
  
    [image: A Mythical Case of Homicide]
  


  
    
      Copyright © 2026 Melissa Erin Jackson.

      All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, companies, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

      Ebook ISBN: 978-1-956335-27-9

      Paperback ISBN: 978-1-956335-36-1

      Audiobook ISBN: 978-1-956335-35-4

      Ebook and paperback cover design by Molly Burton at Cozy Cover Designs.

      Chapter header and scene break drawings by Etheric Tales.

      Axia map designed by Sarah Waites at The Illustrated Page Design.

      First published in 2026 by Ringtail Press.

      www.melissajacksonbooks.com

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Formatted with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Title Page]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Summary

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

    

    
      
        Also by Melissa Erin Jackson

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SUMMARY

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      This year’s festival season will be perilous.

      

      Zombie cactus season has officially begun in Axia, and Deandra is not having a good time. The town is preparing for a festival to honor the versatile plant, and it’s giving Dee—a recovering barista—Pumpkin Spice Latte–season flashbacks.

      

      Most shop owners in Axia are taking part in the cactus-themed festivities, and Quinn and Rularo Greenwood are no exception. Their shop, InkCraft, is known for its alchemical inks that add magic-powered animation to business cards, signs, and even tattoos. Since the couple will be busy with the festival all weekend, they’ve opted to leave their salica at home, where the high-strung, magic-touched ferret will be more comfortable. They’ve hired a very reluctant Dee to aid in his care.

      

      Though the ferret often uses the depths of Rularo’s beard as a security blanket, he accepts Dee’s calming presence as a passable, if weak, replacement. But, when a customer of Rularo’s becomes deathly ill at the festival because of a poison-laced tattoo, Peril is riddled with guilt, sure he could have saved his family from awful allegations had he been with Rularo at the time of the incident.

      

      Uncovering who actually tampered with the tattoo ink is more complicated than Deandra and Peril anticipate. The more they dig, the more they’re sure the incident is connected to a sapient animal rights group that has been harassing festival attendees. With the clock ticking toward the end of the three-day festival, they must ferret out the culprit before the town’s horde of cactus-crazed tourists leave Axia, leaving InkCraft in shambles … and taking their secrets with them.
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      Deandra paced the apartment. “This can’t possibly be a good idea.”

      Wendy and Havoc sat on the couch watching her.

      “We’ve done some pretty dangerous things since I came to Axia,” Deandra said as she reached the hallway then did an about-face and walked back toward the living room. “But this might be the most dangerous thing yet!”

      “You’re being a little dramatic,” Wendy said.

      Havoc chirped.

      Deandra stopped beside the TV stand, hands on her hips. She glared at them both, then pointed a finger at her dragon. “Whose side are you even on?”

      Havoc peeped worriedly and shot a questioning look at Wendy.

      Wendy held her hands up in innocence. “You’re on your own with this one, boy.”

      Havoc’s muzzle bunched, and he growled low, faint tendrils of white smoke wafting from his nostrils. Wendy, unfazed, leaned over to scratch him affectionately under his chin. One of his back feet thumped a couch cushion as Wendy hit the right spot.

      It was a strange sight for Deandra; while she saw a dragon, Wendy saw a dire wolf. When Deandra witnessed people physically interact with him, the glamouring magic woven into his collar did unexplainable things to reality. She saw some combination of what was actually there and what the magical collar made others think they saw. Wendy’s hand was scratching empty space somewhere closer to Havoc’s eyes, yet he still felt it on his chin.

      Deandra gave her head a sharp shake. This was yet another thing going into the already overstuffed “too weird to think about” folder.

      Plus, she was losing track of what was important. She was in danger. They all were.

      “Cruz is going to get the third degree from Grandma and he’s going to run away screaming and I’ll never see him again!”

      Havoc huffed another plume of white smoke from his nose, clearly having sided with Wendy.

      Deandra gasped. “Traitor!”

      Havoc offered a doggy smile, his tongue lolling out the side of his mouth. Deandra quickly diverted her gaze, refusing to be manipulated by his adorable face. If no one was going to fight for her, then she’d fight for herself.

      Before she could wage her next argument, though, Wendy said, “If you cancel dinner, Grandma is going to accidentally on purpose run into you next time. You know that, right?”

      Deandra winced.

      Last week, she and Cruz had been at lunch at Hogarth’s Hoagies when her grandma walked by the building. Deandra had spotted her through the window, sandwich halfway to her mouth, in the same moment that her grandma had spotted her. Her grandma had stopped dead in her tracks, pointed in Cruz’s direction, and mouthed “Is that him?”

      Cruz had been too focused on his own sandwich to notice.

      Deandra had nodded vigorously, held her sandwich in one hand, and used the other to mime holding a phone to her ear. She’d hoped her grandma would understand that Deandra promised to call her later. When her grandma just stood there, Deandra made a shooing motion with her free hand.

      Wrong move.

      Grandma January had hiked her purse higher, squared her shoulders, and then marched inside the shop.

      Deandra had plopped her sandwich on her plate and then an elbow on the table before clapping a hand over her eyes.

      Cruz had registered something was amiss mere seconds before Grandma January was standing beside the table.

      “Deandra! My darling granddaughter! How lovely to finally see you. You’ve hardly returned my phone calls since recent … developments.”

      Deandra had just talked to the woman the night before!

      She’d lowered her hand to cast a pleading look at her grandma before offering Cruz a tight smile. “Cruz, this stunning woman is my grandmother.”

      Cruz had quickly wiped his hands and mouth on a napkin and then stood, holding out his hand in greeting. “You must be January. Dee has told me so much about you, Mrs. Eyre.”

      Grandma January shook his offered hand but leaned theatrically around him to pin Deandra with her piercing gaze. “Has she now?”

      Cruz chuckled. “She has, though she undersold how stunning you actually are.”

      Grandma January’s lips had pursed slightly as she stood to full height. Anyone else might have thought she was put out by Cruz laying it on thick, but Deandra knew the opposite was true. Her grandma was also clearly pleased that the ambush hadn’t flustered him.

      Score one for Cruz.

      “Would you like to join us?” Cruz had asked once he let her hand go, motioning to the table.

      “Oh, pah! You wouldn’t want to spend your lunch with an decrepit old lady like me,” she’d said, waving the offer away while readjusting the giant purse on her shoulder.

      Deandra had tried not to roll her eyes. Her spry grandma only pulled the age card when she was trying to garner sympathy.

      Grandma January had sniffed theatrically then. “I’ve got a ton of errands to run, but when I saw my granddaughter here, I knew I had to pop in to say hello, as I wasn’t sure when I’d get another chance. Harder to catch than an eel, this girl.”

      Cruz had turned to her then. “Deandra,” he said, his tone reprimanding. “Have you been avoiding your grandmother?”

      His wink had been so quick, she’d almost missed it. She’d already known from his tone that he was ribbing her to appease her grandma, which she appreciated, but she was also going to throttle him later.

      “I’ve been busy, is all.”

      He’d looked aghast. “Too busy for family?”

      Grandma January cocked a brow and gestured at Cruz, as if to say, “How does he understand and yet you don’t?”

      He’d turned back to her grandma then. “I’m sorry if I’ve encroached on your time with her. She hasn’t been in Axia long, and I’m sure you missed her terribly while she was in the mundane world.”

      She smiled up at him and patted his arm. Deandra didn’t miss how she lightly squeezed his bicep, as if he were a new car she considered purchasing and was giving the tires an experimental kick. “Well I can’t blame you for wanting to spend time with her. She’s pretty special. Let’s say you come to dinner on Sunday and we’ll call it even.”

      Turning back to Deandra, Cruz had winced slightly, clearly having realized he’d gotten backed into something he’d be hard pressed to say no to.

      “We’d love to, Grandma,” she’d said, though her gaze never left Cruz’s face.

      “Wonderful!” Grandma January said, hurrying over a few steps to grab Deandra’s hand with one of her cold ones. Squeezing it, she’d whispered, “I’m looking forward to sharing pictures of the evening with your stubborn mother. Maybe that’ll finally get her keister to Axia.”

      With a final squeeze of Deandra’s hand, and another pat to Cruz’s arm, Grandma January had strolled off, giant bag nearly whacking a seated patron in the head.

      Cruz had apologized after her grandma left. Deandra couldn’t be mad at him. She knew he hadn’t purposely roped them into a “meet the family” dinner before she was ready. They’d only been dating for two weeks. Deandra had foolishly thought she could avoid the meeting for a few months, but this was the problem with small towns. People were in your business thanks to forced proximity.

      Wendy loudly cleared her throat now. “Do I need to remind you again that you get weird when you like a guy?”

      Deandra snapped out of her musings to shoot a death glare at her cousin. She was as unfazed by this as she had been by Havoc’s growling.

      “Just admit that you’re worried Grandma won’t like him. You value her opinion even if you’re scared of it.”

      Deandra crossed her arms. After a prolonged pause, she said, “You know I hate it when you’re rational.”

      “You’re also worried he won’t like her,” Wendy said. “And, yeah, this is all a little fast, but you two are really good together. Just trust it.”

      Deandra let her arms fall to her sides. “I guess you’re right. I mean, even Havoc gave him the stamp of trustworthiness already.”

      She realized her mistake a moment later, her eyes wide.

      Wendy gasped and scrambled off the couch and onto her feet. She opened her mouth, shut it, opened it again. No sound came out.

      Deandra grimaced.

      Wendy rounded on Havoc. “I let you live here. We eat dinner together every night. I know your secret. I’m protecting your secret! And you let Cruz into the pod before me?”

      Havoc was on his feet too, all four on the couch cushions. He peeped three times in rapid succession, then bunched his muzzle.

      “I don’t know what that means!” Wendy said. “Is this because I won’t let you put your paws on the table? I’m sorry, but that one is non-negotiable.”

      Havoc chirp-barked.

      “I don’t know what that means either!” Wendy said, flapping her arms once before crossing them. “I’m super trustworthy. I’m so offended right now.”

      Havoc plopped onto his haunches, then snorted once, expelling smoke.

      Deandra said, “Maybe you two are too much like siblings. You love your siblings, but you don’t always trust them.”

      Wendy rounded on Deandra, jabbing a finger in her face. “Speaking of being too much like a sibling! When did Cruz get admitted into the pod? You didn’t tell me!”

      “Oh, look at the time!” Deandra said, glancing at her nonexistent wristwatch. “We only have an hour before dinner. I need to shower …”

      “Deandra Hendricks!”

      In a rush, Deandra said, “The day of the follow-up vet appointment. The day he, uh, asked me out.”

      Wendy stared at her as if she’d just been slapped—with a rotting fish. “That was like a month ago!”

      “I didn’t want you to feel bad!”

      “How is lying better?”

      “I wasn’t lying! I was withholding information.” Deandra sagged when Wendy hit her with a look. “Okay, that sounded bad. I’m sorry. I just didn’t want you to take it personally. I assume he looped Cruz in because he helped him when he was sick—and also got him out of animal jail.”

      Wendy scoffed. “As if saving his life multiple times is a big deal …”

      Some of the tension left Deandra’s shoulders. Wendy wasn’t mad, mad. “If it makes you feel better, the night Cruz first kissed me, Havoc sent him a very disturbing mental threat. I didn’t see it, but Cruz said Havoc sent him thought-images of being burned in a hail of dragon fire—a promise of future violence if Cruz hurts me. There was apparently thought-smells of burning flesh and hair, too.”

      Wendy shuddered. “Well that’s terrifying …” She glanced over at Havoc. “Good boy!”

      He replied with a happy peep.

      “We really should get ready though,” Deandra said. “Cruz is picking us up in forty-five.”

      Wendy jutted her chin at Havoc. “Guess you’re my date tonight. I’d much rather hang with you than being a third wheel.”

      Somewhere in the middle of that declaration, Havoc’s back foot had apparently grown very itchy. He gnawed at the mint-green pad, the sound somehow both wet and aggressive.

      Wendy sighed. “Honestly, I’ve dated guys with worse manners.”

      Laughing, Deandra headed for the bathroom to get ready.
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        * * *

      

      At 6:45, Cruz strolled up the sidewalk to where Deandra and Wendy were waiting with Havoc. The dragon had been carefully stalking a beetle marching its way through the bark lining the flower bed that hugged one side of the sidewalk. But when he heard Cruz walking toward them, he darted out in front of Deandra, entire backside swishing and wings flapping.

      With barely a glance in the ladies’ direction, Cruz dropped to one knee several feet from Havoc and held out his arms. “Hi, buddy!”

      Deandra knew better than to fight it and let the leash go. The second the loop hit the ground, Havoc was off like a shot and tackled Cruz to the ground. He laughed as the wiggly dragon licked his face and neck, his tail whipping like a metronome behind him.

      “I supplied him with shelter from this dark, cruel world and he’s never once greeted me like that,” Wendy said, arms crossed and foot tapping.

      “He barely greets me—” Deandra tried, but Wendy cut her off with a flick of her wrist, a palm turned toward Deandra’s face.

      “Don’t try to comfort me,” Wendy said, her tone melodramatic. “I’m still unsure if I’m deeply offended or if I need to do some serious soul searching and reevaluate my character.”

      Deandra tried not to laugh, even though that was exactly what Wendy wanted. She figured her cousin still wasn’t mad so much as feeling left out. Not even Deandra was sure why Havoc continued to exclude Wendy from the pod.

      After several more seconds of enthusiastic hellos, Cruz finally managed to get to his feet. As he brushed himself off, Havoc trotted back to Deandra.

      “That was just embarrassing,” Wendy admonished Havoc.

      He chirp-barked, tongue lolling.

      Cruz’s gaze flitted back and forth between the ladies. “Oh. Hi.”

      Smiling and rolling her eyes, Deandra twirled one finger in the air to signal for him to turn around. He closed the distance and dutifully turned his back to her so she could swat away the lingering bits of leaves and dirt that clung to his gray button-up. He thankfully hadn’t landed in any puddles of dubious origin.

      “All clear,” Deandra said and he turned around. She grinned up at him.

      He grinned down at her.

      “Ugh,” Wendy said, though she looked perfectly happy. “Must you remind me how painfully single I am?”

      Cruz shot Deandra a look of disappointment and shook his head. “This happens every time you paw me in public; you upset onlookers.”

      “I only paw you in public when you roll around on the ground,” Deandra pointed out. “As well as the time you heard a squirrel literally screaming for help and you made me assist you in breaking into someone’s backyard.” She glanced at Wendy. “He crawled under a rando’s house and came out covered in cobwebs.”

      “It wasn’t breaking and entering,” Cruz said. “And it wasn’t a rando. I texted the owner before we let ourselves through the unlocked backyard gate.” Addressing Wendy, he said, “I’ve been the owner’s vet for their venomous boxwood turtle for ages.”

      Wendy blinked dumbly at him, then leaned toward Deandra. “I can confirm that there’s still stuff about Axia that’s so weird to me, I don’t know how to process it. You didn’t mention the venomous turtle part.” Giving her head a quick shake to presumably rearrange her marbles, she asked Cruz, “The squirrel made a full recovery, right?”

      He nodded. “He was in a tiny cast for a week, but a tech and I released him into Oracle Park a couple of days ago.”

      Sunshine the fire newt popped into Deandra’s head then, and while she hoped the little menace was faring well in the park, she also hoped the newt wouldn’t sense weakness in the newly healed squirrel and harass it.

      She hadn’t seen scale nor tail of the newt since the week Deandra officially moved to Axia. She hadn’t heard about anyone fleeing the park in terror with newt-sized holes burned into their clothes, so Deandra chose to believe that meant the newt was staying out of trouble like she’d promised.

      “We should get going,” Wendy said. “Grandma January needs as much time as possible to interrogate Cruz.”

      A crack fissured across Cruz’s usual mask of goofy nonchalance.

      Deandra grabbed his hand and squeezed it. The sensation got him to refocus on her. Even though her nerves were frayed too, she wanted to say something supportive to ease his anxiety.

      “Do you want to escape the hub system and live a life on the lam so we can avoid this?” she asked.

      He nodded. “Yes, please. We can get a van.” After a thoughtful bout of silence, he said, “We’ll need an income, though, and my stomach is too weak for dumpster diving. What’s your skill level with creating useless items out of scrap metal?”

      “Terrible, but I’ll learn.”

      Wendy had walked away at some point and was loitering beside Cruz’s car.

      Deandra glanced at her, then at Cruz. She lowered her voice even though Wendy was well out of earshot now. “You’re sure you’re okay with this? I know it’s soon. Not that there’s a rule for⁠—”

      He kissed her—quick but reassuring. With a hand cupping her face, he said, “I’m sure.” He chuckled then. “If she doesn’t like my answers during the interrogation, though, what are the chances she’ll blast me into next Tuesday with a wind spell?”

      Grandma January wasn’t remotely a violent person, even when she was feeling fiercely protective.

      “Zero. But I can’t guarantee she hasn’t researched your history so thoroughly that she has access to those fabled permanent records from elementary school.”

      Cruz shrugged, letting her face go. “The family lawyers had that scrubbed after the eyeball incident in third grade.”

      Laughing, Deandra squeezed his hand again and then they headed toward his car. Havoc trotted along on her other side.

      At Deandra’s insistence, Wendy rode shotgun while Deandra got into the backseat with Havoc. Cruz had removed the fabric tarp that usually covered the back seats, but the scent of Maxine, Cruz’s black lab, clearly lingered on the upholstery given how intensely Havoc was sniffing it.

      Cruz had just pulled onto the street when a pop song came on the radio that Deandra didn’t recognize. From the conversation that sprung up between Cruz and Wendy, Deandra gleaned that it was a new song by a hub artist. The two launched into a nerdy conversation about how no one knew if the singer was someone who donned elaborate magical cosplay for their shows, or if she was actually a minotaur.

      When Cruz pulled up outside the house a few minutes later, Grandma January and Grandpa Morris were already on the porch. They were each in a rocking chair, mugs in hand. Grandpa Morris was smiling affectionately at his wife, whose eyes were closed as she laughed. A few moments later, they noticed their guests had arrived and got to their feet.

      Havoc, all four feet on the seat, stood with his nose pressed to the glass as he stared at the house, his backend wagging so hard, it was a wonder the spade on the end of his tail wasn’t whacking him in the face. Deandra unclipped his harness, then maneuvered around the wiggly lizard as best she could so she could open the door for him. The moment it was cracked open, he nudged it the rest of the way with his muzzle and was off like a rocket up the center walkway that bisected her grandparents’ front lawn.

      Grandpa Morris had descended the two porch steps and was sitting on the bottom one, arms out in a gesture that looked very similar to the one Cruz had employed earlier. Somehow mindful of her grandpa’s age, Havoc kept most of his feet on the ground as he enthusiastically greeted him.

      Grandma January stood on the top step, her shoulder leaned against a railing and her long cardigan sweater wrapped around her. She smiled down at the pair.

      Deandra was slightly worried that Havoc would let her grandpa into the pod next. The choice would indirectly let Grandma January in, as that man kept nothing from his wife. As supportive as her grandma would inevitably be, she was not great with secrets. In less than twenty-four hours, Deandra’s mother would know that on top of her only daughter moving to a hub, she’d adopted a dragon—which were supposed to be extinct. When pressured, Deandra would cave faster than a sandcastle in a hurricane, and she’d end up telling her grandma everything.

      Deandra didn’t want anyone else to be burdened with the concern that powerful people—possibly dangerous people—might come to Axia one day to take Havoc from her.

      Not to mention that Wendy would get her feelings hurt all over again if Havoc chose someone else before her.

      The trio climbed out of the car. Deandra had planned to head toward her dragon, but Cruz calling her name stopped her. Wendy went on ahead.

      Cruz gestured for Deandra to meet him behind the trunk. “I, uh, bought something to bring as a thank you but I panicked a little and I got more than one thing. Can you help me choose?”

      Her curiosity was so intense, all she could do was nod. When the trunk opened, she did her best to stifle a laugh. A bouquet of flowers lay on each side of a plastic crate that held a pie, a tray of cupcakes, and two bottles of wine—one white, and one red.

      She glanced up at him. “You’re very sweet.”

      “I’m well aware of that. I’m an absolute delight. But that’s not an answer,” he said, brows furrowed as he stared into the trunk.

      Deandra perused the offerings again and selected the maroon maiden apple pie and the bouquet of sunflowers. Keeping hold of the pie, she held the flowers out to him. “These happen to be her favorite flower. I have no idea what her favorite pie is, but I tried maroon maiden soda recently and that stuff is like crack, so I’m choosing the pie for myself.”

      Laughing, he took the flowers. “Perfect.”

      Flowers in hand, he closed the trunk, and they set off for the house with their spoils in hand. Havoc had mostly calmed down and was snuffling in the front garden, not paying attention to anyone.

      Grandpa Morris was on his feet and he and the two ladies were huddled together at the base of the steps. When Deandra and Cruz reached them, Cruz held out the flowers to Grandma January.

      “Thank you for the invite, Mr. and Mrs. Eyre,” he said.

      Grandma January’s eyes lit up at the sight of the bouquet. “Oh, these are beautiful.” She took them and gave one an appreciative sniff. “I hope you’re all hungry. I made entirely too much food.”

      Grandpa Morris leaned toward Cruz. In a stage whisper, he said, “She wants you to like her, so she made dang near all of her specialties.”

      Grandma January’s skin was too dark to easily tell if she blushing, but between the way she buried her nose in the bouquet again and then narrowly glared at her husband over the top of the cellophane wrapping, Deandra guessed her grandma’s face was hot. “Not all of them …”

      Deandra said, “Grandma. Don’t tease me. Please tell me those specialities include the garlic mashed potatoes.”

      Grandma January shrugged a shoulder, the picture of nonchalance. “Maybe …”

      Angling a sweet smile up at Cruz, Deandra said, “If those garlic mashed potatoes are in that kitchen but they’re in limited supply, please know I will knife you in the kidney for them.”

      Cruz nodded solemnly. “Not if I knife you first.”

      “So romantic,” Wendy said with a snort.

      Thankfully there were mashed potatoes, and they were available in abundance.

      The evening was fun, the conversation was lively, and everyone got along.

      And, most importantly, no one got knifed.
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      It had only been two weeks since Cruz officially met her grandparents but given how much the town had changed in those fourteen days, it felt as if that dinner had been months ago. She stood before a telephone pole now, glaring at the flyer stapled there. Light from a nearby lamppost cast odd angles across the paper, which were exacerbated every time one of the corners flapped gently in the breeze.

      “The 27th Annual Zombie Cactus Festival!” the flyer read.

      During Deandra’s first weekend in Axia, Wendy had taken her to a store called the Zombie Cactus—named after the popular and versatile plant. Wendy had assured Deandra then that the flavor of the cactus was sweet and refreshing, and in summer, Zombie Cactus Iced Tea season put the mundane Pumpkin Spice Latte season to shame.

      Deandra had forgotten all about that until two weeks ago. Wendy hadn’t been joking—and she’d also undersold it. This was about much more than a beloved flavor of iced tea. The town had been infested with zombie cactus, well, everything, and the festival was merely the event that kicked the season off, which would run from late July through the end of August.

      The flyer before her advertised mundane things, such as “live music” and “games and activities for kids.” A zombie cactus pie eating contest was scheduled for some time during the three-day festival, which was hosted by the Mermaids Club.

      It was the “food, food, food!” label on the flyer, though, that spoke to the heart of the event. Every restaurant in the entire town apparently had special menus in reserve for the festival, as zombie cactus dishes and drinks were now on offer everywhere. Shop windows had been painted with renditions of the pink-and-white cactus fruit, saguaro-like cactuses, and, just yesterday, she’d spotted a mural that featured a row of ceramic pots that each had a zombified hand shooting from the soil and reaching for the light—or in several cases, reaching for a cactus-flavored treat to drag back into the earth until next year.

      It wasn’t until very recently, too, that Deandra learned the reason for the cactus’s name. The body of the plant was a grayish-green color, reminiscent of the skin color most zombies had in movies. Deandra didn’t know how she felt about food having the color palate of the undead.

      Beyond that, the arms of the zombie cactus grew in an odd way back in the fae realm. Instead of having two to three arms that jutted into the air like a saguaro, the top of the zombie cactus was flat. From the back of the flattened area grew four or five shorter arms—or fingers—that stretched upward. It, for all the world, looked like a giant zombified hand clawing its way out of the earth.

      There was a bird species in the fae realm that exclusively subsisted on the zombie cactus’s fruit, which looked similar to dragonfruit. The flattened palm made for a perfect platform for the bird’s nest. The bird protected the plant from several large herbivores who were willing to brave getting jabbed in the face with needles in exchange for its sweet flesh, and in exchange, the bird was blessed with abundant fruit.

      No matter what anyone said, Deandra thought the thing was creepy.

      The town hadn’t been completely overrun with tourists yet, but there were more and more each day. In hopes of luring in zombie cactus enthusiasts, shop owners were employing all manner of ways to drum up extra business. Some had chalkboard signs standing outside, either listing the zombie cactus products they sold or drawings of cactuses—some cute and smiling, and others a little macabre and undead. Owners and employees wore cactus-themed headbands, hats, vests, shoes, and even full-body cactus costumes. Some shops even had inflatable cactuses out front, their undead fingers wiggling at passersby.

      Oracle Park was slowly filling with carnival rides, game booths, and food trucks. She hoped the grass would survive. She also hoped, again, that Sunshine didn’t get agitated by all the new arrivals in her park.

      Banners hung from lampposts, and flyers were affixed to windows, bulletin boards, and telephone poles like the one Deandra still stood in front of.

      Deandra didn’t have enough experience with zombie cactus itself to harbor any valid ill feelings toward it. But the whole thing was giving her pumpkin spice-related flashbacks of her days as a barista. It wasn’t as if the entirety of the mundane world threw a festival for the spice, but people certainly went feral for it every season.

      At Urbean Edge, the owner strongly encouraged everyone to adjust their wardrobe as necessary to match the “color aesthetic” of the much-loved spice. When Deandra moved to Axia, she’d happily donated a good amount of her orange and brown attire to Goodwill on her way out of Los Angeles.

      Urbean Edge’s customers who were uppity before pumpkin spice season seemed to get worse. The turnover rate with college kids was abysmal year round, but it always got dire just before pumpkin spice season started, meaning Deandra was working longer hours, with more customers and custom orders to contend with, and less help.

      The whole of Axia going into zombie cactus mode was triggering a dormant PTSD in her. Some deep, irrational part of her assumed she’d soon despise the cactus on principle. But she figured she should at least try some of seasonal offerings before waging a silent war on the plant and its fruit.

      Granted, she was also a bit grumpy because instead of being on the couch on a Tuesday night with her dragon watching the season five finale of Faet of the Heart, she’d been roped into helping Wendy at Heather’s Elixirs.

      The shop closed at eight. She checked her phone. Five minutes to go.

      She’d been instructed that at eight, once the door was locked behind the last customer, she was to meet Wendy at the back door of the shop to help unload several massive orders that were all nearly a week behind schedule. They’d arrived today in waves during work hours and the pallets of goods were taking up a considerable amount of space in the back parking lot. The shipments, naturally, were stuffed with zombie cactus products and decorations. Axia wasn’t the only hub in the country who was celebrating the plant this summer, and there had been a backlog on orders across the hub system.

      Heather, according to Wendy, had been a basketcase for days, worried none of the shipments would arrive in time to fully deck out Heather’s Elixirs with zombie cactus everything to capitalize on the flood of tourists that would be hitting the hub in three days.

      Heather’s stress had manifested as lashing out at employees. Madison, her teenage niece, had quit—again—this afternoon, running out of the shop in tears. Two of Wendy’s coworkers apparently almost got into a fist fight. Wendy, when she called Deandra to beg her to help her later, had been near tears.

      Deandra thought she should get a Cousin of the Year award for pausing the season five finale and answering the phone when Wendy called half an hour ago. To be honest, Deandra had hoped Wendy was calling to ask if Deandra wanted her to bring home dinner. Instead, she got guilted into being helpful and donning pants. The injustice!

      After checking her phone again and seeing that it was one minute after eight, bid the zombie cactus festival flyer goodbye, and then headed farther down Eddy Way toward Heather’s Elixirs. When she reached the corner of Eddy Way and Coterie Road, she stopped. There were no fences or walls shielding the parking lot behind Heather’s Elixirs, so it was easy to see the numerous stacks of pallets that had been left in the lot. The plastic that wrapped the pallets had been torn loose from some of the stacks, the thick bands pooled on the asphalt like shed snakeskin.

      The sight of so many boxes had been intimidating enough, but the sound of shouting coming from some spot beyond the maze made Deandra want to turn around and march her butt back home. Deandra couldn’t make out what was being said, but she recognized Heather’s voice. The usually reserved woman apparently didn’t handle stress well.

      Wendy had mentioned that Heather’s husband had been ill for a while, though, so Deandra figured the stress of the late shipments had sent her over the edge when she’d already been at her wit’s end.

      Creeping forward, Deandra tried to get a sense of what the altercation was about. By the time she reached the first stack of pallets, she determined that the argument was between Heather and her brother, and the topic was Madison.

      “You’re not hearing me. She hasn’t stopped crying, Heather! And she won’t tell us what you said to her!” he shouted.

      “No, you’re not hearing me. I don’t have time for this, Terry,” Heather snapped back. “We’re stretched thin here as it is and Madison isn’t pulling her weight. I’ve told you that countless times, too, but you don’t listen.”

      Deandra stopped in an aisle made by two stacks of pallets that were almost as tall as herself.

      “She’d respect your boundaries if you actually set them,” he said. “She’s a willful girl.”

      “Your kid being a disrespectful brat is somehow my fault?” Heather asked, punctuated by a bitter laugh. “If she doesn’t respect people’s boundaries it’s because her teachers failed her!”

      There was a long beat of silence. Deandra winced. She really wanted to run back the other direction now.

      “I don’t know what’s gotten into you lately, Heather,” Terry said, his tone more incredulous than furious now. “She’s your niece. You need to⁠—”

      “I don’t need to do anything. I hired her as a favor to you and Beth. You know who doesn’t respect boundaries? You. You take and you take and you take. You always have. And I guess that’s on me because I always let you. But I’ve got too much going on right now to deal with this on top of everything else. Madison is welcome to have her job back, but on my terms. I’ll write up a contract and she’ll sign it. She violates any of my rules again and she’s out for good. No negotiating. Final offer. Take it or leave it.”

      Deandra bit down on her bottom lip. She couldn’t see Terry or Heather from her vantage point, but she could still sense the fury pouring off Heather’s brother like a fog.

      “Fine,” he ground out.

      Deandra gave Heather a little mental cheer.

      “Good. Now let us get to work. She can come in on Thursday morning to sign the contract,” Heather said. “Nine a.m. on the dot and not a second later.”

      The click of leather soles on asphalt made Deandra jump. The sound was coming from her left and she hurried forward a few steps just in time to see a man walking in the other direction between the aisle of pallets one row over. While Heather had a new agey vibe—loose, flowy clothes, almost all-gray hair that was a constantly a bit unkempt, and chunky costume jewelry—Terry looked every bit the businessman he was. Deandra recalled that he was in the real estate business. He wore a crisp white button-up shirt tucked into black slacks. Lamplight winked off his shiny black leather loafers. His hair had gone salt-and-pepper, but it was clean-cut and gave him a wisened, sophisticated air.

      He’d left the scene quickly, not noticing Deandra as she watched him go. He turned left onto Coterie Road on foot and quickly disappeared from view.

      Deandra gave it a few more seconds to make sure Terry didn’t come back with “And another thing!” on his tongue. When he didn’t reappear, she hurried forward, quickly navigating her way out of the maze. She found a group of people huddled near the back doors of the shop, which were propped open with a pair of large rocks.

      Heather was sobbing on a husky man’s shoulder while three others—Wendy included—hyped the woman up for standing her ground.

      “Woo! Go Heather!” Deandra said as she joined them.

      Heather lifted her head from the man’s shoulder and sniffed hard. Her eyes were bloodshot and she looked exhausted. “Oh gosh. You heard all that? Did the whole neighborhood hear?” A deep red clawed up her neck and into her cheeks.

      “Pah!” Deandra said, noting belatedly that she sounded like Grandma January. “I got here just as you really got going. I want to be you when I grow up.”

      Heather smiled and laughed awkwardly at the praise, but her face crumpled soon afterward and tears slid down her face. The man with his arm around her pulled her a little closer. He was a heavy-set redhead with a well-trimmed beard. Deandra guessed was in his thirties.

      Once he’d calmed Heather down a little, Wendy clapped her hands three times in quick succession. “Now that Dee is here, we can really get started. What if we get you set up in the breakroom to relax a bit, Heather? We’ll get you some tea, you can take a breather, and then when you’re ready, you can join us.”

      “But you don’t⁠—”

      The man who had an arm around Heather said, “Don’t start, Heather.” He had a deep, resonate voice, and his tone was somehow both firm and affectionate. “We’ve all worked here for at least a year each, and all of us have been through a Zombie Cactus Apocalypse before. Well, not Dee, but we’ll get her up to speed. We need to get everything into the store first anyway, right? So let us unload everything and then you can micromanage your little heart out.”

      Heather sniffed loudly. “I’m such a mess.”

      He gave her a squeeze. “You are. But you’re our mess, so let us help, okay? Promise us substantial monetary bonuses and we’ll all be good.”

      “Despite not being an employee, I’ll also take a substantial monetary bonus,” Deandra said.

      Heather let out another watery laugh, then cast her gaze around the assembled group. “I got very lucky in finding you all. Truly.” She smiled at Deandra. “If you decide you’d like to take Madison’s place, I will officially fire her right this instant. I don’t care how mad my brother will be. Even if you are planning to participate in extortion.”

      Deandra shrugged. “I think I’d rather stick with my current job and also extort you for money from the sidelines. Best of both worlds.”

      The other young man held out a hand to Deandra. “You’re very clearly related to Wendy, so I already like you. I’m Devon.”

      Deandra shook his offered hand. “Dee. Nice to put a face to the name.”

      He nodded. “Likewise.”

      He appeared human enough; at first glance, he looked like a twenty-something blond surfer who would have fit right in in her old neck of the woods in Southern California. He was tall, lean, and his mop of hair was disheveled in a very deliberate way that probably required a decent amount of mousse. What set him apart, though, were his eyes. He had goat eyes, which were familiar enough because of her interactions with Sarah, the owner of Pawsome Pals, but still wholly off-putting. He clearly had faun ancestry somewhere in his family tree. Unlike Sarah who was full faun—complete with horns and furry goat legs—Devon no doubt could blend into the mundane world merely with the use of contacts. She did her best to focus on his freckle-dusted nose instead of his unsettling eyes.

      Devon said, “You, me, and Wendy can start unloading the pallets, and Otis, maybe you can get Heather that tea?”

      She wondered if Otis and Devon were the ones who’d almost gotten into a fist fight earlier. The larger man didn’t seem to take any offense to Devon dolling out tasks, but he was also focused on Heather.

      “Which tea do you want?” Otis asked, steering Heather toward the propped-open doors.

      As their voices faded inside, Deandra, Wendy, and Devon turned toward the sea of boxes. They stood in a horizontal line.

      Devon gusted a long sigh from his spot between the cousins. “So … I know this is one of the best money-making weekends of the year for Axia, but I have a confession to make.”

      Wendy and Deandra turned to look at him.

      “I hate zombie cactus with every fiber of my being almost entirely on principle.”

      Deandra laughed. “I hate pumpkin spice for the same reason. Honestly, I’m close to hating pumpkins in general. Which is extra infuriating because pumpkin spice isn’t even made from pumpkins! It’s cinnamon and nutmeg.” She scowled. “I hate nutmeg.”

      Devon’s blond locks bobbed in her peripheral vision as he nodded.

      Wendy said, “To be honest, I also hate this weekend. Heather going nuclear made a stressful time even more stressful. But I do love me a zombie cactus frozen lemonade. At any rate, we should name it—this weekend, I mean.” She stared thoughtfully into the middle distance. “Cactolypse. Zompocolypse. The Great Cactus Invasion …”

      They slipped into contemplative silence.

      “The Cactus Calamity,” Devon offered.

      “I appreciate the alliteration,” said Deandra. “I feel like we need something slightly more gruesome, though. What about … Cactus Carnage.”

      Devon pointed a finger gun at her. “Perfect.”

      Wendy rolled her neck and cracked her knuckles. “Then let the carnage begin …”
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        * * *

      

      By the time Deandra and Wendy stumbled into the apartment later that evening, it was just after eleven p.m.

      Deandra’s hands were dry, she had a paper cut in the webbing between her pointer finger and thumb, and her shoes were covered in a faint layer of green glitter that she was sure would never come out.

      Worst still, Havoc was airborne and spinning in dizzying circles in joy at their arrival.

      While Wendy trudged off to the shower to wash green glitter out of her hair, Deandra hooked Havoc’s leash to his harness and headed back outside because he wouldn’t let her sleep until he got some of his energy out.

      She’d just stepped off the last step of the staircase when her shoe landed on something squishy. She slipped a bit, like a cartoon character who just stepped on a banana peel. Flailing wildly, she managed to grab hold of the guardrail before she hit the ground. When she found her footing, she lifted her foot in distaste, finding the remains of pulped dark-pink goo. Havoc gave the offending mess a sniff, then chirped happily before guzzling it down. The wafting sickly sweet scent told Deandra it had been a frozen chunk of zombie cactus fruit. A discarded smoothie cup lay nearby.

      She groaned.

      Cactus carnage indeed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE
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      On Wednesday afternoon, after walking Barnaby, her favorite alligator chicken, and taking Voidbringer to the flight park, Deandra headed to Mythic Pet Kitchen with Havoc. The pet store catered to exotic and mythical pets, which fit Havoc to a tee regardless of which form he was in. Mealworms were still the most effective training treat for Havoc, so she was replenishing her supply. She’d also told Havoc he could choose a toy, as his go-to stuffed cow had been gutted recently and Deandra was unsure if it could be revived.

      She was convinced that Havoc had developed bloodlust—stuffing-lust?—from Maxine, Cruz’s black lab, who was notorious for eviscerating her toys. Deandra would attempt to gently nudge him toward the tougher toys that lacked vulnerable, soft bellies.

      As she stepped through the sliding doors of the shop, her shoulders sagged. Not even the Mythic Pet Kitchen had escaped the permeating fog that was the encroaching zombie cactus invasion.

      Just beyond the two cashier stations stood a massive freestanding shelving unit that stretched well over six feet tall. The colorful sign that arched above the shelves said, “Zombie Cactus Season Has Gone to the Dogs!” Which was odd, given that most of the products in the store weren’t meant for canines. As she got closer, she noted the sheer variety of toys on display. There were plushy zombie cactus fruit, rubber cactuses, stuffed zombies, and gray cactuses with snarling mouths. Havoc, naturally, dragged her toward the display, tail wagging furiously, and almost immediately chose a plushy severed hand.

      Deandra tried to suggest something else, but he glanced up at her, stuffed hand in his mouth, and happily squinted at her as his wings fluttered. He was utterly enamored with his choice and she would be a monster to deny him his zombie limb now.

      Sighing, she gave him a nod and he wiggle-walked toward the right side of the store. When there were live animals for sale, they were usually on this side, and Havoc liked to peer in at them. This was where Deandra had first learned about fire newts. There had been a display of eight terrariums, with only one that stood empty. Deandra assumed now that the eighth one had once been occupied by Sunshine.

      The display of zombie-cactus-themed toys wasn’t the only change in the store. The right side boasted all manner of animals now. There were aquariums, terrariums, and cages full of unique creatures. A few of the cages held birds with feathers in colors Deandra swore she’d never seen before.

      There were a few large cages, too. One held six small animals that looked like mundane kittens initially, but a closer inspection revealed scales, horns, antennae, or some combination of the three. Not to mention that all their fur was some hue of green. The cage had two ramps connected to platforms—similar to a winding staircase—to allow the cats to get to higher ground. Only one of the six were awake, though.

      Instead of taking advantage of the multistoried enclosure, the other five were piled together in a fluffy bed on the bottom level where they slept in a tangle of paws, horns, and tails. The conscious one was mostly teal in color and had two tall antennae that sprung from the top of its head between its pointed ears. All but one paw was white.

      It had been drinking water from a bottle that hung from the side of the cage but started when it realized Havoc was lying on the other side of its enclosure. His belly was flat on the ground, and his muzzle was pressed to the wire mesh. Or, more accurately, he had his stuffed limb toy pressed to the cage’s side. His tail wagged hard. The kitten must have sensed that Havoc wanted to say hello, and not that he wanted to tear its little paws off, because it cautiously made its way across the blankets that lined the cage’s base. Its antennae flicked about independently, like eyestalks, and Deandra wondered what information the appendages were sending the kitten as it stumbled forward on its too-large paws.

      One of the zombie toy’s fingers poked through a square in the cage’s wall. It was twitching a bit, what with Havoc’s enthusiastic tail wagging. When it was a foot away, the kitten finally spotted the gently waving undead digit and froze. It slowly lowered itself to the blankets, eyes trained on its prey. After few seconds, the kitten wiggled its butt and then pounced.

      The kitten, much like Havoc in his constant pursuit of insects, missed by a mile. It tripped over its own feet and slid chin-first into the cage’s wall. Havoc jumped back and dropped into play stance. The kitten mewed and darted to the side. Havoc followed it along the side of the cage. Before long, the two were chasing each other in dizzying circles. Deandra had quickly unclipped his harness so he wouldn’t choke himself or get her feet tangled up in his leash.

      All the commotion eventually woke up the kitten’s littermates—especially when the pile got trampled by the kitten on one of its mad dashes around the cage. Most of them joined in the chase, running around and around the inside of the enclosure while Havoc—his limb toy still in his mouth—pranced and bounced along the cage’s exterior. Two of the kittens remained in the fluffy bed, though, wide eyes trained on the oversized dog ringing their temporary home.

      As cute as the strange kittens were, Deandra would have to put her foot down if Havoc tried to take one of them home instead of the severed hand. Wendy would not be happy if she brought home a green cat that looked like something out of a sci-fi movie.

      Plus, knowing Deandra’s luck, she wouldn’t realize until she got home with the alien feline that it had some bizarre magical power.

      As if someone was listening to her thoughts, one of the terrified kittens still in the bed started to vibrate. It wasn’t as if the cat was in the throes of a seizure; this wasn’t that violent. It for all the world looked like the cat was turning into television static or was vaporizing into atoms. Before she could get out a word of alarm, the entire cage gave a pulse of bright blue light. Deandra blinked and the vibrating kitten was … gone. Another blink and it was sitting on the topmost platform of its enclosure, staring down at its littermates who still raced around the inside of the cage while Havoc pranced about outside.

      Teleporting alien cats?

      Nope.

      “The cage is state of the art.”

      Deandra flinched and then glanced to her left, and then down, to find a middle-aged man standing beside her, hands tucked behind his back. “I’m sorry, what?”

      He was quite a bit shorter than her, giving her a clear view of his bald spot. He glanced up and smiled warmly. It was a human face while also decidedly not. His skin was an olive-green color, and his pointed ears were covered in a smattering of long, coarse black hairs. His ears stuck out from either side of his head, rather than straight up like an elf’s. What little hair he had was a chocolate brown. His eyes were a startingly vibrant shade of green, but they were kind. Her best guess was that he was a goblin. “The cage is state of the art. There are runes carved into every wire. Vibrissa cats, especially as kittens, need to be contained in magic-regulated enclosures to limit the range of their phasing. You can’t image the problems we ran into before we found a manufacturer for cages such as these. Cats were teleporting willy nilly all over the store. Easy way for them to get hurt. The adults have more control over the ability, and they mostly use it to aid in hunting.”

      It took Deandra several long seconds to process all that. “Can they … phase through walls?” was the only thing she could think to ask, imagining a full-grown alien cat teleporting into someone’s home looking for a human-sized snack. Her gaze shifted to the severed hand Havoc had he yet to let go.

      The man chuckled. “Oh, Goddess, no. Can you imagine! They can only phase to a location in their immediate line of sight. And they’re limited by distance, too. Different distances for different cats, depending on strength of the skill and genetics and whatnot. Kittens can travel just far enough for it to be a nuisance. The worst version of keep away one can play is with a mischievous vibrissa kitten, let me tell you.”

      “How big do they get?” Deandra asked, imagining the cage needed to contain a tiger with the ability to teleport itself directly to its prey.

      “Not much bigger than this, actually,” he said. “Most don’t get above five pounds. Really great housecats once they grow out of the rebellious stage. You in the market for a new pet? Seems like your pup wants a friend …”

      Deandra glanced over at her “pup” to find him on his back, toy hand in his mouth, feet in the air. The original, teal-colored kitten had stuck one of its white-tipped paws out one of the cage’s square slots and was swatting ineffectually at the toy in Havoc’s mouth that was just out of reach.

      “They’re adorable, but my roommate would strangle me if I brought home another animal,” Deandra said. “The good thing about my job is that I get my animal fix during the day and then I’m less likely to adopt one when I come here for supplies.”

      The goblin looked from Havoc, to Deandra, and back again. “Oh. Oh. I thought you looked familiar! You’re the new pet sitter who’s taming the mythical population left and right here in Axia, aren’t you? I was so distracted by your pup wooing these grouchy kittens that the whole dire wolf puppy thing didn’t register until now.”

      “You might be the first person who hasn’t at least flinched when they meet Havoc,” Deandra said. “And … grouchy? Those little guys?”

      The teal kitten’s littermates were still amped from their sprint around the cage and were now roughhousing and generally looking like happy kittens. Well, all except for the one on the highest platform who was shivering from anxiety. That one was an emerald green, had a tiny teal nub of a horn poking out from each temple, and tall antennae. It lacked any scales.

      “They’re usually hissing and spitting at anyone who comes by to look at them,” he said. “It’s a shame. They really are great pets, but they need the right owner. Your pup calmed them right down. Which says just as much about you, honestly. Taming a dire wolf puppy is no easy feat!”

      Deandra wished she could claim to be a dire wolf whisperer. She just got lucky that she’d been adopted by a dragon with such a sweet disposition. Unable to accept the praise, she merely offered a nonchalant shrug.

      “I … uhh …” the goblin said, and began to nervously rub the back of his neck. “Listen. I have a … proposition for you. You can say no if it’s not the kind of thing you’re into.”

      Deandra’s eyes widened.

      When he glanced up at her, his eyes widened, too. “Oh! That sounded terrible.” He held up his right hand, showcasing the thick black band that circled his ring finger. “Married! I’m married. Happily married!” His olive-green skin went a sort of muddied brown as he blushed furiously. “I swear I spend too much time around animals all day and its made me even weirder than I already was.”

      “Hard same,” Deandra said.

      He laughed, his shoulders relaxing a bit. “What I meant to ask … is that I was wondering if you were planning to attend the Zombie Cactus Festival? In a professional capacity, I mean. We have an adoption event every year—it’s great for business and we find tons of homes for animals, too. I have several sister stores in other hubs. A veritable fleet of vehicles have been on their way here for days; animals can’t travel safely in telepads. The vibrissa cats are always the hardest to adopt out, if only because people are intimidated. But if you—and Havoc—would be willing to help us out in the booth, you can use it as an opportunity to upsell your pet sitting business. Heck, I might even hire you myself. My wife and I just have mundane cats, which maybe wouldn’t be exotic enough for you, but⁠—”

      “Mundane cats sound incredible,” Deandra said in a rush, recalling her interaction with Peril the ferret all over again. She’d asked the universe or the Goddess or whoever was listening to send her a mundane pet to look after and what had she gotten? A talking ferret.

      “I’m more than happy to pay you for your time in the booth, too,” the goblin said. “Once the vibrissa cats let their guard down, they’re cuddle bugs. Havoc can wear them down, customers will be wooed by their cuteness, and then we can get these little guys homes.”

      Deandra glanced at the cage and immediately stifled a laugh. Havoc was asleep on his back, the severed hand toy having fallen out of his mouth and onto the floor. The teal kitten had fallen asleep, too, its white-tipped paw still stuck out of one square of the cage while its little pink nose stuck out of another. The other kittens were sprawled out along the blankets in various places.

      The scaredy cat on the topmost platform had laid down but was still trembling slightly. Deandra suddenly wanted to make it her mission to find that one especially a nice calm home.

      “What days and times were you thinking?” Deandra asked.

      The goblin lightly clapped his hands. “You’ll do it?”

      “I’m not sure I can commit to all three days, but we can help with a shift or two,” she said.

      “Oh, how wonderful.” He held out a hand. “I’m Juniper, by the way.”

      She shook it. “Deandra, but you can call me Dee.”

      “Absolutely lovely to meet you, Dee. I’ll let you get back to your shopping. We can exchange contact information when you’re done. I’ll check the schedule too and give you a few options to choose from. The pay will be worth your while, too.” He started to walk away but then scurried forward a few steps and whispered. “If your roommate attends the festival, point her out and I’ll shove a vibrissa cat into her arms. She won’t be able to say no!”

      Deandra had her doubts about that, but Juniper scampered off before she could say as much.

      She gently roused her dozing dragon, got his leash reattached, and then they set off to finish their shopping. Havoc, with his severed hand toy back in his mouth, cast a few sad glances over his shoulder at his kitten who was still fast asleep. Deandra did her best not to look at her dragon, sure his puppy dog eyes would break her already weak will and then she’d have to explain to Wendy why there was a teleporting kitten on her dining room table.

      After paying for Havoc’s now soggy toy, two jumbo bags of mealworms, and a case of canned cricket pate, Deandra was able to leave the store without a new kitten.

      She loaded her items and her dragon into the car and flopped into the front seat, unable to get the image of that terrified little kitten out of her head. She pulled her phone out of her purse sitting on the passenger seat and pulled up the thread with Cruz.

      
        
          
            
              
        Deandra

      

      
        Do you want an alien cat?

      

      

      

      

      

      Propping the phone on her dash, she started the car. Just as she started to back out of her spot, a squeak sounded from the back seat. The severed hand apparently came with a squeaker that Havoc had just now discovered. He squeaked it in rapid succession, issued a muffled chirp-bark of delight, and furiously squeaked it again. Oh boy. That was going to be a problem at three a.m., she just knew it.

      She was pulling out onto the road when her phone started to ring.

      Surprised, she hit the accept button. “Hi. I figured you’d be working.”

      Cruz’s voice piped out through the car’s speakers. “I am, but I’m on lunch. Kind of.”

      “Meaning you’re sitting in your car eating the day’s spoils from the vending machine?”

      Long pause. “No?”

      She huffed a laugh. “Convincing.”

      “Is it less sad if I’m hiding in a supply closet eating pretzels instead of doing so in my car?”

      “Jury’s still out. Why are you in a supply closet?”

      He exhaled a long, weary sigh. “We had to put an elderly animal down an hour or so ago. It was absolutely the right time, but I had the extra unhappy bonus of being able to hear his thoughts, which were a jumbled and confused mess. It happens with animals in old age just as it does with people. It’s just hard that I can actually explain what’s happening to him in his final moments—something very few people get the opportunity to do—and in the end, it didn’t really matter because his mind was too far gone to understand anyway. He was a beloved patient here for many years. The owner is a wreck. The techs are a wreck. I just needed a few quiet moments to myself, I guess. Wanted to eat my stale pretzels in peace.”

      “And yet you called me,” she said.

      “You bring me peace, too.” He immediately groaned. “Ugh, that was so cheesy. I didn’t even think about it. It just … happened.”

      She cracked up. “That was pretty bad. Want company? I’m not far from the office.”

      “As great as that sounds,” he said, “I have surgery in half an hour.”

      “Too bad. Havoc could have showed you his new severed hand …”

      “I don’t know if I want to address the severed hand thing or the alien cat thing first. I’m constantly amazed at how exceedingly good you are at providing zero context.”

      “Gotta keep you on your toes,” she said, laughing, then told him about her interaction with Juniper and the vibrissa cats as she headed home. “I was only half joking about adopting a cat. Though if Havoc had his way, we’d have left with one of them.” Havoc paused in his excessive squeaking to issue a sad howl. “But I was thinking that an even better asset to have at the booth than Havoc would be a very talented and handsome zoolinguist who could talk to this nervous cat and maybe help find it a home?”

      “Ah,” Cruz said sagely. “I’m being exploited for my skills once again.”

      “I would have said that I made the suggestion because it’s an excuse to spent more time with you, but we’ve already hit our cheese quota for this conversation.”

      He was quiet for a beat. “I’m in. I haven’t interacted with a vibrissa cat since my days at the academy. They do make good pets, but they’re cat ownership on hard mode. They require a lot of training and due diligence in part because they’re incredibly intelligent and stubborn in equal measure.” He sighed. “I should be getting back, though. My pager just went off. I’ll call you tonight, okay?”

      “I will not know peace until you do,” she intoned gravely. “Good luck with the surgery.”

      He laughed. “Bye, Dee. Bye, Havoc! I hear you squeaking back there …”

      Havoc chirped once before returning to squeaking up a storm.

      A minute later, she pulled into her parking spot at the apartment complex, shut off the car, and turned in her seat, determined to snatch the toy from Havoc if only because she was developing a migraine.

      Before she could, though, her phone started to ring again. Smile on her face, she turned back toward her dashboard, hoping it was Cruz. Her face fell as she saw the name scrolling across her screen.

      Quinn Greenwood.

      Peril’s owner.

      Oh no …

    

  

OEBPS/images/vellum-badge.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/mythical-pet-sitting-chapter-header-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/zombie-cactus-flyer.jpg
The £7th Annual

e W

ZOMBIE CACTUS
FESTIVAL!

GAMES & ACTIVITIES
\ FOR KIDS

SHOPPING
LIVE MUSIC

ZOMBIE CACTUS
PIE EATING CONTEST Wi
¥






OEBPS/images/amcoh-map-side-b.jpg
beril's House!
Peril's House Mythic Pet

Kitchen

Starshadow's’

"
House §

‘et Clinic
xtension 2
Drug

’510“‘ Burned

2 Building

Dr. Caddel’s
Office

Hogarth's

Grocery, Hoagies

InkCraft

o
Extra‘Sensor
Pastry

A .
Axian 8 3,5 <M Oracle A &
e Park Q@

: S

)

Grandparents’
House





OEBPS/images/a-mythical-discovery-title.jpg
MELISSA ERIN JACKSON

gl





OEBPS/images/homicide--zombie-hand-break.jpg





OEBPS/images/homicide--zombie-hand-break-2.jpg





OEBPS/images/mythical-pet-sitting-chapter-header-3.jpg





OEBPS/images/a-mythical-case-of-homicide-cover.jpg






OEBPS/images/mythical-pet-sitting-chapter-header-2.jpg





OEBPS/images/amcoh-map-side-a.jpg
ight Park

Wendy's
Apartment

A,
0‘2@’ '‘Angela's s
< 5 @Jh)mv
Qs

iids Club





