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        Trouble with a Vengeance…

      

      

      

      In her seventh year as a magical Protector, Cary Redmond has faced down more world-ending, life-or-death situations than she cares to remember. And now that she’s discovered she’s not as ordinary as she thought, finding ways to not die is getting even tougher. Especially with all the enemies she’s collected while saving good guys from bad guys.

      So when her latest job forces her to confront too many of these old enemies, Cary desperately wants to refuse. Unfortunately, walking away is not an option, thanks to more of that world-ending trouble so common in her life.

      With the help of her leopard shifter mate, Cary once again faces overwhelming odds in a quest to save the world.

      And hopefully not die.
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        To my whole family.

        Who made these last few years not just bearable but full of love.

        Even occasionally fun. Thank you for standing by me on this journey.
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      Cary looked up at the ceiling of the dojo and groaned. She really ought to be used to this view by now. That faint water spot that Lucy had never gotten around to getting painted. The inset lights that felt entirely too bright in her face. The white textured panels that made up the ceiling.

      She’d stared up at that ceiling from her back so frequently over the last ten months it was like looking out her living room window into her backyard. Very very familiar.

      “You’re still overthinking,” Lucy said from somewhere off to Cary’s right.

      She rolled onto her side and looked up at her best friend and current worst enemy.

      The petite redhead had her hands on her hips, her mouth turned down in a disapproving scowl. For their training sessions, Lucy wore a simple white gi, the top crossed over her stomach, with an ordinary black belt wrapped around her waist, the uniform flexible and easy for any contingency. She looked like a cute, harmless woman with her smattering of freckles across her nose, her curly red hair pulled up on top of her head in a loose bun. She even sounded a bit like a child with her high-pitched voice.

      But after more than thirty years of training, Lucy was not harmless. She had multiple black belts in more than one martial arts discipline, and Cary had personally seen her kick the ass of men twice her size, more than once.

      “I don’t know how to not think,” Cary grumbled as she pushed herself back up to her knees, working to catch her breath.

      Lucy kept her dojo spotless, which ensured it almost always smelled like pine cleaner and faintly of incense. Right now, all Cary could smell was her own sweat—which was significantly less pleasant than Lucy’s lovely frankincense sticks burning near the front desk by a miniature brass statue of the Buddha.

      At least the dark blue mats beneath her hid the blood.

      Not that Lucy had made her bleed. In fact, Lucy was a superb teacher and had never once actually hurt Cary during training. But given how often Cary ended up flat out on her ass, or in some sort of bound position, she kept expecting blood. A nose bleed at the very least.

      “You have to let the muscle memory take over if you want to handle shifters who can move significantly faster than you can,” Lucy said. “You can’t pause and think about what you’re doing. You just have to do it.”

      “I did manage to do that once, you know,” Cary said defensively.

      Okay, it had been while she was protecting and she would have been safe anyway. Still, she’d reacted exactly the way Lucy had trained her to and managed to disarm someone with a knife! She’d done it on her own without the magic her bosses gave her. She’d considered it a big deal.

      Lucy had congratulated her. And then increased her training sessions by an extra hour a week.

      “Besides,” Cary said as she climbed to her feet, slowly, trying not to groan aloud, “it’s not shifters out to kill me.” Right now, anyway. “It’s a wizard. And he’s vanished. Since that vampire incident, he hasn’t made another attempt. Maybe the vampires killed him.” The previous Master of Portland wouldn’t have hesitated if he thought it expedient.

      “His protégé, who you thought was dead but who isn’t dead, is still out there,” Lucy reminded her without missing a beat.

      Cary scowled. “Yes, but apparently I drained him of all his magic.”

      All this mess with the wizard out to kill her—she still didn’t know his fucking name—had started with Sheldon, a teenage wizard who’d been killing shifters in an attempt to steal their bodies.

      Sheldon—and her former mentor Jaxer—were responsible for Cary meeting her mate, boyfriend, future king of the leopard shifters, Deacon Jones. So she supposed she should thank Sheldon for that. She had grown to love having Deacon in her life. Even if their future was filled with potential…difficulties.

      She’d thought Sheldon had died during her confrontation with him, but turned out he hadn’t. And thanks to his enraged mentor, she’d discovered she absorbed magic and wasn’t the ordinary human woman she’d thought she was before being tricked into becoming a magical Protector.

      The last few years had been really complicated.

      “Magic or no, he killed shifters and he can kill you,” Lucy said. “He knows what you are. His mentor knows what you are. You can’t rely on your Protector magic to protect you.”

      When Cary had become a Protector years ago, she’d been an ordinary human woman rethinking her career goals. Her bosses, the North American Fae who made Protectors—whom she’d dubbed the Nags because they were—and her faery mentor Jaxer had sort of tricked her into the job. The Nags had imbued her with the ability to channel their magic and keep good guys safe from bad guys. And that had been her job ever since. They even paid her for it.

      The problem was that when she wasn’t channeling that magic, she was still an ordinary woman who could be killed as easily as any other. Unless she was protecting someone, she was vulnerable. All a bad guy had to do to kill her was want to kill her and only her, and not be any danger to anyone else.

      That last part could be tricky, though. Bad guys by their very definition were usually dangerous to someone else besides her. It was all in the intentions of the moment, which made it more difficult to kill her than some bad guys thought because…well, they were bad and intended bad things.

      But if a bad guy knew how to kill her, knew what she was, they could manage it.

      Sheldon’s mentor had come close to killing her a couple of times before siccing the vampires on her. He’d figured out that trick. If he could do it, others could as well.

      And now that she was in the last part of her seventh year as a Protector—a test year she had to either pass and come into her full powers (whatever that meant), or she’d die and her family would be compensated—she felt even more vulnerable to these issues. Too many people now knew what she was, despite her best efforts. She’d made a lot of enemies in her time as a Protector. Turned out, bad guys hated the person who stopped them doing whatever the hell they wanted.

      Who knew.

      “You have to learn the stuff I’m teaching you,” Lucy continued emphatically. “And you have to have it in your bones. You have to be able to react. Not think.”

      “I swear, this is the first time in my life I’ve been accused of thinking too much.”

      “Ha! Want me to list the other times.”

      “No.” Cary lowered her chin and gave Lucy a look.

      Lucy returned it with a grin. “I have a surprise for you.”

      Cary groaned. “I’m going to hate it, aren’t I?”

      “Depends on if you can stop thinking or not.”

      Cary watched Lucy’s back as she disappeared into one of the two back rooms the students used for changing. She came back out followed by a man large enough Cary had to crane her neck back to look up at him.

      He was six foot nine if he was an inch, wide and thickly muscled, dark brown complexion, clean shaven, his dark curly hair cut close and tight to his head. He wore a navy blue gi with a black belt circling his waist, the two colors blending together so well it was hard to tell the belt’s color unless she looked close. His expression when he stepped onto the mat was serious and fierce.

      And Cary’s pulse kicked hard.

      “Cary,” Lucy said, smiling up at the man who was two and half times her size, “this is Brandon Hawthorne. He’s a bear shifter.” Lucy met Cary’s wide-eyed gaze. “And your new sparring partner.”

      Brandon grinned.

      Oh boy.

      

      One hour later. The ceiling again.

      That water spot was spreading. She’d better warn Lucy to have the landlord look into it.

      “Can you breathe?” Brandon asked, his grinning face coming into Cary’s view overhead.

      She took a test breath just to make sure. “Give me a minute. Just a minute.”

      Brandon, as it turned out, was a delightful man. Happy and friendly and easy with a joke. And he did not pull his punches even a little bit. Or well, he did in that he kept them to human tolerable levels. But he didn’t give her a break from tossing her around on her ass.

      “I am never going to keep up with you, you know?” she said, still prone on the mat. It seemed safer down here. The minute she stood up, Brandon and Lucy came at her again.

      They’d been tag teaming her for the last hour. And while Cary could see Lucy when she moved, she couldn’t seem to avoid the hits. Brandon, she couldn’t even see most of the time. She’d blink, he’d be in front of her, he’d flip her onto her back. And she’d stare up at the ceiling for a few minutes catching her breath.

      “Lucy’s right,” he said, offering a hand to help her to her feet.

      She took the offer gratefully, groaning as he easily lifted her to a standing position—without her having to put much effort into the process. Which was good because she was exhausted and only stubborn will kept her from tumbling back onto her face onto the mat once Brandon released his hold. She straightened her gi top in a bid to delay the inevitable next attack.

      “I’m always right,” Lucy said, her little girl’s voice smug.

      Cary snorted.

      Brandon’s smile widened. To be fair to the bear who kept knocking her on her ass, the man had a really charming smile. Broad and open. He was one of the most laidback shifters Cary had ever met. His movements, when he wasn’t tossing her around the dojo, were all easygoing grace, almost lazy and slow. And he laughed easily.

      He was extremely careful of his strength, too, gentle with her fragile human body, despite flipping her onto the mats repeatedly. She knew without having to be told he could break her in half with his pinky finger. Even if he wasn’t a bear shifter, he’d likely be able to do that. But he didn’t seem inclined to exert any of that power. Given all the shifter power plays Cary had witnessed—and been the focus of—over her years as a Protector, his seeming uninterest in showing off that strength struck her as extremely refreshing.

      “Sensai’s arrogance aside,” Brandon said, winking at Lucy. She rolled her eyes at him. “She is right about your overthinking. You’re trying to see me. But you will never see a shifter move. You have to act on instinct and stop relying on your ordinary senses.”

      Actually, she could see shifters move when she was protecting someone. But she took his point. “I don’t know how to stop relying on my ordinary senses,” she said with a sigh. “I don’t know how to stop trying to see you.”

      “Instincts take time to develop,” Lucy said, rubbing Cary’s sore shoulder. “That’s why I asked Brandon to help us. You need to get used to acting, just moving, without worrying about everything else. And you need to learn how to do that with someone like Brandon.”

      “I’m here for you,” he said with a friendly nod. “Don’t worry, we’ll get you there.”

      Cary finally let out a long sigh and smiled. “Okay. If you’re willing to put in the work with me, I’ll try my damnedest to stop thinking so much.”

      “Good girl,” Lucy said.

      Cary was about to comment on the condescension when a new voice called from the front of the dojo.

      “You two done yet?” Marianne said. She stood at the edge of the mat, hands on her hips, shaking her head at them. “Angie’s expecting us soon. The restaurant won’t hold our reservation all night.”

      Marianne was a seamstress extraordinaire and a magical weaver. She created most of Cary’s clothes now—all with magic pockets that kept Cary from losing her keys and wallet all the time—and she was one of Cary’s best friends.

      Dressed in a casual, sexy pearl gray pants suit she’d made to fit her curvy form perfectly and complement her dark skin, Marianne looked almost her old self. She’d returned to the short, soft afro she’d kept for most of the years Cary had known her, after a brief stint with long braids. Her makeup was understated except for a bright plum lipstick which was a powerful pop of color. She looked both indulgent and annoyed that they weren’t ready to go. And her smirk and raised brows said clearly she wasn’t waiting long if they didn’t move their asses. That was Marianne in every way.

      Which made Cary’s heart happy to see.

      Marianne had gone through a very rough breakup a few months back with her longtime girlfriend, and Cary was still worried about her. Marianne had decided not to move back to New York City, which was frankly a relief, but she hadn’t really returned to her pre-breakup self yet. And maybe she never would. But Cary, Lucy, and Angie had been making an effort to keep her busy and distracted so she could at least try to get back to some level of peace.

      She waved at them. “Move it, ladies. We don’t have all night.”

      Cary grinned. “You’ve just saved my poor, sorry self from another ass-kicking and I will be forever in your debt.”

      “I will take you up on that debt later when you buy the wine.”

      “Deal.”

      Marianne’s gaze flicked to Brandon and she raised her brows again at Lucy, the question clear.

      “Sorry,” Lucy said. “Brandon Hawthorne, this is Marianne Johnson. Marianne, Brandon. He’s helping me train Cary now.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Marianne said. “Try not to hurt our girl too much.”

      “It’s an absolute pleasure to meet you too, Marianne Johnson,” he said.

      Cary gave him a look. His voice had dropped at least half an octave, to a pretty sexy base rumble. And he was staring at Marianne with an intensity that could have been intimidating if he weren’t offsetting the look with his most charming smile.

      Marianne blinked and frowned a little at the bear shifter. But she didn’t dismiss him or scowl at his obvious attention.

      Which was…good?

      Well. Now they had some serious things to discuss over dinner.

      “Same time tomorrow?” Lucy asked Brandon, her gaze moving between him and Marianne, too.

      “Absolutely.” He gave them each a nod goodbye, his last for Marianne. “See you again soon.”

      He ambled back to the dressing room, and all three of them watched him go.

      “Hm,” Lucy said.

      “Hm indeed,” Cary said.

      Marianne did scowl at them and opened her mouth to retort, but Cary shook her head, cutting her gaze to the locker room. She mouthed, “shifter hearing,” and tapped her ears.

      Marianne nodded in understanding but her scowl didn’t drop.

      Yeah, they definitely had a conversation ahead of them. Dinner at this new restaurant suddenly seemed the least interesting part of the night.

      At least, it did until the Nags materialized at the back of the dojo to give her a new job.
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      Cary dropped her head back, staring at the water stain from a standing position this time. “Now?” she whined, without any regrets. “I’m exhausted, sore, and really hungry.” She glanced down at Marianne. “And we have things to discuss.”

      “No, we don’t,” Marianne said.

      “Yes, we do,” Lucy said.

      Marianne gave Lucy a look. Lucy returned it completely unrepentant.

      “You are needed, Protector,” Liruk said. “You have a job to do.”

      Cary nodded toward the locker rooms and mouthed, “shifter,” at them. Geez, as if there weren’t enough people in this town who’d figured out what she was. She didn’t need her new sparring partner to know all as well. Even if she did like the man.

      “We are aware of the bear shifter,” Liruk said as if annoyed Cary would think otherwise.

      “It was a good decision to bring him in for Cary’s training,” Wisat said to Lucy.

      Lucy grinned.

      Cary’s bosses, the North American Fae who imbued her with her Protector powers, were…well, a complicated part of Cary’s life. A lot of real love-hate between them. Okay, hate was maybe a strong word. Most of the time they just annoyed her. Hate only happened occasionally, depending on the circumstances.

      Though, this might just be one of those circumstances since she was sore and really really hungry. Brandon no doubt heard her stomach growling all the way in the locker rooms.

      “What do you want?” Cary asked, rolling her shoulders to try and speed up her healing. Everything ached now. Even with Protector magic, she was going to have a hard time moving fast.

      “A simple job,” Liruk said, her tone softening.

      Cary narrowed her eyes. Liruk had, until very very recently, been the most critical of Cary’s two bosses, the one most difficult for Cary to get along with. The most disapproving of Cary’s attitude toward her job. Liruk was all gold and white, gold skin, white hair, gold horns sticking out of her hair, white robe and pants—which seemed to be their uniform. The only non-gold or white thing on her were her outrageously green eyes, eyes so green it was like nature on steroids. She was a stunning being, a creature most definitely of the Fae.

      And she did not understand why Cary resisted so many aspects of her job as a Protector.

      Liruk didn’t understand Cary’s fears. That she wasn’t good enough. That she wasn’t cut out for this job. That she was going to get people killed.

      Something had changed in their relationship recently, though. Liruk still put on the impatient face and disapproving tone when she first appeared on the scene, but her sour attitude softened quicker these days. And she dealt more…gently with Cary.

      That shift had Cary on high alert for whatever other shoe they intended to drop on her.

      “You are needed to protect a woman from a passing band of angry sprites,” Wisat said.

      He had always been the more traditionally patient boss, the one who had some vague sympathy for Cary’s fears and hesitancies. He was all black and red to Liruk’s white and gold. His robe and pants were black, his skin red, his hair black, the velvet-covered antler-like halos that circled his head red. But like Liruk, he had green green eyes.

      Cary had never found out if that was coincidence, if Liruk and Wisat were related, or if it was a common trait among their people. The Nags were not inclined to tell her much about themselves or their particular group of Fae. And she’d never been able to uncover any information about them beyond some of the names given to them and legends told about them by Native Americans and First Peoples. Even those stories gave them different attributes and quirks. For all Cary could find, Liruk and Wisat might as well be the only two of their type of Fae out there.

      “Sprites?” Cary asked, her brows quirked. “You mean the tiny Fae who usually don’t do more than cause mischief?”

      “They’re very angry about some things happening in Faery,” Liruk said.

      “And will take it out on an innocent human if you don’t get there in time,” Wisat finished.

      “Shit. Okay. Where?”

      Wisat gave her an address not far from Lucy’s dojo, but she’d still have to drive to get there fast enough.

      Cary sighed. “How much time do I have?”

      “Not much,” Liruk said. And then did something that made everything in Cary freeze. “I am sorry for the last-minute notice.”

      Cary blinked. Hard. Several times.

      Sorry? Liruk had just apologized? For something they did to Cary all the time?

      “Uh.” She didn’t know what else to say. Liruk never apologized. Certainly not for popping in and sending Cary on missions willy-nilly. They usually refrained from doing so in front of other people. The fact that they were here in Lucy’s dojo, doing this in front of Lucy and Marianne, was a testament to the need for Cary to hurry to this job.

      But apologize for…anything?

      Now Cary really was worried. She narrowed her eyes at Liruk. “After I’ve saved this woman from rampaging sprites and then had a nice, conversation-filled dinner with my friends, you and I are going to have a talk.”

      Liruk lifted her chin, but didn’t argue the point with Cary.

      That didn’t bode well either.

      Cary turned to Lucy and Marianne. “I’ll meet you at the restaurant. Don’t wait to order food but get me something gooey and with a lot of carbohydrates involved. Thanks!”

      She hugged them both, gently since she’d been sweating, and hurried to the locker room for a quick change. She’d have to do a better clean up after she’d saved the poor human woman from the sprites.

      And she’d have to worry about her bosses later, too.

      But worried, she definitely was.
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      Cary pushed into her one-story cottage-style house, covered in green slime and very very ready for a bath.

      Why did so many of the Fae have to pelt things like slime and glitter and stuff that stuck?

      She sighed. To be fair, the slime was harmless, like that slime kids used. It was just sticky. And at least the human woman who’d shared the slime bath with her had been pragmatic about it. She had kids so sliming wasn’t new to her.

      Sprites trying to kill her because she happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time… That had been new. And the woman, Elise, had handled that pretty well too, all things considered.

      Cary waved to her little dog pack as they strolled into the living room to greet her. “Better wait on hugs, guys. I’m a bit messy here.” She showed them her slimmed t-shirt. “And I missed dinner with the girls because of this. I’m very unhappy about that.” She couldn’t show up at a fancy restaurant covered in goop, even if the stuff did smell unusually mild for Fae slime. A bit like cotton candy but a little tarter. Not the worst thing she’d been hit with.

      Pickles, her foo lion disguised as a basset hound, and the only other girl in the pack, flopped onto the floor on her stomach and looked up at Cary with a baleful expression that was only possible with a basset hound’s heavy jowls and loose skin.

      “Yeah, you get it, huh, Pickles?”

      Pickles let out a low woof in reply.

      Fred, the mundane terrier-collie cross, jumped up and down, trying to bounce as close to Cary as possible without touching her. He wasn’t very successful, despite his efforts, and she ended up with some of his pale brown fur mixed with the slime on her jeans.

      “At least you tried,” she said to him.

      He yapped and dropped hard onto his butt, thick tail thumping on the carpet.

      Buck, her golden Labrador who was actually a demon dog—never to be referred to as a hellhound or he got mad—sat next to Pickles looking as laid back and pragmatic as Elise had been while being attacked by sprites. For all that Buck could rip holes between this realm and demon realms without much effort, and when his true nature came out, he had three heads and a lot of teeth, he mostly just hung out in his Labrador form and went with the flow of things, happy just to be part of the pack.

      “Ah, guys,” she said with a sigh, looking at her little band of happy animals. “It’s good to be home. Even if I did miss dinner.”

      Her stomach growled loudly at the reminder.

      “Bath first,” she told it. “Then food.”

      She carefully removed her leather coat and hung it on the door handle of her front closet. Fortunately, because the jacket was Marianne-made, it not only had magic pockets, it was self-cleaning. Which meant it would be back to its old battered self by the time she got out of the shower.

      How Cary had survived any time as a Protector without Marianne-made clothing, she’d never know. The woman was a genius. And magic pockets were the best thing ever. Second only to coffee and pizza.

      As if she’d conjured them by the sheer force of her hunger, when Cary emerged from the shower and headed back into the living room, she caught the distinct scent of both coffee and pizza.

      Her stomach growled loudly and happily.

      Her heart did a giddy little flip of happiness all its own.

      And a moment later, Deacon stepped out of the kitchen. “Angie, Lucy, and Marianne all texted me that you got called away on a job,” he said, his deep voice rumbling with his amusement.

      She shivered a little. His voice did very wicked things to her, without him even having to try. “All three of them? Did they think you’d ignore one text?”

      “They know I worry,” he said with a shrug. “More now than ever.”

      She winced. Yeah. Ever since she’d died that one time recently, he’d been extra worried about her. It wasn’t like she’d been dead for very long. She didn’t even remember much of it anymore. Not really. At least not the during.

      But he remembered everything. And he hadn’t gotten over the moment yet.

      Because she needed it, and got the feeling he did too, she went into his arms. He was warm and solid and she always felt remarkably settled when surrounded by his scent. She knew some of this was their mate bond, a bond she’d taken a long time to accept. But some of this was just Deacon.

      “I love you,” she said.

      She’d been working hard to make sure those words came out more often now, in moments when she wasn’t in danger. It had taken her months to get them out, to say what she was feeling out loud. And then she’d gone and done it for the first time just before dying. She felt like she needed to make up for that by saying the words in non-life-threatening situations as often as possible.

      To be fair, he’d said the words the first time to her after she’d almost been killed—by one of his exes no less!—so he didn’t have a lot of moral ground to stand on here. Still, he’d managed the words a lot sooner than she had, so she felt it important to balance the scales a little.

      She wasn’t sure if that was a healthy attitude or not. But it did mean she told him how she felt about him regularly, and that had to be a good thing.

      “I love you, too,” he murmured into her hair. “Want to tell me about the sprite adventure or just eat pizza and talk about nonsense?”

      “Pizza and nonsense first. Coffee and sprites after.”

      It wasn’t dinner with her best friends, but it was equally as good.

      “How did training with Brandon go, by the way?” he asked as he led her into the kitchen.

      She almost missed the question as the scent of pizza, coffee, and Deacon filled her with so much pleasure she hummed.

      Then she blinked. “How did you know about that?”

      “Lucy felt the need to warn me ahead of time,” he said with a little chuckle. “She didn’t want me to get all growly jealous of you working out with another shifter.”

      “Smart woman.”

      She didn’t even wait for a plate to take her first bite of pizza. She was too hungry. Fortunately, she never felt self-conscious eating around Deacon. He ate more food than three full grown human men thanks to his metabolism and was used to shifters, all of whom ate a lot to keep up with their metabolisms. Cary did not have that fast shifter metabolism to offset all the pizza, but screw it. You only lived once.

      Well, in her case, she supposed this was technically twice.

      All the more reason for pizza.

      “The session went well,” she said, setting the rest of her slice on the plate he offered and scooping up a second for good measure. “I ended up on my ass even more than when it’s just me and Lucy. And I never once saw him move. So yeah, great session.”

      Deacon’s chuckle danced along her spine, distracting her momentarily from her food. The man could rule the world with his smile and the sound of that chuckle alone.

      “I’m sorry you ended up on your ass so much, but I’m glad Lucy thought of this. You spend a lot of time around shifters. Learning how to defend against our speed is important.”

      Since he was the future king of the area’s leopard shifters, and as his mate she’d be considered a leader of them too—which she was still really freaked out about—she knew he wasn’t just talking about her job. If nothing went wrong between them, and neither of them died, she’d be spending the rest of her life surrounded by shifters. Knowing how to not get her throat ripped out seemed like a very wise idea.

      “Does it bug you at all, me training with a bear shifter? Who, I might add, is huge, but super charming and adorably handsome, and I think he likes Marianne, but the Nags interrupted before we could dig into that topic.”

      “Brandon and Marianne, huh? Is she ready for that?”

      “No. But if he’s patient, she might be someday. You know him?”

      “I do. Pretty well actually. He’s volunteered at the shelters before.”

      Deacon’s family business was animal rescue. She’d known she was doomed the minute she’d learned that.

      “And he’s done some fundraising work for us. He’s a professional fundraiser. Did he tell you?”

      “No. He was too busy tossing me around the dojo. Is he worthy of Marianne?” After the heartbreak Marianne had gone through when Gina cheated on her, Cary was very protective of her now. They all were. Brandon couldn’t be just any ordinary prospect if he intended to pursue her best friend.

      “No,” Deacon said without even hesitating. “But if anyone can aspire to be, he can.”

      She grinned. “Good enough.”

      The way Deacon and her friends had taken to each other had been a huge relief. Mate or not, she would have dropped kicked Deacon to the curb if he hadn’t gotten along with her friends. Fortunately for all involved, she hadn’t had to do that.

      They settled on her couch and ate at the coffee table, as was her habit, with Fred nearby begging for scraps, and Pickles and Buck snoozing under the big bay window in her living room that looked out on the backyard. Both Pickles and Buck were interested in any spare food going, they were just a lot more subtle about that interest than Fred. Fred bounced off Deacon’s leg once in his enthusiasm and then proceeded to pound his long tail against the floor until Deacon fed him a slice of pepperoni. Which earned Deacon some bonus points with Fred, she was sure.

      They talked about nonsense for a while, and she ate until her stomach finally felt full and happy. Then she ate about a half slice past that because…pizza. Her night might not have gone exactly as she’d intended, but this was definitely a wonderful alternative.

      Until her doorbell started to buzz. And not just someone ringing the bell once. No, the ass on the other side of the door set his finger to the buzzer and let it ring in a steady, irritating drone.

      “Why does he do that?” Deacon said scowling at the door.

      “Because he’s Jaxer,” she huffed, and went to answer.
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      Cary’s former mentor stood on her front stoop, grinning at her scowl. He looked as gorgeous as ever, blond hair pulled back from his face in a low tail—he’d let it go a little longer in the last month—his blue-green eyes sparking with mischief, dressed in his usual silk shirt, opened enough at the neck to show off his perfectly muscled chest.

      For a long time, she’d wondered what Jaxer looked like when he wasn’t using his glamour to present himself to the world with a more human façade. He was too vain not to appear gorgeous, but she’d always suspected under the glamour he’d be even more stunning, that he used his glamour—his strongest magic—to actually tone down his look because most of the high Fae she’d met over the years were almost too…overwhelming to look at. Her bosses included.

      Turned out, she was right.

      He’d been toning down his ethereal gorgeousness for years. And now that she’d seen him in all his Fae glory, sometimes that glow, that underlying Faeness seemed to superimpose itself over the image she was used to. She had to blink a few times to ensure she was looking at the man she’d known all these years, her former mentor, her—she hoped still—friend.

      A friend who had really bad timing and liked nothing better than to irritate the hell out of her.

      “What?” she asked, with as much bite as she could manage when she wasn’t actually mad at him. Just annoyed he’d interrupted her quiet evening—and the kiss she’d been leaning in to start with Deacon.

      Jaxer’s grin widened. “I didn’t interrupt you mid-pizza, did I? I’ll leave and come back.”

      “Shut up.” She opened the door wider and let him in.

      He and Deacon exchanged a grunt of greeting. Not super friendly. But not hostile. Which was a serious change in their dynamic from just a few months ago. She liked the change. It cut the tension in the room down a lot when the two of them weren’t at each other’s throats.

      Especially because they’d been at odds over her, and she really really hadn’t enjoyed being in the middle of that jealousy nonsense.

      But since they’d all returned from their adventures in Faery six weeks ago, Deacon and Jaxer had settled into a kind of truce. Not quite friends again. But…closer.

      And Jaxer had bigger relationship issues than her to deal with now. Which, if she were being perfectly honest with herself, she found delightfully fun to watch.

      She settled on the couch next to Deacon, leaning into him when he put his arm around her shoulder. Jaxer sprawled elegantly on one of the two chairs that bracketed the coffee table. He didn’t scowl at Deacon’s arm around her. That was also a change. Yay for the truce!

      “What’s up?” she asked, more friendly this time because relief had a way of dampening her irritation. And now that she was in a test year, Jaxer wasn’t her mentor anymore, so he wasn’t here with job-related news.

      At least, she hoped he wasn’t.

      He’d been dropping in to check on her more without it having anything to do with work. She had a feeling, although he wouldn’t admit it, that he’d been as shaken by her death and recovery as Deacon.

      To add to Jaxer’s trauma, he’d also lost his father in that same battle. He refused to talk about it, though, so she wasn’t sure how much of his visits were tied to that. And she didn’t push. When he wanted to talk, she was here to listen. But everything that had happened in Faery had changed things for all of them.

      And they were still adjusting.

      “So, I was in The Bookstore yesterday…” Jaxer started.

      Cary sat up a little straighter. “Renee is good?”

      “Great as always. She says Hi.”

      Cary grinned. The Bookstore was this wonderful place full of books on all things supernatural and preternatural. A neutral haven for every species and talent. And not exactly connected to time and space. Renee was the current proprietor. She’d been super helpful to Cary over the years. Also, she gave Cary a friends-and-family discount because of that one incident early on. To be fair, Pickles had sorted out the problem, but Cary had helped, and Renee had been grateful enough to give her the good discount.

      The Bookstore was where Cary had gone to learn the full extent of—or at least what little was known about—her ability to absorb magic. Learning she absorbed magic in the first place had been a pretty big shock. Especially because she’d learned the fact from the wizard who wanted her dead. He thought she’d stolen his protégé Sheldon’s magic on purpose, magic the old wizard wanted for himself. And one of the only reasons they knew Sheldon was still alive and hadn’t been killed when she’d drained him of his magic was because he’d shown up at The Bookstore.

      And Renee had promised to let them know if he appeared there again.

      Cary narrowed her eyes at Jaxer. “Is this about Sheldon?”

      Jaxer smiled a little, and nodded as if she’d done something clever. She rolled her eyes at his condescension but didn’t want to throw the conversation off track by making a big deal of it.

      “Sheldon has been back to the store a few times in the last couple of months,” he confirmed. “Renee was finally able to get more than a word or two from him. She still doesn’t know if he’s working with his master or not, but he told her he’s learning spellcraft. And he makes no claims of being a wizard. He told Renee he was a novice witch.”

      The fact that Sheldon was still trying to wield magic wasn’t good news. He’d done very very bad things with magic before.

      “We knew I’d accidentally drained a lot, if not all, of his magic. On accident,” she felt the need to emphasize. “But does that mean he’s not a wizard anymore? I mean, does that happen? I haven’t been able to find anything in the literature.”

      Wizards came with innate powers that they fueled and augmented with rituals and a sort of magical chemistry—a cousin to alchemy, but no wizard would deign to admit to studying alchemy nowadays. Their power was different to a witch’s, tapped different magical “stuff”. And they tended to work with things like energy bolts and brute force powers and chemically-created potions, where witches worked more with elemental magic and herbal potions and divinations and the like. Witches and wizards felt there was a very distinct line between their different magics and skill sets. Most of the time, Cary could see their point of view. But occasionally, it all just looked like magic to her.

      “The literature is pretty sparse on anything to do with your abilities,” Jaxer said. “A wizard having his powers drained that way probably doesn’t come up a lot.”

      She made a face. “So what do we do about him? I kind of feel like I should confront him. Because his master did try to kill me more than once—including getting me on the bad side of the Master of Portland,” she added with a scowl. She typically tried not to get on the bad side of Master vampires because they were scary as all hell.

      “I think you were already on Gabriel’s potential-problem list before the wizard,” Jaxer said.

      “But he never summoned me or tried to make contact with me before that. We could have just continued on ignoring each other, and we would have both been perfectly happy.”

      “And he wouldn’t be dead,” Deacon added. “Or, you know, permanently dead.”

      She nodded. “I still wonder if the vampires didn’t go after the wizard for his part in all that.”

      After that mess, the new Master of Portland, James—an unaccountably ordinary name for a vampire Master—had come to an agreement with Cary that ensured the vampires didn’t bother her and they continued the rule of not feeding off the unwilling in Portland. There were more than enough willing to go around. The rule had been set in place two Master vampires back, when Ariel ruled, because she had agreed with Cary that vampires should not feed off defenseless kitten blood. Though probably for different reasons.

      Gabriel, the next Master, had upheld that rule after he’d killed Ariel and taken over. But he’d pushed it when the whole wizard mess happened, forcing a confrontation with her.

      She hadn’t actually killed him on purpose. More like channeled the being who had. Who hadn’t even technically been a full being yet as she was still a fetus in the womb at the time. But baby gods had different rules to humans, and even vampires for that matter. From the outside, the actual process of what had killed Gabriel hardly matter. Cary had seemingly killed the Master of Portland. And the Master who took over ensured his people believed that. She got the impression James knew better, though. The vampires had been quiet ever since.

      But the wizard going to the vampires had catalyzed that whole situation. That couldn’t have made most of them happy. Except maybe James. But even if he was pleased with what the wizard had started, that wouldn’t stop him from killing the man just to tie up all the loose ends.

      “We haven’t seen Sheldon’s mentor since all that,” she said. “No signs of him even though Sheldon keeps showing up.”

      “Well, you did come across as pretty indestructible then,” Deacon pointed out.

      Fortunately, no one had known why she was indestructible while facing Gabriel. Still… “The wizard was really angry, and he thought killing me would give him back Sheldon’s power. He wouldn’t just give up, right? He didn’t strike me as the ‘give up’ type. If he’s not dead, he’s in hiding from the vampires.”

      “Or formulating a better plan,” Jaxer pointed out.

      She winced. That didn’t bode well. “So do I confront Sheldon or not? The Bookstore would be safe enough for both of us to talk.”

      “Renee won’t let either of you hurt the other,” Jaxer said.

      She scowled at him. “I’m not going to hurt Sheldon unless the little shit attacks me again. I didn’t hurt him on purpose the first time.”

      Jaxer’s mouth twitched. “I was thinking of Sheldon hurting you, but…” He shrugged elegantly, and her huff made his grin widen.

      “Would Renee facilitate that meeting, do you think?” she asked.

      “Maybe. But only if you guarantee no fireworks.”

      “I can’t do fireworks.”

      Jaxer raised his brows.

      She made a face. “I can’t do them on purpose,” she corrected.

      She actually had unleashed a few big storms of magic over the last year. Mostly on accident. She still didn’t know how to do it deliberately and with any kind of control.

      But the good news was that she was training that skill with a dragon now. An actual, honest-to-god—not-a-shifter version, but an honest-to-god—ancient dragon. Who was friends with a hero named Joan.

      A golden dragon.

      A dragon Joan had named Rory—because he roared.

      The whole thing was wild and a little surreal. Even for her life. She’d helped Joan and Rory just recently, and now Rory was helping her. She still couldn’t consistently unleash any of the magic she absorbed, but she had managed to let out the dragon magic she’d taken in while helping Joan and Rory, so she wouldn’t die. Again. And that was always good.

      “How’s your training with the dragon going?” Jaxer asked as if reading her thoughts.

      “Good. I get the theory better now. And the mechanics of the process. I think. But putting it into practice and controlling the release are the real issues.”

      “You haven’t absorbed any big outlays of magic since the dragon thing,” Deacon said. “I assume the sprite issue tonight didn’t add too much to the mix?”

      “Sprite issue?” Jaxer asked.

      She waved that away. “Just work. And no, I don’t think I picked up too much sprite magic. A little of course, but nothing I can’t live with.” Deacon’s arm tightened on her shoulder, and she regretted her phrasing. “Anyway,” she said, “I can guarantee I don’t have enough magic filling my human cells to cause any issues. Or fireworks. So long as Sheldon doesn’t attack me on sight, we can manage.” She hoped.

      She needed this wizard issue—lurking in the background like the other shoe waiting to drop—taken care of soon. She only had two and a half more months left in her test year. A couple more months to survive. Then she found out what her bosses meant when they said she’d come into her full powers. And she’d hopefully get some help and backup again.

      Though, to be fair, she’d had a lot of backup this year. Her friends. Deacon. Even Jaxer at times, though he wasn’t supposed to be helping her—there was always an excuse the Nags accepted. She hadn’t been nearly as alone this year as she’d feared when learning about it.

      Huh. That was…nice.

      “Will you talk to Renee for me?” she asked Jaxer. Then because she was still in her test year, “Can you? This isn’t technically work, but…” She shook her head. “Never mind. I’ll just go in and talk to her. I haven’t given her a Pickles update in a few months. It’ll be better if I do this.”

      Jaxer tilted his head to one side, his look speculative. She couldn’t read his expression or the emotion behind it, but for some reason the look left her feeling a little irritated. She could practically feel his condescending pride.

      Or maybe she was just grumpy.

      “I’ll go with you,” Deacon murmured.

      “Oh, no. You can’t see Sheldon again. He tried to steal your body. Even if he doesn’t still have nefarious intentions, you want to kill him. And I need to talk to him not kill him. I hate when I have to protect bad guys from good guys, especially when the good guy is you. So, please, do not come with me.”

      He held her gaze for a long moment. “I won’t try to kill him for your sake and because I doubt Renee will let me. But I will have your back. Don’t ask me not to do that.”

      She let out a long breath. “Fine. But you mind your manners. I don’t want Renee to have to ban you from The Bookstore. It’s one of my favorite places, and I will be very mad if I can’t go back.”

      His mouth lifted in a faint smile.

      That would have to do. “Any other news?” she asked Jaxer. “Or is this the reason for the visit?”

      “I can’t just want your company?”

      “Ha! No.” She narrowed her eyes. “How’s Eriana doing? Settling into her training as a future mentor for Protectors? That…tough, you training an ex?”

      “Who said I was training her?” he asked, leaning back in the chair like this conversational turn didn’t bother him.

      She was not fooled. “The Nags,” she lied, just to see what he’d do.

      “They don’t talk about that with Protectors.”

      “If you say so. Must be hard, though. Given yours and Eriana’s history. Working together now.” She shrugged. Waited.

      Jaxer narrowed his eyes. Glanced at Deacon.

      Deacon’s expression was blank, at least as far as Cary could tell. Jaxer had known Deacon longer, but Cary had been studying his face for months now. And she couldn’t see any outer expression or reaction to the fact that she was lying through her teeth, though she had no doubt he smelled it.

      Jaxer faced her again. “The Nags wouldn’t have told you.”

      “Sure, sure. Want some pizza? Coffee?”

      Jaxer’s frown probably shouldn’t have amused her so much. But she never got to needle him this way. And she had to admit, she was enjoying it.

      “I don’t drink coffee,” he said, still frowning at her.

      “That’s right. Tea, then? I could put the kettle on.” She made a move to stand.

      “The Nags would not talk to you about this,” he said, more firmly.

      “You said that already. Tea or not? I’m not boiling water if you’re not interested.”

      “Nothing. Thanks,” he muttered absently.

      She settled on the couch.

      “They wouldn’t have,” Jaxer said.

      She smiled. “Sure.”

      “You’re trying to get me to admit something.”

      “Why would I do that? Where are you with the pizza? Want some? Deacon brought two large so there’s a slice or two left.”

      Fred lifted his head from his spot by the window at that news and thumped his tail twice.

      Cary shook her head. “No more for you. You’ve had enough pepperoni. You’ll make yourself sick.”

      Fred whined a little but put his head back down and closed his eyes, his tail still thumping against the floor a few more times. Fred would eat as much as Deacon if she let him. It wouldn’t be good for him, but he would do his best.

      “Pickles,” Cary called, “you want to come with me to visit Renee?”

      “Woof,” Pickles said and then flattened herself further onto the floor, closing her eyes.

      Cary took that as a no. Which was fair enough. Pickles hadn’t been back to The Bookstore since she’d adopted Cary and left with her. Since she’d gone to the store to retire after losing her mate, Cary figured Pickles preferred not to revisit the place she’d been in mourning.

      Or it could just be Pickles was lazy about getting into the car if the trip didn’t end at the park.

      “They wouldn’t have told you,” Jaxer said.

      “Who told me what?” Cary asked, pretending she didn’t know what he was talking about.

      “The Nags.” He gritted his teeth. “About me training Eriana.”

      “You’re training Eriana? That must be awkward, what with your history and all.” Her lips twitched, though she tried to contain her grin.

      “That’s not what I said.”

      “So it’s not awkward? You’re getting along well?”

      “That’s—” He cut himself off and scowled at her. “You’re doing this on purpose.”

      “What?” she said, hand to her chest, all false innocence.

      “I’m leaving.” He stood.

      “So no pizza then?” She rose to follow him to the door.

      Deacon cleared his throat in a way that sounded suspiciously like a chuckle.

      Jaxer spun to face her at the door. “They wouldn’t have told you,” he insisted, pointing a finger at her.

      “About pizza?”

      He growled a little and walked out, leaving the door hanging open.

      She watched him stomp to the nearest tree, one of the larger ones lining the sidewalk, and walk right into it, and into Faery, without pause. Without even trying to be subtle.

      “Wow.” She shut the door. “That conversation really got under his skin.” She chuckled. “That was fun.”

      “So,” Deacon said when she settled next to him. “Bookstore tomorrow?”

      “Bookstore tomorrow.”
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      The Bookstore was one of the most charming places Cary had ever been. From the outside, the shop didn’t even look open. The name was etched in white on the large front window, but looking inside, boxes were piled haphazardly, a layer of dust covered everything, and the lights were off. It looked like a place that had gone out of business and some leftover stock had been abandoned. Try to push open the door and it would feel locked…

      Unless you were allowed in.

      Cary moved into the soft light and busy bustle of The Bookstore with a sigh. This never got old.

      Book-stuffed shelves lined the walls, tables and self-standing shelves made a maze of the central floor, recessed lights gave the place a cozy feel, and patrons of every known preternatural nature wandered the stacks.

      A vampire stood several shelves away from a being with horns that may or may not have been from Faery, who stood just behind a large hairy creature Cary was convinced was a Yeti but she’d never been brave enough to introduce herself, who stood two tables away from a diminutive woman wearing a prominent pentagram around her neck, who stood beside a large, handsomely dressed man with a pointed tail curling up over his shoulder, who gave a passing nod to a lion strolling between tables toward the back of the room, who moved to one side to let a sentient plant-like being made of shivering vines and leaves

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/katsimmons_tanddpublishing.jpg
PUBLISHING






OEBPS/images/thetroublewithwizards-amazon.jpg
KAT SIMONS

> oA
OLD ENEMIES

A CARY REDMOND NOVEL






