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        Trouble is Back…

      

      

      

      And taking her newfound skills on the road. Cary Redmond survived a lot in the last year. From her Seventh Year test as a magical Protector, to meeting her leopard shifter mate, to fending off a whole host of enemies. A trip to Scotland with Deacon presents a well-earned chance to rest and practice her new skills and powers. Even if meeting Deacon’s grandmother comes in the bargain.

      But Trouble follows Cary wherever she goes, including all the way across the pond to Scotland. Where Deacon’s grandmother harbors a secret tie to the Fae, and rival Faery queens fight for dominion. Cary finds herself, once again, in the middle of powerful enemies, protecting everyone in the crossfire.

      This time, though, if she fails, the cost could be the love of her life.

      Because this time, Faery wants Deacon.
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      Cary’s front doorbell rang as she contemplated how best to carry her toiletries because the bag she’d been using going to and from her sister’s place in New York was forty-three hundred years old and the silver lining inside it was starting to rip. She wasn’t sure if she should take the time to return to the drug store for yet another set of “must have” travel items, or if she should just use a Ziplock bag.

      But since this trip involved meeting her mate’s grandmother, she wasn’t sure she wanted to show up with a baggie holding her toothbrush and deodorant.

      The struggle was real.

      The doorbell was also real. But much more unexpected. And since there wasn’t a constant buzz, it couldn’t be her former-mentor-now-just-friend-but-apparently-still-a-little-bit-of-a-mentor, Jaxer.

      She glanced at her phone where it rested on her bathroom countertop next to the sink. No texts informing her of impending visits. Deacon was at work finalizing things with his sister before taking the month off, and he wasn’t due for another hour. Marianne was working. Angie had disappeared with her secret, but now not-so-secret, boyfriend for the last three weeks and hadn’t mentioned when she might be back—Cary could hardly blame her but she was a little desperate for the full story to that relationship. And Lucy was supposed to be teaching all day today.

      Cary didn’t get mysterious visitors to her house or surprise drop-ins from people she didn’t know. The glamour on her house kept anyone who wasn’t invited to her home from finding her home.

      She was considering giving permanent permission to her pizza delivery guy because he was here so often, and she was constantly having to give permission for him to find the place. But since she only knew his first name and half his family history, and since he wasn’t always the delivery guy for her pizza, she’d continued to give and take away permission.

      Other than her family, her best friends, her mate, and her mentor—and of course her Faery bosses who’d placed the glamour—she hadn’t given anyone permission to find her house today.

      Oh, wait, Eriana had permission, too, she realized. But since the Fae healer was also (secretly!) in training to become a Protector mentor, Cary figured she was safe enough.

      Even Deacon’s family had to give her warning before showing up. And that was an issue she had purposefully not thought about too deeply. (Something something, Deacon’s mother, the current queen of the leopard shifters, showing up unexpectedly would be bad, something something.)

      So it wasn’t likely one of the leopards. She could probably afford to give Nicky and Jillian permission to find her home whenever they wanted. And maybe Lucas. Lucas had gone into battle with her and had her back a couple of times now. Including with that whole demon god thing three weeks ago. So…yeah, Cary could trust him. And Nicky and Jillian as well. But…

      Well, she was having some trouble (still) adjusting to the fact that one day Deacon would be the king of the leopards. And because she was his mate, that put her, on some level, as a sort of defacto, kind of, maybe like a queen to the leopards. (And yes, she noticed all the prevaricating in that thought because obviously she was still adjusting.) Since she wasn’t a shifter of any kind, that idea was a little too much for her to take. Which meant giving any of the leopards permanent permission to find her house through the protective glamour felt…like a commitment she wasn’t quite ready to make yet.

      The reminder that she wasn’t a shifter, and that was part of the reason she and Deacon were off to Scotland to see his grandmother, followed her to the front door.

      Her three dogs, however, did not.

      She glanced at them on the way through the living room and grinned. All three were asleep under the bay window that looked out over her small backyard. Pickles, the foo lion turned basset hound, was sprawled half-on, half-off her dog bed, her heavy jowls and long ears flattened on either side of her front paws. Cary’s golden Labrador who was also a demon dog (not a hellhound. He didn’t like being called a hellhound), Buck, was curled into a fuzzy ball that fit snuggly in his large dog bed.

      And Fred, the only mundane dog among them, a terrier-collie cross with the energy of a sugared-up toddler, was sprawled across his bed, on his back, with his hind legs tapping against Buck and his head bouncing against Pickle’s side. Fred was obviously deep in a chasing dream, and since Fred was all about the chase, Cary hoped from the bottom of her heart that he never caught whatever it was he was chasing. That would be the best dream for Fred.

      None of the dogs popped up to join her at the door. Which was a pretty good indication whoever was on the other side was welcomed and not dangerous. But honestly, someone dangerous couldn’t actually find her house. That’s what the glamour was all about. That was the reason for it. And even after she’d passed her Seventh Year test year—early, because of the whole demon god thing—she still kept the glamour because she was still a Protector. A full one now with, apparently, no restrictions on her powers. She could control her Protector shield now.

      That was new and, so far, untested in a real-life situation because her bosses had agreed to give her some time off. Even though she was newly made a full Protector and technically still should be working. Again, because of the whole demon god thing.

      That had been a very very big thing.

      And honestly, she still wasn’t entirely sure what she’d done to herself in all that. But that was another issue she had chosen not to think about too closely yet because she had to pack for Scotland.

      She swung the door open and blinked a few times, more than a little surprised to see her maybe-former-but-still-around-a-lot mentor.

      “Jaxer?” She glanced at the doorbell. “You didn’t do that irritating thing where you keep your finger on the doorbell. Who’s dead?” She was absolutely serious. She couldn’t remember Jaxer ever not doing that irritating thing where he held the doorbell until she answered the door. There had to be something really wrong.

      “No one has died,” he said, smiling and shaking his head. “So suspicious. I thought the time off was supposed to relax all that paranoia.”

      “Right. Like that’s going to happen in a mere three weeks.” She stepped backward and let him into the house.

      He was a ridiculously handsome faery, a member of the High Fae whose most powerful magic was glamour. Which meant he could make anyone see what they wanted to see and experience what he wanted them to experience. Except for little kids, who tended to see through Fae glamour. But he just avoided them.

      Turned out the blond-haired, green-blue eyed, sharp-featured gorgeousness that he showed most of the world was actually him tamping down on his real looks, which were so blindingly stunning she still hadn’t fully recovered from seeing him that way that one time in Faery. He’d been unreal, a thing of myth and legend in those moments. She preferred him this way. He wasn’t ordinary looking like this. He was too vain to look ordinary—unlike Eriana who’d perfected looking like an ordinary human in this realm—but like this, he was the kind of gorgeous you might actually encounter in the real world.

      There was something soothing and comforting about that.

      “So what’s wrong that you’ve changed up the way you ring my doorbell?” she asked.

      “That could sound dirty if I were in the right frame of mind,” he said, still smiling. But there was tension around his eyes and mouth. The fact that he was letting her see those signs of strain was telling.

      “Don’t let Deacon hear you say that.”

      “Deacon and I have a truce now. He won’t try to rip my throat out.”

      She’d noticed the truce, though this was the first time either of them had said anything about it out loud. Still, she wasn’t sure Deacon wouldn’t try to rip Jaxer’s throat out for the flirty comment. Mostly because Deacon’s control was…shaky after the demon god thing.

      “One day, I’d like one of you to explain this truce to me.”

      She had a feeling it had to do with Jaxer’s ex reentering the picture. Eriana and Jaxer’s relationship had gone nova two hundred years ago, but there was still obviously a lot of feeling there between them. And since he was (supposedly secretly) training Eriana to be a mentor for future Protectors, they were spending a lot of time together. Jaxer had been tight-lipped about it all. But that didn’t stop Cary from teasing him about it. Eriana was a sensitive spot for him, and Cary got the feeling those two-hundred-year-old feelings had never gone away.

      Which was why she suspected Jaxer and Deacon had this truce thing worked out. Jaxer’s feeling for Cary weren’t so…inconveniently getting in the way anymore.

      This made Cary happier, too. She loved Jaxer. Just not in the way he had apparently fallen for her. She’d been pretty devastated to learn this fact since she couldn’t return his feelings. They’d weathered that storm, though. And seemed to be back to the usual friendship. Jaxer’s feelings still lingered out there as a thing they hadn’t settled in words, but it felt settled in the rhythms of their interactions now.

      She led him to the kitchen and put on some coffee even though he wouldn’t drink it. She had a feeling she’d need the shot of caffeine for whatever he was here to discuss. And since she’d already finished her half pot from this morning, a second pot of coffee it was. The rich aroma or percolating deliciousness didn’t do anything to calm the nagging worry that had settled into her gut, though. An unfortunately familiar sensation since she’d become a Protector seven years ago.

      “Okay,” she said, once she had the coffee machine on. “Spill. What’s going on? You’re smiling, but you’re also letting me see your tension. What’s the problem?”

      “I’m not sure it’s technically a problem. But…we need to talk about this trip to Scotland.”

      “For good reasons or bad reasons?”

      “Honestly…a little of both. But mostly…bad reasons.”

      Great. Just what she needed. More trouble.

      Oh boy.
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      Cary sighed and pulled down a clean mug from the cabinet as the smell of fresh coffee filled her kitchen and the existential dread of the pending conversation with Jaxer settled into her stomach.

      “I’m gonna need coffee before we start.”

      “Probably.” He leaned against the counter and folded his arms across his chest.

      She paused mid-way to the coffee pot and blinked at him. Realizing for the first time that he wasn’t in his usual linen trousers and silk shirt. In fact, he was wearing…

      “Are those jeans? Why the hell are you wearing jeans? And…an ordinary t-shirt?” It was even long-sleeved. Now, to be fair, it did show off his impressive physique still, but these were not Jaxer clothes. These were… Well, for him, these were a costume. “What’s going on? Why are you dressed like that?”

      He glanced down, scowling a bit. “I’m trying something new.”

      “Why?”

      To her amazement and delight, his cheeks actually turned pink. A blush? Jaxer blushed!? If he was just doing something new, or even doing this for her for some weird Jaxer reason, he wouldn’t have blushed. But he did. Which meant this had to do with his ex. Cary would bet her next cup of coffee on it.

      She rolled her lips into her mouth to keep from giggling like a child but, yeah, no, she was going to giggle soon. “You’re blushing.”

      “I am not.” His complexion returned instantly to its normal pale color but she knew that was his glamour. He’d been caught off guard and forgot to hide the blush earlier. That was even more telling.

      “Does Eriana like this look?” she asked casually, her attention on the coffee pot as she poured.

      “Cary…” There was warning in his tone.

      She blinked innocently at him. “You don’t want to talk about your fashion choices, that’s fine by me. What’s up with my trip to Scotland that you feel the need to give me stomach pains about it?”

      To be fair, she was already pretty nervous about this trip, even as she was extremely excited. She was excited for the Scotland part. And getting there by the regular airplane-passport control method rather than the ways she’d gotten to Ireland and London before—by travelling through Faery (did not recommend!) and once by dragon-back, which was a more fun but no less terrifying way to travel.

      She was much more nervous about meeting Deacon’s grandmother, and even more nervous about the reasons he felt the need to go now.

      “I’m not trying to give you stomach pains,” Jaxer said, his voice gentling as he took a deep breath. “Let’s sit down and talk.”

      “That isn’t helping my stomach pains.”

      She added milk and sweetener to her coffee because now wasn’t the time for black coffee eating at her gut, and proceeded Jaxer back into the living room, to her oversized couch facing the fireplace and her small TV. Buck raised his head from his nap finally, giving Jaxer a once over. Then he tucked his nose back into the curve of his body and went back to sleep.

      At one point, Buck and Jaxer had had a thing of some kind. A lot of staring and, she was certain, some subsonic growling going on that she couldn’t hear. Or something. But then, whatever had started Buck’s issues with Jaxer had gone away after they’d gotten back from Faery, and Buck had returned to being fine with Cary’s mentor ever since. The whole situation had been super weird. And she’d never really gotten a good explanation for it.

      Now that her Seventh Year test period was over and the threat of demon gods and death and Oliver Holland were—she hoped—gone, she kind of wanted to dig into that situation and figure out what had happened. Jaxer never told her, and Buck obviously couldn’t, but maybe she could nag Jaxer for the story. Or maybe she’d invite Jonathon over and see if he could get the answers from Buck. Jon was a teenager she’d saved from Oliver Holland back at the start of her test year. He could talk to animals, among other things, and Cary’s dog pack liked him. Maybe he could ask Buck what the Jaxer thing had been about.

      She blinked back to her current predicament. The stuff between Jaxer and Buck would have to wait until after Scotland.

      “Spill,” she said again, turning on the couch a little to face Jaxer, cradling her mug between her hands. Her first sip filled her with a satisfying warmth, and the hit of caffeine did good things for her brain.

      “So… You know how you can officially control your Protector magic now? You can raise or lower the shield whenever you want.”

      “I’m delighted with that turn of events, by the way.”

      “I’m delighted for you,” he said, and his smile was proud and indulgent, and she was embarrassed that it made her want to preen. Whatever else she and Jaxer were to each other, he was her mentor first and foremost in this whole Protector gig, and when he was proud of her, it made her feel good.

      Not that she’d admit that to him, of course.

      “The problem is,” he said, “we should be taking some time to train that before turning you loose in the real world. You’re used to the shield just coming up. It’ll take some concentration to raise and lower it now.”

      “Yeah. I’ve been a little worried about that. I mean, we could practice now. But I got the impression this wasn’t about that.”

      “It’s a part of the whole. You’ll be going into Scotland, which is entirely too close to the English and the Irish Fae courts, and while Danu seems to be okay with you, Tatiana is…maybe a little less okay with you. Reluctantly accepts you helped save Faery and maybe she shouldn’t kill you or seduce you, but… Well, she’s not a predictable queen.”

      She was a terrifying Fae queen was what she was. So was Danu. But Cary didn’t seem to be on Irish queen’s shit list the way she was on Tatiana’s even though, as Jaxer had pointed out, Cary had quite literally saved Faery from destruction thank you very much. And died doing it, no less! Not for long. But still. Died.

      Which had, as it happened, come in handy later with the whole demon god thing, but that wasn’t the point.

      The point was that Tatiana had no reason to resent or be upset with Cary. Even if Jaxer had apparently broken some law or other bringing her into Faery cause at the time Protectors weren’t welcome or something. And all the magic she’d pulled in and released into Faery had stopped the rot that was infiltrating the realm. Cary had saved Faery in multiple ways.

      The fact that there wouldn’t be much of a buffer between her and Tatiana hadn’t really occurred to Cary before this moment. Since the Faery incident, Tatiana had only come here that one time and then left Cary alone. She’d seen Danu once more, but that was because Rory the dragon had insisted Cary go to Ireland and help Rory’s hero, Joan, to save some kids from the newest—now deceased—goblin king. Which… Well, that’s what Cary did. Danu hadn’t incinerated her for showing up uninvited, so Cary was pretty sure she and the Irish Fae queen were on a reasonably cordial footing.

      Still, being on that side of the world, so close to the two queens that may or may not dislike her probably should have occurred to her before this moment.

      And then there was the Scottish Fae court.

      She knew a very minimal amount about the Scottish court. It was one of many Fae courts, and she’d never had to deal with them, and Jaxer wasn’t linked to them in any way—he was linked to both the Irish and English courts in complicated ways that had to do with his parents—so she hadn’t taken the time to learn much about it. Just that it existed, and there were two factions coexisting in the territory. The Seelie court and Unseelie court, ruled by two different queens. That was the extent of her knowledge. To be fair, though, she’d been pretty occupied learning…well, everything else for the last seven years. Some things fell through the cracks.

      Lots of knowledge fell through the cracks.

      That thought led her to thinking about her bosses, Wisat and Liruk, because Liruk was always the most critical of Cary’s inability to know everything about everything instantly. But Cary was trying to cultivate a more charitable attitude toward Liruk these days, after the demon god thing, so she resisted her habitual grumpy thoughts about her boss’s judgment. Barely.

      “I’ll be in Scotland,” Cary pointed out, getting back to the issue of Tatiana’s potential wrath. “Another court’s territory. She won’t bother me up there, right?”

      “She’s only part of the problem. You just mentioned the other. The Scottish court. They’re… Well, if it’s possible, they’re even less open to newcomers than the English court. They’ve isolated more in recent years. Pulling out of the human realm even more than the other courts. And, honestly, no one’s heard much from them in years. The last few decades in particular have been really quiet. I’ve never even been to the Scottish court, Seelie or Unseelie. And there was a time when I took great pleasure in sneaking into different Fae courts to test my glamour.”

      Cary didn’t doubt that for a minute. “We’re just going to visit Deacon’s grandmother. We don’t have to get involved with the Scottish Fae even a little bit, right?”

      “I suspect you won’t be able to avoid it. Because of Deacon’s grandmother.”

      “What don’t I know?”

      “Not much more than me. I’ve only just learned who his grandmother is in relation to the Fae world.”

      That there was a relationship of some kind between a leopard shifter and the Fae world at all was startling. But since Belle used magic, and Cary and Deacon were taking this trip so Belle could teach him how to use and control his magic—which he’d spent all of his soon-to-be fifty-five years avoiding and suppressing—Cary really should have suspected there was more to the story than she knew.

      Actually, she did realize there was more to all this than she knew. She just hadn’t thought about it too much, assuming Deacon would reveal all on the way, or she’d discover everything when she got there. Deacon was so edgy at the moment she hadn’t wanted to push him by digging into his family stuff before he was ready.

      But whatever Belle’s relationship to Faery was, it was important enough, Jaxer had come over to discuss it with her.

      “I’d like to let Deacon tell you everything,” Jaxer said. “It’s not my place to tell you his family secrets. But you will likely have interactions with the Scottish court. And that will not go unnoticed by the other two queens.”

      “Well shit.”

      “Exactly. And I’d say just stay out of trouble, but…” His mouth quirked at one corner and then he chuckled and shook his head. “Yeah, I can’t see that happening.”

      She wanted to scowl. But he was right. Somehow, no matter what, Trouble always found her. She must have done something really rude in a former life.

      “So I’ll need to be ready to navigate more Fae politics while I’m there,” she said. “Great. Love that. Best part of the trip already.” Her deadpan tone got another smile from Jaxer.

      “With luck, the queens will all pass messages about your presence and the reason your there, and there won’t be any need for an audience with either Danu or Tatiana. But I thought you’d better be prewarned that the possibility was out there.”

      She tapped a finger against her coffee mug, half empty now and starting to cool. “Should I… Should I not go? I mean, I want to. And I got the impression Deacon sort of needs me to. He said he’d handle the training better if I’m there. But maybe that’s just the mate thing and him still occasionally having a hard time being away from me. Scotland is a long way and all. But… But if I’m going to complicate things being there, maybe it’s better if I don’t go.”

      Jaxer made a face, his mouth pursed as he let out a sigh and stared at the soft tan couch cushion between them. When he met her gaze again, he looked very serious.

      “Six months ago, I would have encouraged you to stay here. To let him do this on his own. For a lot of reasons. Not least because, as you know, I wanted him out of your life.”

      She opened her mouth to say something but he held up a hand.

      “We all know things changed after Faery,” he said. “A lot of things. And I suppose I should finally tell you, out loud, that… Well, I still love you.” Again, he held up a hand when she opened her mouth. “But…”

      He sighed. Shook his head. “Cary, he was going with you. When you died. When we thought you were gone. He was going with you. He would have followed you without any hesitation at all. And I have never seen him that way before. I’ve known Deacon for years. Longer than either of us will admit out loud. I have never seen him so…” Jaxer let out a huff. “He loves you so much. So much. After watching that, watching him on the verge of willing himself to death, to stay with you, I knew that was not something I could ever get between.” He stumbled a little over the last few words, as if he wasn’t sure how to express what he was trying to say.

      Cary for her part was so stunned, she kept her mouth shut and let Jaxer finish.

      “So while I still love you,” he went on, “I’ve accepted that what you and Deacon have is…is it. Is forever. Is that sort of all consuming love the old bards used to write songs about. I wouldn’t dare get in the way of that.”

      Cary swallowed, her throat thick with emotions she wasn’t even sure how to name. A surprising amount of gratitude, because she wasn’t sure they’d ever get to this point, where she and Jaxer could remain friends and not have his feelings hanging between them.

      “I’m sorry,” she murmured, “that things have happened in a way that hurt you. But I’m…glad this is where we ended up.”

      Was she about to cry? Shit. No. She didn’t want to cry. She had a trip to pack for and potential confrontations with Fae queens to worry about. And Deacon’s grandmother to face!

      Still. She set her mug on the coffee table, closed the space between her and Jaxer, and wrapped him up in a hug. One he returned, his arms tight around her, his face against her shoulder.

      “Does this mean we get to stay friends?” she said, her voice watery and a little choked.

      “We get to stay friends,” he said.

      “Oh good. I’d have missed your pain in my ass.”

      His laughter made her smile.

      She sniffled a little as she sat back, patting his shoulders as if she could smooth away some of the moisture that had dripped onto his t-shirt. She still couldn’t get over Jaxer in a t-shirt.

      “Okay.” She nodded. “Okay. So… Back to my questions. Should I go with Deacon to Scotland or not?”

      “You should go. He’s going to need you.”

      The words had barely sunk in when her front doorbell rang again.

      She didn’t even have to wonder who it was this time.

      She could always feel when Deacon was close.
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      Cary swung the door open, smiling in greeting, only to find her face between two big, slightly rough palms as Deacon’s scent surrounded her. Still feeling a lot of ways after Jaxer’s revelation, she stared up at Deacon, her mate, the love of her life, without being able to say anything. She just felt that melting place in her center and everything inside her was all floaty and soft.

      “Why are you crying?” he murmured. “What’s wrong?” He glanced past her and scowled. “What did you say to her?”

      Cary grinned and gripped his wrists, leaning into him. “These are happy tears. Don’t worry. Nothing bad. Come on in. We’re discussing the upcoming trip.”

      Deacon stared down at her for a heartbeat, the furrow between his dark brows deep. He was so shockingly handsome she sometimes couldn’t quite believe he was real. Dark, nearly black hair he insisted on wearing loose. Tan skin, golden eyes rimmed by dark lashes. A mouth she thought about way too much. The unfair advantage of a Greek god’s body. Even after nearly a year, she still sometimes couldn’t believe he was hers.

      And after what Jaxer had just told her, that feeling mixed with a lot of awe. And love. Lots and lots of love.

      Who’d have thought this is where they’d be from where they started.

      She rose onto her toes to give him a brief kiss, then pulled him inside. The October air was chilly this week, a nice change from a hotter-than-normal summer. But she didn’t have Deacon’s leopard shifter metabolism so she felt that cold even if he didn’t.

      “You want some milk?” she asked him after giving him another hug because of all the sentimental floaty mushy feelings inside her.

      “That’d be nice.” He was still scowling, glancing between her and Jaxer. But the expression was more confused than angry so she figured she could leave them alone for a few minutes. “I’ll be right back.” She grabbed her mug and returned to the kitchen for another cup and a glass of milk for Deacon.

      The fact that her fully grown adult cat shifter mate drank milk never cease to amuse her.

      By the time she came back out again, Jaxer had moved to one of the stuffed chairs that bracketed the coffee table, letting Deacon take his place on the couch. A few months ago, Jaxer wouldn’t have done that. He’d have sprawled out on the couch, claiming the space, and daring Deacon to say anything about it.

      Things had most definitely changed.

      “Do I get to know why you were crying now?” Deacon asked as Cary handed him his glass and sat on the couch next to him, scooching close so she was tucked up against his side.

      “We were talking about the trip to Scotland,” she said, because that had been how all this started. “About the fact that me being there might cause some issues with the Irish and English Faery courts. Especially with Tatiana since Danu seems to tolerate me in her scary queenly way.”

      Deacon’s gaze jumped to Jaxer, then back to Cary. “Why would we need to worry about Faery courts?”

      “Because of the Scottish court and whatever that has to do with your grandmother.” She said that casually, like of course he understood so she was just making clear she knew there’d be a thing too.

      Except, he continued to look at her like he was baffled. “Why would we have any interaction with the Scottish court? We’re going to see my grandmother about my shifter magic. My mother’s been trying to get me to her for years to train it. I think she’s the only one who can help so I don’t—” He cut himself off sharply, but he didn’t look away from her.

      They both knew what had happened while they’d been facing down a demon god and his unkillable son who just happened to desperately want to kill Cary. After she helped the demon son survive his god father, of course.

      Deacon was the first born of two firstborn parents who were also the firstborn of firstborn parents. A pattern that went back seven generations, making Deacon the seventh firstborn of firstborns. Or something. Anyway, there were a lot of sevens involved, which was one of those irritatingly troublesome power numbers, and that meant that while his mother had magic and was extremely powerful, Deacon had magic and was even more powerful. He was like rarely-happens-but-when-it-does-hold-on-to-your-butts-shits-getting-dangerous powerful.

      The magic was all shifter magic. Except most shifters didn’t have magic. The changing shape thing was biology. A shifter with magical powers was uncommon. A shifter with Deacon’s level of power was apparently so unusual, not even his own mother felt comfortable training him.

      Which, up till recently, hadn’t been an issue because he had spent his entire life suppressing that magic, never using it, and only rarely calling on any of the skills bestowed on him by this whole seventh firstborn of firstborns thing. Some of those skills were super spooky and allowed him to control other leopards so fully, he could take away all their free will and even force them to kill themselves. If he didn’t just kill them outright.

      Deacon did not like the power he wielded, liked the magic even less, and mostly just used an excessive amount of control whenever he was around other leopards to keep all those dangerous abilities in check. He went so emotionless sometimes around other shifters, she thought of that as his ice man place. She did not like it when he went ice man on her, but she understood it now, accepting the necessity for it when other leopard shifters were around.

      But after more than fifty years of refusing to do anything with his magic, he’d finally decided he had to figure out how to control it better, how to deal with it by some other way than just suppressing it under his iron will.

      Cary glanced at Jaxer, then back at Deacon. “I…uh. I got the impression your grandmother had…ties to the Fae. In some way. That would force an interaction with the Scottish court?” Her voice trailed off at the end when she realized Deacon still didn’t entirely know what she was talking about.

      She looked at Jaxer again. “What the hell?”

      Jaxer frowned at Deacon. “You don’t…know?”

      “Know what? What the hell are two talking about?”

      “Your grandmother,” Cary said slowly, “and her ties to Faery and the Scottish court.”

      “My grandmother has some inherent magic. That’s why she can train me. The same way my mother and I have magic. It has nothing to do with Faery or Fae magic or the Scottish court. Why would it?”

      “I don’t…” She looked at Jaxer again. “Maybe you’re wrong? You said you just learned about the connection. Maybe there isn’t really one?” Because if there was, why wouldn’t Deacon know about it? Why would his father—his grandmother Belle’s son—have kept that from him? Especially with Deacon going all the way to Scotland to train with Belle.

      Shouldn’t someone have mentioned the whole Faery thing?

      Jaxer’s frown creased his brow but his attention was on Deacon. “I didn’t realize they hadn’t told you. I don’t know much either, only what Eriana has told me. But there is a link between your grandmother and the Scottish court. And I doubt you’ll be able to stay there the full month without some curious Fae coming out to meet Cary.”

      The Fae had come out to help during the demon god thing, and they’d apparently done it for Cary because she’d saved Faery. She had a really complicated relationship with the Fae. And it wasn’t actually outside the realms of possibility that some non-queen Fae might come looking to meet her. That was a really weird possibility that she hadn’t even considered before this moment. Even if the queens weren’t a threat—and of course they always were—the presence of other Fae crawling out of the woodwork—so to speak—to meet her was a thing that could happen.

      Deacon’s golden eyes widened. “You can’t go then,” he said. “If it’s dangerous for you⁠—”

      “Nope,” she cut him off before he could go into full blown panic mode. “Still going. Already decided. Even Jaxer thinks I should go.”

      This had Deacon looking at Jaxer with raised brows. Jaxer didn’t respond with so much as a shrug.

      “You’ve said you’ll do better at the training with me there,” Cary continued, pulling Deacon’s attention back to her. “I’m going. The Fae don’t have any reason to bother me.” She hoped. Fae were pretty fucking capricious. And excessively curious. “And even if some of them decide to come out and say Hi, well, we don’t have to complicate things there. I’ll say Hi and they can go back and report I’m boring and no one needs to worry about me.”

      Deacon’s mouth twitched and she’d swear she heard Jaxer snort. “Boring?” Deacon asked. “You sure about that?”

      She waved a hand in the air and rolled her eyes. “I’ll be boring to them. You’re the one doing all the work while we’re there. I’m just going to have your back and eat my weight in shortbread.”

      That brought a full smile to Deacon’s expression and she melted. She really loved his smile. Though the way it made her feel probably wasn’t suitable for company. And Jaxer was still sitting right there.

      “So, it’s decided. I go. No one argues with me about it. We’re all good with that decision.”

      “Okay,” Deacon said. “Thank you.” He pulled her close and kissed her softly.

      Jaxer, always the child, groaned loudly. A reaction that made Cary grin, because now she felt like things with him were finally settled so she could appreciate his childishness instead of worrying about it.

      “We do have one more problem to deal with before you leave,” Jaxer said, his tone serious. “Beyond the fact that Cary being in Scotland will attract the attention of the English and Irish Fae.”

      “What else is there?” She wanted to groan herself this time. The potential of pissing off a powerful Fae queen wasn’t issue enough?

      “You’ve only just gotten the full use of your Protector powers,” Jaxer reminded her. “You haven’t had a chance to practice with them at all, nonetheless to use them in the field. There’s every chance you could forget to raise the shield.”

      “And jump into trouble and get hurt,” Deacon finished, his attention on Cary again, his expression hard.

      She winced. When her shields had been taken away—part of a Seventh Year test—she’d still put herself between bad guys and good guys without thinking about it. And because the test hadn’t gone according to the usual plan for reasons that had to do with the demon god, Cary had gotten shot and ended up in hospital and given Deacon and her friend Marianne metaphorical heart attacks. None of which was good. Cary hated getting shot, but getting shot without the shield to slow the bullet was a lot worse than getting a little bruise because the bullet was moving so fast her shield couldn’t slow it down enough to entirely prevent it from hitting her.

      Although, that turned out to be more a problem with the way she channeled the shield because of her own ability to absorb magic. But that was another story.

      The problem with Cary was that she would always jump between bad guys and good guys. She was a runner-inner and a freezer once she was there. All super good traits for a Protector. All really stupid deadly traits for someone without a Protector shield.

      “So…” She faced Jaxer more fully, but let Deacon keep her close in a hug because that made them both feel better. “So, Wisat and Liruk said the shields will still come up on their own. Did they lie?”

      “No. At least not technically. Technically, the shields should still come up automatically when you jump into trouble. They should even protect you better now. You can raise the shields to keep yourself safe, without needing someone to protect.”

      She loved that part.

      “And you can drop them if you need to for…reasons like absorbing magic to use against a bad guy.”

      She loved that part less.

      Even though it could be useful.

      But really, she’d had her fill of absorbing magic during the demon god fight—both literally and figuratively. She wasn’t quite human anymore, or well, wasn’t quite the mundane human she’d been before. A process that had started when she’d become a Protector.

      Technically, people like her don’t survive their first encounter with strong magic. Thanks to her being recruited as a Protector (she’d given up saying she’d been tricked into the job, but only to herself), she’d had the Protector shields to keep her safe from all the magic thrown at her.

      But some of that magic still got through and over the seven years of her jumping in front of magic, she’d been changed. At a cellular level. No one, even Eriana who was a Fae healer and very smart, knew exactly what the consequences of that change were for Cary.

      And then to top it off, during the fight with the demon god, she’d had to absorb so much magic, all different kinds of magic, that she was really really not mundane anymore. Since no one knew what that meant, she mostly tried to ignore the implications of it. She still felt like herself so that was what counted, right?

      Still, having that in the background meant she’d rather not absorb any more magic for a little while. At least not on purpose.

      “I won’t be doing that in Scotland,” she said. “And if the shield still comes up automatically, I should be fine.”

      “One of my last jobs with you as mentor,” Jaxer said, “is to ensure you can raise and lower the shield at will. We don’t have the usual time for those lessons, at least not before you leave. But we need to work on the basics before you go.”

      “Yeah. That sounds like a good idea.” Just in case.

      Because if something could go wrong with her Protector magic, it did. And if that something was that the shields didn’t come up automatically for some reason, and she had to do it herself, if she messed that up…

      She could end up dead.
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      The problem with the way Cary’s Protector shields had always worked during her seven years of apprenticeship was that she actually had to be protecting someone for them to activate. She had no control over the magic. And if she wasn’t protecting anyone, the shields didn’t come up.

      But when she got between good guys and bad guys… Shields!

      Demonstrating the shields before this had meant putting someone at her back that she could protect and then having someone else try to hurt that person. This was difficult if the person trying to do the hurting was not, in fact, a bad guy and didn’t like hurting people.

      In her current collection of people to protect and do the trying, she had Deacon and Jaxer. Two people who, given the right set of circumstance, were either allies, friends, or rivals, and who, up to a few months ago, probably would have been okay with attempting to hurt the other in the name of science and experimentation.

      Which was the reason she’d never put them to that task.

      But now that she didn’t, strictly speaking, need someone to protect, the biggest trick was just trying to get one of the two men to actually attempt to hurt her.

      And they were both a disaster at it.

      She wasn’t sure whether to laugh or groan when, once again, Deacon threw the hardback book well to the left, nowhere near her, and so gently it barely even reached her side of the living room.

      “This doesn’t work if you don’t try,” she reminded him, again, exasperated. They’d been at this for a good half hour. And both Deacon and Jaxer had failed spectacularly at throwing a book at her. She’d never seen anything quite like it. “It’s just a book. Even if I don’t manage to raise my shield and it hits me, it won’t hurt that badly. And I won’t blame you for hitting me with a book. I promise.”

      Deacon scowled and let out a grunt, putting his hands on his hips. “Even my leopard is objecting to this. I can’t purposefully try to hurt my mate.”

      “I need to practice raising this shield on purpose. And I won’t know if it’s up or not if there’s nothing for it to stop. I can’t throw a book at myself.”

      “Get Jaxer to try again,” Deacon said. There was such a distinct pout to his voice, she almost did laugh.

      “Jaxer failed at this, too.”

      “Tell your mate not to growl at me every time I raise the book and maybe I would have had better aim,” Jaxer said. He was sprawled on her couch, looking as exasperated as Cary felt.

      She didn’t know what he was so annoyed about. His aim had been as bad as Deacon’s even before Deacon started growling.

      “What kind of friends are you, you can’t even throw a book at me?” she said to both of them. “Come on. I have to practice this before Scotland, and I still have packing to do.”

      “Maybe there’s someone else we can bring in to help,” Jaxer said. “Someone who won’t object so much to hurting you.”

      She smiled. “I do love that neither one of you wants to hurt me, to be clear. But I need someone to at least try it. Who else do we know and trust enough for this?”

      Her best girlfriends were all otherwise occupied with work or secret boyfriends. Liruk was the one of her bosses who might definitely throw a book at Cary for training purposes, but her bosses didn’t get involved in the training part. Plus, they were pouting a little because she’d left them no choice in her leaving for Scotland for a month. She hadn’t even asked in the end. Just told them she was going and they had to deal with it. Given what she’d just been through, they hadn’t argued with her. But there was a distinct pout about the way they’d given in.

      The other leopard shifters in Portland wouldn’t throw anything at her because they’d be afraid of Deacon’s reaction—even if he told them it was okay. He was their future king and they liked him too, so they didn’t do things they knew would piss him off.

      Cary’s sparring partner at Lucy’s gym, the bear shifter Brandon Hawthorn, was currently recovering from injuries he took during the demon god fight. Although, Cary suspected Brandon had completely recovered weeks ago, probably the day after the fight—he was a shifter after all—but since Marianne had been taking care of him and nursing him back to health, he’d been slow to fully recover. But because Brandon threw Cary around during martial arts training—gently so he didn’t accidentally kill her; see again bear shifter—he’d likely be good at throwing a book at her.

      “We could call Brandon,” she said aloud. He was one of the few people she knew would understand the need for training and be willing to do what was necessary for that training, while still being gentle about it all. Lucy would probably throw a book at her too, because she was an excellent martial arts teacher and because she had a bit of a vicious streak. But she was still teaching. Brandon was really their best option.

      “I’ll call him,” Deacon said.

      While Deacon made the call, Jaxer walked her verbally through the process of raising her own shield on purpose again.

      Since she wasn’t an innately magical person, the process of using magic was not second nature to her. She’d had to do a crash course on how to use it during the demon god thing because using magic that she absorbed was the only way to get it out of her system so she didn’t die. Again. And she’d managed in the heat of the moment. But since then, she hadn’t purposefully tried to cast spells—she hadn’t been in a position to absorb any magic since then either, so she hadn’t needed to, and the dragon who was training her to deal with her ability to absorb magic was currently occupied heroing with his hero Joan. She also suspected Rory was giving her a break because of everything she’d been through. He was quite the thoughtful dragon.

      Cary’s Protector shields were magic. They were Fae magic, given to her by her bosses. She’d always just channeled that magic, never even feeling it when it flowed through her, so finding it to use it on purpose was…trickier than she’d hoped.

      “You’d think after seven years, I’d know what the Protector magic felt like,” she huffed. “At least enough to pull it up when I need it.”

      “Seven years of habits are hard to change,” Jaxer said.

      “Then why do you all train people this way? Why not start with being able to control the shield. The whole ‘start as you mean to go on’ philosophy. It’s a good one. Works well with the dogs, too.”

      “That’s why they get so many treats? Because you intended to overfeed them from the start?”

      “Shut up. They deserve every treat they get.” And
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