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        Trouble’s in the Curses…

      

      

      

      Halfway through her test year as a magical Protector, Cary Redmond is starting to think she just might survive. With her leopard shifter mate at her side, she’s even managed to enjoy parts of the journey.

      Then her latest job reveals trouble brewing in Faery. Trouble that could affect all the realms and seriously complicate her test year. The path of danger points to the English Faery court—and her former mentor, Jaxer. She wants to help her friend, even though their current relationship can best be described as complicated. But stepping into a realm made entirely of magic, when she’s just discovered she can absorb magic, seems like a bad idea. Especially since she hasn’t learned how to release that magic yet.

      With a world-ending threat looming, even Cary’s bosses want her to go. And she won’t be going alone. Both her mate and her mentor will be at her back. But to save the world this time, Cary has to confront her greatest fears. And the knowledge that if she fails…

      Her own realm will fall.
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        For my beloved family. We made it through a really bad year together.

        And I’m so grateful for having you with me on this journey.

        To better years ahead.
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      Cary considered the little brownie chattering at her. She couldn’t understand a word it was saying, but it sounded very urgent. The high pitched, rapid fire rolling…language? Yeah, the little guy was definitely talking and those were words he was speaking. Accompanying gestures too. But…

      Nope. None of it made the first bit of sense to her.

      Behind her, another flash of light from the attacking hobgoblins lit up the air. She could just see the sparks in her peripheral vision. It wasn’t often she found herself protecting one member of the Fae realm from another. They tended to keep this kind of fighting to Faery and out of her world. Which was really handy because the Fae were powerful, overwhelming, and occasionally batshit crazy.

      Her faery mentor, Jaxer, would not argue with this assessment.

      “I’m sorry, little guy,” she said to the brownie, “but whatever language you’re speaking, I don’t. I can’t understand a word you’re saying.”

      More rapid-fire chittering and frantic hand gestures. Cary frowned. This was really frustrating. She knew whatever he was trying to say was important. His thin little brown body vibrated with urgency. His brown hair, short and raged, waved around his head with every movement. His sharp, angular features tightened with his own frustration. His brown eyes were huge and round, staring into hers as he spoke as if trying to force her to understand by sheer will. And she just knew if she listened to him long enough, she’d figure this out.

      Problem was, she didn’t think they had that kind of time.

      She glanced back at the three hobgoblins arrayed in a half-circle behind her. They were all standing inside a clump of trees just off the road leading up the hill to the Rose Garden. The air had that crisp, freshness of predawn to it, with a hint of the flowers from the nearby garden faintly perfuming the area. But she could already feel the heat just at the edges. The early summer in Portland had been warm and sunny so far, boding well for the rest of the season, but this week the temperature had climbed into the nineties and didn’t seem inclined to drop. And it was actually more humid than they normally got this time of year. Nothing like that one, and only, time she’d visited her sister in New York City in August—that had been grossly humid and she refused to visit in the summers after that trip—but still, muggy for Portland in summertime. She really hated muggy.

      At least this early in the morning, before the sun was up, the area was quiet and no errant humans were driving by to interfere and give her one more person to protect.

      The hobgoblins were huge creatures, easily three or four times her width and about twice her height. Their gray skin covered thick muscles beneath rough leather pants and jerkins. That leather was gonna feel miserable in another few hours when the heat really got going.

      The center hobgoblin, the one throwing jars of some sort of magical potion at her, had a long, hooked nose and shaggy greenish-brown hair. She kind of thought he might be the leader, but it was hard to tell. He was the one pulling magical Molotov cocktails out of the leather courier bag hanging at his hip. But none of them had said anything since she’d arrived, just started tossing those pretty green glass bottles at her and the brownie. So she couldn’t be sure who was in charge.

      The other two hobgoblins were not, outside of their size and being, you know, hobgoblins, particularly remarkable looking. They had some lumps and warts decorating their faces—typical species traits and given the arrangements could be considered handsome to other hobgoblins. She wasn’t sure how to judge that, though. One was bald. The other had a long mane of black hair pulled back in a low tail. They both had muddy brown eyes. And at present, all they were doing was standing there staring at her and the brownie.

      Hobgoblins, unlike their cousins the goblins, didn’t tend to come into this realm much. According to Cary’s reading, it was because they didn’t like the smell. She’d also been under the impression they were supposed to be smaller than goblins on average. The one hobgoblin she’d encountered before this had been the same size as the brownie. Either she’d missed her guess on these guys and they were something different, or she just didn’t know enough about hobgoblins.

      Which, given the shear amount of stuff she’d been trying to learn over the last six and a half years, was entirely possible. There was a lot of stuff she didn’t know nearly enough about.

      She sighed and turned her back to them again to focus on the still frantically talking brownie.

      Her bosses had sent her to intervene and save the little guy, waking her from a dead sleep to get her here in time. It was her job as a magical Protector to get between the good guys and the bad guys to keep the good guys safe. She even got paid for it. But typical of her bosses—who were also Fae, though members of a species native to North America—they hadn’t explained why she needed to protect the brownie. Just that she was needed and needed fast.

      She’d arrived just as the hobgoblins had stepped through a break in the fabric of reality that separated this realm from Faery and started throwing bottles. She’d skidded between them and the brownie just in time, only getting a little cut from the very first shattered glass. Her magic was purely defensive—and technically not even her own; she just channeled what her bosses had given her—so she couldn’t really do anything to stop the hobgoblins from throwing the magic bottles. But she could stand in their way from now to the end of days and keep the brownie from getting hurt. A wonderful side effect of that was that she didn’t get hurt either. At least, not much.

      Okay, she couldn’t be killed while she was protecting. She had actually racked up a substantial record of weird injuries over the years. But nothing deadly. Sometimes, especially when magic was involved, little things got through. And jumping in front of moving bullets was rarely fun. Still, she survived it all. She even had faster-than-normal healing thanks to her job, so the cut on her hand would be all better in another few minutes.

      She could be killed, though. The trick for her was being in Protector mode, channeling that shielding magic that kept the good guys safe. If she was in the middle of doing her job as a walking, talking Kevlar vest, she could survive…well, just about anything as it turned out—though sometimes the worse for wear at the end. But when she wasn’t in Protector mode, she was just an ordinary human, as vulnerable to bullets and magic potions as anyone.

      She paused at that thought. Turns out she wasn’t as ordinary as she’d previously thought. But that was an ongoing worry she didn’t really have time to dwell on just then. The brownie’s attempt at communicating had grown more frantic. There was something really important he needed to tell her.

      “I am so sorry,” she told him, raising her hands in a helpless shrug. “I just can’t understand what you’re saying.”

      Damn, she wished Jaxer could be here to help.

      Jaxer was a faery—no subspecies, but one of the highborn Fae—and he’d definitely be able to speak brownie. But as her mentor, he wasn’t supposed to help her with anything this year. She was smack in the middle of her seventh year as a Protector and the Seventh Year was a test year. If she managed to survive it, she apparently came into her full powers, whatever that meant. She was much more focused on the “surviving it” goal.

      “Is it the hobgoblins?” she asked. Maybe if they were patient, she could work this out. The brownie seemed to understand what she was saying even if she couldn’t understand him.

      The brownie nodded, his little head bouncing up and down rapidly. The gesture made his short crop of brown hair ripple.

      “Okay. So it’s something to do with the attackers.” Another bottle shattered against her shields, spraying orange sparkles and green glass. “You know you’re safe right now, right? They can’t get through me to get to you.”

      He nodded again. Then started talking fast.

      “Wait.” She held up her hands. “Are they after you for a specific reason?”

      He nodded, making a gesture she didn’t understand.

      “So not just a random attack on a random brownie?”

      He shook his head. Then stomped his foot and put his hands on his hips.

      “Hey, I’m trying here. And this is more information than I’ve previously gotten from all your talk that I can’t understand. Be patient. We have time.”

      The brownie made a very pointed look at the sky, which was growing lighter as they spoke.

      She sighed. “Yes, yes, the sun is coming up soon. I know. But if you’ll be a little patient, we do still have time.” More glass shattered and scattered around her. This time the sparkles were a bright white. They must be changing up the potions. “So, they’re after you specifically. Did you say something rude?”

      Head shake.

      “Did you attack someone?”

      Irritated head shake and another foot stop.

      “Did you steal something?”

      He shook his head. Then paused and nodded.

      “That’s less helpful. But a hint. You didn’t but you did steal something?”

      He nodded, jumping around enthusiastically. He said something she still didn’t understand, and gestured at the hobgoblins.

      “You stole from them?”

      Emphatic—and again, irritated—head shake no.

      “You stole from…someone they work for? Are they, like, guards or something?”

      The brownie nodded and made a continue gesture with his little hand.

      “They’re guards, you stole something they were supposed to be protecting…?”

      He nodded.

      “From their boss?”

      A rapid and enthusiastic series of words in his language.

      “An actual object?” Since he’d said he both did and didn’t steal something… “Or is this more like…information or a secret or something?”

      The brownie did a jig and patted her on the hand. Then did another little dance, spinning in circles.

      Okay. She’d hit on something there. “So you stole a secret of some kind? The hobgoblins are here to bring you back?”

      Head shake.

      “Kill you?”

      Head nod.

      “Wow. That must be some secret.”

      Emphatic head nod.

      More glass and sparkles burst behind her. She ignored the hobgoblins. “And you stole it from someone powerful?”

      Another nod.

      “On purpose?”

      The brownie made a face and looked away.

      “So, not on purpose. You accidentally stumbled on the secret and now they want to kill you for it. Do I have the gist?”

      He nodded and held his hands out to the side in a little helpless gesture that made her want to hug him. Poor little guy.

      “Well, don’t worry. I’ll keep you safe.”

      She looked around, considering how she could get them back to her house—where, hopefully, she’d find a book in her secret attic with a Rosetta stone for brownie to English translation; she didn’t remember having one, but that didn’t mean she hadn’t picked one up over the years—without putting him into her car.

      Almost all the denizens of Faery had an allergy to iron, to one degree or another. The severity of allergic reaction depended on the species. Goblins had the least trouble with it. In fact, they kind of liked the stuff even though it gave some of them a burn. She wasn’t sure if the same went for hobgoblins. Though cousins, the two species had quite a lot of differences.

      Jaxer could handle iron better than any highborn Cary had heard of, but he still didn’t climb into cars if he could avoid it because steal had high enough iron content to irritate. Jaxer was counting down until humans had fully developed plastic cars with no actual steel and iron involved—Cary wasn’t hopeful this would happen in her lifetime. He managed to navigate the human world without going into anaphylactic shock or burning up or breaking out in a constant rash. But he still didn’t much like iron, especially pure iron that wasn’t part of an alloy.

      As far as Cary could remember, brownies were very very susceptible to the iron allergy. Which meant even her home would be an uncomfortable place for the little guy. But she had a backyard with trees so he could hang out there and be okay. The problem was getting through the city and back to her house. They weren’t exactly an easy walking distance.

      If Deacon had been in town, she could have called him and had him just run the brownie back to her place. As a leopard shifter, he was fast enough to get the brownie there in a few minutes, even in his human form, and at that speed, he blurred to human vision so no one would likely notice. But he was still in Eugene at a board meeting for the family business. And he wasn’t due back until that afternoon.

      That was another long and complicated bit of her life—having a leopard mate who hadn’t been able to be away from her for very long until only just recently because otherwise he lost control of his leopard half, but who nonetheless had other things to do because he was on the board of directors of his family business which ran a bunch of animal rescue shelters around the country specializing in exotics. And she’d been really really upset that he couldn’t work for so long because he saved animals for a living.

      He’d finally been able to stay away from her for a few days at a time and not be super dangerous, so long as his mother was somewhere in the vicinity to help him control his leopard. He’d gone back to work full time last month, which she’d wanted to celebrate. He’d been pretty meh about the whole thing. And he definitely hadn’t wanted to go away on this business trip. But she’d encouraged it. She loved having Deacon around and in her life, but frankly, the fact that she loved it so much scared the crap out of her. The fact that she felt his absence physically was equally disturbing. The mate business was new to her and because she wasn’t a shifter it affected her differently than it did him, but she was still affected by it. In ways that made her distinctly uncomfortable sometimes.

      Her reluctance to be away from him was one of the major “sometimes.” Her inability to keep her hands off him…she minded that a lot less.

      Without a handy shifter partner to do the running for her, though, she had to figure out a way to get the brownie away from the hobgoblins on her own, to somewhere safe, where she could translate his language. They needed to talk about this secret he’d discovered so she could figure out a way to keep him permanently safe. Which was the job she’d been sent to do. Without help from her mentor or the Nags—her maybe a little too on-the-nose nickname for her bosses.

      If she was going to do her job, she needed to figure out what the brownie was trying to tell her.

      More glass shattered around her as she considered the options. The number of bottles seemed to be increasing in frequency. Geez, how many magic potions did the hobgoblin have in that bag?

      She glanced at him long enough to say, “You can stop now. You’re wasting your magic.”

      The hobgoblin grunted and tossed another bottle at her.

      She shook her head as it shattered a foot away, this time leaving a smear of rainbow color on the seemingly empty air where her shield resided. The color turned a deep purple black before sliding down to the ground where it sizzled in the dirt and grass like acid. That particular potion left a cloud of rotten eggs and piss stench in the air. Gross.

      “Are you done yet?” she asked.

      The hobgoblin with the bottles grunted something and turned to consult with his associates. She returned to her problem of where to take the brownie.

      Her home was out of the question, at least in the immediate future. Too far and complicated. She needed to get somewhere nearby. Who did she know in this part of the city who might be able to translate brownie? Within walking distance? Who wouldn’t be upset about her waking them up at this early hour?

      She visualized where she was on her mental map of the city, and a perfect solution dropped onto that map like a little red flashing location pin.

      The Bookstore!
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      The hobgoblins threw one last bottle of potion at them, this one not even pretending at sparkles and color. It just burst into a sickly green and black cloud of poison. There must have been a smell element to it, because suddenly Cary couldn’t smell anything anymore. Just the small circle of grass and dirt and trees behind her shield.

      She waited for the cloud to clear, then met the lead hobgoblin’s eyes. He snarled at her, revealing some wickedly jagged green teeth and barked something in yet another language she didn’t understand.

      But in perfect, if guttural and accented English, he said, “This isn’t done, human. We’ll be back for the criminal. You have made an enemy in Faery.”

      “Why do bad guys always say ‘this isn’t done’?” she asked both the hobgoblins and the brownie. “I mean they always say something just like that. It gets really monotonous after hearing it for years.”

      “Bitch,” the bald hobgoblin barked at her.

      She grinned at him.

      The hobgoblin with the long black hair dragged his sharp curved gray nail over the air and tore open a hole into Faery. All three leapt through, the bottle tossing leader the last to go. He held her gaze as he passed out of her realm and into his. The hole in reality separating them closed while he continued to stare at her.

      “Well,” she said with a little head shake to hide her discomfort. “That was interesting.”

      She faced the brownie again. “We need to get to a safer location where I can figure out what you’re trying to tell me. My home is too far away but there’s a super cool bookstore nearby, and I’m sure we can find help there. Is that okay? Will you stick with me for a bit longer?”

      The brownie looked pointedly at the place where the hobgoblins had gone and then nodded emphatically.

      She got the feeling there was some annoyance in that gesture, like she was being an idiot to assume he wouldn’t stick with his source of safety.

      “Hey, I don’t want to assume,” she said defensively. “Some people are in a hurry to walk into danger.”

      The brownie swept his thin arm out in an “after you” gesture, which made her snort in amusement. She turned toward the road, but stuck to the trees lining the roadside so the brownie could remain walking on dirt as long as possible. The more they could keep him in contact with soil and trees, the better he’d be.

      The Bookstore was one of those places you had to know about in order to find. The first time she’d gone, Jaxer had given her directions, and she’d stood outside the door of a shop that looked boarded up and closed for a long time before finally pushing inside. Over the years since then, the “door” into the Bookstore had moved a few times. It wasn’t a place confined to space. Or time for that matter. And entrances into the place popped up where they needed to be at any given point.

      Most creatures from most of the realms were allowed into the Bookstore, so long as they minded their manners. There were a few spells on the place to help with that, too, ensuring natural enemies could coexist without, say, destroying the store and everyone inside. Only a very few realms were banned from accessing the Bookstore. Cary had never learned exactly what happened to initiate those bans, but since one of the realms was a particularly nasty demon realm, she had ideas.

      The coolest thing about the Bookstore was that once you’d found it, it remembered your DNA—which apparently it scanned when you walked through the door. You always left into the same time and place from which you entered. A nice side effect of that was that the store couldn’t be used as a passthrough to other realms or times. But mostly, she loved that she never had to worry about getting lost.

      And when the Bookstore moved, she could always find it again.

      Which was handy in her present circumstance, because it was actually closer to her current location than it had been the last time she’d gone.

      At the base of the road, when they moved back onto sidewalk-lined city streets, she ended up having to carry the brownie. The minute he stepped too close to a car parked on the roadside, he started to shiver and whine in pain. The whole experience was going to be miserable for the poor guy. Cary just hoped he could go inside the Bookstore without issue. She couldn’t recall having seen any brownies there, but she had seen a gnome once who hadn’t seemed overly bothered by her surroundings, and gnomes had a pretty bad allergy, too.

      “Almost there,” she reassured the brownie as he wrapped his thin arms around her neck and buried his face against her shoulder.

      She knew, in the logical part of her brain, that the brownie—being immortal and all—was likely older than her by several centuries. But in that moment and given his size in her arms, it was super hard not to think of him as a child in need. That just triggered her protective instincts even more and made her determined to get to the bottom of the threat against him so she could keep him safe.

      The entrance to the Bookstore was located on a side street with limited traffic amidst a row of doors into small trendy coffee shops, restaurants, and clothing stores. The store next to the Bookstore had t-shirts in the window sporting funny sayings and pictures of the latest video game characters—most of which she didn’t have the first clue about. She’d have to ask her niece who was the family gamer. The Bookstore’s front windows looked empty and there were two boards across the larger of the two windows and a crack in the glass. Etched in white on the swinging glass front door were the words The Bookstore in a pretty, elegant script. But other than that signage, there was nothing indicating this particular shop was currently occupied.

      The brownie chattered at her, making a gesture at the door.

      She assumed he was asking the obvious question. “Yes, this is the right place. Trust me.”

      She pushed at the front door. There was a moment’s pause, then a slight click, then the door swung opened.

      A cool waft of air brushed her face as she stepped into the temperature-controlled interior. She wondered how it felt to those coming in from colder climates. Was it a warm burst of air as they stepped out of the snow? For her, it felt like the loveliest of air conditioners and she was grateful. The sun was up, the air already starting to warm. So far it was pleasant enough, but by the time she left the store, it was going to be hot.

      And she’d left her car parked a few miles away.

      Ah well. That’s what taxis were for. Except, of course, she’d likely still have the little brownie with her.

      One worry at a time. First, they had to figure out what was going on. If he’d fled Faery for her realm, he couldn’t go back yet. That meant she had to keep him safe in her realm until he could.

      The shelves and book-covered tables, the scent of paper and lemon-scented furniture polish, the soothing lighting and bright atmosphere always made Cary feel both overwhelmed and calm. She loved this place. Even the stack marked Demonology and Phylogeny seemed soothing. A place to find answers where no one would try to kill her.

      Well, except for that one time. But literally that had been the only time anyone had tried to kill anyone while she’d been in the Bookstore.

      There were only a few patrons circulating at that moment, which was kind of nice. It was usually pretty packed. Cary scanned the various creatures—a shifter in his human form (she could spot them by the way they moved), two vampires she didn’t know (which was good as she’d had trouble with vampires a few months back and didn’t need any right now) on opposite sides of the store, a creature with a tail and horns but who didn’t seem particularly demonic hovered near the section on ancient religions, a being with three eyes and a squid-shaped body lounged at the back seeming to read three books at once, and a few more human-shaped people she couldn’t identify as anything but human. That didn’t mean they were human. They could just be very good at disguising their natures.

      So long as they weren’t the particular wizard—or wizards since Sheldon was still alive last she’d heard—trying to kill her, she didn’t really care what they were.

      Only the shifter and one of the vampires paid any attention to Cary and the brownie as they moved toward the central counter, and those were just passing glances. Everyone else was fully absorbed in their own business. Behind the u-shaped wooden desk that served as the checkout counter, the Bookstore’s owner and proprietor stood smiling at her.

      Renee had switched from a more seventies Earth era look to nineties grunge in the last month. Torn jeans and an oversized red flannel shirt suited her tall, thin frame. She’d kept her hair in an afro but had cut it a little tighter to her head. She wasn’t wearing any jewelry, but then she rarely did. And her makeup was muted and complimented her dark skin nicely.

      The only thing that marked Renee as being not quite human were her eyes—black with sparkles of white like stars in them. After all these years, Cary still wasn’t entirely sure what Renee was. Jaxer had hinted that she might be a god of some sort even though Renee wouldn’t call herself one. Sometimes Cary wondered if she was an alien—she did have green blood. Wasn’t that supposed to be a sign of being an alien?

      In the end, what Renee was didn’t really matter. She kept the Bookstore going, ensured it was safe, and always had a friendly smile for her customers. Plus, she seemed to know everything. Which made her one of Cary’s favorite people.

      “I need some help,” she said without preamble.

      Renee glanced at the brownie still in Cary’s arms and nodded. “Language problem?” she asked.

      “How did you know?”

      “Brownies are good at understanding other languages but their ability to speak them is notoriously bad.” Renee switched to talking in a series of chattering high-pitched words that sounded a lot like the brownie’s language from earlier, though with a different accent. The brownie jumped from Cary’s arms to the counter and turned animated in his rapid-fire rush to explain what Cary hadn’t been able to understand.

      Well, that was easy, she thought, watching the conversation in bemusement.

      “Ah,” Renee said. Then went back to the brownie’s language.

      Cary tried to wait patiently. She wasn’t a particularly patient person. But she did try.

      After about ten minutes, she finally said, “So, what’s happened? Did he explain why a bunch of hobgoblins chased him into this realm and tried to kill him?”

      “He’s getting to that part,” Renee assured.

      Just getting to it? What had they been talking about up to now?

      Another ten minutes passed—or was it an eternity? Cary watched the conversation, tapping her toes inside her hiking boots and working hard not to rush them. Whatever the brownie was saying, it had creases forming on Renee’s otherwise smooth forehead as she nodded.

      “Okay, well.” Renee looked up at Cary. “That’s not good.”

      “What? What?”

      “Seems he was tending to one of his trees in the royal palace…” She paused as the brownie said something else. Nodded. Then, “Sorry, yes, the English royal palace.” Renee shrugged. “So many Faery courts. Have to specify or it gets confusing.”

      Cary nodded. That, at least, she remembered. But only because Jaxer was related to both the English court and the Irish court in ways he’d never explained to her. The added complexity of her boss’s relationship to the rest of Faery only confused the matter. The North American Fae and the European Fae had some…issues apparently. But the source of those issues was complicated and not well examined in the literature. Cary suspected it had to do with the Europeans moving out to colonize other places and devastating the native peoples, but neither the Nags nor Jaxer would confirm that suspicion for her.

      “He says he wasn’t listening to the two highborns on purpose,” Renee continued. “They were walking the gardens. He made an effort to blend into his surroundings so as not to disturb them. That’s part of his job—to look after his particular section of the gardens and keep everything growing and healthy but without anyone noticing him.” As an aside, Renee said, “Brownies are really good at tending formal gardens. Renowned for it even outside Faery.”

      “Cool,” Cary said because it seemed like she should say something to that fact.

      “Anyway, he overheard the highborn Fae talking and…” She paused to confer with the brownie again. “And Borir says they were discussing treason. Which, to be fair, isn’t particularly unusual among the highborns at court either. Any of the courts. The English court seems to be the worst for it. Lots of plotting and potential coups in the works all the time. Tatiana and Oberon usually sort it all out without much trouble,” Renee said this last as another aside.

      The fact that the queen and king of the English court were still Tatiana and Oberon after all these centuries was pretty damned impressive, and proof they were good at stopping coup plots.

      “Apparently,” Renee continued, “something these particular Fae said struck Borir as being quite worrisome.” She looked back to the brownie and asked another question. The brownie—Borir apparently—answered with a lot of hand gestures. “Yes, they were talking about a…spell or a weapon that could destroy Faery. Something that Borir, and most Fae, think is a myth. The word isn’t translating well, so I can’t be sure if it’s an actual physical weapon, or a spell, or a bespelled weapon.” She tried to clarify with Borir, but then shook her head. “No, the word in Brownie could mean any of those things. He doesn’t know how to define it any better.”

      “But whatever it is, it could end Faery? That seems…kind of huge.”

      “Yes, it does,” Renee agreed. “And not something I’ve heard of before.”

      “Which makes it a pretty serious secret whatever it is.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Does he know who the highborns were?” Cary asked, leaning in a little to rest her hands on the counter near Borir. She met his huge brown eyes. “Could you give us their names?”

      He shook his head and said something that Renee translated as, “He doesn’t get involved with the highborns because it’s safer not to. Most of the brownies stick to themselves and only concern themselves with brownie politics, which is generally pretty straightforward. Not a lot of subterfuge and secret machinations. They don’t like the deceptions inherent in highborn politics, so they just don’t concern themselves with it. So long as the brownies can continue on about their business, they don’t need to know who the highborns are.”

      “Damn.” Cary rubbed a hand over her face. “But they must have thought you could identify them, or they wouldn’t have sent someone after you to kill you.”

      “He’d know them again if he saw them,” Renee said. “Brownies have excellent memories and can see through glamour magic—it helps them do their job tending to magical plants.”

      “Ah,” Cary said. That was interesting, actually. Her mentor was known for his superb glamour skills. Borir would see through it, though, which meant putting Jaxer in the same room with Borir could be really interesting. For Cary anyway.

      “Even without their names,” Renee said, “Borir would eventually be able to point them out to the king and queen.”

      “So the conspirators decided to kill him,” Cary said.

      “They tried anyway. I suppose they weren’t expecting him to find help.” Renee smiled at Cary. They never really discussed it, but Renee was aware of Protectors and what they could and couldn’t do. And that Cary was one.

      “Why did you run away to this realm?” Cary asked Borir. “You couldn’t have expected me either. And the hobgoblins were obviously able to follow.”

      Borir said something. Renee said something back, her eyebrows rising high over her star-filled eyes.

      Then she said, “He’s looking for…Jaxer.” Renee met Cary’s gaze. “He seems to think Jaxer can save him and all of Faery.”

      He came looking for Jaxer to be his savior? Jaxer who’d abandoned his position in Faery several centuries ago? Who had disavowed his links to two European courts so he could work with Cary’s bosses training Protectors? Jaxer who didn’t want anything to do with the Old World Fae anymore?

      Borir expected Jaxer to save Faery?

      Oh boy.
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      “Guess I have to go find Jaxer, then,” Cary said with a sigh.

      She hadn’t seen him in at least two months. He wasn’t supposed to be helping her with her test year. He wasn’t supposed to interfere or aid her. Yet for the first few months, he’d been around a lot—and he’d helped her. But always with excuses. He’d been trying to track down the wizard out to kill her because the wizard’s vendetta had started before the Seventh Year test began. He’d helped her—at the Nags’ behest—with a dangerous magical weapon. And he’d helped her with some vampire troubles. All of which he had excuses her bosses couldn’t gainsay.

      He’d also told her he loved her.

      She didn’t share his feelings. Not romantically. She loved him as a friend and mentor, but not as anything more. And those conversations had been heartbreaking.

      Since then, of course, things had been strange and not always comfortable, even though they’d been trying to get back to a place of friendship. He’d pulled back more and more, as he was supposed to during this year, so she couldn’t be too upset by that. It was the distance in their friendship that made her sad. She supposed he had to put some space between them for his own sake. She couldn’t blame him for that. Still, she missed her friend.

      She had no idea what he’d been up to since the last time she’d seen him. For all she knew, he’d moved on to training another Protector. And she wasn’t entirely sure how to find him. She had an idea where to start. She just wasn’t sure it would work.

      There was also the added difficulty of Borir and what to do with him while she went looking for Jaxer. She could hardly drag the poor brownie all around Portland, even if her end goal was a wild place. He’d had a hard enough time just getting here. She didn’t want to go back to the spot the hobgoblins had attacked them—too easy for them to find him there again. She needed to get to a wooded area, but a place isolated enough to get Jaxer’s attention was probably going to require a drive. And if she couldn’t track down Jaxer directly, she was going to have to go through the Nags. That would also require a car trip back to her house.

      She definitely couldn’t put the brownie through all that.

      She frowned at the little guy as he sat down on the counter, his shoulders slumped and the frantic chatter and gestures finally stilled. He looked exhausted.

      “He can stay here,” Renee said gently, resting a hand on the brownie’s shoulder.

      He leaned into her and closed his eyes.

      “He’ll be safe,” Renee assured. “No one causes trouble in my store.”

      Cary smiled at that. Except for that one time, Renee was right. Cary was endlessly amazed at the different beings that frequented the Bookstore without starting wars with each other. She still couldn’t get over the prey shifters and predator shifters co-existing in the same space, sometimes perusing shelves right next to each other, without any outward tensions. The Bookstore truly was amazing.

      “Faery won’t be a problem?” Cary asked.

      “Not in my shop. Not if any of the Fae want to use the place ever again.”

      “Do you get a lot of the Fae here? I mean, with them being immortal, don’t they…know most of this stuff already?”

      Renee smiled. “You’d be surprised. Especially the highborns. So few ever leave Faery these days, there’s a lot they don’t know.” She shrugged. “Probably for the best. Wouldn’t want some of them to be too in touch with your modern world. Or some of the other worlds for that matter.”

      “Fair enough.” Cary knew just enough about Faery and the highborn Fae to agree with Renee. “Thanks for letting him rest here.” She nodded to Borir. “And for getting his name. I couldn’t even understand that, but I felt bad just calling him ‘the brownie’ all the time.”

      “No problem.” Renee looked fondly at Borir as he curled up into a little ball in the middle of her wooden counter, snoring quietly. The brownie blended in so seamlessly with the wood that Cary kept having to blink and concentrate on the spot she knew he was resting to actually see him.

      “I’ll be back soon,” Cary said. “If I can’t find Jaxer in the next hour, I’ll see if my bosses can track him down. I’ll probably need their permission to get his help anyway.” She let out a long sigh and groaned.

      “Yeah, the Seventh Year rules are complicated,” Renee said. “I’m sure there’s a book on them somewhere, but I’ve never seen it. Be worth a lot if I could get my hands on one, though.” She wagged her slim eyebrows.

      Cary chuckled, then turned to go, but Renee stopped her with a gentle word.

      “I should warn you, that kid, the one whose teacher is trying to kill you? He was in here the other day.”

      “Sheldon?” Cary turned back to the counter.

      Sheldon was the protégé of the wizard who’d been trying to kill Cary for months now. It was thanks to Sheldon—and Jaxer—that Cary had met Deacon. She’d had to rescue him from Sheldon, who, as far as Cary could judge from their brief interaction, was an evil little shit. She and Deacon had thought he’d killed himself when one of his spells had rebounded off Cary’s shields and back onto him. Turned out, Sheldon hadn’t been killed. But—and Cary hadn’t even known this was possible at the time—Cary had absorbed almost all of his powers during that attack.

      Apparently, Sheldon was no longer able to do much in the way of wizardry, which was probably for the best since that whole evil-little-shit thing was going to cause trouble for the world at large if he could. But his teacher, his wizard master, hadn’t taken well to his pupil becoming a useless and mostly ordinary teenager. The wizard had discovered Cary’s secrets, both the secret of her ability to absorb magic—which she herself hadn’t known until recently—and the fact that she was a Protector. Which meant he knew how to kill her and had spent months trying. Fortunately, he’d also spent months failing.

      Unfortunately, the spiteful bastard had then gone and revealed her secrets to the Master vampire of Portland. Which had coincidentally revealed the secret she hadn’t even known about herself to her. That part at least was…good? Probably good. Better to know than not. But she wasn’t pleased all the local vampires knew. If not for the fact that the previous master was now dead and replaced by someone mostly willing to leave her alone and uphold the rules that kept her out of vampire business, she’d have been in real trouble there.

      Since the whole vampire thing, though, she hadn’t seen any signs of the wizard or Sheldon. To be fair, she hadn’t actually seen Sheldon at all since last Halloween, except for that one time. But she’d been in the middle of trying to stop an army of supernatural bad guys so she’d been a little preoccupied and had assumed she’d imagined seeing him. She only knew for sure Sheldon was alive because the wizard had confirmed it. And Renee had described a young man coming to the Bookstore that they were all sure was Sheldon.

      “What was he looking for?” she asked Renee. “What did he want?”

      “He didn’t ask to see the back room again,” Renee said, referring the room full of special books that she couldn’t sell for one reason or another—mostly because they were too magical or too powerful and couldn’t be contained outside of the Bookstore. That was the room in which the book about Cary’s powers could be found. It was a small book. Most people like Cary ended up dead very early in life. There wasn’t a lot of information about them. “He stuck to the shelves on healing and witchcraft. Given he was a wizard before losing his powers, his looking around the witchcraft shelves struck me as…interesting.”

      “Yeah. Interesting.”

      Wizard magic and witch magic were two different things even though they tended to get conflated in pop culture. Wizards and witches could be male or female or anything in between. The words weren’t gendered names for the same talents. They were both basically humans with powers, but their powers spanned different ranges and had different requirements.

      Witches tended to use spells, potions, and earth-based magic. Their rituals to call power involved calling on the elements and spirits of the earth and nature. They used nature-based props like wood, candles, incense, and salt. If you came across a magical potion, it was more than a little likely that a witch had made it. Her friend Angie was a witch—also a psychic and she had some ties to the demon hunting world that she refused to talk about even to her best friends, but those skills were outside her natural witchy talents.

      Wizard magic tapped more into the electro-magnetic field. They controlled things like fire and energy bolts, power they used as weapons. They used brute force and raw magic drawn from their internal stores rather than spells and powers outside themselves likes witches. Wizards did also use rituals, but theirs tended to involve blood (the good wizards just used a few drops of their own) and some sort of sacrifice (again, good wizards made personal sacrifices, like giving up something they loved—an object or a pursuit—in exchange for the successful completion of the ritual). And if there was a metal-based object infused with magic, you could pretty much guarantee a wizard was responsible for it.

      Cary tended to think of wizards as more dangerous than witches, but that was only because one of her best friends was a witch with a lot of restraint. Angie had blocked and defeated a few wizards in her day, so underestimating witches was a bad idea. Something Angie regularly reminded Cary when she let her biases show.

      One of the biggest differences between the two, though, was that having some sort of innate magic as part of your biology was required for a wizard. Witches could be perfectly ordinary humans who learned to use spells and potions to create magic—though some of them also had innate magic, like Angie; it just wasn’t required. Wizards had to have an internal store of magic to be wizards. You couldn’t be a wizard, couldn’t command and control the elements of power that wizards controlled, without that core of magic. You couldn’t do wizardy things without it.

      Sheldon’s magic had, apparently, been almost entirely drained off in his fight with Cary. He’d thrown so much out in his spell, there hadn’t been very much left when he’d recovered. At least, that was what his teacher had implied, and what Renee had confirmed after she’d met Sheldon.

      “You suppose he’s looking for another way to access magic?” Cary asked. “That probably wouldn’t be good, given what he tried to do with his magic when he had some.”

      “Got me,” Renee said. “He didn’t end up buying anything to do with witchcraft. He only got one book. A general education volume on the various kinds of magic healers.”

      Cary filed the information away. She should find out what Sheldon was up to, but first she had to help Borir. The brownie snuffled a little and curled into a tighter ball. The movement allowed her to see him easily for a few seconds before he blended back into the wooden countertop.

      “Thanks for letting me know about Sheldon,” Cary said. “I’ll be back soon. You’re sure it’s okay for Borir to be here?”

      “No problem.” Renee smiled at the sleeping fae. “He has official sanctuary.”

      Cary blinked at the more formal statement but let it go.

      She had to go find a faery.
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      By the time she’d walked back to her car and driven up high into Forest Park the day’s heat was heavy and oppressive. Even the woods were overly warm, despite the green shade. The air was thick with the scents of cedar and maple and heated earth, which might have been nice if there’d been a breeze to cut the temperature.

      After living in the Pacific Northwest for most of her life, she just wasn’t used to these rare heatwaves. She fluttered her shirt, trying to cool some of the sweat as she wandered deeper into the trees along a narrow hiking path.

      She’d never been able to get in touch with Jaxer directly, but up to a few months ago, she’d never needed to. He’d always just been around. Sometimes more than she liked. He just showed up. All the time. So it hadn’t even occurred to her that she couldn’t track him down if she needed him until right before the start of her Seventh Year trial.

      Deacon had actually been the one to show her the trick of it. Go to a wild place and Jaxer would appear. Deacon had demonstrated this by walking her into a wooded area near his parents’ house and Jaxer had just walked out from behind a tree.

      She still had some hurt feelings over that, that Jaxer hadn’t been the one to tell her. But at this stage, she was learning to let those feelings go. Things between her and Jaxer were just always going to be a little complicated.

      “You’re looking for me?” Jaxer said from behind her, sounding a little smug and also a little confused. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

      She faced him and made a show of scowling. Truthfully, she was glad to see him. Since meeting him, this was the longest they’d gone without contact. It felt incredibly weird not to have him in her life.

      As usual, he was dressed in clothes that showed off his well-muscled physique. A shirt that gaped open at the neck, fitted pants, boots that were snug to his calves. His blond hair was longer than the last time she’d seen him and was pulled back into a low tail. She wasn’t sure if his hair was really longer, though, or if that was just his glamour at work. He was as shockingly handsome as always, but he also looked a little tired, with a tightness around his green-blue eyes.

      Maybe that was her imagination. Jaxer’s greatest magic was glamour, the ability to make people see and experience exactly what he wanted them too. He showed her precisely what he wanted her to see, nothing more and nothing less. And because he was vain, he usually showed her an extremely handsome exterior with no discernable flaws.

      She’d always suspected, though, that he tamped down on his actual beauty just to keep the humans in his life from being overwhelmed.

      “You could have just stepped out in front of me,” she said. “Sneaking up behind me is a little rude.”

      He grinned. “Sorry.”

      “You’re not sorry even a little bit,” she said, just to be grumpy about it. He chuckled, as she’d hoped he would.

      The one thing he didn’t do was step close and wrap an arm around her or kiss her cheek. That was a recent change. He’d always been touchy-feely with her, from the very first time they’d met. And for a long time, she’d just assumed that was the way Jaxer was so she’d let it go. Turned out, there was more to his physical affection than she’d guessed. Once she was aware of his feelings, she’d asked him to stop with all the hugging and kissing. And he’d honored her request. That went a long way toward her being able to maintain a friendship with him.

      “What do you need?” he asked softly, his expression friendly but guarded.

      “So, I had an interesting start to the day.” She went on to tell him about Borir, the hobgoblins, and Renee’s translation of the problem. Ending with the fact that Borir was here to find Jaxer for help.

      “My help?” Jaxer frowned, his gaze moving inward as he settled his hands on his hips.

      Cary couldn’t read his expression, not well, but she got the distinct impression he
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