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        GOT TROUBLE?

      

      

      

      Cary Redmond sure does. This time with a particularly sexy leopard shifter who seems to think she’s his mate, a faery mentor who’s suddenly made himself scarce, and an ancient demon searching for a mysterious, mystical source of power in the forest outside of town. Throw in a vulnerable kid for her to keep safe and it’s just another day in the life of Portland’s resident Protector—save the innocent, manage her private life, keep all hell from breaking loose, and try not to die.

      Easy, right?

      Oh boy.
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      “Not again.” Cary Redmond ducked as another fireball clipped over her head. “You don’t think fireballs are a bit over the top,” she shouted up at the ceiling then had to duck again as a dagger whispered past her ear.

      Close. Her heart pounded. Way too close.

      She needed to find the damned cat and get out of here. She scanned the apartment from her dubious cover behind a table piled high with unopened mail. Fireballs, daggers, gusts of preternatural wind, freezing hail and the occasional lightning bolt dropped around her, roaring through the living room in a bright cacophony of magical mayhem.

      The lightning bolts flashing in the small confines were pretty spectacular. If they hadn’t been trying to fry her, she might have enjoyed the show.

      “Jaxer, I’m going to kill you for this.”

      Normally, this kind of thing was just part of her job. She was a Protector and literally got paid to run around keeping people safe, mostly from magical bad guys. Not that she’d asked for the job, but that was another story. It was her job, so she faced off against dangerous stuff because her bosses told her to.

      Tonight, however, was not an official assignment. Tonight, she was doing a favor for her demented faery mentor. The bastard knew exactly how to get to her. All he had to do was mention a defenseless little black kitty cat and she was done for. How could she refuse to help a kitty? People did rotten things to black cats on Halloween.

      Jaxer had forgotten to warn her about the fireballs.

      She screeched through her teeth and dove behind the couch as one of the aforementioned fireballs barreled toward her. She cursed Jaxer as she took a quick look under the couch for the cat. Where the hell was it?

      She’d called out to it when she’d first entered the apartment but hadn’t gotten any irate kitty responses. After her lurching hunt of the living room and kitchen, the only place left was the bedroom.

      She pulled in a deep breath as she contemplated the long space of unprotected ground between her hiding spot behind the couch and the bedroom door. Once she found the cat, this would be easier. When she was actively protecting something, very little of the magical dangers could get to her, and nothing deadly would touch her. She just had to find the cat first. And quickly. They had to be out of this cursed apartment before midnight. Before the wizard got home and all hell broke loose.

      Again.

      She ducked flying objects and ran to the bedroom, squealing when a lightning bolt hit the ground right behind her. Crossing her fingers there were no nasty spells waiting for her, she lunged through the half-open door and cringed in anticipation of magical repercussions as she fell onto a red-carpeted floor. She held perfectly still, waiting. When nothing happened, she pushed herself up onto her hands and knees and shook her head.

      All this for a cat. That bastard Jaxer had a lot to answer for.

      She rose to a crouch, trying to calm her racing pulse, and froze.

      In front of her sat a huge bed, which she barely noticed because the naked man lying in the middle of the enormous mattress stopped her heart.

      Holy hell.

      He was absolutely magnificent. Tan skin, well-defined muscles, thick, black hair hanging down over his forehead. He was lying against a giant headboard with his head hanging forward so she couldn’t get a good look at his face, but his golden eyes seemed to glow up at her from under his brows. Piercing and stunning and breath-stealing.

      Cary swallowed. Hard. Because even the captivating gold of his eyes wasn’t enough to keep her gaze from wandering over the breadth of his naked chest, the corded muscles of his shoulders and arms, the flat expanse of his stomach. It took a great deal of will power not to follow the line of dark hair arrowing down his abdomen…lower.

      The man straightened and Cary heard the clink of chains at the same time as she got a look at his neck—and the thick, metal collar covering most of it.

      What the hell had Jaxer gotten her into?

      “Who’re you?” she asked, breathless and embarrassed.

      “Who are you?”

      His voice carried a deep reverberation that made her spine tingle. Oh boy.

      “I’m looking for a black cat,” she said, knowing the explanation sounded inane. Jaxer had told her about Sheldon the wizard, but this? This was something else all together. What was this guy doing here? He wasn’t Sheldon, she was sure of that, but then who was he? And where was the cat?

      She blinked and a black leopard lay on the bed where the man had been. She sucked in a sharp breath, blinked again. And the man was back.

      “Whoa.” Cary swallowed. “You’re the black cat I came to rescue?”

      Oh, she really was going to kill Jaxer now. He hadn’t said anything about a fully grown man who happened to be a leopard shapeshifter. He’d made sure she thought she was after a little, harmless kitty cat, not a deadly dangerous big cat who shifted into a beautiful, naked, very large man.

      The faery was dead. Not that she knew how to kill him, but that was beside the point.

      “Jaxer sent you?” The man’s eyes narrowed and his features took on a dangerous edge. He hissed a curse under his breath and shook his head. “Stupid.”

      “Hey!” She stood, the better to face his gorgeous disgust. No one should look that good while insulting you. “You could have done worse, buddy.”

      She took a step toward the bed, wiping damp palms on her jeans. The chains she’d heard earlier linked the collar on his neck to the headboard, which was brass twisted into a scrawl of symbols she didn’t recognize but looked like they might mean something if she stared at them long enough. He wasn’t bound anywhere else that she dared peek, and the chains appeared flimsy enough. So the power keeping him confined must be in the collar.

      “What is that?” She gestured with her head toward the thick band of metal.

      “A binding ring,” he said slowly, as if speaking to a child.

      She frowned, both at his tone and the news. “But you just shifted.”

      “It’s been designed to contain both my forms. Any other questions before you get me out of here?”

      “Yeah, what crawled up your butt and put you in such a pissy mood?”

      “Being held captive for sacrifice by a wizard and having a child sent to rescue me has dampened my day a bit,” he said.

      She grinned and enjoyed watching his eyes narrow suspiciously. “Child, huh? You know, at my age that’s considered a compliment.”

      “How old could you be? Twenty?”

      She shook her head. She’d actually turned thirty-two last April. But when she’d gotten tricked into becoming a Protector at twenty-six, she’d stopped aging at a normal rate. One of the few things about the job that didn’t irritate her.

      She took a quick moment to glance around the rest of the room. The red carpet wasn’t the only gaudy element. Lots of black leather covered the walls and an animal skinned rug, which she was afraid to think about too closely given the captive on the overlarge bed, was tossed across the floor in front of what she thought might be a closet. A wood and metal trunk sat against one wall, red silk drapes covered the single window, and the overhead light was covered by thick, dark metal chains which gave the room strange shadows.

      Fortunately, there were no nasty attack spells in here, which meant Sheldon didn’t want his captive accidentally hurt by a stray lightning bolt. That worked in her favor, giving her time to solve the binding ring problem without being pelted by hail.

      Though even if there had been spells in here, now that she was officially protecting someone, she could keep them both safe.

      She did wonder why Sheldon would care if his shapeshifting captive got hurt before the midnight sacrifice. Obviously, he didn’t want him killed too early. You couldn’t sacrifice something that was already dead. But an additional warning spell in here probably wouldn’t have killed his prisoner. Maybe. If Sheldon had enough control.

      If he didn’t, and was as powerful as Jaxer claimed, they really needed to get out of here. Fast.

      She eased up to the bedside, still leery of traps, and leaned in close to the shifter, trying to ignore the yummy, stomach-fluttering male scent of him as she studied the binding ring. It was a thick band of silver and copper intertwined in a complex pattern of twists and folds. Over the silver, tiny runic symbols danced and shimmered so they were impossible to read.

      “Oh good,” she said, “a hard one.”

      The prisoner shivered, a low growl rising from his throat. The sound made Cary’s heartbeat jump.

      Speaking of hard ones.

      She could feel his glare on the side of her face, but she resisted looking. She had other things to worry about at the moment.

      Like how the hell she was going to get this damned spelled containment brace off his neck without alerting the entire mystical neighborhood.

      “You did that on purpose,” the man snarled.

      “Huh?” She glanced at him. “What are you talking about?”

      “Don’t breathe on me again,” he said.

      She scowled. “What am I supposed to do? Hold my breath until I get your collar off? Just relax, big guy. You’ll be out of here in a minute.” To herself, she mumbled, “Wouldn’t have gotten this much grief from a proper black cat.”

      “You some kind of witch?”

      “No.” After a moment, she sighed and shook her head. “Well, there’s no help for it. I’m gonna have to use brute force. It’ll take too long to get this off subtly.”

      “We don’t have much time. It’s nearly midnight now.”

      “Gee, really?”

      He ignored her sarcasm. “Brute force?”

      “Hold onto your valuable body parts,” she said and tried not to think about his exposed valuable parts. Then she wrapped her hands around the collar, easing her fingers gently under so the backs pressed against his neck. His skin was warm and another shiver danced down her spine.

      “Wait.”

      She met his gaze.

      “What the hell are you doing? If I can’t break that with my bare hands, you can’t—”

      He stopped short when she tugged and the collar came away with a quiet click.

      “I’m not without some talent,” she murmured.

      “Who are you?”

      “Come on. We have to get you out of here. I just made a lot of magical noise with that little stunt.”

      “Hold on.”

      He grabbed her hand. The feel of his warm palm wrapped around her fingers sent tiny sparks of electricity dancing over her skin. He dropped his hold, but she saw his eyes widen with the same shock she felt. He inhaled deeply, and against her will, she watched the strong muscles of his chest rise and fall.

      “What’s your name?” he asked.

      “Cary.”

      “Cary. I’m Deacon.”

      “Nice to meet you.” Did that sounded as stupid to him as it did to her given the circumstances?

      He smiled, a slow, deadly grin that made her pulse race. “Nice to meet you, too.”

      She blinked and shook her head. “Come on, Deacon. We need to move.”

      As he slid to the edge of the mattress, Cary turned her back to avoid embarrassing them both—despite the temptation to look over every inch of him. The sound of material moving over skin behind her didn’t help curb her less polite impulses, though, so she hurried to the door to see how the lightning bolts and fireballs were doing.

      

      Slipping into his jeans, Deacon watched the woman as she peeked around the edge of the doorframe toward the living room and the still popping spells Sheldon had set to keep help from reaching him.

      She wasn’t the rescue he’d been expecting. He’d expected the damned faery to come himself.

      Jaxer had convinced him to let the wizard “capture” him, so they could find out why Sheldon was kidnapping shifters. They’d only found a few of Sheldon’s victims—their bodies anyway. And they’d been little more than desiccated husks. The rest, even their bodies had vanished.

      Wizards didn’t go after shapeshifters for sacrifice very often. They were too hard to contain, and most of them didn’t have the kind of magical energy an average human wizard could absorb through ceremonial magic. Shapeshifting wasn’t typically magic. It was just biology.

      Deacon knew none of the shifters killed so far had had any actual magic. He was a different case, but he wasn’t sure Sheldon knew that. Jaxer did, which was why he’d come to Deacon in the first place, and Deacon had felt obliged to help even though none of the shifters taken so far had been leopards.

      He suppressed an irritated growl. This was the last time he’d let the faery use him for bait. He’d been chained to that fucking bed all day with no sign of help. Then Jaxer went and made things worse by sending this…woman to rescue him instead of coming himself. How dare he endanger someone else when this crusade against Sheldon was his own personal business? Bad enough he dragged Deacon into it.

      But as Deacon watched the woman straighten away from the doorframe when a lightning bolt flashed, he realized there was something about her. He couldn’t deny the power she must have to break through the binding ring. Yet she looked and smelled like a normal human woman.

      Her blond-brown hair hung in a long ponytail down her back over a battered brown leather jacket. She wore jeans, hiking boots, and a purple t-shirt with a glittery Happy Halloween emblazoned over a manically grinning jack-o-lantern. Her blue eyes had sparkled when he’d called her a child, then flashed with irritation when he’d insulted her.

      And for reasons he couldn’t quite understand, he’d found it hard to look away from her, especially when she’d knelt next to him on the bed.

      Something about her…something about her scent tugged at his instincts.

      Who the hell was she? What was she? She had to be more than human, but none of his senses picked up anything particularly preternatural about her. So where did all that power come from?

      Jaxer had some explaining to do.

      Deacon shook off his preoccupation and walked up behind her to stare at the living room over her head. Black scorch marks marred the hardwood floors, and a layer of frost covered one side table. The air was heavy with electricity and the smell of burning ozone.

      Despite the multiple magical eruptions, the apartment was in remarkably good shape. As he watched, a dagger flew toward the bedroom, dropped harmlessly a foot from the doorway, and disappeared as if it hadn’t existed.

      Clever. Less clean up. And a testament to Sheldon’s power.

      He couldn’t blame Jaxer for being worried about the little shit. But given a choice, Deacon would have taken a more…active approach to dealing with the wizard.

      Unfortunately, and he was reluctant to admit this even to himself, his approach probably would have gotten him killed. The bastard was powerful. How Sheldon managed to be so powerful at his age was a mystery. But maybe that was the reason Jaxer was so obsessed with finding out the whys behind Sheldon’s actions.

      If Deacon got out of this apartment alive, he’d ask the faery. In the meantime, he and this very human woman had to navigate the bespelled living room and get away before Sheldon got back.

      Deacon drew in a slow breath and was hit again by Cary’s scent. Vanilla and cinnamon. And something else. Something that shot jolts of lust and need through his gut, making him lean closer to her just so he could feel the heat of her skin. He felt a possessive growl rising in his throat and swallowed it back, fisting his hands by his side to keep from reaching for her.

      What the hell? He had more control that this. A lot more. He had to or people got killed. Resisting a woman, even one that smelled like heaven, had never been a problem before. With Cary, it took an effort to keep from pulling her close and burying his face in her neck to soak up her essence.

      If he didn’t know better, he’d think she was a witch casting a lust spell on him as some sort of sick joke. But she didn’t smell like a witch.

      His nostrils flared. That scent of hers…

      It reached down inside him, calling to a deep instinct. As he breathed Cary in, his leopard whispered, Mine.

      Out in the living room, wind-lashed hail whipped toward the bedroom without actually coming through the doorway. And behind that, a lightning bolt sizzled the floor.

      “Sheldon didn’t make this easy,” he said, quirking a brow when she jumped at the sound of his voice.

      “Are you dressed?” she asked without turning around.

      He couldn’t help smiling at the slight panic in her voice. “Yes.”

      “Okay. Stick close. Stay behind me and don’t try to dodge around me. Got it? That’s how we’ll get out of here alive.”

      He frowned down at the top of her head. She must have some pretty powerful shields to get through that mess. But she wasn’t a witch.

      He grunted a noncommittal response, and she swung around to face him. The flash of heat in her eyes made his pulse kick.

      “Listen, buddy,” she said, her chin tucked back as she glared at him, “if you don’t let me protect you, we’re both dead. Okay? Don’t go trying to be a hero. Just stay close and let me do what I came here to do.”

      She mumbled something unflattering under her breath as she turned back to the living room, and he had to fight a completely irrational urge to kiss her.

      Over the course of the long day, with no sign of help from Jaxer, he’d had to face the possibility of his own death. His reaction to Cary might be a result of that, a need to reaffirm he was alive.

      But as he breathed in the heady scent of her again, he wondered…
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      Cary reached back and grabbed Deacon’s hand, trying to ignore the way her stomach clenched and her skin tingled. She eased through the bedroom door towing Deacon in her wake.

      Focusing was difficult with her bare skin touching his, but damned if she knew why. She didn’t react this way to men just because they were gorgeous. Especially if they were gorgeous. The only men she’d met that were as stunning as this particular black cat were guaranteed trouble with a capital T—and that included her mentor. Everything about Deacon screamed Trouble. Shapeshifter. Unnaturally handsome. Annoyingly arrogant. Smelled too damned good. Grin that could stop traffic. Voice like sin.

      And he’d lied about being dressed. A pair of jeans with the top button left undone and nothing else covering that amazing body was not dressed. It was sexy as hell. But it did not qualify as being dressed.

      With a scowl, she forced her thoughts to her current situation. She could ponder her irritating reaction to Deacon later. Now, she had to get them through this maze.

      She heard his surprised gasp as daggers and fireballs swerved to avoid them. Hail flicked past in cold blasts but only a few, non-lethal ice balls touched her, and all of them missed Deacon completely. Lightning struck close enough to make the hair on her arms stand up but always zigged away before hitting them.

      She couldn’t explain exactly how her Protector magic worked because she didn’t know—neither her bosses nor Jaxer had seen fit to go into the details. She never even felt the “magic” powering up or flowing through her or whatever it did. She just knew that her bosses had invested her with it, and when she was standing between someone and danger, the magic happened.

      After six years of jumping between bad guys and innocents, she could mostly ignored her fear that this time the magic wouldn’t happen, the soul-crushing terror that this time she’d screw it all up and her charge would get killed. The magic hadn’t failed her yet. So far, she’d managed to do exactly what she was supposed to do—protect people.

      Still, she breathed a secret sigh of relief as the magical mayhem around her kept its distance.

      But the closer they got to the front door, the more frantic the wizard’s spells got. By the time they were halfway through the living room, they were trudging through a whirlwind of power so strong it was sucking the oxygen out of the air. She worked at controlling her heartbeat. This wasn’t the first time she’d had to pit her magic against this much chaos. The Protector shield could take it. It had before.

      She was going to need at least two shampoos to get the stench of scorched wood and burnt ozone out of her hair, though.

      Jaxer owed her big time for this.

      They were within a few feet of escape, Cary’s anxiety just starting to ease, when a cracking sound alerted her an instant before the front door flew off its hinges, tumbling into the room right at them.

      Despite knowing it wouldn’t actual hit her, she still gasped and took a step back. It was really really hard to stare down a flying door without reacting.

      Solid hands closed over her shoulders and strong arms cradled her against a rock hard chest. When she felt Deacon tense to move her out of the way, she planted her feet, holding her ground in front of him, and watched as the door defied the laws of physics by changing directions to move up and over their heads.

      “How…?”

      His voice whispered across the top of her hair and the heat of him seeped into her back. For a brief moment, Cary felt her eyes drifting shut from the sheer pleasure of having Deacon’s hands on her.

      Then a tall, skinny, pimple-faced teenager stepped through the smoking remains of the doorway. His dark hair hung in greasy strands across his forehead and sweat trickled down his temples. He wore a black silk shirt and black leather pants that only emphasized how painfully thin he was. He breathed hard as he faced them, but his watery brown eyes glowed with feral delight.

      Sighing, she pulled reluctantly away from Deacon to confront the teenager. “Let me guess. You’re Sheldon the wizard?”

      “I am. And I will not allow you to leave with my leopard.”

      The boy’s voice broke in the middle of his sentence and Cary’s chest tightened. God, what else could go wrong tonight? What was she supposed to do with this kid? Jaxer, the bastard, hadn’t warned her the wizard was this young. She could no more hurt a child than she could a helpless kitty.

      At least the apartment had stopped firing hail and lightning at them. The spells must have deactivated when Sheldon came through the door. One less thing to worry about. And since the entire four-floor, twenty-unit apartment building was empty (she would have moved out if Sheldon was her neighbor, too), she didn’t have to worry about protecting innocent bystanders. But the rest of this situation was a disaster.

      How the hell did she get this skinny, awkward kid out of her way without anyone getting hurt?

      “I’m pretty sure the leopard belongs to himself,” she said as she tried to work out a plan. Plans weren’t her strong suit. Jaxer usually handled those. She just got between good guys and bad guys and kept the good guys from getting killed. She was a walking, talking Kevlar vest, and Kevlar vests didn’t do strategy.

      “Not after tonight,” Sheldon snarled in response to her distracted quip.

      The hair on Cary’s arms rose. Something truly evil flickered in the boy’s leer. Shit. That wasn’t good. She decided not to take his adolescent skin problems as a sign Sheldon would be easy to handle. He was obviously powerful enough to capture a leopard shifter and hold him. No telling what else the kid could do.

      She just wished he wasn’t so damned young. “I don’t suppose you’ll just get out of the way so we can leave?”

      He lifted his lip in a painfully sad-looking snarl. “I’d like to know how you broke through the binding ring.”

      “Trade secret.” She shrugged and stepped closer to him.

      Maybe he’d be forced back by her magic if she and Deacon just walked out. This was the first time she’d been caught in an apartment with a demented teenager between her and escape. She’d rarely tried to bully her way past a bad guy before. They usually got fed up and went away when they couldn’t get through her to their intended victim.

      Sheldon didn’t look like he’d give up easily, though. If she had to, she could stand here protecting Deacon all night. She just hoped it didn’t come to that.

      She took another step toward the wizard. To her surprise and horror, Deacon jerked her backward and moved in front of her. She shoved at his shoulder, but it was like pushing a brick wall.

      “Damn it, Deacon, get behind me.”

      “You don’t know what this little shit is capable of.”

      “It doesn’t matter what he’s—” She broke off as the little shit raised a hand to cast a spell. Desperate, she stepped away from Deacon and flung herself around him before he could stop her.

      “What the hell are you doing?” he hissed.

      “Just stay behind me, all right.”

      Sheldon studied them, his hand raised, his eyes narrowed. Why didn’t he cast his spell? She was pretty sure he wasn’t as concerned with her wellbeing as she was with his. So what held him back?

      A low growl rose from behind her, reminding her Deacon wasn’t going to passively listen to her orders. Damned arrogant leopard.

      “I will not let an innocent woman stand between me and danger,” he said.

      She rolled her eyes. “Chauvinist. And I’m not all that innocent.”

      “We’ll discuss that later.”

      The deep, husky promise in his voice made her toes curl, and she jumped when his hands dropped onto her shoulders again. But she was prepared for his tricky tactics this time. When he tried to move her, she held her ground.

      “Listen,” she hissed over her shoulder, “I’m the Protector here, okay? I’m the one doing…the…” She trailed off, biting her lip as Sheldon’s eyes widened.

      “I knew it! You’re a Protector?” He bounced on his toes, grinning like a maniac.

      “Damn,” she muttered. This was so not good. So so not good. No wonder he’d been staring at them and not casting spells. He must have suspected what she was.

      “A what?” Deacon asked.

      “A Protector,” Sheldon said with a triumphant little crow.

      Their voices barely broke through her growing panic. Sheldon the wizard knew she was a Protector. She never told people exactly what she was for a reason. If Sheldon knew about Protectors, he might know how to get around her magic. It was tricky but not impossible. Which meant he’d know how to kill her.

      Shit shit shit shit.

      “This is perfect,” Sheldon said. “Once I’ve taken the leopard’s body and killed off this one—” he snarled down at his skinny form, “—then you, Protector, will keep me safe. With you as my personal bodyguard, nothing can harm me.”

      Her eyes widened as she realized what Sheldon had intended to do to Deacon. A body swap. Switching the essences of two people so that each inhabited the other’s body. And killing off one of the bodies, along with the spirit trapped in it, would make the change permanent. He wanted to steal Deacon’s body and keep it for himself. And he didn’t care that doing that would require murdering Deacon.

      Sheldon the wizard was starting to look less like a teenager and more like the evil bastard Jaxer said he was.

      Then the rest of his little speech sunk in through her shock. He wasn’t considering killing her. He only wanted her to protect him. Maybe he didn’t know… Which meant she could still keep Deacon and herself alive.

      “That’s right,” she stuttered to herself, relief making her a little giddy. “That’s what I do. I protect.”

      “So you’d protect me if I looked like him?” Sheldon hissed.

      “What?” She blinked, refocusing on the situation. “No. I wouldn’t protect you willingly no matter what you looked like.”

      “And why’s that?”

      “Because you were going to kill a cat,” she said simply.

      Granted, it was that very philosophy that had gotten her into this Protector business in the first place, but that didn’t change her basic worldview. If you could harm an animal, you didn’t deserve her protection.

      “He won’t be a cat for long,” Sheldon spat. “I’ll be the cat when I’m finished taking his body. Then you’ll have to protect me.”

      Deacon once again tried to move her out of the way. She stomped her foot and resisted. “Stop that,” she snarled.

      “No. Get behind me. He’s insane.”

      “Really? I never noticed. You heard him. Protectors are good at protecting, so let me.”

      “I will not allow my mate to be hurt.”

      “I thought we… Your what?” she screeched. Her mouth dropped open as she glanced back at him. He could not be serious.

      He used her shock to shove her aside, pushing her into the soft couch behind him. Then he spun.

      And the leopard faced the wizard.

      Sheldon screamed in triumph. The leopard growled, lowering its lean body into a crouch. Cary watched it all happening in slow-motion horror.

      No!

      She launched off the couch, hurling herself forward as Sheldon raised his hand to strike. Without thought, she leapt onto the leopard’s back, high up near its head, just as the wizard’s spell shot out from his fingertips. The energy bolt caught her in the side, flinging her back over the top of the leopard. She hit the ground hard on her shoulder and rolled, grunting when the base of the couch stopped her.

      Ouch. Her vision blurred and a sharp stab of nausea clogged her throat. She felt the vibration of the residual power crawl over her skin before the pain took her full attention. She sucked in a breath and held it, choking back the rising bile.

      The leopard’s roar echoed in the small apartment. Cary’s vision cleared enough for her to see Sheldon crumble to the ground just as the leopard jumped. She tried to shout at Deacon to stop, but her injury stole her voice.

      The big black cat swatted at the wizard’s inert form. And then Deacon stood in the open doorway, naked again and glaring. Cary groaned and closed her eyes so she wouldn’t have to notice how good Deacon looked naked.

      A moment later, she felt strong arms gathering her up against a warm chest. She hissed as more pain lanced her side.

      “Where are you hurt?” he breathed against her hair.

      “Ribs. Probably cracked a few. I hate that.”

      He cradled her closer, and Cary thought, This feels nice. Right. But that was too odd, too intimate a reaction to have with a stranger. What the hell was wrong with her?

      She was too sore to move, so she stayed in his arms. She’d deal with this completely out of character response to Deacon after she got to a hospital. Or maybe a few days after that. Or maybe never. Especially if she never saw the man again. That would be easier.

      “Why aren’t you dead, you crazy woman?” he said against her temple.

      “Crazy? That’s rude after I just saved your life.” She adjusted her position, trying to get more comfortable. “I’m not dead because I’m a Protector. That’s how it works. So long as I’m protecting someone, all that magic stuff can’t kill me. Which is why his spell ricocheted off me and rebounded on him.” She took a few shallow breaths because deep breathing hurt. “It wasn’t supposed to be a killing blow anyway. He was trying to incapacitate a leopard shifter, not kill one.”

      “But the spell would have killed a human woman.”

      “And it was strong enough, when it doubled back, to kill a human wizard.”

      “He was already dead when he collapsed,” Deacon murmured in understanding.

      “That’s usually what happens.” Damned stupid—possibly evil—kid. She really wished he hadn’t been so young.

      “Why are your ribs cracked?” Deacon asked.

      “I still get hurt sometimes.” She didn’t laugh at the understatement only because laughing would feel awful right now. “It’s like being shot while wearing a Kevlar vest—you still get bruised and sore. Except I’m more like the vest than the body inside the vest. And the vests do get damaged.” Or so Jaxer had told her. The getting hurt part was one of the many things about her job she didn’t like.

      She was rambling, though, and rambling about things she wasn’t supposed to be talking about, so she closed her mouth. Something was very wrong with her tonight. She decided to blame Jaxer. For all of it. Just because. It probably was his fault anyway.

      “We’d better get you to a hospital,” Deacon murmured.

      He started to lift her, but a shot of pain through her side made her groan. “Wait.” Sweat beaded on her brow. “Just give me a minute.” She really hated when her ribs got broken.

      He went back to cradling her.

      “You’re gonna want some clothes on before we go anywhere,” she said, amazed how aware she was of his body despite her injuries. Typically pain robbed her of an awareness of naked flesh. But not Deacon’s. Oh no. Deacon’s naked body still managed to make her tingle in very private places even though the tingles were being outshone by her aching side. The fact that she was tingling at all was just weird.

      “Sheldon’s clothes won’t fit me,” he pointed out.

      “Maybe he has a pair of sweats.” She didn’t much like the idea of other women seeing Deacon naked. Though why, she wasn’t sure. More weirdness. Blame Jaxer, she thought. All his fault.

      “I’ll check in a minute.”

      “You should strip before shifting, you know. To avoid ruining your clothes.” Cary rolled her eyes at herself. What a stupid thing to say. He was old enough to have figured that out by now.

      “There’s not always time,” he said. “And I can always buy more clothes.”

      He gently kissed the top of her head, and her senses swam. So so not good. She had to stop reacting to this virtual stranger like this. He was going to figure out what he did to her soon and then she’d be in real trouble. She couldn’t afford this kind of trouble. She had more than enough in her life already.

      “How did you get to be a Protector? Were you born to it?”

      Glad for his questions because they distracted her, she answered truthfully. “No.” She snorted, but the movement hurt and she ended up wincing. “It’s a long story. I was tricked into it.”

      “Tricked?”

      “Well.” She made a face, half embarrassed, half irritated. “That demon shouldn’t have kicked the puppy.” She scowled at Deacon’s soft chuckle.

      “You became a Protector because you tried to save a puppy from a demon?”

      Her frown deepened. “I have a soft spot for animals,” she muttered, amazed that her cheeks were heating with embarrassment. This embarrassed her? She should be feeling a little more ashamed of the fact that she was enjoying sitting in the arms of a very sexy, very naked man she didn’t know. But no, that she was fine with. What a ninny.

      “Good,” he murmured and kissed her head again.

      Gently, he swept her hair away from her neck and nuzzled her, his lips soft and seductive against her skin. She would have moaned if she weren’t afraid it would hurt. She should probably put a stop to all this. Any minute now. Just had to gather her strength.

      She was truly mortified by her disappointment when Deacon was the one to move away first.

      “We need to get you to a hospital,” he said again.

      And before she could protest, he lifted her and set her on the couch. The movement hurt, but shock was dampening the pain. Finally. Then she made the mistake of looking at Deacon’s naked back as he walked to the bedroom. Wow. She could get used to that view.

      “By the way,” she said when he returned wearing a pair of black sweat pants that were almost long enough for him but hugged his muscled body like a second skin. She swallowed and completely lost her train of thought. He might as well have been naked still. “You’re gonna be cold like that.”

      “I have a naturally high body temperature.”

      “Oh good.” She mentally shook her head and said, “What was all that about my being your mate? You said that just to get me out of the way, didn’t you?”

      He leaned over and lifted her into his arms. The fact that he could carry her so easily startled her as much as the tenderness in his touch.

      “No,” he said, heading toward the door.

      “What do you mean?” She glanced down at Sheldon’s body as the passed and sighed. Jaxer would have to clean up the mess. He usually did, but this time, the mess was clearly his fault, so she felt no guilt at all about passing him that responsibility.

      “I mean,” Deacon said, drawing her back to the conversation, “I didn’t just say you were my mate to get you out of the way.”

      “I’m human,” she felt the need to remind him.

      “So.”

      “So…I’m not a leopard,” she again pointed out the obvious.

      As far as she knew, unlike their mundane animal counterparts, leopard shifters did form mate bonds. But only with other leopards. They might have affairs with humans, but she’d never read anywhere that leopards could actually bond with humans.

      “Your scent.” He nuzzled her neck again as he carried her to the elevator. “You’re mine.”

      Cary’s stomach tightened, dancing a crazy jig that did more to stop her breath than her cracked ribs. For a long moment, her brain refused to work. None of this made sense.

      “We don’t know anything about each other,” she said lamely.

      “What do you want to know?”

      She asked the first thing that came to mind. “What do you do for a living?” She glanced up to see him smiling, a wealth of tenderness and humor in his golden eyes.

      “I own and run animal sanctuaries around the country,” he said.

      Her eyes widened. “You protect animals?” she asked as the elevator doors opened.

      He carried her in and pressed the button for the ground floor. “I do.”

      She stared up at his gorgeous face. He protected animals.

      The elevator doors closed, and Cary turned to see her wide-eyed, pale reflection in the polished silver.

      Oh boy.
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      Cary groaned as she eased down onto her couch. The painkillers she’d taken before leaving the hospital were wearing off and her ribs ached. The bruising didn’t help. But at least she was home. She hated hospitals, no matter how often she had to avail of their services.

      Thankfully, the doctor had been nice this time. He’d refrained from giving her that look—the one that said, “I suspect you’re a battered woman given your medical records, and I want to help you so I might just have to call the police, and I’m definitely going to ask you a lot of awkward questions.”

      Leaning her head against the back of the couch, she closed her eyes. She probably did ask for the look. She’d amassed a horrendously long list of odd injuries over the last six years. And she’d never managed to find a doctor here in Portland that she could trust with the truth about her secret career.

      Her bosses, who she’d nicknamed the Nags, were no help. They just told her to get hurt less. And every “medical” person Jaxer had tried to hook her up with had turned out to be a disaster for one reason or another. The California “healer” who turned out to be a vodun priestess ranked right up there as one of the worst. They had not gotten along.

      Cary wasn’t entirely sure why it was so hard to find a single doctor they could trust. She had a seamstress friend who made her bespelled clothes that kept her keys in her pockets when she had to jump around protecting people. A doctor used to supernatural injuries should have been easier to find than a seamstress.

      But for six years, she’d come up empty. And so the ERs at the various hospitals around the greater Portland area had become her haunting grounds.

      The worst part was that she always had to come up with lame excuses for the injuries. She couldn’t just admit the truth to strange hospital personnel. That went against the rules and would put her in danger. Besides, who would believe her?

      So that single serious bruise and the crack in one rib “came from falling on the edge of a blunt piece of pipe,” even though she’d actually gotten the injury from jumping in front of a bullet.

      The black eye? “I got that…falling down the stairs.” Such an obvious excuse! But she couldn’t very well say she got caught in the face by a wizard bolt aimed at a child without sounding insane. And to be fair, she should have turned so the shot hit her shoulder. She knew better than to dive in face first. But hindsight…

      “I got the broken toe tripping over the end table.” Actually, she’d gotten mad and kicked a kitten-biting vampire in the leg. Now that had been really embarrassing.

      This trip to the hospital hadn’t been any easier to explain. Though bruising along her side and several cracked ribs could come from any kind of a fall. But this time there were no awkward questions or looks. She supposed the man who’d taken her to the hospital might have had something to do with that. If she’d been the doctor, she’d have avoided giving the look anywhere near Deacon, too.

      Her dogs picked that moment to start barking excitedly in the backyard, a welcome disruption in her train of thought. Sounded like Fred, her beloved mutt, had found a squirrel. She smiled, the comforting sounds distracting her from the ache in her side and unwanted musings about the man who’d kept her company at the hospital.

      Then her doorbell ding-donged. She’d just managed to get comfortable, now she had to stand?

      She rolled her head to stare at the door and considered ignoring whoever it was out there. But the visitor set a finger to the chime and didn’t let up. She sighed and turned toward her good side, using the couch armrest to push herself to her feet. She only knew one person rude enough to abuse a doorbell that way when she was inside battered and bruised.

      She opened the door a crack. “What do you want, Jaxer? I’ve earned the day off.”

      The impossibly beautiful blond man on her front stoop grinned—his most charming grin, she noticed sourly—and pushed into her little house. As she turned to tell him to get out, he took her face in his hands and kissed her on the mouth. Cary’s eyes widened. For a split second, she couldn’t react.

      Then she shoved him away and scowled. “What the hell was that about, you crazy faery?”

      Jaxer had never kissed her on the mouth before. Oh, he was flirty and charming and too touchy-feely as far as Cary was concerned. But she’d gotten used to him over the years. That was just the way he acted. And she was—for the most part—immune.

      But a full on mouth kiss was new. And it sparked a serious level of suspicion. Jaxer did nothing without reason. He probably knew she was going to kill him as soon as her ribs healed, and he was trying to distract her.

      “I’m just glad to see you’re home and feeling better,” he said.

      His green-blue eyes warmed, sparkling with something she wasn’t sure she liked. “Who said I’m feeling better? I feel rotten, thank you very much. And it’s all your fault. I’d kill you now, but I hurt too much.”

      “Cary.” He gave her an irritatingly elegant shrug. “You know you’d never kill me. You love me.”

      She snorted.

      “Besides, I needed your help. I couldn’t let Sheldon kill him. And you did rescue him, didn’t you?”

      “And got broken ribs for my troubles.” She could have gotten a lot worse, too. “Sheldon knew about Protectors, you ass. The little shit could have killed me.” She jabbed an accusing finger at Jaxer’s perfectly muscled chest. “You said I was going after a black cat. You knew what I thought. You should have told me the black cat was a fully grown leopard shifter. And you should have warned me Sheldon was a teenager. And you sure as hell could have mentioned he knew what a Protector was.”

      “Would you have gone if I had?” He raised a brow. “Rescuing an adult man from a teenager?”

      He knew her too well. Damn it. She always agreed to protect children, women, the elderly, and animals easily, no arguments. But she was less willing to put her physical wellbeing on the line for fully grown men. As far as Cary was concerned, grown men should be able to take care of themselves.

      Though, as it turned out, this particular fully grown man really had needed her help. And the teenager had had a wicked streak of evil going. But still. That wasn’t the point.

      “It doesn’t matter if I would have agreed or not,” she countered, waving the hand on her uninjured side in a dismissive gesture as she turned back to the couch. She wasn’t about to admit the truth now and lose the moral high ground. “The point is I went in without all the information. And…” She rounded, glaring at him again. “You didn’t tell me you’d been after Sheldon for months. What the hell, Jaxer? You should have let me know the real situation.”

      In fact, she still didn’t know the full story. Deacon had also been stingy with details when she brought the topic up at the hospital.

      “I thought you’d get out of there before he got back to the apartment.” Jaxer spread his hands, displaying his well-defined chest muscles through an open silk shirt.

      Cary grimaced. It didn’t matter that it was cold as a bear’s butt outside. Jaxer always wore shirts that showed off his chest. He did, admittedly, have a nice chest to show off. A nice body in general. Along with a handsome face which she suspected wasn’t nearly as stunning as his real visage. Behind the glamour all the Fae used with humans to appear less mystical, she suspected Jaxer was probably too beautiful for her mind to take. Though, in her more nasty moments, she pretended he was one of the really really ugly Fae, aspiring to be handsome.

      “You got out just fine,” he continued. “I don’t see why you’re so upset.”

      Her mouth actually dropped open. “You don’t… What is wrong with you? Sheldon knew I was a Protector.”

      “And you were protecting someone, so you were safe.” He closed the space between them and cupped her cheeks. “Cary, I would never send you into a situation I didn’t think you would walk away from.”

      “Oh, right. That’s what I’ve been doing for the last six years. All the easy stuff. This Protector gig is a real walk in the park. Why should I worry about getting killed?” She shook her head to dislodge his hold. “And what’s with that kiss you landed on me when you came in?”

      Jaxer, for all his irritating qualities, was her friend as well as her mentor. He’d stood by her from the beginning of this whole Protector business. She felt like he was changing the rules of their friendship with that kiss, and she didn’t like it.

      Jaxer grinned, his expression softening into something Cary could almost have mistaken for real emotion. Except the faery rarely expressed his true feelings outwardly.

      “I’m relieved you’re okay,” he said. “And you looked so cute scowling at me through the door, I couldn’t resist.”

      “In future, resist,” said a deep voice from Cary’s still open doorway.

      Her heart tripped over itself to keep up with her suddenly rushing pulse. Exactly two hours had passed since she’d last seen Deacon at the hospital, when he’d put her in a taxi and sent her home. Though she’d secretly hoped to see him again, she hadn’t really thought he’d show up at her door.

      The fact that he could find her house at all was a testament to the fact that she did want to see him. Which would be embarrassing if he knew about the spell on her home and how it kept people she didn’t want around from finding her sanctuary.

      Unfortunately, she wasn’t actually prepared to see him yet.

      “Hi,” she said, because the mere sight of him made her brain short circuit. No one should look that good this early in the morning.

      “Hi,” he said back.

      The sound of his voice sent a giddy jolt of excitement through her entire body. Geez. Still? She still couldn’t be around him without her body immediately overheating with lust? This was just so wrong. Something truly weird was going on with her.

      He rescues animals.

      The ridiculous thought kept spinning through her head, confusing years of well-honed instincts which kept her from trusting spectacularly handsome preternatural men. She’d met more than her fair share since becoming a Protector. Hell, she was mentored by one. But every one of them had been a grade A pain in her ass, and on more than one occasion, they’d tried to kill her. Not circumstances which encouraged trust. Out of self-preservation, she’d developed an immunity to charm and good looks.

      But Deacon was…different. He rescued animals for a living. Last night, he’d gotten her yummy non-hospital coffee when she’d sighed at the prospect of the available sludge. He wasn’t trying to kill her, which was a definite bonus. And he rescued animals for a living.

      What the hell kind of preternatural sex god did that?

      It took Jaxer’s voice to pull her out of her thoughts. Which was really embarrassing.

      “Deacon,” he said, his tone overly cheerful. “Glad to see you safe and sound.”

      “Don’t ever send me in as bait again,” Deacon said without glancing away from Cary. “Next time, I’ll take the wizard out without all the pretense.”

      “We had to know what he was doing with all the shifters,” Jaxer said. “More could have died otherwise and you know it.”

      Deacon ignored him and asked Cary, “How are you feeling?”

      She shrugged then winced. “The painkillers the doctor gave me are wearing off. What’s all this about other shifters and Sheldon?” Deacon had told her the part about Jaxer looking into Sheldon for months. He hadn’t mentioned “all the shifters” being killed.

      Jaxer opened his mouth but Deacon cut him off, avoiding her question when he said, “You should be in bed if you’re in pain.”

      “I was resting on the couch, gearing myself up for bed, when the doorbell rang.” She glared at Jaxer who raised a guiltless eyebrow. “Now tell me more about what’s happening with the shifters.”

      Deacon eased inside and closed the door. Like Jaxer, he didn’t even have a jacket on. But his jeans and wool sweater were at least mildly more appropriate to the weather than Jaxer’s silk shirt and linen trousers. Portland, Oregon wasn’t exactly the tropics in November.

      “You shouldn’t have made her get up,” Deacon scolded Jaxer.

      The faery rolled his eyes and lounged against the wall, managing to look casually elegant and relaxed in her tiny living room.

      “She recovers fast,” Jaxer said, a note of annoyance in his voice. “No need to play the mother hen just because she saved your life.”

      “She needs to rest. Go home. Let her recover in peace.”

      “Stop talking about me like I’m not here,” she said. “What’s going on with the shifters?”

      “Don’t worry about it, sweetie,” Jaxer said with a smile. “I’m taking care of it.”

      Sweetie? Maybe Jaxer had finally gone insane. Or she had. It was hard to tell at the moment. She really did need to rest.

      She headed toward the couch, ignoring both men, hoping Jaxer would listen to Deacon. He never listened to her when she told him to go away. But this had been a night and a morning of firsts, so she could always hope.

      She groaned as she settled on the cushions and closed her eyes, leaning her head back. “Don’t answer my questions if you don’t want to,” she muttered. “Since Sheldon is dead, I don’t suppose it matters anymore.”

      “He’s dead?”

      The surprise in Jaxer’s voice had her opening her eyes. “You didn’t go clean up?”

      “I did. I didn’t see Sheldon.”

      “We left his body in the doorway,” Deacon said, frowning.

      Cary sat up. “You swear you didn’t see it?” she asked Jaxer.

      “I’d hardly lie about that.” But he was frowning too.

      “Shit.” She looked at Deacon. “He was dead, right?”

      “You didn’t check?” Jaxer had the audacity to sound annoyed.

      She gave him a deadpan stare. “Broken ribs. Remember?”

      “I didn’t check closely, either,” Deacon said. “I assumed, but was too worried about Cary to double check. I didn’t hear a heartbeat or breathing, though.”

      “Oh, this can’t be good,” she said mostly to herself. That little shit knew what she was.

      “I’ll handle it,” Jaxer assured, sitting on the couch next to her, casually dropping an arm around her shoulders.

      She scowled at him but was too tired to shrug him off.

      The sound of Deacon’s growl raised the hairs on the back of her neck. She turned to see a scary dangerous glare hardening his handsome feature. Oh boy.

      “Take your hands off my mate,” he said to Jaxer.

      “You’re what?” Jaxer said, his voice deepening.

      To her surprise, he actually did move his arm, but mostly to stand up and face off with Deacon.

      She groaned. There was way too much testosterone poisoning in the room. She really didn’t feel up to this. “Guys, guys. Dial it down or get out of my house. You’re scaring the dogs.” She could here Buck growling, and Pickles had started to howl.

      Since Buck was a demon dog and Pickles a foo lion, upsetting them was not a good idea. Though she suspected Fred, the mundane mutt, would be the most dangerous one of the pack.

      Jaxer let some of the tension ease from his body and smirked. Deacon remained ridged and glaring.

      She rolled her eyes. “Maybe someone might want to go look into the missing wizard while I heal?” she suggested.

      “Don’t worry, sweetie, I’ll handle him.”

      Sweetie from Jaxer again. What the hell was wrong with everyone today? She turned into a lust-crazed idiot around Deacon. Jaxer called her sweetie and kissed her on the mouth. Deacon had this bizarre idea she was his mate. Next thing she knew the Nags would stop…well, nagging.

      Then she’d know for sure the End Times were upon them.

      With a slight head shake, she relaxed back into the couch. She was too tired for all this. She needed to rest so her ribs would stitch back together. She might heal faster than a normal human, but it still took some time. After that, she’d work out the tangled strangeness. There had to be a reason for it all, she was just too achy to think clearly right now.

      “Why are you here, Deacon?” Jaxer asked.

      Couldn’t they take a hint a go away? She opened her eyes. “Jaxer, let it go. Deacon, thanks for checking on me. Now, could the two of you please leave? I have sleep I need to get to.”

      Deacon lifted a bag in his hand she hadn’t noticed before. “You forgot your prescription.”

      “Oh.” Oops. She must be getting too used to pain that she’d completely forgotten the extra drugs. “Thanks.”

      He smiled as he set the bag down on the coffee table and Cary had to blink a few times. Wow. With a grin like that, he could rule the world.

      Jaxer cleared his throat when the silence between her and Deacon carried on just a little too long for company. “Do you need anything else before we go, sweetie?”

      “Yes. Stop calling me sweetie.”

      Jaxer gave her a heavy-lidded, crooked smile that had probably felled stronger women than her. Though why he was flashing that at her, she had no idea. Maybe it was just because Deacon was here. From the very quiet growl the shifter let out, she suspected that was the real reason behind Jaxer’s suddenly flirty behavior.

      “Back off, faery. She’s mine.”

      She looked at Deacon, eyebrows raised. Oh really? She was about to comment aloud on his presumptuousness when a familiar shiver moved down her spine and dread settled in her gut.

      “Oh no.” She narrowed her eyes and rose slowly. “Not now.”
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      Cary glared at the two exquisitely stunning newcomers standing in the center of her living room. She flicked a quick glance at Jaxer who was leaning against the fireplace mantle, his gaze trained on the arrivals, his expression impossible to read. She knew her own was not so neutral as she faced her unwelcome visitors.

      Mutinous was probably the most apt description.

      Her bosses. The beings who’d tricked her into becoming a Protector more than six years ago.

      They made only a minimal effort to appear human, but they were incredibly beautiful in a way she always found hard to describe. Like the beauty of nature itself, but turned up. They belonged to a species of Fae native to North America and had been known to different Native American tribes by different names. Her favorite came from the Passamaquoddy. They called them the Nagumwasuck, which Cary had taken great delight in shortening to the Nags. Since they were.

      She had a real love-hate relationship with them. They tried to do good, and for that she admired them. But she wasn’t all that happy with their sense of timing.

      “No,” she told them before either could say a word. “I’m hurt, I’m tired, and I’m not doing anything for at least forty-eight hours, so just go away and come back when my ribs have healed.” She held their gazes, ignoring Deacon—with a great deal of effort—when she felt him move up behind her.

      “Protector,” Wisat said, in a patient tone that set her teeth on edge. He was all black and red, his skin a shade of red not typically found in nature, his robe and short hair black as midnight. His eyes were an unreal green that stood out like glowing glass against his skin. Two interwoven red halos covered in soft, velvet-like fuzz crowned his scalp. “Would we come to you if the need wasn’t great?” he asked.

      Yes, yes they would. “Wisat, I need time to recover.”

      “And whose fault is that?” Liruk said, her tone significantly less patient. She had long white hair, hanging to the ground like a veil against the shimmering pearl of her robe. Her skin was a deep, golden brown, her eyes the same green as Wisat’s. Where Wisat had halos, Liruk had two little golden horns sticking out through the mass of her hair.

      Liruk had never understood Cary’s reluctance to fully embrace the job of Protector, so her intolerance for what she considered Cary’s stubborn eccentricities colored most of their dealings. Occasionally, Cary could say she got along with Liruk. But she preferred Wisat.

      Except at the moment. Right then, she didn’t want to see either one of them. Not when they were pointing out—again!—that she wasn’t good enough at her job to avoid injury. It was their fault she was doing this job. Telling her repeatedly that she sucked at it was not a good way to endear them to her.

      “It’s my fault Cary got hurt,” Jaxer volunteered. “I didn’t tell her everything I should have about Sheldon when I sent her in.”

      Cary glanced sharply at her mentor. He usually left her to take the heat from the Nags on her own. Having Jaxer come to her defense now was a surprise. But she hated being under-informed in front of the Nags. Liruk gave her enough grief as it was because Cary had spent the last six years studying and still didn’t know everything she needed to know to do her job.

      “And she saved my life,” Deacon said from behind her. “While I was doing a favor for you and Jaxer. She deserves a rest. And she needs a lot more than forty-eight hours.”

      “She heals fast,” Liruk said to Deacon, her tone matter-of-fact. “She will be better soon.”

      “We need her today,” Wisat said. “There is someone who will require your protection, Cary.”

      “Today?” She let out a little sigh. What could she do? This was her job, Portland her territory.

      Technically, she had to do what the Nags required of her. They were her bosses. Whether she’d actually applied for her current position or not was beside the point. Saying no when she could probably still manage to protect someone wasn’t an option.

      Which irritated the hell out of her.

      “For the moment, we just need you to keep an eye on him,” Wisat said with his usual patience.

      “He isn’t in immediate danger,” Liruk added, her voice softening as well. “But we are sure he will be. Very soon.”

      “Fine.” She blew out a resigned breath. “What do you know about him? Where do I find him?”

      “I’ll take care of the initial watch,” Jaxer said, pushing away from the fireplace. “She won’t be any good to you exhausted and hurt. I can look after this guy until she’s healed.”

      Cary tilted her head to one side. For the first time since last night, she didn’t feel like killing her mentor. “Jaxer. That’s really nice of you.”

      He shrugged, a graceful lifting of the shoulders, and grinned with his usual charming arrogance. “I got you hurt sending you to rescue the leopard boy. I can watch one human for a day to pay you back.”

      She rolled her eyes at his leopard boy comment but was glad he’d finally apologized. Sort of. As much as Jaxer usually did. And since he was helping her, she let her murderous plans for his future ease back to something less final.

      The Nags gave her a brief rundown on the person she needed to protect—a thirteen-year-old boy with a very interesting talent.

      “He can speak with animals and call them to him? What a cool skill. Why is he in need of protection?” she asked.

      Liruk and Wisat exchanged a look, and Cary frowned. That look didn’t bode well for her.

      “We aren’t entirely sure where the danger is coming from,” Wisat admitted after a moment. “Only that there is danger.”

      “The boy is innocent now,” Liruk added. “His gift is neutral, neither good nor bad. He could still go either way.”

      “We wouldn’t want him exposed to the wrong influences,” Wisat said.

      “At thirteen?” Cary snorted. “The entire world is a bad influence on a kid that age. Anything else I need to know?”

      “The danger will be to the boy, not to others because of the boy. At first.” Liruk frowned, a very slight expression that did nothing to mar her incredible beauty. “The omens have been vague on the exact nature of the danger.”

      That was the problem with omens and premonitions. They were frequently too vague to be useful. The Nags were very good at looking after humans and other magical beings. It’s what they did. What they’d done for centuries. Cary had never fully understood why, but the fact that they tried counted for something.

      They created the Protectors, who were mostly humans, and assigned them mentors, mostly from the magical races, who had experience in all aspects of the preternatural world. Her mentor was a faery. Another Protector’s mentor could be a goblin, a leprechaun, an elf, a witch—any creature experienced with working in the mystical realms. She wasn’t sure how they picked the mentors. Jaxer had never told her how he’d met the Nags nonetheless how he’d started working with them—even when she’d ask him point blank.

      For their part, her bosses detected danger to other creatures through omens, premonitions, and sometimes a little old-fashioned research. Then they sent the Protectors in to save the day.

      Obviously, the system wasn’t flawless or there’d never be another child abuse case or murder in the world. They couldn’t take care of everything, everywhere, all the time, for everyone. Often the signs of danger were so ephemeral they weren’t able to pinpoint a person or place to send help. And there were a limited number of Protectors.

      But the Nags tried. For what it was worth. And because they continued to do what they did century after century, Cary had always admired them. She wasn’t too crazy about the way they’d tricked her into her current job, but that was another issue.

      Wisat gave Jaxer the boy’s address, a not great but not rotten neighborhood in the southwest part of the city. “If something happens, I’ll contact Cary.” Jaxer winked at her. “I could probably manage a little magic of my own in the meantime.”

      She snorted. Jaxer’s best magic was glamour. He was better even than most other faeries at making people see and experience what he wanted them to. His illusions were so potent, they felt real. Through careful use of his talent, Jaxer could get almost anyone to do anything he
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