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        Trouble meets the family…

      

      

      

      Back from Scotland and ready to settle into this new version of her job as a magical Protector, Cary Redmond faces only one big problem. Thanksgiving. More specifically, Thanksgiving with her family of mundane humans and her mate Deacon Jones’s family of leopard shifters.

      Cary’s parents have no idea that shapeshifters exist in the world. Deacon’s mother happens to be the queen of the local leopard shifters. Not just the parents plan to gather for dinner, but every single member of each family intends to be there. And every single one of these people in one small house for one big meal means… Trouble.

      Fine. Good. Manageable. No problem.

      Except for the goblins.

      And the mysterious dog.

      And, of course, her former faery mentor Jaxer.

      And her sister’s pregnancy.

      But everything is fine. Cary controls her Protector magic now. Thanksgiving involves lots of food and drink. All good. No problem. What could go wrong?

      Oh boy…

      In this return Kat Simons’ acclaimed Cary Redmond urban fantasy romance series, Trouble picks a family holiday to add a little light chaos to Cary’s already chaotic life. End of the world? Or just a talking-to from her mother? Could go either way.
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      For my beloved family.

      With whom I have spent many a lovely family holiday.

      Even with the occasional awkward ones, we’ve kept the family drama to a minimum.

      I love you all for that!

      

      And for everyone trying to blend families and figure out how to make it all work. Here’s to hoping those family holidays are significantly less…goblin-y.
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      Cary waited out the goblin’s tantrum, as she patted her protectee’s arm absently, and considered the upcoming week. For a person who normally loved food in general and food holidays in particular, she was really not looking forward to Thanksgiving this year.

      The goblin growled at her and lunged again. Bounced off her shield. Landed on his ass. Howled in protest.

      The very nice man behind Cary whimpered. She couldn’t really blame him. Most people didn’t have to deal with goblins regularly. They could be quite scary when you hadn’t seen one before. Or didn’t think they were real. And then to have them attack you? Yeah, she understood why the poor guy was upset.

      This particular goblin wasn’t one of the scariest she’d seen. He was half Cary’s size—they came in all sizes—and skinny, with grayish-green skin and black eyes which were very large in his round face. Outside of some tattered shorts, he wasn’t wearing any clothing or shoes, and given it was November, that just made Cary shiver. He was mostly hairless, with just some whisps of scraggly black hair across his head and hands. And his fingers were tipped with short black nails that weren’t as claw-like as some goblins she’d seen.

      The goblin did, however, have a great deal of sharp teeth in his wide mouth, fully displayed with every hiss and growl. She imagined those teeth were probably pretty terrifying to her protectee, Jordan.

      As the goblin continued throwing himself at her shield, Cary continued to absently comfort Jordan, patting his arm and murmuring reassurances. But her attention wasn’t really on her surroundings. The area behind the restaurant was quiet and dark. Circled by trees which kept them hidden from casual observers. Traffic on the main road in front of the restaurant was quiet this time of night. Her shield was up. It wasn’t going anywhere. And the goblin was too deep in his rage to listen to reason at the moment. So she was letting him wear himself out. They were safe. She had time to think.

      And all her thinking was about this upcoming family trip.

      Not just her family. Which was already fraught because there was tension and conversations happening between her mother and her younger sister. Valerie was pregnant again, due at the end of February, and this fourth pregnancy had their mother up in arms, worried that Valerie had become a baby-making machine to hold her marriage together. Valerie, for her part, declared her marriage “just fine” and resented almost every word out of their mother’s mouth. Except that she kept calling and talking to their mother, which somehow made things progressively worse.

      Now, Cary’s mother had not only gotten it into her head that they should all be together for Thanksgiving before Valerie couldn’t fly anymore—because the original plan for a Christmas gathering put Valerie too far along in her pregnancy to travel safely—but her mother had also decided that Deacon’s family should join them.

      Deacon’s family. Deacon’s parents. The queen of the Pacific Northwest leopard shifters and her mate. Plus whichever of their children were near enough to make the trip.

      All shapeshifters.

      Which Cary’s parents didn’t know existed.

      Like poor Jordan, they had no idea that shapeshifters were anything but fiction. They didn’t know what Cary did for a living either. They thought she worked as a research assistant for a former professor who wrote popular science books. Her father had not thought this would be a career that lasted very long, but since they were under the impression that she’d been doing this job for the professor for more than seven years now, her father had stopped asking if she’d found more steady work. Her mother still occasionally worried and fretted that Cary could be homeless and jobless at any moment. But at least her father had stopped nagging.

      The goblin screeched. Loud enough to make Cary wince.

      She scowled at him. “Other people will hear you making all that noise, and then I’ll just have more people to protect. Please keep the noise to a minimum as you wear out this tantrum.”

      The goblin lifted his lip and growled, but quietly.

      “Good. Let me know when you’re ready to talk.”

      He lunged again.

      So. Obviously not ready to talk yet.

      She went back to thinking about her upcoming trip after a few more reassuring words for Jordan.

      The trickiest part wasn’t so much that Deacon and his family were all leopard shifters. The leopards knew how to remain inconspicuous in a world of humans. They’d been doing it for a very long time. They all had normal jobs and worked with humans daily. No, the problem was her family drama spilling over into the leopard visit.

      She’d have preferred to keep her own family issues…well, within the family. She was already intimidated by Deacon’s mother—the literal queen of the leopard shifters—and still a bit awkward around his father—because of getting off on the wrong foot during their first meeting—and the last thing she wanted them walking into was a whole Redmond family thing.

      The leopards had enough drama of their own.

      Also Cary wasn’t sure how she’d handle it if Maria Jones tried to give Connie Redmond advice about raising daughters. Or vice versa!

      This would either turn out to be a great bonding opportunity for the two women or the worst thing that had ever happened at a Thanksgiving family holiday. Which, considering how many shit holidays happened at Thanksgiving, was probably a bit of an exaggeration. Still, Cary’s life attracted Trouble with a capital T, and she couldn’t see any way that this family gathering would be any different.

      Also, her father and Deacon’s father had nothing in common that she’d been able to figure out. Outside of being married to strong women. Deacon’s father liked cooking and politics and animal rescue—the family business. Her dad liked history and board games and avoiding the kitchen like he’d burst into flames if he stepped over the threshold.

      Her dad kind of liked animals, though not as passionately as his daughter. He hated politics and had the privilege of being able to ignore it when it suited him. And while he was a good eater, he was also pretty indifferent to food. At least how it was cooked and prepared. He wasn’t even the type of dad who liked to barbeque.

      They might be able to discuss sports as a sort of universal language, but her father followed baseball, American football, and hockey. And Deacon’s father followed European soccer and rugby.

      There were literally no big crossovers there. No real common ground.

      The only saving grace to this whole “family gathering” was that Maria Jones had very wisely rented a house near Cary’s parents’ house instead of staying with Cary’s parents—as Cary’s mom had tried to insist. Her mom kept forgetting that she and dad had downsized years ago. Their house was barely big enough to fit Valerie, her husband, and their three kids. Not to mention Cary and Deacon. Add in even just Maria and Evan Jones and they’d be sitting on top of each other for a week.

      This would be bad.

      The goblin stopped lunging at her and sat on the concrete panting, glaring up at her. She raised her eyebrows at him. “You tired enough to listen to reason yet, or do you want to keep futilely throwing yourself against my shield?”

      “He owes me!” the goblin said. “Owes me owes me owes me.”

      After a month in Scotland, dealing with recalcitrant Fae, the goblin’s pout really set Cary’s teeth on edge. Ignoring the goblin, she turned to Jordan and asked, “What’s he talking about? I doubt he’ll give me a reasonable answer.”

      “I…uh, I’m not sure. I might have…” Jordan blinked hard a few times. “I might have made a sort of offhanded wish to one of my customers last week that I wouldn’t mind business at the restaurant being better. I was just talking, though. I didn’t… I didn’t take out any loans or anything that I might owe anyone. And I definitely didn’t…didn’t take out a loan from…from…whatever that is.”

      “Ah. Okay. So.” Cary shook her head at the goblin. “First, you can’t trick people into deals. You know that.”

      “Courses you cans. That’s the ways of it. Tricks them and they gives you what you want.”

      “No. No. That’s…” Cary sighed. “A person making a vague, off-handed comment about something they want isn’t giving you permission to demand payment. Especially if you haven’t done anything to actually earn payment.”

      “I gives him better business!”

      Cary faced Jordan. “Did business at the restaurant get better this week?”

      Jordan frowned. “Not…noticeably.”

      “Yes noticeably!” the goblin shouted. “Hows manys businesses do you want!”

      Cary closed her eyes briefly. Then faced the goblin. “Do you know what a restaurant is?”

      “S’a business.” The goblin looked around. “S’a business, right.”

      “Do you know what this business does?”

      “Does…business.” He nodded as if that answered the question perfectly.

      Cary tried not to groan. “Restaurants make and serve food to people. The people eat that food and pay the restaurant money for the service. That’s the kind of business it is.”

      “Sure sure sure. Business. Now I gets whats I’m owed.”

      “No.” She shook her head when the goblin charged her again. “Really. You have to stop that. You’re going to hurt yourself.” She wasn’t sure how thick this one’s skull was—based on the restaurant conversation she was going to say considerably—but also slamming his head repeatedly against her shield just couldn’t be good for him.

      “Listen,” she said when he calmed down again. “You can’t be owed anything. There was no deal made. And you didn’t even give the poor man—who did not make a deal with you—what he vaguely suggested he might like to see happen anyway.”

      “I dids!” The goblin stamped his foot on the pavement, the sound louder than one might expect from a large bare foot.

      She crossed her arms. “Really? How?”

      “Better business. He says better business. I gives him better business.”

      She carefully pulled the threads of her fraying patience together. “Be specific. How? What exactly, specifically did you do?”

      “I’s gave him somes them meats what he has in the kitchen. Better meats. Good business.”

      Cary glanced back at Jordan. Jordan blinked hard a few times. Then his eyes got very wide. “What meat? Where did you put meat in my kitchen?”

      “Under thems hot place likes you says.”

      Cary watched Jordan searching his memory.

      “Hot place? Like…under the ovens? You put raw meat under my ovens?” Jordan’s mouth dropped open. “Oh shit. Shit shit shit. If an inspector comes in…” He shook his head. “I have to clean that up.” Then he looked past Cary to the goblin. “Not only isn’t that going to help my business, it might get me shut down. This is a vegan restaurant! We don’t serve meat!”

      Cary let out another long sigh. Faced the goblin again. “Okay, mister. You’ve caused enough mischief for one week. Not only didn’t you fulfill any pretend bargain, you actively made things worse for this man. It’s you who owes him now.”

      “Nos nos nos! He owes mes. I gave meat.” The goblin’s black eyes grew wide, impossibly wider, and his sharp, jagged little teeth poked out of his open mouth. “I gets meats.”

      “No meat.” Cary put her hands on her hips and waited out another round of the goblin charging her shield and screeching and making a ruckus.

      “What does he mean,” Jordan murmured, “he gets meat?”

      “I suspect he wants to eat you.”

      “Ew. Why?” Jordan sounded both disgusted and a little faint.

      She turned to face him in case he did end up fainting. “Goblins are…a mixed bag of individual personalities and most of those personalities involve sharp teeth and eating things. Sometimes they just kidnap kids to turn them into goblins. But I’ve been led to understand they do less of that these days.”

      At least, that’s what she’d been told. She couldn’t be certain. Goblins were tricky bastards.

      Jordan paled, more so than he had just a moment ago. For a dark-skinned Black man, that degree of paleness struck Cary as bad. She held her arms out in case he passed out.

      He did not pass out. But he did look like he might throw up at any moment. “What do we do?” he asked, his voice hoarse and shaking.

      “Oh, he’ll wear himself out soon. I promise. Then he’ll go away.” She faced the goblin. “And never come back because if he does, I’m going to sic Danu on him.”

      She was bluffing. She couldn’t even come close to siccing the queen of the Irish Fae court on anyone. And honestly, after what had happened in Scotland, she was super keen on avoiding all High Fae—queens or otherwise. Except for her faery mentor, Jaxer. And his ex, Eriana. And also her bosses. But all other High Fae were on her To Be Avoided list. Even dealing with a goblin was stepping too close to Faery for her peace of mind. But since she was back home in Portland, and not in Scotland anymore, she figured she was safe enough from the Fae queens who were her bane.

      To be fair, Danu wasn’t the worst of them. She’d gone and “claimed” Cary as one of hers, whatever that meant. But that gave Cary exactly zero influence or position to do anything. She would no sooner contact Danu as she’d consider walking into the Pacific with the hopes of contacting an orca for a quick chat.

      But the goblin didn’t know that.

      “Heys,” he said, finally stopping with all the snarling and throwing himself at her shield. “Heys! Yers that ones, huh. There ones what did the thing with the dragons and gots one of the kings killed.”

      “Dragons?” Jordan said, sounding close to passing out again.

      “That wasn’t me,” Cary said. “The goblin king did that to himself. I just…cleared the way for the hero that was on site to do her thing.” With her dragon, Rory. Who also helped Cary sometimes. But Cary didn’t think Jordan was ready for that revelation.

      “Now now now,” the goblin said. “They says you beloved of Danu and one of the Tuatha.” He sniffed the air. “Yous smell human meaty, like. But yous a Tuatha.”

      Cary frowned. She wasn’t a Tuatha de Danann. Those were faeries. High Fae of the Irish court. Nothing to do with her. But Tuatha de Danann translated to the People of Danu and so technically, maybe, possibly, looked at from a certain perspective, she could see how someone might get that impression. Even though she was human.

      “Human meaty smell is a gross descriptor,” she said, neither confirming nor denying her Tuatha status because it might make the little bastard go away if he was afraid she’d sic a Fae queen on him.

      “Here. Yous…yous that one what saved Faery! You keeps them from destroying the place.”

      She winced. She sort of had done that. But it was a complicated story. And she’d died doing it, which had been temporary but bad. Not that she remembered the dying part anymore. But Deacon did, and having her mate still have that moment in his memory bothered her a lot. She certainly didn’t want to talk about it with a strange goblin in front of a very human, vegan restauranteur.

      So she tried to deflect. “You need to leave and never come back. This broke so many rules, it’s ridiculous. Your king, and Danu, will be very unhappy.”

      “No kings. Ha! No kingses right now. And I’s not one of the Danu goblins. I’s a here goblin.”

      The no kings was interesting. She’d have to look into that. Without a king, the goblins could be…even more troublesome than they already were. This goblin being a local was also interesting because there weren’t technically local goblins. They mostly hung out in a goblin realm that could be accessed from everywhere. But she’d never had a lot of goblin trouble in Portland since becoming a Protector. Outside of the occasional attempt to kidnap Marianne and her sisters because they were weavers and could weave straw into gold—something Marianne considered a trick and the least of her magic—the goblins didn’t really come into Portland much.

      There was a lot about this she was going to have to look into.

      And wasn’t that inconvenient. Given she was due to go away for a week soon.

      She considered… But no, no she couldn’t back out of the trip. Everyone had committed to it. Changed work schedules. Deacon’s parents were coming all the way up from Eugene. Deacon’s brothers and sisters had rearranged their schedules for this. She couldn’t just use the goblin excuse not to go.

      Mores the pity.

      “All right,” she said. “Whatever you say, you are done here, and you are not to come back. You know who I am, what I can do? Well Jordan is now under my protection. And so is his restaurant.” And oh boy was she all about the bluffing these days. But she’d gotten better at it since dealing with all those Fae Queens. Maybe. She was a Protector after all. That was her job that she got paid for. So having a human “under her protection” wasn’t too much of a bluff. It was even technically true. When looked at from the right angle. “So you will leave him alone from now on. No more dirtying up his restaurant with meat, and no more trying to eat him in payment for that meat. Got it?”

      Jordan made a sort of choking sound behind her, and she still worried he’d pass out or puke, but she kept her narrow-eyed gaze on the goblin because she needed him to believe she was serious.

      Goblins were mean and vicious and bloodthirsty. But they also had a pretty healthy fear of authority, so long as the authority didn’t blink. Blinking around goblins was dangerous.

      Cary did not blink.

      And the goblin—snarling, then whining, then raising his hands to pacify her—backed down. “Fines fines fines. I doesn’t truck with Danu’s Tuatha. Yous is a People. I doesn’t truck with the People. And the Protector is the People.”

      “Sure. Now leave. And don’t show your face here again.”

      The goblin gave Jordan one last look, his mouth shivered and his teeth flashed. Jordan moved closer to Cary’s back. The goblin hissed something she didn’t hear and then he leapt away into the trees behind the restaurant. She listened for a long moment, waiting for sounds of possible return. Or signs there were other goblins out in those woods waiting to cause mischief.

      When several minutes of silence had passed, she figured they were safe enough. She faced Jordan, whose dark eyes were wide, sweat trickled down his cheeks, and he still looked way too pale.

      She got him to look at her instead of the woods and said, “You’re safe now. I promise. He won’t come back.”

      Jordan nodded a few times, but he still looked a bit shellshocked.

      “How about I help you clean up your kitchen?” she said. “I’m an omnivore so I can do all the meat handling if it bothers you.”

      He blinked and nodded and then nodded harder. “Thank you. Thank you. That would… That would help. Thank you.”

      She grinned. “No worries. Hey, maybe while we’re cleaning, you can give me some ideas for a few vegan dishes for Thanksgiving? My brother-in-law has been threatening to go vegan for the last year. I’d love to have something he could eat at the family gathering.”

      “Yeah. I can… I’ve got some good Thanksgiving dishes I could suggest.” Jordan led the way through the restaurant’s back door, running through a few ideas that might work for her “brother-in-law.”

      And Cary made a point of concentrating on those recipes and not thinking about the upcoming Thanksgiving family gathering itself.

      Or the possible goblin problem she was leaving behind.
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      From the porch at the back of her cozy house, Cary watched her dogs running around the small, walled in backyard in the mid-morning autumn sunshine. Well. Fred, her ordinary collie-terrier mutt, was running around. Attempting to chase both a ball and the stray cat Stinky, at the same time. This was not working out well for Fred. The ball and Stinky were not cooperating. But since Fred was all about the chase, he didn’t seem to mind.

      Buck, her Golden Labrador who was actually a demon dog, wandered around the backyard sniffing at corners and bouncing and dancing whenever Fred got close enough to include him in the chase. Pickles, the Basset Hound who was actually a retired foo lion, had already done her business and was strolling through Fred’s chaos on her way to the back porch for her post backyard nap.

      It had rained overnight and earlier in the morning, but the clouds had broken just an hour ago and the dogs had desperately needed to get out of the house. So had Cary.

      As she watched her little pack going through their usual routine, though, a low level of panic took her. She really didn’t want to leave them again. Even for a week. After the month away in Scotland, she’d missed her dogs. A lot. And leaving them behind one more week while she went to her parents for Thanksgiving felt horrible.

      Plus, she didn’t want to ask Jaxer to look after them.

      Even though he was literally the only person who could.

      Angie had only just returned to town a few days ago, and none of them had had a chance to talk with her yet outside of the “I’m home but still a bit busy. Will call when I can.” text. Was her secret boyfriend Sebastian still with her? What had she been doing since the demon god fight? Where had she been? What was up with the secret demon hunter boyfriend?

      Cary had a lot of questions. And none of them were getting answered fast.

      With Angie so busy, Cary would have normally asked Marianne—who loved her dog pack and had done the dog sitting while Cary had been in Scotland—but Marianne was going to a big family reunion for Thanksgiving. Which she’d confided was also going to be a thing. She was looking forward to seeing her sisters again, though, so that part was good.

      Lucy, Cary’s other best friend, was going home for Thanksgiving, too, because her dads had insisted. There was something going on with Lucy. Lucy wouldn’t talk about it. Marianne and Cary were worried about whatever it was. And obviously so were Lucy’s dads because they didn’t usually insist she fly back to Hawaii for Thanksgiving because she had a business to run and didn’t have the time. Yet Steve and Henry had insisted this year. There was definitely something going on there.

      Cary wasn’t about to ask any of the leopard shifters to housesit for her—mostly because she was not at all used to the idea that she could ask the leopard shifters for anything. And the only other person she trusted with her dogs—and that her dogs at least sort of trusted—was Jaxer.

      But Jaxer wasn’t particularly a dog guy.

      “It’ll be fine,” he said from behind her as they watched Pickles climb the two stairs from the grass to the porch and flop down on the wooden decking. “We get along well, the dogs and I.”

      “Now,” she said. Not all that long ago, Jaxer and Buck had been butting heads. Lots of staring and growling. She still didn’t know what that had been about. And neither faery nor dog were discussing it. “Also, it seems weird that you’ll be living in my house. You don’t live in a house.” She frowned. “I mean, I have no idea where or how you live, but I know it’s not a house like my house.”

      At least she thought so. Jaxer had always been very cagey about what he did and where he lived when he wasn’t with her being her mentor. They were friends. And at one point the idiot thought he was in love with her—he’d since decided to let all that go, which he claimed had to do with when she died in Faery and how Deacon had reacted, but which Cary was convinced had even more to do with the return of Jaxer’s ex, Eriana, cause there was definitely still something there.

      But even after seven years of knowing each other, being friends, going into life or death situations together, trusting him enough to know he’d have her back in one of those situations, relying on him as a mentor, all that trust and friendship… She still had no idea where he lived. She thought it might be in Faery. The North American region of Faery, where he wouldn’t have to deal with his complicated relationship to the English and Irish Fae courts, and where his bosses—also her bosses—lived. But she honestly wasn’t sure.

      Maybe one day he’d tell her. And maybe one day he wouldn’t. She didn’t push. At least, she tried not to push. Her curiosity was a powerful thing, though, and often got her into Trouble. Poking at hidden secrets was hard to resist.

      “I will be fine in your house,” he said. “I always am. And I can hang out in the backyard if the house starts to bother me.”

      All Fae had an allergy to iron. Some more than others. Jaxer’s allergy was mild enough he could move pretty freely through the human world. Go into buildings. Lean against wrought iron railing even without breaking out in hives. But he didn’t ride in human cars. And he got uncomfortable inside elevators. Staying inside a human building for days and days on end was probably not his idea of a good time.

      “There’s also the part where you aren’t really a dog person,” she added.

      “Two of your dogs aren’t really dogs,” he pointed out. “At least not ordinary dogs. I’m used to dealing with beings that are preternatural or supernatural, you know.”

      “But they live like normal dogs. They get dog treats and take walks and play in the backyard and sleep on their dog beds under the bay window. They are, for all intents and purposes, dogs. So anything else they might be beyond dogs doesn’t come into this.”

      “Cary. I can watch the dogs for a week. We’ll all be fine.”

      She looked up from Pickles to meet Jaxer’s gaze. He was ridiculously handsome and vain about it, so he insisted on showing up in the human world looking like a handsome man most of the time. Blond hair, blue-green eyes, pale skin, sharp features. He’d recently changed his “normal” clothing though and was wearing more jeans and t-shirts these days. Given his normal attire had been linen pants and silk shirts, the change had been jarring. She still wasn’t used to it.

      His greatest magic was glamour—he could make people see and feel exactly what he wanted them to see and feel—and he used that skill on his appearance so humans could bare to be around him. When he didn’t tamp down his looks with his glamour, he was so glorious and ethereal he was difficult to even look at. She’d only seen him that way once. Once was enough.

      He was giving her that lowered chin, almost-but-not-quite condescending look of “extreme patience” that kind of made her want to poke him in the face. “I will miss them too much,” she finally admitted. “I don’t want to leave them this time.”

      Deacon walked out the back door carrying a steaming mug, the scent of the coffee reaching her even before her mate’s scent and both smells made her stomach flutter and her heart happy. Speaking of stunning. Deacon was also ridiculously handsome. Dark hair, golden eyes, tan skin, a little five o’clock shadow on his jaw because he had the day off work and hadn’t bothered to shave yet. She’d been weirdly surprised to learn that shapeshifters still might have to shave in their human forms and couldn’t just…shift the facial hair away. Which she felt was a bit of a design flaw, honestly.

      He looked a little sleepy but also happy and content. He’d looked a lot more relaxed and content since they’d returned to Portland, and that was a relief. But the fact that he’d decided not to worry about this big family visit as much as she was worrying about it was irritating. They were mates! They should be in this worrying thing together.

      Handing her the mug of coffee, he studied her and Jaxer. Then nodded. “She doesn’t want to leave the dogs.”

      “She doesn’t want to leave the dogs,” Jaxer said.

      “You heard that from inside,” she said with a scowl. “Don’t pretend you just figured that out.” He had super shifter hearing. He definitely heard them talking.

      “I can control what I hear and don’t hear and I wasn’t eavesdropping,” he said, a little primly, which made her grin. “But you were just away from them for a month. Of course you don’t want to leave them again.”

      Okay, yeah, he would know that, even without eavesdropping. She wasn’t that subtle when it came to her dogs.

      “We could, technically, take them with us, right?” Deacon said. “There’s room in my car. We’re both driving down so you can take the luggage and dog gear. Your parents like the dogs. And it’s just a few hours drive.”

      She supposed they could take the dogs with them. She’d done that before. When she went to visit her parents for longer than a few days, in the early years of having the pack, before she was comfortable leaving them with dogsitters, she’d taken them with her to her parents’ house. The yard was about the same size as hers, and while there wasn’t as much grass—her retired parents didn’t want to mow a big lawn—the dogs had always found it a nice place to explore.

      She hadn’t brought them with her to her parents in years, though. They were safer in her house, which was protected by a glamour magic that her bosses installed. All Protectors got that magic so they’d have at least one place that was safe for them.

      And given two of the three dogs had supernatural natures, it was just safer for them inside a Protector home. Especially Pickles since she was retired and didn’t officially do foo lioning anymore. She needed a protected spot for her retirement. Cary’s parents’ house had a backyard for the dogs, but it wasn’t protected. It made her nervous taking them out of their safe bubble for days at a time.

      Also, the house was already going to be bursting at the seams with her parents, Valerie, her husband, their three kids, and Cary and Deacon. Add three dogs and things were going to be chaotic.

      “The house will be too crowded,” she said on a sigh.

      “I will take care of them,” Jaxer said. “They will be safe here.”

      “I know.” She did, even if she did worry about leaving the pack in Jaxer’s care. She knew he’d cut off his own arm before letting anything happen to the dogs since Cary loved them so much. Still. “Doesn’t make it easier to leave them.”

      “I have a suggestion,” Deacon said, wrapping his arms around her from behind.

      She leaned into him, cradling her mug, watching Fred slam into some bushes at the back wall as he tried to catch Stinky—who was already sitting on the top of the wall licking a paw and hadn’t actually been running away from Fred, which made Fred’s barreling into the bush just a drama king move.

      Deacon hugged her closer. “How about we bring the dogs, and we move them between the house my mother rented and your parents’ house as the crowds dictate. My mother got a large place for the family. There’s lots of room there.”

      “But I’m not staying there. The point is I don’t want to be staying away from the dogs again. Even though I’m coming around to the idea.”

      “They’d be close though,” Deacon pointed out, “and you’d be able to see them every day.”

      “It’s a thought.” She sucked in a breath, held it for a moment, let it out slowly. But…

      She couldn’t do that either. She couldn’t expect Maria and Evan to look after her dogs. And she wouldn’t be staying at that house. And there was the fact that the Joneses were all leopard shifters. Even though their family business was to literally rescue animals, so they were all good with animals—even dogs, though they were all big cats—she would feel presumptuous asking them to take care of her pack just so she didn’t have to be away from them for another week.

      “My mother owes you this,” Deacon said against her temple.

      “Why would your mother owe me anything?” She scowled and looked back at him.

      “You spent a month with me in Scotland, making the training with my grandmother a lot simpler. My mother has been trying to get me there for years. And I only went because of you. She owes you a favor for that.”

      Cary continued to scowl. “No she does not. Don’t be ridiculous. That was all between us, and I did it for you, not for earning your mother’s favor.”

      “Yes,” he said and kissed the top of her head which made Jaxer roll his eyes. “But she doesn’t know that.”

      “Ha! I’m not going to pressure your mother into looking after my dogs while she is also coming all the way out to Astoria for a Thanksgiving dinner with my entire family while there is family drama going on.”

      “You’re not the only ones having family drama. My side is sure to contribute just as much.”

      She turned in his arms, her hot mug cradled between them, her eyes wide. “What family drama?” Did she sound a little too excited about that? She sounded a little too excited about that. She shouldn’t be so excited to learn it wasn’t just her family that was going to be a mess over the holiday.

      He sighed. “My sister, Jocelyn, is coming into town for this.”

      Cary narrowed her eyes. “There is something going on there but you’ve never told me what and I’m thinking whatever it is is the drama. Am I right?”

      “You are right.”

      “Do I get to know what this issue is? Or is it personal to your sister and therefore none of my business?” She was absolutely nosey and would definitely listen to this gossip, but she also respected other people’s right to their privacy. She wouldn’t push for more information. But if Deacon wanted to talk about it, she wouldn’t refuse to listen.

      “It’s personal to my sister. Unless she announces it, I’d rather not say. But…let’s just say it’s an issue. And it’s particularly an issue when she comes to the west coast.”

      Cary’s eyes widened further as she took a sip of her coffee—which Deacon had made perfectly for her and the flavor of the rich Columbian roast warmed her to her toes. Or maybe that was Deacon.

      “So both families will have drama, but not our drama, and we’re going to be smack in the middle of it all? Do I have that right?”

      “Now I want to go to this dinner,” Jaxer said. “I don’t suppose you can get me an invite?”

      “Ha! How am I going to explain you to my parents?”

      “I’ll be the professor you always tell them you work for. Bet they’d like to meet this boss of yours finally.” He waggled his eyebrows, his eyes twinkling.

      She did not like that look. But also… It might alleviate some of her mother’s worry if she finally met Cary’s “boss.”

      Why had they never thought to do that before?

      She looked at Jaxer’s too-eager expression and remembered why. She didn’t trust Jaxer not to make things worse. She trusted him in a lot of ways, including with her very life. But she did not trust him to avoid causing mischief if there was mischief to make.

      “No,” she said. “Besides, I thought you were going to look after the dogs?”

      “I thought you were going to give in and take them with you.”

      She sighed. Back to this. She looked down at Pickles, who’d sprawled on the porch next to her, her long ears trailing down the first step, her eyes closed as she soaked up the mid-morning sunshine. Buck had ambled over at some stage and was sitting in the grass at the bottom of the steps. Fred was still attempting to catch Stinky. Who sat high up on the wall, cleaning his paws, and hadn’t moved or even blinked at Fred this entire time.

      “What do you guys think?” she asked Pickles and Buck. Fred would do whatever everyone else did. Especially if there were treats involved. It was really Pickles and Buck that she worried about. Pickles had earned this retirement rest place. And Cary had a feeling Buck needed this house to keep his demon dog nature in check. She could be wrong on both counts. She’d never tested her theories. But she wasn’t in a hurry to test those theories either.

      Pickles looked up and gave her a deep “woof”, her tail thumping the wooden decking. Buck looked at her with his tongue lolling out in a grin, his own tail wagging.

      “I’m not sure how to interpret those responses,” she said. “So I’m going to ask a yes or no question. Woof if it’s yes. Remain silent if it’s no. Okay?”

      Pickles woofed. Buck let out a tiny ruff.

      She grinned. “Okay, do you want to come on this trip to Astoria with us and stay at my parents’ house with all the kids and noise and chaos?”

      A beat of silence. Cary was about to open her mouth and tell them that was fine when Pickles suddenly woofed. A deep and very definitive woof.

      Buck glanced at Pickles, then let out his own woof, which was more of a growling ruff, but that was close enough.

      Cary blinked down at them. “You want to come with us?”

      Again two affirmative woofs.

      “Well,” Jaxer said. “Guess that answers that.” He looked at Cary. “Does that mean I can come too? I promise not to cause trouble. I just want to…watch.”

      “Ha! What about Eriana?”

      “What about her?” He made a show of scanning the yard, his gaze landing on Fred. “What does that dog thinking he’s accomplishing?”

      “You are not subtle even a little bit,” Cary said.

      “What?”

      She snorted and sipped more of her coffee. To Deacon, she said, “What do you think? Disaster idea or good excuse to get out of the house regularly if things get too weird?”

      “Excellent excuse. Dogs need walks. And trips to the park. And all the things that involve leaving behind family drama. I’m all for it.”

      She chuckled. Then looked at her pack again. Fred must have sensed imminent decisions—or maybe he assumed there were treats coming—because he raced up to join them. “Okay, guys. I’ll warn my mom now and then it looks like we’re all going for a road trip. It’ll be fun right?”

      Fred bounced up on his butt, waving his little front feet in the air as he begged—likely for a treat—his tongue lolling out of his mouth. Pickles woofed again, and Buck thumped his tail in the grass.

      Okay. Road trip with Deacon, the dogs, and Jaxer. And Thanksgiving dinner. And family drama.

      Oh boy.
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      “Something’s weird with the goblins,” Cary said to Jaxer after getting off the phone with her mother.

      Connie Redmond was extremely excited to meet Cary’s boss and extended the invitation without any issue. She was equally happy to have the dogs. Which had surprised Cary a little. Until her mother mentioned the kids loved dogs and seeing how much work they were might be good for them since they’d been nagging Valerie to get them a dog.

      Cary had not intended for her dogs to be a lesson in animal care for her nieces and nephew, but all the dogs liked kids so it shouldn’t complicate things too much.

      Now Cary just had to add in all necessary dog paraphernalia to her packing. But in the meantime, she wanted to check about the goblin thing and see what Jaxer had heard.

      “This to do with that goblin outside the vegan restaurant?” Jaxer asked.

      She’d been sent on that job by her bosses, so they’d known something bad was going to happen there. They didn’t always send her out to defend ordinary humans—not because they didn’t want to, but because there were so many “humans in danger” moments, they literally couldn’t predict most of them.

      Her bosses, the North American Fae who created Protectors, used premonitions and some magic and a lot of research and even a little guess work in order to pinpoint where to send Protectors to do their protecting thing. They were better at those predictions when the Trouble involved magical elements. As often as not, when Cary found herself protecting innocent humans, it happened because she just happened to be in the right place at the right time. Or…wrong time? Depended on your perspective. She supposed if it was the bad guy’s perspective, wrong time. Good guy’s perspective, right time.

      Anyway, her bosses often didn’t have explanations for which jobs they sent her on, just that someone needed saving and she had to go immediately. So she did. Day or night. And asked questions about what had happened later. Sometimes there were answers to those questions. Sometimes there were not.

      This time, though, some of what the goblin had said worried her. And Jordan, while a very nice man and an excellent chef—he’d sent her home with a bag full of food after she’d helped him scour the kitchen clean of all meat products—he was a perfectly ordinary human running a perfectly ordinary business. No hints of anything to do with him being supernatural.

      The goblin had just found someone randomly looking to make a wish and used that as an excuse to go after the human.

      But the whole thing was just…weird. Not ordinary goblin behavior. Especially when Jordan hadn’t technically made a wish and the goblin had most certainly not granted the wish, and even if he had, eating the restaurant owner, a random human, was excessive in the extreme. Even for a goblin.

      That sort of thing drew attention. Drew media and human cops and viral internet thingies. All the kind of stuff modern Fae and Fae adjacent creatures tried to avoid. If the Fae ever decided to properly invade the human realm, that would be chaos and death for a lot of beings—Fae and human alike—but for the most part, the Fae preferred their non-iron based realm and most had retreated from the human realm.

      The goblins, or at least a goblin, coming out to randomly eat a human behind his own restaurant was just odd.

      She said all this to Jaxer who sat in one of the chairs bracketing the coffee table in her living room, frowning as he listened to her explain both the job and her worries. Deacon sat next to her on the couch, also frowning at her explanation. He’d been at work last night, so hadn’t been around when she’d gotten called out on the job, and they’d gotten…distracted after she got home and she’d forgotten to tell him about it then.

      The mate thing did have a way of…distracting her. And keeping her distracted for no small amount of time. Though, she often wondered if that was the mate thing or just simply Deacon. Deacon just being Deacon gave her butterflies in her stomach and made her think of sweaty sheets and naked skin and even if he wasn’t her fated mate (which was still weird to her even though she’d gotten used to the idea now), she was pretty certain she’d still want him all the time.

      It was actually a little worrying. With all that…distraction going on, it was hard to remember to get ordinary boring things done. Like laundry. And vacuuming. Deacon assured her this was their life now, and she wasn’t arguing with that. See above “couldn’t get enough of him.” But it absolutely made ordinary, boring daily life harder to squeeze in around all the sexy times.

      Speaking of being distracted…

      She forced her thoughts back to the goblin issue. Thinking about Deacon and sexy times was infinitely more fun but was not going to solve said goblin issue.

      “Could just be this one goblin gone rogue,” Jaxer said. He was frowning though. His thoughtful, worried frown.

      “He said they don’t have a king,” Cary said. “I know there’s been…complications with settling on a king.”

      Her dragon mentor Rory—who was working with her to train her ability to absorb magic (she had to use up the magic she absorbed or risk exploding from too much magic, which would be bad)—had mentioned that he and his hero Joan were having a lot of issues with goblins lately too. That was all the way over in Ireland, though. She’d met Rory when he came to ask for her help with one of those goblin problems, involving one of the would-be goblin kings. Things did not go well with that would-be king, but Cary had just assumed there were others waiting in the wings to become king and hadn’t given it much thought since.

      She’d met one real goblin king once. The king who’d kept trying to kidnap Marianne and her sisters so they would weave gold for him. He’d been a real asshole. His death had left the current vacuum that other would-be kings had been trying to fill. But surely one of the other goblins should have been able to fill that hole by now.

      That this goblin claimed there was no king was bad. Goblins needed a king. Without one, any semblance of order broke down and they ran amok. Goblins running amok was also bad.

      Even the chaos of transitioning between potential kings meant they were busy and only causing some chaos. Definitely not the kind of chaos that should have been spilling into her territory.

      “Can you ask Rory?” Jaxer said. “He and Joan have to deal with the goblins occasionally, don’t they?”

      “They do. But I haven’t seen Rory since I got back and I’m not sure if he’ll show up before we leave.”

      Especially since they left in two days. Her mother wanted her there a few days early to help get things ready for Valerie’s family’s arrival and for the Jones family to descend. And also Cary thought her mother wanted some time with Deacon before his mother showed up.

      Her mother liked Deacon. They’d spoken on the phone a few times. But only met twice in person. Because Cary’s Seventh Year test year had been very chaotic and there was a lot about it she didn’t want her parents to know—like that fact that she’d died once briefly—and it felt a lot easier to keep all that from them if she stayed in Portland while her parents stayed in Astoria—or on whatever cruise they happened to be on in any given month.

      But while she was recovering from her near-death experience in Faery, Deacon had promised her mother that they’d both fly to New York to “deal with” Valerie. He’d made the promise to keep her mother from coming to Portland and seeing her daughter passed out in a healing sleep that lasted weeks. Since neither Connie nor Howard Redmond knew about the Protector thing, explaining Cary being unconscious but okay and just sleeping off absorbing too much magic would have been…complicated at best.

      That had been the first time Deacon had spoken to her mother without Cary there to supervise. They hadn’t even met in person at that point yet! When Cary had recovered enough to travel, he’d taken her to New York for a long weekend—not too long, not so long anything could go pear-shaped in Portland or chaotic in
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