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        Trouble Returns…

      

      

      

      And Cary Redmond is once again up to her neck in it. When her supposed mate and possible boyfriend needs her help protecting shifter kids, she’s more than happy to dive in. Discovering ghouls behaving badly and a necromancer in need of protection launches her into the first mission of her seventh year as a Protector, a year she has to survive without help in order to come into her full powers.

      But what with the serial killer on the loose, a mysterious wizard trying to kill her, a demon god, and a faery mentor acting really weird, who needs help, right?

      It’s just a day in the life of a Protector, and another chance for Cary to keep all hell from breaking loose.

      Again.
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      Cary Redmond stretched, blinked her eyes open, and frowned up at the faces of her three best friends and her smallest dog Fred hovering over her. Fred woofed and licked her face.

      “Ugh, Fred.” She wiped her cheek. “You know you’re not allowed up here.”

      Fred barked happily and jumped away.

      “You’re awake,” Lucy cooed in her little girl voice.

      “Finally,” Marianne said, shaking her head.

      “You had us worried,” Angie added, her deep voice tinged with relief.

      Cary sat up, looking around. “What the hell happened?”

      She was in her own bedroom, lying on her own bed—she glanced down—wearing her own pajamas. Nothing seemed out of order except for her friends all being there. Her Labrador, Buck, and her basset hound, Pickles, were sitting at either side of her bedroom door, just inside the room, guarding the entrance as only a demon dog and a foo lion could. Fred plopped down next to Pickles, his tongue lolling out to one side.

      She frowned at her little dog pack. They didn’t usually sleep in her bedroom, even if they were guarding her.

      She tunneled her fingers through her hair, encountering tangles and a loosened hair band about to fall out. She didn’t precisely remember going to bed, but she felt wonderful. Fully rested. She double checked… Nope, no sore spots, aches, or pains. That was unusual. She tried thinking back to the last thing she remembered.

      “You’ve been asleep for a little over three days,” Marianne said, as if reading Cary’s mind. Which was unusual since Angie was the psychic, and Marianne made magicked clothes.

      “Three days!” Cary groaned. “Three days?” No wonder she felt so well rested. “What time is it?”

      “Four in the afternoon,” Lucy said.

      “What day?” Cary asked.

      “Sunday,” Marianne said.

      Cary gaped at her friends. “How long have you all been hovering over me?”

      “Jaxer didn’t tell us you were hurt until last night,” Lucy said, her tone accusatory, but in her high, soft voice it just sounded like a cute little pout.

      Lucy was petite, red-headed, had dark brown eyes, pale freckled skin, and was a multi-blackbelt wielding marshal artist who could fell men more than twice her size—often several of them at once. Most people mistook her voice as a sign she was a push over. They were always wrong.

      Marianne sat at the edge of the bed next to Cary. Her expression soft and understanding as she patted Cary’s hand. But there were creases around her dark eyes and bracketing her mouth, marring her normally smooth dark skin.

      “You’re okay now,” Marianne said quietly. “We’re here to look after you.”

      “Okay, someone needs to tell me what’s going on,” Cary said. “Marianne is being too calm and sweet.”

      That made the seamstress grin. “Well at least we know you’re feeling more yourself,” she said.

      “When wasn’t I?” Cary asked, rubbing her forehead. “I can’t remember coming to bed, nonetheless sleeping so long. Shouldn’t I feel, I don’t know, stiff or something?”

      “It was a healing sleep,” Angie said. The tall, lithe, super powerful witch was currently straightening up the few pieces of dirty clothes scattered across Cary’s floor. “Jaxer didn’t call us after that thing with the demon or we would have been here sooner to look after you,” she added.

      “Thing with a demon?” Cary frowned. Oh! Right. Oliver Holland. Everything came flooding back, including the fact that she’d used her powers in a way that wasn’t supposed to be possible.

      Being a Protector wasn’t something that just came naturally to a person, and it most certainly hadn’t been part of Cary’s life plan. She’d been a perfectly ordinary human until six years ago. Then she’d saved a puppy from a demon and somehow ended up working for a group of North American Fae, whom she’d nicknamed the Nags because they were.

      They imbued Protectors with their powers, powers that were purely defensive, and helped to keep innocents safe. Cary could now jump in between a bad guy and a good guy and the magic the Nags had given her kept the bad guys from hurting the good guys. She was like a walking, talking Kevlar vest. Which was handy when a rogue demon kept sending scary people after the kid she’d been protecting.

      But Protectors couldn’t use that power. The magic just happened, Protectors channeled it, and everything was good.

      Except she’d somehow managed to do more than just channel it.

      “Did Jaxer explain what happened?” she asked, sitting up a little higher in bed. Jaxer was her faery mentor, the person she’d most relied on since becoming a Protector, even if she did occasionally want to kill him.

      “Not much,” Marianne said. “Just that you did something impressive, and it knocked you out. Took too much out of you to handle the power the way you did.”

      “Damn.” Cary had been awake after the face off with Holland. She remembered coming home, and… “Deacon!” He’d been with her.

      Deacon Jones was a leopard shifter who had gotten it into his head that they were mates, even though it wasn’t supposed to be possible and she still wasn’t sure he knew what he was talking about. He was also Greek-god-gorgeous, and sexy, and occasionally scary, but mostly she kind of liked him. Which went against every self-preservation instinct she had and everything she’d learned about preternatural sex gods in the last six years.

      “We were supposed to go on our first date.” Cary huffed. The incident with Holland had interrupted that. “He was here when I came home. Did you meet him?” She looked up at her friends.

      All three women made faces ranging from annoyed to frustrated. It would have been comic if Cary wasn’t still trying to piece together the last few days.

      “Jaxer was here when we got here,” Lucy said. “Apparently, Deacon got called away on family business yesterday afternoon and didn’t want to leave you alone, so Jaxer called in the cavalry.”

      “Us,” Marianne said with a cheeky grin.

      “Thanks,” Cary said, smiling back. “So Deacon was here then? The whole time?” She could still smell him faintly in the room. The fact that they hadn’t been on a date yet—or slept together—but her room smelled like him was…a lot more comforting that it should have been. She scowled at that. It was supposed to be irritating and disturbing. Damned man had wormed his way into her life and she was getting too used to him.

      “Deacon and Jaxer both apparently,” Angie said, coming back to the bed and sitting opposite Marianne.

      Lucy jumped up on the edge of the bed, sitting on her knees like it was natural. Which for Lucy it was. “Neither of them saw fit to call us sooner, or we would have been here too,” she assured.

      Cary grinned. She had very good friends. With a sigh, she glanced around. “Three days.” It was the longest healing sleep she’d ever had. “Well, I probably shouldn’t do that with my powers again, huh? Whatever the hell I did.”

      “Don’t remember?” Angie asked.

      “Nope.” Something else of the day came back to her and she groaned, dropping back against her pillow and putting her hands to her eyes. “Did Jaxer mention this seventh year business to any of you?” she asked, peaking at them from between her fingers.

      The pointed silence made her drop her hands and stare at them. Maybe she didn’t have such good friends after all.

      Angie raised a hand. “Not before yesterday,” she said, calming Cary’s fears. “I would have warned you if I’d known. Especially after that wizard tried to kill you. Just before the demon did.” Angie scowled. “You might have too many people trying to kill you.”

      “I agree,” Cary said adamantly. “What did Jaxer say about the seventh year?”

      “That you were gonna be on your own,” Lucy said. “But you won’t be. You’ve got us.”

      “And we sure as hell won’t leave you out to dry like those Nags,” Marianne added. “I’ve already started some new clothes for you, with the extra good magic in them.” She grinned and wagged her eyebrows.

      Cary launched up and hugged Marianne. Which started a group hug as her girlfriends surrounded her. From the door, Pickles let loose a deep, reverberating woof that Cary interpreted as happiness.

      When the friends parted, Angie ducked her chin and met Cary’s gaze. “Seriously, though, how do you feel?”

      Cary shrugged. “Great. Better than I usually feel after a big job and almost getting killed.”

      Unusually for her, this particular job hadn’t involved any trips to the ER, and that was always a bonus. She hated trying to explain her weird injuries to the hospital staff, because they were never what they should have been when one was, say, shot or broke their toe kicking a vampire.

      “No sore muscles?” Lucy asked.

      “Headaches? Tingling in strange places?” Angie asked.

      Cary chuckled at that. “Nope, no tingling.” Mostly because Deacon wasn’t around.

      “Nothing else bothering you?” Marianne asked.

      “No. I’m good. Hungry.” Actually now she thought about it, she was starving.

      “Deacon left some bagels in the fridge,” Lucy said with a grin.

      “Apparently, he left donuts too,” Marianne said, “but Jaxer ate them all.”

      “Bastard,” Cary said.

      “Right?” Marianne said in obvious agreement. She and Cary shared a similarly eager sweet tooth.

      “That was nice of Deacon, though,” Angie said, looking at Cary expectantly.

      “He does that a lot actually,” Cary said. “He brought me bagels and donuts every morning for most of last month.”

      “He’s feeding you,” Marianne said in approval. “Must be serious.”

      “We’ll see.” Cary wasn’t sure how to feel about this thing with Deacon yet. But she did like the bagels and donuts. “We should probably go out on an actual date first, though.”

      “Demon hunting doesn’t count,” Marianne agreed.

      “It could, under the right circumstances,” Lucy said.

      Cary laughed. Then she sighed. “I’m so glad you guys are here. I had a rough week last week.” She frowned. “Actually, a rough day. And a lot of sleep.” She shrugged. “But it’s good to have you here.”

      “Come on,” Angie said, patting her leg. “Let’s feed you and get you cleaned up. Then we’ll get you out of the house for a little fun. You’ve earned it.”

      “What do you have in mind?” Cary asked as she rolled out of bed.

      “Dancing!” Lucy and Marianne said in unison.
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      Marianne’s girlfriend owned a small but popular nightclub in Old Town. On a Sunday night, when Cary might have expected it to be quiet and half empty, the place was packed to the rafters for 80s night. A mix of 80s pop favorites blared from the speakers and people of all ages crowded the dance floor in the middle of the club’s first level. The upper area was little more than a circling gallery with tables and seats scattered around, and a great view of the people below.

      Cary hadn’t been to the club in ages. At least it felt like ages. She’d been working a lot. And that meant less time spent just hanging out with her friends. But if the Nags were throwing her to the wolves this year, she intended to spend more time doing fun things. Life was too short to not go dancing.

      And given the fact that she wasn’t entirely sure she’d be able to survive her seventh year as a Protector, her life might just be even shorter.

      In an attempt to ignore the worry of what she faced this year, she pushed through the crowd to the long wooden bar with Lucy in tow to get the next round of beers. She was joking with Lucy about her dance moves, enjoying the energetic beat of the B52’s Love Shack blasting through the club, when her cellphone buzzed in her back pocket.

      Frowning, worry tightening her gut—because worry seemed to be her default state these days—she looked at the text.

      Deacon: where are you?

      Cary: Dance club with friends. Where are you? They said you had a family emergency? Everyone OK?

      As soon as she hit send, she felt a little guilty she hadn’t texted him earlier. Between him looking after her for days and then only leaving because of an emergency, she really should have thought to check on him. Oops.

      Deacon: where are you exactly? need to talk to you.

      Since he lost his mind and control when he wasn’t with her for long periods of time, she assumed he just need a few minutes in her company to settle his leopard down. She texted him her location and put her phone away.

      The mate thing had left him on edge and holding onto his control by a thread until—according to his mother (ahhh!)—they had sex. A lot of sex.

      He wasn’t rushing her, though, which was good because the entire thing had her more than a little freaked out. It was a weird and intimidating responsibility, knowing Deacon could lose control of his animal side just because she wasn’t around. She didn’t particularly like the idea. Or the responsibility for that matter. And she didn’t trust the mate bond thing. Not even a little. So she was happy to take things slow with him.

      At least as slow as her own hormones would allow. She was having an embarrassingly hard time resisting the man.

      “Who was it?” Lucy shouted over the music.

      “Deacon,” Cary shouted back.

      “Aw,” Lucy cooed.

      Cary rolled her eyes.

      “What did he want?” Lucy asked.

      “I think he was worried about me,” Cary hedged with a shrug. “He wanted to know where we were so he could come see me.”

      “Is that stalker-y or sweet?” Lucy asked.

      Cary laughed. “He’s not stalking me. It’s the mate bond thing.”

      “So long as you’re safe?”

      Cary didn’t miss the question in Lucy’s tone, even in the loud club. “I’m safe from him. He wouldn’t hurt me,” she assured.

      “Good.” Lucy flashed a wicked grin. “He must really like you. Not even waiting till tomorrow.”

      Cary made a face. “I’m still not sure, Luce.”

      “You don’t think he’s serious about you? He’s been bringing you food for a month.”

      “Yeah, but that might just be the mate-chemistry. Wait till you see him. I’m not exactly in his league.”

      “If you mean,” Lucy said very seriously, “that he’s not good enough for you, I’ll agree with you on that.”

      Cary grinned. “You’re so loyal.”

      “Bet your ass.”

      “I love when you say ‘ass’ in your cute little voice.”

      “Well, for that crack, this round is on you.”

      “Deal.” Cary handed over her credit card and set up a tab. Given how much support her friends were giving her, and how much she was going to need them over the next year, she figured she owed them a few rounds.

      And since she wasn’t entirely sure if the Nags were going to continue paying her during her seventh year, she wanted to get the payback drinks in while she could still afford them.

      They were on the dance floor when a commotion near the door caught Cary’s attention. She knew exactly who it was before she saw him—the mate thing apparently affected her too on some level.

      She faced the direction of his approach as the crowd cleared and some of the noise around them quieted.

      Deacon emerged like a mythical being, all sexy intensity and heat. The colorful strobe lights did nothing to disguise his exquisite male perfection. Dark hair, golden eyes, the body of a god inside fitted jeans and a black t-shirt. Quite a few of the women, and a number of men, gaped as he passed. One woman fanned herself. Another placed a hand over hear heart.

      All eyes followed him as he strode toward Cary. Cary couldn’t blame them. She couldn’t seem to look away either.

      And his full attention was zeroed in on her.

      From behind her, she heard someone whistle, and Lucy muttered, “Holy hell.”

      “That’s Deacon?” Angie asked.

      “Holy hell,” Lucy said again.

      “Wow,” Marianne said.

      “Told you so,” Cary said over her shoulder.

      “You weren’t exaggerating,” Marianne said. “That man is exquisite.”

      “Hey,” Lucy said, “you’re not supposed to be ogling him. You’re practically married.”

      “Gina would be ogling him too if she were here,” Marianne said. “And he’s not even her type.”

      They quieted down as Deacon approached, but why they bothered Cary couldn’t guess. Given his shifter hearing, he’d have caught every word, even with the club noise picking up again.

      “Hi,” she said when he stopped in front of her.

      “Hi,” he answered, a very slight smiling lifting his lips.

      “Holy hell,” Lucy whispered.

      “Oh my,” Angie said.

      “I think I just had an orgasm,” Marianne said.

      Their reactions broke Cary out of her deer-in-the-headlights paralysis. Though she could sympathize with Marianne. His smile had her body clenching and all her nerves dancing in anticipation of…well everything to do with him.

      “What’s up?” she asked so she didn’t melt into a lust puddle. “Did you just need…” She trailed off, embarrassed to say “her company” in front of her friends. She wasn’t sure why, it just seemed presumptuous.

      “That,” he said, as if reading her mind. “But I also need your help.” He glanced at her friends, then met her gaze again, frowning slightly. “Your particular brand of help.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Some of our leopard children are in trouble,” he said quietly, “and I need you to protect them.”

      She looked back at the girls. “I have to go. Don’t forget to close out my tab.”

      “You need backup?” Angie asked.

      Cary glanced at Deacon. He shook his head.

      She turned to her friends again. “Thanks, but we’ll be good.”

      “Call if that changes,” Lucy said.

      “Thanks,” Cary said again, squeezing Lucy’s arm. “I’ll touch base with you guys tomorrow.”

      “Stay safe,” Angie said.

      “Watch your back,” Marianne added.

      Cary nodded and followed Deacon from the club.
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      “I like your friends,” Deacon said as he led Cary down a narrow, dark stairway. She clung to his big shoulder, careful of her footing.

      “They seemed to like you too.” She snorted, then had to grip him tighter as her foot slipped on a damp wooden step. “Where are we going? And why don’t we have a flashlight?”

      “Sorry about that,” he said, glancing back. “There’s one waiting below, but I don’t need it yet.”

      She couldn’t hope to read his expression, given the blackness below them, but in the very faint light from the top of the stairs, she did see him tap the area next to his temple.

      She groaned. “Shifter eyesight. I’m jealous.”

      She had grabbed her leather jacket from the coat check on the way out of the nightclub and had moved her phone from her jeans back pocket into one of the magical pockets in the jacket to keep it safe. The phone had a flashlight app on it, but she’d have to stop to pull the phone out because she had to focus on opening the magical pocket.

      Unfortunately, just the thought of stopping and doing something besides clinging to Deacon caused her to stumble again and she missed a step.

      Deacon caught her, pausing while she got her footing.

      She cursed under her breath. “I need my phone. Give me a sec.”

      “Why aren’t your Protector powers helping?” he asked.

      “I’m not protecting anyone yet,” she said. “It’ll kick in when I’m actually doing my thing.” She pulled out her phone. “Speaking of which, where are we going?”

      They’d gone through a hidden door at the back of a hotel at the edge of Portland’s Chinatown area, not far from Gina’s nightclub. The hotel’s manager—a friend of Deacon’s apparently—led them to the trap door in the floor of a storage closet. Next thing Cary knew they were climbing down these pitch dark, creaky stairs.

      “The shanghai tunnels,” Deacon answered.

      Cary’s eyes widened. She’d never been down into the notorious tunnels. They had never actually been for shanghaiing sailors, as was the prevalent myth. They were primarily used by the Chinese in Chinatown to escape raids on gambling rooms and opium dens. But they had become a popular urban legend and a great “spooky” tour for the braver tourists.

      Her foot wobbled on a loose step and she nearly dropped her phone. She gripped it tighter, and tried to turn it on one handed so she wouldn’t have to let go of Deacon. The light flared suddenly, so brightly she had to close her eyes against the glare. Which, given her precarious position on the rickety stairs, wasn’t helpful. She squinted and angled the phone so it was pointed straight down.

      When she looked up at Deacon, he was also squinting against the glare. “Too bright?” she asked.

      “Can you see better?”

      “Much.”

      “Then I’ll adjust,” he said, continuing down the steps.

      She tried to take in her surroundings but every time she turned her head the shadows and light danced, disorienting her, and she nearly lost her footing again. So she just focused on following Deacon.

      “I didn’t realize there was an entrance to the tunnels here,” she said.

      “This isn’t on the tourist route,” he said. “And we’re not going into an area humans go anymore.”

      Now he had her attention. “We’re going into the Mo-Gin?”

      She’d only learned about the magical addition to the tunnels a few years ago, well into her stint as a Protector. Apparently, in the mid to late nineteenth century, when the original secret passages were carved out, a handful of Chinese sorcerers created a…bubble was the word she’d seen most often used, a bubble world that was offset from reality but anchored to this realm in spots spread throughout the tunnels.

      They’d called it simply the móhuàn jìngjiè, or magical realm.

      Inside this alternate realm, they ran a whole other level of gambling, fan-tan parlors, opium dens, magical trade, and, during Portland’s dry era, speakeasies. The current name came from that speakeasy era, when the locals started calling it, unironically, the More Gin. Over time, that morphed slightly to Mor-Gin, and the original name was left behind for the history books.

      The realm wasn’t huge, nothing like Faery, but bigger than it should have been considering where it was located. And according to the stories, the Mor-Gin had been a haven for those who understood the magical realms and wanted a place to play that didn’t intersect with mundane humans—at least the mundane humans who couldn’t afford the entry fee.

      As far as Cary knew, a person had to be invited into the realm or they couldn’t go through the barrier between it and this reality. But the thing had existed for more than a century at this stage, maybe a century and a half, well past the lifetimes of the sorcerers who’d created it. Maybe the barrier wasn’t as strong as it used to be?

      “Can we get in?” she asked.

      “There are a few breeches in the magic,” he said, “which opened the Mor-Gin up to anyone who could find it. Fortunately, most humans can’t find it.”

      She had to agree with that. No telling what stumbling across an alternate magical realm under Portland would do to the average human’s sanity.

      “You haven’t been down here before?” Deacon asked.

      “No. Thankfully.” She slipped again, and had to cling to his shoulders while trying not to drop her one source of light or blind them both by flashing it into their faces. “Are we there yet?” she grumbled.

      When they finally reached the bottom, Cary took a deep breath, feeling less wobbly and likely to break her neck now that they were on solid ground.

      “Better?” he asked once she released her death grip on him.

      “Much.” She glanced around, as he bent to retrieve a small pack from the base of the stairs. “Where to now?”

      He motioned deeper into the tunnel ahead.

      With only the narrow cone of light from her flashlight to illuminate their surroundings, Cary couldn’t make out many details. The floor was packed dirt, the walls seemed to be dirt and wooden panels. The low, beam-supported ceiling had some piping running down its length, but no lighting system. The place smelled of damp and dirt and mold. And maybe some dead rodents but she didn’t want to think about that too closely.

      “Tell me more about what I’m doing here?” she asked.

      “It’s a long story,” he said. “I’ll explain the whys of this later, but some of the leopard children have been kidnapped by cougar shifters—”

      “Why?” she interrupted.

      “Part of the longer story.” He took her hand and led her to the left.

      She glanced back over her shoulder. The blackness had closed in. She couldn’t see a thing. Her skin prickled. Anything could be back there. She gripped Deacon’s hand a little tighter as she faced forward.

      “We’re here to rescue the children,” he continued.

      “Just us?”

      “No. There are other leopards throughout the tunnels. But also cougar spies so stay sharp.”

      “Oh boy,” she muttered.

      Until she was protecting someone, her powers didn’t work. She was a perfectly ordinary human woman as likely to get ripped apart by a cougar shifter as any other human. Unless that cougar was a threat to Deacon and she could protect Deacon. Then she’d be okay.

      “I don’t suppose these cougars will want to kill you if you appear out of nowhere?” she asked.

      “Likely, yes.”

      He said it so matter-of-factly she scowled at his back. “Great,” she said with no little sarcasm.

      But she was actually a bit relieved—though she’d never admit that out loud. If Deacon was in danger, her powers would work. Which meant she was a lot less likely to get killed. Yay her.

      “How much farther?” she whispered.

      “We’re almost to my guard,” he said, his voice as quiet as hers. “He’ll tell us where to go next.”

      She squeezed his hand tighter again before she could stop herself. With an effort, she loosened her hold, more than a little annoyed by her need for reassurance.

      To be fair, she’d only just recovered from fighting a demon and his army, so that was a pretty good excuse for being shaky. Still. This was embarrassing.

      As they continued through the narrow corridor, she realized this reminded her a little too much of descending into the layer of the vampire Master of Portland. There hadn’t been much light there either. But at least then, surrounded by vampires and with Jaxer there for her to protect, she’d been able to see. Not being able to see beyond the range of her phone flashlight, not knowing what lurked in the blackness was…scary.

      “You don’t suppose there are ghosts down here?” she asked as a cool breeze brushed her cheek. She hated ghosts. She was absolutely terrified of ghosts.

      “Probably,” Deacon said.

      She smacked his shoulder. “You’re supposed to reassure me there aren’t any.”

      “You’re scared of ghosts?” he asked, a touch of amusement in his voice.

      “Shut up,” she said, her cheeks heating. “Where’s your guard?”

      “Here,” a deep, quiet voice emerged from the blackness ahead.

      Cary worked very hard not to jump and squeak at the sudden voice. “You knew he was there?” she accused Deacon with an irritated hiss.

      “Sorry for startling you,” the newcomer said.

      He held up his hand to cover his eyes when she turned the flashlight on him, so she lowered the beam.

      He glanced between her and Deacon, frowning a little. “Will she really be able to help if she can’t see down here without that light, my…Deacon?”

      My Deacon? That was an interesting slip. She filed it away behind her annoyance. Before Deacon could speak for her, she said, “Get me to the kids and nothing will get past me to them.”

      “Cary is very good at what she does,” Deacon confirmed.

      His statement, said without a hint of teasing or hesitance, mollified her annoyance and embarrassment. Somewhat.

      “The breech into the Mor-Gin is this way,” the newcomer said. As they moved down another narrow, pitch black corridor, he introduced himself. “My name is Lucas, by the way. And it’s a pleasure to meet you, Cary Redmond.”

      “You too, Lucas. How the hell do you know who I am?”

      “Everyone has heard about you now,” he said solemnly.

      “Oh good.” She and Deacon had some things to talk about.

      They came to a stop, and Cary’s ability to see beyond the flashlight beam started to increase. She glanced around, looking for additional sources of light but couldn’t spot anything.

      “We’re getting close,” she whispered, only loud enough for the shifters next to her to hear.

      “How did you…?” Lucas asked.

      “I can see better now,” she said. “The kids must be near.”

      “We just passed through the transition point,” Lucas said.

      Cary hadn’t even noticed a change. That was either really cool or utterly terrifying.

      “The others have circled the position,” Lucas said to Deacon, “but there are dozens of cougars surrounding the children. Several layers thick. We can’t get at the kids without risking one of them getting hurt.”

      “Leave that part to me,” Cary said. “Point me in the right direction and I’ll get the kids. Then you all can do…whatever you’re planning on doing with the kidnappers.”

      Lucas exchanged a look with Deacon, his frown deepening. “Not to doubt you,” he said hesitantly, “but…what’s your plan?”

      “I’ll just run in and get the kids,” she said. “No problem.” She shrugged and flicked off her flashlight, leaving only the phone’s screen to cast any light.

      Yup, her ability to see in the dark had definitely improved. They’d stopped just inside the tunnel before it opened onto a larger area. As she stared, the area began to resolve into a clearer view, even after her phone screen went dark.

      That was a relief. Now that she knew her powers were working, her discomfort vanished. This part she could do.

      “My entrance will cause a lot of chaos too,” she said, “so that should work for you guys. I’m assuming the cougars know you’re here—can smell you or something?”

      Lucas nodded, still frowning. “You’ll just…run into the middle of all those shifters?” He exchanged a frantic look with Deacon. “That doesn’t seem like a very good plan.”

      “It never does until I do it.” She smiled. “Although, to be fair, my mentor is usually the planner. I’m more the action person.” She patted Lucas on the arm, a gesture that made him blink in surprise. “Don’t worry. I’ve got this. Which way are the kids?”

      He pointed toward a narrow opening cut out of a brick wall directly opposite them, across the wide expanse of open area—a space that looked like it might have been a kind of intersection between several of the narrow tunnels she now saw crisscrossing the area. A wood plank that was probably supposed to be a door covered the opening. There were additional smaller squares cut out in the wall, which looked more like windows. Wooden slats covered those openings but not completely. She got the impression of being watched through those slats, but she couldn’t see the watchers.

      No light leaked out. And judging the layout beyond that wall was impossible. She could be running into another tight corridor or a giant cave for all she could tell.

      Okay. Well. This should be fun.
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      “Got any idea what’s past the door?” Cary asked. Although calling the wooden board propped up in front of the hole in the brick wall a door was being generous.

      She studied the wider corridor between her tentative cover and the doorway. All that unprotected space was a little worrying. She needed to get to the kids before being attacked. They’d have to creep around the edges of the open space until she was close enough to make a run for it.

      Lucas answered her question. “Our people who’ve been down here before said it’s an open room with a high ceiling, a bar to the left of the entrance, and a loft-like wooden area above the main floor. The cougars will have people in the loft as well as on the ground. We’re not sure where the kid are being held. And there’s no other entrance except that one.” He nodded at the panel covered doorway. “No real way to sneak in.”

      “Cool. Okay, let’s go,” she murmured. Now that she could see enough to move on her own, she released Deacon’s hand and started edging around the open area.

      Next to her ear, so even Lucas couldn’t hear, Deacon murmured, “You’re sure this will work, right?”

      “Worried about your reputation?” she whispered back. “Bringing in a strange human who doesn’t look like much help?” She smiled when she said it. She was pretty used to that reaction after six years.

      “No,” he said. “I’m worried about you.”

      His admission made something flutter in her stomach. She ignored it. “I’ve got this. I’m saving kids. This is the reason I stick with this Protector gig.”

      “I thought that had to do with a puppy?”

      “That’s what got me tricked into it,” she said. They were nearing the door, and Cary could see the flash of glowing yellow eyes through the slat covered windows now. “They’ve seen us,” she said.

      “They’ve been tracking us the whole time,” Deacon said. “They’re waiting for us to come forward and negotiate. Or attempt the rescue ourselves.”

      “Quick question,” Cary said. “Why haven’t you tried that negotiation angle?”

      “They don’t really want to negotiate. They want us exterminated.”

      “Well, that’s not good,” she said, more than a little shocked by the comment. She knew some groups of shifters didn’t get along but extermination seemed…extreme. “I think we have a lot to talk about later.”

      “Yes,” he agreed with a grim sigh.

      She filed that away too. Kids first, explanations later.

      When they were near enough that Cary had a clear path to the door without being out in the open too long, she paused. “All your people ready?”

      She looked at Lucas, who glanced at Deacon. Deacon nodded, though his gaze was on the doorway. She wondered at that. Could Deacon feel the other leopards? She’d read that tiger shifters were really good at that. But she wasn’t sure about leopard shifters. Though if they could, why did Lucas look to Deacon for confirmation?

      More questions for later.

      “I’m gonna just walk in,” she said against Deacon’s ear. “I’ll pretend you’ve sent me in to negotiate since they’re pretending that’s what they want. I’m a neutral human. It seems likely, right?”

      He grunted but didn’t respond otherwise. She took that as approval of her plan.

      “I’ll scream or shout or something when I’ve got the kids safe,” she whispered. “So you’ll know we’re good. I can hold off the cougars, but I won’t be able to chase them away. That’s on you.”

      “We’ve got that part,” Deacon said, his voice deep.

      Now that they were within sniffing distance of the kids, she noticed Deacon’s eyes glowing, his leopard near the surface. She didn’t envy the cougars. But since they’d kidnapped kids and were holding them hostage, she didn’t have a lot of sympathy for them either.

      He glanced down at her just before she moved off, and the glow in his eyes dimmed somewhat. “Stay safe,” he said. “We still have a first date to get to.”

      She grinned. “I’m starting to think we should count these rescue excursions as dates since it seems to be what we always end up doing.”

      “Not what I have in mind,” he said.

      The heat in his voice made her toes curl. She pressed her lips together so she couldn’t give herself away and headed for the plank covered doorway ahead.

      And the glowing eyes of the cougars.

      Hisses and quiet growls met Cary as she stepped through the doorway into a dark, open space with a high ceiling and wooden floor that creaked under the weight of so many people. Just as Lucas had described, there was a wooden loft overhead, reached by a narrow ladder, and a dust covered bar to the left. The windows from this side of the brick wall were no easier to see through but were more obviously windows. The back of the room was solid brick—no entrance or exits that way.

      And in the center of the open space, a small group of kids, maybe ten in all, huddled together. When Cary realized the youngest in that group couldn’t be older than five, her heart caught and anger worked its way into her determination.

      Bastards, using kids this way.

      She glanced around at the cougars all staring at her, a shadowy mass of glowing eyes and dark bodies. She could really only see the faces of the ones closest to her, but at a glance, she figured there were at least forty of them in the room.

      She smiled, because that tended to confuse bad guys. “Hi,” she said. “I’m here to talk. For the leopards. But first, I need confirmation all the children are okay?” She glanced toward the group. “You all good?”

      A girl of maybe ten or eleven, after glancing at the cougars nearest them, said, “We’re fine, mostly.”

      “That’s all of you?” Cary asked, realizing it would be easy to move a few into the loft or behind the bar to increase the cougar’s bargaining position.

      “That’s all of them,” a cougar near Cary hissed, his voice quiet and deep. “Who are you to speak for the leopards?”

      “Just a friend of the family,” she said, holding the girl’s gaze. The girl tilted her head just a little toward the ladder leading up to the loft.

      So, more kids up there. That complicated things.

      “We want our lands back,” the cougar said. “When the leopards leave our territory, we’ll return their children.”

      “Huh,” Cary said. “Okay. Well, let’s see…” She edged through the ranks of the shifters, toward the kids.

      One of the cougars stepped in front of her. “Where are you going?”

      “Just making sure no one’s hurt,” she said. “Part of my job. You can tell I’m human, right?”

      The cougar looked her over and sneered. “Yes,” the woman snarled.

      Cary was pretty sure that was meant as an insult. “So you know I’m not a threat here,” she said. “Just doing my part to reach an equitable end to all this.” She grinned at the cougar woman. The woman just stared, not moving. Cary shrugged and moved around her to get to the children.

      When the cougar tried to stop her by grabbing her arm, Cary easily swung out of reach—with a grace and speed she did not possess when she wasn’t protecting. The cougar frowned. Cary let her grin widen.

      And then she dove toward the kids, setting herself between them and the cougars. The woman who’d grabbed at Cary charged forward, only to hit Cary’s Protector magic and end up thrown backward onto her ass.

      Silence descended over the room. Even the hissing stopped. Cary’s ears rang in the quiet. She hadn’t realized how pervasive the low level noise had been until that moment.

      “What are you?” the man who’d first spoken said.

      “Witch,” someone else hissed.

      “Sorceress,” another snarled.

      Cary glanced over her shoulder at the kids. Behind them, two more cougars where sprawled on the wooden floor several feet away, surrounded by frowning and angry looking associates.

      To the kids, Cary said, “You’re okay now. I just need you to stick with me. Don’t run away or try to get around me. We’re gonna take ourselves to a safer spot and let the grownups work this out.”

      Before she could move, however, the hissing and growling started up again. And a voice roared over the noise.

      “Kill her!”
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      Cary and her small group were instantly surrounded by swarming shifters, all charging and bouncing off her shields. She faced the kids and opened her arms, urging them closer.

      “You’re safe now,” she assured when the youngest started to cry as she hugged Cary’s leg. Cary’s heart broke and her anger at the bastards who’d done this spiked again.

      Another little boy screamed when a cougar lunged right at him. He threw himself backward, closer to Cary, and she set a hand on his shoulder. She couldn’t technically wrapped them all up in her arms, but they were all so stricken and scared looking, she really wanted to.

      Cougar shifters—in human and now animal form—continued to launch at them and continued to get flung away by her shield, only to rise and run at them again. Though it seemed like a lot of time passed during that initial attack, Cary realized that was just because the shifters were moving so fast.

      And a moment after she had that realization, the earsplitting roar of an angry Deacon pierced through the other sounds. She glanced toward the door to see the good guys pouring into the room and crashing through the slat covered windows.

      “Okay,” she said, “now we need a better place to be.” She glanced at the older girl who’d signaled to the loft ladder. “How many more kids are up there?”

      “Three,” the girl said.

      Cary read her lips more than heard her over the noise of the fight around them. Every so often she felt a slight bounce off her shields as a number of shifters got too near the kids and were forced away. She couldn’t feel the shields at all really, even the bubbling in her blood she’d felt in the fight against Oliver Holland wasn’t there. She just felt like she normally did when protecting—nothing much but the occasional back push.

      The life of a Kevlar vest.

      Gesturing to the children, she shouted over the noise, “Stick with me. We’re going to get the others. Stay very close to me. Hold hands.”

      She watched them all grab the hand of another and she took the hands of the oldest and the youngest. They moved slowly and awkwardly through the fighting. Whenever one of the children gasped, Cary paused to ensure everyone was still safe. She didn’t bother trying to avoid the fight, just arrowed through it, letting her powers bump and push the bodies out of the way. Worry for the missing three kids had her hurrying as fast as she could while still keeping the others protected.

      When they reached the ladder, a large pale cougar leapt in front of them, snarling, its mouth open to reveal an intimidating set of very sharp teeth. Cougar shifters, like leopards, were only a little larger than their animal counterparts. If a person wasn’t paying very close attention, they could easily mistake one of the cat shifters for an actual cougar. But the size and weight of even an average sized cougar was enough to make Cary’s heart pound a little harder.

      She frowned at the animal blocking their way, trying to decide if she’d be able to just walk through, when suddenly a black shape flew over her head, plowing into the cougar. A blur of pale brown fur and black fur writhed across the floor, and then the paler animal went flying.

      Cary barely saw the move, it all happened so fast. She glanced back at the black shape, a familiar looking leopard with golden eyes. She nodded her thanks, and he grunted before charging back into the fray.

      “Let’s hurry,” Cary said to the kids. “Mind your steps. Stay close.” She led the way up the ladder, glancing back frequently to see if they were being followed. The main floor was nothing but a sea of furred and human forms, moving so fast she couldn’t begin to sort them out. Once or twice, a shape diverted from the main battle and attempted to charge the trailing children. They hit off Cary’s Protector magic and flew back into the middle of the fight, swallowed into the blur of motion.

      “Are you a witch?” the oldest girl asked, after watching another cougar in human form get thrown halfway across the room when he tried to reach the children.

      “Nope,” Cary said, and left it at that.

      When they reached the landing, Cary had expected to see the last three kids and at least one cougar guarding them, but the loft was empty. Damn.

      “Don’t suppose you know where they’ve gone?” she asked the older girl.

      The girl pointed. “There.”

      Cary raised her brows. There was a narrow break in the wall, near the back of the loft, which led out of this section. She hadn’t even seen it until the girl pointed it out.

      She glanced at her. “Thanks. That was very helpful.”

      She hurried with the kids to the break. The ceiling was a lot lower here so she had to duck to get through the tight opening. A quick glance revealed a short tunnel leading to another brick wall with a very solid looking door. So much for Lucas’s assertion that there was no back way in here.

      Kids in close tow, she tried the door. Locked.

      With a bracing inhale, she took one step back and kicked the hard wood near the frame. The wood shattered and the door swung open so fast it slammed loudly against the wall.

      She had to work not to grin. Kicking open doors, something she would have broken her foot trying ordinarily, was kind of fun. She stepped into another room.

      Just in time to see the remaining three children huddled in a corner as a single cougar in animal form roared and leapt toward them.
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      Cary shouted in alarm and ran as fast as her Protector powers let her. Which, in moments like this, was really fast for a human. She got between the children and the lunging cougar just before the cougar reached them.

      Because of the shifter’s speed, Cary still look the full force of its attack, getting knocked backward onto her ass under the weight of the animal. With instincts she’d stopped questioning, she grabbed the big cat around its neck, tucked her legs under it, and pushed out with all her might. The shifter flew away, slamming into a wall so hard the bricks cracked and dust dropped in a choking rain from the ceiling.

      Cary rolled to a crouch in front of the three kids and motioned the others still in the doorway to her. “Hurry!”

      They ran—at shifter speeds, she noticed—to crowd behind her, all of them secured against the wall, with her between them and the cougar now shaking off her attack. It stared at them, its lip lifting in a teeth-revealing snarl.

      “That everyone now?” Cary asked without taking her eyes off the threat stalking slowly toward them.

      “Yes,” the older girl said.

      Cary heard their whimpers and sniffles, and every part of her just wanted them safe with their families again. “I’ve got you now,” she said quietly. “You’re safe.”

      “What if more come?” someone behind her said.

      The cougar approaching made a strange chuffing noise that sounded suspiciously like a chuckle.

      Cary made a face at the animal. “Don’t worry,” she said to the kids. “The whole lot of them could try and they won’t get to you now.”

      As if to prove her point, the shifter lunged at them again. This time, since Cary was already in place, the animal flew backward without any effort on her part, so hard it hit the ceiling and slammed into the floor several feet away.

      While it rose and shook off the hit, Cary said to the kids, “The other leopards are downstairs. We’ll just wait here until the fighting is done.”

      The cougar launched and hit her magic again, this time getting tossed sideways, nearly out the door.

      “While he wears himself out, why don’t you tell me your names.”

      Three more cougars—one in human form, two in animal forms—charged in to join the one already throwing himself at Cary’s shields.

      “My name is Cary, by the way,” she said.

      “I’m Angelina,” the oldest said, her voice less wobbly now.

      Cary grinned back at her. “One of my best friends’ names is Angela. We call her Angie.”

      “My family calls me Angel,” the girl said. “But I like Lina better.”

      “Lina it is, then,” Cary said. From the corner of her eyes, she watched the three animals pacing in front of her as the human stared from behind them, his eyes narrowed to slits that didn’t hide the yellow glow in
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