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        Trouble Throws a Curve…

      

      

      

      And not one Cary Redmond sees coming. In the early months of her seventh year as a magical Protector, discovering the Portland vampires behaving badly complicates Cary’s already complicated life. Learning the Master of Portland not only knows who she is but wants to meet her doesn’t help even a little bit.

      With a wizard still skulking in the wings waiting to kill her and her latest Protector job tossing her into the middle of yet another crisis, the last thing Cary needs is vampire trouble. Even her developing relationship with her leopard shifter mate isn’t enough to distract from the shocks that just keep coming. And surviving her test year starts to look more and more impossible.

      But she’s managed so far, she can get through this latest disaster. No problem for an ordinary woman with an extraordinary job…

      If only life were that simple.
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        To my family, for getting through this year together.
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      Cary grinned at the vampire, frankly relieved. This was what she knew how to do. And after the last week with her boyfriend’s family—they’d used the spring equinox as an excuse for a full family visit—this was a lovely break.

      Although, she had been dealing with a lot of vampires in the last month. Since early February actually, nearly two months. She should probably be a bit more worried about that. All these vampires defying the Master’s laws was…odd.

      “I’m sure you know the rules,” she said to the one she faced now. He was tall and thin and preternaturally beautiful with pale skin, silver white hair cut in a short, spiky style, and a face so chiseled and perfectly symmetrical he could have graced magazine covers and underwear ads. “In this town, no feeding on the unwilling,” she said. “That’s the deal.”

      “Gabriel is changing the ‘deal’,” the vampire snarled.

      “Not that I’ve heard,” she said reasonably. “And, you know, I would have heard. People talk about these things.”

      He lifted his lip in a look that was super condescending.

      Cary just smiled. “You’re looking at me and thinking I’m gullible and naive and don’t know anything at all. But you’ll notice how I’m looking at you, right? In the eyes? Like, maybe there’s more to me than a little human blood?”

      The vampire wasn’t a spring chicken. He was past the century mark at least. And his initial attempts to toss her aside had required her to stand firm because she actually felt the tug of it. That meant he was a really powerful vampire, whatever his age. That was the only time she felt a vampire’s attempts to move her. The only times she had really bad reactions to those attempts were when she met a Master vampire—which was blessedly rare. The last time she’d met one, she’d nearly thrown up on his shiny shoes.

      Gabriel was the current Master of Portland, and when he’d overthrown the previous Master, he’d declared he’d uphold all the laws Ariel had put into place to keep the hive safe. One of those rules—one that Cary had negotiated with Ariel personally because they’d both agreed, although likely for different reasons, that vampires shouldn’t drink innocent kitten blood—was that the vampires in Portland only drank from willing people. People. Not kittens. Only those who could consent to the bloodletting.

      Vampires didn’t need to kill to live. Some liked to. All of them could. And the young ones sometimes had a hard time controlling that urge. But for the most part, they could carry on quite easily without killing anyone.

      And in Portland, for the safety of everyone involved—not to mention the kittens!—vampires lived off the willing. In this town, there were more than enough willing to feed the hive.

      Unless Gabriel had been allowing an increase in new vampires.

      Which might explain why she’d been having to get between these guys and unwilling victims so much over the last two months.

      She narrowed her eyes. “You’re not making more vampires than you can support are you? Because that’s not okay.”

      “What is it to you, human?”

      “Hey, I live here too. We all need to utilize our resources, and overburdening any of them is irresponsible.”

      The vampire blinked at her, his jaundiced-yellow eyes iridescent. Eyes that would have been mesmerizing if not for the trembling human man Cary was protecting from being eaten.

      The poor guy was not the kind that usual came into contact with vampires, that was obvious at a glance. And he wasn’t even the kind of man she usually ended up protecting. To be honest, she mostly figured grown ass men should be able to take care of themselves. She had her prejudices. But in this case, the guy had just been minding his own business, locking up his fishing supply shop, and ready to head home.

      “Do you think Jim here wants the waterways in the area overfished?” she asked the vampire. “No. You know why?”

      “Cause I’d go out of business,” Jim muttered.

      “Right,” Cary said. “He’d go out of business. Overextending our resources is bad for everyone.” She glanced back at Jim and nodded.

      He returned the gesture, a little frantically, his eyes wide. Jim was a lanky, tall, bearded older man who looked like he was a lot more comfortable by a lake than walking around a city. He wore a flannel shirt under his heavy army surplus coat, his boots and jeans neat and clean but well worn. He had a nice, comfortable face with character wrinkles around his eyes and across his brow. She had a hard time guessing his age—because she was really bad at that—but she’d figure around his late fifties, maybe early sixty.

      A far cry from the Goth kids and clueless tourists that usually fed the vampires. And the tourists were only allowed because the ones that agreed thought it was some sort of performance art specific to Portland, thanks to a little vampire mesmerism.

      “So as Jim has clearly stated,” she said to the vampire, who was trying to reach through her Protector shields to strangle her, “it’s a really bad idea to make too many vampires. Has Gabriel been falling down on his job?”

      Master vampires were supposed to keep hives under control, to sustainable numbers, and generally in line so no wars broke out. Falling down on those responsibilities usually led to another Master overthrowing the weaker one and taking over.

      Cary wouldn’t have thought the previous Master, Ariel, had been weaker. After their meeting, Cary had been terrified of her. Which meant Gabriel was even scarier. She really really didn’t want to have to meet Gabriel if she could at all avoid it.

      But if something was amiss in the hive and it was driving vampires to feed on the unwilling ordinary Jims of the city, it might fall to her to intervene. And wow did she not want to do that.

      “You’re meddling in business that doesn’t concern you, woman,” the vampire said, his voice very deep now.

      “Yeah, you keep saying things like that, but really, if I have to keep getting between you guys and unwilling people, this is going to cut into my time. A lot. And that very much does concern me.” She glanced back at Jim. His skin was very pale beneath his dark beard. “Bad guys always say stuff like that, though. I’m not sure why they can’t think of more original lines. But it’s always ‘you’re meddling in things you shouldn’t’ and ‘this doesn’t concern you’ and ‘you’re a dead woman’ and ‘this isn’t over, bitch’.” She made a face. “I get those last two a lot. It’s sometimes hard not to take personally.”

      She faced the vampire again. He was shaking his hands as if they’d gotten hurt. She frowned. “What did you just try to do? You really should stop before you catch on fire. That happens you know. Vampires try too hard to get at me and they catch on fire.” To Jim, “The smell is really gross. It’d be better if he didn’t do that.”

      “Wouldn’t…” Jim swallowed audibly and lowered his voice. “Wouldn’t it be bet-better if he was… You know?”

      “Dead?” Cary frowned a little at the vampire. “Depends really. I don’t know him.” To the vampire, “Do you feed from unwilling a lot? Or is this just some new, desperate thing you’ve engaged in for some reason that I might have sympathy for and could therefore forgive you and send you on your way without you being dead? Again.” To Jim, “Technically, he did die already. That’s kind of how the vampire thing works.”

      “Didn’t know they were real,” Jim muttered.

      “Yeah, that’s generally better for all concerned,” she said. To the vampire, “Are you going to answer my question or just keep trying to break through my shields to strangle me? I mean, I’d rather you didn’t just randomly burn to death, but if you’re determined, I guess I can’t stop you.”

      “Gabriel will want to see you,” the vampire growled, taking a few steps away from her. “After I tell him of your insolence.”

      She laughed. Really hard. “Me? I doubt he gives two flying fucks about me.” Over her shoulder, “Sorry about the language.”

      “Understandable,” Jim said.

      “I’m an insignificant bug as far as the Master of the city is concerned,” Cary said. “If you go to him complaining about a human woman preventing you from breaking his laws, I think it’ll go worse for you than for me.”

      The vampire’s eyes narrowed. She couldn’t begin to read his expression. He was way too old for that. Outside of the anger he’d been purposefully showing her earlier—probably to try and scare her—he kept the rest of his thoughts to himself.

      On the whole, she figured that was a good thing. She really didn’t want to know for sure what he was thinking since it likely involved bloodletting, and specifically, her blood.

      “I won’t indulge you with the usual ‘bad guy’ parting line,” the vampire said.

      “You want to, though, don’t you?” she said with a grin. “You are just itching to tell me ‘this isn’t over,’ aren’t you?”

      He frowned, ever so slightly, and her grin widened.

      “When—” he emphasized the word, “—Gabriel commands you appear before him, don’t make him wait. That will go even worse for you.”

      “Yeah, good luck with getting him to have any interest in me at all.”

      “Oh, he’s interested in you,” the vampire assured. “Cary Redmond.”

      She blinked and he was gone. So fast, a breeze ruffled her hair. In the wake of his departure, her heartbeat hammered hard.

      He’d known her name. He knew who she was even though she’d only said her first name aloud to Jim when trying to calm him down.

      A strange vampire knew who she was, and said the Master of Portland was interested in her.

      Oh boy.
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      “So they’re all back home safe and sound,” Cary said, trying not to reveal her relief to Deacon even though he could obviously smell it.

      Deacon Jones was her mate, in his leopard shifter terminology, and her boyfriend in her human terminology. And not all that long ago, he’d told her he loved her. Mostly because she’d almost died and he was worried she would die before he said it. But still. It was nice to know. She’d yet to say it back, though. Not because the feelings weren’t there. But because there were complications in their relationship that she was still dealing with.

      Not least of which was his family and the fact that one day he’d be the leader of his people. Also, unlike most leopard shifters, he had magic, and if he lost control, he could rip apart another leopard shifter without having to use his hands.

      Finding his mate—finding her—had upended his lifetime of control and turned him into a very dangerous man. The full depth of that danger had only become clear to her when they’d gone to stay at his family’s home in January. Since that visit, she and Deacon had stuck to Portland, for everyone’s sake.

      And in the two months since then, with continued distance from most of his people, his control had slowly come back without him having to be a complete iceman—which he had to be if surrounded by other leopards. He’d been able to return to work. Which was great because his job was rescuing animals and Cary was all for that particular career choice.

      Things had been good. Even the wizard who’d been trying to kill her had vanished. Or at least he hadn’t made an attempt to kill her recently. And since he knew how to kill her, knew she was a Protector and what her vulnerabilities were, the fact that he wasn’t still gunning for her was nice. Maybe? She still felt like she was waiting for the other shoe to drop. A threat she kept on constant alert for, except when she was in her own home which had a protective glamour on it so no one could find it unless she wanted them to find it.

      Outside of the unresolved wizard issue, though, life had been relatively normal. For her.

      The visit from Deacon’s family had upended that normalcy for a full week.

      “Everyone has scattered again,” he assured. “Except Caitlin, obviously.”

      Caitlin was the sister who lived in Portland and worked with Deacon here. Cary officially adored her because she didn’t take any shit from her big brother and was a fabulous person to gossip with. She’d been giving Cary a lot of good tips when it came to this shifter mate business too. Since Cary was not a shifter in any way shape or form, she really didn’t know how to deal with being and having a “mate.” There were a lot more hormonal and instinctive side effects to it all than just having an ordinary boyfriend.

      Actually, she really liked all his siblings—and there were a lot of them. She particularly loved the way they gave Deacon grief but were also fiercely loyal to each other. The ones who had mates, or relationships with people not their mates but still serious enough to bring to family events, spent a lot of time coaching her on Deacon’s loveable foibles and how much work relationships could take but they were worth it.

      She suspected Deacon had put them up to that last bit.

      Either that or his mother had.

      His mother was, surprisingly, on the side of their relationship working. His father… Well, Cary and Evan had made up since their little fight a few months back, when Cary had accused Deacon’s mother of maybe overusing her skills with her people. It was a sore spot for Evan that Cary had accidentally hit. And he’d accidentally, or maybe not so accidentally, hit her right in her overactive sense of guilt at not being good enough to do her job.

      They’d made an effort to get back on friendly footing with each other since then, and spent a lot of time discussing pizza. Evan had learned how to make pizza in recent months and pizza was Cary’s favorite food. But she was still working at being comfortable with him. She kept worrying she’d say the wrong thing, which she did a lot anyway. Usually, though, that was with bad guys and she didn’t care if they liked her or not.

      “Did everyone have a good visit?” she asked as she poured out a cup of coffee.

      They were standing in her small kitchen, her three dogs arrayed on the floor around them waiting patiently for attention. Deacon stood at the counter, arms crossed over his thick chest, looking all sexy and big and delicious. His dark hair loose and in need of a trim. His golden eyes intent on her. She used to duck from that look in his eyes. She really loved it now.

      “They did,” he said, his voice deep. “But I’m glad they’re gone.”

      She grinned. “Too much family at once?”

      “Too little time alone with you.”

      “I’m okay with those feelings.” She set her coffee aside—a sure sign of how she felt about him—and went into his arms for a kiss. Not an intense one, because the dogs were watching and one of them was a demon dog and one a foo lion and one just an ordinary mundane mutt, but she still got weirded out having them all watch her and Deacon kiss.

      She did stay in his arms, however, to ask, “How was work today?”

      “We found a good sanctuary for the monkeys, so they’ll be good now.”

      “Oh, that’s a relief.” Some woman just outside Vancouver, Washington, who had no sense whatsoever, had spent an inordinate amount of money buying three wild Capuchin monkeys for pets, and they’d torn her home apart. Even with all that chaos, she’d tried to keep them, convinced they were her soul mates or something. Until one attacked her and she’d ended up in the hospital. Animal control was called in, and Jones family’s animal rescue group took the monkeys in for safekeeping and rehousing.

      “I’m glad you’ve been able to go back to work,” she said. “Caitlin is keeping you in line?”

      He chuckled. “I’m not sure it was a good thing introducing you two.”

      “She does keep me updated on everything you’re doing, you know? She’s a very sweet woman.”

      “Yes, she is. Which is why she’s better at the fundraising part of our jobs than I am.”

      Cary smiled but every time he mentioned fundraising in passing, it reminded her of a subject she kind of wanted to forget and yet couldn’t. “How’s Sasha? I was afraid to ask your mother.”

      “Same,” Deacon said, shortly.

      Sasha was an ex of Deacon’s and had been his mother’s assistant. It also turned out she had the wrong idea that Deacon was her mate and that taking over the leopards—by having his mother killed—was the only way to have him. Also, she kidnapped and tried to kill Cary, but Cary got death threats more often than was really a good thing so she was kind of used to them.

      Deacon still wasn’t.

      Sasha had ended up cursed and Deacon’s mother was still working on breaking the curse. Removing the tainted blood that had gotten into Sasha was proving a lot more difficult than they’d hoped.

      But even without the curse, Sasha had tried to kill people and endangered all the leopards and so wouldn’t see freedom for years. If ever.

      The whole thing left Cary feeling a little sick to her stomach, for a lot of reasons.

      Since Deacon obviously didn’t want to talk about it, though, and she didn’t really want to either, she moved on to other topics—including getting back to her coffee.

      “So another vampire, huh?” Deacon said as they settled on her couch. “That’s how many in the last few weeks?”

      “I don’t know. About six or seven. A lot more than the one every six months since Ariel set down the no-drinking-from-the-unwilling law.” She leaned into him, cradling her coffee mug, her back to his solid chest, resting her head against his shoulder.

      She loved Friday nights. Deacon took the weekend off, if he could, and unless her bosses needed her, she and Deacon got the night and morning to themselves. She pretended she loved the sleeping in part, but they didn’t do an awful lot of sleeping.

      “And,” she said, “the ones that usual break that rule are young and impulsive. The ones that may or may not even survive to the century mark. This one tonight, he was old. Not a Master, not that strong, but strong enough. Poor Jim.”

      “Jim?”

      “The man I saved from the vampire. He owns a fishing supply store. Nice guy. Did not know what to make of there being real vampires in the world.”

      Deacon kissed her on the head.

      She looked up at him. “What was that for?”

      “Your compassion,” he said. Then shrugged. “And for the fact that you only feel sympathy for this Jim guy so my leopard isn’t acting up.”

      She snorted and settled back against him again. His jealousy—instinctive and not really in his control—had been a thing since they met. She’d gotten a taste of that instinctive chemical reaction herself a few months back and she had a lot more sympathy for him now. There was still an issue between Deacon and her former mentor Jaxer, but that was because her former mentor had gotten it into his damned fool head he was in love with her. And until he could stop feeling that way about her, there would continue to be a thing between the two men.

      Cary had given up trying to talk them both out of their feelings. Eventually it would work itself out.

      “Have you heard anything from the vampire world?” she asked Deacon. While he did real work in the real world with mundane humans, he was a shapeshifter, a pretty powerful one at that. He did have an ear to the ground when it came to the preternatural world because it could affect his people.

      “Nothing that would explain this sudden defiance of Gabriel’s laws.” He paused. “Unless he’s changed the law.”

      She groaned. “I really hope he hasn’t. I don’t want to have to go see him and sort this all out in person.” She ducked her head toward her mug, hesitating to tell Deacon this part. He was going to freak out. “Apparently, the Master knows who I am now.”

      “Does he know what you are?” Deacon asked in a quiet, frighteningly controlled tone.

      “I’m not sure,” she said, just as quietly.

      As a magical Protector, Cary was impervious to the powers of others—when she was protecting someone. When she wasn’t, she was vulnerable. And if someone knew the truth, that all it took to kill her was to go after her and her alone with no intended threat to anyone around her, she could be killed. The trick was that the person trying to kill her couldn’t just be attempting to get her out of the way so they could kill someone else. Her powers kicked in in that circumstance.

      But if she were the sole target…

      That was the problem with the wizard who kept coming after her. He knew what she was, he knew how to kill her, and he’d come close to doing just that. Twice now.

      If a Master vampire knew what she was and how to get around her Protector magic, she wasn’t sure how she’d survive that.

      “The bad guy tonight, he said Gabriel would want to see me,” she said. “I wrote that off to talk at first. They all say that. But since Gabriel knows my full name, knows exactly who I am, I’m not so sure he won’t try to demand a meeting now.”

      “Obviously, you won’t go,” Deacon said.

      “That’s easier said than done,” she countered.

      “Not that complicated. Just don’t go into the hive.”

      She rolled her eyes. “And have every vampire in Portland pestering me for days and weeks and months until I do. Plus, you know, they might catch me alone and not with someone around to protect.”

      Deacon’s arm tightened around her. “I’ll stay with you. Vampires love shifter blood if they can get it. You’ll have me to protect.”

      On the one hand, Cary loved that he so easily allowed her to protect him given he was the big strong shifter—even if he only did it as a way to protect her. Somehow it worked out in her head as being a sweet and supportive gesture.

      On the other hand, “You’ve only just gone back to work. You can’t just drop everything again for my sake.”

      “That’s what mates do,” he said. “Caitlin will understand. She’d encourage it. She adores you.”

      “Ah, that’s sweet. I adore her, too. But still, I can’t keep dragging you into my stuff and away from yours.”

      “I dragged you into my stuff a few months ago.”

      “And look what that got us?”

      “The loyalty of most of the leopards?”

      “Oh, well that’s just because I saved the kids. But I’d do that anyway. Not like that required any arm twisting.” She always chose protecting kids and animals over just about anyone else, without any hesitance.

      “My point,” he said. “You didn’t hesitate to help when I needed it. Why do you think I’d hesitate to help you?”

      “It’s not that. It’s the upending of your life. Again. Eventually, you need to get back to normal.”

      He laughed. A deep chuckle that vibrated along her back. “Cary, love, nothing is ever going to be normal in my life again after meeting you.” He kissed the top of her head. “And I’m very pleased with that.”

      She made a face. That might have been insulting except she understood. Nothing would be the same for her now either. Still, his life hadn’t exactly been normal before her. You couldn’t be a shapeshifting, magic-wielding, leader of your people and have a normal life. She winced. Her life hadn’t exactly been what people might call normal either before Deacon. Not for the last six and a half years anyway. Really, she didn’t have a lot of ground to stand on here.

      “Fine. But you taking time off work again is only an emergency backup contingency. We might be worrying about nothing. Not like Gabriel has tried to summon me yet.”

      Deacon made a noncommittal noise in the back of his throat.

      She wanted to argue more but knew it was pointless. He was a grown man who would do whatever he wanted to do and there was only so much trying to change his stubborn mind she could deal with in one night. “I’ve been free of wizard threats for a while now,” she said to bring up a positive subject. “That’s a good thing.”

      His shrug made her head lift and settle. “If he’s given up on trying to kill you, yes, it’s a good thing.”

      “Maybe me being constantly surrounded by shifters has changed his plans.” She really had had a lot of shifters in her life lately. Mostly of the leopard variety. And mostly Deacon’s family. But she’d made a few friends among his people, too, and she’d been spending time with them. As well as spending time with her best friends.

      Actually, except when she was protecting people, she really wasn’t alone a lot these days. Outside of occasionally being alone in her car when getting from place to place…

      She hadn’t really thought about that before this moment.

      “I seem to have had people around me a lot,” she said aloud, slowly. “Almost nonstop company.” She sat up and faced him. “Any thoughts on that?”

      While having people around her didn’t guarantee the wizard wouldn’t attack—both times he’d tried to kill her, she’d had people with her; he just hadn’t been interested in killing those people, which meant he could take advantage of the loophole in her magic—it did mean there was always someone there to help if the wizard came after her.

      And it was just occurring to her that that might not have been coincidence.

      “Sherri and Lucas and Diana are all very interested in keeping you safe,” Deacon said. “After you saved their kids. Twice.”

      “And the others? Caitlin? Nicky and Jillian?” In fact, Nicky and Jillian lived on the Oregon coast—and Nicky didn’t much like crowds. The fact that they kept coming into Portland to visit her really should have clued her in earlier. “Damn it, Deacon, you’ve got them all guarding me, don’t you?”

      “I didn’t order them to do it,” he said. “They volunteered. They like you.” He glanced away. “And you’ll be their…queen one day.”

      “Argh.”

      The mere thought of that always freaked her out. Which was why he hesitated to bring it up. She really couldn’t see herself as anyone’s queen and the fact that her mate would be their version of a king didn’t seem to change her vision of herself in that mix. She didn’t have the first clue how to be a leader of an entire people. She didn’t particularly want the pressure.

      But if she stayed with Deacon, there was no real way to avoid it.

      “I’m supposed to be the Protector in all this,” she said to avoid the subject of her status among the leopards. “I’m not supposed to have bodyguards. I do the body guarding.”

      “But you can’t protect yourself,” he said bluntly.

      “Hey, I’ve been training hard with Lucy. I can kick ass a lot better now, thank you very much.”

      Lucy was one of her best friends, a martial arts expert, and her personal self-defense trainer. Actually, Lucy had been trying to teach Cary self-defense for years, but it was only since entering her test year as a Protector that Cary had started taking the training seriously. She needed some skills that didn’t rely on magic she had no conscious control over.

      “That still won’t keep you alive if a wizard throws magic at you that you can’t block,” he said bluntly. “And none of us want to see you dead.”

      It was hard to be offended by that. Still… “You should have told me what was going on,” she said. “Secretly surrounding me with bodyguards is not a good way to engender trust.”

      He sighed and ran a hand through his hair, leaving it mussed and sexy looking. She resisted the urge to bury her fingers in that thick mass of beautiful black silk until later, once they’d had it out about this.

      “Fine. I should have told you,” he said. “Honestly, it wasn’t a planned thing, though. It just sort of evolved out of their concern for you. You have only yourself to blame for being likeable.”

      She snorted. “Likeable? Right. Tell that to the wizard.”

      “So… No news I take it?” he asked. Carefully.

      She made a face. “No. And no, I haven’t talked to Jaxer in the last week or so.”

      Her faery mentor had finally started abiding by the terms of her test year and staying mostly away from her. It was her seventh year as a Protector and she was required to sink or swim on her own—either survive and come into her full powers, whatever that meant because no one would explain it to her, or die and her family would be compensated.

      That last part still freaked her out if she thought about it too much.

      Jaxer wasn’t supposed to do anything to help her this year, unlike the constant help he’d been during the previous six years. It had taken a few months to adapt to that distance, for both of them. But since he’d revealed his feelings for her, she’d preferred things this way. She didn’t return his feelings. She adored Jaxer as a friend and mentor. She missed him and the way things used to be between them. But she wasn’t in love with him. And it hurt to think that being around her right now hurt him.

      They both needed this distance.

      She suspected having Jaxer less of a fixture in her life helped Deacon’s control, too. He could scent Jaxer’s feelings, and his jealousy acted up every time the two men were around each other. They’d been friends before, so this all kind of sucked in a big way. But there wasn’t much they could do about it until Jaxer got over his feelings and moved on.

      “No sign of Sheldon either,” she said, to get her mind off the melancholy topic of her mentor. “I’m starting to wonder if he really did survive or if maybe the wizard has been disguising himself as Sheldon to throw us off.”

      Sheldon was a teenage wizard she’d faced last Halloween when he’d kidnapped and tried to swap bodies with Deacon. That was how she and Deacon had met. Sheldon had tossed a powerful wizard bolt at Deacon, Cary had blocked it, and it had rebound on Sheldon. They’d all thought Sheldon had been killed, except his body was never found.

      And he’d been spotted alive and well a few times since.

      The wizard after Cary was apparently Sheldon’s teacher—his mentor—and this was some sort of revenge thing. Although, if Sheldon was alive, she wasn’t sure why they needed revenge on her. Unless they were just being petty. Which wouldn’t surprise her.

      “I wouldn’t be sad to hear that little shit was dead,” Deacon said sourly.

      She’d probably feel the same way if someone had tried to steal her body and kill her. But Sheldon had been pretty young—was still pretty young if he was alive—so she had trouble wishing him dead. She didn’t want him or his teacher to succeed in killing her, but that was different to wanting someone dead.

      “Different topic,” she said. Boy, they had a lot of touchy topics of conversation to avoid. “How’s Jon doing at the shelter?”

      One of the people she’d had to protect not too long ago, a thirteen year old kid named Johnathon Webber, had an amazing talent for talking to animals. He could do some other things too that leaned toward scary, but he was a good kid, and they were hoping to influence him toward using his skills for the good.

      Even though he was technically too young for a job, his mother had agreed to let him volunteer at one of Deacon’s animal shelters. Caitlin had taken him under her wing, teaching him as much about running the shelter as about carrying for the animals in the shelter. Cary suspected Deacon’s sister was training her own future assistant—or replacement.

      “He’s doing good,” Deacon said. “Settled in and getting his hands dirty. He doesn’t even mind cleaning out cages.”

      “Because Caitlin pays him under the table when he does?”

      Deacon smiled. “And he’s just mercenary enough to take the money.”

      “Sally’s okay with this?” Sally was Jon’s mother and she was very strict about the rules for her child.

      “According to Caitlin, she is.”

      Cary grinned. Caitlin probably put it to Sally in just the right way—like it was a contribution to Jon’s college fund or something. Caitlin Jones was the schmoozer and charmer in the Jones family, and she was very good at dealing with people whether it was getting them to donate their money or their time to her cause, or getting them to accept her donations when they were too proud to take charity.

      Discussing Jon led them back to talk of Deacon’s work which was an easier topic than her work, so Cary gratefully kept things there.

      Right up until one of her bosses appeared suddenly in the middle of her living room.

      Wisat was from a North American faery tribe that didn’t have a name in modern times and most humans didn’t know even existed as a separate group from the European Fae. They were outwardly strange and beautiful looking, they created Protectors, and they did their best to save who they could in the world. An effort which Cary respected. Even if she frequently resented the way they’d tricked her into her current job.

      But they paid her to be a walking, talking Kevlar vest so that mitigated her annoyance most of the time.

      “Protector,” Wisat said, sounding…breathless. That wasn’t normal. “You’re needed. Now.”

      Cary launched up from the couch, heading toward her coat and keys, but Wisat raised a hand. “Not enough time for that,” he said. He took her arm.

      She started to ask what he intended as Deacon rose from the couch, frowning.

      And then the living room vanished around her.
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      “Wait,” Cary said, holding her hands up. “You want me to what?”

      Wisat had brought her to a small, tree-circled grove. She didn’t have the first clue where the grove was, but given what was happening there, she didn’t have time to ask.

      A man in gray slacks and a black t-shirt hugged a woman in his lap. Her head hung at a terrible angle and blood pumped from a gaping wound in her chest.

      “We don’t have much time,” the man on the ground said. “She’s dying and there’s no way to save her now.” His voice hitched at that last. “I failed. And we need your help to ensure we don’t fail the world. This baby has to survive.”

      Liruk, Cary’s other boss, stood over the man and woman in all her gold and white glory, looking as sad and uncertain as Cary had ever seen her. The Fae was typically almost too assured, too positive in the correct course of action. And positive that Cary wasn’t doing as much as she should. Now, Liruk’s deeply green eyes held only sorrow, and a kind of fear that made Cary’s heart race.

      Although, she still wasn’t sure why.

      “But…” Cary swallowed, her gaze settling on the dying woman. “How would this even work? It’s not possible.”

      The woman was pregnant. And they wanted Cary to carry the fetus, only just a little over the twenty-six week mark. But they were in a grove, not a hospital, and even then, there was no way to move a living fetus between wombs. It just wasn’t possible.

      “Liruk and Wisat can manage the magic of the move,” the man said. He nodded to the woman. “She was a surrogate, too.” He pressed his lips together. “And she was mine to protect. I failed. They got to her. And unless you help us, they’ll succeed in destroying a great hope for humanity.”

      “I have a lot of questions about all this,” Cary said.

      “Which we don’t have time for now,” he said.

      “I get that. But I still want them all answered. Eventually.” She pulled in a deep breath. “Why me?”

      “I don’t have a womb,” the man said matter-of-factly. “And my offensive magic would interfere with the development even if I did.” The man looked to Wisat. “I understand you’re unique as far as Protectors go?”

      “More questions,” she murmured. Then also looked to Wisat.

      “You have no magic to disrupt or interact with the fetus’s developing magic,” Wisat said. “Nothing that will interfere in the transfer either.”

      “And you have a womb that’s not currently occupied,” Liruk said.

      Cary scowled at that. “By choice,” she snapped. Which reminded her. “I have an IUD. A fetus and an IUD aren’t compatible.” And the combination could be very dangerous for her and the baby.

      “We can remove the IUD when moving the fetus,” Wisat said. He raised a hand when she opened her mouth. “Magically.”

      “This won’t be permanent,” the man said, dragging her attention back. “I just need to find the next surrogate. She’s missing, gone into hiding after the attack. Once I can get to her, I’ll bring her here and she can take over.”

      “So I’m not going to have to give birth or anything? Cause, I’m really really not good with that.” Or ready for it. Or anything else. But even as more questions bubbled up, the bleeding woman convulsed, and even Cary with her human hearing heard the rattle of her last breath.

      “Protector,” Liruk said. “Cary. Please. You’re the only one who can do this. We’re out of time. And this is very important.”

      Cary closed her eyes, not sure whether to curse or panic and pretty sure she was going to do both any minute now.

      “Fine,” she said. “What do I have to do?” She glared at Liruk because it seemed easier to blame her for putting Cary in this horrible position than it did the dying woman or the Protector who’d failed the woman.

      She looked at the man. “We will have a lot to talk about after this. Don’t you dare disappear right away.”

      He nodded and gently set the dead woman’s head on the ground. The grove was carpeted with soft grass, damp and cold in the early spring weather.

      Liruk nodded to Wisat, who looked to Cary. “I will need to place my hands over your womb, Protector,” Wisat said. “Is this okay?”

      She liked that he was asking permission. Given the panic she could feel in that clearing, she half thought they’d just move forward doing whatever they were going to without giving her a moment to accept it all.

      She nodded her approval and he stepped close. The glow of his green eyes against his bright red skin seemed deeper in the darkness under the trees. The soft red velvet covering the horn that circled his head like a halo glittered in the faint light coming from the storm lantern she could only assume they’d brought with them.

      He touched her shoulder first. “Thank you, Cary. You can’t know how vital this is.”

      “You’re going to have to enlighten me once this is over,” she grumbled. “You’d better hurry, though.”

      He glanced at Liruk who had knelt by the dead woman and had her hands hovering over the woman’s stomach. Now that she was reclined, Cary could see the small bump in the woman’s lower abdomen. She wanted to cry at all the blood covering the woman’s t-shirt and the top of her loose skirt.

      She blinked away her sadness and waited for her bosses to do their thing—whatever it was.

      Liruk closed her eyes and hummed something under her breath. Her hands glowed as if from an inner light, white and sharp. A spark of light rose from the dead woman, as if drawn to the glow in Liruk’s hands. The orb spun in frantic little bursts, fading and growing brighter as it hovered a few inches above the woman. It dipped back toward the woman, Liruk hummed something that was almost a song, but with a discordant note to it, and the little orb rose again. But its light faded the farther it got from the woman.

      Cary’s chest tightened as she waited and watched. Fear clutched at her for that little spark of potential hovering just under Liruk’s glowing hands. She didn’t understand the potential yet, not fully, but watching it struggle and fade made Cary sadder than she might have anticipated.

      Liruk turned her hands up, creating a cradle over which the little orb hovered, almost like Liruk was holding the orb but without actually touching it. She stood, bringing the little orb to Cary. As she moved, the orb continued to fade, its light retreating into a tighter ball. Sparks danced away from it, like stars or comet dust, creating a bright wake behind it.

      “What will it be?” Cary murmured. She wasn’t expecting an answer yet.

      But the man still kneeling beside the dead woman said, “She’ll be a god. If we can ensure she survives.”

      Cary blinked. Her heart hammered. “A god? Like…a real god?”

      Liruk angled her cupped hands toward Cary and Wisat pressed his hands gently against Cary’s lower abdomen. The little orb hovered and danced in the air currents, wobbling in the space inside Liruk’s hands. It had faded so much now, it looked more like a firefly than a sun spark, but it still swirled and whirled as Liruk urged it closer to Cary.

      With a suddenness that startled a gasp from her, the little orb flew into her right at Wisat’s hands, through the tiny gap just between his spread fingers. Cary blinked, staring at her own stomach. For a split second, her middle flashed with light. Then it faded, leaving her blinking back spots.

      Her vision settled, readjusting to the fainter light of the storm lantern. She took a deep breath, waiting for…something.

      Wisat removed his hands from her and looked up into her eyes.

      She met his gaze and shrugged. “Did it work?”

      For another moment, the only sounds in the dark grove were the rustling of leaves overhead and Cary and the other Protector’s heavy breathing. Another heartbeat…

      Cary spun for the edge of the clearing and unceremoniously threw up.

      “It worked,” she muttered, pressing a hand to a tree to keep her balance as a wave of dizziness washed over her. She ran the back of her hand over her mouth, swallowing hard and trying not to throw up again. She hated throwing up.

      “Why the hell am I throwing up?” she asked no one in particular.

      A gentle hand settled on the back of her shoulder. “Your body has to catch up to the appropriate stage of the pregnancy,” Liruk said.

      Cary frowned at her over her shoulder. Liruk was never this gentle with her.

      “It will take a few hours to adjust,” Liruk continued. “I’m afraid you’ll run through all the typical morning sickness in that period of time. Some dizziness and, if your mother was prone to it, you might faint.”

      Cary shook her head, then had to stop as a wave of nausea crashed through her. “No,” she said, pressing her teeth together so she didn’t throw up again. Her gut was really churning now. Gross. “My mom and sister both had horrible morning sickness, but no fainting.”

      “Then you’ll likely experience the same,” Liruk said.

      “Great,” Cary muttered. She closed her eyes in a vain attempt at settling her stomach. “Why are you being so nice to me?” she asked Liruk.

      Liruk’s hand stilled as if she hadn’t realized she was rubbing Cary’s shoulder in a gentling gesture. “You’ve agreed to something many wouldn’t, for the sake of something you don’t fully understand yet,” she said quietly. “I’m grateful.”

      Cary huffed, a sort of laugh but restrained so she didn’t barf. “From the people who tricked me into being a Protector in the first place, that’s unexpected. But I’ll take it.” She opened her eyes. “Now what?”

      “Now I need to find the next surrogate,” the man said from his crouch next to the previous surrogate. He was looking at the woman, not Cary.

      Cary finally took a moment to study the other Protector. She’d never met any of the others before—she suspected that was on purpose but wasn’t entirely sure why—and for some reason she was a bit surprised by how normal he looked. That shouldn’t have surprised her given how normal she looked, and was, but she’d been starting to think she was super unusual for a Protector.

      His height was hard to gage because she’d only seen him crouching so far, but he seemed pretty average. He had brown hair that wasn’t too long or too short for his pleasantly round face. In the light from the storm lantern, his eyes looked very dark and his skin looked pretty pale, almost blue. But some of that might have been from his grief.

      He set a hand on the woman’s arm, his jaw tight, heavy creases on his forehead. He didn’t cry, but Cary could almost feel the sadness.

      Then he pulled in a deep breath and looked up at Wisat. “You’ll ensure she’s taken care of?” he asked quietly, nodding to the woman.

      “Of course,” Wisat said.

      The man looked at Cary. “My name is Frank, by the way. Frank Schmidt. And this was Mila Juhl.”

      “Cary Redmond,” she said. “And I’m very sorry for your loss.”

      He acknowledged her condolences with a nod. “The people who did this…” He looked at the ground, not at the dead woman. “They will come after you now. They’re determined that the new god doesn’t come into existence.”

      “And who are they?” Cary asked. She put a hand to her stomach when it rolled again, worried she’d throw up. The wave of nausea passed, but a terrible metallic taste coated the inside of her mouth. She swallowed hard.

      “They’re a group of fanatics. The Polrom. They worship a demon god—”

      “Oh,” Cary interrupted, raising her hand. “I fought one of those.” She frowned. “Maybe two depending on if you think the son of a demon god qualifies as a demon god in his own right. Although, maybe not since the son was really eager to avoid his dad.” She looked at the faces around her, all staring silently. “Sorry. Go on.”

      “This particular group of fanatics see the child you’re now carrying as their god’s downfall.”

      “Why?” Cary asked the obvious. “What sort of god will the baby be? Also, how many gods, like actual gods, are there running around in the world?” She looked at Wisat. “And why didn’t I know there was such a thing as baby gods? Demon gods, fine. But baby gods that are good and might need protecting?” She paused. “Wait, this will be a good little god, right? I mean, otherwise, saving it wouldn’t be so important.”

      “She’ll be a wonder,” Frank said, his tone quiet and awed.

      “What kind of wonder. Exactly?” Since demon worshipers were unhappy with the little god’s impending birth, Cary had to think it had something to do with demons—ugh, not demons again—but you never knew with fanatics. They got really weird ideas in their heads sometimes. Or a lot.

      She hated fanatics.

      “The full extent of her domain is still nebulous,” Liruk said. “Just as she is still a nebulous potential and not a living god yet. But she represents hope.”

      “The god of hope?” Cary asked, initially in jest, but as she thought about it, she realized a god of hope seemed…wonderful. Hope was always a good but much needed trait in the world. “A god of hope,” she repeated, in a tone filled with her wonder. “Huh.”

      “And since the Polrom worship a demon of despair, she’s the antithesis of their god,” Frank said quietly. “They don’t want her to come into existence.”

      “And will kill the surrogates carrying her,” Wisat said. He looked at Cary. “Except they can’t kill you now.”

      She raised her brows in question.

      “You’re a Protector,” Frank said, and nodded to her stomach. “At the moment, you’re on the job every minute of the day, so your powers will be active constantly.”

      “You might find you get more tired than normal,” Liruk added.

      “Cause of the pregnancy or power use?” Cary asked.

      Channeling the Protector magic didn’t, in and of itself, generally make her that tired. Though she’d had some moments following an intense fight that left her pretty worn out. The time she’d accidentally used her powers offensively—and still had no idea how she’d managed that—had been so exhausting, she’d ended up sleeping for three days solid. But for a normal job, jumping in front of a bad guy and standing there long enough to keep the good guy alive, she didn’t usually feel tired after.

      “A little of both,” Liruk admitted.

      “Do you get tired when channeling the Protector magic?” Cary asked Frank.

      “You can discuss that later,” Wisat interrupted.

      Which made Cary extremely suspicious.

      “Frank needs to locate the missing surrogate,” Liruk said. For once she came across as the gentler of the two.

      That made Cary even more suspicious. She narrowed her eyes, looking at them both.

      “You’re virtually indestructible now,” Frank said, ignoring Cary’s expression. “Until I can find the new surrogate anyway. But you might find doing some of the things you’re used to doing a little more physically difficult, just because of the pregnancy changes.”

      “Uh huh.” She swallowed yet another wave of nausea and pressed a hand to her mouth. “Ugh, this taste is making it worse.”

      “That happened to my wife,” Frank said. “Try sucking on hard candies, like ginger or peppermint. Even lemon will work. Depends on your tastes. Some women find
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