Chapter 37
I Hear You Knocking, But You Can’t Come In

I fell asleep on the way home, Brid tucked under my arm, with Sean on the other side. I had the feeling that her brothers were all going to be hovering constantly for a little while, which I completely understood. We’d almost lost each other, and that was a scary thing. 
When I woke up, still feeling like someone who’d traversed the underworld and barely made it out, we were at my house. June had gone back to the hotel with Ava and her team. Something about not wanting to sleep in Douglas’s house, even if he hadn’t lived in it for awhile. Couldn’t blame her much for that. They had agreed to stop back by the house before the took their respective flights home.
As soon as I opened my car door, everyone stumbled out to greet us and what followed was a blurry montage of people crying, hugging, and in the case of the gnomes, pouring celebratory root beer over each other’s heads.
A few things stood out in the blur, and I had a feeling those images would be ones I came back to the most when things were bad.
Lily shouting, “Mommy!” and pelting full tilt at Elaine, who scooped her up, holding her tight to her body. Elaine didn’t sob, which might have frightened Lily. She smiled, eyes closed, tears going silently down her cheeks. Even now she was holding it together for her kids. Roarke brought out Sarah on his hip, setting her down so she could run over and join her sister and mother. She threw her arms around Elaine’s knees, and my stepmother knelt down so she could hold both her daughters once again, joy and relief clear on her face.
Brid let go of my hand as Roarke, Bran, and Leo came our way. The siblings sort of clumped together in one big hug while me and Leo stood awkwardly on the outside. Actually, it was more accurate to say I stood awkwardly. I’m not sure Leo has ever done an awkward thing in his entire handsome life.
Then Leo picked me up in a big hug and kissed my cheek. He set me on my feet with a grin. “I didn’t want you to feel left out.”
“Thank you,” I said, and I honestly meant it. Leo was a good hugger, too. “Are you bad at anything at all? Singing? Knitting? Cooking?”
Leo thought on this for a moment. “Curling.”
“The sport?”
He nodded.
I stared at him. “You’ve never gone curling, have you?”
“No,” he admitted. “But I might be bad at it.”
I sighed. “No, you wouldn’t. You’d be amazing. You’d probably become an amazing curler with multiple sponsorships and your own brand of broom.”
“I don’t think that’s a thing,” Leo said.
“Probably not, but it would become a thing if you take up curling.”
I caught movement out of the corner of my eye and looked up in time to see Nick hobbling across the lawn with Minion’s help. Nick had assured me he was okay, just exhausted down to his core.
My mom ran over, her hands fluttering around his face and chest, checking to see if he was alright.
“I’m fine,” Nick rasped. “Nothing a sandwich and a week’s worth of sleep won’t cure.”
Mom threw her arms around him, burrowing into his chest, her shoulders shaking. Nick carefully released Minion so he could wrap his arms around mom and hold her tight. He closed his eyes, an expression of bone-deep contentment settling over his features. If I hadn’t loved my uncle before now, or had any reservations about him dating my mom, that look would have settled it. My mom really had married the wrong brother.
 Minion, for his part, seemed happy enough to join the gnome party that was happening all over the lawn. He took a lot of delight in Taco, who was running circles around his feet.
Haley grabbed me and we both went over to reassure Mom, my sister getting up on her toes to kiss Nick on the cheek. “Thanks for bringing him home.”
“Pretty sure Sam did the major lifting,” Nick said.
“It was a team effort,” I said, hugging them both, but mostly my mom. She’d had to have been worried out of her mind while we were both gone, and knowing her, she’d stayed stoic until now. She needed the support.
Haley stepped in with a smile, about to take up the other side but stopped when she saw James walking by. She grabbed ahold of his shirt and yanked him over, including him in the hug.
James looked shocked, his eyes wide. Haley squeezed him into the group, not giving him much of a choice. After a second’s hesitation, James slowly put his arms around all of us. He breathed in deep, then let it out, his body relaxing as he tipped his head to rest on Haley’s, his eyes closed, his expression unconsciously mirroring Nick’s. He reminded me of a cat sunning himself in a sunbeam.
“Are we hugging?” Ramon joined us for a second, squeezed, and then peeled away. “This hug is too big. I’m going to go hug Brooke and Frank.”
“No hug is too big,” I yelled. “But yes, please hug them for me as well.”

About five minutes later, catering showed up. Because James.
Three people hopped out of the catering van and started unloading trays of food into the house, under Brooke’s direction.
“How,” I said, as I watched a tray of sandwiches pass us, “Did you manage short-notice catering?” It had been a long drive home from the cabin, but not that long.
“I offered them an obscene amount of money,” James said. “I think this food was for an event later today. They’re going to have to remake all of it.”
The caterer that passed me was smiling and whistling happily. It must have been a truly obscene wad of cash.
“Worth it,” I said. “But, um, won’t they notice…?” I circled my finger in the air, encompassing the scene around us. The people could probably be ignored, but the gnomes were moving about, as well as the statuary and the marble gladiators.
James shook his head. “It’s a caterer the council uses. They’re not a security risk.”
“Okay,” I said, my stomach rumbling. “Let’s go eat, then.”
We all poured into the house. Brooke had the caterers set up food in the kitchen, the dining room table, and a tray or two in the living room as well. Root beer was brought out for the gnomes. James uncorked several of what I assume were hideously expensive bottles of champagne. They were from Douglas’ stock, and say what you will about Douglas, he had good taste. Not that I could tell much of a difference. All I knew was that it had bubbles and tasted like celebration. Like happiness. And we’d earned it.

At some point, after the food and the party, Brid drug me off to bed. I didn’t fight her. As soon as the door shut behind us, she pulled off my shirt. “Strip.”
“I hate to be the bearer of bad tidings,” I said, “But as soon as we hit those sheets, I’m going to be asleep.” Despite all the food, everything was catching up with me and I was swaying on my feet.
Brid started undoing my belt. “Sam, I went to the underworld. I escaped from a ghoul. I ran through fields and up hills with a child on my back. I lost my soul and got it returned. I’m exhausted.” She looked up at me, her eyes glinting in the low light of the bedroom. “But I almost died, and I almost lost you. I need your skin next to mine.” She splayed a hand against my chest. “I need to hear your heartbeat.”
“I’m still here,” I said softly, putting my hand over hers. “You’re still here.”
Brid closed her eyes. “I know, but my body needs to know, too.”
“Okay,” I said, and I helped her undress. We climbed into the cool sheets that smelled like lavender, and I pulled the blanket up over us. We were both unconscious as soon as our heads hit the pillows.
At some point in the night, I woke up to Brid touching me, brushing her hands over my face, through my hair, her gaze solemn, and I could tell she’d had a nightmare. Her expression was haunted, her hands shaking.
“I’m still here,” I whispered, pulling her against me. “It’s okay. We’re okay.” I kissed her then, my own hands shaking with the knowledge that this almost hadn’t happened, that I’d almost lost her, and with the joy that I hadn’t. I tried to share that joy with her, with every touch, every kiss, every sigh.
That we were still here. We were alive. That I loved her. And I spent a very long time proving all of those things to her, until the knowledge was imprinted on every scrap of skin, every intake of breath, and on the very walls of her heart.

Unfortunately, I woke up to a gnome in my face. Brid was tucked against my back, grumbling about needing a lock on my door. Sunlight slanted in, making me wince. I’d forgotten to pull the drapes. From the quality of the light, I was fairly certain we’d not only slept through the night, but a sizable portion of the morning.
Merry Death squinted down at me, her lips pursed. “Drapes.”
There was a swish of fabric and the drapes in my room moved blessedly shut. I sighed, opening my eyes further in the gloomy light. Both Merry Death and Merciless Blade were perched on the side of my bed. Chuck the Norriser and Stacy were over by the window—they must have been the ones that closed the drapes.
“Merry. Mercy,” I croaked. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”
Merry tapped her fingers along the grip of the dagger protruding from the sheath on her belt. “Mercy and I have been talking to June.”
“Okay,” I said, my brain not fully ticking along. “Wait, June’s here?”
“On the phone,” Merry said with a hint of a grin. 
“After much discussion,” Mercy said, her hands clasped in her lap. “We’ve decided that we were too hasty in our decision.” 
“You were?” I was wracking my brain, trying to remember what on earth they were talking about. A lot had happened, and I hadn’t had coffee yet.
“We were,” Merry said firmly. “We’ve spent the morning speaking to your gnomes, examining the barracks, and assessing the house.”
“…thank you?” James must either be asleep or distracted. There was no other way he’d have let them in before I had coffee.
“What did you discover?” Brid murmured sleepily behind me.
“Your gnome colony is unbalanced, there are holes in your defenses, and the barracks are poorly armed,” Mercy said, ticking the items off on her fingers.
“We’ve found it to generally be a bad idea to arm our gnomes,” I said, rubbing a hand over my face. “It gives them…ideas.” And gave us hospital bills and construction bills when something inevitably needed to be patched, mended or rebuilt. Arm our gnomes? The very idea made me shudder.
Merry pushed my hand down so I was looking at her. “Not after we get through with them.”
Brid peeked over my shoulder. “You’re staying?”
Mercy nodded gravely. “Frankly, you need us.”
I snorted. “We needed you before. What changed?”
Merry was back to tapping her fingers along the grip of her dagger. “Despite all the many—”
“Many,” Mercy added.
“Many,” Merry continued, “Issues and deficiencies—”
“And there were a lot,” Mercy interjected.
“I get it,” I mumbled, closing my eyes. “We’re terrible. Move along.”
“There were also…” Merry searched for the word. “Positive things.”
“Your gnomes have built a strong community, despite an adverse situation,” Mercy said. “They’re resilient.” She waved a hand at the room around her. “What you’re doing with your people, what you have all collectively built is worth saving. We could do a lot of good here.”
“We would be useful,” Merry said. “And we would be busy.”
Mercy nodded. “June is sensible. Doesn’t get into too much trouble. You…”
“It’s almost like you’re taunting fate,” Merry said. “You’ve got into more trouble in the last year than most people do in their entire lives.” A slow, slightly wicked smile unfurled on Merry’s face. “You would keep us very busy indeed.”
“We like a good challenge,” Mercy agreed.
I held out my hand. “We would be pleased to have you both on board.” I shook both their hands, then dug my face back into the pillow. “James and Frank will work with you to put together a proper contract. Now, don’t take this the wrong way, but I’d really like to get up and have some breakfast.”
They grinned, bounding off the bed, the other gnomes trailing behind them and shutting the door. 
I groaned.
Brid laughed. “I thought this was a good thing?”
“It is,” I said. “It’s just the gnomes were a terrifying force before. Now they’re going to be organized and armed.”
Brid went still. “I hadn’t thought of that. Oh my.”
“Yes,” I said grimly as I sat up and turned so my feet on were on the floor. “It’s a very scary thought.”
“It will look better, “Brid said. “After breakfast.”
I threw on some pajama pants and a clean T-shirt before loaning Brid some of the same. We padded downstairs to see what we could find. Despite it being close to noon, the kitchen was still full of breakfast stuff—James had made waffles, eggs, bacon, and a fruit salad. My house was still bursting with people, since most of them stayed after the celebration. I was sitting at the table nursing my second cup of coffee with Brid, Leo, Bran, Nick, Haley, and my Mother, when we heard someone knocking at the door.
“I’ll get it!” Minion shouted from the living room. Until that moment, I hadn’t actually realized he was still in the house.
We all listened to his footsteps as he made his way to the door and opened it. I heard a man’s voice then, but I didn’t pay much attention to it until every single shapeshifter at the table straightened up. Then they all turned toward me. I wondered what they’d heard that I’d missed.
“What?” I said, setting down my coffee.
Before they could answer me, Minion yelled from the door. “Hey, Master! It’s for you.”
Unease slithered through me. “Who is it?” I had to clear my throat twice to get the words out.
“He says his name is Kevin Hatfield,” Minion yelled.
Nick froze with his coffee halfway to his mouth. My mom paled. Haley scowled. Brid put her hand on my thigh and squeezed.
I, very carefully and very slowly, took a drink of my coffee while my mind worked furiously on the problem before me. My biological father, the man I hadn’t seen since my mom divorced him early in my childhood, was at my door and I was going to have to deal with him.
Well, fuck.


