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        Trouble’s Last Stand…

      

      

      

      Magical Protector Cary Redmond has not been enjoying her test year. Discovering she absorbs magic, figuring out how to release that magic, and dealing with enemies from her past regularly complicates her life. Her seventh year has been overflowing with Trouble. And way too many demons and vampires.

      Now, with only two months left to go, Cary must face her greatest enemy again. Not to stop him. But to protect him.

      Family squabbles suck. And when they involve demons, chances of realm destruction are high. Cary will need all the help she can get in this epic stand against the forces of evil. Because if she can’t stop the demons this time…

      Her world will burn.
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      Cary pulled herself off the hard, navy blue mat, groaning only a little bit, and straightened her shoulders. The lovely scent of frankincense sticks burning by a small statue of the Buddha near the front desk of the dojo didn’t completely hide Cary’s sweat stink, but she’d take it. At least she wasn’t bleeding.

      “I’m not sure this is working,” she said to her best-friend-current-torture-master and her bear shifter training partner.

      “This is only the third time you’ve trained with Brandon,” Lucy said in her sweet, high voice, putting her hands on her hips. “Give the process time.”

      Lucy Evans-Nakada, physically, was not what you might expect of a multi-blackbelt holding martial arts expert. She was a petit red-head, with brown eyes, pale skin, freckles across her nose, and a high-pitched, sweet voice that made her sound like a little girl. But she’d been training in martial arts since the age of two, including time spent in Japan studying under masters, and she could kick the ass of grown men—more than one at a time—without breaking a sweat.

      She owned the dojo they were training in and had been teaching for years. And because she was one of Cary’s best friends in the whole world, she tortured Cary here on a regular basis. To be fair, Cary was trying to get better at the self-defense stuff. Her job as a magical Protector just kept getting more and more complicated, and knowing how to at least not freeze in the face of danger if her powers weren’t working seemed like a really good idea.

      Although, freezing in the face of danger was precisely the instinct that made her a good Protector. Get between bad guys and good guys and then just…stand there. That was her job description. The magic she channeled from her bosses rose up and shielded both her and the good guy. And all was right with the world.

      At least in theory.

      “You got up quicker than usual,” Brandon said. “That’s a marked improvement over the last two sessions.”

      She grunted in response.

      Brandon Hawthorn, physically, was everything you might imagine a bear shifter to look like. Huge at six-foot-nine, at least, thickly-muscled, and when he didn’t smile, pretty intimidating. He kept his dark hair cut very close to his head and was clean shaven, showing off a granite jawline any model might envy. His dark brown complexion was smooth, and his brown eyes hooded and hard to read. Until you looked directly at him and he smiled. Then suddenly you spotted the sweet, gentle man lurking behind the large, scary façade.

      Being a bear shifter, however, meant he was faster and stronger than Cary. By a lot. And since he’d been training more diligently with Lucy for a lot longer than Cary, he was also a better martial artist. By a lot.

      The first time they’d sparred—at Lucy’s insistence—Cary had spent most of her session flat out on her back, staring up at the dojo’s ceiling tiles. He was right about her getting up quicker now. But she had a feeling that was because he was pulling his punches.

      “Are you two taking it easy on me?” she asked. “You’re feeling sorry for me, aren’t you?”

      “Not…exactly,” Lucy said, though she wouldn’t meet Cary’s gaze.

      “Right.” Cary huffed and straightened her training gi with a little more oomph than was absolutely necessary.

      “It’s mostly distraction,” Brandon said, his deep voice gentle. “Not pity.”

      “You hate waiting,” Lucy said.

      Well, that was the damned truth. And she’d been waiting for two weeks. Which was starting to make her a little…difficult. Deacon would say that nicer, but he was her mate so he had to. But difficult was a good word for her snapping, brittle, irritable mood. Taking that mood out on her friends was unacceptable, though.

      “I haven’t been making your life miserable, have I?” she asked, now feeling worse than when they’d been tossing her onto her ass for the last hour. “Have I been grumping too much?”

      “Not too much,” Lucy assured. “Just enough. I’d be grumping, too. It’s not like you’re just waiting on a package or a repairman or something. Having to wait to stop the end of the world must be extremely frustrating.”

      More truth. Cary pressed a hand to her stomach to stop the jumping nerves—the real reason for her irritability, she was sure. Waiting for the world-ending confrontation between a demon god, the Angel of Death, and their demon offspring who, coincidentally, hated and wanted to kill Cary, was not exactly a fun experience.

      Waiting for that confrontation without any signs of it actually happening was a whole lot worse.

      If she was going to face—and maybe have to actually protect—one of her most deadly enemies, it’d be nice to just get it over with.

      But no. That would be simple. And Cary’s life never seemed to follow the simple path.

      She let out another groan and sat on the mat, dropping abruptly enough both Lucy and Brandon took a step forward as if to catch her. She snorted. “I’m not fainting. I’m just tired. More emotionally, though, you know.”

      Lucy also dropped into a cross-legged seat on the mat. “Makes sense.”

      Brandon settled on his knees. “I get that.”

      She hadn’t actual meant to unload the whole thing in front of Brandon, but it had just come spilling out during their last training session because she’d been too distracted to even attempt paying attention. He’d tossed her around the dojo like a ragdoll for all of ten minutes before Lucy called a halt and demanded an explanation for Cary’s lack of effort. The whole thing just…spilled out.

      Fortunately, according to Deacon, Brandon was a really good guy and could be trusted with the information. At least the parts of the story Cary had admitted to. Brandon was a professional fundraiser, and Deacon had worked with him in the past on fundraisers for Deacon’s family business—they ran animal rescue shelters around the country, which was, of course, the reason she’d fallen in love with him because how was she supposed to resist that? It didn’t hurt that he was a gorgeous, sexy leopard shifter who smelled like heaven and brought her donuts regularly. But the animal rescue job had really pushed his appeal over the top in Cary’s mind.

      The fact that her mate said she could trust Brandon had probably been the reason Cary had let go with all her pent-up anxiety.

      “How’s Sheldon doing?” Lucy asked quietly.

      Ah, there was another thing that had her stretched too thin. The not quite twenty-year-old wizard who had at one point tried to kill Deacon, Cary had accidentally drained all his powers, his former master had tried to kill Cary for it—more than once—and now, maybe, possibly, Sheldon was no longer evil. But she wasn’t sure about that, which only complicated things. Sheldon had most definitely been a bad guy. And he’d never really tried to atone for the evil—and murder—he’d committed before being drained of all his wizard magic. He hadn’t even apologized. So he definitely wasn’t a good guy.

      Cary had been forced to protect him as part of her last job, which was the job that had gotten her into the waiting-on-the-world-ending-confrontation position she was in now. And because, for reasons Cary still couldn’t grasp, he’d done something monumentally stupid and possibly suicidal, Sheldon had spent the last two weeks in a coma with his insides…well, not in good shape.

      “He’s hanging in there,” she answered Lucy’s question. “Thanks to Eriana’s healing efforts.”

      Eriana was a Fae healer and a Protector mentor-in-training—although Cary wasn’t supposed to know that last part—and she had a very complicated past, and current, relationship with Cary’s own former mentor Jaxer, also a Fae. Unfortunately, Cary hadn’t been able to enjoy that drama because she’d had too much drama of her own.

      “Has he woken up since…everything?” Lucy asked.

      “No. Eriana isn’t letting him. He’s still got too much healing to do. But she says he’s mending, so I suppose that’s something.”

      “How’s Deacon handling the whole Sheldon thing?”

      “With a lot more…kindness than I would have expected.”

      The little shit had tried to kill Deacon. Cary had met Deacon because she’d had to save him from Sheldon and his nefarious plan to steal Deacon’s body. There was no reason in the world, not even a little bit, for Deacon to have any concern at all for whether the former wizard healed or not. Yet he checked regularly with Eriana on Sheldon’s progress, and had even been to see Sheldon in person once. She wasn’t sure if he did all that for her sake—because Sheldon was so young, Cary’s feelings about him were very very complicated—or if he did that for his own piece of mind. But the fact that Deacon hadn’t ripped Sheldon’s throat out yet was a miracle, and the fact that he seemed genuinely concerned that Sheldon not die was even more amazing.

      “Your mate is a good man,” Brandon said quietly. “Even when he doesn’t think he is.”

      “You’ve known him a while?” She’d never talked to Brandon about Deacon, and only really once to Deacon about Brandon. She’d be interested to put the two men in the same room to see for herself how they got along.

      But that was mostly because Brandon had eyes on one of her other best friends and Cary wanted to make sure that situation was a potential good thing and not a potential bad thing. Deacon getting a good super shifter sniff of Brandon would give him all the information Cary needed in regards to Brandon’s feelings for Marianne. Brandon—being a shifter himself—would know that and likely only let Deacon get close enough to judge his motives if his motives were good.

      And since thinking about Marianne—and her healing heart—and Brandon was a lot less tormenting than considering the fact that one of her old demon enemies was, even now, on his way to Portland for this world-ending confrontation with his parents, Cary decided to get to know her sparring partner a little better.

      Or she would have if they’d gotten the chance to actually have a conversation.

      When Deacon stalked into the dojo, looking entirely too serious, thoughts of other conversations got ditched.

      Cary came to her feet instantly. “What’s wrong? What’s happened?”

      “Sheldon is awake,” he said. “Eriana and Jaxer are with him. He’s asking for you.”

      Shit. But also maybe good? Given the look on Deacon’s face, she wasn’t sure what to hope for. “I’ll change. Give me two minutes.” To Lucy and Brandon, “Thanks for the session. And for the not-pity distraction. I appreciate it.”

      “Call if you need us,” Lucy said, giving her a brief hug.

      Cary hurried back to the locker room to put on her street clothes, anxiety clawing at her gut.
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      Sheldon’s apartment looked nothing like the first time Cary had seen it almost a year ago.

      Then, it had been fully furnished, a big couch and TV in the living room, his bedroom a gaudy showcase of red carpet, leather, and animal prints—which given he’d been sacrificing shifters in an effort to take over their bodies, had been more than a little disturbing. The popping spells of lightning, hale, and fireballs throughout the living room had really added to the wizardy ambiance.

      Now, none of that remained. It was a shell of a place with only a lumpy brown couch and empty wooden TV stand in the living room, a dust covered kitchen, and a stripped and utilitarian bed which Cary had had to donate sheets, blankets, and pillows for just so Sheldon could coma in comfort. Somehow, the bareness of it all was just as sad as the gaudy magic had been dangerous.

      Thanks to a trait Cary hadn’t even known she’d had at the time, Cary had—accidentally—drained all Sheldon’s wizard magic. At least so much of it that he couldn’t do magic anymore. Given his uses of it before she’d absorbed it all, this wasn’t a bad thing. But the hollowness it had left in the former wizard was too obviously reflected in his now empty apartment.

      When she’d been forced to come here again, to protect him from his own master, he hadn’t actually been living in this apartment anymore. He’d chased away all the tenants on this floor using bought magic and had taken up residence in another apartment. But this empty space was what she thought of as Sheldon’s apartment. The place she’d met Deacon. The place that had started her down the path that was her seventh year as a Protector. A test year. A year she was supposed to survive on her own without help from her bosses or mentor.

      The year hadn’t gone that way, exactly, but since no one had jumped out to say she’d broken the rules yet, and she only had two more months to go, she was going to assume all was well. And that because she’d saved the world a few times in the last year, if she managed to survive, she’d probably pass the test.

      The survival part was the big question mark hanging over the last few months, though.

      She walked into Sheldon’s bedroom, Deacon at her back. His steps were so quiet on the hardwood floor that if she wasn’t extremely aware of him at all times, she might have been able to forget he was right behind her. Thanks to the mate bond—or maybe just because Deacon was so very magnetic—she was always intimately aware of where he was, though. Initially, that had felt intrusive and weird.

      Now, it was the most comforting thing in her life.

      Sheldon was sitting up on the small bed, propped up on pillows—Cary’s pillows—stacked behind him against the rickety wooden headboard. The first time Cary had been here, the bed had had a magical, rune-covered headboard. A headboard Deacon had been chained to. She blinked away the past memory to focus on the present.

      Eriana hovered a few feet away from the bed, her expression carefully neutral. Jaxer stood behind her, leaning against the bedroom wall, his arms crossed over his chest. She caught his gaze, but she couldn’t read his expression any more than she could read Eriana’s. So much for hints about what she could expect.

      She refocused on Sheldon. “How you feeling?” she asked him.

      He was so pale he was almost translucent, which was saying something because he’d been pretty pale before. His dark hair was mated to his skull and shiny but not in a good way. His dark eyes were sunken, and his cheeks were hollow. He looked in pretty bad shape. But the mere fact that he was awake was a good sign.

      Despite most of Sheldon’s doctoring being done by a magical Fae healer, the room still had the smell of a hospital sickroom about it. Medicinal sharpness mixed with a sort of stale sweat and astringent disinfectants. A strong enough scent even Cary could pick it up. Which meant Deacon must have been hit in the face with it when he walked in.

      Sheldon swallowed visibly, the bob of his Adam’s apple sharp along his narrow throat. “I… I don’t know how I’m feeling. Alive. Which I didn’t expect.”

      Cary sighed. “Only because Eriana could heal you.”

      They both glanced at Eriana, whose only reaction was a raised brow.

      In her human guise, the faery healer looked like a perfectly ordinary woman. Short pixie cut brown hair, brown-hazel eyes, pale skin and sharp features. A face that wasn’t unattractive, but wasn’t head-turning either. Just the sort of everyday ordinariness that most humans inhabited. She didn’t stand out in a crowd, and you’d never guess there was so much more to her.

      It was Fae glamour, of course. Unlike Jaxer, who was too vain to appear anything but gorgeous even with his blond-haired, blue-green-eyed “human” glamour in place, Eriana had chosen to present herself as unremarkable to the human world. Cary had seen her in her full Fae glory, though. And she was anything but unremarkable.

      Sheldon, however, would only see the ordinary human woman. Cary wasn’t even sure if he realized Eriana was Fae yet.

      “Thanks,” he said to Eriana. “I didn’t realize you’d done the healing. It was bad.”

      Not a question, Cary noticed.

      “You were in bad shape, yes,” Eriana said. “Don’t switch bodies with a demon again. It nearly cooked your insides.”

      Cary winced. For all she was an extraordinary healer, Eriana’s bedside manner left a lot to be desired.

      Sheldon winced too. “Being in his wasn’t exactly a picnic either. I thought…”

      He didn’t finish, only turned his gaze back to his hands where they rested on top of the blanket covering his lap.

      “You thought what?” Cary asked. “Because I seem to recall telling you not to try switching bodies with Oliver Holland. And then you went and did it anyway. I’d love to hear why you did such a stupid thing.”

      Sheldon scowled up at her. Given how pale and sunken he was, the scowl just looked sad and pathetic, not particularly threatening.

      “I had a good reason.”

      “Sure, sure. I’m waiting to hear it.”

      “What did he say when he was in my body?”

      “That he’d be leaving the Naga city soon and be back.” Holland had said other things too. Things that didn’t need to be said aloud yet.

      “How long has it been?”

      “Two weeks.” Two fucking weeks!

      “He’s not here yet?”

      “No. And before you ask, I have no idea what’s happening with him. Whether he’s out or not. His father hasn’t shown up yet, so that’s probably a good indication he hasn’t left the Naga realm yet. No sign of the Angel of Death yet either.”

      The Angel was Holland’s mother as it turned out. Which meant one of Cary’s greatest and most dangerous enemies was also, unfortunately, unkillable. Not just technically immortal, the way most demons were. He was literally immune to death because of who his mother was. His father, a literal demon god, wanted to use his son’s immunity to death to make himself immune to death as well—although she had no idea how Lud planned to do that—because if he didn’t, he’d die at the hands of the Angel because it had been foreordained…or something.

      It was a complicated family tangle, and she’d have preferred not to be anywhere near it when they worked it all out, but if the demon god succeeded, he’d destroy her realm just because it had provided sanctuary to his son for several centuries. And she didn’t want her realm destroyed. So she was going to have to get into the middle of the family fight and make sure her greatest enemy wasn’t reclaimed by his father.

      She was really really really really not happy about this turn of events.

      “Explain why you changed bodies with a demon, Sheldon?” she snapped, taking her pent-up stress and irritation out on the former wizard. Probably not her best moment. But she’d been so anxious, so on edge, she couldn’t help it. “That stunt nearly killed you. Why risk that? For his immortality? Like your master wanted?”

      “Not immortality,” Sheldon said, scowling at the blanket on his lap. “Who does this belong to?”

      “Me. Stop stalling.”

      “I’m not. You gave me a blanket?”

      “You didn’t leave any behind when you left for your lab, and destroyed your former master’s lab, and then switched bodies with a demon. Stop. Stalling.”

      “I need some magic back,” Sheldon ground out. “I need…something. I’m useless without it. I can’t…do anything.”

      “The last time you had magic, what you did was murder people,” she said.

      Sheldon’s hollowed cheeks splotched with red color, and Eriana stepped in. “Enough. He’ll end up right back in a coma this way.” To Sheldon, she said, “You wanted to tell Cary something. Tell her so she can leave and you can rest.”

      Sheldon pulled in a shaky breath, the gesture shivering across his shoulders visibly. He didn’t look at her directly when he spoke, just kept his gaze on the blanket, plucking at the edges of it.

      “While I was inside Holland’s body, I… I couldn’t understand most of his thoughts. They were…” He shuddered. “Too much. So much I didn’t even comprehend. Some of what I could understand was bad, though. Really bad. The stuff of nightmares. Worse than what Zorianthus showed me. Worse than I’ve done.” He shot Cary a defiant look.

      She raised her brows and tucked her chin. Did he really want to argue that point with her right now? She viewed it as a monumental show of restraint that she kept her mouth shut in that moment.

      “Mostly, I picked up images,” Sheldon continued, “because Holland’s thoughts are in a demon language that… I suspect if I’d been in my human body, it would have made my ears bleed to hear it.”

      Well that sounded horrific. She was absolutely certain she didn’t want to hear Holland’s native language in real life. His current voice already filled her nightmares.

      “There are images of you in his thoughts,” Sheldon said. “He’s obsessed with you.”

      “I imagine with all the ways he wants to torture and kill me,” Cary said. That wasn’t a big secret.

      “Stranger, though,” Sheldon said. “Not kill you outright. Torture, yeah, but… He wants to keep you.”

      “Keep me? Like a pet?”

      “Yes,” Sheldon said. “A pet. A slave. A toy. He’d torture you while he kept you. But…he wants to keep you.”

      “That’s super gross,” Cary said, her stomach turning at the thought. For the first time, probably ever, she was actually pretty glad she could die. Cause she’d done that already, and while it hadn’t been fun, doing it again sounded a whole lot more fun that being Holland’s torture pet.

      “And not happening,” Deacon said, the growl in his voice deep enough to make her shiver.

      She gave him a narrow-eyed glance. His eyes weren’t glowing. Yet. But she got a feeling it wouldn’t take much more for his leopard to rise to the surface.

      “He knows you absorb magic now,” Sheldon said. “He didn’t while I was in his body. But if I saw his thoughts, he saw mine. He knows now.”

      “Yeah, he was kind enough to point that out,” Cary said.

      “That will make things worse for you. He’ll want to use that ability, too.”

      “Still not happening.” Mostly because any magic strong enough for Holland to find useful, if she absorbed and didn’t release it, would kill her. Which was…weirdly good for her? That was going to fuck with her mind.

      “He’ll realize you might have absorbed some of his immortality,” Sheldon said. He coughed and Eriana handed him a bottle of water. When he was done drinking, he said, “You need to remember that. Holland is smart. He’ll think of that.”

      “I didn’t, though,” Cary said. Because she’d died. Eriana had to save her life. And even with Fae magic intervening, Cary had had to go into a healing sleep for ten days to recover from absorbing too much Faery magic. She not only could die she had died. “Trust me when I say I have not absorbed immortality.”

      Eriana gave Cary a look she couldn’t interpret, but Cary would worry about that later. She didn’t want Sheldon knowing any more about her than he already did. Including that she’d died in Faery not all that long ago.

      “Is this what you wanted to tell me?” she asked Sheldon.

      “Yes. You needed to know he’s obsessed with you. When you’re done protecting him from his father, he’ll turn on you.” Sheldon picked at the label on the bottle. “You knew that already.”

      “I suspected,” she said. “Confirmation is good, though, because Holland is unpredictable. I would have expected him to try killing me outright. Knowing he has something else in mind is helpful. Thank you for telling me.”

      “Will you still protect him?”

      “I have to. Can’t have his father—who also hates me and wants to destroy me in painful ways—becoming indestructible. He’d destroy the entire world. And I absolutely have to stop that.” She snorted. “Save the world. Seems to be part of my job description now.”

      And boy did she wish someone had warned her about that from the beginning.

      “I didn’t switch bodies with him for immortality,” Sheldon said again, his chin tucked but his mouth set in a hard line. “I wanted…two things.”

      “You said already. You wanted magic.”

      “But not for why you think. That wasn’t all, not the only reason.”

      She sighed. “Tell me or don’t. But do it now. My patience has evaporated over the last two weeks and it was never very good to begin with.”

      Jaxer snorted. Cary gave him the evil eye. Or she would have if she knew how to give someone the evil eye. She idly fingered the charm on her necklace, a Fatima Hand given to her by a friend. She mostly wore it with fingers pointed up for good luck, though according to Jasmine, it could be worn with fingers down to protect from the evil eye. The charm had just a touch of good luck magic in it, magic that Cary was pretty sure came from Jasmine’s aunt. She bet Jasmine’s aunt knew how to give the evil eye.

      “I wanted to be able to tell you what Holland was thinking,” Sheldon said. “You didn’t have any information. You needed it. And the Angel said I’d survive the body swap.”

      “The Angel could have lied. And there are better ways to get information than killing yourself.”

      “I didn’t die.”

      “Only because Eriana saved you.”

      Eriana gave Cary another look Cary couldn’t read so she ignored it.

      “After all the times I swapped bodies with Zorianthus, I knew I’d have access to Holland’s thoughts. At least some of them.” Sheldon glanced at the floor. “I wanted to help because you… You helped me even though you don’t like me.”

      She wasn’t going to argue that point. She didn’t like him. He’d tried to kill Deacon. He’d killed other shifters. And despite everything, he still hadn’t done the atonement work for that. No apologies. Just excuses. No effort to do better. He couldn’t fix what he’d done because the dead were still dead. But he could at least put in some sort of effort to make amends.

      Unless, he thought this was that work?

      “Is this your way of trying to…make up for what you did before?” she asked, her tone sharp even though she’d meant to keep it neutral.

      “No,” he said, still not meeting her gaze. “This was to help you.”

      “You said you did it to get some magic back, too. That isn’t ‘helping’ me.” She still didn’t know what to think. About any of this. But especially about Sheldon.

      “I didn’t want the magic for the reasons you think.”

      She closed her eyes and shook her head. “Sure.”

      “I swear.” His voice rose.

      She opened her eyes to see him glaring at her. “You’ll pardon me if I can’t find it in me to believe you.”

      “I wanted to help you. I can’t without magic of my own. I can’t do witchcraft. It won’t work. I need to be a wizard again. Otherwise, I’m just a useless lump who can’t do anything. I’ll be a brick, just standing there while you defend the whole goddamned realm. What good is that?”

      “There are ways to help the world without magic. There are ways to help the world without body swapping with a demon. There are always other choices. And this one was a piss poor choice because it nearly killed you.”

      Sheldon flicked out a hand. “I knew you wouldn’t understand.”

      “You’re right. I don’t. Being without magic isn’t the end of the fucking world. Demon gods and the Angel of Death might be. But you not having magic is most certainly not.”

      “Maybe it is for me,” he said quietly, sullenly.

      She sucked in a breath and glanced at Eriana before staring hard at Sheldon again. “Are you trying to get yourself killed? Is that it?”

      “No. I told you already, I’m not suicidal. I just want to be me again.”

      “You know my opinion of ‘you’ before. So I’m not going to encourage that.”

      “I don’t have to do what I did before,” he snapped. “I don’t want to. I don’t want to be the wizard Zorianthus tried to make me. But I do want to be a wizard again.”

      She pressed her lips together. There wasn’t anything she could say in that moment that wouldn’t just extend the argument. But she did have to know, “Did it work? Did you get any magic when you body swapped with a demon? Did you bring any of that back with you?”

      He glanced at Eriana this time, but his mouth had gone flat and all the angry emotions drained from his expression.

      Eriana answered for him. “No. The damage he sustained from having a demon in his body was too severe. His cells couldn’t take the parts of the demon he brought back with him. To heal, those things needed to be removed.”

      “Did he even bring magic back?” she asked quietly. Was it even possible?

      “No,” Eriana said again, her tone clinically neutral. “Just damage and pain.”

      “And information,” Sheldon said, though his expression was still flat. “I could at least get that done, at least that much.”

      Cary wasn’t sure how to respond to the fact that he’d done all this to regain some of the magic he’d lost, because she was happier with him not having magic. He’d been dangerous with it. Still, a traitorous part of her recognized how miserable he was and there was empathy there she didn’t particularly want to feel for him.

      She was even less sure how to respond to the fact that he’d also done this to get information for her. The information he’d brought back was good, though. A confirmation of the fact that Holland wouldn’t just be grateful for her help and go away. He’d turn on her. She could count on that now, not waffle about it. And that was worth at least another…

      “Thank you. For the information. I don’t want you ever doing anything like that again in the name of ‘helping,’ though. It could have cost you your life.”

      Sheldon shrugged. “No one would have cared.”

      “Sheldon…” She pressed her lips together and fought back the snap of anger. She shook her head. “Self pity is a bad look. You’re alive. And people here made an effort to ensure that happened. Stop insulting them by feeling sorry for yourself.” She cut her hand through the air. “This arguing isn’t good for your recovery either,” she said before Eriana could remind her. “I appreciate the information you brought back from Holland, and I appreciate you telling me. Now you can focus on getting well again.” She glanced at Eriana. “How long until he’s fully recovered?”

      “He’ll need another session, but he’s almost healed. I wouldn’t have brought him out of the coma otherwise.”

      Sheldon stared at Cary as Eriana spoke, but he didn’t comment.

      “Fine,” Cary said. “I’ll leave you to it, then.” She turned to leave, Deacon following silently.

      “Will I see you again?” Sheldon called. “Or are you done with me now?”

      She snarled. “I have no fucking idea,” she said.

      The most honest answer she had.
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      Cary stomped into her house, tossed her keys into the bowl by the front door, and chucked the bag with her gi in it down the short hallway between her garage and living room, in the general direction of the laundry room. She was sure she’d regret not taking the gi out now and washing it, but she was too irritated and edgy and confused and upset for reasons she couldn’t entirely explain. Laundry could wait.

      “You want to talk,” Deacon said, gently closing the door.

      “Probably,” she said. “I don’t know what I’m feeling, though, or what I want to say, so you may just get a string of incoherent rage-gibberish from me in place of actual words.”

      “Fair enough. I have thoughts that will probably only come out as rage-gibberish, too.”

      She snorted, amused despite herself.

      The dogs had jumped up from their beds under the big bay window in her living room, scrambling to greet her with enough enthusiasm to dim her bad mood.

      “Hey guys,” she said, dropping on her knees to hug her pack.

      Fred, her terrier-collie cross who was the only mundane dog, stood braced against her arm, his short legs trembling with his excitement while she gave him an ear scratch with her free hand. He hopped away long enough to bounce off Deacon’s thigh in greeting, then flopped onto the ground in front of her for a belly scratch. Pickles, her foo lion disguised as a basset hound, pressed her big head against Cary’s hand as she got her own behind-the-ear scratch. Buck, her golden Lab who was really a demon dog, wagged his thick tail, thumping it against the floor as he got a hug and head scratch.

      Coming home to her pack always helped release the frustrations of the day.

      Once the welcome greetings finished, everyone—dogs, Deacon, and Cary—all made their way to the kitchen. The movement was habit. She let the dogs out into the backyard for a run and pee break, Deacon put on a pot of coffee for her and got himself a drink, usually milk. The rhythm of “being home” at the end of a day.

      She smiled as they moved through the process, so familiar and settling, and more of her grumpiness faded.

      Not all of it. But enough she thought she might be able to talk coherently. Maybe. Once she’d taken a few sips of coffee.

      They settled in the living room, the dogs back in their beds under the big bay window that looked out onto the backyard, her and Deacon on the big overstuffed couch across from the fireplace, and Cary let that final step in the “coming home” process release the last of her jumping nerves. She settled against Deacon’s side and for a long moment they just sat there, drinking their respective drinks and letting the quiet snuffles of sleeping dogs fill the silence.

      “Better?” Deacon asked after a few minutes.

      “Better,” she said. “I don’t know what to do about Sheldon. What to make of him.”

      “I know.” He let out a long breath. “If it helps, I don’t feel the urge to rip his throat out every time I see him now.”

      “Actually, that does help. But also emphasizes the complication of the situation.” She sipped her coffee. He’d made her a pot of hazelnut, and the subtle, nutty aroma filled her senses as she took another deep breath. “I hate waiting too,” she said.

      “That I know.”

      She smiled and winced at the same time. “Holland is going to try and kill me at his earliest convenience. After torturing me and turning me into a pet.”

      “We suspected he would try.”

      “Having it confirmed is… I don’t know. Reassuring doesn’t seem like the right word.”

      “It’s easier to plan and anticipate when you have all the information.”

      “Except I don’t have it all. Because I still don’t know when all this is going to happen.” She waved a hand vaguely in the air. “Only that at some point in the near future, I have to protect someone who will then turn around and try to kill me. And we can’t kill him back. He can’t be killed. Except maybe by his father. But I can’t let his father get him because then even more people die.” She settled closer to Deacon’s side. “I don’t want to die,” she murmured.

      Despite having already done it once before, and in the end not remembering much of the experience—like childbirth, or so her sister told her, the memory of the pain had even faded so she didn’t remember any of it that distinctly now—she still didn’t want to go through it again with Holland. Knowing he didn’t just want to kill her somehow made it all worse.

      “I won’t let him get you,” Deacon said, pressing his lips against the top of her head. “I’ll keep going for his throat. You’ll have to protect me from his anger. He’ll never get to you.”

      She smiled. The weird, but good thing, about Protector powers. They were tricky. Holland knew how to get around them. When she wasn’t protecting someone, she could be killed as easily as anyone else. But when she was protecting someone, getting through her was pretty much impossible. To get around her powers, the person had to want to kill her and no one else. Their intensions mattered. Holland knew that. But he’d have to forgo his desire to kill anyone else within her realm of protection, and if Deacon kept trying to rip out his throat, Holland wouldn’t be able to avoid being a threat to Deacon. Short of allowing his throat to be ripped out repeatedly and ignoring the shifter tearing him to pieces. Which Cary couldn’t see Holland doing.

      It might work. Not indefinitely. But it might work.

      “Unfortunately, it doesn’t solve the long term problem. Holland is…forever. And I’m not. You’re not. He’s got time. And patience that I don’t have. And he’ll just keep coming.”

      “We’ll sick the demon hunters on him. Talk to Angie. There has to be something someone can do about him.”

      Angie was a witch, not a demon hunter, but she had ties to the demon hunting world that she never talked about. Just recently, Cary had learned—not from Angie but from Marianne who’d found out on accident—that Angie also had a secret boyfriend who was a demon hunter. A secret boyfriend she wasn’t supposed to be seeing, or wasn’t allowed to talk about. Or something like that. Cary wasn’t sure. They hadn’t talked about that little revelation yet. But only because Angie had been out of touch for the last two weeks.

      Cary had called her after Sheldon had channeled Holland, to warn Angie that Holland was coming back. She knew Angie avoided demon things as much as she possibly could, and even though there was a convenient demon hunter in town, Cary wanted Angie to know in advance what was coming so she could be safe and away from it all. Angie had taken the news in a way Cary hadn’t expected. She’d gotten very quiet, then said she had to go talk to some people and would be gone for a bit. She’d call when she got back.

      Two weeks and no call. Angie was a powerful witch who was perfectly capable of taking care of herself, and had done so for longer than Cary had known her. Still, Cary worried. With everything happening, she worried a lot.

      And of course, thanks to his super shifter sense of smell, Deacon zeroed in on the new direction of her worry without her having to say anything out loud.

      “She hasn’t texted?” he asked.

      “Just that once a week ago.” To let Cary know she was okay but still working on things. Whatever those things were. “I know she’s fine. But…there’s a lot going on. I warned her about Holland to keep her out of the demon stuff. I’m afraid she’s gone and put herself right back into…whatever it is in her past she won’t talk about. For me. And I really really hate that idea.”

      “She loves you. Just like you love her. You’d face your past for her?”

      “Of course. But I don’t have one to face.” Before the Protector gig—which Angie knew all about—Cary had been a vet tech rethinking her career choice. She didn’t have deeply buried secrets from a “time before.” But if she did, “Of course I’d face anything for her.”

      “Would you expect her to do any less?”

      “Stop making logical sense and good points,” she grumped. “It’s annoying.”

      He grinned and nuzzled her neck, which had the duel effect of relaxing her and distracting her from her grumpiness. Clever clever man.

      “I just want them all safe,” she murmured.

      “All who? The girls.”

      “All everyone. Marianne, Lucy, and Angie. The leopards. Jaxer and Eriana. Wisat and Liruk. The world. You. Just…everyone. I’m a little tired. And I’m tired of the world continually being on the brink of destruction. It’d be delightful if all the mayhem would just settle down for like, I don’t know, a month. Maybe two.” She considered that. “Actually, I’d prefer a few years. A few quiet years where the world isn’t trying to end. That’d be really nice.”

      He squeezed her shoulders. “Until then,” he said, as if that would actually come to pass one day and it wasn’t just a pipe dream, “we’ll manage this current crisis. And you’re better prepared to face Holland this time. We know what we’re getting into at least. You’ve been training more with Lucy. And Rory.”

      Rory was a golden dragon—not a shifter, an actual honest-to-god ancient dragon. A good one. Who fought alongside an actual sword-wielding hero named Joan. And when Rory wasn’t busy fighting legendary monsters with Joan, he showed up in Portland to help train Cary in the ways of dealing with the magic she absorbed.

      “I am finally making some progress with that at least,” she said. “That’s something.”

      Rory was pretty sure all the magic absorption while also channeling Protector magic, which kept her from getting killed by all the magic she absorbed, had changed Cary on a fundamental level. But they still weren’t sure how. Or what all this had done to her. She still felt perfectly normal. Like herself. But apparently, she wasn’t the same self she’d been when she got tricked into becoming a Protector.

      She had, however, managed to release magic on purpose three times in the last two weeks. Finally! This had been a big worry. That she absorbed magic, it built in her cells, and if she didn’t release it, all that magic would kill her. Up to now, she’d always released big surges of magic without any control over the process. She’d hit a breaking point and then just…release everything in a big wave of mostly destruction.

      Which wasn’t the best way to deal with the magic absorption problem.

      But! There was a light at the end of that tunnel. Rory had adjusted his teaching to take into account that her cells were changed. That she was changed. And even though they didn’t know what all this had done to her, the change in the way he taught her to release magic had worked.

      He’d had to let her absorb some dragon magic first, though, and that had been…weird. Dragon magic wasn’t like other magic. Not that she could usually tell the difference between magicks. But Rory’s kind wasn’t something she had absorbed before, and knowing that had been a little disconcerting.

      She’d managed though, taking in just a little bit—even a little bit of dragon magic was strong—and with Rory’s coaching, sent it back into him. Well, most of it. He said she “dropped” some, whatever that meant. He didn’t explain. But she wasn’t holding his magic in her cells anymore and that was a relief.

      After sort of mastering that—okay, she managed it once and he’d declared that good enough—he’d started teaching how to use the magic he gave her. And that was pretty cool.

      The process Angie, and then Rory, had been trying to teach her before was just to release and let the magic go back into the ground. But that never worked for her in any sort of planned way. What she could do, though, as it turned out, was use the magic. Throw it or cast it or whatever, the way an actual magic wielder might use their magic. Even do small spells. Almost like she was a magic wielder.

      The ability was temporary because once she released the magic, it didn’t rebuild in her the way it would in someone born with magic. She didn’t innately possess it, so she didn’t keep making it. But by using it in the same way someone with innate magic would use it, she could let it out of her body without mowing down everyone in the vicinity.

      Which was good.

      The tricky part was that she absorbed all kinds of magic. So she didn’t just have to learn, say, how to cast spells like a witch, or form an energy bolt like a wizard. She needed to learn a combination of techniques to handle the hodgepodge of magic that all swirled together in her cells. How she had to use the magic was as unique as her ability to absorb it.

      But she’d been practicing. And it was working. At least with dragon magic. Which was a huge relief.

      “When does Rory come back?” Deacon asked.

      “He didn’t say. Depends on his and Joan’s work. There’s apparently still a goblin issue, and they need to be on hand for that.”

      “Fair enough. Not calling you in to help again, are they?”

      “I will if they ask, but I think that last incident was special circumstances.” She’d needed to protect some kids while Joan and Rory did their thing with the most recent goblin king’s chaos. That was how she and Rory had met.

      “You okay with that? Not knowing when he’ll be back?”

      She chuckled. Deacon knew her so well. “Of course not, but not knowing what might happen next in my life has become pretty standard practice. I’m used to it even if I don’t like it. What I really really hate is knowing I have this big epic confrontation just…out there. And it’s not happening.”

      “My mother wants to send some more leopards to Portland.”

      The seeming non sequitur had her turning to look at him. “Why?”

      “So they’ll be on hand. If you need backup.”

      “I do not want the leopards in danger because of me. Thank your mother for me, very politely, and then say no thanks.”

      “We’ve discussed this before. She’s going to do what she thinks is right, no matter what. And right now, what she thinks is right is making sure there’s backup for her son’s mate.” He set a finger very gently against her mouth when she opened it.

      She scowled because the gesture was a distraction on more than just the keeping-her-quiet front. His touch always distracted her in sexy ways, and she lost too many arguments because of that.

      “Before you argue,” he said, his voice deep, “you should know, I agree with my mother on this. You will have backup. From us. We, all of the leopards who will move closer to Portland, all of them want to have your back. So stop arguing with us.”

      She let her shoulders relax but not her pout. “I don’t want them hurt.”

      “And they don’t want you hurt. So see, it’s all fair and balanced.”

      “What did I say about making logical points?”

      His serious expression softened into a grin that made her stomach do a funny dance.

      “That grin isn’t even a little bit fair, you know,” she said. “What do you have to say about that?”

      “I’m glad you think so?”

      She snorted. Then leaned into him for a kiss. A kiss she definitely needed tonight.

      If only it hadn’t been interrupted by the tingling down her spine.

      And the unexpected, but long overdue, appearance of her bosses.
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      “Where the hell have you two been?” Cary demanded, standing from the couch and setting her mug on the coffee table. “What the hell is going on?”

      She hadn’t seen her bosses since the whole Sheldon-Holland incident. They hadn’t even dropped in randomly to give her another job while everyone waited on Holland to arrive. They hadn’t brought her news from the Nagas. They had just vanished, suddenly, practically in the middle of a conversation. And not returned.

      Which was really weird and extremely suspicious.

      “Protector,” Liruk greeted with a formal nod, her shoulders stiff and straight.

      She looked more… Cary couldn’t put her finger on it. Tense? Liruk was always the more demanding of her two bosses. She’d softened somewhat over the course of this year—which actually freaked Cary out a little—but for the most part, Liruk was the boss that made Cary feel like she wasn’t working hard enough at her job and should really be doing better.

      Wisat was always the more diplomatic boss, who took the softer route in his dealings with Cary. She’d finally gotten to see their good cop-bad cop routine from the outside not too long ago, and she’d been very impressed with it. When it wasn’t directed at her.

      At the moment, however, Wisat looked as stiff and closed off as Liruk, his usual gentle smile absent.

      Even more suspicious.

      She could never fully read either of her bosses, though, not unless they wanted her to. They were North American Fae, and spectacularly Fae looking. Liruk, with her long pearl white hair, golden brown skin, and golden horns poking out of her hair was everything white and gold. Only her eyes—a luminous shade of green—broke the color coordination. Wisat was almost her photonegative opposite. Where Liruk was white, Wisat was black—black hair, black robe—and where Liruk was gold, Wisat was red—red skin, red velvet-covered antlers formed into a halo over his head. The one thing they shared was the unreally green eyes. She still to this day had no idea if that was a trait common to their species of Fae, or if they were related and it was a familial trait.

      Outside of them being Fae, and the fact that they’d created Protectors, she really didn’t know that much about her bosses. Certainly not on a personal level. She’d worked with them for nearly seven years now. She had two more months of her seventh year test and then she’d have chalked up exactly seven years of working for them. And she didn’t even know if they were related or just two individuals who worked together.

      That was kind of sad, now that she thought about it.

      “What’s going on?” she asked again, her voice quieter to match their suspiciously reticent mood. “You both look… I don’t know. Upset. Nervous. What’s going on? Is it Holland?”

      “This is… Not Holland,” Wisat said. “And it is not what we would have…”

      “The timing is poor,” Liruk put in. She hissed something under her breath that sounded like, “Impossible.” But Cary couldn’t be sure.

      “I’m really going to need a full explanation soon.” She tried to rein in her impatience. She really did. But she had so very little patience left after the last two weeks, it was hard not to snap at them. “The hemming and hawing is going to make me snarl.”

      Wisat’s mouth ticked up briefly at one side, a very faint show of amusement. But then his expression turned serious again.

      Deacon had remained seated right after her bosses showed up, his way of trying not to be too threatening. He didn’t always manage it. Sometimes he stood at her back like an angry predator ready to pounce. But her bosses and Deacon had a kind of…understanding between them. Deacon was on her side, no matter what, and they didn’t even attempt to keep him from helping her. Technically, in her seventh year, she wasn’t supposed to get help. But that rule applied to her mentor. To her bosses. Not to her boyfriend.

      In all honesty, she’d had a lot more help this year than she’d been expecting, all from friends who weren’t technically forbidden to help her. She wasn’t sure she’d have made it this far without that help. And she wasn’t sure what that said about her as a Protector—she always felt a little unable for her job—but she was still here. So far anyway.

      That felt like a win.

      “It is necessary for you to come with us,” Liruk said, her chin lifting. “For a meeting.”

      “A meeting? With who? The Nagas or something like that?”

      “No,” Wisat said, his tone gentle but stiff. “With the… With the Elder.”

      “The elder? Which one?” There were a lot of elders in different communities. The tiger shifters had a whole council of them. There were elder gods—which she hoped never to meet—and elder human leaders, and elder leaders of smaller Fae communities, though that tended to be rarer. The “elder” could literally be anyone. And their vagueness brought Cary’s snarl to the surface. She wasn’t patient enough for this.

      “The Elder of our people,” Liruk said. “The Elder who oversees all Protectors.”

      Cary’s eyes widened. Whoa. “Is this a good meeting or a bad meeting?”

      Her stomach tightened and did a little flip that felt too much like nausea. Her shoulders tightened. This didn’t feel like a good turn of events. She was still a few months away from finishing her seventh year. She doubted she was supposed to even know about this Elder person until then. Her bosses had made it clear there was a lot she didn’t know and wasn’t supposed to learn until the end of her seventh year trial—if she passed.

      “You must come alone,” Wisat said. “I’m sorry, Deacon. You cannot come with her for this.”

      Deacon growled, a quiet noise that nonetheless conveyed a lot of angry threat. “Is she in trouble?”

      “It’s necessary that she do this alone,” Liruk said, avoiding answering Deacon’s question.

      “She’ll be safe,” Wisat said. “She won’t come to…” He frowned a little and said, “She will be safe.”

      “Wait.” Cary held up a hand. “You nearly said I won’t come to harm. But then changed phrasing. Why? What harm could come to me, if I’ll also simultaneously be safe? That doesn’t make sense.”

      Deacon rose behind her, standing at her back now. “And I’m not leaving her to face the uncertainty alone.”

      Liruk let out a harsh breath, almost a show of exasperation, which was so unusual, Cary drew back. Liruk was frequently exasperated with Cary and made no bones about it, but the sound she’d just made was new. Like she wanted to cuss and wouldn’t allow herself to.

      That was interesting. But not in a good way.

      “She must do this alone,” Liruk said. “We will be there. She will be safe. But it’s necessary. Part of the trial year. It cannot be avoided. Believe me, we’ve tried. There can be no delay. The Elder demands her presence and there’s no avoiding it.”

      Cary could feel Deacon tensing behind her, and while she wasn’t sure what he intended to do with all that coiled intensity, she knew none of it would help. She leaned into him, her back to his chest, because physical contact always calmed his leopard half and let the human half think more logically.

      “It’s not great timing,” she said to Deacon, “but they say it’s necessary, and they are my bosses. I’ll go. Alone.” She turned to face him. “And yes, I know that’ll be hard for you. I get it. I understand. I wouldn’t like this either if I were in your shoes. But it’s my job.”

      He held her gaze, the faint glow of yellow in the depths showing his leopard, but not too near the surface. He wasn’t going to lose control. He was unhappy, but she could practically feel the resignation in his sigh.

      “I hate your job,” he said, his voice gruff.

      She smiled. “I know.”

      He’d told her that a lot since they met. Except her job was the reason she’d been able to rescue him from Sheldon. The reason they’d met. Because she did this job, she’d been able to save the world a few times. And while she got hurt occasionally, she’d managed to only die the once. And that was only because she’d purposefully stopped doing her job.

      She might not always feel like she was a good Protector, and she worried constantly that she’d fail and people would die, but she’d managed to do a lot of good in the last seven years.

      Deacon brushed hair that had escaped her ponytail back behind her ears, then let his palms frame her face. “I’d rather go with you. But I’ll wait here until you get back.”

      “Thank you,” she murmured, leaning in to his soft kiss. “Hopefully, I’ll be back soon.” She glanced over her shoulder at her bosses. “Right?”

      “This will not take a very long time,” Wisat assured.

      Which wasn’t exactly reassuring.

      She let out a long breath and reluctantly pulled away from Deacon. “Okay, let’s do this before I lose my nerve.”

      A tremble of adrenaline-fueled unease moved through her limbs as she stood between Liruk and Wisat, her gaze on Deacon. The dogs had moved to stand next to him, all of them staring at her in silence. Even Fred sat perfectly still.

      She kept her gaze on her little family as Wisat held her elbow in a gentle touch.

      And the room around her vanished.
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      The clearing they reappeared in was deep inside a forest Cary had never seen before. Trees as thick as buildings sored into the sky. Redwoods maybe? She wasn’t sure. But they were still full with leaves and there was a faint scent of juniper or pine in the air. The ground under the trees was dark rich soil covered in thick leafy ferns. And here and there, Cary thought she saw fireflies dancing between the trunks.

      The lighting was dim, but not dark. Late afternoon sunshine filtered through the trees and lit the ferns so they fairly glowed. The clearing was quiet, only a soft swishing of a breeze through the trees. No animal noises. For some reason, that didn’t feel oppressive or odd. Just… She wasn’t sure. The word sacred came to mind.

      Damp, cool air made her shiver a little and she wrapped her arms around herself, wishing for her leather jacket—which she’d managed to forget since she hadn’t known they’d be coming to a forest.

      She wasn’t sure what she’d been expecting. Nothing specific if she were honest. And for some reason, the forest seemed as good a place as any for her bosses to take her for this big meeting.

      “Are we inside Faery?” she asked. Faery would be dangerous for her, with the whole absorbing magic thing and Faery being made out of magic. She’d died in Faery, even if only temporarily, and she wasn’t particularly keen on being back inside the Fae realm, even if it was the North American region and not the English or Irish courts.

      “Not directly,” Wisat said, his voice quiet. The clearing seemed to call for quiet. “At a…crossing point. It’s better that you’re not inside Faery.”

      “I couldn’t agree with that more,” she said.

      They stood in silence for several moments, Cary restless and worried. Then a soft sound, like the beat of a drum in the distance, a sound that rose to a level she could just hear, before fading away.

      As the drum beat vanished, a new being appeared in front of her, materializing out of thin air the way Wisat and Liruk did in her home. Cary took several moments to study the newcomer because this was the first time she’d met any of Wisat and Liruk’s people.

      This Fae was a solid brown, from his brown hair which hung down to his knees, his brown skin, his brown robes. Not like a Brownie, though. He was too large for that. Human-sized. And his facial features more closely resembled Wisat’s than any Brownie Cary had met. He had a loose rope belt hanging around his robes which was also a nearly black brown, but when she looked closely, there were hints of green running through the belt. Where Liruk had little goat horns, and Wisat had a halo of velvet-covered antler, the newcomer had the thick, curving horns of a bighorn sheep rising from the sides of his head and curling around so the points faced forward. Unlike the rest of him, the horns were a bright, vivid green. Brighter than the surrounding leaves. A color that matched his eyes.

      Cary considered those green green eyes, so luminous they glowed like a green flame. Similar to Wisat and Liruk’s. Almost the same. But there seemed to be more…age in the newcomer’s eyes. She wasn’t sure how. They were all of them immortal Fae. And they only showed “age” if they wanted to. There was nothing else about this particular Fae that said age. Nothing in his face, his posture. He held a long, wooden walking stick, but he didn’t lean on it for support.

      Yet she still got the distinct impression of age.

      A trick? Or a real impression?

      “Cary Redmond,” Wisat said, his tone still quiet but very formal. “Kupal Umsta. Elder of the People. Creator of the Protectors.”

      Cary’s eyes widened at this last. Did that mean he was Wisat and Liruk’s boss? They’d never said they had one, but she’d gotten the impression there might be a boss or bosses out there somewhere because they occasionally slipped and said they didn’t have a choice in something. Not often. But enough to have made her suspicious over the years.

      And now, here he was. Wisat and Liruk’s boss. Wow.

      She waited for him to do something. Nod in greeting. Move. Give her a once-over glance. He remained perfectly still, staring at her without blinking.

      Okay. Well, since this was her bosses’ boss, she’d better at least make an attempt at being polite. She gave a little—awkward—head nod of greeting and forced herself not to bounce on her toes.

      “Cary Redmond,” Kupal Umsta intoned. “Protector of Portland.”

      His voice was powerful but not as deep as Cary had been expecting. A tenor not a base. But the sound had the kind of resonance that made her knees tremble.

      Two others moved forward from the trees to flank Kupal Umsta then, not materializing next to him, but moving forward from the trees in a very obvious way. They didn’t come fully into the clearing, though, staying back just enough to remain shadowy figures rather than solid beings she could study. One, though, seemed to have the vague form of a human with black wings. The other, a vaguely human body with a head like a dog.

      Neither of the new entities spoke.

      “Cary Redmond,” Kupal Umsta said again, his tone not quite so echoey and formal now. But still filled with power. “You have been tested for the last ten months. You have been found wanting.”

      She winced at that. This wasn’t starting good. She wanted to open her mouth to defend herself, but she wasn’t sure how because she wasn’t entirely sure yet what Kupal Umsta considered her
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