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        When her best friend’s mysterious past comes calling…

      

      

      

      Cary Redmond is prepared to step in.

      Although powerful witch, Angie Jordan, is one of Cary’s closest friends, there are parts of Angie’s past she refuses to talk about. Things she’s hinted at but always avoids explaining. Demon related things. And while Cary is very curious about that past, she also respects her friend’s privacy. After all, everyone should be allowed their secrets.

      But when someone out of Angie’s past comes to town and threatens her family, Cary doesn’t hesitate to throw herself between this threat and her friend. She might not understand the undertone, but she can keep Angie and her family from getting hurt. After all, it’s her job as a magical Protector.

      And what good is being a magical Protector if you can’t stand between your friends and disaster?
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      Cary sat on her back porch, idly tossing a soggy tennis ball to her mundane terrier-collie cross, Fred, with one hand and held her steaming cup of coffee in the other. The scent of fresh roasted hazel nut drifted up and scented the late winter air. Though cold, it was the first dry day they’d had in a week, and she intended to take advantage of it by being outside.

      Her basset hound, Pickles, who was actually a foo-lion, rested on the porch next to her, flopped into her basset sprawl, her jowls spread out around her nose. The third dog that made up her little pack, Buck, a golden Lab who was really a demon dog, sniffed the fence border, mostly ignoring Fred as he tore across the lawn.

      A bright blue sky overhead and the sharp cold air contrasting with her warm coffee mug made her sigh. This was a rare moment of peace in her ordinarily strange life and she savored it.

      The life of a magical Protector was…interesting. But more in the curse meaning of that word. She lived in Interesting Times, and that wasn’t necessarily a good thing. Becoming a walking Kevlar vest, whose entire job description was “jump in between good guys and bad guys and keep the good guys safe,” using magic she didn’t actually control but which flowed through her thanks to her bosses, had been eye opening.

      At least it paid well.

      After doing this job for a few years, though, she was almost used to the magical world she hadn’t known existed before becoming a Protector. Demons, vampires, shapeshifters, witches and wizards… Sometimes she just had to shake her head. What the mundane human world didn’t know. It was probably better they didn’t know about all the otherworldly stuff going on around them all the time anyway. Humans were a jumpy and reactive species. And not all of those witches and wizards and shapeshifters and such were bad.

      Her cellphone rang, breaking into her quiet. She sighed and dug it out of her coat pocket. Probably her mother. Her bosses didn’t do anything so ordinary as call her on the phone when they had a job for her. If this was work related, they would have just appeared in her backyard. Or sent her ever-annoying faery mentor, Jaxer, to tell her she had work to do.

      She looked at the screen, a little surprised by the name that flashed up in white block letters. Speaking of one of the good witches…

      “Angie, hey, what’s up?” she answered, worry creeping into her tone.

      Angela Jordan was a powerful witch and one of Cary’s best friends. It wasn’t unusual for Angie to call at random times during the day. But she had family in town visiting at the moment, so Cary hadn’t expected to hear from her for at least another week.

      “Can you come over right now?” Angie asked. “Lucy is on her way after her last class and Marianne is due in half an hour, after she closes her shop.”

      “What’s wrong?” Cary stood and hurried inside, motioning the dogs to follow. Because Pickles and Buck came inside immediately, Fred followed without her having to nag him. “Is it your family? Is something wrong?”

      “Not exactly.” Angie sighed. “Just a sec.” Then she called to someone, “I’ll be down in a minute. Just making a call. It’s work related.” She came back to Cary. “Sorry about that.”

      “Is this work related?”

      Angie owned a successful psychic readings business she ran out of her own home. The business thrived because Angie actually was psychic, as well as being a witch. Most of her clients were mundane humans, and according to Angie, were more in need of a therapist than a real psychic, but Angie was good at listening and that was what really made her so successful.

      Cary couldn’t imagine what issue had come up relating to Angie’s business that would require her to call in reinforcements, but Cary had learned over the last few years that life often turned up thing she couldn’t imagine.

      She locked the back door—even though technically she didn’t have to. Between the glamour on her house that kept people away who weren’t invited, and the presence of a demon dog and a foo lion, no one could break into her home. But she locked the doors anyway because some habits were impossible to break, and her dad had instilled door-locking into her too thoroughly to be disregarded now.

      “Not work…exactly,” Angie said. “It’s a long story. But I need some help to keep my family occupied while I sort this out, and that help needs to be comfortable with magic and mayhem.” She dropped her voice into a near whisper, making her already deep voice even deeper. “And with my family here, I could use a Protector around. Just in case.”

      “I’ll be there in twenty minutes if I don’t get stuck in traffic.”

      “Thanks.”

      Angie disconnected just as Cary grabbed her keys off the hook near the front door and headed down the side hall that led to her garage. She called a goodbye to the dogs and hurried out, her stomach tight with worry.

      If Angie, of all people, needed a Protector, something was very very wrong.
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      Cary reached Angie’s neighborhood in good time, having gotten a remarkable stretch of green lights on the way here. She might have thought something magical was at work, but Angie had told her already she couldn’t control traffic lights with magic.

      Lucy climbed out of her little Volkswagen Bug across the street as Cary pulled up behind one of two rental cars parked outside Angie’s house—Cary assumed the rentals belonged to Angie’s family. Marianne’s sporty BMW rolled past, and she waved at Cary before pulling into a spot a few houses down on the same side of the road as Lucy had parked.

      They converged on the sidewalk at the base of Angie’s long front yard. A stone path bisected the neatly trimmed lawn, leading up to Angie’s short, narrow front porch. The two story Craftsman house looked undisturbed, which was a relief. Still, Cary’s gut was tight with worry.

      “What’s happening?” Marianne asked, also looking up at the house. She was dressed as elegantly as always in a pair of perfectly tailored wide-legged trousers and a button up silk shirt in an autumnal orange color that complimented her dark skin. As a seamstress, business owner, and magical weaver, Marianne saw it as part of her job to dress so that other people trusted her to dress them. She was wildly successful at it.

      “Not sure,” Cary said. “Angie didn’t elaborate on the phone.”

      “I got the impression it isn’t good, whatever it is,” Lucy said in her little girl’s voice. Her curly red hair was piled on top of her head in a messy bun, and she was still wearing the simple white gi with a black belt circling her waist that she typically wore when teaching beginner classes at her dojo. She’d obviously rushed over right from her class without bothering to change first.

      Which meant Cary wasn’t the only one worried about Angie.

      The front door to the house opened and Angie stepped out onto the porch, closing the door behind her.

      Angie was six foot tall and slim as a supermodel. Today she was dressed in her “street” clothes, jeans and a simple, emerald cowl-neck sweater that showed off her long neck. Her wavy light brown hair was pulled back into a French twist and her makeup was minimal. When working, she dressed in flowing velvet skirts and elaborate hippy shirts with layers of tinkling jewelry on her wrists and ankles and beads woven into her hair, because that’s what her clients expected of a psychic. When she wasn’t working, though, she preferred business casual or jeans, and the only jewelry she wore were her ever present moon earrings—a present from her brothers in honor of her love of astronomy.

      They hurried up the walk to her as she came down the two wooden steps of her porch. She was barefoot, despite the cold, and that made Cary
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