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For those who doubt the strength inside them, it’s never too late for redemption. Start anew.

Come as you are. 



-  Maggie Lynn Heron-Heidel 








Hey Spotify listeners! 



If you love listening to music while you read, make sure to check out this special, curated Väktare of All Realms playlist. It includes over fifty songs used by the author for inspiration and mood music while writing the books. 



Go to the address below to listen and enjoy your journey! May the winds of adventure always be at your back!



http://bit.ly/vaktareofallrealms
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Prologue 
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A furious rattling roused me from my stupor. 

I blinked confusedly, trying to adjust to the blackness around me. Instead of my pillow, my head was resting on dry sands. The sun rising over the horizon told me that this definitely wasn’t my bedroom, nor was I alone in my bed. 

Well, I wouldn't say alone. The irked rattlesnake at my feet paused its rattling long enough for me to scuttle backward in alarm. It slithered off with a curse sent in my direction after I sent it a hasty apology for disturbing it. Then I was alone in the low dawn light, the dusty soil dry and sharp under my palms. I was laying completely alone in the center of a very large, open expanse of desert. 

Or was I? I could hear echoes in my mind that didn't seem to belong to me. But then they were gone. Had I imagined the whole thing? Or was I losing my mind? 

How had I gotten here? I had no memory of leaving my room in my grandfather’s underground compound. Last I remembered, Brin was carrying me to bed after dozing off during a movie, pressing a kiss to my cheek. He tucked me in as I fell asleep.

As I stumbled backward, I came into a whole new kind of horror. I recognized this place. This expanse of desert was one I’d been to only once, two months before. The debris may have been gone from the landscape, but the cactuses remained singed by the fires that had burned here. I would have recognized it anywhere, my insides constricting in panic like a vice. 

I was standing on the edge of the crash zone where I’d absorbed Shitheed’s life force. But it couldn’t be. He was dead. I watched him die. 

Yet as the dawn spread over the morning sky, I knew without a doubt that something was still to be unearthed. The restlessness in my soul was reawakening with gusto. 

It wasn’t over. Somehow I had been brought back here. The question was why and, even better, how. A thousand voices sang in my head, “It’s not over. It’s just begun...”

But what could it be? Shitheed was dead. 

Or was he...
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Chapter One - Rexim
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“So when you invited me to work on the bike with you, you actually meant to work?” Brin was bored to tears. Sitting in my grandfather’s garage with me while I tinkered over the Phoenix was apparently not what he had in mind for the afternoon. 

Since it was no longer a necessity to travel in a car all the time, I learned there was hardly ever a moment when Brin voluntarily sat still. He shifted from his perch on the hood of the GTO every few seconds in boredom, shooting my bike dirty looks. He’d already finished changing the oil. I glanced over, pausing from polishing the chrome. 

“Yes. Why? What did you think I meant? The quicker I get through this, the quicker we can get out of here.” I squatted down on the other side of the Phoenix to polish it. “In the meantime, if you’re bored, maybe Heidi could use someone to test her cooking skills on.”

Brin shot me a horrified look, remembering the previous night’s disastrous meatloaf. It was more like an enormous charcoal briquette than a meal. “I’m not looking to be poisoned.”

Ever since Heidi and Peter got engaged, Heidi had decided she was going to learn to cook. This was much to Brin’s mirth at first, considering he could tease his brother that he was going to get fat. Then the truth set in. Heidi was a horrible chef. Most of what she produced was almost inedible, but her fiancé was too afraid of her reaction to let on how horrible it was. So Peter wound up eating it all. 

Six months had gone by and we were all still cooped up in Grandfather’s underground compound. Though Shitheed was dead, Xydon was still out there hunting for me, so we remained in hiding below the desert sands. Things had settled into a deceptively calm lull, despite the knowledge that I was still in danger. 

Brin leaned over the Phoenix, a mischievous expression warning me that he was planning something dastardly. I sat back, biting my lip. “If you keep looking at me like that, I’m not going to be able to concentrate.”

“Isn’t that the idea?” he said, eyeing my lips pointedly. 

“Ooh, you’re trouble,” I said saucily, earning a roguish grin in return. I knew just how to fix his wagon but good. I rose from the floor with a wink, winding my arms around his neck and pressing my body against his. “Brin, have you ever made out on the back of a motorcycle?”

He watched my lips move. “No. Why?”

“Because you won’t today,” I said sweetly with a smirk, pushing him back with one greasy finger. “I must get the appropriate tool.”

I didn’t laugh at his obvious disappointment, instead adding a swing to my hips and blowing a kiss at him as I went over to the tool chest. I knew I was infuriating on some level, or many, but other than a blank expression he wasn’t letting on about his frustration. 

We barely got to see each other anymore. This was a large bone of contention, but not a complaint aimed at me. Most of the time I was stuck helping Heidi with her gigantic shindig. Why anyone would have several hundreds of people come to a wedding, I’d never know. Then again, I was constantly reminded it was ‘not my wedding’. 

This was the first afternoon in a while that I had some time to hang out with him. After sneaking back inside the compound after tele-sending back from the crash zone, I’d spent the morning choreographing a dance routine for his birthday that’d be in a few months. Remembering he said he’d like me to dance for him some day, I’d decided to oblige his wish as a present. 

But as I snatched the appropriate tool from the chest, I squeaked as a set of arms grabbed me from behind and hauled me up against a hard body. An arm snaked its way around my waist as the tool tumbled from my hands. “Brin?!” 

“You want your tool back?” he hissed friskily in my ear, snatching it from my hands. “Come and get it.”

“And if I don’t?” I asked, enjoying this new game.

“Then come and find me. I’ll make it worth your while...”

This was promising. After pressing a suggestive kiss to my neck, he was gone, disappearing into the rows of antique cars my grandfather owned. I slowly scanned the garage, knowing full well Brin was watching me from wherever he was hiding. “Do I at least get a clue?”

Instantly a small white flower appeared about twenty feet in front of me, leading me back into the enormous underground compound. I went to it, seeing it was one of the silk roses Heidi was using for the place settings. She would kill him for making off with them. I twirled it between my fingers. 

After a few more appeared sporadically, leading me through the brick halls, I was confused. Either Brin was having a good time leading me around in circles or I was missing the point. Finding another flower, it led me into my grandfather’s enormous library of rare, antique books. Hearing some rustling about ten feet in front of me, I rushed to catch him. 

It wasn’t Brin. Andrew was less than pleased with my arrival, irritably snatching a book from the shelf. I floundered for an explanation as he eyed the small bouquet of fake flowers in my hand with distaste.  

“Dare I ask what you’re doing?” he asked condescendingly. 

While we really couldn’t throw him out considering he was protecting me, I still got the creeps that he was here. Whenever Brin and I were together, he got this nasty, little revolted expression. He skulked around corners, clearly jealous of us. I squared my chin. “Looking for someone you want but can’t have. You seen him?”

“If I had, I doubt he’d be here anyway,” Andrew grumbled morosely, referencing Brin’s general avoidance of his presence. 

“Right, well...” I guiltily stuck one of the little flowers at him, at a loss for what to say. “Peace offering?”

Much to my irritation, he ignored it entirely and sauntered out the library door, leaving me with the flower extended out in front of me. Now I really was convinced I was right for harboring a dislike for him. He was positively obnoxious.

I leaned back against the shelf, twirling the plastic stem in my fingers, zest for the chase lost. My encounter with sourpuss left me weary. “You win, Brin. Game over. Consider the mood officially ruined. I don’t want the tool. I just want you back.”

After a moment, I heard movement to my left. I closed my eyes, waiting with a chuckle. “You know what? You may not get to make out on the bike, but you will in a library. Come kiss me.”

A few more footsteps and he was standing right in front of me. I could feel warm breath on my face and I smiled in anticipation, thinking of how his lips would feel against mine. A finger traced the contours of my chin and I leaned into it. But he made no move to come any closer. “Brin?”

“Oh, say the word, sweetheart, and I will be.” 

Jumping back in alarm, I slammed my back into the bookshelf. The arrogant-looking fellow watched with a great deal of amusement as the whole bookcase proceeded to groan and fall over, books and all, with a loud crash. He did, however, snatch his hand out and grab me before I went over with it. 

I smacked his hand away soon as I was steady on my feet,  edging away from him as his golden eyes traveled up and down my figure with approval. “Where the hell did you come from?!”

“I wasn’t aware this was the local snogging spot,” he said in a distinct, snobbish British accent, resetting the bookshelf back into place with Tro. “Considering the lady in question, however, I’m game.”

I glared at him. “You have a helluva lot of nerve!”

“Considering you offered to ‘make out’ in the library, you’re the one with nerve. You reneged on your offer,” he said, stepping forward and trapping me between him and the bookshelf. He put his hands on both sides of me, leaning in. 

With the worst urge to smack him, I waved the fake flowers in his face threateningly. While he was good looking, with golden brown hair tousled like he’d just rolled out of bed, he clearly knew it, too. My immediate impression of him was that he was a womanizer, and one that was completely full of himself. 

His lips twisted into a self-satisfied smirk at my aggravated reaction. Saving me from the trouble of walloping him, Brin appeared at the end of the aisle. He looked none too pleased, nor fond of whomever it was I was dealing with. 

“Rex,” he said in a deep tone reserved only for those he intensely disliked. “You returned from Spain. How... nice.”

“Ah, Mr. O’Shea,” Rex replied, still not breaking eye contact with me or moving back, making me squirm. “Who is this lovely creature? I’ve not seen her before.”

“This is Shira,” Brin replied flatly. “My girlfriend. Willard’s granddaughter.”

“Really?” Whatever he’d heard about me, apparently my looks didn’t match my reputation as he stepped back and commented, “M’dear, rumors don’t do you justice. I would have presented myself sooner had I known you roamed these library shelves unaccompanied.” He extended his hand to me. “Rex Remington at your service.”

“Pleasure,” I grumbled, accepting it warily. 

“No, I do believe it’s all mine,” he murmured, bringing my hand up to his mouth to kiss it. His smile widened as my fingers twitched in his grasp. “If there’s ever anything that I can do for you, say the word.”

“Are you always this pretentious?” I snapped, snatching it back. 

He paused, startled by my outburst, then laughed heartily. “Feisty, aren’t we? Sorry, love. I often forget how you Americans take offense to my old-time way of speaking.”

“I don’t think it’s limited by geography. I’m not American.”

Rex seemed amused by Brin’s waspish response, though he never looked away from my face. He was unnerving me. Whatever color his eyes were, whether it be brown or yellow, they were giving me the creeps. “Dear fellow, don’t act like I’m encroaching on your territory. I take it jealousy is a flaw of yours?”

Whoever this guy was, he seemed to know all of Brin’s sore spots. I often teased Brin about his jealous streak, but Rex had no way of knowing that. Considering Brin’s shoulders inched toward his ears, I decided to throw my two cents in. “For all intents, I’m no one’s territory-“

“As I said. Feisty,” Rex replied, eyes gleaming at me. I scowled at him. “Would you prefer a different word? Every time I say it, you get this lovely little crease between your eyebrows as you frown-“

Judging by Brin’s antagonistic glare, he had absolutely no issue with me pummeling Rex to the ground. It was for my own safety that he restrained me as I convulsively moved forward to grab him. 

Rex held his hands up in surrender. “Peace. Feisty is often interchangeable with fiery and passionate, and Lord knows I am appreciative of all three in a woman.“

Now he was deliberately pushing my buttons. “You rat bastard!“

This time Brin hauled me back by the arms as I charged forward. 

“Ah, I thought I heard my granddaughter’s voice ringing through the hall.” We all turned as Willard’s voice floated toward us. Skids was with him, sauntering along with a packed duffel bag. Grandfather paced to stand next to Rex, clutching his pet monitor lizard Maurice. “Motorcycle repairs going well?”

“Just fabulous,” I answered, shooting Rex a scathing look. He grinned at me. 

“Rex, I’d suggest you allow my granddaughter to resume her work with Mr. O’Shea,” he said smoothly. “We’ve much to catch up on.”

“Oh, I’d hardly classify what they were doing as ‘working’,” Rex said, causing my cheeks to burn with embarrassment. Skids snickered, making me blush further, as did Brin. 

“Why don’t ya see me off, son,” Skids said, heading for the garage we’d just left. He put his hand up in a goodbye. “See you tomorrow, Shira. I’m off to pick up me ex-missus. Pray to God I don’t kill ‘er in the meantime.”

Brin’s mother was coming here to visit during her painful divorce. Brin kissed my cheek and I nodded, sorry to see both go. He shot me a look, heading after his father under my grandfather’s stern eye. 

“I see you and Rex are already acquainted,” Grandfather said, watching me as I tapped my wrench on my palm impatiently. “He’s an old friend of mine and will be staying for a few weeks.”

“Yes,” Rex said, tickling Maurice’s chin with his finger. “When I heard that Willie acquired his cuckoos at long last, I came to study them. I’m an amateur ornithologist, you see.”

Well, he’d have quite the time studying Freddie Mercury; that was for sure. Freddie was still screaming his bloody head off to Queen’s hits every chance he could, much to Peter’s aggravation. The hatchling was now, too, learning via ‘monkey see monkey do’ how to screech to heavy rock. Phoebe the mother was patiently nurturing them in a specially designed enclosure my grandfather had designed. A soundproof one, thank God.

“Rex’d come to grab a book on their behavior for me, but now I see why he was delayed,” Grandfather said, still stroking Maurice’s head.

Maurice was watching me with the same apathetic stare he always did. Out of all the animals I ever met, this one took the cake. He absolutely loathed me. Considering he was the apple of Willard’s eye for a great number of years, he resented sharing the spotlight with me. He hissed at me whenever Grandfather wasn’t around, prowling around and guarding the place at all hours. 

“Why don’t I grab the book while you two talk?” Grandfather continued, heading down the aisle. “Be right back.”

Rex smirked at me as I sank back onto my heels, dropping the smile which I’d kept plastered on my face for my grandfather’s benefit. “So I hear you helped snatch the cuckoos. Good show, nabbing them from Xydon like that. I swear I’ve seen your face somewhere before, though.”

“Lemme guess,” I grumbled, cocking an eyebrow. “Hustle Ya Buns magazine subscriber?”

“Goodness, no!” he laughed, shaking his head. “Don’t tell me that dustbin liner is still in business. Women in that rag have faces like horses-“ 

“How would you know if you don’t read it?” I asked irritably, my fuse officially reaching its end and ready to belt him again. “Do I have a face like a horse, too, Rex?”

As I glared at him, sis brow furrowed and he said slowly, “You were in that? You? You’re far too pretty for that piece of garbage. Sorry to have offended. I’d like to make it up to you. If you’re free tomorrow evening there’s this spot in Los Angeles-“

“I’m not allowed to go out.”

He changed his tune in a millisecond. “Or I make an excellent duck risotto that I think you’d enjoy-“

“I’ll pass on both counts,” I said with open contempt, heading for the door. “I’m with Brin-“

He smirked down at me from his tall height while following me. “Not for much longer if I have my way.”

“Shira, I’d been meaning to have a word with you,” my grandfather called as I went to tell Rex off, apparently coming back up the aisle. I sucked in a calming breath, turning back. Grandfather smiled at me, this time minus Maurice. “I’ll escort you back to the garage. Meet you back at the cuckoo enclosure, Rex.”

Rex nodded before heading out, shooting me a wink that promised he was nowhere near done trying to get on my good side and into my pants. I glowered after him, Grandfather joining me. 

“So...” he began. “I see you and Rex aren’t hitting it off. He’s an unusual fellow, so maybe if you give him some time you’ll like him better. He saved my life during the first World War... How’s your garage?”

“Doing well, especially since I promoted Seamus to manager.”

Seamus moved out east several months previous and asked for a job. Since then, he did so well that when my old manager suddenly quit, I decided he was the man for the job. Profits continued to soar ever since. As for Rex, I doubted my opinion of him would change. 

Grandfather nodded thoughtfully. “You’ve been very stoic about your confinement here. I know you’re eager to step into the outside world, but I’m far more cautious. After losing Ivy and your mother... I wouldn’t make it through another loss. Bear with me.”

I nudged him on the arm. “S’all good. I’m not overly eager to see who’s hunting me. I’m just enjoying being here with you, Josh, Billy and Brin. For the first time in my life, I’m enjoying being right where I am.”

He smiled, making me happy. Just about every time we spoke, he looked so happy that it made my heart soar. He never took me for granted; that was for sure. Then he looked down at our feet. “Ah, Maurice, I was wondering when you would rejoin us.”

The lizard shot me a disparaging glance as he strolled up behind him. “I was detained. Sholoa was missing.”

“Sholoa?” I asked. Then I realized there was no more need to ask. I looked down as a coiling sensation went up my leg. A small, green tree snake poked its head over my knee curiously, winding around me. 

“That’d be her,” Grandfather said, hauling Maurice into his arms. 

“Greetings, mini Willard,” she projected, blinking her vivid lime green eyes at me. “Maurice may not like you but I do.”

“Um... thanks,” I said, offering her my hand so she wouldn’t continue to cut off the blood supply to my leg. She gratefully accepted and coiled around in my palm. 

I got the feeling of a smile. “We’ll be great friends.”

Grandfather grinned, hearing the exchange since he was a telepath as well. “I’m glad you get along well with my little family.”

My grandfather had a propensity for rescuing reptilian and amphibian friends. The underground compound was loaded with frogs, snakes and, to my discomfort, a few pet tarantulas. I inclined my head. “How did you communicate with them all before you learned telepathy?”

“Sign language. The tree frogs in particular hated having to blink out every other word using Morse code.” He paused, hearing my stomach sound off for the umpteenth time. “Go nourish yourself. We can finish our discussion another time.” 

I nodded gratefully, lifting Sholoa to my shoulders. Sholoa’s tongue tickled me as she slithered over my shoulder to drape her head around my neck. “I’ll leave you to converse with your... Maurice.”

My dislike for Grandfather’s favorite pet must have been visible. He smiled knowingly at me as I took off for the end of the hall and headed for the kitchen. “Oh, and Shira?”

I paused, glancing back. A sly smile was spreading across his face. “The ideal secluded spot is behind the theology section, next to the old filing cabinets. I’m sure no one will ever find or disturb you and Mr. O’Shea in there.” 

With that and a wink he disappeared around the corner, leaving me astounded. 
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Chapter Two – Pre-Wedding Hell


[image: ]


“Congratulations, Pete. She’s pregnant.”

Peter nearly choked over his food as I left that statement hanging, clearly thinking I meant something other than I did as he and Heidi sat down across from me. He looked at his fiancée, completely flabbergasted and his mouth hanging open while full of food. “Heidi’s what?”

She poked him reproachfully. “Peter! Not me! How on earth could I be with child?! What are you suggesting?!”

I rolled my eyes as Peter realized he’d stuck his foot in his mouth yet again. We were snacking in the kitchen, meeting after a long day. Saving him from a long and probably losing argument, I snapped, “The dog, Peter. I told you to keep Tiberius away from Mama while she was in heat. What the hell am I going to do with a litter of puppies?”

Peter now comprehended the issue, slowly nodding. “Oh. Mama’s pregnant. Good job, Tanky-“ Peter winced as I kicked him under the table and he abruptly changed his tune. “I mean, bad boy. Very bad.”

Tank didn’t give a damn about punishment. He was too busy panting in the corner, doting on his conquest. Mama was about a month pregnant, having gleefully told me the news a half hour earlier that she was going to be a mother. My stone guardian Peony was delighted, thinking of all the new recruits he could train to guard the compound. On the opposite end of the spectrum, Fae was beyond aggravated with the announcement. 

“First they turn my home into an illicit love nest,” she hissed, still completely scandalized as she sat behind us on the kitchen counter. “Now they’ve turned it into a whelping box! What next?!”

“Puppies?” Billy asked, looking excited as he came in and headed for the fridge. “I can help deliver them. I helped deliver kittens once-“

“Shouldn’t you watch your weight, Shira? You want to fit into your bridesmaid’s dress, don’t you?”

I glared at Peter over my second slice of apple pie, daring him to say one word further. He grinned back tauntingly. Heidi spared me the trouble of kicking her fiancé this time, never even looking up from her wedding planner diary, she herself having called this meeting since the wedding was a month away. 

Brin shot his brother a dirty look. This was Brin’s slice of pie, but he didn’t like it so I was polishing it off for him. I stuck the last bit of it in my mouth unrepentantly with a smirk. Sholoa was dozing around my shoulders as we sat. 

“Peter,” Heidi said, checking down her list. “Was your tux fitted?”

“Yes,” he said with an aggrieved air, sitting back. 

“Shira, did you try your heels on?”

Now we were onto my torture session. “Yeah, Heidi,” I drawled, deciding to tease the other parties present with a fib. “I also tried on my garters and corset. I’ll concede. They do look nice.”

Heidi hadn’t decreed garters or a corset. I just wanted to drive Brin insane for the next month, wondering if I indeed would be wearing them since he wouldn’t get to see them. He was still sticking to his ‘hands off policy’ until there was a ring on my finger.   

I cheerfully stuck my finger into the leftover whipped cream on my plate and popped it into my mouth. Instead, the wrong party went for the bait and I stifled a laugh at Peter’s wary expression, looking at her legs and contemplating the idea of garters. In my opinion, Peter was way in over his head. Heidi was well over a hundred years old, so she was a great deal more experienced in the romance arena. And after my taunting him about it for months, I heavily suspected Peter was starting to believe it.  He gulped. “Garters?” 

“I see Shira’s doing her best to not fit into the dress Heidi picked for her.” The door slammed, letting us know Eric had returned from classes at the local college. 

Much to our surprise, he decided to stay here even though his parents accepted his powers and allowed him back home. He wouldn’t tell anybody why, though. Brin was convinced he’d found some girl to chase after, but I wasn’t so sure. A few times when Eric had supposedly disappeared, I saw him sneaking around the compound. 

I stuck my tongue out at him, reaching for the ice cream container on the table in front of me. He smirked. “Trying to pad up so Brin will have something to grab onto?”

Brin was not amused. “Eric, shut your trap.”

“If I ever hear another comment like that about my sister again, this time you won’t be spending life as a frog,” Billy threatened, making Eric cringe as he snuck up behind him. “I prefer slow torture. Maybe life as a snail. Reproduction as a hermaphrodite would be a good punishment...”

Eric hurriedly sat, straddling a chair as Billy tore into a bag of chips. “Considering that’s the third tub of ice cream Shira’s polished off this week and she’s thinner than she started, starving herself isn’t the problem. What gives, Shira? And what were you doing outside this morning when I let you in?”

Crap. Brin turned to me, having been unaware of my unplanned morning excursion. Luckily Eric was returning from classes when I arrived at the door and used him as an excuse to get back in the locked entrance. 

“I snuck outside,” I lied, looking away. “Got locked out.”

Brin didn’t need to voice his displeasure. I could feel it emanating from him beside me. Eric leaned back with a sniff and wrinkled his nose. “So is the poster boy for knighthood staying? Can still smell his cologne all the way from here.”

“Yes, who is this odiferous new stiff?” Fae asked.

Brin grunted in response. “Remington?”

Eric nodded. “We spoke on my way in. Rex seems quite fascinated with your ‘American wench’. But I was wounded to hear Shira is offering make out sessions in the library and I wasn’t invited-“

“Anyway,” Brin said loudly, changing the subject. “I’m sure he just wanted word to come back to me. He’s the worst kind of ass kisser.“

“He’s not all that bad,” Heidi insisted as Peter nodded in agreement with Brin. “He may be very hard to take, but he’s a good guy at heart.” All three men chorused in with me as I snorted with derision. “I dated him for a few months a number of years ago-“

Peter choked on his food for a second time. “What?!”

She shrugged. “I was attracted to older men at one point.“

“For once, your preference for Peter is preferable,” I said as Peter shot me a dirty look. “Just how old is Rexy boy?”

“He’s quite a bit older, so maybe in his early two hundreds,” Billy said, hopping on the counter while he munched on some potato chips. “He was knighted by the queen for his service in the first World War.”

“So he’s is into cradle robbing?” Eric grunted. “Comparing his age, Shira’s barely more than an infant. A very tempting infant, but still.”

Billy’s eyebrows went up. “Rex’s into Shira?”

I was less than thrilled. “Cute, Eric. By that reckoning, you and Peter might tempt him even more, considering you corner the market in childish behavior.”

“She’s got a point,” a snide voice inserted, the kitchen door opening. “But you all lack the feminine trimmings I’m interested in.”

I didn’t bother to look up from my ice cream. I knew Rex was right behind us just by watching Brin turn around in his seat. Raw antagonism rolling off of him. Peter reacted similarly, shifting closer to Heidi. 

“Were my ears ringing?” Rex chuckled, letting us know he’d overheard us. “I came for the ice cream, but it I see someone got to it first.”

“Take it. I’ve lost my appetite,” I grumbled, thrusting the container over my head. Rex chuckled and reached out to pet Fae. She pointedly jumped off the counter, leaving the kitchen. 

He chuckled, undaunted. “That wouldn’t be very gentlemanly. I’ll settle for some pie, unless you’ve polished that off, too.”

“Take a hint,” Eric said with boredom. “Whenever Shira’s around, guard your food. She eats like a pig.” I glared at him. “You know it’s true.”

“So it’s acceptable to refer to a woman as a pig in this social circle? Someone should’ve spoken up by now to defend her,” Rex admonished, clearly referencing Brin who reddened under the rebuke. He stepped around Billy who shot him a pointed look. “My you’ve gotten big, Billy. But congratulations, Heidi. I hear you are to be married.”

She nodded, looking everywhere but at him. Considering Peter was glaring between them, I didn’t blame her one bit. “Thank you, Rex.”

“Would you be the fiancé?” he asked, summoning a chair with Tro to sit next to me. He snatched the ice cream from my fingers and duplicated it, this time with a full container. Handing me the full one, he took the one I was previously tearing into. “Peter? My, I remember when you were still running ‘round in tutus.”

My snicker wasn’t appreciated. Peter looked like he was about to burst with indignation. “When did I ever wear a tutu?”

“One Thanksgiving when I came to visit Willie. Brin came in late, covered in mud. Where were you anyway? You wouldn’t tell anybody.”

“Out in the backwoods trying to catch frogs,” Brin admitted through gritted teeth, clearly trying to hold his tongue. “Peter wanted one for his birthday. I didn’t have any money, so...”

“That’s sweet,” I said pecking him on the lips and earning myself an affectionate squeeze around the waist. 

“I never got a frog,” Peter threw in obnoxiously. “I’ll bet you were really running around with Jenny Louise.” Remembering Brin’s former fiancée, I looked to Brin who bit his lip. Peter seemed to catch on to Brin’s dirty look a minute too late. “Mind you, he was ten. It’s not like he was in libraries making out-”

Suddenly not enjoying the present company, I plunked my ice cream down and stood. It occurred to me that Rex could be poking at all the subjects he knew would start a fight. “You know what? Night all.”

“If this is over me I’ll leave,” Rex said, licking his spoon and watching my ass. “I didn’t mean to disturb.”

Somehow I very much doubted that. Brin started to get up with me, but I patted his shoulder. “No, no. Stay. I’ll catch you later.”

Shutting the door behind me, I headed for my room. Fae followed, yawning as we went. But scooting down the hall in my bare feet, I paused as I heard a noise. 

Looking behind me, I tensed as I saw a dark shadow flitting around. A demon. I hadn’t seen one since I came here. As it flickered, the question was why and how it had come. Was it searching for me? Or did it follow someone else here; that being Rex? 

“Leave,” I ordered, my power glowing over my palms. 

The dark retreated from the home, withdrawing from my range. It left me wary and thinking about Xydon. All things were too quiet on that front. I hadn’t seen him nor anyone from the Fidem. Skids wasn’t talking to any of the people who turned on us, so who knew if they were still hunting for me? 

Shaking my head, I went to my room. Fae was dozing as I walked in. Stripping off my clothes, I dug out my night things. But I paused as there was a soft knock on my door. “I got lover boy to leave. Care to watch some TV with me?”

Brin’s offer was tempting but I knew better. Maurice would be out at this hour patrolling. I called back, “This an attempt to bribe me so I won’t tuck myself into Rex’s bed?”

“No,” he muttered grouchily through the door. “But he’s in the room next to yours. He made sure to inform me of that before he took off for the evening. Won’t you join me? You can come as you are -”

“As I am? Yes, I do believe you’d enjoy my current state in the altogether,” I said teasingly, looking at myself in my floor length mirror, picking up my black silk nightgown. I got no response for a minute from outside. “Wearing nothing but what nature gave me, tragically heading to bed with nothing but my cat for company.”

One of Fae’s eyes opened to glare at me. “What’s tragic about that? You’re damn lucky to have a goddess in your presence...”

“You’re going to be the death of me,” Brin groaned. 

“Ah, but what a way to go...” 

“Tease!” he said with a chuckle. Then there was a clunk outside, along with a muffled curse. “Damn. I dropped my phone. Fae mentally sent me an image of your current state.”

I whirled around, seeing her unrepentant expression. Her whiskers twitched. “Karma. You asked for it.”

“Let me guess,” I said dryly. “You shut her out of your mind like a gentleman?” 

“Or I’m still enjoying the view ...” he teased. 

I chuckled and yawned, slipping on the nightgown. Brin peeked at me as I cracked open the door. His eyes traveled along the black silk draped over my curves longingly, probably half regretting his self-imposed ban from my bedroom. Once we were an item, he refused to stay in my room at night. Apparently I was too much of a temptation to keep his hands off of. “Since when do you wear things like that?” 

“Since I’ve got you to torture,” I said facetiously with a wink and a yawn. “Sorry, but I’m unusually tired. I’ll take a raincheck on the movie.”

But perhaps his eyes were traveling over my figure with another reason in mind now. They were filled also with worry. “You sure you’re okay? I’ve noticed the weight loss. You dropped a size.”

“I did not. Don’t worry about me.” I cut off his next objection by pulling him down to me for a gentle kiss. “Good night, Brin. Love you.”

He smiled at me as I started to slip the door shut. “Ditto, my love. Sleep well. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

But somewhere after I shut the door, smiling at him, something odd happened. I never made it into my bed as a strange haze settled over my mind, making me sleepy. Somehow my vision started to blink out as I stepped toward it. 

The smell of musty paper caused me to sneeze myself awake again, what felt like only minutes later. Dim candles glowed on small tables around me, making me realize I was in the library. On the table where my head lay pillowed on my arms a wax candle was burned down to the wick. 

Waking up here, I was confused. Now slumped over an enormous, ancient looking scroll, it seemed I had been reading about soul splitting. Soul splitting? What exactly was that? And why was I reading about it?

This was the second day in a row I’d awoken away from my room. It didn’t comfort me any, this new habit of mine.

“Can I say I’m so very disappointed that you came here on your mid-evening jaunt instead of to my chamber?” 

Startled, I nearly fell off the chair.  Rex sat in an armchair a few feet away, watching me with amusement. He was sitting back, having been watching me for God knows how long as I slept. Yeah, that wasn’t creepy at all. Now realizing that I was clad in nothing but the silk nightgown, I crossed my arms over my breasts. His eyebrows went up playfully. “You chose a book to cuddle up to instead of me for the evening. I’m wounded.”

“Think I’ve taken up sleepwalking,” I muttered confusedly, brushing my hair out of my face. “What time is it?”

“Late enough in the morning that people will wonder where you’ve been when they see you traipsing around in that,” he murmured with a cat-like expression, eyeing my legs through the high slit. “Especially after being with me.”

“Do you just hang around the library looking for people to harass?” I snapped, looking at my hands. They were covered in black ink, but there was no pen on the table. I had no memory of writing anything either. “Looking for women to seduce?”

He sat back in his chair, sipping his coffee. “Might I suggest we got off on the wrong foot? You seem to have labeled me a female predator, but that’s so far from true. I came for another book and here you were. I wasn’t in the market for a girlfriend when I came, but you do intrigue me.”

“Well, enjoy being single,” I growled, rising to my feet. I stomped back to my room, cursing him out under my breath. Rex was really starting to get on my nerves. But for the second time in one morning, I experienced near heart failure. 

“Where were you?! Fae said you never came to bed!”

Brin was by the edge of my bed, looking none too pleased. In his hand was what looked like another parchment scroll, this time with large circles drawn over it in manic patterns. I recognized the ink from my hands now, splotched all over the paper. I clutched my chest. “You scared the crap out of me.”

But he wasn’t listening; instead coming to me agitatedly. “You didn’t answer your phone; didn’t show up for breakfast; then I find your door ajar. What were you doing out in that?”

He gestured at the nightgown. I grimaced. “I think I’ve taken up sleepwalking. I don’t remember going to the library or drawing those. This wasn’t the first time, but...“

Brin’s eyes narrowed. “Sleepwalking? When was the first time?”

This was why I fibbed yesterday. Learning that I was traveling around unexplained in the night would result in my behavior being monitored and worried over. He was not going to react well to the fact. 

“The crash zone where I killed Shitheed,” I said sheepishly, watching his eyes widen from their narrowed state. “Yesterday morning. I don’t know how I got there.”

I could see he was remembering last night’s discussion. My excuse about locking myself out was flimsy at best, but he and Eric swallowed it. Now I was going to pay for my little lie. “Yesterday morning?”

I nodded slowly, wary of his reaction. The parchment was crumpling in his hands. “I fibbed because I knew you’d get upset-“

“I’m not upset,” he said through his teeth, more threatening than if he were yelling while waving the paper at me. “I’m livid! You don’t find it odd that you’re doing things and not remembering them? No less traveling to locations without intending to?!“

“Calm down,” I said, waving him off. “I don’t do well with being scolded, nor do you need your blood pressure to spike. Your mother told me high blood pressure runs in your family-“

“I’ll wind up with it if you keep hiding things from me!” he bellowed, making me cringe. “How am I supposed to be your Protectore if you won’t tell me things?! You’re going to be examined. I was going to suggest it with the weight loss, but now with this -“

“No.”

My crossing my arms and planting my feet firmly in the same spot were not appreciated. He bore down on me, putting us nose to nose. “I don’t think you’re going to like how I deal with obstinate behavior.”

“Shouldn’t you be an expert by now?” I snapped back. “You signed up for it by making me your girlfriend-“

All words of argument fled from my brain as he grabbed me around the waist and threw me over his shoulder. My screech of protest was cut short as Rex appeared in the door, scroll that I’d been studying in hand. “I wouldn’t exactly call that a becoming position for a lady.“

“Out of my way,” Brin growled as he barreled through the door. 

Rex made no move to stop him, instead waving at me as I bounced with every step Brin took. He disappeared from view as we turned the corner. I let loose. “This is ridiculous! I am not-“

I squawked as Brin swatted me on the rear end. “The less you fight me, the quicker it’ll be over with.”

“If I dump you, it won’t be the only thing that’s over with quick!”  

“Dump me all you want. Until you’re checked out I don’t care,” he insisted, heading for Skids’ room. Brin banged on the door impatiently. “Dad?! You back yet?”

Even worse to my humiliation, Andrew skulked around the corner curiously. Both eyebrows went up as he got a load of me, a bag of cookies in his hand. “That’s certainly a new mode of transportation for her.”

Once again he was a bit less reluctant to speak to Brin than he was to me. Brin cursed under his breath and turned to him. “Shira’s experiencing memory blackouts.” From what I could see from my vantage point, he held up my drawing and showed it to Andrew. “Do you know what this would be?”

Andrew stared at it impassively. “No.”

I could tell it wasn’t entirely true just by the way he said it. Brin seemed to hear it as well. “Are you sure?”

Ferret face shrugged, slinking off into whatever dark corner he’d come out of. I regained my outrage and started banging on the door, eager to enlist Skids’ help. I squealed again as Brin hoisted me even further over his shoulder. “So if he’s not here-“

“Whoa,” a voice interrupted from the other end of the hall. “This foreplay? Got past the spanking stage and needed something new?”

“Eric,” Brin acknowledged, digging out his phone. 

Eric came into view, leaning to see me. “What did we do now?”

“I know what I will be doing if he doesn’t let me down!” I yowled, grabbing onto Brin’s belt to drag myself up. 

But once at a somewhat higher angle, I saw Eric avidly digging out his phone to document my humiliation. “Payback’s a bitch,” he chortled. “Retribution for the frog incident.”

I moaned as he snapped a photo. “Brin-”

But he was too busy on his phone to listen to me or Eric. “Yes, hello? Mr. Hart, where are you? Your granddaughter is exhibiting odd behavior and has been hiding it from me... No, it’s not her normal, unorthodox behavior. She’s got memory gaps... Okay, be right there.”

Eric wiggled his fingers, waving sarcastically as Brin took off. Another hall down and in another room, we were in my grandfather’s bedroom. He was in pajamas, Maurice by his feet. Both were unsurprised by our arrival. “That’s quite the method of delivery.”

To my aggravation, both my brothers then stepped in after us. 

I grunted as Brin dumped me on the bed before they could question me. He plunked down next to me and held up my hands, showing off the ink. “She woke up in the library without a memory. Apparently it’s not the first time either. The first was yesterday, waking up where she absorbed Shitheed’s Tro.”

I gulped as Grandfather surveyed me. “Let me call a friend of mine. He’s experienced odd forms of Tro before and might be better suited to this than I. You can do the honor of telling her off while I deal with it.”

With that said he stood and disappeared into the next room which I now saw led to his study. Maurice sent me a disgusted look, slithering off the sheets and prowling toward me. “She smells different.” 

“How does she smell different?” Josh asked curiously, clearly displeased with my unexplainable behavior. Billy came over, looking at the ink on my hands

Maurice hissed at me. “Each mammal has a distinct scent. Hers has changed again.”

“Again?” I asked warily, attempting to sit up. 

“Yes,” he answered. “You usually are a derivative of Willard’s, your mate’s, your cat’s, and then there’s yours. But now I scent another on you.”

“Whose?” Brin asked, eyeing me, probably thinking of Rex. 

But much to our inherent disbeliefs, Maurice sauntered off the bed and in the other direction without answering. I suppressed the urge to kick his reptilian ass to Cancun considering how miserable he’d been to me. He all but ignored me whenever he could and now he was clearly out to cause trouble. Brin’s luminescent eyes turned on me. “Has Rex met Maurice?” 

“Yes!” I snapped, crossing my arms. “When we’re done with this, we’re going to have a talk about boundaries.”

“No, we aren’t,” he said dismissively, taking my hands and pushing the sleeves up forcefully to check my arms further. “I knew you wouldn’t cooperate. You’ve got that belligerent little face on you. Every time I see it, I know what you’re going to do,” he snapped loudly. “You dig your heels in like a mule and act like a jackass, too!“

He knew that he crossed the line with that one. Both brothers shot him the look men get when they know they’ve landed themselves in a landmine. Brin apparently knew it, too.

“That was poorly put,” he backtracked, seeing my expression.

“So you’re not above mulish behavior?” I asked scathingly. “Or of a caveman for that matter?”

“I’m not going to allow my woman-“

“Your woman?” I parroted back incredulously. 

“Well, you certainly aren’t Rex’s,” he snapped. “Then again, I was away. Who knows if he has anything to do with this? You have no memory from last night.“

Oh, yeah. Brin really was on one of his little jealous streaks. I rarely got to see this side of him, but now I saw that he wasn’t only worked up over my safety. 

“Are you implying something?” I asked with a dangerous edge.

“No.”

Oh, yes he was. He just knew better than to answer the loaded question. I rolled my eyes. “Whatever. Call me when you come back and the green-eyed monster has gone.”

He got in my way as I attempted to leave. “You’re not going-“

Brin severely underestimated my irritation this time. He yelped and fell to the floor, discovering that I’d tied his shoelaces together with my Tro while he’d been ranting. Both brothers started laughing. “Shira!”

I really didn’t have time for this. With an eye roll in full progress, I took out the tele-sender I’d pickpocketed from him and ported out. But with that move, I discovered that I hadn’t gone in the right location, somehow winding up in Rex’s room. Sprawled out on the four-poster bed, Rex lowered his magazine and looked at me curiously. His eyebrows went up. “To what do I owe this impromptu pleasure?”

“A mistake,” I snapped. Then my jaw dropped as I saw what he was reading. My cover issue of Hustle Ya Buns was in his hands. “Where the hell did you get that?! I destroyed them all!”

He grinned, waving it at me tauntingly. “Not this one.” He tossed it to me and winked. “Keep it. I much prefer the live model to paper.”

He laughed as I gave him the finger and incinerated the copy, tele-sending out. Landing finally at my desired location with no one in sight, I plunked down on the leather couch of the entertainment center, the darkest room of the entire underground compound. If anyone looked in the door, I would be obscured by the enormous back of the couch. 

I groaned and curled up, tired from whatever I’d been up to last night. I wondered what was happening to me; doing things with no memory and drawing strange patterns. Was Shitheed’s Tro still affecting me somehow? 

I had absolutely no intention of letting myself be examined again. All that would result in would be me getting the creeps and Brin continuing to try and micromanage me. And let me tell you, I was not in the market for a maintenance man. At least not in that respect. Doctors always terrified me. After one lone, bad incident as a kid, I avoided them at all costs. 

Looking down at the floor, I saw one of yesterday’s discarded newspapers. Things were as good as always out there in the world. A suspected serial killer was on the loose and taking little boys. Humanity was a weird bunch, constantly claiming we had evolved so successfully. Had we really? Murdering, pillaging and destroying everything as we went? All we had were our ‘smart’ phones. What else besides that had been achieved?

Ten minutes later, I was half-asleep as the door creaked open. Heavy footsteps came in. I stayed still, hoping they would go away. Fortunately, I heard no more so I assumed they’d gone. I was wrong. 

I nearly jumped out of my skin as Rex’s head appeared above my own, his silhouette the only thing visible. “Are we hiding?”

I catapulted backward in surprise and landed on the floor with a grunt of pain. Practically trained for attack by now, my palms glowed with my Tro. It faded as Rex watched me, expression inscrutable.

“You’re strong for one so young,” he murmured, coming around the side to help me up. “One rarely sees that much power-“

“What do you want?” I growled, dropping my power. 

He rocked back on his heels. “The truth will anger you no doubt, but I want you,” he said, putting strong emphasis on the word ‘want’.

I rose from the floor and he did, too, keeping his eyes level with mine. Somehow they managed to glow gold even in the low light. “Rex, somehow I doubt you’ve ever gotten laid if this is the pickup line you use on every woman.“

He threw his head back and laughed. “I meant I came looking for you. Your appearance in my room left me concerned. Especially as your cat then sauntered in earlier, spat at me for no apparent reason and then strolled back out without a word...”

“I’m fine,” I snapped, plopping back on the couch and vicariously enjoying Fae’s getting her last word in on the argument. “You can go.”

He chuckled, sitting beside me and further infuriating me. “You wonder why I keep seeking you out, don’t you? In a sense, I find your obstinate nature refreshing. Most women of childbearing age throw themselves at me because they think I have money.”

“And I’m sure that’s yielded many pleasurable results for you,” I grumbled, willing him to go away. I was getting a headache.

“Yes, but when you come to be my age, you tire of quick fun ‘n games and become more interested in long term relationships,” he purred over my quip. In the darkness I thought he was smiling, but I couldn’t be sure. “Your reticence to allow me into your company fascinates me. Why are you so afraid to allow yourself in my presence? You don’t hate me so much as I vex you. Sometimes that can be a misinterpreted emotion, too, if you realize why you’re unconsciously reacting to a stimulus.”

“And how am I supposedly unconsciously reacting to you?”

“Perhaps with attraction,” he said, his outline shrugging. “I find myself surprised as well. I’m not usually into Yankee impropriety.”

“Oh, get over yourself,” I groaned, getting up and leaving. 

Much to my aggravation, he followed me out the door. “Would you admit Brin vexed you when he first courted you?” 

“Rex, I’m going to be real straight with you,” I said, stopping in my tracks, and poking him in the chest. “I don’t like your attitude. You remind me of a show class French poodle. Too high maintenance, full of nothing but fluff, and too full of itself.”

“A poodle?” He chuckled. “Oh, let me guess. You’ve classified me as a pretty boy with money? Instead of lusting after my wealth like most women, you’re turned off by it?”

“I didn’t know you were wealthy,” I said truthfully. “It’s because as of now, you’ve only managed to convince me that you’re just an overly primped, explicit sleazebag. Now go ‘feck’ off as Brin would put it... and you can screw yourself to boot!”

Rex didn’t hide his shock very well. He stayed perfectly still as I looked him up and down with an indignant sniff and strode away. But I moaned again as I heard him catch up. “Wait, Shira-“

“What?!” I half-shrieked. “Whatever it is, the answer is no!”

“I think I owe you an apology,” he said sheepishly, leaving me dumbfounded. He scratched his head and looked down at me. “I rather enjoy working you up and thought if I let you rant a bit, you’d run out of insults so we could get along. That backfired royally. I let my whims outdo my common sense and alienated you in the process. Despite your argumentative nature, you seem like a sweet woman and I compromised my chances to see that side of you. For that I owe you my most sincere apology. Forgive me.”

Somehow I believed that pile of crap. Underneath the flowery language, it was the truth. I stood, now the shocked one, as he took one of my hands and clasped it in his own. Even more to my surprise, they weren’t slimy like I would have thought, nor soft. They were rough. So he didn’t dip himself in moisturizer every chance he got? But before I could speak, we heard laughter.

Looking to the side, I saw Peter down the hall with a maniacal little grin on his face. “Explicit sleazebag? I got the whole tirade on camera. This puppy is going viral. What a takedown! Priceless!”

I found myself turning crimson as I was humiliated for the second time in one day. Knowing Peter, he’d splash this everywhere and I’d look like a total shrew. 

But even as I cringed, I saw an entirely new side of Rex. A look of utmost fury and disgust crossed his face as he pointed one damning finger at Peter. For a second, I almost feared for him until I saw the phone melt in his fingers. “What the-?”

“Want to humiliate me? Take your best shot,” Rex hissed, the gold of his eyes almost glowing with his anger. “But leave her out of it.”

I didn’t have a chance to react further as he moved in front of me, obscuring me from view. Peter was equally stunned. Then his truest nature kicked in: mouthing off. “You’re paying for this!”

“Fine,” Rex said with fading antagonism. “But it’s unbecoming to humiliate a woman. I’ve heard you and Mr. Wong belittle her. I find your attempts at humor sickening because they’re almost always at everyone else’s expense. It will stop.”

No one was more flabbergasted than me over this turn of events. Especially since it took me a second to realize he was referring to Eric as ‘Mr. Wong’. I stuttered a half-articulated defense of Peter as Rex turned to me. “You deserve better.”

“What?!” Peter exclaimed in a higher pitch. “Our relationship is none of your business!”

“I’m making it mine,” Rex sneered. “Leave us.”

For once Peter left with his tail between his legs. Other than aiming his middle finger at Rex, he left without more than a sneer. I glanced back to Rex, twitching under his touch as he brushed my hair out of my eyes to study me. “You’re tired. I couldn’t see it before in the darkness. You should get some rest. May I escort you back to your room?”

“Sure,” I stuttered, surprised by my own reply. 

He made no more moves to talk as we headed back down the corridor, though I’m sure he noticed my curious glances the whole way. For being such an absolute asshole he certainly went from antagonistic to earnest real fast. What a weird combo. He smiled as we arrived in front of my room. “I’ll cast a muffling Intent so no one will wake you-”

“Are you bipolar?” I blurted out. 

He merely chuckled, inclining his head as he opened my door for me. “No. Sorry if I’ve confused you. I’m told I can be a bit much to deal with at first. It gets better if you come to know me. I’d like it very much if you would.”

“Sure,” I said for a second time, thoroughly weirded out as I shut the door. I stopped as he put his hand in the way. 

“I’ll find Brin to tell him you’re napping so he won’t worry. I’m sure he’s worked up with anxiety. I know I would be if you were mine.”

All I could do was nod as I shut the door. I stood for a few minutes after that, completely unsure of why I was so perplexed. Why was Rex so interested in getting on my good side? It left me suspicious. Every time I went to piss him off, his strategy seemed to mutate and morph into something else. It was almost like nothing he said was real. Like it was all an act.

But I couldn’t think about it now. Looking over at Fae who was sprawled out over the bed, I climbed in after taking off my nightgown and promptly fell asleep under the sheets. I was out like a light. 
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For a second I thought Fae was standing on my chest. Flat on my back and coming out of a deep sleep, I was used to her waking me up. But after a few more seconds, I realized her feet were never so large or cold. Nor did her tail touch the tip of my toes and wag over the sheets, leaving large swipe marks as it went. 

I peeked my eyes open. Nose to nose with a giant lizard, I screeched. I failed under its weight, going cross-eyed as it stuck its narrow, forked tongue out at me. 

“I’m tired of Daddy’s attention being fixated on you,” Maurice projected irritably, dark brown eyes narrowed into slits. His tongue snaked out again. “You’ve been roaming the halls at night unaccompanied for the last month. Not even your furry rodent kept you company.”

Over his indignant hiss, I shoved him off of me and got out of bed, creeped out. How the hell did he get in here? He slowly moved, keeping me in view. I’d been wandering the halls for a month? What was that about? “What do you want?”

He stared at me without blinking. “I want to speak with my master. I know I can now; through you.”

“What?!” I exclaimed with more confusion. “What do you mean?!”

I never got the answer to my question. I screeched again as my door blasted open, Brin coming over the threshold, hands sparkling with Tro and ready for attack. What he witnessed clearly was not what he’d expected. He froze as I dragged my sheets off the bed to cover my nakedness. Maurice hissed as he was pulled along with the sheets. “What happened?!”

I pointed wordlessly at Maurice who was still sitting motionless on the bed. Brin confusedly followed my finger. “Maurice?”

My dignity was at an all-time low. Rex came through the door from wherever he’d been skulking around, under the impression I was under attack, too. He looked to me and then to Brin who was still dumbstruck. “False alarm?”

I jabbed my finger at Maurice. “When I woke up, he was on me!”

Unlike Brin who appeared stymied by the whole thing, Rex helpfully strode over and picked Maurice up, ignoring his outraged hiss. “Oh, he’s always been such a bucket of fun. Out you go. Don’t pretend you’re going to bite me. You wouldn’t dare, you little-“

My dignity officially died as Peter and Eric appeared along with Andrew. Behind them a few more people arrived, inclusive of Brin’s mother, along with my brothers. She peered in with wide eyes. “What’s going on?”

“Dare we ask?” Joshua said, seeing my state as I edged toward my closet and keeping my back to the wall. 

“False alarm,” Brin said, scratching his head. “I think.“

“Wow,” Eric said with open glee, seeing my scanty attire. “This really is a happy birthday-“

“Out!” I yelled, retreating further toward my closet. 

Almost all parties ignored me entirely, still looking to Brin for an explanation. He was staring after Rex who was making his way out with Maurice. “You heard her. Out.”

Peter shot me another smirk, disappearing behind Eric. Mrs. O’Shea shot Brin a stern look and shut the door, leaving us alone. Brin proceeded to avert his eyes like his usual, gentlemanly self. “Maurice?”

“He must be jealous that Grandfather gives me so much attention,” I said, heading to the closet and grabbing the first dress I could find to slip on. “Sorry for the scream, but he scared the crap out of me.”

“Why were you naked?”

“I usually sleep nude. It’s more comfortable. You’ve never dared come in unannounced before, so it wasn’t a problem.” I walked over to him, now dressed and seeing that Fae had stayed asleep through all the commotion. I gave up on remaining aggravated with him from earlier, seeing as how he’d come to my defense. “Sorry to cause a stir.”

Shaking his head, he stowed his dagger away. “Once I get past the near heart attack, I might come to enjoy this emergency.” He chuckled as I sagged against his chest with a groan, wrapping his arms around me. “Somebody is really tired. Tell you another secret? I’m disappointed Maurice didn’t bite Rex.” 

I laughed and let him lead me over to the bed, making me sit.

“Why did Eric let
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