in for at least half my shift," Dylan said. "But I may not have a choice. It depends on how long it takes me to deal with everything here and if a detective wants to talk to me or not."

      "A detective?" Gloria repeated.

      "Yeah," Dylan said with a sigh. "I've been getting these harassing text messages for a while and, last week, I got a phone call from a man. It's possible this is the same guy."

      "Why didn't you mention this before?" Gloria asked.

      "Because I didn't think it was anything serious. I figured that as long as I kept ignoring him, he'd stop texting me."

      "Dylan," Gloria said. She sounded frustrated.

      "I know. I'm taking it seriously now."

      "You'd better be. Keep me in the loop and don't worry about coming in today. I'll call Bonnie and see if she can come in for a few hours. She's been asking for a few extra hours so I bet she'll take them."

      Dylan opened her mouth to argue but Gloria must have expected it because she didn't give her a chance to speak.

      "No, Dylan. You're staying home and handling this today. Do what needs to be done and I'll see you the day after tomorrow."

      "I can come in tomorrow," Dylan offered.

      "No, it's one of your days off and you're going to take it."

      Considering she'd probably be paying for an alarm system soon, Dylan didn't want to take the time off, but she probably needed to give herself a couple of days to figure out her next move.

      "Keep me in the loop," Gloria repeated. "I'll talk to you later."

      Dylan hung up and took a deep breath, blowing it out slowly. Now that her situation was sinking in, the stress threatened to overwhelm her. It was terrifying to think that there was a man following her. Watching her. And that he'd been in her house this morning.

      She didn't have time to wallow in this right now. She had a statement to give, a window to board up, a mess to clean up, and plants to tend to.

      When it was all over, she'd take a boiling hot shower and cry.

      Until then, she had to take care of business.
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      Clay was putting the finishing touches on the rocking dragon he'd made for his nephew when his cell phone rang.

      Since the phone was hooked up to his Bluetooth speaker, which was blasting rock and roll, that meant the ringtone he'd assigned to Dylan scared the shit out of him. Clay hurried over to the bench that held his phone and his speaker and grabbed it.

      "Hey. Did you make it to work on time?" he asked, smiling.

      "Nope," she answered.

      Her tone was tight. In fact, she sounded upset.

      "What's wrong?"

      "I know you have work to do today, but do you think you can come over?"

      "To your house?"

      "Yes. Someone broke the window on my back door and got into my house last night or this morning. He was waiting on me when I got home. The police are about to leave and I don't have any plywood to put over the broken glass pane." She paused, but when she continued, her voice was shaking. "They don't want me to be alone but my neighbor has to go to work in a couple of hours."

      "I'll be there in a few," he said, already moving toward his toolbox to grab the things he'd need to help fix her door. "Are you sure you'll be okay with just your neighbor until I get there? I can have my dad come by."

      "Yes, I'll be okay. The police will be here for a bit longer and my neighbor is armed."

      "With a gun?"

      "No, with her homemade replica of Lucille."

      "Who's Lucille?"

      "I'm not exactly sure, but it's a baseball bat wrapped in barbwire at the end."

      "Oh, like from The Walking Dead."

      "I guess so," she replied. "Thank you, Clay."

      "Don't thank me until I finish fixing your door."

      As he hoped, she laughed. It was weak and short, but it was still a laugh.

      "I'll see in you twenty minutes, tops."

      "It takes at least that long to get here from your place," she said. "Don't drive like a maniac to get over here and have an accident."

      "I won't," he promised. "I'm an excellent driver."

      "I'll take your word for it."

      "Call me if you need anything else," he said.

      "I will."

      He hung up and gathered the things he would need, including a partial sheet of plywood. He had it on hand for some projects he had planned around the house, but he could always replace it later. He didn't want to take the time to go to a home improvement store or lumberyard to buy more.

      Within ten minutes, he was in his truck, letting his phone tell him where to go. The app said it would take twenty minutes to arrive, but he fully intended to make it in fifteen.

      Unfortunately, he didn't quite make it in that timeframe. It was actually seventeen minutes. Still, it was better than he expected.

      As soon as he climbed out of his truck, the door on the left side of the duplex flew open and a tall woman came out with a baseball bat resting on her shoulder. She was built much like the women in his family—broad in the shoulders, narrow in the waist, and sleek with lean muscles. He definitely wouldn't want her swinging that bat at his head because she looked strong enough to make it hurt like hell.

      "Who are you?" she asked, gripping the bat tighter.

      Hoping that this was Dylan's neighbor, he said, "I'm Clay, Dylan's, uh," Shit. He had no idea what to call himself. Finally, he settled on, "Boyfriend."

      Before the other woman could answer, a small missile with black hair zoomed out of the door and around the woman, heading straight for him. Clay dropped the bag that held his tools on the ground next to his feet and caught her on the fly.

      "You're here," she whispered, tucking her face into his neck. Her legs wrapped around his waist and her arms snaked around his neck.

      Dylan held him tightly, clinging to him like a lifeline.

      "Of course I'm here," he said, taking her weight.

      "I'm glad. I didn't realize how much I needed you until I saw you."

      Just like that, he wasn't falling in love with her any longer. He was in love with her. There was no escaping the knowledge.

      Clay held her until she lifted her face from his neck. When he saw the tears in her eyes, it hurt.

      "Please don't cry. I don't know what to do with crying women," he all but begged.

      She sniffed. "Your mom and sister never cry?"

      "They do, but usually they're hitting me with something when they do. Or they're throwing things."

      Dylan gave a watery laugh. "Well, I guess I could ask Sylvie if she'll lend me Lucille if it makes you more comfortable."

      "Uh, no thanks."

      This time, when she laughed, the tears in her eyes were drying up.

      He knew it was time to release her when her legs released his hips and she levered away from his body. Clay wanted to hold on to her for a few more moments. Just like she said, he hadn't realized how badly he needed to see her after that frantic phone call until she was in his arms.

      It occurred to him on the drive over that he could have lost her just after he found her and the thought shook him to his core.

      He'd looked for the right woman for over a decade. As of a few moments ago, he'd realized that Dylan was the right woman. The one he'd been waiting for.

      He couldn't lose her.

      "Pack a bag while I fix the door," he said, unable to control his words. He wanted her with him.

      "What?"

      Clay took a breath because he recognized that tone and it meant he was one word away from pissing her off so badly that she would refuse to listen to anything else he had to say.

      He put his hands on her waist and moved her back so that there was a little space between them. "I'm going to be blunt right now and it's probably going to piss you off," he said. "But you scared the shit out of me with that call this morning. You even said the cops didn't want you to be alone. I could stay here with you, but it would be smarter and safer if you stayed with me."

      Dylan frowned and he couldn't quite read her expression. She seemed annoyed but also pensive.

      "What are you thinking?" he asked.

      "I'm trying to figure out if I want to yell at you first for acting like a caveman and telling me what to do or hug you for being so concerned with my safety."

      "As long as you don't try to wring my neck while you hug me," he said. "I'll take the hug."

      Dylan sighed. "I'm going to take the offer of a place to stay because I was going to ask you anyway. Whoever this guy is, he has been following me and sending me messages and I'm not sure I could sleep here."

      "Wait, what?" Clay asked. "Is this the same guy who called the other night? He’s been following you? How long has this been going on?”

      "A couple of weeks, I think. I mostly ignored the texts, thinking it would de-escalate the situation if I just didn’t respond. I wasn’t sure they were from the same guy until today. His voice was the same." Dylan answered, scrubbing her bare face with her hands. "At first, I told him to stop contacting me. When he didn't, I blocked his number. Then, a couple of days later, I'm pretty sure the same man contacted me from a different number. I did the same thing. The next day, new number, same guy. So, I stopped responding and immediately started blocking him after the first message. I'm not sure how he's getting all these new numbers, but within twelve to twenty-four hours, he's messaging me again."

      "Why didn't you change your number?" Clay asked.

      Dylan frowned at him. "I was hoping he'd stop. There was only the one phone call, he mostly texted me. It was easier to ignore him than change my number."

      "That's ridiculous," he said.

      "When was the last time you changed your phone number?" she asked him.

      He stopped talking because he'd never changed his cell phone number after he started paying for his own in his early twenties.

      She gave him an arch look. "Yeah, that's what I thought. It's a huge pain in the ass. But it's obvious that I'm going to have to do that now," she said with a sigh. "He's escalating and ignoring him isn't going to do anything to stop that."

      "I’m glad you finally realized that."

      He shouldn't have said anything because she blinked and then frowned at him.

      "Back to my point," she said. "We are dating and sleeping together, but you do not get to step in and start telling me what to do and expecting me to fall in line. I've been on my own for a long time now and I don't need anyone to run my life."

      She was right. She'd been on her own, completely, since she was twenty-two. Her parents had died that year and she had no siblings. As much as his mom and sister annoyed him, he couldn't imagine not having them around to annoy him or bug him about stuff.

      Except maybe when they were cockblocking.

      "You're right," he admitted. "And you were right when you said I was acting like a caveman. I mean, I'm a troll. Primitive is my fallback position, not just from a male standpoint, but from a species one as well." He sighed. "But I have no right to act like that. Instead, I'm going to try again."

      She narrowed her eyes as he took both of her hands in his.

      "I'm really worried about your safety, Dylan. Will you please come stay with me until the situation is resolved?"

      She groaned and let her head fall back. "Oh, your mom and sister taught you way too well."

      He grinned at her. "Damn right. I figured out pretty damn quick that my life would be a lot easier if I apologized when I fucked up."

      "Well, it worked," Dylan said. "Come meet my neighbor before she brains you with that bat and then I'll go pack while you get to work fixing my door."

      Clay followed her to the porch where her neighbor stood, the bat now at her side with the tip resting on the porch.

      "Sylvie Falk, this is Clay Dugan, my boyfriend," Dylan said.

      Well, when she said it, Clay didn't have any issues with the word boyfriend.

      "Hi, Sylvie. It's nice to meet you," Clay said, lifting a hand.

      Sylvie held out her hand and waited until he took it before giving it a firm shake. "Hi, Clay. Nice to meet you, too. Are you going to take her home with you when you leave?" she asked.

      Clay nodded. "Yeah, I talked her into it."

      "Good."

      "Will you be okay here?" he asked.

      Sylvie laughed. "Oh, I'll be fine. If he comes to my place, I'll introduce him to Lucille." She lifted the bat in a miniature salute.

      "That would probably be effective," he said.

      Sylvie grinned. "I have to get ready to go to work, so I'm going to head home." She glanced at Dylan. "Do you need anything else?"

      "No, I'm good," Dylan replied with a shake of her head. "Thank you so much for saving my ass earlier."

      "No problem. Let's get together for a drink sometime soon and you can keep me updated on everything. Including the boyfriend situation."

      Dylan smiled. "You bet."

      Sylvie disappeared into her side of the duplex with Lucille and shut the door behind her.

      "She seems nice," Clay said. "I like that she was willing to bash someone over the head with a barbwire-wrapped baseball bat to defend you."

      "You should. She's a Valkyrie, so she would be more deadly with that thing than most people would with a handgun."

      Clay's eyebrows lifted. "A Valkyrie? Holy shit. I thought she looked tough, but that's not what I imagined."

      "Yeah, she's awesome. Sometimes, when I wake up early, I like to drink my coffee and watch her train with her sword and other weapons."

      "Wait, if she has a sword, why didn't she pull that out to defend you when the guy broke into your house?" Clay asked.

      "She would have if it was necessary, but with the human police coming, she thought they might not appreciate her walking around with a razor-sharp sword in her hand."

      "Good point." Clay went back to retrieve his tool bag from the lawn where he dropped it earlier. "If you'll show me where the door I need to fix is, I'll get started on the work while you get your stuff together."

      "If I'm staying with you until this guy is caught, you realize that I'm going to be bringing a ton of stuff, including my perishable food and plants, right?" she asked.

      Clay stared at her with a blank expression. "Plants?"

      "Follow me," she said.

      When he walked into the house, Clay's mouth fell open. "Those aren't plants. Those are pets," he said, watching the way they swayed toward Dylan when she got close to them. "They're actually moving, right? I'm not hallucinating?"

      "Yes. These are my friends. They helped me when that man broke into the house." She reached out and ran a finger over one of the vines that reached out to her.

      "How did they help you?" he asked, getting closer. He stopped short when the vine turned toward him, slowly creeping closer to where he stood. "It's not going to eat me or anything, right?"

      "No, she's curious about you," Dylan answered.

      "She?" Clay lifted a hand and held still as the vine reached out to touch his fingertips. "Does she have a name?"

      "Not that she's told me," Dylan answered.

      Clay stared at her. "She actually talks to you?" The vine slid up his palm to wind around his wrist and squeeze gently before it released him.

      "Not actual verbal conversations," Dylan said with a smile. "More like impressions and thoughts." Her smile widened. "She likes you."

      "Um, well, I like her, too," he said.

      "The back door is through here," she said, leading him into the kitchen.

      Clay frowned when he saw the state of her back door. It had nine small glass panes in the top half and the one in the lower corner closest to the knob was broken.

      "This isn't safe," he said.

      Dylan sighed. "I know, but it's a rental, so I can't do anything about it without the landlord's permission."

      "Well, maybe you should give them a call and tell them what's going on so that they'll replace the door."

      "I'll call, but I doubt they'll replace the entire door. It's cheaper to fix the glass and leave it as is."

      "Not if that fucker comes back and breaks the window again before he tries to hurt you."

      "I'll talk to them," Dylan said. "Now, I'm going to grab a quick shower before I start packing and getting all my plants together. Do you need anything else until then?"

      Clay shook his head. "I'm good."

      "Okay." She started toward the door but stopped before she left the kitchen. "Thanks for your help today. And the place to stay."

      He tucked his hands in his pockets and rocked back on his heels. "I meant it when I said anytime."

      "I know."

      She left and Clay stood still for a long moment, looking at the place where she'd been seconds before.

      Any other woman and he would have been the first to offer to help but he wouldn't be moving her into his place.

      With Dylan, he would have been pissed if she stayed anywhere but with him.

      In fact, he wasn't sure he would want her to leave.
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      The entire day seemed surreal to Dylan.

      By the time she finished showering and getting ready for the day, Clay had fixed the door and cleaned up the kitchen and living room. He'd even vacuumed the carpet in the living room where shredded leaves and bits of glass had scattered the floor. The man had tracked in the glass after he broke in.

      Dylan didn't bother with make-up since Clay was waiting for her. She hated the feeling of keeping someone waiting. It was stressful. Instead, she gave her hair a quick blow dry, gathered up her toiletries, and carried everything into the bedroom.

      For a split second, she could see the man standing by her bed, waiting for her, but when she blinked, his image was gone. She wondered how long it would be before she could go into her bedroom without seeing him there.

      She gave herself a mental shake. She wasn't going to let this mess with her head any more than it already had. She'd be more vigilant about what was going on around her, but she wasn't going to live her life in fear. Not if she could help it.

      Now that she knew he was watching her, she'd be looking for him. And if she saw him again, she would do something. Though she needed figure out what that something would be.

      Dylan dressed in a matching long-sleeved shirt and joggers so she could be warm and comfortable while she packed. After she was clothed, she dragged out a couple of suitcases and stood in front of her closet with her hands on her hips, staring at her clothes.

      "What are you doing?" Clay asked from right behind her.

      Dylan squealed and whirled around, clutching her chest. "You scared me to death!" she yelled.

      Clay was instantly contrite. "I'm so sorry. I thought you heard me clomping through the house."

      "I was concentrating."

      "On what?"

      "I don't know how much to bring," she said. "Enough clothes for a week? Two weeks? What happens if they can't figure out who this guy is anytime soon? I can't live with your forever."

      Clay wasn't sure he'd mind if she stayed forever, but he didn't say so. Instead, he just said, "Pack enough for two or three weeks. If they find him before then, great, and if not, you'll have enough clothes to last for a while."

      She studied him with wary eyes as she rolled her bottom lip between her teeth. "That won't freak you out?"

      Clay shrugged. "Nope. Unless you want to bring half your furniture. That might do it."

      As he hoped, Dylan smiled and laughed a little. "Okay. I'll pack both suitcases then."

      "Anything I can do to help?" he asked.

      "You've already done so much. You fixed my door and cleaned up the mess that guy left," Dylan said.

      "Yeah, but it's not like I have a limit for helpfulness," he said. "Put me to work. Besides, it's nearly lunch time and my breakfast is about to wear off. You need to eat also."

      "Okay, okay," she said. "Why don't you gather up my plants and get them ready to go? I have several pots in the kitchen and living room. Oh, and the orchid in my bathroom. Don't take them out of the house yet because I'll have to explain what's going on before we leave."

      Clay blinked. "You'll have to explain what's going on?"

      "I know it sounds weird, but they know what I'm saying, even if they can't really answer."

      To her utter surprise, he shrugged and said, "Okay. That makes sense."

      He left the room without another word and she got busy packing. Thirty minutes later, she'd jammed as many clothes and toiletries into her two suitcases as she could. She'd also unearthed a tote bag she used to use when she went to the gym and had filled it with shoes.

      After double-checking that she wasn't forgetting anything important, Dylan zipped up her suitcases, slid them off the bed, and wheeled them into the living room with the tote bag sitting on top of one.

      She blinked when she saw all of her plants sitting on the coffee table and the floor right in front of it. Clay was nowhere to be seen. She stuck her head outside the front door but he wasn't there. Confused, she decided to try the back. A quick peek out the window revealed Clay walking around her patio, taking measurements with a tape measure.

      Dylan opened the back door and went outside. "What are you doing?" she asked.

      Clay looked up from the little notepad he was writing on. "I'm measuring your patio for furniture. You don't even have a chair out here."

      "You don't need to buy me patio furniture," she argued.

      "Who said I'm buying it?" he asked absently, going back to his notepad.

      "You don't need to make me patio furniture either. I doubt I could even afford to pay you for the materials."

      He looked up then and waggled his eyebrows. "I'm sure we could work out a payment plan."

      She rolled her eyes, crossing her arms over her chest. "Clay, seriously, don't make me patio furniture."

      "Fine," he said with a sigh, tucking the notebook back in his pocket. "I'll wait for your birthday. Or Christmas. Are you done packing?"

      The last question threw her. "Uh, yeah. Thanks for getting all my plants together."

      "What about the ones back here?"

      A little embarrassed, Dylan answered, "I'll go out and tell them. I've already asked Sylvie to come out and water them and talk to them."

      He seemed amused by her response.

      "Can you give me a minute?" she asked, even more embarrassed to have him watch her talk to her plants.

      "Sure. I'll go load your suitcases into the truck."

      She waited a few seconds after he left before she talked to the plants about where she was going and why. As she told Clay, they responded in their own way. Outdoor plants were more independent than indoor, so she wasn't too worried about them. After a quick good-bye, she went back into the house and started speaking to the indoor plants.

      "We have to leave the house for a while," she told them, reaching out with her magic. "You'll still be with me, just at Clay's house."

      They all seemed to understand and accept what was happening, so when Clay came back into the house, she and the plants were both ready to go.

      Together, they loaded the pots up in his truck and a few in her car. Once she double-checked that the doors were locked, she climbed into her car and headed back toward Clay's house. He followed directly behind her, not even letting a car between them.

      Any other time, having him tailgate her would have annoyed the shit out of her, but not today.

      Unloading the car at his house wasn't as difficult. He carried her suitcases inside while she unloaded plants. As she had at her own place, Dylan let the plants guide her on where she should place them. They all seemed to love the numerous windows at Clay's house and the space that they could have.

      By the time she was done, Dylan realized she hadn't seen Clay since he brought the last few pots inside.

      "Clay?" she called.

      "Back here."

      She followed his voice to his bedroom. As she walked in, he turned from the big dresser, his arms full of stuff.

      "There are two empty drawers on the right side," he said.

      "You didn't have to do that," she said.

      He grunted. "I've been meaning to clean them out for a while anyway. I keep grabbing socks with holes or boxers with shot elastic or ripped crotches, so you're saving me from annoyance."

      He carried the items in question out of the room and Dylan stared at the two drawers still standing open.

      "Oh, and there's plenty of space in the closet. I don't have much shit in there anyway."

      Dylan had no idea how she felt about this. She hadn't lived with a man before so she didn't know if his nonchalant attitude was typical or not. She expected him to be irritable at having his space invaded, not relaxed. Especially considering how grumpy he usually was about other people.

      Clay openly admitted that he didn't like most people, yet he was clearing space out for her things as if he were happy that she was staying with him rather than begrudging.

      Dylan walked over to the bed, unzipped her suitcases, and started unpacking. As she arranged socks, underwear, and pajamas in the drawers in question, Clay returned to the bedroom.

      "I ordered pizza for lunch." He hesitated. "And a salad since you insist we should eat vegetables at every meal."

      Dylan smiled and closed the drawers. "We should. It's good for you." She walked to the suitcases and grabbed a couple of shirts, carrying them into his closet. A few seconds later, she came back out. "Uh, you have plenty of space for my stuff but no hangers."

      "Shit," he said. "Hang on."

      He disappeared again and came back a few minutes later with a couple of handfuls of hangers. "I keep my extras in my laundry room."

      He set them on the bed next to her suitcases.

      "Thanks," she said.

      Clay watched her hang up clothes for a few minutes before he jumped in and started helping. They were almost done when the doorbell rang.

      "That's the pizza. I'll be right back."

      "Don't worry about it," she said. "We're almost done anyway."

      A couple of minutes later, she was done hanging up clothes and stowed her suitcases in the closet. When she walked out of the bedroom, the scent of pizza hit her, making her mouth water.

      She followed her nose to the kitchen and found Clay putting salad and pizza on a couple of paper plates.

      "I figured we'd eat at the counter," he said. "That cool?"

      "Sure," she said. "What do you want to drink?"

      "There's some Coke in the fridge. I have some of that sparkling water you brought over the other day too if you want it."

      "Sounds good."

      It struck Dylan as they sat at the counter with their food and drinks that this was a cozy scene, as though they'd been a couple for years rather than a handful of weeks.

      "This is kinda weird," she said, taking a sip of her lime-flavored sparkling water.

      "Why?" he asked. Clay took a huge bite of pizza and watched her as she tried to formulate her answer.

      "I just moved in with you and we've only been dating a few weeks. That doesn't freak you out?"

      He swallowed his bite. "Not really."

      She watched him take his second bite and realized over half his slice of pizza was gone. The man could put food away. It was disconcerting.

      "Does it freak you out?" he asked around his pizza.

      "Yeah, it does," she said.

      "Why?"

      "Because it's so damn fast," she replied, finally starting on her own pizza.

      "It's not permanent," he said.

      Ouch, that hurt. Suddenly, her throat closed up and she had to swallow hard to force the bite of pizza down. Dylan took a sip of her sparkling water and stared down at her plate, no longer the least bit hungry.

      "Hey," he said, his hand covering hers. "I was trying to make you feel better, not depress you. If it's too fast for you, it's too fast. There's no rule saying we're gonna break up when you move out. If you move out. You may decide you can't live without me and refuse to leave."

      He said it with such conviction that it made her smile a little. "You don't think you'd have a problem with that?"

      "I don't know. You don't snore, so that's a plus. You claim to be a decent cook and you like to play strip Scrabble. Oh, and you don't make me watch chick flicks. I think I could put up with you."

      Dylan laughed. "If those are your only parameters, I'm shocked you aren't married yet."

      "That's an easy one," he said. "My mom and sister have scared off any other woman who might even remotely resemble you. So far, you don't seem too scared of them."

      "You met Sylvie. Now, imagine four more of her. Her sisters are all Valkyries, and her mom, so when the five of them get together they make your mom and sister look like cuddly little kittens."

      Clay's brows rose. "She has four sisters? Damn. Does she have a father or did they devour him during childhood?"

      "Yeah, they have a dad," Dylan said, rolling her eyes. "He's a nice guy. Really laid back, but somehow they don't run roughshod over him. They treat him with a lot of respect, too."

      "Anyway, back to my point, so far I don't hate having you around," Clay said. "I don't see that changing but, if it does, I'll talk to you about it instead of sulking or ignoring you."

      "I don't know," she said. "I've been known to nag people who leave dirty clothes and towels all over the bathroom floor or don't clean up after themselves."

      "Then it's a good thing my family trained me well. Remember I mentioned how they would throw things or hit me with them when I made them mad? I've taken dirty socks and wet towels to the face before and survived it. It was a hard lesson, but I learned it."

      Dylan laughed. "I don't know how you do it, but you make me laugh even when I'm depressed."

      "I'm a funny guy," he said, his tone defensive.

      "I don't know. You're mostly just grumpy."

      "Yeah, but I'm funny, too." He shot her a glance, trying and failing to look sad. "I'm hurt that you don't think so."

      "You're a big boy. You can handle it."

      He sighed. "You're as mean as my sister. No wonder she likes you. Now, eat your pizza and stop worrying about this. Right now, you need to be here. I want you to be here so you'll stay safe. When you don't need to be here anymore, we'll talk. Until then, I'm hoping you'll take turns with me on cooking dinner. It'll be nice to have a break from worrying about how to feed myself."

      "I guess that's fair," Dylan said.

      Before she could pick up her pizza and take a bite, Clay wrapped a hand around the back of her neck and pulled her in for a quick kiss.

      "I mean it. Stop worrying. Just make yourself at home." He kissed her again. "And it won't offend me at all if you want to wander around in your underwear or topless, pant-less, even naked. I want you to be comfortable."

      Dylan laughed. "I hate to disappoint you, but I usually wear clothes when I'm home. Ugly, frumpy clothes like flannel pajama pants and hole-y t-shirts. Sometimes I even wear baggy onesie pajamas."

      He sighed. "You've ruined my fantasies of what single women wear when they're at home."

      "Sorry, not sorry."

      "Well, I like to walk around in my shorts and no shirt, so I hope you can deal with that."

      "I'll manage," she said.

      "See? We've already worked out our first problem. This'll be easy."

      Dylan hoped that he was right.
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      To Clay's surprise, he was right when he said that living with Dylan was going to be easy. Mostly because she was very relaxed. She worked forty, sometimes fifty, hours a week, came home and ate dinner with him, and spent a lot of her spare time either reading or taking care of her plants.

      On her nights off, they'd watch television together or, if he wanted to watch a ball game, she would read or piddle around the house. A couple of nights they played board games and she surprised him with the ferocity of her competitive nature. She was so laidback about everything else that the intensity of her desire to win seemed incongruous with her personality.

      He loved it though because she was hilarious whether she won or lost.

      He also decided against building her patio furniture because within the first three days of her moving in, he realized he was going to do everything in his power to convince her to stay, even after they caught the guy that had broken into her house.

      Every time he thought about her walking into her house alone, with no idea that there was a strange man waiting in her bedroom, he had to fight the urge to destroy something. Usually, he imagined breaking the asshole's face for frightening her that way.

      He also took the initiative to set up exterior cameras to go along with his camera doorbell. And exterior lights that contained motion sensors. He didn't want to take any chances with her safety.

      Especially since the police were no closer to figuring out who had been texting her and if it was the same man who'd broken into her place.

      The detective had interviewed her later in the day after the break-in but she hadn't heard anything else. Considering nothing was missing and the fact that she wasn't hurt, it didn't seem like it was a priority to the cops.

      Clay knew that there were much more serious crimes that they needed to solve but it still pissed him off that no one seemed to be worried about Dylan's safety but him.

      It was on the fifth day after she moved in that they had their first real argument.

      She was making dinner for them when Clay came in from working in the wood shop. Dylan's hands were wrist-deep in dough and flour and her phone buzzed.

      "Will you see who that is?" she said without looking up from her kneading.

      Clay glanced at the phone and adrenaline surged through his body when he saw the message.

      Where are you? Are you with that man? How could you do this to me, you bitch!

      Clay picked up the phone and carried it over to Dylan. She plopped the dough into a large bowl and smeared it with oil. "Who was it?" she asked, looking up at him with a smile.

      She also rose up on her tiptoes and gave him a quick kiss, which distracted him for a split second. As she took a couple of steps over to the sink to wash her hands, Clay followed her.

      "How often has he been texting?" Clay asked.

      To her credit, Dylan didn't try to play dumb, but she did sigh heavily, as though she'd been dreading this conversation. Which told him everything he needed to know.

      "I thought you said you hadn't heard from him," he said.

      "I didn't for a couple of days after the break-in, but he started again. I called Detective Cullen and he's doing what he can to trace the original phone number."

      "I'm glad you told him, but what I want to know is why in the hell you didn't tell me?" Clay asked.

      "I knew it would upset you," she answered. "And there's nothing either of us can do. It was pointless."

      "He's calling you a bitch now," Clay said, trying to keep his tone calm. He held the phone up. "He's no longer just obsessed with you, he's angry. This is shit I need to know!"

      "I didn't want you to get worked up like you are right now. You look like you want to pound on something, but there's nothing you can do right now."

      "It doesn't fucking matter!" Clay argued. "I still need to know."

      For the first time since he'd met her, Clay saw Dylan lose her temper.

      "I'm tired of thinking of this bullshit!" she yelled, throwing the dishtowel in her hands against the cabinets. "I can't concentrate on anything at work, I'm barely sleeping because I'm worried he's going to come back, and I can't even go to the grocery store alone! And now you're fucking yelling at me like it's my fault when I did nothing to deserve this!"

      Tears sparkled in her eyes as she stared up at him, her chest heaving with her heavy breaths.

      "I'm yelling because I fucking love you and I need to know if he's escalating so I can protect you," he roared back. "I never would have left you alone in this house with the back door unlocked if I'd known he was texting you again."

      Dylan's face lost all its color and her entire body seemed to deflate. "I can't have this conversation with you right now." When he opened his mouth, she lifted a hand. "You're turning green and my plants are a split second away from wrapping you up like a mummy. If you're so worried about what he said, have a look through the messages. I've saved screenshots of them all before I blocked him."

      "Dylan—" he said.

      "No. I need a little time to myself," she said, lifting her hand. "We can talk in an hour or two when we're both calmer."

      With that, Dylan turned and walked out of the kitchen. He heard her light footsteps in the hallway and then a door shut. Clay looked around the kitchen, wondering how in the hell the situation had gone so far off the rails so fast.

      Then he remembered that he'd yelled that he fucking loved her and she looked as though he'd slapped her across the face.

      He felt like a complete and utter shitheel.

      He wanted to talk to her, but she'd made it clear she needed some time to herself. She was also right. He needed to calm down. He'd been screaming at her like this entire situation was her fault and she'd done nothing to deserve it. She was already stressed and scared and he'd just come in and dumped a big pile of his own worries and concerns on top of her.

      But he was going to read the messages. She'd given him permission and he wanted to know what that asshole said to her.

      When he looked down at the phone, he saw that his fingers were still tinged green. She had done the right thing in walking away because when he got this way there was no talking to him.

      His fingers weren't quite steady as he swiped a thumb up the screen on her cell phone. In a few clicks, he was looking through her photos at the screenshots of the texts. At first, they seemed a little hurt and confused, as though he didn't understand why she'd been so upset to find him in her house. Within a twenty-four-hour period, they'd become angry and spiteful. He was calling her a bitch, a whore, and even a cunt. Telling her that cheating on him was a stupid thing to do and that he would punish her for it.

      It was very clear that this man thought they had some sort of relationship. What was really scary was that Dylan had no idea who he was. Granted she hadn't gotten a good look at him, but she should have recognized him if she'd met him before.

      After reading all the texts, Clay was so angry he was shaking. He forced himself to be gentle as he laid her phone to the side. She was right when she said he looked like he wanted to destroy something because he did.

      He walked down the hall, pausing for a moment by the closed door to the guest room. He could hear the murmur of the TV in there, but he didn't knock or try to go inside. She asked for space and he would give it to her.

      Instead, Clay went into the master bedroom and changed into his workout gear. Then, he went into the garage. His truck and Dylan's car were parked in the first two bays, but in the third, he had his gym equipment set up. It was a few free weights, a bench, and his heavy punching bag, but it served his purposes.

      Clay wrapped his hands in swift, economical motions and did a quick warm-up. Once his muscles were loose and ready to go, he squared up with the bag and started working his way through some easy combinations. His body heated up and sweat broke out on his skin even though the garage was chilly.

      After a while, his breathing grew heavy. Clay paused long enough to strip his shirt off before he went back to the bag. Jab. Cross. Hook.

      With each impact of his fist, the bag jumped violently, the chains rattling. His knuckles started to sting, but he kept at it, trying to work through all the anger and aggression bubbling inside him.

      He wasn't angry at Dylan. He shouldn't have taken his frustration over the situation out on her. Unfortunately, she'd been the handiest target.

      Finally, his skin dripping with sweat, Clay stopped and put his hands on his hips, trying to catch his breath.

      He saw a small movement out of the corner of his eye and turned his head to see Dylan leaning against the front fender of her car, her arms crossed over her chest.

      "Feel better?" she asked.

      He nodded and started stripping the wraps from his hands. He would need to wash them after the workout he just had.

      After he unwrapped both his hands and tossed the material to the side, he walked over to the small fridge against the wall and grabbed a bottle of water.

      Clay cracked open the lid and turned back toward Dylan as he drank. Once he was done, he lowered the bottle and said, "I'm sorry I yelled at you. None of this is your fault and I had no reason to take my anger out on you."

      She blew out a long breath and he couldn't quite read the expression on her face. Her words surprised him, though.

      "I'm sorry, too," she said. "I should have told you that he was texting me again. I just..." She paused to clear her throat before she continued. "It's just that I didn't want to talk about. I didn't want to think about it. Unfortunately, it's all I've been thinking about for the past week. Every time I turn around, I'm worried that he'll be standing there. Every time a man comes into the store or I see a man on the street, I wonder if he's the one who's following me and texting me." Dylan blinked rapidly as tears filled her eyes. "And the things he's been saying this week are so much worse than anything he's sent me before. It's scary as hell because I can tell that he's no longer just obsessed with me. He's disappointed and he's pissed. I'm terrified of what will happen if he gets his hands on me."

      Clay moved toward her, then stopped when he realized how sweaty he still was. She met him halfway though, curling up against him for a hug even though he probably smelled like the troll he was.

      "Just please don't yell at me like that anymore," she said.

      "I really am sorry about that," he said. "I reacted badly."

      She sniffled and he felt like an even bigger asshole than before.

      "Don't cry," he said, patting her back gently.

      "I'm not crying," she replied, her voice muffled. "I'm trying to decide if you smell like wet dog or swamp beast."

      He released her and tried not to laugh as she made a beeline for the roll of shop towels he kept on his toolbox.

      "I smell like a troll," he stated as she ripped off a handful of heavy paper towels to wipe her hands, arms, and face with. He walked over to the chair where he'd tossed his shirt and put it back on.

      "Are you hungry?" she asked. "The bread should be ready soon and I was going to put together a beef stew in the Instant Pot."

      "Let me wash up and I'll help." He walked over to her and cupped her slender shoulders in his hands. "Are we good?"

      She stared up at him in silence for a long moment and his heart dropped into his belly. Finally, she answered, "Yeah, we're good. It isn't a normal dating situation here. Neither of us is used to having someone in our space all the time or sharing everything going on in our lives. This happened pretty damn fast."

      "And that scares you?" he asked.

      "Yeah. Doesn't it scare you?" she replied.

      Clay shrugged. "Not really. I kinda like having you here. But I'm used to having bossy women in my life, telling me what to do, so you're actually relaxing to have around."

      "You're lying," she said.

      "Nope. You like to hang out with me but you don't expect me to give you every bit of my attention when we're together. You also like to do your own thing sometimes too, which means I can do my stuff. It's nice."

      "Are you seriously the only man I've ever met who's not afraid of commitment?"

      Clay nudged her toward the door that led back into the house, following behind her. "Oh, no. I'm afraid of commitment to the wrong person, but I don't think you're the wrong person."

      "Gah!" she yelled, shocking him.

      "What?" He grabbed her, whirling to put her behind him so he could protect her from whatever was in the house. Clay stared down the hallway, looking for threats.

      "What are you doing?" she asked, thumping him between the shoulder blades with her tiny fist.

      "You yelled. I thought someone got into the house and scared you."

      "No, I'm yelling because you're a grumpy asshole half the time and every once in a while, you say something so sweet that I can barely stand it."

      Clay glanced over his shoulder, scowling at her. "Are you serious? You're mad because I said something sweet?"

      "I'm not mad, I'm frustrated," she corrected. "Because I never know what to expect from you."

      "Isn't that a good thing?"

      "It should be," she answered. "But it doesn't seem like it right now."

      She sounded so irritated about it that Clay had to smile.

      "I'll do my best to remain a grumpy asshole one hundred percent of the time."

      "That doesn't make me feel any better either."

      He outright laughed, picked her up, and carried her into the house.
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      Dylan still hadn't addressed what Clay had yelled at her during the fight.

      He said he loved her.

      Just thinking about it made her stomach flutter and her heart pick up speed.

      But it also freaked her out. They'd only been dating about a month. He didn't really know her. He didn't understand the dark parts of her or about the days that she would need quiet solitude because just talking to another person felt like too much work. She spent so much time with people for her job that there were days she came home and all she wanted to do was hole up and avoid anyone else.

      He also didn't know that she could be a pack rat when it came to her plants and that she tried to rescue every dying pot she saw at the home improvement store. That was part of the reason she so rarely went. She couldn't afford to save them all.

      Then, there was Clay. She didn't really know him either. What she knew of him so far, she loved, but she understood that she didn't know the dark parts of him yet either.

      Yesterday, he demonstrated that he had a fearsome temper, which she had expected considering his usual demeanor. When his skin took on a dull green tint, it had thrown her off. And he seemed larger, as though his anger made his body grow bigger and thicker.

      If she needed to be protected, she believed he could do it. Easily.

      He loved her.

      And she loved him.

      But it was all moving too fast.

      Yet every time they were together, she felt the urge to tell him. The words sat on the tip of her tongue, just waiting to escape. But she held them back.

      Dylan didn't know what to do.

      Then, like magic, her phone rang while she was at work.

      She glanced at the screen and saw that it was Mystical Matchmakers.

      "Hello?"

      "Hi, Ms. Hayes. This is Veronica from Mystical Matchmakers. I'm just calling to check in with you and see how things are going. It's been about a month since our last call and I wanted to see if things were going well with Mr. Dugan or if you were in a place to begin dating again."

      "We're living together," she blurted out. "And he said he loved me. But I don't know what to do because it's only been a month and how in the hell can we be happy and in love in a month? There's no way it can last. It's going to fizzle. That's how things always work in relationships, right? Just when you think everything is going great, it blows up."

      She stopped speaking and took a deep, shaky breath. God, had she just said all that to a woman who was practically a stranger to her? What was wrong with her?

      "It sounds like you've had a busy month, Ms. Hayes," Veronica said.

      "Please call me Dylan. After all, I just word vomited all over you."

      There was a smile in Veronica's voice when she replied, "Okay, Dylan. First of all, Ms. Proxa and I are so happy to hear that your relationship with Mr. Dugan is going well. That's our goal here at Mystical Matchmakers, to find everyone the match that fulfills them and brings them joy." She paused. "That being said, you don't sound very joyful at the moment. You said that the two of you are living together and he said he loves you, but that it was too fast. Do you mind if I ask why you think things are moving too fast?"

      "Because we don't truly know each other. That kind of intimacy takes time. Innate knowledge comes from being with each other, learning all the little quirks and ins and outs of their personality and habits."

      "You have a good point," Veronica said. "But you also said you're living together. Did he pressure you into that?"

      "Not really," Dylan answered with a sigh. "A man has been stalking me and he broke into my house last week. Clay wanted me to move in with him because he works from home and he wanted to protect me."

      "Oh, my. It sounds like you've been having an extremely stressful time in your life."

      Dylan released a bark of laughter then bit her lip. She hadn't meant to laugh. "Sorry. It's not funny, but you did hit the nail on the head. I'm really freaked out because the guy just won't leave me alone. He keeps sending me messages. At first, he seemed hurt and confused, but now he's angry with me because he can't find me and I haven't been responding to his messages. He says..." Dylan stopped speaking because her throat wanted to close up. She cleared it and continued, "He keeps talking about punishing me and calling me names. The police are involved now and there doesn't seem to be anything they can do because I don't even know who it is. I didn't recognize the phone number he used when he first started calling and texting and I didn't recognize his face when he broke into my house."

      "Oh, Dylan. I'm so sorry. I can tell that you're frightened." She paused. "Is there anything we can do here at the service? Do you think it was someone you went on a date with before you met Clay? But you said you didn't recognize him, so that doesn't work, does it?"

      "I didn't get a very good look at him when he was in my house. He was wearing a ball cap pulled low over his face and I turned and ran as soon as I saw him. I was scared to death on top of it, so the entire moment was kind of blur."

      "So, it's possible you've met him before and didn't recognize him?"

      "It's possible," Dylan agreed.

      "Maybe you should go back through some of the men you dated before you joined our service, and even the ones we matched you with after you joined, even if you didn't go on a date with them."

      "I will."

      "Now, back to what you said about Clay. Every relationship has its own timetable. Every person has their own level of comfort. You're in a situation right now that's thrown the two of you together. But instead of thinking of it as too fast or too scary, try thinking of it as an opportunity to learn more about each other. You have a chance to see parts of Mr. Dugan that you might not see for months if you weren't together."

      Dylan blinked. "I never thought of it that way."

      "Is that good or bad?" Veronica asked.

      "It's good," Dylan reassured her. "It makes this less frightening."

      "Good, then I'm glad I could help. So, I'm assuming that since the two of you are living together, you aren't interested in resuming our service."

      "No, I'm not."

      "That's wonderful. I wish you both the absolute best."

      "Um, have you called Clay about this yet?" Dylan asked.

      "Oh, well..." Veronica cleared her throat. "I'm not supposed to share private information about clients but since Mr. Dugan left our service not long after you met, he's technically no longer a client. But that's all I can tell you."

      Warmth suffused Dylan's chest and abdomen. Clay was serious when he said he thought she was the right woman for him.

      "That's okay," Dylan said. "Thank you, Veronica."

      "It's been my pleasure," the other woman answered, warmth in her voice.

      They said their good-byes and disconnected. As she put her phone away and got back to work, Dylan thought about what Veronica had suggested. Not just about going through her old dates and matches to see if she recognized the man from his photo, but about seeing her situation with Clay as an opportunity to learn more things about him.

      Any other time, she would have flat-out refused to move in with a man she'd just started dating, but in this case, she hadn't had a choice. Since living with him was her only option at the moment, she would look at it from that positive light rather than obsessing over the fact that their relationship was moving at warp speed rather than a brisk walk.

      Dylan's mind was as busy as her hands as she stocked shelves, helped customers, and handled paperwork. Since the break-in and the stalking, her boss made sure she was never in the store alone. Dylan had tried to argue against it, but it had been a useless endeavor.

      Still, now that she was thinking about who it might be, she was grateful that there was someone there. Especially when male customers walked in.

      The rest of the day passed quickly and Dylan didn't notice the man watching her as she walked out of the store.

      She climbed into her car to drive home, oblivious to the sedan that pulled out right behind her.

      Dylan had decided to spend the rest of the afternoon going through her old dating profiles, looking at pictures of men she'd been matched with or gone on dates with, even if it was just one.

      Clay was right when he said this man felt like he had a relationship with her. They had to have met at some point. Surely men didn't fixate on random strange women.

      Except for serial killers.

      Though Dylan had read enough books that she doubted a serial killer would be calling her and sending her messages before he attacked her.

      Shit, now she was freaking herself out even more.

      No, she'd met this man before. She knew it in her gut.

      She only wished she'd gotten a better look at him when he was in her house. Or she'd been brave enough to try and knock him out.

      This could have all been over if she'd been a Valkyrie like Sylvie.

      She never noticed the sedan that glided to a stop at the curb as she pulled into the driveway.

      As soon as she got into the house, Clay called out, "Is that you?"

      "Depends on who you're expecting. If it's your other girlfriend, you're gonna be disappointed."

      Clay's head appeared in the doorway between the kitchen and the dining room. "Oh, it is you. Good. I was worried my other girlfriend didn't get the message you were coming home soon."

      Dylan rolled her eyes and walked over to give him a kiss. She wrapped both arms around his neck and really put some heat behind it.

      When she pulled her mouth from his, Clay's hands grasped her waist to keep her close.

      "Not that I'm complaining or anything, but what brought this on."

      "I talked to Veronica at Mystical Matchmakers today. She was asking if I wanted to continue their service or cancel."

      His grip tightened briefly before relaxing again. "And what did you say?"

      "I told her I'd get in touch if we broke up, but for now, I didn't need the service."

      He scowled down at her. "What?"

      She laughed, which made his expression relax. "I told her to cancel my membership." Dylan poked a finger at his sternum. "And I happened to ask her if she'd made the same call to you."

      "Nah. I canceled my membership when I realized you were the one."

      Dylan blinked up at him. " The one as in the one? Or just the one for right now."

      "The one," he answered, putting the same emphasis on the words that she had. Then, he kissed her again. "I fucking love you, okay."

      "Are you always going to say it like that?" she asked.

      "Like what?"

      "I fucking love you? You can't leave out the expletive?"

      Clay shook his head and laughed. "Apparently not. Is that all you have to say about it? I haven't brought it up because you looked like you were about to faint the first time I did."

      Okay, so they were definitely going to do this right now.

      Dylan took a deep breath. "Things between us have moved so fast. I'm worried that we're getting swept up in the surge of emotions you get when you're in the early stages of a relationship. Once that fades, I'm scared that you won't feel that way about me anymore."

      "I understand what you're saying, Dylan, but you aren't telling me how you feel about me," Clay said.

      She stared up at him for a protracted moment before she finally said, "I fucking love you too, okay."

      Clay threw his head back and laughed before he picked her up to swing her in a circle. "Ha! I knew it! Only someone who loves me could put up with my snoring."

      "I told you, once I'm asleep it takes a catastrophe to wake me up, like a tornado landing on the house."

      "See? You're the one."

      Dylan cupped his face with her hands, well aware that he was still holding her above the floor. "What if this doesn't last?"

      "There's no guarantee that you wouldn't fall out of love with me in a year. Five years. Or even a decade," he said. "Does that mean I shouldn’t try? That you shouldn't try?"

      "You're right," Dylan said. "I know you're right, but I can't get my bearings. I'm worried that everything is going to crash and burn and I won't be able to stop it."

      "Okay, answer me this," he said. "Do you think I'm worth the risk?"

      She didn't even have to think about the answer. She blurted out her response, "Yes."

      "Then the rest of it doesn't matter," Clay said. "Be here with me now, focus on all the ways you make me happy and I make you happy, and take it one day at a time. We can do that and we can do this."

      "Do you think so?"

      He pulled her in tight. "Of course I do. We work together."

      "I'm willing to try."

      "Good. First step is that you're not moving out."

      "What?!" she yelled.

      Clay didn't give her a chance to say anything else. He kissed her and headed toward the bedroom.

      He didn't stop kissing her until he tossed her onto the bed. Dylan bounced twice, the air leaving her lungs in a whoosh. They were really going to have to chat about this tossing her on the bed thing.

      "Clay," she said. "I can't move in here permanently."

      "Okay," he said, stripped off his t-shirt. "I mean, I'm kind of disappointed that you don't like the house but we can look around and find a place we both like."

      "That's not what I meant," Dylan argued.

      "You don't like my furniture? That's cool. I'll sell it and we'll buy more together. I was thinking I needed a bigger couch anyway so we could both lay on it together and I didn't have to worry about accidentally knocking you onto the floor."

      Clay unbuckled his belt, unfastened his pants, and stripped them off, along with his socks. When he stood up, he was naked.

      "That's not it either," Dylan said, laughing now because he was yanking off her shoes and socks and it tickled just a little. "It's too soon for us to move in together."

      Clay leaned over her and went to work on the snap and zipper of her pants. "News flash, we're already living together, Dylan. It doesn't make any sense for you to move in for an undetermined amount of time, move out again, and eventually move in again later. You should just stay."

      His hands slid up her sides, skimming over her ribs. It tickled, making her laugh and squirm again.

      "Clay," she said, her voice breathy.

      "One day at a time, remember?" he said.

      She gave in. She wanted everything that he was offering her. Fear was the only thing standing in her way.

      "One day at a time."

      He grinned down at her. "Good."

      Curious, Dylan asked, "What would you have done if I wouldn't agree?"

      "I'd convince you," he said.

      "How?"

      His smile turned wicked. "Want a demonstration?"

      "Definitely."

      "As you wish."
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      Clay intended to take his time. Every night since she'd moved in, they'd had sex.

      Tonight, he was going to make love to her. He wanted more than her mind and body. He wanted to involve her heart.

      He leaned down and pressed his lips to the space between her breasts, over the strong, steady beat of her heart. His hands slid behind her and unhooked her bra. He stripped it off her body, dropping it onto the floor. He traced his lips over the curve of her breasts, relishing in the way she sighed and arched into his kiss.

      "Dylan," he murmured. He laid his mouth over hers, keeping the kiss gentle. "I love you."

      When he lifted his head, she smiled at him. "No f-bomb this time?"

      "No."

      She wrapped her hand around the back of his neck, squeezing. "I love you, too."

      "See," he said, nudging her head to the side so he could kiss her throat. "That wasn't hard at all."

      "No, it wasn't."

      His mouth traveled from her throat to her collarbone, then lower to her breasts. When he sucked the tip of her breast into his mouth, Dylan gasped and arched her back, her hands fisting in his hair.

      Clay took his time, sucking and licking until Dylan trembled beneath him. His mouth trailed down her abdomen to the waistband of her underwear. He stripped them from her body, letting them fall to the ground.

      His hands slid from her ankles up to her thighs and he pushed them apart. He parted her with his thumbs and ran his tongue over her clit.

      Dylan gasped and tried to slam her thighs together, but Clay held them apart and fastened his mouth on her clit.

      Her hips shifted as she arched her back and her hands clasped his hair.

      He released his hold on her thigh and slipped a finger inside her, adding another when her body accepted it easily.

      Dylan moved beneath his mouth, her legs trembling as he used his mouth on her.

      “Oh, God,” she moaned, her hips lifting to press deeper into his mouth.

      Clay felt the fine tension running through her muscles and knew that she was close. Especially when she moaned again, this time his name.

      Suddenly, her pussy spasmed around his fingers and her body jerked beneath him as she came. Her hands tugged at his hair as he drew out her orgasm.

      Her body collapsed against the mattress, her muscles quivering. Clay gave her one last, slow lick, wringing another gasp from Dylan.

      He placed a kiss on her belly and rose over her, wiping a hand over his mouth. Her eyes were heavy-lidded and her cheeks were flushed as she stared up at him.

      Clay leaned over and kissed her. Her legs wrapped around his hips as he lowered more of his weight onto her body.

      She tore her mouth from his. “I want to be on top.”

      Without a word, Clay rolled over onto his back. Dylan reached into the nightstand and grabbed a condom out of the drawer.

      He ran a hand down her thigh as she knelt next to him and ripped open the package.

      When he reached for the condom, she held it away. “I want to do it.”

      Clay shrugged and folded his hands behind his head, letting her do what she wanted.

      Her fingers were gentle as she rolled the condom over his dick. Once it was in place, she threw her leg over his body and trapped his cock between them. Clay moved his hands from behind his head to grasp her hips, squeezing gently as she undulated against him.

      “Help me,” she said, lifting her body to reach between them.

      He lined his cock up as she sank down on him, groaning deep in his throat as she engulfed him in one slow stroke.

      Dylan leaned forward, bracing her hands on his chest as she rocked. Her movements were slow and languorous, and her gaze was locked on his.

      Clay stroked his hands up her sides to her breasts. She arched her back as he ran his thumbs over her nipples. Her hips rocked faster as he lowered one hand to the juncture of her thighs. His thumb pressed against her clit, drawing firm circles over her flesh. Dylan’s breath caught and her body quivered as her muscles coiled.

      “Clay,” she whispered.

      “I got you.”

      Her motions slowed, drawing out the pleasure until his body was taut and damp with sweat. Clay rolled his thumb faster and increased the pressure.

      Dylan moaned and her body shuddered as she came. Her muscles clamped down on his cock and his eyes nearly rolled back in his skull. She collapsed against him. Clay rolled them so she was beneath him and drove into her, deep and hard. Her hands clutched his shoulders and her lips sought his.

      He groaned low in his throat and thrust into her a final time before he came hard.

      He rested his weight on his elbows and tried to catch his breath. Dylan pressed a kiss to his throat, nuzzling him with her nose.

      “You okay?” he asked. “Can you breathe?”

      She chuckled against his skin. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

      When his breathing settled, he slowly levered away from her, holding the condom around the base of his dick.

      “Be right back,” he said before he headed into the bathroom.

      After he dealt with the condom, Clay came back to the bedroom and climbed in next to Dylan, pulling her close.

      “I love you,” he murmured against her hair. He cuddled her closer.

      She looked over her shoulder at him. “I love you, too.”

      He read her expression accurately as confusion.

      “You need to get used to hearing it,” he said. “Because in my family we say it all the time. When we see each other, at the end of phone calls, sometimes even in the middle of a heated argument.”

      “Yeah, I’ve experienced that one,” she said, her tone dry.

      Clay chuckled and kissed her again, this time on her nose. “We’re not much for holding back how we feel in the Dugan clan. If we’re happy, we smile, laugh, and get loud. If we’re angry, we argue, yell, and get loud. If we’re sad, we cry and—”

      “Get loud,” she said. “I’m sensing that’s a theme for y’all.”

      He shrugged. “Yeah, it is. Think you can handle it?”

      “Maybe,” she answered. “I’m not a big yeller and an only child. My parents weren’t the type to yell either when they were alive. I’m not used to that kind of stuff.”

      “Well, I’ll walk you through it.”

      She laughed. “I’m sure you will. Are you going to be loud on a regular basis?”

      “I don’t know. You seem to have a calming effect on me. I rarely get the urge to yell when I’m around you.”

      Dylan smiled. “Now, that’s a compliment.”

      “Smartass,” he said, giving her ass a little smack.

      “You’re rubbing off on me.”

      Dylan rolled out of bed and grabbed his tee off the floor, slipping it over her head. She rooted around on the floor for a few seconds and came up with her underwear.

      “Are you hungry?” she asked.

      “Yeah, but I’m sleepy now,” he answered.

      She laughed. “Is that your way of telling me you want me to make the food?”

      “Nope. I’d flat out say that if it was true.”

      Dylan shook her head and walked into the bathroom. After she took care of business and washed her hands, she came out and found Clay asleep under the blankets. She suppressed a giggle at the sight of him with his hands behind his head, mouth open, and soft snores coming from his chest.

      She tiptoed over to the dresser and grabbed a pair of soft lounge pants out of one of ‘her’ drawers. Once she was dressed, she padded out of the bedroom, gently shutting the door behind her.

      She’d make a quick snack and then get something on for dinner.

      When she rounded the corner into the dining room, a flash of blue caught her eye. She started to turn, but arms came around her from behind, lifting her off her feet. A hand clamped over her mouth tightly.

      “It’s time we had a chat,” a male voice said in her ear.

      Though he’d barely said anything to her before, Dylan would have recognized that voice anywhere. It was the man who’d broken into her duplex.

      She was frozen in fear as he carried her through the kitchen and into the mudroom. By the time she gathered her wits, they were out the side door of the mudroom and heading toward the car parked behind Clay’s house.

      Dylan came alive then, kicking and scratching. She flailed in his arms, trying to lift her legs high enough to power kick out of his grip. The man had to stop walking in order to keep his hold on her.

      “What are you doing?” he growled. “Stop that! We’re going to have a talk, that’s all. Then, we’ll decide on your punishment.”

      Oh, hell no, Dylan thought.

      She opened her mouth and sank her teeth into his ring finger, doing her best to bite completely through his skin.

      He yelled and tried to jerk his hand away, but she refused to let go, keeping her grip on his finger with her teeth. At one point, she could have sworn she felt bone.

      Finally, he dropped her in an effort to get his hand away. Dylan released her bite and screamed as she reared her leg back and kicked him in the nuts as though they were a football and this was kickoff.

      The man clutched at his crotch before going down on his knees and falling to his side. A strange, high-pitched wheezing sound escaped his mouth as his face turned red, then purple.

      It wasn’t until his hat fell off to reveal his buzzed brown hair that Dylan recognized him.

      “Larry?” she asked, gaping down at him.

      He moved, reaching one hand out toward her in a pleading gesture, but she scrambled back and screamed again.

      “What the hell, Larry?” she yelled. “What are you doing here?”

      He huffed and tried to speak, but while his mouth worked, no words came out. Larry clutched at his privates and curled up into a ball.

      "You asshole!" Dylan yelled.

      The oak tree above them shivered and dumped a shower of acorns on the man, who could only manage a thin moan in response.

      Before Dylan could say or do anything else, a huge, green mountain in the general shape of a man landed in front of her. The green mountain roared and reached down to pick up Larry by the scruff of his neck, shaking him like a terrier with a rat.

      Larry yelped and yodeled as the shaking continued.

      After a few seconds, Dylan realized that the huge, green figure was in fact Clay in his troll form. And that he strongly resembled a certain superhero from comic books.

      With a sigh, she walked around him and hooked her hand in his elbow. At her touch, he stopped throwing Larry around like a ragdoll and looked down at her.

      "It's okay, Clay," she said. "He's human and he can't hurt me now."

      "Smash," Clay replied, his voice so deep that it vibrated the very air around them.

      Larry squeaked and tried to squirm out of Clay's grasp but the troll turned to growl at him. The sound was eerie and seemed to echo through the yards of the surrounding neighbors.

      All around them, the dogs of the neighborhood started howling.

      Honestly, if she'd been human, Dylan would have done exactly what Larry did in that moment—wet his pants.

      "Clay, it's okay. Don't eat his face."

      "Hungry."

      "I know, but wouldn't you rather have a nice juicy steak or burger? Less tiny bones and almost no chance of bacteria."

      Larry's legs bicycled in the air as though was trying to run away even though his feel weren't touching the ground. "N-n-n-n-nonononono," he mumbled.

      "Ugh," Clay grunted. "Stinky."

      Dylan frowned up at him until the smell hit her. It appeared Larry had also crapped his pants.

      "Don't hurt him, Clay," she said, trying a different tack. "He's not in his right mind. And if you eat him, then the police will never be able to arrest him."

      Clay looked down at her and winked. Dylan realized then that his monosyllabic responses were for Larry's benefit rather than from his change of form.

      "Put him down," she sighed. "And shift back. I'll go grab my phone and call the cops."

      Before Clay could do as she asked, Larry released a sigh and fainted. His head lolled forward and his body fell limp.

      Despite his anger, Clay was almost gentle as he lowered the other man to the ground.

      "I'll be right back," she said.

      When Dylan returned to the backyard, she had added a bra to her ensemble and already had a 9-1-1 dispatcher on the line.

      She'd also brought Clay a pair of shorts and a t-shirt because he was naked as a jaybird.

      She discovered that Larry was now tied up on the ground, still unconscious.

      "Thanks," Clay said as he took the shirt and shorts from her. As he dressed, he asked, "Who is this guy, anyway? You talk about him like you know him."

      "That's because I kind of do," Dylan admitted, covering the mic on her cell phone. "When I was using the human dating apps, I went on two dates with him. We didn't really click so I told him that he seemed like a sweet man, but that we didn't mesh."

      Clay winced. "Ouch. Kiss of rejection-related death."

      Dylan shrugged. "It was better than me telling him that I thought he was a mama's boy and immature, which he was. Is. Whatever."

      "Why didn't you recognize him before?" Clay asked.

      "Because he looked completely different with the hat pulled down so low. He has a distinctive haircut and hairline, so once the hat fell off, I knew who he was."

      "When will the cops be here?" he asked. "This guy reeks."

      Dylan asked the dispatcher for an ETA and just as she answered, the faint sound of sirens threaded through the night air.

      Dylan covered the mic again and said, "Thanks for riding to my rescue, Big Green. Or do you prefer Incredible?"

      He sneered at her. "Your Excellence works," he said. "Or Imperial Highness."

      "Oh, yeah, I'll jump right on that," she said.

      Dylan walked to the gate and opened it as the sirens stopped in front of the house.

      "We're back here," she said to the officers.

      She held the gate for them and thanked the dispatcher before she disconnected the call. While they talked to Clay over Larry's prone body, she made a quick call to the detective in charge of her case and let him know what happened. He assured her that he was on his way and that he would arrive shortly.

      With that taken care of, Dylan approached the officers.

      "Ma'am," the older of the two said with a nod. "Your husband said that he was asleep when the man broke in and that he tried to drag you off the property. Can you tell us what happened exactly?"

      Dylan's stomach fluttered at the idea of Clay being considered her husband, but she swallowed hard and focused on giving the officers an accurate description of events. She also told them about the open case file on the break-in at her duplex and that she'd already called the detective in charge as this was the same man.

      As she told the story, the men's eyebrows rose higher and higher.

      By the time she was done, Larry was beginning to stir on the ground at their feet.

      "Wha's goin' on?" he slurred, his eyes blinking sluggishly. "Wher'm I?"

      The officers untied him and secured him with their own handcuffs before they hauled him to his feet.

      "You're taking a trip to the jail," one of them said. "For breaking and entering and other assorted charges."

      Larry looked between them in confusion, then at Dylan, before his gaze finally settled on Clay and his eyes grew enormous.

      "The green man!" he yelled, trying to back away from Clay. "He said he was going to eat my face!"

      The officers shot each other looks over Larry's head. "Why don't we get into my car?" one of them said. "That'll get you away from the green man. He won't be able to eat you then."

      "Okay, okay," Larry sobbed. "Just get me away from him."

      While the officers led him to the front yard, Clay reached out and grabbed Dylan up in a bear hug.

      "Hey, what're you doing?" she squeaked, her air supply nearly cut off.

      "Your screams woke me up and I have never been so scared in my life. Then, I couldn't find you in the house. I was afraid I would be too late to protect you."

      Dylan wrapped her arms around his bulky shoulders and hugged him back. "I'm okay. I had it under control before you showed up. He's a very disturbed man, but between me and your trees, I would have subdued him."

      "Sorry, my brain understands that but my heart doesn't give a fuck," he said, giving her another squeeze.

      "It's okay," she comforted him. "I'm okay and nothing happened. He'll go to jail and probably to a psychiatric hospital after that because I'm pretty sure he's not completely sane."

      "Maybe, but I don't think I'll be able to let you out of my sight for at least six months. I wonder if your boss will mind if I start building things in the back room of the bookstore. Think she'll be upset?"

      "I don't think we'll have to resort to that," she said.

      "You keep right on believing it," he answered.

      With that, he shifted her so that her legs were draped over one arm and his other supported her back and carried her into the house.
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      It was nearly midnight before everything was straightened out at Clay’s. Between cleaning up the mess Larry made when he broke into the house and giving statements to the police, it took hours to handle it all.

      Detective Cullen came by to talk to Dylan and Clay. He assured her that Larry would get the help he needed and be kept away from her.

      When the house was finally secure and empty, Clay turned to Dylan. “Don’t go to work tomorrow, babe. Call in sick or whatever.”

      Dylan was too tired to get her back up over him telling her what to do. “Too late. I already texted Gloria and told her what was going on. She got a couple of part-timers to help cover my shift tomorrow.”

      “Wanna go to bed?” he asked.

      She shook her head. No, she wasn’t ready to go to bed. She was exhausted down to the bone, but the thought of closing her eyes filled her with anxiety. She knew that she would have nightmares if she fell asleep.

      “Let’s eat something and have some hot chocolate. And you can tell me about Larry.”

      Dylan released a harsh laugh. “This is going to be difficult to believe but there’s not a lot I can tell you about Larry.”

      Clay shot her a disbelieving look.

      “I know, but it’s true,” she said, following him into the kitchen.

      She sat on one of the stools at the counter and watched as he put together a snack plate that consisted of cheese, crackers, olives, salami, and cookies. She smiled when he set it in front of her.

      “This looks so pretty,” she said.

      “You say that like it surprises you,” he grumped as he pulled out the ingredients for hot chocolate.

      “I guess it shouldn’t,” she said. “You’re an artist after all.”

      Clay scoffed. “Artist?”

      “You make beautiful things out of wood,” she pointed out. “It’s not just functional, it’s art.”

      He didn’t say anything, but he did make a grumbling sound beneath his breath. She watched as he warmed milk in a pan and added sugar, chocolate, and a tiny pinch of salt.

      Once the chocolate was ready, he poured it into two mugs and brought it around the counter. After Clay put her cup in front of her and sat down, Dylan sighed and wrapped her hands around the mug.

      “So…Larry?” he asked, taking a drink of his hot cocoa.

      She grimaced. “It’s weird, so just listen before you ask a million questions, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      “I told you that I did some of the human dating apps before I joined Mystical Matchmakers.”

      He nodded.

      Dylan struggled to find the right words, her silence stretching on for so long that Clay put a hand on her arm.

      “Just tell me what happened,” he murmured.

      She took a deep breath and jumped right in. “I met him on one of these human dating apps and his profile was great. We liked a lot of the same things and he seemed so witty. We chatted for nearly a month before we decided to meet in person.” She paused. “I really liked him at this point. I thought his hesitation to meet me meant that he was really looking for a partner. Not just a fuck buddy.”

      Dylan sighed after a moment of thought. “But from the moment we met, we just didn’t click in person. He didn’t laugh at my jokes, or even latch on to my references of our jokes online. He was just…different in person. He was jittery and constantly looking around like he couldn’t wait to leave. I agreed to a second date, thinking maybe he was just nervous.” She shook her head. “It was worse. A lot worse. He started asking me really personal, invasive questions like how many men I’d slept with and did I believe in obeying my husband and a bunch of other stuff. It made me uncomfortable. At the end of the evening, I told him that he seemed like a nice man but I didn’t feel like we were clicking. He seemed to take it well and I never heard from him again until last month.”

      She rubbed her forehead with the tips of her fingers. “I just keep asking myself what I did to draw his attention this way. What made him snap like that.”

      “Nothing. You didn’t do a damn thing,” Clay said. “Something is twisted inside him. He’s broken. If another woman had responded to him on that app, it would be her in fear for her life. Her that he stalked. Nothing you said or did could have changed what he did. Because you aren’t responsible for his actions.”

      “Then why does it feel like it’s my fault?” she asked.

      “Beats me,” Clay answered with a shrug.

      Dylan huffed out a weak laugh. “Me, too.”

      “It’s late,” Clay said. “We both need to try to get some sleep.”

      “I’m still not sure I can.”

      “At least lie down for a little while.” He saw her hesitation and accurately guessed the cause. “I’ll leave the bathroom light and the lamps in the living room on so it’s not completely dark in the house.”

      “Okay, let’s go to bed,” she finally agreed.

      When Clay got up to check the locks and the windows, she followed. He didn’t comment as she watched him go through and make sure that the house was locked down, something that she appreciated. It would be a long time before she could go to bed at night without making sure her house was safe.

      As they made their way to the bedroom, Clay was only a couple of steps behind her. Though neither of them said anything, Dylan understood that he was protecting her back. Keeping her safe even though the threat was in police custody.

      She wasn’t sure she could ever feel safe without him again and the thought made her want to cry.

      Yes, she was grateful for that, but it also frightened her that she was losing her independence because of what had happened. That she was afraid to be alone.

      It wasn’t fair to him and it certainly wasn’t good for her.

      As they got ready for bed, she thought about it and came to a decision. One that she knew Clay would abhor.

      “You’re quiet,” Clay commented as they climbed into bed. “Still shaken up?”

      “Yeah,” she whispered, scooting closer to him beneath the covers. “But there’s something I want to talk to you about and I’m pretty sure it’ll piss you off.”

      “Pretty sure?” he asked.

      “Positive it will,” she replied.

      She rested her head on his shoulder, his arm beneath her neck and wrapping around her back. His grip tightened on her as he turned off the bedside lamp. With the bathroom light on and the door cracked, there was just enough light to see the room.

      “I think you’ve said that to me before and you were right,” he said with a sigh. “Still, hit me with it.”

      “I need to move back into my duplex for a little while.”

      His body went rigid. “Wait a minute, I thought we already discussed this and agreed that you were living here now.”

      “Yes, we did. But that was before tonight.”

      “Do you feel like it was my fault Larry got into the house to grab you?” he asked, his voice gravelly.

      Dylan jerked her head up and stared at him in shock. “What?! No! Why would I think something so ridiculous?”

      Clay’s expression was stony as he looked back at her. “Because the thought crossed my mind tonight more than once. I should have pushed for them to get the alarm installed before now.”

      Dylan shook her head and rubbed his chest with her free hand. “There is no way that any of this is your fault. You did everything you could to make sure I was safe. I feel safe right now.”

      “Then, why do you want to go back to your place?” he asked, covering her hand with his.

      “Because I’m afraid I’ll never be able to handle being alone again. Especially at night.”

      “You don’t have to be,” he said.

      “You can’t promise that,” she argued. “There may be a time that you have to travel for work or family stuff. Or that I have to travel without you. Or you may be on a deadline and need to work half the night. And I won’t be able to function. It’s not healthy. Not for me or for you.”

      He scowled at her but didn’t argue, which surprised her.

      “Are you giving me the silent treatment?” she asked.

      “No, I’m not. I can’t argue with that. It’s logical, accurate, and, goddammit, exactly the way I would feel in your shoes. I would hate being dependent on someone else to feel safe.”

      “Exactly,” she said.

      He grunted. “Doesn’t mean I like it, though.”

      “I knew you wouldn’t.”

      Dylan settled back down on his shoulder and put an arm around his waist.

      “How long do you need?” he asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Okay, well, the plants stay here. And the rest of your stuff,” he said. “I’m holding them hostage.”

      She laughed, something she hadn’t thought she’d be able to do for a while. “It’s not like you won’t see me at all for the next week or two.”

      “Maybe not, but you’ll have to come visit your plants every day or they’ll start to fade, so this is like insurance.” He paused. “Week or two?”

      “Too short?” she asked, trying to sound innocent.

      “I’m giving you a week. If you’re not over it by then, you’ll have to do some therapy or something. I don’t think I can sleep if you’re not here.”

      Though she knew it was impossible for her heart to clench, that’s exactly what it felt like. Warmth spread through her chest.

      “Am I like your teddy bear or something?”

      “No, you’re more important than that. You’re more like oxygen or food. If I have to live without you for more than a week, I’m not sure I’ll make it.”

      She hugged him. “Okay, then. A week it is. Seven days.”

      “I was thinking more like a work week. A short one. Four days, maybe?”

      Dylan pinched his side, making him curse. “Seven days, with an option for six.”

      He grumbled but stopped arguing.

      “Thank you,” she murmured.

      “For what?” he asked. “Being a sucker?”

      “No, for listening and for understanding.”

      “Surely that gets me one less day of separation,” he said.

      Dylan laughed. “Be quiet and accept the compliment before you ruin it.”

      “Fine,” he sighed. “Thanks for the compliment. And you’re welcome, even if I don’t like it.”

      “That’s why it matters. You don’t like it but you’re willing to do it because it’s important to me.”

      “Just don’t abuse it,” Clay mumbled. “Being a sucker isn’t easy on me either.”

      “I won’t. I’ll appreciate it and try not to twist you around my little finger every chance I get the way your mom and sister do.”

      His eyes popped open and he glared down at her. “They do not!”

      “They do,” she answered with a smirk. “But it’s cute, so this will be the last time I tease you about it.” She paused. “Except, now I have to know if your nieces and nephew do as well.”

      “Oh, they definitely do. Why the hell else would I have spent hours upon hours making a rocking dragon for my nephew?”

      “Makes me wonder what you’ll be like with our kids,” she commented before a huge yawn escaped. “I bet you’ll be a good dad.”

      He didn’t respond but Dylan didn’t notice because she was already drifting off to sleep.
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      Five Days Later

      

      “This is stupid,” Clay mumbled to himself as he sanded a shelf.

      He glanced over to the table where his phone sat. Next to it was the small box he’d carved over the course of the week. Inside was something he wanted to give Dylan when she came back for good.

      She’d been true to her word and had come to his house every day. But every night, she went home and it was driving him crazy. After their short time living together, he hated the distance that was now between them.

      Today was it. She had to come home or he was packing a bag and moving in with her. Either way, she would be wearing his ring, too.

      Shit. He hoped she would. As much as he’d like to act like a caveman, bonk her over the head, and drag her off to his lair, he wouldn’t do it.

      That didn’t mean that he wouldn’t use every weapon in his arsenal to get her where he wanted her. Which was back in his house and in his bed every night. In his arms.

      Since he wasn’t exactly getting anywhere on the shelf he’d been working on for the last three hours, Clay shut down the air compressor and set about cleaning up the shop.

      It was Friday and he didn’t have any pressing projects for work. Only one stubborn wood nymph to deal with.

      Once the shop was cleaned up, he locked up and headed into the house. He’d have a beer and a shower before he drove over to pick up Dylan from work.

      He unlocked the back door to the house and beelined for the kitchen and that beer. He’d drink the damn thing in the shower.

      Before he could open up the fridge, he heard a scraping noise from his bedroom, as though something heavy was being dragged across the floor.

      His hands and arms developed a green tinge as he crept through the dining room and to the mouth of the hall.

      There was another sliding sound, followed by a grunt. The sound was familiar, but quiet, so he couldn’t quite place it.

      His boots weren’t completely silent on the wooden floor of the hallway, though the runner muffled them a bit.

      Whoever it was in his bedroom didn’t seem to hear him though, because the sliding sounds and occasional grunts continued.

      He halted just outside his bedroom door and stared in shock at the mess. Clothes, boxes, and other assorted detritus were scattered over every surface and piled on his bed. Some were his and some definitely belonged to a woman. A very small woman.

      Suddenly, he knew why those grunts sounded familiar. Clay waited, biding his time, and pounced when he saw the shadow approaching the door.

      Dylan screamed, long and loud, when his arms wrapped around her and promptly kneed him in the nuts.

      All the air left his lungs in a single high-pitched wheeze and his arms fell from her so he could cup himself as he fell to his knees.

      “Oh, God, Clay!” she yelled. “You scared the shit out of me!”

      He wanted to apologize but he couldn’t form a coherent sentence.

      Dylan knelt down next to him, patting his cheek gently. “You okay?” she asked.

      “Need. A…” He stopped to pant a few times. “Minute.”

      “Why did you sneak up on me like that?” she asked, punching him in the arm. “What in the hell were you thinking? Because I know I was thinking Larry escaped the mental institution and came back for me!”

      “Sorry,” he wheezed. “Ice. Need ice.”

      Dylan sighed and got to her feet, disappearing down the hall. She returned with a bag of frozen corn and the beer he’d wanted when he came into the house. Right now, the idea of drinking anything made his stomach turn.

      She handed him the corn. “It’s all I could find. I’m sorry if I hurt you.”

      Clay took the frozen corn, squeezing the bag a few times to break up the kernels, and placed it over his abused balls.

      “S’okay. Should have known better than to scare you. Sorry ’bout that.”

      She stroked his cheek. “You ruined my surprise,” she said, suddenly changing the subject.

      “Your surprise?” he croaked.

      “I was moving back in today,” she answered. “I wanted to have all my things put away before you came in from the shop.”

      “Is that why this place is such a mess?” he asked, gingerly shifting his weight to his butt before he sat on the floor. Holding the frozen corn to his crotch, he leaned back against the footboard of his bed.

      “Yeah. I realized that I had a lot more clothes than I thought and I was culling out my wardrobe to donate some stuff.”

      “What about your furniture?” he asked.

      “Well, the only things that weren’t scavenged at a garage sale were my bed and my dresser. I figured we could use them in the guest room once you emptied all the boxes out of it.”

      “What boxes?”

      “Well, right now, it’s full of boxes of my books.” She paused. “But they kinda need shelves.”

      A grin started to spread across his face. “They do, huh?”

      “Yeah.”

      Everything she was saying started to sink in and Clay realized that Dylan was back to stay.

      “What about those demons you were worried about?” he asked.

      She shrugged. “I can sleep alone. But I don’t like it.”

      “Thank God,” he groaned, throwing the frozen corn to the side. “I’ve slept like shit all week.”

      “You’re not mad that I’ve basically come in and made a huge mess of your house?” she asked.

      “Hell no.”

      She leaned over and put a hand to his cheek. “I’m really sorry about your balls though.”

      Clay laughed. “They’ll be okay in a couple of hours. Trolls heal quickly.” He shifted and felt the box in his pocket jam against his hip. “But there is something else I want to talk to you about.”

      “Well, why don’t I help you up off the floor and you can sit on the bed while we discuss it and I clean up this clothing catastrophe.”

      As though it were fate, Clay watched as she got to her feet and held out her left hand. He took it and moved onto one knee, reaching into his pocket with his other hand.

      Dylan tugged at his hand, laughing. “What are you doing?” she asked. “I know I offered to help you up, but I’m not strong enough to do all the work. You have to use your legs.”

      “Actually, it’s not that I need to talk to you about anything. It’s that I have something to ask you,” he amended. He pulled the box out of his pocket and flicked it open with his thumb. “Will you marry me?”

      Dylan blinked down at him, her gaze shifting from his face to the open ring box in his hand, and back to his face again. “What?”

      “Marry me, Dylan. Let’s make it official before my mother and sister kidnap you and arrange the wedding the way they want it.”

      “Are you serious?” she squeaked.

      “As the pain in my nuts,” he said.

      His irreverent response seemed to pull her out of shock. “Clay!” she said, smacking him on the shoulder with her free hand.

      He released her hand long enough to take the ring from the box and slide it on the fourth finger of her left hand. “Please marry me and put me out of misery,” he repeated. “I need you in my life and I promise that I’ll love you for the rest of it.”

      Dylan stared down at the ring on her finger, her eyes wide and wet. “It’s perfect.”

      Clay’s smile was smug. “I know. As soon as I saw it, I had to buy it for you. I’ve been carrying it around for weeks.”

      The white gold ring had a vine running from one side to the other, the leaves made of tiny marquis cut emeralds. Along the vine were three flowers, each with a brilliant white diamond in the center surrounded by petals of amethyst.

      “Weeks?” she asked, looking back up at him. “You bought this weeks ago?”

      “Two days after you moved in with me the first time.”

      The tears in her eyes overflowed to run down her cheeks.

      “Are you going to answer my question?” he asked.

      “Yes,” she said, nodding.

      He hesitated. “Wait. Is that a yes to the first question or the last?” he asked.

      “Both.”

      Clay smiled and rose, lifting her off her feet as he hugged her. “You have made me a very happy man.”

      “How disappointed will your mother be if we don’t have a big wedding?” she asked, her face tucked into his neck.

      “I don’t know. It probably depends on how long you want to wait to give her grandtrolls.”

      Dylan lifted her face, her eyes huge. “Grandtrolls? Immediately?”

      Clay shrugged. “We could probably wait a couple years before she starts foaming at the mouth.”

      She blinked. “Only a couple?”

      “Maybe a little longer. She likes you a lot, so she’ll probably wait until you’re ready. Especially if she thinks she’s going to scare you off.”

      “Jesus,” Dylan mumbled.

      “In regards to the wedding, we’ll do what you want. I don’t give a shit either way as long as we’re married in the end.”

      “How do you feel about a trip to Vegas? Maybe Lake Tahoe?”

      “How soon do you want to go?”

      She smiled. “It’ll be next month before I can take any more time off. I’ve used nearly all my vacation up but I get my yearly allotment on my hire date, which will be at the end of next month.”

      “Then, we’ll go to Vegas or Tahoe next month and come back married,” he said.

      “We can invite your family,” she offered. “I just don’t want to go through the whole planning process and waiting a year to get married.”

      Clay thought about it for a second. “Yeah, I don’t think I want to wait a year either.”

      She smiled up at him. “We’re really going to do this?”

      “We are,” he answered.

      Just to be sure that she was convinced, he kissed her.
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      Veronica Salt grinned as she hung up the phone, positively pleased with the news she’d just received.

      “What’s that smile for?” her boss, Dominique, asked.

      Veronica turned and smiled even wider. “That was Mrs. Dugan. She wanted to thank me for finding her son’s match.”

      Dominique’s brow furrowed as she thought. “Dugan? As in Clay?”

      Veronica nodded. “He and Dylan Hayes are engaged!”

      Her boss smiled, bringing warmth to the icy beauty of her features. “That’s wonderful. I’ll have to contact them to see if they’re interested as being featured as one of our success stories.”

      Based on her own interactions with Dylan and Clay, Veronica doubted that they would agree but she also knew that if anyone could talk them into it, it was Dominique Proxa.

      “How many matches does that make this year?” Veronica asked.

      “Six so far but it’s only early spring.” Dominique rubbed her hands together, a distant look in her cool blue eyes. “I hope we’re able to surpass last year’s rates.”

      With anyone else, Veronica would wonder if that determination was based on greed. But with Dominique, she knew that her statement was one of pure motives. Her boss truly wanted to help the supernatural community find their other half. Especially the creatures who were often ignored in the magical realms.

      Such as trolls. And wood nymphs. Even vampires were welcome at Mystical Matchmakers if they passed the initial screening with Veronica.

      It often surprised her how misunderstood so many of these creatures were. Vampires might need blood to survive, but very few of the ones she met were truly monsters.

      Still, she preferred not to date them herself. If she ever had time to date.

      Chimes filled the air as the front door opened and a tall, voluptuous woman walked through. Her posture was perfect and she moved with both grace and purpose. Veronica’s first thought was that the woman was a dancer.

      Until she drew closer.

      A hairline scar ran from her cheekbone, down just in front of her ear, and disappeared beneath the sharp line of her jaw. It must have been a horrible wound to leave a scar on someone with supernatural healing abilities.

      Despite her attempts to keep a wall between herself and client’s emotions, Veronica wasn’t always successful.

      This woman was agitated and she desperately wanted to regain control of…something.

      She came to a halt at the counter and pressed both hands to the cool, white surface. “I’d like become a member of your service,” she said, her voice low and melodious.

      Veronica struggled to ignore the woman’s heightened emotions and smiled. “Of course.” She reached into a drawer and pulled out a tablet. She clicked through the set-up menu and selected the client intake forms. Holding the tablet out, she said, “Please fill out the information requested on the screen. Once you’re done, we’ll schedule your intake interview.”

      The woman took the tablet but small sparks shot from her fingers and the screen went black.

      “Damn,” she muttered. “I’m sorry. This was a mistake. I shouldn’t have come here.”

      She set the tablet on the counter and turned to leave, but somehow Dominique was already there, holding out her hand.

      “Hello, I’m Dominique Proxa, the owner of Mystical Matchmakers. I’m so glad you’ve come to see us.”

      Veronica sensed the woman’s desire to ignore Dominique, but good manners won out.

      “I’m Astra,” she said, taking Dominique’s hand. “I’m sorry to have wasted your time but I don’t think you’ll be able to help me.”

      She started to walk away but Dominique said, “You’re a Valkyrie, aren’t you?” She paused. “One of Sylvie’s sisters, yes?”

      Astra turned back toward her. “Yes. How did you know?”

      “Sylvie mentioned that you might be coming by today. We’re members of the same gym and often chat in the mornings.”

      “You work out at Sylvie’s gym?” Astra asked, clearly incredulous.

      Dominique laughed. “Yes, I do.”

      Astra wavered. “Do you really think you can help me find a match?”

      Dominique’s answer was immediate. “Yes. It may take a little time, but I believe I can.”

      The Valkyrie took a deep breath and blew it out, as though she were about to embark upon a perilous journey. “Okay, then. I guess we should get started.”
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      Excerpt from Lady and the Vamp (Mystical Matchmakers, #2)

      

      Chapter One

      Astra regretted ever signing up for Mystical Matchmakers.

      In the last month, she’d gone on seven dates, each more disastrous than the last. The males that Veronica and Dominique hand-picked for her seemed to expect two things: that she would be one of the guys or that she could and would kick their ass if they stepped a toe out of line.

      While the second part was true, Astra rarely felt the need to physically assault a man who got handsy or said something out of line. Usually, a hard stare was all it took for them to back off and quickly.

      This was the same problem she’d run into with the men her mother and sisters kept trying to throw in her path. They were perfectly nice, but none of them ever seemed to treat her like a woman.

      She didn’t want to be one of the guys. She liked being female. Sure, she loved a good bout in the sparring ring or target practice at the gun range, but she also like romance. She wanted someone to take her on picnics or to the art museum. Maybe even the symphony. She wanted to wear a dress and make-up and have a man look at her with both affection and desire.

      Beer and wings at the local sports bar could be fun, but she didn’t enjoy being ignored by her date for the game on the huge TV’s all around the room.

      Mystical Matchmakers was a mistake.

      One she intended to rectify immediately.

      With her shoulders back and her head held high, Astra marched down the sidewalk to the office that housed the service. Though she was frustrated enough to have sparks flitting about her fingertips, Astra was determined to remain calm.

      Typically, she would have handled something like this by phone, but she’d been too worked up to use hers. Zapping her phone every time she got pissed off was an expensive habit, one that she had broken a few years ago.

      Astra stopped outside the office and forced herself to take a deep breath.

      Inhale calm, exhale anger.

      She repeated the mantra to herself as she took three more breaths. Then, two more.

      Finally, after the sixth breath, electrical energy stopped bursting out of her fingers.

      Confident she wouldn’t accidentally shock someone, Astra pushed open the door and walked toward the front desk where Veronica Salt sat.

      Though she wasn’t sure exactly what Veronica was, there was something about the woman’s eyes that made Astra feel as though her every thought and feeling was laid bare. It was unsettling.

      “Ms. Falk,” Veronica said, a soft smile on her face. “How are you today?”

      “I’ve been better,” Astra answered.

      A frown replaced the smile and dimmed the light in her dark brown eyes. “I’m sorry to hear that. Is there anything I can help you with?”

      Astra halted in front of the desk. “Yes. I’d like to cancel my membership.”

      The other woman didn’t even blink. “I’m so sorry to hear that. Do you mind if I ask why?”

      Astra barely refrained from baring her teeth in a snarl. Instead, she ground her back teeth together before she finally answered, “You know why. We’ve spoken after every single one of my dates and you know that I have been less than impressed with my matches.”

      Veronica nodded. “I understand that it’s frustrating, but please remember that finding a match takes time. With each date you go on, we get a better understanding of what you’re looking for in a potential companion.”

      Astra shook her head. “They’re not getting better, they’re getting worse. The last guy expected me to open doors for him and then tried to hide behind me when he got into an argument at the sports bar over the baseball game on TV. He actually told the other guy that he was going to have me kick his ass!”

      Veronica’s eyes widened. “Oh, my. That is terrible. Perhaps if we performed the intake interview again, we could see where we went wrong on finding your potential matches.”

      “Why should I have to do it again?” Astra asked. “Can’t you people get it right the first time?”

      She watched as Veronica’s eyes flashed from dark brown to black before the woman closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Whoa. That was disconcerting to see. Once again, Astra wondered what the other woman was exactly. Veronica’s brown eyes seemed human enough, but the deep eggplant color of her hair was definitely real and probably of fae origin.

      When Veronica opened her eyes and looked up at Astra, she seemed calm, but there was something stirring in the depths of her gaze. “Ms. Falk, I’m going to say something to you that you aren’t going to like and you won’t want to hear, but I want you to understand that I want to help you and sometimes that help comes in the form of honest words.”

      Astra raised an eyebrow, surprised at the other woman’s temerity. “Go ahead.”

      “You lied in your intake interview,” Veronica said. “When you aren’t honest with us, and with yourself, we won’t be able to find the type of match you’re looking for.”

      For the first time in years, Astra was speechless. Her first instinct was to break the desk between them in half with her bare hands. The second was to tell the woman that she had no idea what she was talking about. But the last thought was the voice of reason. The one that always told her the truth. And that voice said Veronica was right.

      Astra opened her mouth to say something, but the door behind Veronica opened to reveal Dominique Proxa, the owner of Mystical Matchmakers.

      To her surprise, Astra liked Dominique. She might look like a fae ice princess, but the woman was warm and welcoming. And her sister, Sylvie, had said that Dominique fought like a Valkyrie. Considering that Sylvie had an elitist attitude toward their species, this was a high compliment.

      “Astra!” Dominique said, a smile spreading across her face to bring light and warmth to her eyes. “How are you?”

      “I have no idea,” she answered with a shrug. “I’m still processing a difficult truth.”

      Dominique canted her head to the side. “Is there anything I can help you with?”

      “Maybe—”

      Astra was distracted by movement behind Dominique. A lean man exited her office and stepped to the side. To Astra’s surprise, he was taller than both she and Dominique by several inches. He moved with a liquid grace that the martial artist in her appreciated.

      He murmured something to Dominique that seemed to take the woman by surprise. Her glacial blue eyes widened and she stammered, “Of course.”

      Within a blink, a smile was once again affixed to Dominique’s face and she stepped forward. “Astra Falk, I’d like you to meet Rune Ferguson. He’s just signed up with the service and I think the two of you might get along.”

      Rune stepped forward and held out a hand, a breach of etiquette among the Valkyrie as the woman was always supposed to initiate a handshake when in mixed company, but Astra ignored it because he was close enough now for her to see the color of his eyes.

      They were a pure grey, light and clear around his pupil, but with a darker grey ring on the outside of his iris. And they seemed to glow.

      When Astra took his hand, her fingers tingled, but instead of the electricity zapping him, it traveled up her arm and spread throughout her entire body. It was a strange, exhilarating sensation.

      “Nice to meet you, Rune Ferguson,” she said.

      Instead of shaking her hand, he merely held it and replied, “Have dinner with me tonight.”

      Astra blinked, taken aback by the sudden invitation, but recovered quickly. “I have an engagement this evening.”

      “Tomorrow night then.”

      His thumb brushed her knuckles, breaking the trance she’d fallen under.

      “I’ll meet you for drinks at Dulce at six, and then we’ll see about dinner.”

      His mouth quirked. “Tomorrow at six, then.” He released her hand and grabbed a sticky note from the dispenser on top of Veronica’s desk. A pen was suddenly in his hand and a cold chill went up Astra’s spine. She hadn’t seen him reach for it. She watched as he quickly scribbled down his name and phone number. “Please call me if something comes up.”

      Astra took the note, looking down at his spiky handwriting for a moment, before lifting her gaze to his and raising an eyebrow. “And how will you get in touch with me if you can’t make it?”

      “Oh, I’ll make it.”

      Rune looked over at Veronica and Dominique. “Ladies, lovely to meet you.” Then, his piercing grey eyes looked back at her. “I look forward to seeing you tomorrow.”

      Astra couldn’t help herself—she twisted around to watch him walk toward the door. His stride was long and smooth and his ass filled out the seat of his jeans in the most fascinating way.

      Then, he was gone.

      When she turned around, she noticed that both Dominique and Veronica were looking at her with bright eyes. Heat crept into her cheeks.

      “Well, that was…unexpected,” Dominique said. “I hadn’t considered him as a match for you, but I have to say, he was obviously very interested.”

      That was an understatement.

      Rune was the first male to ask her out on a date in years. Before she’d joined Mystical Matchmakers, Astra usually asked a man out if she found him interesting or her sister and mother constantly set her up with “suitable men.”

      Nerves fluttered in her belly, another feeling she hadn’t experienced for a very long time.

      “Yes, he was.”

      Veronica chose that moment to speak up. “Do you still wish to cancel our services?” she asked.

      Astra found herself blinking again, unsure of what to say.

      Dominique spoke before she could though.

      “Oh, no. I’m sorry to hear that you’re planning to leave our services before we’ve found you a match. Is there anything else we can do to help you or perhaps change your mind?”

      With the two of them staring at her with their sincere eyes, Astra found herself unable to muster up her earlier frustration.

      “No, no, I don’t think I want to cancel my membership any longer.”

      “Would you like for me to see about finding you some other matches?” Dominique offered.

      Veronica spoke before Astra could. “I’ve already asked Astra to repeat her intake interview. I think perhaps we made a mistake during her first one. Otherwise, we sure would have found her more suitable matches by now.”

      Astra’s earlier flush returned with a vengeance. “I’d be happy to redo the interview,” she said to Veronica.

      The woman smiled at her. “Wonderful. Do you have time right now? It will only take a half hour or so since you’ve already completed the other paperwork.”

      “Sure,” Astra replied.

      “When you’re done, please see me before you leave,” Dominique said. “I can give you a little more information on Rune.”

      This was something that Dominique had done before her dates with all of her other matches and Astra found herself hesitant.

      “I think I should let him tell me about himself,” she finally said. “So I don’t go into the date with any preconceived notions.”

      Dominique nodded. “Maybe that’s a good idea,” she agreed.

      “One thing though,” Astra said.

      “Yes?”

      “You’re sure he’s not a serial killer or soul eater or anything like that, right?”

      Dominique smiled. “Absolutely sure. Does it matter what his supernatural species is?”

      It does to my family, Astra thought. But I’m not sure it does to me.

      Finally, she answered, “No, it doesn’t matter.”

      “Then, I can assure you that he isn’t a danger to you.”

      He may not have been a danger to her physical safety, but Astra didn’t doubt for a moment that he would be a danger to her common sense.
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