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        Don’t mess with a magical Protector’s best friends…

      

      

      

      For magical Protector Cary Redmond, nothing is more important than her family and her friends. And that means standing behind her friends—or in her case, in front of them—whenever they need her help. She’s there when they call. No matter what dangers they face.

      Even when those dangers rub against her biggest fears.

      Nothing stops Cary from getting between her friends and the bad guys. Because no one messes with the people Cary loves.

      Don’t miss this collection of three action-packed Cary Redmond novellas. And find out just how far Cary will go to save the people she loves.
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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      I started writing short stories for the Cary Redmond series as a way to explore some of the earlier events in Cary’s life that I’d alluded to in the novels and wanted to know more about. Writing those stories helped me get to know Cary’s closest friends a lot better—as well as letting me indulge in more Cary adventures that didn’t have to tie directly into the main storyline.

      These three novellas each center one of Cary’s three best girlfriends, who all have interesting histories of their own.

      The first story in the collection, Cary vs the Goblin King, was also the first of the novellas I wrote. I knew Marianne had a history with the goblin king after writing the origin story of her friendship with Cary. And I referenced that history in one of my favorite scenes in book three of the main Cary Redmond series, The Trouble with Leopard Queens and Shifter Wars. In that scene, I made it clear the “real” goblin king is not the sexy hunk that was David Bowie’s goblin king in the movie Labyrinth—one of my all time favorite classic fantasy movies—and that got me to thinking I really wanted to show the story when the girls all met the goblin king in “real life.”

      Once I’d written a story centering Marianne, and giving a glimpse into her fantastically interesting life, I knew I wanted to write stories centering Angie and Lucy as well. Lucy’s was obvious. I love Hawaii and taking a trip with the girls back to Lucy’s home town just seemed a recipe for trouble. In Cary Goes to Hawaii, not only does Cary encounter trouble, she has to face one of her greatest fears—ghosts.

      Finally, in Cary and the Demon Witch, I drop a few more hints about Angie’s mysterious background and her dealings with demons. This story was originally published before the first book in Angie’s spinoff series, but I wrote it after I’d written book one of the Demon Witch series and had a better idea myself about Angie’s past. Which gave me some room to insert things that will…come up in that series.

      I very much enjoyed writing these novellas. I love spending time with Cary and her friends, and getting to center each one was a delight. I hope you’ll enjoy their stories, too!

      

      
        
        Kat Simons

        April 2022
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        Protectors don’t get nights off…

      

      

      Girls’ night means different things to different groups of friends. For Cary Redmond and her three closest friends, it means staying in and watching a classic 80s film while eating Mexican food and drinking margaritas. The perfect evening, with the perfect company…

      Until an unexpected guest crashes the party. Literally.

      In the ensuing wreckage, Cary discovers her night off has just become a work night. Since she’s a magical Protector, she’s used to diving in to keep the good guys safe from the bad guys. But this time, it’s her dearest friends in danger.

      And no one, not even the Goblin King, messes with Cary’s friends.
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      Angie shut off the movie and all four women leaned back in her softly cushioned couch and sighed.

      “That is a very good movie,” Cary said. She’d seen Labyrinth before, it was one of her favorite classic fantasy movies. But watching it again with her three best friends, especially when it was the first time for Lucy, had been a great way to spend girls’ night.

      She, Angie, Lucy, and Marianne had started girls’ night just in the last few months, after they’d all met separately, and discovered how well they got along together as a group. It wasn’t often you could introduce your friends to other friends and have them all bond so well. Cary had been delighted. And girls’ night had become one of her favorite escapes from her workday.

      She raised her mostly empty margarita glass, just to celebrate her happiness. “To David Bowie.”

      The other three raised their glasses too—Marianne was the only one with much left in her glass, though Cary wasn’t sure if that was because she’d refilled more recently or been drinking slower.

      “To David Bowie,” they all said in unison before downing whatever was left of their drinks.

      “You know,” Marianne said, leaning forward to place her glass gently, and very carefully, on Angie’s thick wooden coffee table. “The real goblin king is not nearly that sexy. In fact, he’s not even a little sexy.”

      “That’s very disappointing,” Lucy said, her little girl voice making the statement sound even more profound.

      At least to Cary. But that might have been the influence of the margaritas.

      “Not even a little sexy,” Marianne said again, and sighed, running a hand over her short, natural curls. “I’m not too proud to admit, if he looked like David Bowie, I would have spent a lot less time resisting his attempts to kidnap me over the last twenty years.”

      Lucy snorted. “Don’t let Gina hear you say that.”

      Marianne smiled, but the look was wistful. “I don’t dare say any of this to Gina.”

      Marianne’s long-time girlfriend was mundane and had nothing to do with the magical worlds. She didn’t know Marianne was more than just a seamstress. Marianne was a weaver. She and her two sisters could integrate magic into the clothes they made, and when working together, they could even weave gold. Though Marianne insisted that was the least of her skills. Mostly just a parlor trick.

      Unfortunately, it was a parlor trick the goblin king coveted.

      When Marianne and her sisters reached adulthood, they’d decided to live apart—even though they were very close—in an attempt to distract and dissuade the goblin king. It hadn’t worked completely. The bastard kept coming for them. But the attempts on Marianne had slowed in the last few months. Everyone was pleased with this turn of events.

      Cary hadn’t met the goblin king yet, just one of his minions. That was how she and Marianne had initially bonded—well that, animals, and all things 80s. They’d known each other before, when Cary had still thought she might be a veterinary technician and had been working at the clinic where Marianne occasionally volunteered. At that point, Cary hadn’t known Marianne was a weaver. Though, to be fair, Cary hadn’t known the world held things like weavers and goblin kings.

      She’d learned all that after rescuing a puppy from a demon and being tricked into becoming a magical Protector.

      Lucy groaned and rubbed her face. Her messy red bun slipped sideways on her head. “I have to teach an early class tomorrow morning.”

      Lucy was the only technically mundane woman in their little group, but she was a multi-blackbelt martial artist who could fell men twice her size. And given her size—tiny wasn’t an unreasonable description—that was an even more impressive sight to behold.

      She’d taken to their weird world of the supernatural like it was normal, though, and happily settled into the group. She and Cary had also bonded over animal love. And nagging parents. Lucy’s dads wanted her to settled down and get married. Cary’s mother kept making the same argument. It was a thing, and she and Lucy had spent a lot of time bemoaning the parental pressure.

      “I shouldn’t have had that last margarita,” Lucy said sadly, dropping her hands to her lap.

      “Taxis for everyone!” Angie announced and stood to clear the remains of their dinner, a Tex Mex feast of tacos and nachos.

      Cary lumbered off the couch to help, snatching a last nacho chip off the tray as she followed Angie into her bright, open kitchen.

      “Thanks for hosting girls’ night again,” she said.

      “No problem,” Angie said. “I love having you all over. It’s nice to have people in the house who aren’t clients.”

      Angie was a witch and psychic who ran a pretty successful psychic’s reading business out of her home. She had a front room set aside specifically for her clients, all decked out in dark colors, velvet and silk drapery, a beaded curtain covering the door. Crystal balls and arcane looking paraphernalia scattered about. Outside that room, though, Angie’s house was comfortably decorated in a more southwestern theme, a look that better suited her personality.

      They were loading the dishwasher when a crash from the other room stopped them cold.

      “Oops,” Cary said.

      They hurried back to the living room, assuming one of the others had dropped a margarita glass.

      Only to discover that had not been the reason for the crash.

      Cary instinctively hurried to get between Lucy, Marianne, and the very large—she squinted—man sprawled on top of Angie’s now destroyed television set.

      “Sorry,” Lucy said, blowing a lock of hair off her forehead. “He startled me. I’ll buy you a new TV.”

      Angie waved that away. “I have insurance.” She scowled at the newcomer. “Though I would like an explanation as to why there’s a strange man in my home.” Her green eyes narrowed. “Or whatever the hell you are,” she muttered.

      “Girls,” Marianne said with a sigh as the man cursed and scrambled back to his feet. “Meet King Goffin. The goblin king.”
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      There was a beat of silence while the newcomer rearranged his clothing and pulled himself up to his full height.

      Lucy was the first to break. “Well, that’s very disappointing.”

      “I told you,” Marianne said.

      The real goblin king did, indeed, bear no resemblance whatsoever to the sexy David Bowie. Not even a little bit.

      And Lucy was right. It was surprisingly disappointing.

      The real goblin king was tall, taller than Cary had expected actually. He towered over them all—which made Lucy’s flipping him over onto the TV even more impressive. But all the height was overwhelmed by the gangly limbs, a seriously hunched posture, and dirty dark hair hanging down over his face. His skin was an interesting shade of green, pale and sort of hard to tell it was green. Mostly he just looked maybe a little sickly. Like the green had too much yellow in it and he was jaundiced. He had a substantial nose and prominent brow but no eyebrows. His jaw was thick. So were his lips, but in a way Cary found a bit off-putting. His eyes were huge for his face, disproportionately huge in his wide features. And while Cary might have expected dark eyes, his were actually a bright bright green. Almost as bright as her bosses, the North American Fae who created Protectors—she’d nicknamed them the Nags because they were.

      The myriad of warts, lumps and bumps covering the goblin king’s face and hands were probably considered attractive to other goblins—at least according to Cary’s readings; but to be fair, she was still learning so she couldn’t say for certain. His fingers were long and tipped with ragged, dirty, but sharp fingernails, curved so that they almost looked like claws. He wasn’t wearing shoes, his feet were covered in a layer of dark hair, the nails poking out as raged and sharp as his fingernails.

      His clothes were…well, not what Cary might have expected from a king. He had pants on. At least, she assumed those were pants. There were a lot of tears and mixtures of texture and material. The same with his shirt, which was vaguely tunic shaped, but it had so many different layers of material, discerning its original intent was impossible.

      There were also some bits of metal woven into all of his clothing, though Cary suspected the metal was iron-free. Fae—even goblins—had an allergy to iron. The level of allergic reaction depended on species and individual, but they all had some reaction. Even being inside Angie’s house would be intolerable to some of the more sensitive Fae. Obviously, the goblin king wasn’t overly sensitive. Cary was no expert, but she thought the metal might be aluminum. It kind of looked like crinkled aluminum foil in some areas.

      She wanted to be fair to the goblin king. She felt bad judging his looks by a human standard since, she suspected, for a goblin he was probably pretty handsome. But he was no David Bowie. And after just having seen Labyrinth, she was having trouble getting around the contrast.

      “Marianne Johnson,” he said, his voice surprisingly high and piercing. Given his height and stature—and the thickness of his jaw—Cary had anticipated a deep voice. His squeaking made her wince.

      “Your Highness,” Marianne greeting him formally. “What the hell are you doing here?”

      “I’ve done my best to convince you to join me voluntarily—”

      Marianne snorted meaningfully at that.

      “Now, I’m done trying to persuade,” he said, ignoring her interruption. “You’re coming with me. You will weave for me.”

      “No,” Marianne said, bluntly.

      “She’s not going anywhere with you,” Lucy said.

      “You cannot stop me, mortal.”

      “She just tossed you on your ass without even thinking,” Cary pointed out, gesturing to the TV.

      “She took me by surprise,” he said, his voice rising to an even squeakier note. “No mortal would have been able to do that without…without the element of surprise. I am a king! I will have my way.”

      He actually stamped his foot.

      Cary sighed. “So disappointing.”

      “Right?” Marianne said. To the king, she said, “Listen, Goffin, you’ve been at this for years. My sisters and I aren’t going with you. We aren’t your servants and we have no intention of being.”

      “You have no choice,” the king said. His sneer revealed a set of very white, sharply pointed teeth.

      He made a gesture with his arm, and what looked like a scepter appeared in his hand. The long bar was made of gold, the rounded top looked like crystal. It was the closest he’d come so far to a David Bowie-esque goblin king. He rolled the scepter across his hand and snapped his arm out in front of him. In the next moment, through a flash of dramatic smoke, more goblins emerged into Angie’s living room.

      Angie huffed. “I knew I should have activated my circle after he arrived.”

      Cary glanced back at her.

      She shrugged. “I didn’t want to trap him in.”

      “Makes sense,” Cary said.

      The circling goblins were all of various sizes, from the very diminutive, like the little guy sitting high up on one of Angie’s bookshelves, to the pony-sized fellow with the cudgel at the kitchen door. Only a few were as tall as Angie’s six-foot height. But several were almost as tall as Cary and Marianne. And fewer than Cary would have expected were shorter than Lucy.

      There were easily thirty of the bastards crowded into Angie’s living room. And Angie’s living room, though comfortable, was not that big.

      Another crash made Angie scowl. “Hey, you break it, you pay for it,” she snapped.

      “You are outnumbered.” The king laughed. “I will finally have my weavers.”

      “No,” Marianne said again. But she was staring at the circling mass of goblins. To Cary, she murmured, “He’s never brought the full court before.”

      “Guess he’s tired of waiting.” She reached back and patted Marianne’s hand. “Don’t worry. You’re safe.”

      King Goffin scowled at Cary. “There are three of you to protect her and thirty of us. You have no chance.” He flicked a glance at Lucy. “Even with your…self-defense training.”

      “Well, now that’s just insulting,” Lucy said. “I own a dojo and teach self-defense as well as three different martial arts, you ass. I’m a blackbelt.”

      “I don’t know what that means,” he said, his thick brow bunched with his frown.

      Lucy let out an exasperated sigh. “Men!” she snapped, flicking her hands up.

      Cary shook her head. “She’s right, you know. You’re being rude.”

      The king’s scowl deepened. “I’m here to take the weaver.” He glanced at the other goblins, as if unsure of what he was supposed to say to their comments.

      “He doesn’t spend much time in the human world,” Marianne said. “He doesn’t really get what you’re saying to him. I was pretty impressed he knew the term ‘self-defense’.”

      “Thank you, Weaver,” the king said. Raising his head regally—a look somewhat lost when his crown lilted to one side. “I do try.”

      “I know you do. But I’m still not coming with you.”

      “You will. And you will willingly do my bidding.”

      “No,” Marianne said. “You’ve been trying this for twenty years. It’s not happening. Not now. Not ever.”

      “Take her,” he ordered, snapping his fingers at the other goblins.

      The lot of them surged forward as one. There was a lot of yelling, and chortling, and shouting, and clash of metal…

      And then a lot of cursing and startled screams as they came up against Cary’s shield and one-by-one got flung back onto their asses.

      Cary shook her head again. “So rude.”

      “Right?” Lucy said with a harrumph.

      “Attack!” Goffin ordered.

      Cary and her friends waited them out. All three had seen Cary’s Protector shields at work and knew they’d hold off a horde of goblins without too much difficulty. Although she’d been doing this job for a couple of years now, she still didn’t know how her shields worked. She just knew if she was standing between a bad guy and a good guy, the shields happened. And they encircled those she was protecting. So the little goblin bastards trying to sneak up behind them weren’t having any better luck than the ones charging directly at them. Once she was in place, she could keep everyone safe.

      But waiting for bad guys to figure out they couldn’t get through her shield was sometimes a little monotonous.

      “What should we watch next girls’ night?” she asked over the noise. She winced when something else of Angie’s broke.

      “Damn it,” Angie cursed under her breath. “They better not get into my office. I have computer equipment I don’t want to have to replace.”

      “I think we should stick to the fantasy theme and watch Princess Bride,” Marianne said.

      Cary grinned over her shoulder at her. “As you wish.”

      “Ha!” Lucy laughed. She glanced around. “Though, what I really wish was that these guys would stop trying to kidnap Marianne. It’s kind of boring just standing here when you know they can’t get through.”

      “You’re free to get out into the mess of them and toss them around some,” Cary said. “You can always jump back behind me if they get to be too much.”

      Lucy scowled at her. “I could handle them.”

      “Do not get into the middle of this fight,” Angie said, her hard gaze leveled on Lucy. “They’re doing enough damage on their own.” Another loud crash and they all winced as Angie’s sturdy wooden coffee table collapsed under the weight of three goblins. “Damn it. I really liked that table.”

      “I’ll help pay for the mess,” Marianne said. “Since the dumbasses are here for me.”

      “It’s okay,” Angie said with a sigh. “It’s just annoying.”

      “Tell me about it. They’ve shown up at my place of business a few times now and it’s really starting to tick me off.”

      “Enough!” King Goffin shouted.

      His squeaky voice pierced the other noise like a knife and made Cary wince again. The surrounding goblins climbed back to their feet. A lot of grumbling was involved. One of them, a largish fellow with a hooked nose, elegantly coifed blond hair, and very dark eyes, growled at her. Cary shrugged. Not her fault they were the bad guys in this situation. Maybe they shouldn’t go around trying to kidnap people.

      “You really shouldn’t go around trying to kidnap people,” Cary said.

      “But the children love us,” the blond goblin said.

      “Ew,” Cary said. “Don’t let me catch you trying to kidnap kids. I will put my foot in your ass for that.”

      Technically, Lucy was the “putting her foot in your ass” one of the group. But when it came to defenseless kids and animals, Cary knew she could become a foot-in-the-bad-guy’s-ass kind of person. With or without her Protector magic.

      “I need the weaver,” King Goffin said. “I will have the weaver. Your time is up.”

      Marianne motioned to the still grumbling goblins. “How, might I ask, do you intend to get me when a small army didn’t work?”

      “No witch shield can stop me.”

      “Well, technically, that could be true,” Angie said. “But I wouldn’t bet against a witch’s shield. Mine, as it happens, are pretty good.”

      “Yeah they are,” Cary said to be supportive. At the moment, they weren’t using Angie’s magic, but she had no doubt her friend could conjure something very useful just then if needs be.

      “Weaver,” Goffin said, ignoring them. “You will come with me.”

      “Why do you keep saying that when all evidence points to the contrary?” Marianne asked.

      The king’s smile widened, showing off his perfect, but very pointy, teeth. “Because I have Eunice already.”
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      Silence followed King Goffin’s statement.

      Eunice was Marianne’s youngest sister. As far as Cary remembered, she was living in North Carolina. And because she was the youngest, she was the least useful to the goblin king without the other two sisters. Which meant she’d always had less trouble with him than her two older sisters. Their middle sister, Ginger, lived in Chicago. She dealt with the goblin king’s minions occasionally, but still not as often as Marianne.

      As the eldest, Marianne had had to fend the old bastard off for a lot longer and a lot more frequently. She said it was because none of the magic the king wanted, none of the gold weaving, worked without Marianne, so he’d always focused most of his attention on her. Which, as far as she was concerned, was for the best. She was very protective of her sisters.

      But now that the king had her youngest sister, the game had changed.

      “What do you want in exchange for Eunice?” she asked, her voice low.

      “You, of course. And your sister. You will weave for me. You will ensure no one has more riches than me. You will make sure I remain king!”

      Cary raised her brows. Huh? Wonder what that meant.

      “Getting some competition, finally, eh?” Marianne asked, but without her usual smirk. “Without Ginger, we still can’t do what you want us to do.”

      “She’s being taken to my realm even now,” Goffin said. “She didn’t have your witches to help her.”

      “Well hell,” Cary muttered. “What do you want to do?” This to Marianne.

      “Seems I have to go into goblin territory and get my sisters back,” she said.

      Cary nodded. “Okay. I’ll go with you.”

      “Not going without me,” Angie said. “I’ve never been to the goblin realm. Should be fun.”

      Marianne snorted. “Not as fun as you might think.”

      “I’ve got your back, too,” Lucy said.

      “You are all the best,” Marianne said. “But I can’t ask it of you. This is my family issue.”

      “And we’re part of your family,” Cary said. “Found family counts when it comes to rescuing people from goblin kings.”

      Marianne smiled. “I love you too,” she said quietly.

      Cary winked, then face the goblin king. “We’re going only as long as it takes to get her sisters out, you know that right? I mean, she’s not staying, and there will be no gold weaving.”

      Goffin smirked. “We’ll see.” He rolled a glass ball out of thin air, swirling it over one hand as it grew.

      He might not look like David Bowie, but that glass ball trick was pretty reminiscent of the trick Bowie used in the movie.

      They watched the ball grow until it was large enough to encompass all four of them. But when the king threw it at them, it shattered against Cary’s shields. Oops.

      “Forgot,” she said. “Sorry.” To her friends, “I need to stop…uhm…you know, if he’s going to take us somewhere. But I’m not sure how to, uh, make it stop without, uhm…” She made a face. She couldn’t talk about this aloud without giving too much away.

      She was in full Protector mode, and the only way her shields shut down now was after the danger ended, or her friends all step around her, moving out of her protection and facing the bad guys on their own. But she couldn’t say that out loud and she was loath to allow it at any rate. Especially when they were going into hostile territory.

      She faced the king again. “We need to go voluntarily,” Cary said. “Like, through a doorway, not kidnapped in a glass bubble. Got a doorway of some kind?”

      “This is the weirdest kidnapping I’ve ever been to,” Lucy muttered.

      “Been to a lot?” Angie asked. “If you tell me yes, I’m going to worry about you.”

      Lucy laughed. “This is my first, if that helps. But it’s still hella weird.”

      “Yeah that it is,” Angie agreed.

      “That’s what you get with goblins,” Marianne said.

      “Doorway?” Cary asked again. Goffin looked a little confused, so she figured she’d better get him back to the subject at hand.

      He opened his palm and another glass ball appeared, like he’d had it cupped there the entire time. The ball moved around his hand without him doing much at all, only very slight wrists movements that Cary could spot, and the glass ball grew. When it reached the size of a basketball, he set it on the floor. He kept his gaze on Cary the entire time. Probably wondering if she’d manage to shatter the glass again.

      She was kind of curious about that, too.

      The ball vibrated, rolling in a small circle that kept it mostly in one place as it continued to grow until it was the size of the goblin king. Cary had this weird impression of one of those sterile bubbles designed for people with bad immune systems so they could move around better. Then the glass turned opaque, like it was filling with smoke, before filling with utter darkness, and finally blackening completely, so she could no longer see the goblins on the opposite side.

      She waited, watching, her eyes narrowed. Goffin tapped the opaque ball twice with the crystal at the top of his golden scepter, a gentle rap, like knocking at a door. And a door at the center of the person-sized ball opened, a rectangular piece of the glass swinging outward.

      She nodded at him a moment before admitting, “Okay, that was impressive.”

      He straightened his shoulders a bit, nodding at one of the goblins she could no longer see behind the ball-doorway.

      “Where does this take us?” Angie asked.

      “My home,” the king said.

      “What part of your home?” Marianne asked. “’Cause I’m not getting confined in your dungeon with a pile of straw. I want to see my sisters. Immediately.”

      He made a face, pressing his lips together. “Fine.” He tapped the giant ball again. The door swung closed. He tapped three times, and it opened again. Light spilled through this time. Light and the distinct, earthy scent of a peat fire.

      “Better?” Cary asked Marianne. “Do we go?”

      Marianne pulled in a deep sigh, her gaze on the doorway. “We go.”

      “Stay behind me,” Cary said, taking the lead. She paused at the threshold. “Wait, does anyone need anything before we leave? Bathroom break? Anything?”

      “I’m good,” Lucy said. Her voice was higher and quieter than normal.

      For all her kickass bravery, and acceptance of their weird world, this was, as far as Cary knew, Lucy’s first time stepping out of her own realm. She couldn’t blame Lucy for the slight tremble in her voice.

      “Let me grab my purse,” Marianne said. When the goblin king scowled at her, she shrugged. “Habit. Not good to get too far from all your necessary keys and…women’s things.”

      The king nodded as if this made perfect sense and he clearly understood what she was talking about even though it was obvious to Cary he didn’t have a clue.

      “I’d better grab my keys, too,” Angie said. “Just in case.”

      Cary tried not to smile. She kept her lips pressed together in a neutral line as Marianne grabbed her small leather purse
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