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      Job hunting is a deadly sport.

      

      Deandra “Dee” Hendricks is settling into her new life in Axia. She’s got her trusty baby dragon, Havoc, by her side; is sharing an apartment with her best friend and roommate, Wendy; and even has her first pet-sitting client. Things are looking up!

      

      Shortly after launching her new website, Dee receives an invitation to a pet-sitter happy hour where she meets Sarah, the owner of Axia’s largest pet-sitting operation. Other attendees include sole proprietors, like Dee, and a few of Sarah’s employees. Everyone is welcoming and willing to share advice—mainly to steer clear of their notorious fellow sitter, Lydia Monroe.

      

      They accuse Lydia of everything—from magically manipulating her animal charges and poaching clients from Sarah to making false claims about possessing “zoolingual” abilities. The sticking point is Lydia’s questionable acquisition of a lucrative gig offered by Oleander Basnet, a yeti whose son needs one-on-one care. Sarah’s company fought hard for the opportunity, only to have yet another job snatched away by Lydia.

      

      The peaceful get-together is interrupted when a late arrival informs the group that Lydia has been found murdered. Worse still, the time of death doesn’t exonerate anyone at the event. Dee fears she’s just shared discounted appetizers with a murderer.

      

      Later that night, a job offer from Oleander hits Dee’s inbox. Dee’s wallet desperately wants her to take the job, but could there be someone in town so desperate to beat the competition that they murdered Lydia? And could Dee be next?
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      The screech that echoed from down the hallway made the hairs on Deandra’s arms stand on end. She told herself it was an excited screech and not a battle cry that preceded an attack to the jugular.

      She’d had to tell herself this a lot over the past two weeks. If only she had Havoc, her dragon, with her. But it didn’t seem right to bring another animal into this house yet. When she’d left Wendy’s apartment this afternoon, Havoc was curled up on the couch watching a Bugs Bunny cartoon with great interest.

      Another screech rent the air, and Deandra halted in the middle of the hallway, once again questioning her life choices.

      After she’d met Angela Gunderson at Oracle Park nearly two months ago, Deandra really should have done more research on “frilled dendrunes.” She had to assume that most people venturing into entrepreneurship at least asked basic questions.

      Deandra had been distracted by the newness of living in Axia, being the owner of a precocious baby dragon, and hanging out with her best friend and cousin, Wendy, every day, just like they had when they were kids. Basking carefree in all the life changes only lasted for about a week, though, before the guilt of not financially pulling her weight started to gnaw at her.

      Wendy hadn’t applied even an ounce of that weight, but Deandra had succumbed to the self-induced pressure all the same. It had been in a moment of weakness—triggered by a quick scan of the Help Wanted section of a newspaper Wendy had left on the kitchen table—that Deandra had texted Angela, telling her that, if she still needed a pet sitter, Deandra would be happy to meet with her.

      Deandra couldn’t imagine how unprofessional she’d seemed—with no website, no business cards, and no clue what to charge this new client with a pet of an unknown species. But Angela had been so desperate for help with Barnaby, she either didn’t notice or didn’t care that Deandra had no clue what she was doing.

      She supposed Angela’s observation of Deandra’s training sessions in the park with Havoc, and even the brief one with Sunshine the Homicidal Fire Newt, had been all the convincing Angela needed. Angela had been so impressed with Deandra’s supposed skill with animals that she’d been ready to hire Deandra on the spot. Perhaps Angela had figured that professionalism didn’t matter when Deandra had such an aptitude for training difficult animals.

      But the fact that Angela’s frilled dendrune needed training should have been red flag number one.

      Angela’s confession during their first meeting at her house that Barnaby had gone through eight pet sitters in five months should have been red flags two, three, and four.

      But Barnaby, a three-foot-tall lizard creature with chicken-like legs, had stood calmly by Angela’s ankle during that meeting and made nary a sound. His short alligator snout didn’t snap menacingly. His long scaly neck didn’t undulate like a snake. If it weren’t for his occasionally blinking yellow eyes, he would have looked like a quirky bit of yard art made from recycled materials and purchased cheap at a flea market.

      Deandra hadn’t known then if Barnaby had tiny arms like a T-rex that he kept out of sight, or maybe even a pair of wings tucked close to his back like Havoc’s. There hadn’t been a scary, calculating intelligence behind Barnaby’s beady eyes like there was with Sunshine. If anything, Deandra got the impression that the poor thing only had two brain cells rattling around in that little skull of his—and both had been asleep.

      The only times Barnaby had reacted were when he’d heard his name, his head sharply whipping to the side and his eyes widening as if he’d just seen a ghost, and the time he’d spotted a spider scuttling across the floor. He’d ducked his head, scratched at the hardwood like a bull gearing up for a charge, and taken off after the arachnid.

      Barnaby wasn’t built for tracking prey, however. The spider escaped to safety through an unseen crack in the baseboard, and Barnaby crashed headlong into the wall with so much force that it was a wonder his skull hadn’t split open like an overripe melon.

      He’d knocked himself clean out.

      It was then, as Barnaby lay flat on his back with his chicken legs pointed toward the ceiling, that Deandra first saw the T-rex arms. They’d flopped to either side of Barnaby’s supine body.

      Angela hadn’t even flinched when Barnaby slammed into the wall.

      Which had been red flag number five.

      But Angela had offered double the rate Deandra had originally proposed, so Deandra had quickly agreed.

      The first week had been easy, if only because Barnaby had been so scared of her that he’d squished himself into a corner of his large rabbit hutch and quaked like a leaf in a hurricane. Deandra was able to refill his food and water dishes and clean his tray of litter made of shredded newspaper without needing to interact with the dendrune.

      Angela eventually wanted Barnaby to be walked, but whenever Deandra texted Angela her daily update, Angela remained unfazed by Deandra’s lack of progress. Angela had said more than once, “Once he warms up to you, he’s as friendly and playful as a golden retriever!”

      The hair-raising screech came again, and Deandra reluctantly moved farther down the hallway.

      Last week, Barnaby had been terrified. This week had been another matter entirely. On Monday, the moment Deandra had opened one of the doors of the hutch, Barnaby had hissed like a ticked-off tiger and come charging at her. She’d been so startled, she’d fallen onto her backside. Barnaby shot out of the open door like a scaly torpedo, landed on Deandra’s stomach, and then launched off it a breath later as if he’d bounced on a trampoline. He’d screeched and taken off down the hallway.

      After assuring herself that she had not, in fact, suffered from heart failure, she’d crept after him. She’d eventually found him under the bed, panting hard with his little pink tongue lolling out the side of its alligator snout. His teeth were roughly the size of grains of rice, but there were a lot of them.

      Every day this week had been the same: No matter what Deandra tried, nothing worked to keep the mischievous, mentally impaired, miniature T-rex in his hutch.

      Deandra crept into the bedroom. “Hey, Barnaby,” she said slowly. “We gotta stop doing this.”

      Barnaby screech-hissed.

      Deandra would have closed the bedroom door before opening Barnaby’s hutch, but Angela didn’t “believe in traditional doors” on any room except the bathroom. All rooms either had an open doorway or a beaded curtain, like something out of a seventies love den.

      Really, the door thing should have been more of a red flag than anything else.

      Deandra slowly lowered herself to her belly so she could get eyes on Barnaby. He was hunkered low to the floor, reminiscent of a bird squatting atop a nest. He had his head turned to the side so he could watch her better. As he panted heavily, his tiny arms quivering, her instincts to flee were going haywire. The little beast looked a touch mad, and despite knowing the strange lizard wasn’t smarter than a sack of pebbles, Deandra wanted to quit, just like the eight sitters had before her.

      Over texts yesterday, Angela had gushed about how happy she was that Barnaby liked Deandra enough that he was playing his favorite game of keep-away. However, the text that came next had given Deandra pause.

      
        
          
            
              
        Angela

      

      
        Sometimes he bites when he’s overstimulated. If he breaks the flesh and holds on for longer than thirty seconds, you might need a distemper shot. That hasn’t happened to me in at least a month, though!

      

      

      

      

      

      Deandra had already planned to call Dr. Cruz Caddel this week to ask what kind of vaccines she might need to consider when working with exotic animals—especially when several of those animals had originated from another realm. Angela’s casual mention of distemper—which Deandra had thought only afflicted mundane cats and dogs—had moved that call to the top of Deandra’s priority list. She’d had plenty of odd jobs in her life, but this one definitely took the cake.

      “Hi, buddy,” she said calmly to Barnaby now. “Don’t you want to go for a walk? You could sniff some grass. Maybe catch a bug or two? Get some of that really unsettling energy out, hmm?”

      This pep talk hadn’t worked all week, so Deandra wasn’t sure why she thought it would now. The visit usually involved Deandra chasing Barnaby all over the house until he tuckered himself out and flopped face-first on the floor, allowing her to then carry his clammy, deadweight body back to his hutch. Or, as she’d discovered two days ago, if Deandra tossed a treat from the bag of O’Malley’s Gigantine Frozen Cockroaches™ into Barnaby’s cage before he exhausted himself, he’d launch into the hutch on his own. Barnaby loved cockroaches the way Havoc loved mealworms. Deandra still didn’t enjoy handling insects, but her tolerance for it grew by leaps and bounds every day.

      Cockroaches were the only surefire way to get Barnaby back into his hutch, and once she’d resorted to pulling the bribe from the freezer, it meant the visit was over.

      Barnaby started bouncing up and down on his chicken legs like he was doing rapid-fire squats.

      “Oh no,” Deandra muttered to herself. “What the heck are you doing now?”

      He snapped his alligator-like mouth shut, widened his eyes, and started bouncing even faster. Deandra skittered backward on her stomach, just in case Barnaby was planning to detonate.

      Barnaby opened his mouth so wide, it was a wonder his jaw didn’t dislocate. He unleashed a hiss that made Deandra’s heart stop beating for two long seconds.

      And then she discovered where the “frilled” part of Barnaby’s species name came from. The tiny demon came barreling toward her like something out of Jurassic Park. The moment he cleared the bottom of the bed, he stood straighter, and without breaking stride, he flared a flap of skin reminiscent of the underside of an umbrella around his head. It was an alarming shade of red.

      Deandra scrambled onto her backside and scuttled backward until her back hit the wall. She yelped in surprise and wrapped her arms around her knees as if she were a little kid again, hiding in the closet, hoping the small dark space would save her from the raging thunderstorm outside.

      Barnaby slid to a stop an inch from Deandra’s shoes, shook his frilled neck flap at her, and then darted out of the room, screeching the whole way.

      Once she was sure Barnaby wasn’t going to murder her—at least not yet; for all she knew, he’d run off to the kitchen to fetch a butcher knife—Deandra sagged, loosening her grip on her knees. Her legs flopped out in front of her. She raised an arm and held it in front of her, parallel to the floor, watching her hand shake.

      As she let her palm flop to her thigh, she considered the windows in the bedroom and whether she could shinny out one of them to safety. While Angela didn’t believe in doors, she did believe in steel bar–reinforced windows. There were no bars on the windows that faced the street. Why on earth were there ones on the bedroom windows?

      Perhaps the previous eight sitters hadn’t quit. Perhaps Angela and Barnaby had planned and executed their deaths. Deandra had perused Angela’s freezer many a time in search of cockroaches. But that didn’t mean there wasn’t an industrial freezer in the garage, full of pet-sitter body parts.

      The pitter-clatter of little clawed feet sounded in the hallway, accompanied by a scraping metallic noise.

      “Oh no,” Deandra whispered to herself, horror-stricken.

      Who would have thought her life would be in jeopardy—not from a fire-breathing dragon, but from a lizard demon the height of a small toddler? Her family would be heartbroken about Deandra’s gruesome demise, but she figured Wendy would still get a kick out of writing the obituary.

      
        
        Beloved Daughter, Dragon Mom, Cousin, and Friend—Mauled to Death by Miniature Reptilian Serial Killer.

        (Closed casket. Trust us. The mortician retched into a trash can.)

      

      

      The serial killer in question slid and clacked into the bedroom. Something thunked into the toe of her tennis shoe, but she didn’t know what; she’d already squeezed her eyes shut by then. If her death were imminent, she didn’t want to see it coming.

      Clack, clack, clack.

      That had come from directly in front of her.

      Clack. Muted hiss.

      Deandra cracked open an eye. Then her mouth dropped open.

      From Barnaby’s snout hung his harness, the leash already affixed. A metallic poop-bag holder hung near the leash loop—that was what had been making the scraping sound.

      “You—” Deandra coughed and cleared her throat. “You want to go for a walk?”

      Barnaby spit out the harness so he could, once again, flare his bright-red neck fringe. He shook it at her like someone trying to knock excess water off an umbrella. She flinched hard—and might have soiled herself.

      He flailed his T-rex arms in delight before pulling the fringe back against his neck as if it had never existed. Bending forward, he nudged the harness and leash closer to her with his snout.

      How was he both utterly terrifying and also kind of cute?

      It took an inordinate amount of time to get Barnaby into his harness. Thankfully, since he’d decided he liked her, he didn’t get annoyed by her ineptitude and sink his distemper-laced teeth into her flesh. Deandra was a sweaty mess by the time they finally made it out of the house, but Barnaby was pleasantly well behaved on-leash.

      Well, mostly.

      He and the squirrel population at large harbored a hatred for each other that rivaled that of the Hatfields and McCoys. If Deandra kept up a running commentary with him, doing her best to drown out the aggressive chittering coming from the branches, it usually kept him from slipping into a literal hissy fit.

      Angela lived in a peaceful neighborhood that boasted one- and two-story homes with well-tended lawns and gardens. It was still summer, so the occasional gaggle of kids went by on bikes or scooters, even though it was the middle of the afternoon. Barnaby was oblivious to most things, so the “what the heck is that thing?” rhetorically shouted in dismay by a young boy on a skateboard didn’t bruise Barnaby’s ego.

      Deandra halted at a stop sign, intending to cross the street, but she let the one idling car go first, as Barnaby was busily scratching at a patch of dirt searching for a snack. When the intersection was clear, she tugged at Barnaby’s leash, but he dug his heels in. He cocked a beady little eye at her.

      “Don’t look at me like that!” she said. “You have cockroaches at home. You don’t need dirty street worms.”

      She winced at her own illogical argument.

      Barnaby offered a noise that sounded suspiciously like a derisive snort, then resumed scratching.

      “Hi, Barnaby,” someone sing-songed from behind Deandra. She whirled to find a young woman around her age walking toward her.

      The sound of his name still made Barnaby startle as if he’d seen a specter, and he whirled around, too. A long brown earthworm flaked with dirt hung from his mouth. He threw his head back to quickly gobble down the worm, then angled an eye—not at the exuberant Pomeranian in the yellow polka-dot dress who accompanied the woman, but at the woman herself. He stared at her for a long beat, then violently hissed before darting behind Deandra’s legs.

      It took everything in Deandra’s power not to react to one of his little T-rex arms brushing against the back of her calf. It was cold and scaly, like a tiny snake.

      “Ooh, Barney-Bee,” the woman said in an overly affected baby voice, placing her hands on her knees. She angled her head from side to side to get a better look at him.

      Deandra noted that every time the woman looked left, Barnaby shifted to the right. He quaked harder.

      “Uh, hi,” Deandra said, trying not to be annoyed that the woman hadn’t even acknowledged her existence. “I’m Dee.”

      The woman finally gave up on Barnaby and eyed Deandra, her mask of friendliness instantly replaced by one of mild disinterest. “Lydia.”

      “And who’s this?” Deandra asked, gesturing to the Pomeranian who was lying down on the sidewalk beside Lydia’s feet—not because she’d grown tired, but because she was clearly enamored of Barnaby, who still shivered behind Deandra. The pup had her head between her paws, and her fluffy tail wagged so hard, it practically vibrated.

      “This is Goldie,” Lydia said flatly.

      Goldie popped to her feet at the sound of her name and barked once. She stood on her hind legs and waved her forelegs in unison, gazing up at Lydia all the while.

      Deandra grinned. “Oh my gosh, she’s adorable.”

      “Stop begging for treats, Goldie! I ran out. I told you that already.”

      Goldie immediately dropped back to her stomach with her head between her paws once more. She rolled her eyes up at Lydia periodically. Her tail lay listlessly on the ground.

      Deandra coughed awkwardly. “Are you, uh, one of Barnaby’s neighbors?”

      Lydia tore her gaze from her treat-loving dog to level a flat look at Deandra. “No, I don’t live around here. I’m one of Barnaby’s former caretakers. That is until hateful Angela fired me for no reason, just like she fired everyone before me. I told her she wasn’t going to find a sitter better than me unless she lowered her standards.” She sniffed, scanning Deandra from head to toe. “You a relative of hers or something? Or did she finally make good on her threat to hire someone from another hub?”

      Deandra figured decking a total stranger while walking Barnaby would be a perfectly good reason for Angela to fire Deandra. But if Angela had fired this woman for being an awful human, maybe Angela would give Deandra a raise for clocking Lydia in the nose.

      Normally, when confronted with rude people, Deandra’s brain glitched. But this woman had the same pretentious attitude as so many of her former customers from Urbean Edge that she felt her barista persona slip into place. No one tells you that working in the service industry in Los Angeles gifts you with the ability to deal with asshats while keeping a smile on your face. In her overly friendly barista voice, Deandra said, “Angela told me she needed to find a sitter who could actually handle exotics. She said her last sitter didn’t have the necessary … qualifications. She didn’t divulge names, though. Did you say you were her last sitter?”

      Lydia’s nostrils flared. “I’ve been a pet sitter in Axia for years and worked for an agency in Pinebough before that. What Angela needs is experience. But she’s not willing to pay for it. It’s a shame, too, because Barnaby would have thrived with me.” She hinged at the waist. “Isn’t that right, Barney-Bee?”

      Barnaby ineffectually hugged the back of Deandra’s calf with his tiny, scaly arms. Deandra inwardly shuddered.

      “Good luck meeting all of Angela’s demands,” Lydia said. “I’ve been in this industry too long to put up with ridiculous clients. C’mon, Goldie.” She yanked hard on the Pomeranian’s leash, and the yellow-dress-bedecked dog reluctantly lurched to her feet to trot after her grumpy sitter. They passed Deandra and headed through the intersection.

      Goldie cast a longing look at Barnaby, which earned her a sharp rebuke from Lydia. It wasn’t until the pair had disappeared around a hedge-lined corner that Barnaby came out of hiding.

      Deandra stared down at him, hands on hips. “Please tell me you bit her.”

      Barnaby hopped three times in quick succession. Deandra took that as a yes.

      “I think we’ll get along just fine,” she told him.
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      Deandra felt considerably lighter about her new gig after her interaction with Lydia. Gaining the favor of a psychotic alligator-chicken when an experienced, albeit cranky, rival sitter couldn’t wasn’t anything to write home about, but Deandra would take her wins where she could find them.

      Since Angela was Deandra’s only client, and Bugs Bunny was keeping Havoc company, Deandra wasn’t in an immediate rush to get back. So when Barnaby started scratching at the ground again, she merely waited for him to finish.

      “I’m very impressed!”

      “Nuaugh!” Deandra said eloquently, quickly scanning the surrounding area for the owner of the voice. She clapped a hand over her racing heart.

      “Over here!” the small voice added unhelpfully.

      Deandra eventually found the person—uhh, gnome—peeking from behind one of the redwood trees that dotted a grassy swatch of land stretching before the black metal fence of an apartment complex. The pointy hat sitting on the gnome’s head was orange, and what looked like an appliqué had been affixed to the bottom. As the gnome emerged from her hiding place, Deandra noted that the appliqué was of a black cat’s face from the nose up, so it looked as if the cat were peeking at Deandra from the brim.

      The gnome had rosy apple cheeks; a black braid hung over either shoulder, each dotted with small pink flowers; and she was dressed in a rose-patterned dress. Even her shiny black shoes had flowers adorning the buckles. She was so cute, like a doll come to life, that Deandra could hardly stand to look at her.

      “I was saying that was really &$!#% impressive how you gave Lydia a taste of her own &$!#% medicine! That &$!#% is &$!#% awful.”

      Deandra’s mouth dropped open after the first expletive. Not because she was offended by such language, but because the words were literally replaced by bleeps. “Uhhh …”

      The gnome stood a few feet away, casting wary glances at Barnaby. They were, after all, about the same size. But Barnaby only cared about finding fresh grubs.

      “Not too &$!#% bright are you?”

      “Hey!” Deandra finally said. “No need to be rude. I just haven’t seen a—”

      “A what? A &$!#% gnome?”

      “A spell that bleeps curse words,” Deandra said, wondering if all her interactions with Axian residents were going to be hostile today. “It is a spell, right?”

      “Oh! So you can’t hear me when I say—”

      There was a long string of bleeps, broken occasionally by short inoffensive words like “the” and “and” before the flurry of bleeps started up again. It was honestly impressive her vocabulary was that filthy.

      “Uhh, nope,” Deandra said once the bleeping had stopped. The absence of it left her ears ringing. Though she supposed if she’d heard what the gnome had actually said, her ears might be bleeding.

      “&$!#%,” the gnome said. “It’s a tonic my parents slip into my food sometimes. I’ve got an interview later for a job at a preschool, and they think my &$!#% vocabulary will somehow affect my &$!#% ability to get a &$!#% job.”

      Deandra stared at her. She honestly wasn’t sure if hearing the actual curse words would be worse than the bleeping. It was like flashing a neon sign that pointed to her foul mouth, rather than masking the problem. Deandra thought of movies where replacement words were dubbed over the bad ones, the sound quality of the replacements always a bit off.

      Her favorite was, “Get out of my face, you ninny, or I’ll kick you in the kazoo!”

      “What you &$!#% smiling at? You don’t think I’ll get the &$!#% job either?”

      Deandra held up a hand in placation, tamping down her amusement at the memory. “Sorry. It wasn’t about you. I think if you manage to not trigger the cursing alarm, you’ll probably do fine.”

      “I can stop cursing whenever I want,” the gnome said. “It just &$!#% me off when people &$!#% doubt me.”

      “I bet you can get through the rest of this conversation without triggering it,” Deandra said, hoping reverse psychology would work on the irate, cherub-faced gnome. “You said something I did earlier was impressive?”

      “Oooh, I see. You’re just—” The gnome cleared her throat. “You’re just fishing for compliments.”

      “Since you insulted me at least once that I’m aware of, I think a compliment isn’t too much to ask for,” Deandra said, shrugging.

      The gnome grinned. “My first assessment was right: you’ve gotta be pretty fu—uhh … pretty stinkin’ great if you could manage to ruffle Lydia Monroe’s feathers.” She took a few steps forward and held up a tiny hand. “I’m Harmony, by the way.”

      Deandra bent to shake her hand, but it turned into Harmony giving Deandra’s pointer finger a hearty pump in greeting. “Dee. And this is Barnaby.”

      The lizard creature’s head shot up, and his body stilled completely. He cocked a wide eye up at her.

      “Everything’s fine,” Deandra told him. “Just doing some introductions. This is Harmony.”

      Barnaby turned his focus toward the gnome and hopped a foot in the air as if he’d only just noticed her. One beat, two—hiss. He flared his neck fringe at Harmony, who cursed a blue streak that sounded as if someone’s life support screen had just registered a flatline, and then Harmony fell hard on her back. Barnaby calmly tucked away his fringe and resumed his search for worms.

      Deandra’s hand was clapped over her heart again. “Sorry! He’s, uhh, excitable.” The gnome didn’t move. “Umm … Harmony?”

      The gnome had gone rigid. Deandra took a few cautious steps forward, noting that the gnome’s skin had taken on an unhealthy sheen. What if she’d had a heart attack? Had Barnaby literally scared her to death?

      The longer Deandra stared at her, the more she was convinced Harmony had spontaneously petrified—as if she’d turned into a literal garden gnome one could buy from a home goods store. Tentatively, she gave Harmony’s shiny black shoe a soft kick with her own tennis shoe. It sounded hollow. The second kick did not.

      “Ow!”

      Now it was Deandra’s turn to curse voluminously and colorfully. “Oh my God, I thought you were dead!”

      Harmony got back to her feet, cursing wildly all the while. She readjusted her pointed hat, which amazingly hadn’t been knocked off during her fall. “It takes more effort than that to take down a gnome. We’re hearty as &$!#%. Going full rigor is a defense mechanism when we’re in danger or we get scared. Kind of embarrassing. Not as embarrassing as it is for my Uncle Wendel, though. That poor &$!#% is scared of his own shadow—literally!”

      Deandra was just so relieved she wouldn’t have to tell Angela that Barnaby might be investigated for homicide.

      When Harmony shot a death glare at Barnaby, Deandra figured it would be best to distract her. “Did you hire Lydia as a pet sitter?” Deandra asked, hoping her heart rate would slow down soon. Deandra eyed the black cat featured on Harmony’s hat, wondering if the gnome was a cat owner or if she just liked the design. Deandra got lost in the image of Harmony riding a giant Maine coon like a horse.

      “Yeah,” Harmony said, her lip curled. “A lot of people in this neighborhood have hired her. She’s … a pill, though. She’s got terrible communication skills, she’s been caught yelling at her charges a lot, and she allegedly poached clients from a sitter who hired her when Lydia first moved to Axia from Pinebough.

      “Lydia was new here, so even though she had the experience of being a sitter somewhere else, she had to start over in terms of building her client base. Sarah over at Pawsome Pals—that’s who I use now—hired Lydia when she first got to town. After about a year, Lydia branched out on her own. She started offering her regulars cheaper rates. Sarah thought those clients had just stopped booking with her. Sarah’s got a deep client base and a team of six sitters, so that’s why it took her months to figure out Lydia had stolen at least ten clients. A nasty online fight broke out in the comments section of a review app. It was all very messy.”

      “Guess there’s drama in every industry,” Deandra muttered.

      “Most people are scared to confront Lydia, though, since she’s supposedly a fire elemental,” Harmony said.

      Deandra’s eyes doubled in diameter.

      Harmony laughed. “Guessing you didn’t know that part? She doesn’t have strong magic, from what I hear, but it does mean she’s got a raging temper. The littlest thing sets her off.” She jutted her chin at Barnaby. “Lydia also claims she’s an animal empath-slash-medium—not a powerful zoolinguist like Dr. Caddel or anything; she’s not stupid enough to make a claim that bold. She says she can feel what her animal clients feel and that she sometimes gets messages from beyond the rainbow bridge. She uses that claim in all her advertising. Gullible people hire her, hoping they can get messages from their pets—both living and dead.”

      “You think it’s a false claim?” Deandra asked.

      “Oh yeah,” Harmony said, nodding. “Total &$!#%”

      It was the first time Harmony had slipped in a while—getting knocked unceremoniously on her keister by Barnaby notwithstanding—so Deandra decided to ignore it.

      Deandra asked, “How can you tell if she’s the real deal or not? Animals can’t talk to confirm or deny her claims. Wait. I’m new to the hub system. Animals can’t talk, right?”

      Harmony giggled—a high and girlish sound. “No, thank &$!#%! Not in the way you’re asking, anyway.”

      Deandra wasn’t sure what the heck that meant. “It’s the perfect scam if Lydia really is lying about her skills, then. No one can prove or disprove what she says.”

      Harmony tipped a small hand from side to side. “I adopted my cat, Marshall, from a shelter. He was a year-old stray who was brought in by a man who’d witnessed Marshall get clipped by a car. Marshall somehow only sustained a broken leg and tail. His back leg healed fine, but his tail bends at a funny angle, even three years later.

      “When I first met Lydia, she asked me if I’d had Marshall since he was a kitten. I said no, that I’d adopted him when he was one, and that I didn’t know his history. Before I could even mention the accident, Lydia let out this very dramatic groan, pressed her fingers to her temples, and said, ‘Marshall wants me to tell you how he sustained that injury to his tail. He was attacked by a male cat who wanted to stake a claim on his mother, and to do so, the male had to eliminate the litter of the previous male. The cat successfully dispatched Marshall’s littermates. Yet Marshall, at only three months old, fended off a full-grown cat and escaped with his life. Marshall almost lost his tail in that fight. Your boy is a fighter.’”

      Deandra knew that male cats—both the wild and domesticated kind—were known to take out the litter of a rival male, so it was a decent enough story concocted by Lydia. Just so happened that, in this case, Harmony could catch the so-called animal empath in a lie.

      “Did you call her out on it?” Deandra asked.

      Harmony wrinkled her little nose. “I probably should have, but we’d had a family emergency, and Lydia was helping us out a lot by agreeing to sit for Marshall on short notice. Didn’t seem like a good idea to &$!#% her off. Plus, for all I knew, that story was true, and Marshall’s tail had been broken before the accident.”

      “Fair point,” Deandra said.

      “But over the years, after talking to other people who hired her, it was pretty clear that a lot of Lydia’s stories didn’t add up—pair that with everything else, and it doesn’t paint her in the best light.”

      “She was certainly rude to me right off the bat,” Deandra said. “And Barnaby was terrified of her. If she’s able to read animals’ emotions, you’d think she would have backed off when she realized her behavior only scared him more.”

      Harmony nodded. “Exactly that.” She gestured at Barnaby, who was apparently glutted on grubs because he was on his back now, feet in the air. One foot twitched, and he chirped a few times, suggesting he was fast asleep and not that he’d shuffled off this mortal coil. “I don’t know Angela well, but Barnaby is a unique animal, so most people in this neighborhood recognize him. I’ve talked to her enough times to know she’s never been able to find someone who can walk him. He’s honestly even better behaved with you than he is with Angela. Lydia can make all the claims she wants, but if one of you has a special skill with animals, I’m betting on you.”

      Deandra smiled. “There’s the compliment I’ve been waiting for. Took us a while, but we got there.”

      Harmony giggled again. It was a sweet sound that matched her cutesy exterior. “Hey, do you happen to have a business card on you?”

      Deandra really needed to get some of those made. And design a website. And decide on a business name. And get vaccinated for reptilian distemper. She made a show of patting her pockets, then winced. “Not on me. But I can give you my number.”

      Harmony produced a tiny cell phone from the pocket of her dress. She tapped in Deandra’s name and number as Deandra rattled them off. “Sarah’s often booked months out, so it would be nice to have a back-up sitter. I’ll also let all my friends with exotic pets know there’s a new sitter in town—and that Lydia already hates her. I swear, you taming Barnaby and ticking off Lydia &$!#% Monroe should be enough to instantly land you five new clients.”

      Deandra laughed. “I appreciate the referrals. Starting from scratch is daunting.”

      “No doubt.” Harmony must have seen the time on her phone because she cursed vociferously in response. “I gotta get ready for this &$!#% interview, but it was nice to meet you.”

      “You too,” Deandra said as she scooped Barnaby’s deadweight body off the ground. He flopped in her grip as if his bones had gone liquid. She hung his head over her shoulder and held his scaly body to her chest. She just hoped he didn’t wake with a start and attack her out of confusion. “And good luck with the interview. Just think of what Lydia bleeping Monroe would do, and then do the opposite.”

      Harmony pointed a tiny finger at her. “That’s solid &$!#% advice.” She scampered toward the gate of the apartment complex.

      “And stop cursing!”

      “I &$!#% will!”

      Deandra sighed, then started the trek back to Barnaby’s house, brainstorming business names as she went.
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      It took the better part of a week for Deandra to get her entrepreneurial affairs in order, which included creating an account on Forage—the hub system’s internet provider—deciding on a business name, registering the name, starting a business banking account, launching a website, and getting business cards printed. A local place printed the cards. Along with the reasonable price, the shop owners presented her with a surprising offer: For no extra cost, she could pick the cards up within twenty-four hours of placing the order. The couple who owned the shop were witches—one with an earth affinity and one with water—and between the two of them, they could perform literal magic with ink.

      Deandra currently sat at Wendy’s dining room table after a successful afternoon of walking Barnaby and completing her latest round of errands, including picking up her new cards. They were even prettier than she’d imagined.

      She stared at the words “Dee’s Mythical Pet Sitting” and smiled to herself. As impulsive as it had felt to drop everything and move to Axia, sitting here now with one of her cards in her hand and Havoc lying beneath the table, quietly gnawing on a bone the size of her leg, everything felt like it was coming together.

      The owners of InkCraft had turned her business name into a unique logo. In addition to her name and phone number, her cards featured three animals: a Bengal cat snoozed in the open space of the D in her name; a beautifully rendered purple dragon lounged atop the “M” in “Mythical,” while its tail made up the length of the “y”; and a monkey-like creature covered in colorful feathers instead of fur hung from the top of the “S” in “Sitting” by one hand.

      But even more impressive than that was the bespelled ink and paper. Bright blinking eyes materialized in the O’s, then disappeared, only to have one of the A’s sprout wings and fly away. S’s became slithering snakes. The dots of the I’s grew legs and feet and scampered away. The movement on the cards cycled every sixty seconds, and only a few things changed at a time, so the magic wasn’t distracting or busy. The ink, according to the InkCraft couple, would hold its magic for upward of a year, assuming nothing catastrophic happened to the card itself. Deandra almost didn’t want to give any of them away.

      A notification popped up on her phone then, snapping her out of staring at the card as if it were a television.

      
        
          
            
              
        Axia’s Exotic Veterinary Clinic

      

      
        Havoc’s appt is today at 3:30 PM. If you have any questions, please give us a call

      

      

      

      

      

      Deandra had almost forgotten her last errand of the day. Even though Havoc’s cold had long since cleared up, and he didn’t seem to be experiencing any lasting ill effects from the Quowlaxliquin that had been pumped into him prior to winding up in the dumpster, Dr. Caddel still had wanted to do a follow-up a month later.

      Deandra took a quick shower, then spent entirely too long trying to decide between wearing a sundress or a tank top and shorts. Dr. Caddel—Cruz—had told her she could pay him back with lunch for all his extra help with Havoc after her dragon had been whisked off to animal jail by the hateful Ranger Vicks. Deandra didn’t have any idea how serious Cruz had been about that—and if he had been serious, was it a platonic suggestion, or had he been hinting at a date?

      On the evening that Cruz had reunited Deandra and Havoc—and Rae Corly had been arrested—Cruz had dropped the cousins off at Wendy’s apartment with a promise to check on them in the morning. He’d shown up early, on his way to work, with coffees and pastries. He hadn’t stayed long, but after he left, Wendy couldn’t stop nudging Deandra in the side with her elbow like someone out of an old vaudeville act while uttering variations of “Oooh, that doctor has a crush on you.”

      Yet she hadn’t heard from him during the two weeks she was in Los Angeles, even though he’d been sharing dragon-sitting duties with Wendy. He also hadn’t contacted her during the two weeks since she’d officially moved into Wendy’s apartment. Even the check-in call about Havoc’s cold and the reminder about the dragon’s upcoming follow-up visit had come from one of his techs.

      But he had said that she owed him lunch—so did that mean the ball was in her court, and he was waiting on her? He was handsome, loved animals, had a stable job, and was considerate. All good qualities. All good reasons she should text him. But she wasn’t sure if she even wanted to date right now.

      Deandra realized then that part of the problem was that she’d grown a little desperate for friends. Cruz seemed like the kind of person she’d want to be friends with. Dating would complicate that, if not ruin it entirely. What if he was exceedingly rude to waitstaff, was a litterbug, or didn’t return shopping carts to their designated areas? Little annoyances could strain a friendship—while being deal-breakers for relationships.

      As much as Deandra loved hanging out with Wendy, her cousin had recently started dating Nathan, the guy she’d met while she and Deandra were poking around town searching for an arsonist. Nathan lived in a hub in Michigan—Wendy had been unsure a month ago if he’d been from Massachusetts or Maine; she’d ben wrong twice—but he returned to Axia often to help his parents with their pharmacy. Last weekend, he’d come to Axia to see Wendy. This past weekend, however, Wendy had gone there. Deandra had spent most of the weekend on the couch with Havoc, watching an obscene amount of TV—which had been great, honestly—but if Deandra wanted this fresh start to actually feel fresh, she knew she couldn’t turn into a homebody who had only animals for companionship.

      Especially when one of those animals was Barnaby.

      Deciding on the tank top and shorts, she pulled her hair into a ponytail, swiped on some lip gloss, and called it good. After putting on her tennis shoes—one of which she found in Havoc’s bed—she leashed up her dragon and took him for a quick walk before piling him and herself into the car.

      Dr. Caddel’s office was in the middle of town; otherwise, she would have walked. She had yet to try a telepad. The “your limbs and/or organs might be rearranged and/or lost” warning kind of turned her off the whole thing. Plus, she wasn’t sure how much it cost. Teleporting around the town probably wouldn’t cost as much as an airplane ticket or anything, but it wouldn’t be free, either.

      Most animals weren’t allowed in the teleportation tubes, anyway.

      Deandra made it to the office with fifteen minutes to spare. The same two techs Deandra had interacted with the last time she was here were in position behind the reception counter. The nice one was on the phone, so the grouchy one waved Deandra over.

      “Hi,” Deandra said. “I’m here with—”

      “Havoc,” the woman said, eyeing the dragon warily as she noisily clacked away at her keyboard without looking at the screen.

      Deandra glanced over her shoulder when the grouchy tech’s lip curled in mild disgust at whatever Havoc was doing. The menacing beast had the loop of his leash in his mouth and was marching around the lobby like a dressage horse. Deandra didn’t know what exactly the tech was seeing, as the world at large saw his glamoured form—a shaggy dire wolf puppy. Even still, Deandra figured whatever the tech had seen still had to be pretty cute.

      Havoc got tangled up in the leash, stumbled, and face-planted. He chirped a moment later as if to say, “I’m okay!” and resumed prancing.

      When Deandra turned back to the tech, it was evident she hadn’t been swayed an iota by Havoc’s natural charms. The tech was made of stronger stuff than Deandra, that much was clear.

      After consulting her screen a few times and asking Deandra a few questions, the tech flatly said, “You’re all checked in. You can have a seat.”

      “Thanks!” Deandra said cheerfully, hoping she could wear the woman down with kindness.

      That didn’t work either.

      Deandra sat on one of the bench seats and watched Havoc as he army-crawled after a fly, his leash trailing behind him. When the lobby door opened and a woman came in with her Chihuahua, Deandra called Havoc back to her. Thankfully, his recall was stronger than his desire to catch flies. The Chihuahua shook violently in the doorway of the office, gaze glued to Havoc. Her owner had to pick up the small dog just to get inside.

      When the owner put the shivering pup on the scale, the dog trembled on her spindly legs, staring at Havoc like he was one of the four horsemen of the apocalypse.

      Then her bladder gave out.

      “Oh, my heavens! Mitzy!” the owner exclaimed. Then she whirled toward Deandra. “Control your dog!”

      “He didn’t do anything,” Deandra said, pointing at Havoc, who was lying on his belly with his head between his paws. To Deandra, he was still a good four feet away from Mitzy the Chihuahua, but maybe he was closer as a dire wolf. “Up, Havoc.”

      The dragon scrambled into a sitting position, then tipped his head back to grin at her. She gave him a scratch under his scaly chin.

      “Mitzy!”

      Deandra and Havoc returned their attention to the scale. Mitzy had also defecated.

      There was a flurry of activity as the techs scrambled to clean up the mess and wipe down Mitzy. A third tech, this one male, who Deandra hadn’t seen before swept into the lobby to bring Deandra into an exam room early, in large part to give Mitzy a breather.

      “Don’t feel bad,” the tech said from the doorway once Deandra and Havoc were inside. “Mitzy is terrified of the vet’s office—well, life scares her, period. Dr. Caddel says reading her leaves him so stressed out after a visit, he feels like he needs Prozac. She also usually pees on him, so a big thank you to Havoc for making her empty her bladder early.”

      Havoc chirped, clearly pleased with himself.

      The vet tech laughed. “Dr. Caddel will be with you two shortly,” he said, then closed the door.

      It took twenty minutes for Dr. Caddel to enter the exam room, and while he still maintained his professional air, he was clearly a bit flustered. Even more so than the first time she’d met him; that day, he’d immediately apologized for his tardiness, caused by a misbehaving pegasus.

      “Hi,” he said with a sigh, a file folder tucked under one arm of his blue scrubs. “Sorry for the wait.”

      Havoc had been practicing his dressage routine again, but he abruptly spun around at the sound of the vet’s voice. Havoc peeped and bounded over to Dr. Caddel, then flopped over onto his back across the vet’s shoes.

      Dr. Caddel grinned. “Hi, buddy. You’re clearly feeling better.” He bent to give Havoc’s belly a scratch. It was odd that people could see and touch the glamour. Instead of feeling smooth scales, Dr. Caddel would believe he was petting shaggy fur.

      Magic was weird.

      “Havoc, let the poor guy fully walk into the room before you love-bomb him,” Deandra said, laughing.

      Havoc immediately scrambled to his feet and charged over to her. He was moving too fast, so his muzzle bounced off her shin before he could properly put on the brakes. He gave his head a shake, then plopped onto his haunches, his face between her knees. He offered a dog-like smile, his tongue hanging out the side of his mouth.

      She grabbed either side of his face and gently squeezed. “You’re lucky you’re so dang cute,” she said, then kissed him on the muzzle.

      He chirped before swiping his tongue up the entire length of her face. Deandra squawked in disgust, eyes squeezed shut as she laughed and wiped her face with the back of her hand. “I am full of regret.”

      Dr. Caddel’s laugh sounded from nearby. When Deandra opened her eyes, she found him standing in front of her, tissue held out. She gratefully took it and dabbed her face, glad she hadn’t bothered with makeup today.

      All business, Dr. Caddel asked her a few questions as he headed to the center island where he deposited the file folder. He flipped through a few pages and started making notes based on Deandra’s answers.

      In the space between the bench seat Deandra was perched on and Dr. Caddel’s position at the island, Havoc was caught in the eternal war between him and his tail. He spun so fast, snapping ineffectually at the spade at the end, it was making Deandra dizzy.

      Dr. Caddel peered over the island. “Oh, you didn’t have to take off his collar for this appointment, Deandra. Dee.” He paused thoughtfully. “Can I call you Dee?”

      “Dee is fine,” Deandra said slowly. “But what are you talking about? I didn’t take off his collar.”

      “The magic in the runes on his collar will fade over time much quicker if the collar’s removed too many times. It …” He trailed off, finally registering what she’d said. “You didn’t take it off?”

      “Nope,” Deandra said, tamping down a smile. “Havoc. Havoc!”

      The dragon stopped spinning, listed sideways, and bumped into the side of the island. He shook his head, then he staggered toward her, looking a little green.

      “If you throw up on my shoes, we’re going to have words, sir,” she told him.

      He peeped once, as if assuring her once again that he was okay.

      “Hey, Havoc?” Dr. Caddel said, slowly stepping around the island. The direction of his eyeline would suggest he was actually seeing the dragon right now, and not a dire wolf.

      The dragon turned toward Dr. Caddel, sat on his haunches, and gazed up at the vet.

      “Wow,” Dr. Caddel breathed, all but confirming that, even if Havoc had been a dire wolf when Dr. Caddel had walked into this exam room, he was in his true form now. The vet lowered himself to the floor to sit cross-legged in front of the dragon. He listened to Havoc’s heartbeat, peered into his ears, eyes, and mouth, and palpated his belly. The only commentary Havoc offered was to lick Dr. Caddel’s chin at the end of the exam.

      The doctor’s wide brown eyes finally angled up toward Deandra. “Has the glamour dropped for anyone else?”

      “Not that I know of,” she said.

      The fond smile Dr. Caddel aimed at Havoc made Deandra’s heart ache a little. “Thanks for trusting me, buddy. Can’t say I usually gain the trust of patients this quickly.”

      “He’s a trusting guy.”

      Dr. Caddel frowned down at Havoc. “I say this as a friend: I’m deeply honored to be included in your pod, but you have to be very careful about whom you trust. Some people might act trustworthy only because they want something from you. You just need to be sure in your gut that you’re trusting the right people.”

      The dragon cocked his head curiously at Dr. Caddel for a long moment. Then the vet yelped, startled, and scooted away on his backside. Dr. Caddel’s head was slightly angled back now to better watch Havoc, no longer looking down. Havoc was back in dire wolf form for him.

      The flash of crestfallen disappointment that swept over Dr. Caddel’s face was so sharp that she had to resist the urge to hug him.

      Havoc glanced over at Deandra then, and as much as Havoc was clearly an animal, there was something almost human in his expression. The corners of his eyes and mouth drooped. Somehow she knew that Havoc had believed looping Dr. Caddel into his trust circle was a good idea, and now he was no longer sure. He wanted her to weigh in.

      Though Deandra had initially harbored concerns that Dr. Caddel was going to try to take Havoc from her, he’d never once done anything that wasn’t in Havoc’s best interests. If anything, he’d gone out of his way to help make sure Havoc was safe. “You can trust him.”

      Havoc peeped happily, then launched himself at Dr. Caddel. The vet was flat on his back and being licked half to death by a wiggly dragon before he could react. He was laughing, though.

      Eventually tiring of harassing Dr. Caddel, Havoc hopped off his chest and went wandering off to give the rest of the exam room a thorough sniff.

      Dr. Caddel levered himself into a sitting position. His hair wasn’t that long, but it was still in disarray. A few splatters of dragon slobber decorated his scrubs. Deandra figured that was still better than getting peed on by Mitzy.

      “Welcome to the pod,” Deandra said, grinning.

      “Thanks for vouching for me.”

      Deandra tried to work out what had happened. “So Havoc can’t alter the spell written on his collar,” she said slowly, “but his granting you entrance into the pod overwrites the glamour magic. Do I have that right?”

      Dr. Caddel got to his feet and then moved to lean against the center island, facing her. “That’s my guess. Then, when he took that trust back, the glamour magic took over, shutting me out.”

      Deandra thought it was sweet that Dr. Caddel had been that visibly upset about Havoc clawing his trust back. Granted, if the same thing ever happened to her, she’d be inconsolable.

      She hoped Havoc really did understand Dr. Caddel’s warning, though, and that he wouldn’t throw his trust at just anyone who was nice to him. Havoc had spent far more time with Wendy than with Dr. Caddel, yet Wendy still saw Havoc’s dire wolf form.

      Something she’d heard about Dr. Caddel twice now niggled at her. She wondered if it played a role in Havoc’s deciding to trust him. “Hey, Dr. Caddel, can—”

      “Cruz,” he interrupted. “Secret club, remember?”

      She laughed. “What exactly is a zoolinguist? If it means what I assume it does, I’d think being able to talk to your patients would mean most of them would trust you more than they’d trust a non-zoolingual vet.” She was pretty sure she’d just made up a new word.

      “The ability to talk to animals is the most simplified definition, yes,” Cruz said. “But most can’t speak the way you and I can, so they don’t speak to me telepathically in words or anything.”

      “Most? Some animals do speak to you telepathically?” she asked.

      “I’m sure you’ve heard the whole sentient-versus-sapient argument by now. No doubt Ranger Vicks trotted that one out while he was accusing Havoc of arson,” Cruz said.

      Havoc issued something like a hiss from the other side of the center island, but Deandra couldn’t see him. Hopefully, he wasn’t pawing around in cabinets. Last week he was investigating Wendy’s bathroom and got his head stuck in the trash can. He’d come sprinting out, crashing into everything possible for ten full seconds of absolute mayhem before Deandra could get him unstuck.

      “Yeah, Vicks said Havoc was considered a sapient animal because of the level of magic and intelligence dire wolves obtain by adulthood,” Deandra said.

      “Right,” Cruz said, nodding. “The distinction really only matters in legal cases. Take shifters for example. If they commit a crime while they’re in bear form, should they be tried as a human or a sapient animal? Drugs, alcohol, and even some common illnesses can affect a shifter’s ability to control their animal form. If a solicitor ignores a bear shifter’s ‘No Solicitors’ sign and knocks on the bear’s door while the bear is suffering from a fever, and the solicitor then gets mauled, do you try the fever-addled bear who can’t control his temper when he’s sick? Or do you try him as a man who should have taken more precautions when he first showed signs of illness?”

      Deandra blinked several times. She didn’t have an answer. And now she was worried about ever running into a bear shifter with the sniffles.

      “Then there are beings like yetis—they’re very clearly more animal than human in appearance. Yet they can hold a conversation just like we are now, they have an intelligence that rivals—and often exceeds—a human’s, and they’re able to integrate into society. Despite all that, they usually fall into the sapient animal category,” Cruz said. “Much to their chagrin.”

      Deandra thought of the Clarion family of pixies she’d met. Even though the creatures were tiny, they were humanoid, intelligent, and used spoken language to communicate. According to the pixies, however, their grievances had to go through Parks Management because they were too small to be considered “people”—which didn’t seem to be an accurate term anyway, given how many species lived in Axia. Deandra hoped the pixies at least were classified as sapient.

      “Can you speak telepathically to shifters in their animal form?” she asked.

      He nodded. “Yep. And that’s something that doesn’t even happen between shifters. It’s a very odd quirk of my ability, but it’s proven helpful when a shifter is very ill or injured and is stuck in their animal form. It’s better for them to come to someone like me, rather than go to the hospital, because the shifters can speak to me.”

      And here Deandra was, thinking Cruz only dealt with smaller animals. She eyed the center island he rested against and tried to picture a bleeding grizzly bear lying atop it.

      Cruz must have sensed where her brain had gone, because he said, “There’s a larger facility behind this one that caters to the … uhh, bigger patients.”

      “I can’t imagine Mitzy’s little heart would hold out if a bear came stumbling into the lobby,” Deandra said.

      Cruz laughed. “Exactly.” He looked down at Havoc, who now lay on his belly in the space between them, his limbs splayed in four directions. He was fast asleep. His ability to go from a hundred miles an hour to conked out still amazed her. “Sapient animals like Havoc are a curious case. Shifters are humans first but can shift seamlessly into animals. While there is a precedent for dragons being able to shift forms, they’re dragons first. The ability to change forms—not always to a human form, either—depends on the dragon’s lineage. Seeing as I’ve never met a dragon before Havoc, I don’t know how my ability is going to manifest with him. I’ll tell you now that, despite being a member of his pod, we’re unable to speak telepathically. I’ve tried quite a few times already. But that may change as he ages.”

      Somehow, it felt as if Deandra and Cruz had just gotten thrown into a joint custody agreement for a child that had adopted them.

      She remembered all over again that Havoc’s original owner was still out there and might come back for him. She knew Cruz had put out feelers online, asking if anyone was missing a dire wolf, but the last she’d heard, there’d been no bites. She figured he’d tell her if anyone had made inquiries, but she was also actively not asking.

      One didn’t get answers one didn’t want if one didn’t ask the questions in the first place.

      Was that healthy? No.

      She still wasn’t going to ask.

      “Does Havoc ‘talk’ to you in nonverbal ways, like the way your patients do?” Deandra asked, trying to distract herself from the image of a stranger showing up to take her dragon away.

      “No,” Cruz said, still staring down at the dozing dragon. “I thought my ability might kick in with the whole inclusion-into-the-pod thing, but still nothing. Sentient animals—the vast majority of my clients—speak to me through pictures and feelings. It’s not a perfect form of communication, and without a ton of practice, there’s room for a lot of error. Heck, there’s room for error even with practice. And just like people, every animal is different. It takes a lot of patience and listening.”

      “No pictures or feelings at all from Havoc?” Deandra asked, hoping there wasn’t something defective in the dragon, something that Cruz hadn’t found yet. Maybe the Quowlaxliquin had lasting effects after all.

      “Nope,” Cruz said, though he sounded more intrigued than concerned. “But dragons are new for me. Something new to research,” he added cheerfully.

      A knock sounded on the door, and Cruz stood straight, checking his watch. “Mm. I think we’re still okay on time. One second …”

      The moment Cruz pulled open the door, a small, croaky howl sounded in the distance. Havoc woke with a start but otherwise didn’t move.

      “Mitzy’s appointment still isn’t for another twenty minutes, but I just needed to warn you,” one of the techs said from the other side of the door. If Deandra concentrated really hard, she could hear everything the tech was saying, even with the howling and general commotion from the lobby. “Mr. Pinyon’s hedgehog got loose again, somehow got into the lobby, and snuck up next to Mitzy. Mitzy got so scared, she almost expired on the spot. Mitzy’s mom is scared of rodents, so she’s currently standing on the counter. She abandoned Mitzy on the bench seat, which is too high for Mitzy to jump off … hence, the howling.”

      Deandra winced.

      “Oh boy,” Cruz said. “Put Mitzy in Exam 4. I was trying to keep that one open, since Mrs. Tawny’s calves are due soon. Did you catch Needles? I don’t understand how a hedgehog with a foot in a cast keeps getting out of her cage.”

      “Yeah, Needles is locked up again. I put her in the magic-dampening cage, just in case. I know the owner thinks Needles is mundane, but I’d bet money the ghost of Houdini is trapped in that little body.”

      “All right,” Cruz said. “Thanks, Elise. I’ll be out soon.”

      “Sorry for the interruption, Miss Hendricks and Havoc!” the tech called out.

      “No problem!” Deandra called back.

      Havoc chirped his agreement.

      Cruz closed the door and sagged against it. “Sorry about that. It’s been wild in here. One of the other doctors gets back from vacation today, but she’s over an hour late, so I’m pulling double duty.” He rubbed the spot between his eyes. “Sorry. Too much information. Was there, uh, anything else you wanted to ask me?”

      She suddenly wanted to ask him if he wanted to grab dinner or go bowling or something later, because he looked stressed. She still wasn’t sure if she’d mean that platonically or as a date—he really was handsome—so she just stared at him dumbly for entirely too long before blurting, “Do I need a distemper shot?”

      He blinked several times. “Excuse me, what?”

      She did her best to succinctly explain her new gig pet sitting for Barnaby the frilled dendrune.

      “First of all, I’m genuinely impressed you’re able to walk him,” Cruz said. “His thoughts are … somehow both chaotic and simple.”

      “That tracks,” Deandra muttered.

      “Second,” he said, smiling, “I don’t know how many times I’ve told Angela this, but Barnaby can’t get distemper. Humans can’t get distemper. The worst threat Barnaby poses to you is probably salmonellosis—and as long as you wash your hands after handling him or anything in his cage, you’ll be fine.”

      “Even if he bites me?”

      “Has he bitten you?” Cruz asked, brows hiking in concern.

      “No. He’s never even gotten close, but Angela made it sound like he’d bitten her recently,” Deandra said.

      “Her husband inherited the dendrune through a family friend who passed away. They quickly realized they didn’t know what they were in for when they got Barnaby,” Cruz said. “Angela was doing some research and found a single article from years ago that detailed someone who was bitten by a dendrune, contracted botulism, and then perished in a rather excruciating manner. Angela’s been terrified of the possibility ever since. Sounds like her new fixation is distemper, which doesn’t even affect reptiles.”

      Deandra heaved a breath. “Well, that’s a relief. Now I have botulism to be scared of, though, so thanks for that.”

      He grinned. “Between taming a frilled dendrune and being added to a dragon’s pod, I have to say I’m more than willing to recommend you to clients if you’re serious about starting up this pet-sitting business.”

      “Oh! Really?” Deandra dug around in her purse sitting on the bench seat beside her. She pulled one of her new business cards from her wallet. “I just got these made.”

      He took the card and stared at it, smiling softly. “These are great. And yes, I’m happy to recommend you if the topic of needing a sitter comes up. You vouched for me, after all,” he said, gesturing to Havoc, who had conked out again.

      “Well, thank you,” Deandra said. “I should probably let you get back to work instead of answering my endless questions, though. Mitzy awaits.”

      He sighed. “That she does.” He headed for the door and pulled it open. “Havoc has an official all-clear from me. The techs will be in touch in a few months for a routine checkup.”

      Deandra slung her purse over her shoulder and grabbed Havoc’s leash. With a gentle tug, he was wide awake and trotting for the door.

      Cruz squatted to give Havoc a scratch under his chin. “Thanks again, buddy,” he whispered. “I’m truly honored.”

      Havoc licked his chin.

      Cruz stood and stepped out of the way to let Deandra pass. “Good to see you again, Dee.”

      “You too,” she said, again considered asking if he wanted to hang out sometime, couldn’t figure out how to word it, felt her face flame hotter than a thousand suns, and decided against saying anything. She scuttled past him and down the hall. She’d almost reached the door that led into the lobby when Cruz called her name.

      When she turned around, he was leaning against the doorway of the exam room. “You do remember you owe me lunch, right?”

      She tried very hard to tamp down a smile and failed miserably. “I’m still getting my business off the ground, so the only thing I can afford is a picnic in the park. And by picnic, I mean a bag of chips and a soda from a vending machine.”

      He shrugged. “Don’t threaten me with a good time. Tell me the time and vending machine, and I’ll be there.”

      “I’ll text you.”

      “Sounds good.”

      Not even the sound of Mitzy howling plaintively from down the hall dampened Deandra’s mood as she and Havoc left the office.
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