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Darkness pressed in from every side as Melissa ran blindly through the forest.

Branches lashed her face. Roots caught at her feet. Her lungs burned, each breath tearing in and out of her chest as she stumbled through the trees, half blind with fear. Behind her, something moved with terrifying ease as it closed the distance between them. No crashing through undergrowth. No snap of twigs. Just the silent, certain rhythm of a predator that knew she could not escape.

A low growl rolled through the darkness, and she risked a glance over her shoulder.

It was there.

A huge black cat slipped between the trees, sleek and soundless, its green eyes fixed on her with unsettling familiarity. Moonlight slid over its coat. It was close now. Too close.

She tried to run faster.

Her foot struck a stump. Pain shot up her leg as she pitched forward, her hands scraping against the ground. Before she could push herself up, the panther leaped.

Melissa screamed—

—and bolted upright in bed, the cry still lodged in her throat.

For a moment she did not know where she was. Her bedroom walls loomed pale in the dark. The sheet was twisted around her legs. Her heart slammed so hard against her ribs it hurt.

She loosened her hold on the sheet one aching finger at a time until it fell from her grip. A cool breeze blew through an open window, and she shivered as it brushed over her damp skin. 

She sat frozen, staring at the corner of the room as if the animal might emerge from the shadows and finish what it had started.

Nothing moved.

A faint green glow caught her eye, and she flinched before realizing it was only the light from her laptop.

Melissa let out a shaky breath and pressed a hand to her chest. “Get a grip,” she muttered, though her voice came out thin.

The clock on her bedside table glowed 4:30 a.m. She switched on her bedside lamp, chasing away the last of the shadows. Pushing back the sheet, she made her way to the kitchen, flicking on lights as she moved through her apartment. The familiar sight of the tiny room helped settle her nerves: the narrow counter, the old coffee machine, the stack of unopened mail she kept meaning to deal with.

She spooned coffee into a filter and tried not to think about the dream. The panther had been showing up for years, but lately it had become a regular visitor. Sometimes it stalked her between downtown towers in broad daylight. Other times it chased her through snow-covered mountains or across rain-drenched fields. Always those eyes. Always the same sense that it knew her.

“Repressed fears,” she said under her breath. She wondered what the daytime television psychologists would make of that. The thought made her smile. 

Still, maybe there was something to it. The dreams had worsened around the same time she’d started working on the Hong Industries project. Maybe the panther was just stress in animal form. Fear of screwing up. Fear of failing at the one chance she’d been given to prove she could be more than a junior analyst buried in spreadsheets.

Fear of disappointing Leander Garrett.

That thought alone was enough to sour her mood.

Melissa poured coffee into her favorite chipped blue mug and carried it back to her bedroom, where her laptop sat open on the desk. She was awake anyway, so she might as well finish the report Lee wanted for the team meeting.

Wanted was perhaps too mild a word.

Lee Garrett never asked for anything when an order would do.
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By seven-thirty, Melissa was dressed and on the bus downtown, the taste of too-strong coffee still bitter in her mouth. The Calgary skyline rose ahead through the pale spring morning, light glinting off the steel and glass. Quigley Ramsbottom Consulting, or Quigs as it was affectionately called, occupied the twentieth floor of an office tower overlooking the river. When Melissa stepped out of the elevator, the hum of voices and phones had already begun.

The boardroom door stood half open when Melissa headed to the team meeting later that morning. Inside, Lee was seated at the long table with papers spread in front of him. Caro sat beside him, leaning far too close, one manicured hand resting on his arm as she said something in a low voice.

Melissa paused on the threshold just long enough to take in the scene before she stepped inside. Neither of them acknowledged her.

She crossed to her usual seat and sat down, setting her notes neatly in front of her. Caro laughed softly at something Lee said. Melissa fixed her attention on the report in her hands, though she could feel the familiar prickle of tension between her shoulders.

“Come on, Lee,” Caro murmured. “You know I’m right.”

Melissa looked up despite herself as Caro’s finger traced lazily along his forearm. “He’ll listen to me,” Caro said.

Lee’s expression didn’t change. “Sleeping with him is not a strategy.”

Caro smiled suggestively. “You’re sure about that?”

Melissa dropped her gaze at once, heat rushing into her face. Across the table, papers shifted.

“I have the report you asked for,” she said, thrusting the document toward Lee before the silence could thicken further. He took it without comment and scanned the first page.

“These aren’t the numbers I requested, Ms. Hewitt.”

“I added an analysis section first. The figures you asked for are on the next page.”

He laid it down without looking further. “Fine. I’ll review it later.”

That was it. No thanks. No acknowledgment that she had been at her computer before dawn making sure it was right.

The others arrived moments later and the meeting began.

Melissa tried to focus, but as the meeting moved on to other matters, her attention drifted. Lee was outlining next steps with brisk efficiency. He looked exactly as he always did: controlled, composed, faintly dangerous. His black hair was cut short, thick eyebrows covered his deep-set eyes, and although it was still early, a faint five o’clock shadow lined his jaw. His white shirt and dark tie should have made him look corporate and polished, but somehow, they only emphasized the hard line of his shoulders and the restless energy under the surface.

As though sensing her gaze, he glanced up. For one fleeting moment their eyes met, but then his expression shuttered and he looked away. Melissa stared down at her notes. Same as always. 

Except it hadn’t always been like this.

When she had first started at Quigs, he had taken her under his wing, showing her the ropes, and they had quickly become friends. Real friends. They had slipped out for coffee together, stretched lunch breaks too long, discovered a shared love of mountain trails and old music and hot fudge sundaes. Talking to him had been easy then. Natural.

Then he’d gone to Toronto for three weeks. And when he came back, he was a stranger.

By the end of the meeting, Melissa had a headache. She gathered her papers and headed for the door without looking at him.

Her patience was wearing thin when Kasper stopped by her desk later that day and peered at her screen.

“What did you do to offend him?” he asked.

Melissa didn’t bother pretending she didn’t know who he meant. “Exist, apparently.”

Kasper snorted. “He sent back your numbers again?”

“Now he wants the averages instead of the medians.” Melissa leaned back in her chair. “Do we ever use averages for this type of comparison?”

“Not unless Lee feels like making your life difficult.”

She gave him a dry look. “That’s encouraging.”

Kasper lowered his voice. “Maybe he secretly likes you.”

“We’re not in kindergarten.”

He laughed and wandered off, leaving her with the spreadsheet and the unwelcome flicker of heat in her cheeks. She needed coffee badly. Shunning the sludge that had been sitting in the office brewer all afternoon, she took the elevator down to the little café on the ground floor. The doors were sliding shut when a man in his fifties squeezed through with a briefcase and an apologetic smile.

Patrick Ramsbottom. Senior partner.

“Melissa Hewitt, right?” he said as the elevator descended.

“Yes.”

“I’ve heard excellent things about you.”

She blinked. “You have?”

He nodded. “Lee says you’re one of the strongest analysts on the project. Diligent, thorough, good with people.”

Melissa stared at him.

Pat smiled faintly. “I take it that surprises you.”

A little.

More than a little.

Because Lee Garrett barely spoke to her unless he had to.

Because when he did, it was always Ms. Hewitt, never Melissa.

Because people did not praise someone behind their back while freezing them out to their face.

Unless, apparently, they did.

They reached the ground floor and the doors slid open. “Keep up the good work, Melissa,” Pat said, striding out as Melissa followed in bewilderment. 

“Er, thanks,” she said—belatedly, since he had already disappeared around the corner. Her mind turned over the conversation. Diligent, thorough, good with people. She began to smile.

Melissa was still smiling when she unlocked the door to her apartment later that evening and kicked off her shoes. She poured herself a glass of wine and headed out to the deck. 

As apartments went, hers was tiny, with a single bedroom, a compact kitchen and a small living room, but it was all the space she needed. From the deck, she could just see the Rocky Mountains—if she leaned over far enough. It only took an hour to drive to the mountains, and she went as often as she could, hiking the trails as soon as the snow withdrew from the lower elevations. In the winter, she spent her hard-earned dollars at the ski hills; when she reached the summit and drew in the fresh, clear air, it was worth it. 

She sipped her wine as the last of the spring light faded away. A streetlamp at the end of the street cast a dim glow on the surrounding buildings. Movement caught her eye and she leaned forward curiously. A pair of green eyes caught the light, and she drew back in surprise as the creature turned and disappeared around a corner. 

For a single instant—one foolish moment—she was certain it was the panther from her dream. She laughed shakily. It was just a cat—a very large, very black cat, but still just a cat. The wine glass in her hand was shaking, and she took a long, slow breath before heading back inside and into the light.
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Melissa was seated in the boardroom one week later, waiting for the rest of the team to arrive for the weekly meeting. She was the first one at the table, and she reviewed her notes as she waited for the others. The door opened and Lee entered the room. He paused for a fleeting moment, then closed the door behind him.

He dropped his folder on the table and sat across from her. “It’s just us today. The others have been pulled onto another project.”

Melissa blinked. “Just us?” 

“We already have everything we need.” He flipped open his notes. “The remaining work is pulling the report together. You’ve written reports before, haven’t you?” They both knew she had. “You’ll present it to the client.”

Melissa stared at him. “Me?”

“You know the data better than anyone on the team.”

“But I’ve never been to a client meeting.”

“Then it’s time you did.” His tone was matter-of-fact. “We meet Mr. Hong next Friday. I want the report finalized by Wednesday.”

Before she could respond, he gathered his papers and walked out.

Melissa sat still for a moment, her mind racing. This was the opportunity she had been waiting for. The chance to show Lee what she was capable of. 

On Friday morning, Melissa took her time choosing an outfit. The pantsuit was too earnest, and her long skirt not earnest enough. She finally settled on a black-and-white print dress paired with a black jacket. Not a power suit, but still professional. She scraped her hair into a bun and slipped her feet into a pair of black kitten heels, then picked up the report she had reviewed three times the night before. She knew every number in there.

At the office, Mary looked up from reception. “Morning, Melissa,” she said, scratching through a pile of notes on her desk. “I have a message from Lee.” She squinted at the piece of paper. “He says he’ll meet you at Mr. Hong’s office at one.”

Melissa paused. “He’s not coming in today?”

“Meetings all morning, apparently.”

Melissa forced a smile. “Thanks.” Abandoned for her first client meeting. 

She arrived at the offices of Hong Industries a few minutes before one to find Lee waiting for her outside the building. His eyes lingered on her a moment longer than necessary before he turned away.

“Ready? Let’s go.” 

They were ushered into Mr. Hong’s office a few moments later, and he hurried around his desk, his hand extended in greeting.

“Welcome, welcome,” he said with a brief bow. “Sit, please. I’m most eager to hear your report.”

Melissa sat down and handed him a thick document, then opened her copy to the first page. “Let’s start with the management assessment,” she began.

Two hours later, they stepped back outside into the warm sunshine. 

“You did well, Ms. Hewitt.” Lee sent her a quick glance. “I can’t say I’m surprised.”

“No?”

“I’m well aware of what you’re capable of, Melissa.”

The use of her first name caught her off guard. He hadn’t called her Melissa in years.

He let out a slow sigh. “Look, why don’t we go for a drink? I think you’ve earned it.”

That sounded like a terrible idea. “I, uh, I have to be home early tonight,” she stammered.

His nostrils flared as he studied her. “It’s still early. There’s plenty of time.” 

She straightened her shoulders. “You’ve barely spoken to me in six years, and now you want to go for a drink?”

“A good report is always worth celebrating.”

She hesitated, then nodded toward a taxi pulling up. “Fine. Let’s celebrate.” 

They arrived at the pub a short while later and weaved their way through the crowded bar to the patio outside, where they found an empty table. Lee loosened his tie and rolled up his sleeves. Dark hair dusted his forearms, and a tattoo curled along the inside of his arm.

“So,” he said. “Any hiking plans this weekend?”

She looked at him in surprise. “You remember?” 

“I remember everything.” His eyes, unusually green in the sunlight, caught hers before she dropped her gaze and traced the edge of the table with her finger. “Do you usually hike alone?” he asked.

“Sometimes. I like the quiet.”

“You should have a hiking buddy.”

“Because of bears?” 

“And cougars.”

“Cougars don’t come near people.”

His eyes caught hers. “They do when they feel threatened.”

The server returned with their drinks, and Melissa took a sip, watching Lee over the rim of the glass. “Why this sudden concern?” she asked.

“There’ve been cougar sightings on some of the hiking trails lately.” He lifted his drink. “Why doesn’t your boyfriend go with you?”

Melissa leaned back in her chair and looked at him narrowly. “I don’t have a boyfriend.”

“Why not? You’re attractive and pleasant enough.”

“What a flattering commendation.”

Lee frowned. “That came out wrong. But I expect there are plenty of men lining up to date you.”

Melissa raised an eyebrow. “You’re asking me about my dating life?”

“Yes.” Lee’s mouth lifted in a slight smile. “So tell me what you look for in a man.”

“Tall, dark, and handsome.” She said the words flippantly, then flushed when she realized that she was describing Lee.

“Tom Cruise?”

“Absolutely not! Besides, he’s not tall.”

“So why don’t you have a boyfriend?”

“I just haven’t met someone I want to be with. What about you? You have a girlfriend, don’t you?”

“No.”

“What about the girl at the last Christmas party?”

“Amber? It wasn’t anything serious.”

“And the woman from the previous year?”

He frowned. “I don’t remember.”

Melissa snorted. “She was difficult to forget.” The woman had climbed onto the table after a few drinks and shown off more than her dancing skills. “So why don’t you have a girlfriend? You’re good-looking and—what was the word?—pleasant?”

Lee’s lips quirked. “If you don’t have a date tonight, what are you doing?”

Typical avoidance. She wasn’t surprised. “I volunteer at the Children’s Hospital.”

His expression shifted. “Really?”

She nodded. “There’s a girl named Emma. She lost her mom and little brother in a car accident.”

Lee went still. “How did you meet her?”

“A friend of my mother works there. She thought Emma and I might understand each other.” Melissa paused. “My father died in a car accident too.”

Lee leaned forward. “When?” 

“Four years ago. Drunk driver.” 

“I’m really sorry, Mel,” he said. “I wish—I wish I’d known.” 

Melissa bit her lip. Her sister had already moved to Vancouver when Dad died, and she’d been alone in Calgary. She could have used a friend.

“It was a long time ago now.” 

There was a moment of silence, then, “Can I come with you to the hospital one day?”

Melissa looked at Lee in surprise. “If you want.”

“Thank you.” He watched as she finished her drink. “Ready to go?” he asked.

Melissa glanced at him as they crossed the street.

For a few hours, he had been the man she remembered—the one who had listened when she talked about her mother, who had held her hand when she cried.

She wondered if that man was still somewhere inside him, or if today had only been a brief glimpse of someone who no longer existed.

Guess she would find out after the weekend.
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Melissa tapped the steering wheel as she drove to Children’s Hospital that evening, her mind on her afternoon with Lee. After so long ignoring her, why was he talking to her now? She eased into a parking space and headed inside.

“Hey, kiddo,” she said as she walked into Emma’s room. The little girl lay against the white sheets, a light sheen of sweat covering her forehead. “Bad day, hey?”

“Pamela was being mean.” Emma had been trapped in the car after the accident, her skull fractured, both arms broken, and her legs crushed by the mangled steel as she waited to be rescued. Numerous surgeries had saved the limbs, and Pamela was helping her relearn how to use the damaged muscles.

“Mean Pamela’s going to help you walk again,” she said with a smile. “Should we read a story?” 

Emma pointed at a book on the nightstand. Mel opened it to the first page. “Beauty and the Beast,” she began as she wrapped her arm around Emma’s shoulders. “‘There was once a very rich merchant...’” By the time she slipped away, Emma was asleep. 

Melissa was up early the next morning, eager to get to the mountains before the crowds. After the dreariness of winter, the warm spring temperatures drew people out like bees from a hive. She kept to the speed limits as she drove—her little Honda Civic was an old lady and did not like to be pushed too hard. She arrived in good time, and only a few other cars dotted the parking lot. She stopped to read the notice on the signboard at the head of the trail. Warning. Cougar sighted in this area. Remain on trail at all times. If a cougar is encountered, do not approach!

Ah, she thought, so that was why Lee was concerned. The image of a black panther rose in her mind, and her hands turned clammy as she pushed it away. It was just a dream—there were no panthers in Canada. A few patches of snow still clung to the trail, but the view at the top made the effort worthwhile. She drank it in before heading back down the mountain. The fresh air had cleared the cobwebs out of her mind; no matter how Lee acted on Monday, she was ready for it. 

Even so, his somewhat friendly greeting still caught her by off guard. 

“Morning, Ms. Hewitt. Do you have a moment?”

“Of course,” she said in surprise, following him to his office. 

“The company has a free ticket for Friday’s performance of The Phantom of the Opera. Do you want it?” 

“Well, yes, of course!” Who in their right mind would pass up a free ticket to a live show, especially a musical? 

“I thought you would.” He handed her an envelope. “There’s a taxi chit as well. Parking is a nightmare.” 

She took the envelope and hugged it to her chest before giving him a smile. “Thank you.” 

Melissa arrived at the theater with twenty minutes to spare and found her way to her seat. It was in one of the boxes, offering a perfect view of the stage. Another group had already taken their seats, but the one beside her remained empty. She sat down and listened as the orchestra tuned their instruments. 

The curtain was just about to rise when someone slipped into the seat beside her. She glanced at the newcomer, then froze in surprise. 

“Lee? What are you doing here?” 

“I’m also a fan of musicals.” 

“You said there was one ticket left!” 

“There was, after I took the other one. Now quiet down—the show is about to start.” Sure enough, the first notes were already beginning to fill the hall. She looked at him suspiciously, then turned to watch the stage. 

Phantom of the Opera was a favorite of Melissa’s, but having Lee seated beside her was a distraction that she struggled to ignore. His presence seemed to suck all the air from the theater box, leaving her breathless. She could not concentrate, and even the music, which she knew by heart, flitted by without her registering it. 

The intermission finally arrived, and she fled from her seat as Lee’s gaze followed her. She rushed to the washrooms, eager for a moment of privacy to collect her thoughts and calm her racing heart. She emerged a few minutes later and headed outside, still not ready to face him again. She leaned against the wall and drew in a deep breath, then jumped when she heard her name. 

“Mel? Why are you out here?” 

Her heart began racing again as she turned to face Lee. “Getting away from you,” she admitted. “How did you find me?” 

“I, er, saw you racing down the stairs and followed you. Why do you need to get away from me?” 

“Seriously, Lee? You don’t speak to me for years, and now suddenly, you’re taking me for drinks and giving me tickets to the theater. What is going on?” 

He leaned back against the wall and stared up at the moon. “You’re right. It’s just...” 

“What?” 

He turned to look at her. “I like you, Mel. It’s just safer for me to keep my distance.” 

“For who?” 

“You. Me.” He ran his hand over his head. “Both of us.” 

“Maybe you should let me make my own decisions.” 

He was silent. 

“We should probably get back inside,” she said, moving away from the wall. 

His hand shot out to grab hers. “Mel, wait.” A shiver ran through her at his touch, and he let her go. “Look, you spoke about volunteering at the hospital the other day. I wondered if I could come with you next time.” 

She stared at him blankly. “You want to come to the hospital?” 

“Yes. And maybe we could grab something to eat afterward.” 

“Eat?” she repeated stupidly. 

“Yes.” He lifted an eyebrow. “You do understand English, don’t you?” 

She snorted. That sounded more like the Lee she knew. “I’m not going to stop you coming if that’s what you want to do.” 

“And you’ll have dinner with me later?” 

She was having difficulty processing this. “You want to have dinner with me? Like, a date?” 

He smiled. “Sure. A date.” 

“Will you stop talking to me again if I say no?” 

His smile faltered, and she gave herself a mental kick. At least he was trying. 

“I deserve that,” he said. “And I make no promises. Sometimes distance is the safest thing. It is the safest thing. But right now, I’m tired of safe.” 

Tired of safe. Going to dinner with Lee was the opposite of safe. Was she willing to risk it?

She looked up to meet his gaze. “Safe is for sissies. Let’s do dinner.” 
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The next week passed quickly, and it was Friday when Lee cornered Melissa in the kitchen. Apart from a few passing words, they had not spoken all week.

“Are we still on for tonight?” he asked.

She crossed her arms as she looked at him. “Well, you’re still talking to me, so I think we’re good.”

He winced slightly. “I’ve made reservations. Nothing too fancy, so don’t dress up.”

“Jeans?” Calgary was the home of the Calgary Stampede, where jeans were often regarded as formal wear.

“Sure. I’ll pick you up at six.”

She nodded as Caro walked into the kitchen. Caro stopped a few inches from Lee and traced her finger along his arm. “Joining us for drinks tonight?” she said.

“Sorry, other plans.”

“Really?” She gave a little pout. “No one as interesting as me, I bet.” 

“Debatable,” he murmured as Melissa beat a hasty retreat. 

Lee picked her up promptly, and they were at the hospital by six-thirty. “She has good days and bad days,” Melissa warned Lee, “so she might be a bit grumpy.”

Lee followed Melissa into the room. “Hey, Em.” Emma dropped the tablet she was playing with onto her bed with a grin.

“Mel! I was waiting for you.” She looked at Lee. “Is this your boyfriend?” Melissa groaned inwardly. “No, kiddo. This is my friend, Lee.”

“Do you also read to kids like me?” she asked.

“First time,” Lee said. “But I’m a pretty good reader.”

Emma wrinkled her nose. “Good. ’Cause Mel kinda sucks.” Melissa’s eyes widened in surprise. “You speak all strange when you do the boy voices,” Emma said. She looked back at Lee. “I bet you’re really good at being a boy.”

Lee laughed. “The best.”

A pile of books stood on the stand beside Emma’s bed. “So what do you want to read tonight?” Melissa asked.

“Dunno. You choose.” 

Melissa glanced questioningly at Lee, who selected a book from the pile.

“How about The Jungle Book?” he said, holding up a volume with a beautifully decorated cover.

“Yes. Then you can be Bagheera.” Emma said with a giggle. She looked at Melissa. “And you can be Mowgli.”

Melissa smiled. “Cool. I like Mowgli.” She sat down beside Emma and turned to Lee. “Come on, Bagheera,” she said. “Start reading.”

Lee opened the book to the first page. His voice was smooth and clear as he read of how Mowgli’s fate was discussed by the jungle council until Bagheera arrived. “A black shadow dropped down into the circle,” he read. “It was Bagheera the Black Panther, inky-black all over, but with the panther markings showing up in certain lights like the pattern of watered silk. Everybody knew Bagheera, and nobody cared to cross his path; for he was as cunning as Tabaqui, as bold as the wild buffalo, and as reckless as the wounded elephant. But he had a voice as soft as wild honey dripping from a tree, and a skin softer than down.”

Melissa shivered, thinking of the creature that stalked her dreams. That panther, too, was inky-black all over. Would its fur be softer than down? Lee’s gaze flicked toward her, his eyes sharp.

“Don’t stop,” Emma said, tapping Lee on the knee.

He returned to the book and continued reading. “Mowgli loved better than anything else to go with Bagheera into the dark warm heart of the forest, to sleep all through the drowsy day, and at night to see how Bagheera did his killing.” Melissa’s mind drifted as Lee’s voice continued to read, and she jumped when he touched her arm. “Come on Mowgli,” he said. “Your turn.” He handed Melissa the book and pointed at a line.

“Um.” Melissa cleared her throat. “What is man that he should not run with his brothers?” she began. “I was born in the Jungle. I have obeyed the Law of the Jungle, and there is no wolf of ours from whose paw I have not pulled a thorn. Surely they are my brothers!”

She passed the book back to Lee, and he picked up the story where she had left off as Bagheera explained why it was so important for Mowgi to return to the man village. Melissa watched him, her mind wandering as he read. This was the Lee she remembered. Considerate and kind. By the time they were ready to leave, Emma’s eyes were drooping.

“Sleep well, little sister,” Lee said as he laid the book on the side table.

“Will you read to me next time?” Emma asked Lee.

He glanced at Melissa questioningly, and she gave a small shrug. “I’d love to read to you again,” he said.

“Good night, Em,” Melissa said, leaning forward to kiss her on the forehead. “See you next week.”

“Night-night, Mel.” 

“I think you made Emma’s day,” Melissa said as they left the room.

He smiled. “No, she made mine.”

The restaurant Lee had booked was on a small, tree-filled island in the middle of the river, and he parked in a lot at the base of a pedestrian bridge that led to the island. The sun was beginning to set as they walked across. The view over the river took Melissa’s breath away – a ribbon of gold that wound around the island. Lee stood beside her as she leaned against the bridge railing. “It’s beautiful,” she said.

“Yes,” he said quietly. But his eyes weren’t on the river. She blushed and turned away, and a moment later he followed her onto the path that led to the restaurant. It was busy with joggers and cyclists, who skirted the pair as they walked alongside the river. A slight breeze stirred the air, rustling the leaves of the tall trees that shaded the lawns. Up ahead the restaurant glittered with fairy lights which reflected in the river, making the scene appear even more magical.

Within minutes of arriving they were seated at a table overlooking the river. A small candle flickered between them, and Melissa watched as the light played over the planes of Lee’s face.

“Will you come visit Emma again?”

“If you don’t mind.”

“I think she’d be mad at me if I didn’t bring you.”

The waitress arrived with her notebook, and Melissa placed her order—then stared in disbelief as Lee ordered the largest cut of meat on the menu. 

“Top loin steak, double portion, rare, no vegetables.” 

“No vegetables?” Melissa said faintly. 

“Not really my thing.”

“All right, then.” 

The food arrived twenty minutes later. Melissa eyed Lee’s steak doubtfully. It was far rarer than she would ever consider eating. He grinned. “Would you like to try some?”

She gave him a pointed look and tucked into her salmon. 

They lingered over their meal, passing from one topic to another with barely a pause in the conversation. When they were finished, they wandered along the river in the moonlight before finally heading back to Melissa’s apartment. Lee left the truck to walk her to her front door.

“Thank you for a wonderful evening,” she said as they reached the door to her apartment. 

He smiled. “See you on Monday.”

“Want to come in for a drink?”

“If I stay,” he said quietly, “I’m not sure I’ll behave the way I should.” 

“Behaving well is overrated.”

He smiled wryly. “Maybe. But we work together.”

Melissa tapped her foot on the ground as she tamped down the flare of annoyance. “That’s an excuse.”

“Probably,” he said, “but still relevant.”

“But not so relevant to stop you taking me for dinner.” She stepped back and crossed her arms as she glared at him. “You should stop toying with me,” she said, anger coloring her tone. “Clearly I’m just a distraction.”

Lee’s eyes narrowed, and he leaned closer, closing the gap she had just created. “You’re far more than a distraction, Mel,” he said. “And that’s just the problem.” Their gazes collided until he strode away, flinging open the door to the stairwell and disappearing around the corner as it swung closed. Melissa leaned against the doorjamb, her heart pounding, before turning into the apartment and flinging her purse onto a chair.

“Fine,” she muttered beneath her breath. “If that’s the way he wants it, that’s fine by me. He’s an idiot anyway!” Did he think he could flirt with her when he felt like it, then push her away when it suited him? She kicked off her boots and made for the shower. Perhaps if she scrubbed hard enough, she could wash away the memory of his smile, his gorgeous face, and the way he’d looked at her on the bridge.

Melissa walked through a dense jungle. In the distance wolves were howling, and she increased her pace. The canopy of leaves overhead was dense, and she glanced around, trying to discern a path in the thick undergrowth. Danger lurked in the jungle, but if she could reach the village, she’d be safe. A creature roared behind her, and she spun around, stumbling slightly at the sight of the enormous tiger pacing closer.

“You think you can escape?” the tiger asked.

“I’m not afraid of you,” she said.

“Ah, but you should be,” he said with a grin that showed his huge teeth. “You don’t belong in the jungle.”

“She belongs with me,” said another voice from behind. Melissa turned to see a panther, its tail swishing through the air. Bagheera, she thought with relief. She moved closer to him until she could feel the fur of his powerful flank against her legs. He looked at her, his gaze a bright green. “I’ll take you to the village,” he said. She placed her hand on the panther’s coat; it was softer than she expected. Together they walked away from the tiger as his roar of frustration split the air.
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~ Six ~

[image: ]




Melissa had just arrived at her desk on Monday morning when Lee approached. 

If she hadn’t known better, she would have said he was nervous, but that was impossible. Lee was never nervous. Ever.

She crossed her arms and stared at him as he leaned against her desk. “I’m here to apologize,” he said. “I was rude and angry.”

Her eyes widened in surprise. “Why?”

“Why am I apologizing, or why was I angry?”

“Both.”

“I like you, Mel. That scares me a little.”

“And you’ve never liked someone before?”

He smiled faintly. “I’ve always kept a tight rein on my emotions. I’ve never allowed a situation to get beyond my control.”

“And this is beyond your control?”

He leaned closer. “You are beyond my control,” he said. “You’re not like other women I know.”

“Women like Caro?”

“Women like Caro are easy to deal with. They take what they want and expect you to do the same.”

She lifted her eyebrows. “So why are we even talking?”

“Those relationships are empty and shallow, and I’m tired of them. I want something more.”

She laughed dryly. “You really have a way with words, Lee.”

“Will you give me another chance?”

“We still work together, remember?”

He glanced around. Kasper had arrived at his desk and was watching them curiously. “We’ll take it one step at a time and figure it out as we go along.”

She leaned back in her chair and looked at him, considering. “You can’t control me.”

“I know.”

“And you can’t keep pushing me away.”

He rubbed his jaw with his fingers. “I know.”

“Can you trust me, Lee?”

He stared at her a moment. “I don’t know,” he finally said.

“I guess that’s better than no,” she said. “At least you’re being honest.”

“Does that mean you’ll go out with me again?”

“I’m not sure. I need time to think.”

She watched him walk away thoughtfully. She had enjoyed their date until he’d left her at her front door. Could she give him another chance?

She poked her head into his office later that day. “Have a minute?”

He looked up in surprise. “Of course.”

“Come over for supper tonight.”

He pulled back with a start. “I’m not sure—”

Melissa held up her hand, cutting him off. “What were you saying about another chance?”

Lee gave a wry smile. “What time?”

“Seven.”

Melissa pulled the dish out of the oven as her apartment’s entrance buzzer rang on the dot of seven. She’d made a chicken and mushroom casserole, wondering as she added the ingredients if mushrooms fell into the vegetable category before deciding that they didn’t. She opened the door and drew in a ragged breath as she took in his black jeans, black boots, and black T-shirt. She opened the door wider, and he stepped inside. “I brought some wine,” he said, holding up a bottle.

She led him into the tiny kitchen and rummaged in a drawer for a corkscrew, which she handed to him before taking two glasses from a cabinet in her living room.

“I hope you eat chicken.” She placed the casserole on the table. “All the greens are in the salad.”

“You didn’t have to do that. I would’ve eaten it.”

“I know,” she said as they sat down. “Are you coming to the hospital with me on Friday?” 

“If you don’t mind.”

“I don’t mind.” She passed the casserole dish to Lee and watched as he piled the chicken on his plate. He paused when he saw her watching, and she gave an embarrassed smile.

“Sorry. I’m just fascinated by how much you eat.” 

He gave her a wink as he started into his food. Her eye fell on the image inked on his arm, and her breath froze.

“You have a tattoo of a panther,” she said. It stalked up the inside of his forearm, its face twisted back in a savage snarl. 

“Yes.” He glanced at her. “You don’t like it?” 

“No, it’s just...” She blinked, pushing away the memory of the panther chasing her through her dreams. “It looks a little vicious.”

Lee studied it for a moment before replying. “It reminds me of who I am.”

“We all have our demons,” she said softly.

He looked up and met her gaze. “You’re right,” he said. “I just don’t want to forget mine.” He grabbed the bottle of wine and topped up her glass. “So tell me your favorite places to hike.”

They finished the meal with an animated discussion about the mountains, until Melissa brought up the following Saturday. “I thought it would be fun to go picnicking,” she said. “Want to join me?”

Lee frowned. “Saturday? I...I’m not sure.”

“Oh, okay,” she said lightly, swallowing her disappointment. “Another time, maybe.”

“Look, Mel, it’s not that I don’t want to—”

“Really, Lee, it’s fine.”

“No, it’s not!” He ran his hand over his face and swore softly beneath his breath. “I’ll come with you,” he finally said.

“Don’t do me any favors.” She winced at her tone, more caustic than she intended.

“I’m not. I want to come with you. It’s just—the timing’s not great. But I’ll figure it out. I’m pretty certain there are barbecue pits, so I’ll bring the meat.”

“Okay.” She rose from the table and began to clear the dishes.

Lee joined her, and the tension eased as they worked together. They moved into the living room when they were done, and Lee perused the titles on her shelves. “Pygmalion,” he said, pulling a slim volume from the shelf.

“My Fair Lady is my favorite musical.”

He flipped open the book. “You see this creature with her curbstone English,” he read with a flourish, “the English that will keep her in the gutter to the end of her days. Well, sir, in three months I could pass off that girl as a duchess at an ambassador’s garden party.” 

Melissa laughed as he replaced the book on the shelf. 

“You and my mother would get on well. She adores musicals. She made us watch one with her every weekend.”

“Oh no,” Melissa said with a grin. “How did you survive?”

“It was traumatic. I’ve been in therapy for years.”

“No wonder you’re scared of relationships.”

Lee took a step toward her. “Just one,” he said. 

His eyes caught hers, and Melissa’s teasing response died on her lips as her breath caught. She stared at him, catching her breath as he gently brought a finger to her face and slid it down her cheek. He leaned forward and very lightly brushed his lips over hers, before stepping away. 

“Thank you for the dinner, Mel,” he said. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” 

He turned to the door before she could say a word, and then he was gone.
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~ Seven ~
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On Friday evening, Melissa drove Lee to the hospital to visit Emma. He shuddered slightly as he opened the passenger door, closing it cautiously as it squeaked on its hinges.

“Are you sure it’s roadworthy?” he asked as she pulled into the traffic.

“Of course,” she retorted.

“We’ll take my truck to the mountains tomorrow.”

He picked her up promptly the next morning, but even so, most of the spots in the parking lot had already been claimed by the time they arrived at the picnic site. 

They found a spot overlooking a small pond farther away from the crowds. The brilliant turquoise water reflected the mountains in the background, distorting slightly when a soft breeze rippled across the surface.

“I love it here,” Melissa said, gazing out over the pond. 
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