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            Prologue

         
         “911. What’s your emergency?”

         
         “Hi . . . um . . . I’m not sure if I should be calling you or the police.”

         
         “Is this an emergency?”

         
         “It might be. I’m not sure . . .”

         
         “Just tell me what’s happening, son. Is someone there sick or injured?” When the boy didn’t respond at once, the operator
               asked, “Are your parents arguing and it’s scaring you? Are they getting violent?”

         
         “No! No. It’s our neighbor. Well, not really our neighbor, but his cousin who’s visiting. He . . . er . . . he’s sick . . .
               I think.”

         
         “You think?”

         
         “No. He is. He’s sick. And I think he may be dangerous. I’m afraid he’ll hurt Mr. Purdy.”

         
         “Mr. Purdy?”

         
         “My neighbor.”

         
         “Right. And you think this cousin who is visiting him is sick and dangerous?” the operator asked, doubt obvious in her voice.
               “If so, why hasn’t this Mr. Purdy called instead of you?”

         
         “I’m worried maybe his cousin won’t let him.”

         
         There was a long pause, and then the operator sighed and asked, “What kind of sick is dangerous, son?”

         
         “He . . . er . . . I think he might be suffering from Renfield syndrome.”

         
         “From what?”

         
         “Renfield syndrome,” the young voice repeated reluctantly.

         
         “What’s that?”

         
         “It’s . . . er . . .” The boy paused, and when he continued, there was a grimace in his voice. “It’s a sort of vampire personality
               disorder. The—”

         
         “Vampire!” the 911 operator squawked. “You think your neighbor’s a vampire?”

         
         “No! No, I think his visiting cousin thinks he’s a vampire. That’s what Renfield syndrome is and—”

         
         “Honey, there is no such thing as vampires,” the 911 operator said over the boy’s explanation.

         
         “But he—”

         
         “There’re no buts here, kiddo. You need to cut the nonsense and get off the phone. You can get in a lot of trouble for crank
               calling 911. There are real people out there who need help and calls like this might prevent them getting through. Someone
               could be dying while you’re wasting our time with this prank.”

         
         “This isn’t a prank,” the boy said earnestly. “I really think he thinks he’s a vampire. He has fangs and—”

         
         “And I really think you need to stop watching horror movies and take yourself to bed. I’m writing down your number, boy, and
               if you call again, the police will be dispatched to your house and they could arrest you for this. Don’t call again.”

         
         A sharp click sounded. It was followed by a dial tone.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            One

         
         “You shot me!”

         
         “Yeahhh.” Pet drew out the word on a wince. “Sorry about that, kiddo. It was an accident. I was shooting at the mutants and
            your big butt got in my way.”
         

         
         “Yeah? Well, this is an accident too,” Parker snapped, turning his gun on her character.

         
         “Oh, come on!” Pet squawked, quickly moving her character behind the cover of some trees to avoid the rapid-fire spray of
            bullets. “It was an accident,” she protested. “Jeez. I thought we were on the same side.”
         

         
         “You shot me first,” Parker pointed out, making his character rush after hers.

         
         “Friendly fire. You’ll never make it out of the next level without me, Parker. Just—” A shriek from downstairs caught her
            ear, and Pet lowered her game controller and glanced toward the bedroom door.
         

         
         “Is Oksana watching TV or some—?” she began, but stopped when the shriek ended and the housekeeper began shouting, “Home invasion!
            Home invasion!”
         

         
         “Crap!” Dropping her game controller, Pet jumped up from the floor and rushed to the door. Once there, she hesitated though,
            and then cracked it open to listen. A frown claimed her lips when she heard the deep rumble of an unfamiliar male voice below
            and then silence.
         

         
         Reaching for her cell phone, Pet glanced around for Parker and scowled when she saw that her nephew hadn’t moved. The eight-year-old
            was busily shooting her video game character while she was distracted.
         

         
         “Parker!” she whispered anxiously as she punched in 911 on her phone. “Stop that! We have a situation here. Didn’t you hear
            Oksana yelling home invasion?”
         

         
         “She always yells home invasion,” Parker said with a shrug. “Oksana forgets to close the front door after checking the mail,
            grabbing the newspaper, or sweeping the front porch. Everyone from neighbors to delivery guys have come in afraid something
            was wrong ’cause the door is open. When they do, she shrieks home invasion every time. She even yelled home invasion when
            Mr. Purdy’s cat came in yesterday. It’s her thing.”
         

         
         “Oh,” Pet breathed, relaxing a little. She didn’t hit the call button on her phone, but she didn’t delete the numbers she’d
            entered on the keypad either. Oksana still hadn’t spoken again. Pet was debating whether she should call out and ask if everything
            was okay, or keep their presence in the house a secret and tiptoe to the end of the hall to get a look at who was in the entry,
            when she heard a soft whisper and then a deep male voice boomed, “Hello? Neighbor!”
         

         
         “That’s not a neighbor.”

         
         Pet jumped a good foot in the air when Parker spoke those solemn words right next to her. Clutching her chest, she briefly
            closed her eyes before letting out a slow breath and asking, “How do you know?”
         

         
         “Because no one in the neighborhood has an accent like that. At least I don’t think anyone does,” he added with a frown.

         
         Pet hadn’t noticed an accent. It had only been two words for heaven’s sake. How had he picked up an accent in two words? She
            gave her head a slight shake. The kid was just . . . different. Super smart and different. Letting her hand drop from her
            chest, she said, “Well, could it be a new neighbor then?”
         

         
         “I guess,” Parker agreed dubiously.

         
         “But,” Pet added, debating the matter aloud, “it’s hard to imagine Oksana mistaking a neighbor for someone committing a home
            invasion.”
         

         
         Parker arched his eyebrows. “You heard the part about Mr. Purdy’s cat, right?”

         
         Pet merely scowled and shifted her feet as she listened anxiously for Oksana to say something. When there was nothing but
            silence, she glanced to her phone and then hesitated. She didn’t want to call the police only to find out that it really was
            a new neighbor just checking on them. Sighing, she asked, “Do you have a phone in here?”
         

         
         “Yeah. I got a cell phone for Christmas.”

         
         “A cell phone?” she squawked. “You’re like eight. Who the hell buys an eight-year-old a cell phone?”
         

         
         “Mom and Dad,” he said with a grin.

         
         “Right,” she said with disgust, and then added, “Fine. Then grab your cell phone and stay here. I’m going to go downstairs
            and see what’s happening. But if I say ‘Spidey, come on down,’ lock your door, hide, and call 911. Okay?”
         

         
         “Spidey?” he asked, wincing slightly. “Seriously?”

         
         Pet rolled her eyes at the complaint. “If they know your name is Parker Peters, they’ll just think it’s a nickname. Get it?
            Parker Peters? Peter Parker? Spiderman?”
         

         
         “I got it before you explained it,” he said with derision. “But it’s just so juvenile and lame.”

         
         “Are you calling me lame? An hour ago I was your favorite aunt, and now I’m lame?” she asked with amazement, and then realizing
            this wasn’t the moment for such a discussion, muttered, “Whatever. Look, sweetie, this is serious. Just call 911 if I call
            you Peter then, okay?” She waited for him to nod, and then turned and eased the door open, pausing only to hiss “stay here”
            before easing out of the room.
         

         
         The hallway was surprisingly dim for seven o’clock in early June when the sun stayed up until nine or so, but it was light
            enough to see still. Pet had crept about halfway to the stairs at the opposite end of the hall when a voice called out, “Hello?”
         

         
         The voice this time was female . . . but not Oksana’s. Pet paused to snatch up a crystal vase from a side table, hid it behind
            her back, and moved to the railing that overlooked the front door entry.
         

         
         Her eyes widened slightly when she saw the group of people crowding the large entry. Four men and a woman surrounded Oksana,
            and every one of them was dwarfing the housekeeper, who was a few inches taller than Pet’s own five foot two. They were also
            all staring up at her, she noted, and then her gaze settled on the couple next to Oksana.
         

         
         Pet felt her shoulders relax as she recognized the pair; Marguerite and Julius Notte. They’d been on the front porch talking
            to Pet’s sister, Quinn, when she’d arrived that afternoon, and had stuck around long enough for introductions before heading
            back to the Caprellis’, where they were staying for a couple of weeks. They were house-sitting while the older couple visited
            their daughter in Texas.
         

         
         Pet’s gaze slid to the other three men now, and her eyebrows rose slightly. All of them were big, but while two were just
            tall and muscular, the third was a complete behemoth, taking up twice as much space as anyone else in the entry. He was the
            biggest man Pet had ever seen, and that was saying something. She dealt with a lot of jocks in her work, but not one of them
            could have measured up to this guy. The shoulders on him! Good Lord! She’d heard black was supposed to be slimming, but the
            black T-shirt he wore just seemed to emphasize the width and muscle it was stretching to cover. His black jeans, on the other
            hand, were making his hips look tiny, or maybe they just were tiny in comparison to his shoulders. She followed the line of the jeans down to the black Doc Martens he wore and then ran
            her gaze back up again, taking in his shaved head and the fact that he wore rings on every one of his fingers. They could
            have been mistaken for brass knuckles except that they were silver. All told, the guy definitely didn’t look too safe to be
            around.
         

         
         “Hello, Petronella. How nice to see you again.”

         
         Pet forced her gaze back to Marguerite and almost sighed aloud with depression. Honestly, the woman was everything she wasn’t
            but had always longed to be—tall, curvaceous, and beautiful with long, wavy auburn hair and perfect pale skin. Marguerite
            was wearing a pretty summer dress and sandals that just emphasized her femininity and made Pet feel like a slob in her T-shirt
            and shorts.
         

         
         Realizing they were all waiting for her response, Pet forced a smile and murmured, “Hello again.”

         
         “We just came by to introduce you to our nephews and their friend. The boys stopped by on their way back from the East Coast
            and have decided to stay awhile. We didn’t want you to be concerned if you saw them coming and going,” she explained, and
            then smiled wryly and added, “But we got here to find the front door wide open. When we didn’t see anyone around, we thought
            we’d better make sure everything was all right. I fear we startled your sister’s poor housekeeper.”
         

         
         “Oh,” Pet breathed, glancing back to Oksana. A frown curved her lips downward when she noted that the woman was just standing
            there, staring straight ahead at nothing. Although, she could be watching out the side window for her husband, Pet supposed.
            Oksana’s husband was supposed to pick her up at seven. Pet shifted her attention back to Marguerite, stilling slightly as
            she noted her eyes. Marguerite and Julius had both been wearing sunglasses when she’d met them that afternoon. They weren’t
            wearing them now, though, and she could see that Marguerite’s eyes were blue while Julius’s were black, but both had silver
            flecks in them. It was as if someone had blown glowing silver glitter into—
         

         
         “You know these people?”

         
         Pet turned in surprise to see Parker at her side. The boy was frowning down at the people in the entry with Oksana. Taking
            her nephew by the arm, she gave him a push, trying to send him back the way he’d come. “You were supposed to wait in your
            room.”
         

         
         Ignoring her urging, Parker held his ground and said, “They don’t live on this street.”

         
         “Your mother introduced me to them when I got here. They’re house-sitting for the Cabellies,” she explained, still trying
            to urge him back toward his room.
         

         
         “Caprellis,” he corrected even as Marguerite did.

         
         “Jinx,” the woman said lightly, her smile widening. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Parker. Your mother and aunt were bragging
            about you this afternoon. Were your ears ringing?”
         

         
         Parker shook his head, and then asked, “Who are you?”

         
         “Marguerite Argeneau Notte,” she announced, and then began introducing the others. “And this is my nephew, Zanipolo Notte—”
            She gestured to the man on her right who was tall and slender with lean muscle and long black hair pulled back into a ponytail.
            Pointing to the man just past Zanipolo, she continued, “A family friend, Justin Bricker.”
         

         
         Pet noted his short dark brown hair, handsome face, and laughing green eyes . . . again with silver flecks.

         
         “And our nephew Santo Notte,” Marguerite added, smiling at the bald behemoth.

         
         Pet slid her gaze over the taller man’s eyes. They were as black as Julius Notte’s, but there was much more silver in his
            eyes, and the lighter color seemed to be growing, she noted grimly.
         

         
         “And of course my husband, Julius.” Marguerite turned and placed a hand on the arm of the man on her left. He was the only
            man not wearing black. The other three were decked out in black jeans, black T-shirts, and black Doc Martens. It was almost
            as if it were some sort of uniform. Julius, however, wore the same blue jeans and white T-shirt he’d had on when Pet had met
            him earlier.
         

         
         Every one of the men were over six feet tall, but Justin Bricker and Zanipolo were closer to six feet, while Santo and Julius
            were at least six foot six or better. The two shorter men were also lacking a lot of the muscle Santo had. They were still
            muscular, but with a leanness to them rather than the solid bulk he had. Julius was somewhere in the middle.
         

         
         “Where are the Caprellis?” Parker asked suddenly, sounding suspicious.

         
         “Texas.” The answer was a rumble of sound from the behemoth Marguerite had introduced as Santo. Pet had always gravitated
            toward deeper voices, and his seemed to vibrate right through her.
         

         
         “They wished to visit their daughter,” Marguerite added now, drawing Pet’s reluctant gaze away from the big man. “I gather
            she moved there last year and they’ve been missing her and their grandbabies, so they put their house up on the House Swap
            exchange. We saw it and applied for a trade.”
         

         
         Parker immediately relaxed and began to grin. “I signed them up on the House Swap site,” he announced gleefully, and was suddenly
            racing eagerly down the stairs.
         

         
         Cursing under her breath, Pet immediately gave chase. She caught up with Parker as he reached the group in the entry, and
            started to reach for him, only to realize she still held the vase. Flushing guiltily, she set it quickly on the hall table
            and then caught Parker by the shoulders and dragged him back until his back bumped against her front.
         

         
         Hardly seeming to notice the protective maneuver, her nephew exclaimed, “I didn’t think it would work this quick, though.
            So you guys are from Texas?”
         

         
         “Italy,” Santo said, and Pet couldn’t keep from looking at him again. He really was beautiful, with high, carved cheekbones,
            and full sensual lips.
         

         
         She avoided looking at his eyes and glanced down at her nephew as he asked, “Italy?” She noted the suspicion returning to
            his face, and unconsciously tightened her hands on his shoulders, drawing him more firmly back against her.
         

         
         “There was a couple in Texas who wanted to see Italy,” Marguerite explained with a shrug. “And we wanted to come to New York,
            so we did a three-way swap. The Caprellis went to Texas, the couple from Texas went to our home in Italy, and we came here.”
         

         
         “Oh,” Parker breathed, his eyes wide. “I didn’t know you could do three-way swaps, but that’s cool.”

         
         “Yes,” she agreed. “But I understand and appreciate your concern for the Caprellis. They were waiting to give us the house
            keys when we arrived, and they seem like a very nice couple.”
         

         
         “Yeah, they are,” he agreed.

         
         “Are all your neighbors as nice?” Marguerite asked.

         
         Parker nodded. “Yeah. But the Caprellis and Mr. Purdy are the best.”

         
         “Mr. Purdy?” Marguerite queried with interest. “Where does he live?”

         
         “He’s our neighbor on the other side,” Parker explained, but his voice was quiet now, almost fretful, Pet noted with concern.
            She peered at him for a moment and then glanced to Marguerite, whose expression was oddly concentrated as she looked at Parker.
            So were the men’s, Pet realized, and had to fight a sudden urge to drag her nephew upstairs and away from these people.
         

         
         “Ach,” Oksana said suddenly. “There is husband. Time to go.”

         
         Pet blinked at that announcement from the housekeeper and turned to see her gathering her purse from the hall table.

         
         “We should probably go too now that we’ve introduced the boys,” Marguerite announced as Santo opened the door for the housekeeper
            to leave. “As I said, we just wanted you to know who the boys were if you saw them coming and going.”
         

         
         Pet shifted her gaze from the old Ford truck that had pulled into the driveway, and to the others as they now followed Oksana
            out of the house.
         

         
         “Make sure you lock up,” Marguerite suggested as she led the men across the porch. “This is a nice neighborhood, but leaving
            the door wide open is a bit risky.”
         

         
         “Yes. Good night,” Pet said as she watched them leave, but doubted if they’d even heard her. There hadn’t been much power
            behind the words. She watched Oksana hop up into the truck, but as it pulled away, her eyes shifted to Marguerite and the
            men. Her wary gaze followed them until they disappeared around the hedges that lined the driveway between her sister’s house
            and the Caprellis’.
         

         
         “Come on,” Parker said, heading back upstairs as she closed and locked the door. “I left the game running and we’re both probably
            dead by now. We’ll have to start from the last save.”
         

         
         “Are you sure you want to play with me? I mean, if I’m so lame . . .” Pet drawled dryly, still smarting from the earlier comment.

         
         “Well, it’s not like there’s anyone else here to play with,” he said, pausing on the steps to grin back at her.

         
         “You hugged me when I got here and said I was your favorite aunt,” she reminded him with exasperation. “Now I’m lame? Which
            is it?”
         

         
         “Both,” he said with a grin and then pointed out, “You’re my only aunt. That makes you my favorite, lame or not.”
         

         
         Pet’s gaze narrowed. “When did you become such a little smart-as—aleck?” she ended, catching herself before she finished the
            cuss.
         

         
         But not quick enough. She could tell by Parker’s knowing look before he shrugged and said, “I don’t know.”

         
         Scowling at him, she started up the stairs.

         
         “But Dad blames you for it,” he added.

         
         Pet stopped, her head snapping up with shock. “What?”

         
         Parker nodded. “He thinks I spend too much time under your ‘undue influence’ and it has led to a bad attitude. His words,”
            he added.
         

         
         Pet ground her teeth with irritation. Her sister was married to an arrogant asshat. Pet had never liked him and had no idea
            why Quinn had married the man.
         

         
         On the other hand, if she hadn’t, there would be no Parker, and Pet did love the little smart-ass dearly, so . . . Giving
            him a push to get him moving up the stairs again, she growled, “I’m so gonna shoot you in the butt. On purpose this time.”
         

         
         “You can try,” Parker taunted, rushing eagerly up the rest of the stairs.

         
         Pet followed more slowly, her smile fading and gaze sliding back to the front door as her troubled thoughts returned to her
            sister’s temporary new neighbors . . . and their glowing eyes.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Two

         
         “So that’s the boy who made the 911 call.”

         
         Santo glanced to Bricker when he made that comment as they filed into the Caprellis’ country-style kitchen. Noting Bricker’s
            frown, he asked, “Problem?”
         

         
         “No.” Bricker settled into one of the chairs at the table. “I read him when Marguerite asked about neighbors, and he’s definitely
            worried about this Mr. Purdy.”
         

         
         “Sì.” Santo leaned against the light-colored kitchen counter and crossed his arms over his chest. Smiling at his aunt, he added,
            “It was clever of you to ask that.”
         

         
         “Yes,” Bricker acknowledged as Zani settled in the chair next to his. “It made Parker think of his worries for the old man.
            His call definitely wasn’t a prank.”
         

         
         “We told you that when you got here,” Marguerite reminded them as she put the teakettle on to boil.

         
         “Yes, but you hadn’t talked to him yet,” Bricker pointed out. “And you hadn’t talked to Purdy either, so you couldn’t know
            for sure.”
         

         
         “I told you, the boy was in school when we got here,” Marguerite said, sounding irritated at the implied criticism. She walked
            to the table and sat down across from Bricker and Zani before continuing. “We would have gone over after he came home but
            were waiting on you boys. We didn’t want you to arrive to an empty house.”
         

         
         “And we did try Purdy’s house,” Julius added, stepping up behind Marguerite to rub her shoulders soothingly. “We were hoping
            to resolve the matter that way, but there was no answer when we knocked. Unfortunately, we could not break in to see this
            cousin for ourselves. This neighborhood is surprisingly busy during the day. In fact, the Caprellis were out working on their
            front garden at the time and would have seen us. It’s part of the reason we came here to talk to them.”
         

         
         “And we learned quite enough from the Caprellis to justify further investigation,” Marguerite added firmly.

         
         “What was that?” Santo asked solemnly. He, Bricker, and Zani hadn’t had the chance to ask any of this when they’d arrived.
            They’d been asked by Garrett Mortimer, the head of the immortal Enforcers, to stop in Albany on their way back to Toronto
            from a job in New Brunswick. Once here, Marguerite and Julius had played them the 911 call and then herded them next door
            to meet Parker. And the aunt, Santo thought, an image of the petite woman popping up in his mind and making him smile.
         

         
         “The Caprellis are a nice retired couple who like to keep an eye on the neighborhood,” Marguerite explained. “They told us
            that the Peters are both doctors, and Parker is their only child. He attends a special school for gifted children, is very
            helpful and respectful, and not prone to playing pranks. We also learned that the Caprellis too had noticed some odd goings-on
            when it came to Mr. Purdy.”
         

         
         “What kind of odd goings-on?” Zani asked, sitting forward in his seat.

         
         “For one thing, they haven’t seen the gentleman for nearly a week, when they would normally see him out in his garden every
            morning and afternoon,” Marguerite said. “The Caprellis have also spotted other people entering the house at odd hours, mostly
            late at night, which is apparently unusual too. The couple were becoming concerned to the point that Mr. Caprelli was considering
            going over to check on the man today. Our arrival prevented that.”
         

         
         “Probably a good thing,” Santo rumbled, thinking that if Mr. Purdy’s visitor was actually a rogue immortal, he might be a
            danger to anyone who confronted him. Well, any mortal who confronted him anyway.
         

         
         “We thought so too,” Julius admitted quietly. “We decided that between the Caprellis’ own concerns for Mr. Purdy and their
            opinion that Parker wouldn’t make crank calls, it was enough to at least warrant looking into the situation. We called Mortimer,
            and he agreed.”
         

         
         “So you sent the Caprellis to Texas and moved in,” Bricker suggested with amusement.

         
         “Yes.” Marguerite smiled with satisfaction. “The Council bought them plane tickets and rented them a suite in a nice hotel
            near their daughter.”
         

         
         Bricker nodded but then raised an eyebrow and asked, “But why do we need a base? Why not merely raid the house and sort things
            out quickly?”
         

         
         Santo noted the way Marguerite glanced at him, and away, and felt his gaze narrow with suspicion.

         
         It was his uncle who answered that question. “Because Mortimer looked into Max Purdy. He felt sure the name sounded familiar.
            It didn’t take much searching for him to realize where it had come up. Purdy is a second cousin to Dr. Dressler.”
         

         
         Santo stiffened, his body going hot and then cold as a sudden rushing sound filled his ears. While he grappled with the cacophony
            of emotions swamping him, his uncle went on.
         

         
         “Mortimer wants to move very cautiously here. Dressler is a top priority target. He wants no mistakes that might allow the
            man to escape us again. He is rounding up as many men as he can spare to join us. In the meantime, he wants us to watch the
            house twenty-four hours a day and try to discern if the cousin is Dressler or not.”
         

         
         There was a moment of silence during which Santo was aware that everyone was looking his way. He knew they were awaiting a
            reaction. He could feel their tension and knew they were preparing themselves to stop him if he suddenly ran from the room.
            No doubt they expected him to try to charge straight to Purdy’s home and crash through the door to hunt Dressler. Santo almost
            would have expected that reaction himself and was quite sure that was exactly what he would have done before his trip to Punta
            Cana and the counseling he’d agreed to after. But now, as the first shock and emotional rush began to wane, he found himself
            oddly calm.
         

         
         Realizing they needed some response before they would relax, he gave an abrupt nod and muttered, “Makes sense.”

         
         He almost smiled when everyone exhaled in audible relief, but the urge died quickly as he realized what their reactions revealed.
            His family had obviously been worrying about him. He disliked troubling others.
         

         
         “Well,” Bricker said, and then cleared his throat before asking, “Wouldn’t it have been easier to watch Purdy’s place from
            the kid’s house? We’d have an unimpeded view of the Purdy house from there.”
         

         
         “True,” Marguerite agreed. “But it would have meant controlling the Peters, and then Pet plus the maid nonstop, and though
            both doctors are away at the moment, the mother will be back this weekend, and we have no idea when the father will return.
            It could be tomorrow. Meanwhile, this investigation could take weeks. We decided there were too many opportunities for mistakes
            that way.”
         

         
         Bricker glanced from Santo to Zani and then back to the couple to point out, “You could have sent them away for a long period
            like you did—”
         

         
         “They are doctors, Bricker,” Marguerite reminded him sharply. “Mr. Peters is an oncologist and Mrs. Peters is a surgeon. They
            have patients and schedules and—” She shook her head. “It is one thing to send a nice retired couple on a vacation they wanted
            to go on anyway and quite another to disrupt the lives of two doctors who have important positions keeping mortals healthy
            and even alive.”
         

         
         Santo grunted in agreement and then straightened away from the counter and slipped out of the kitchen. He followed the hall
            to the front of the house and then ducked through the last door on the left. It led into a small sitting area. Santo crossed
            to a side window and tugged the drapes aside to peer out. This house sat farther forward on the street than the boy’s. He
            had an unhindered view of the front of the house belonging to Mr. Purdy. He stared briefly at the two-story clapboard building,
            noting that the drapes were all closed and the yard empty. He then turned away and abruptly paused when he saw that everyone
            had followed him.
         

         
         A wry smile tugging at the corners of his mouth, he nodded and then moved past them to make his way back down the hall to
            the rear of the house. He took the last door again, but now it was on his right, directly opposite the kitchen. This was a
            dining room, and Santo moved to the last side window to peer out again. It looked out over a stretch of grass, and then the
            garage next door blocked anything else from view.
         

         
         “There is a tree house at the back of this property,” Marguerite said as she joined him at the window.

         
         Santo glanced around at that soft announcement and then followed her pointing finger. A large oak tree stood at the back of
            the property and he could see a wooden structure perched in its branches.
         

         
         “It is a little old,” Marguerite continued. “But Julius checked it out and said it is still sturdy and allows a very clear
            view of the back of the Purdy house.”
         

         
         “A tree house?” Bricker asked with dismay, joining them at the window to look out with a scowl. “I’m guessing it’s not air-conditioned?”

         
         “No, and no electricity or furniture either,” Julius said with exasperation as he entered the room with Zanipolo on his heels.
            “It is a kid’s tree house, Justin, not a four-star hotel.”
         

         
         “I’ll watch from the tree house,” Santo said as Bricker opened his mouth on what would no doubt have been another complaint.

         
         “Did you read Petronella, Santo?” Marguerite asked suddenly.

         
         “The aunt?” he asked with surprise, his mouth turning down at the name. He hadn’t heard it in at least a century. It wasn’t
            used much anymore. He could understand why. He didn’t care for the name.
         

         
         “Yes, the aunt,” Marguerite said dryly. “She’s Parker’s mother’s twin sister. Did you read her?”

         
         “No,” he admitted, and was surprised himself that he hadn’t. He should have. Normally he would have, but Santo had found himself
            distracted just looking at the woman. She was a cute little bundle. An inch or two above five feet, willow thin, and with
            long black hair. The name Petronella hadn’t really suggested an Asian background. Neither did Parker Peters, for that matter.
         

         
         Thinking of the boy made him recall how protective Pet had been of him. Santo had noted the way she’d clutched at his shoulders,
            keeping him close. He’d got the distinct impression she’d wanted to push him behind her, as if she felt she needed to put
            herself between him and the world. Or Parker and them, Santo thought, not liking that idea. He worried it was himself who’d
            intimidated her. He knew most people found him alarming because of his size, and didn’t like the idea that she might fear
            him.
         

         
         A sigh from Marguerite drew his attention, and he raised his eyebrows in question.

         
         “You should try to read her the next time you meet,” was all his aunt said.

         
         “Was there something she knows that I should learn?”

         
         Marguerite hesitated and then simply said, “I did not see anything of use to the case, but you might learn something I missed.
            I think you should try to read her.”
         

         
         Santo nodded and determined to remember to read Petronella the next time they met. If there even was a next time.

         
          

         Parker was in the kitchen with his head in the refrigerator when Pet finally made her way there.

         
         “What are you doing?” she asked as she checked the back door to be sure it was locked. At least it wasn’t wide open, she thought
            with a shake of the head. She couldn’t believe Oksana would leave the front door wide open, but from what Parker had said,
            it was a common occurrence. She’d have to keep an eye on that when the woman was here.
         

         
         “I’m looking for something to eat.” Parker pulled his head out to glance around. “What are you doing?”

         
         “Just making sure everything’s locked up,” she muttered, checking the window over the sink.

         
         “Again?” Parker asked with disbelief. “You did that after Oksana and the neighbors left.”

         
         Pet ignored the comment and instead asked, “Why are you looking for something to eat? You can’t be hungry again. You scarfed
            down half a pizza at supper.”
         

         
         “That was hours ago,” he said on a moan.

         
         “It was only . . .” Pet cut herself off as she glanced at the clock over the window and realized it was nearly nine o’clock.
            She’d picked him up from the piano lessons he had after school at five o’clock and then had taken him out for dinner. She’d
            given him the choice of restaurant, and he of course had gone for pizza. They’d been done and on the way home by five thirty.
         

         
         “We finished dinner three and a half hours ago,” Parker pointed out. “I’m starved.”

         
         Recalled to the matter at hand, Pet suggested, “Then grab a banana or something and eat it while you get ready for bed.”

         
         “Bed?” he asked with dismay.

         
         “In five minutes it will be nine o’clock, Parker,” she said firmly. “Your mother said—”

         
         “Yeah, yeah, I’m going,” he grumbled, grabbing a banana from the bowl on the counter and pretty much stomping out of the room.

         
         Pet smiled faintly at his attitude as she checked the window by the kitchen table, but paused as she glanced out and noticed
            movement in the Caprellis’ backyard. It was Marguerite’s nephew, the big one, walking toward the back fence.
         

         
         Santo. She tested the name in her head. The man was huge, and gorgeous, with a voice so deep it actually gave her shivers,
            but Pet was distracted from her thoughts when Santo paused at the large oak tree at the very back of the yard and started
            to climb up the ladder to the old tree house. Her sister, Quinn, had once mentioned that the Caprellis had built it for their
            daughter decades ago, and Pet frowned slightly, wondering if it was safe for a big guy like him to climb up into, and why
            he’d want to. She watched him disappear into the wooden structure, and waited for him to come back out. Several minutes had
            passed when Parker yelled from upstairs.
         

         
         Pet turned away from the window and moved out into the hall, flicking off the kitchen light on the way. Her nephew was on
            the landing upstairs, hanging over the railing, looking for her. She turned off the hall light as she reached the bottom of
            the stairs and then started up, asking, “What?”
         

         
         “Can I get a glass of milk before I brush my teeth?” he requested, meeting her at the top of the stairs.

         
         “Yeah. Drink it in the kitchen and put the glass in the dishwasher after, though,” she said as she moved past him to start
            checking the upstairs windows. The kid nodded and was gone like a shot, rushing down the stairs and up the hall to the kitchen.
         

         
         Pet considered telling him no running in the house, but then didn’t bother. He was young, full of energy, and it couldn’t
            hurt to use up some of that energy before he went to bed. She was checking the windows in his parents’ bedroom when he found
            her several moments later.
         

         
         “I came for my kiss good-night,” he announced, hurrying to her side.

         
         Pet eyed his blue pin-striped pajamas with amusement. He looked like a little adult, but his face was pink from scrubbing,
            and there was a smudge of toothpaste at the corner of his mouth. Bending to hug and kiss him, she asked, “Don’t you want me
            to tuck you in?”
         

         
         “I’m too old for that,” Parker informed her firmly as he gave her a squeeze and peck on the cheek. Pulling away then, he rushed
            for the door, calling, “Good night.”
         

         
         “Night.” Pet watched him go, thinking he was growing up so fast. But then time seemed to pass quickly. It seemed like the
            older she got, the faster time sped by. Shaking her head at that, Pet moved back to the window. It was locked. Every door
            and window in the house was. Now she peered out toward the tree house next door. It was still light out. The sun was hiding
            behind clouds as it made its way toward the horizon. Even so she had no trouble seeing the tree and the tree house in it.
            Unfortunately, she couldn’t tell if Santo was still inside or not, or what he was doing if he was still up there.
         

         
         Giving up on the mystery, Pet headed into the bathroom to brush her teeth and clean her face. After changing into her pajamas,
            she slipped downstairs to get a glass of water. Pet took it back to her room, collected her iPad from her bag, curled up in
            bed, turned out the light, and opened the iBook app to the novel she’d been reading.
         

         
          

         Santo caught movement out of the corner of his eye and tore his gaze away from the Purdy house to see what was moving in the
            Caprellis’ backyard. Recognizing Zani’s lean shape heading toward the tree, Santo turned back toward the houses next door,
            his gaze skating first over the house where Parker and Pet were, noting that the lower lights were all out. The lights on
            the top floor were blinking out now too, one after the other. Petronella must be going to bed, he thought, his mind throwing
            up pictures of her walking through the house, flicking off switches as she went, and then making her way to the bedroom she
            was using and slowly peeling off her clothes to reveal the compact body beneath.
         

         
         “Hey, cugino. I thought you might be needing some refreshments by now.”
         

         
         Santo turned at that greeting as Zani climbed through the small door and dropped to sit next to him on the tree house floor
            before offering him two bags of cold blood.
         

         
         “Grazie,” he grunted. The way his fangs dropped at the very sight of the blood told him he was in some need. Accepting the bags, he
            let one plop into his lap and popped the other to his fangs as he glanced back out the small tree house window. The Purdy
            house was dark and had been all night, but there was still one light on in the house where Pet and Parker were. The bedroom
            light, he guessed, even as it blinked out too.
         

         
         “Anything happening?” Zani asked, peering out the window with curiosity.

         
         Santo shook his head.

         
         “Yeah. Bricker says he hasn’t seen anything either. No lights, no movement, nothing.”

         
         Pulling the now empty first bag away from his mouth, Santo raised an eyebrow. “He’s watching from the front?”

         
         “Yeah. Marguerite and Julius are going to take over for him in the morning, and I’m going to spot you,” Zani announced.

         
         “You should sleep then,” Santo said before slapping the second bag of blood to his fangs.

         
         “Sì, I should,” Zani agreed solemnly. “But I’m too wired to sleep right now.”
         

         
         Santo merely nodded, his focus on the two houses in his view.

         
          

         Pet flipped the lid closed on her iPad and stared around at the dark shadows cast in the room by the night-light. She’d intended
            to read for perhaps fifteen minutes or so and then go to sleep. Instead, she’d finished the book. It had taken three glasses
            of water and as many hours to do it, but the book was done. It hadn’t been a great read. That wasn’t why she’d kept going.
            It was her own nerves that had kept her up. She’d sat there, skimming pages and glancing nervously around at every creak in
            the house. Which was just ridiculous. She’d never been this nervous in her sister’s home before, or her own, for that matter.
            Pet wasn’t a nervous person by nature. She knew she could take care of herself. But she kept seeing Santo’s eyes in her mind
            and—
         

         
         Pet cut off her thoughts and tossed the duvet and sheets impatiently aside to get out of bed. The three glasses of water were
            working together so that she had to pee now. Muttering under her breath, she made her way to the door by the dim glow of the
            night-light. When she opened the door, a line of night-lights greeted her. They seemed to come from the bottom of every plug
            socket, three little pinhole lights each, every six feet, lighting up the floor of the hall that stretched out to either side
            of her door.
         

         
         It was actually pretty handy, Pet decided as she slid from her room and headed for the bathroom. The last time she’d stayed
            here, she’d had to turn on the hall lights to move around at night. Now the newly installed night-lights made it easy to find
            the bathroom. There was a brighter night-light in the bathroom, so she didn’t bother to turn on the light in there either,
            but quickly relieved herself, washed her hands, and then ran her toothbrush briefly over her teeth again for good measure.
         

         
         Once done, Pet slipped back out into the hall. She was still wound up and knew getting to sleep was going to be hard, but
            it was after midnight now, and she had classes the next day. She also had to get Parker to school first. It was going to be
            an early morning, Pet thought grimly as she made her way back up the hall.
         

         
         Pet was passing Parker’s room when she heard what sounded like a low growl. Pausing abruptly, she stood still, her ears straining.
            She frowned when it came again. It was definitely a growl, this time ending in a hiss. And it was coming from Parker’s bedroom.
            The moment she realized that, Pet relaxed. The little bugger must be playing video games rather than sleeping, she thought,
            and stepped to the door.
         

         
         It opened silently, and Pet swung the door several inches inward before pausing abruptly. The room wasn’t completely dark.
            A night-light next to the bed added a little light, but moonlight was also splashing in through the windows, casting a dim
            glow across the bed to highlight her nephew’s sleeping form.
         

         
         She stared at him for a minute, and then another spitting hiss drew her gaze to the figure on the foot of his bed. It took
            Pet a moment to recognize that it was a cat, hunched up and glaring, growling and hissing toward the window. Even as she noted
            that, the moonlight creeping through the open curtains shifted slightly. Pet glanced toward the window and then froze as she
            spotted the dark figure outside. With the moonlight behind him, it was impossible for her to see anything more than that it
            was most probably male, and he was trying to open the window.
         

         
          

         “How long do you think it will take Mortimer to gather men together to send out here?”

         
         Santo pursed his lips as he considered the question. Every Enforcer who worked under Garrett Mortimer would be out on jobs
            right now, hunting down rogue immortals who broke their laws. He knew that, because everyone was always out on jobs since
            Venezuela. At least half of Mortimer’s Enforcers had been sent to the South American country to track down Dr. Dressler, a
            scientist who had discovered the existence of immortals and started kidnapping them for experimentation. Mortimer still didn’t
            have all of his Enforcers back. A few had remained on the small island off the coast of Venezuela to help. It left him shorthanded
            as he tried to deal with the rash of rogue activity that had erupted the minute half his Enforcers had been pulled away. The
            old saying that “while the cat’s away, the mice will play” had turned out to be true when it came to rogues and Enforcers.
            It seemed that the absence of Enforcers had been seen as permission for anyone even considering going rogue to do so and cause
            trouble. They were still cleaning up the mess. Which meant it might take a while for Mortimer to get men together to send
            here.
         

         
         Santo turned his gaze out the window again as he opened his mouth to answer, but paused as he caught movement next door. A
            dark figure was on the second-floor balcony that ran along the back of the Peters’ house. The figure was standing at a window
            at the far end. He appeared to be trying to open it.
         

         
         “That’s not the aunt, is it?” Zanipolo said grimly, and Santo glanced to the side to see that his cousin had followed his
            gaze.
         

         
         “No,” he said with certainty.

         
         “I’ll get Bricker.” Zani disappeared out the tiny door of the tree house.

         
         It took Santo longer to follow than he would have liked. The tree house was small, and he wasn’t. He had to crawl to the entrance
            Zani had just disappeared out of, and then twist slightly to get through the tiny opening. Once he did, though, Santo simply
            leapt from the tree branch to the ground. When he landed and straightened, a glance showed him that Zani was already at the
            back door to the Caprellis’ house. As he started across the yard at a dead run, Santo saw Zani tug it open and heard him shout
            that someone was trying to break in next door.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Three

         
         Pet stood frozen in the door, gaping at the figure outside Parker’s window until her nephew suddenly shrieked and sat up in
            bed. When he grabbed the cat and drew it protectively against his chest, she shook off her shock and began to move. Thrusting
            the door wide, Pet raced to the bed and scooped up Parker, blankets, cat and all, and then turned to rush out of the room.
         

         
         Her phone was plugged into a charger in the bathroom, which was also the only room with a lock. Pet took Parker there at a
            run, set him down abruptly, and snatched her phone off the sink counter.
         

         
         “Call 911,” she instructed firmly, holding out the phone as she backed toward the door. “I’m going to—”

         
         “No!” Parker shrieked. Clutching the cat closer, he took a step away from the phone as if it were the devil and shook his
            head frantically. “You can’t leave me! You’re supposed to be looking after me.”
         

         
         Pet frowned at his panicked expression, and then glanced toward the hall. She wanted to go see that the intruder hadn’t got
            the window open and actually intruded, but she couldn’t leave Parker like this. Releasing her breath on a sigh, she pushed
            the bathroom door closed.
         

         
         “Okay, honey. I’m not going anywhere,” she assured him, locking the door. “See, I’m staying.”

         
         When he just stood staring at her as if still afraid she might disappear, she caught his arm and pulled him to her, then hugged
            him against her side and raised the phone in her other hand to dial 911.
         

         
         “There was someone outside my window,” Parker said shakily, obviously overwhelmed by everything.

         
         “Yes, honey, I saw,” Pet murmured, placing the phone to her ear before glancing down at him. She felt her heart squeeze in
            her chest as she took in his pale and frightened expression.
         

         
         “What if they get in?” he asked worriedly, absently soothing the still distressed cat.

         
         The animal definitely hadn’t liked whoever was outside, Pet thought, and then wondered where the cat had come from. “Parker,
            whose cat—?”
         

         
         The question died in her throat as the ringing stopped and a calm voice said, “911. What’s your emergency?”

         
         Pet quickly explained that there was someone outside trying to get into the house through a window. At least she hoped they
            were still outside.
         

         
         Several questions followed, including the address. Pet was responding automatically when Parker said, “That’s your address,
            Aunt Pet.”
         

         
         She blinked at him briefly, realizing her mistake. Deciding she must be more rattled than she’d realized, Pet quickly gave
            her sister’s address instead.
         

         
         “I’ve dispatched the police. Have you heard the sound of glass breaking, or anything else that might indicate he’s penetrated
            the house?”
         

         
         Pet shook her head and then grimaced when she realized the operator couldn’t see that and said, “No. Nothing.”

         
         “Where are you in the house?”

         
         “The upstairs bathroom,” she answered. “It’s the only room with a lock.”

         
         “Your nephew is with you?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Are you safe there until the police arrive?”

         
         Pet turned to peer at the door. It was a door. Wood, probably not solid wood, though, and the lock was your average bathroom
            lock—stick a narrow bit of wire or something similar in the hole on the outside and the lock would be undone.
         

         
         Cursing, she glanced around at the small bathroom and then dropped to sit on the floor and braced her back against the toilet
            and her feet against the door. She had to slide her butt forward an inch or so to manage it, but hoped that would help keep
            the door closed if the lock was compromised.
         

         
         “Ma’am? Are you safe in there?” he repeated.

         
         “I—” Pet paused and turned to look over her shoulder at the window over the tub as shouting erupted outside. It was quickly
            followed by pounding from somewhere in the house. The noise was muffled by the door. Even so, it didn’t seem close. It sounded
            like—
         

         
         “I think someone’s banging on the front door. Could the police be here already?” she asked hopefully.

         
         “Just a minute . . . No. They’re still four minutes out.”

         
         “Oh,” Pet said weakly.

         
         “Is it the police?” Parker asked anxiously, shuffling closer to her until he leaned against her shoulder.

         
         “No, honey,” she said forcing a smile. “But they’re only four minutes away.”

         
         He didn’t look any more reassured than she felt by that news, and Pet urged Parker to sit next to her on the floor. He dropped
            at once, still holding the cat almost desperately, and she slid her free arm around his small shoulders and tried not to think
            about how quickly one person could kill another. It took less than a second to pull a trigger if the would-be intruder was
            armed. Wishing she had a gun, Pet began to chew on the inside of her mouth as the pounding sounded again and then was followed
            by a crash.
         

         
         “What was that?” the man on the phone asked with concern. She wasn’t surprised he’d heard the noise, it had been a damned
            loud crash. Like wood splintering and slamming to the floor.
         

         
         “I think we’ve been penetrated,” she said grimly, using his word from earlier, and then closed her eyes briefly as she heard
            it come out of her mouth. Penetrated? It really just sounded wrong.
         

         
         “The police are almost there,” the 911 operator said soothingly. “Just stay calm.”

         
         Pet almost snorted at the advice. The man was miles away, safe in some cubicle somewhere with a headset on, or a phone to
            his ear. It was easy for him to say stay calm. She had a frightened eight-year-old on her hands, a cat who was suddenly trying
            to claw his way up on top of the kid’s head, and a ridiculously thin bathroom door between them and some lunatic who peeped
            in windows and broke down doors. She’d like to see him switch places and “stay calm,” Pet thought as she grabbed the cat by
            the scruff of the neck and dropped it back onto Parker’s lap. Her nephew immediately wrapped the blankets around the animal,
            trapping its legs to prevent it clawing its way out again.
         

         
         “Petronella? Parker? Are you okay?”

         
         Pet stiffened at that call from downstairs. It was female, and familiar, but it wasn’t until she heard a deep, rumbling male
            voice with an Italian accent say, “Upstairs. The bedrooms,” that she realized the woman must be Marguerite, because she was
            quite sure that low growl of a voice that had followed was Santo.
         

         
         “Oh, I do hope they are all right. You say you heard two screams?” Marguerite’s voice was drawing nearer. Pet presumed that
            meant they were climbing the stairs.
         

         
         “Sì.”

         
         “That does not sound good at all. Petronella? Parker?”

         
         “In here!” Parker shouted and launched himself to his feet to hurry to the door.

         
         “Is it someone you know?” the 911 operator asked, obviously having heard the voices.

         
         “The neighbors,” Pet answered, scrambling to her feet as well. “I think—Parker, wait!” she barked as he unlocked and started
            to open the door. She leapt toward him but was too late and came to a shuddering halt behind him as he stepped into the hall
            and the lights suddenly came on.
         

         
         Blinking against the blinding light, she lifted her gaze to the couple in front of Parker. Marguerite and Santo—she in a long
            white silk nightgown, and he still in the black jeans and T-shirt from earlier.
         

         
         “Oh.” Marguerite smiled with obvious relief. “We were so worried when you didn’t answer the knock. The boys saw a man creeping
            around your house and heard two screams, and we were afraid your intruder had got in and harmed you before we could get to
            the house.”
         

         
         “We’re fine,” Pet said. Her mouth tightened, but she didn’t comment on the fact that they were able to hear Parker scream
            when the windows in the house were all closed.
         

         
         “I only screamed once,” Parker said suddenly. “When I first saw him. I was surprised,” he added as if to excuse screaming
            at all.
         

         
         Pet placed her hands on his shoulders and instinctively drew him closer as she reminded him, “You also screamed ‘no’ when
            I was going to leave you in the bathroom to go see if he’d got in.”
         

         
         “Oh.” He flushed slightly and nodded. “Yeah. Maybe I did.”

         
         Pet glanced back to Marguerite. “Thank you for your concern. I . . .” Her voice died in her throat as she noted the woman’s
            eyes. They were more silver than blue now, as if the excitement of the moment had changed them somehow. Pet stared at the
            woman’s alien eyes and for a minute they seemed to steal her breath as well as her ability to think.
         

         
         “You are safe with us, dear,” Marguerite said quietly, reaching out to touch her wrist gently. Pet felt those words to her
            very soul. She was safe now that Marguerite and Santo were there. She knew it and felt herself relax.
         

         
         “I think your caller is worried about you. Perhaps you should assure him you are all right,” Marguerite said gently.

         
         Pet peered down at the phone in her hand with surprise. She’d forgotten all about the 911 operator. Raising the phone to her
            ear, she heard his anxious cries, “Hello? Hello! Miss? Is everything all right?”
         

         
         “Yes. Sorry,” Pet said as soon as the phone was at her mouth. “Everything is fine. I—”

         
         “Marguerite?”

         
         Pet paused and glanced to the stairs at that concerned call from below.

         
         “Up here, dear,” Marguerite responded, turning her head toward the stairs.

         
         “Your neighbors are there now?” the 911 operator asked.

         
         “Uh-huh,” Pet murmured as Marguerite’s husband appeared on the landing. The concern she’d heard in his voice was equally apparent
            in Julius’s expression as he came into view. It didn’t ease until his gaze had slid over the four of them there in the hallway,
            she noted as he hurried toward them, and then her attention returned to the phone as the 911 operator spoke again.
         

         
         “I’ll warn the officers so they don’t mistake your neighbors for the intruder,” he assured her, and then added, “They’re arriving
            now, so I’ll let you go so you can talk to them.”
         

         
         “Thank you,” Pet murmured, hardly hearing his words as she watched Julius Notte reach his wife and slide an arm around her
            waist.
         

         
         “Everyone is all right, then?” he asked, pulling Marguerite close and kissing her forehead. He was bare-chested, with only
            a pair of loose pajama bottoms hanging low on his hips. The couple had obviously been pulled from bed.
         

         
         “The police are here.”

         
         Pet shifted her attention back to the stairs as Justin Bricker and Zanipolo appeared. Like Santo, they were still dressed.

         
         “The police are asking to speak to the homeowner,” Justin announced, glancing to Julius. “Should I—?” He stopped and glanced
            down with surprise when Parker suddenly launched himself forward, rushing for the stairs.
         

         
         “Parker!” Pet hurried after him. The boy was still holding the cat and blanket, the latter of which was long and she was sure
            would trip him up. But he made it to the bottom of the stairs unscathed and didn’t stop until he’d placed himself in front
            of the police officer just coming through the broken front door.
         

         
         Pet slowed to a halt at the bottom of the stairs as she took in the damage Santo had done. Good Lord, he’d smashed it to pieces.
            It now littered the floor in short broken slats, leaving a gaping hole where the door had been.
         

         
         “This is my house.”

         
         Pet glanced to Parker at that announcement and forced a pained smile to her face when the police officer blinked down at her
            nephew and then raised his gaze to her and arched an eyebrow in question. He was a nice-looking man. Tall and burly with dirty
            blond hair and clear blue eyes. His name tag read Cross.
         

         
         “Thank you for coming, Officer Cross,” she murmured, moving to stand beside Parker. “My name is Petronella Stone and this
            is my nephew, Parker Peters. His parents own this house, but I’m watching him while they’re both away.”
         

         
         Officer Cross nodded, and then his gaze dropped over her as he pulled out his notepad. When his movements stilled and his
            eyes widened suddenly, she glanced down at herself and nearly groaned aloud. She’d forgotten she was still in her nightwear.
            Pet had worn a cropped T-shirt and boxers to bed. The boxers were a pair an old boyfriend had left behind and never asked
            to have back. They were comfortable and large enough that they hung from her hips rather than at her waist. Her T-shirt stopped
            several inches above the boxers, leaving a lot of skin on display. It also clung to what little skin it did cover. It read
            simply:
         

         
         
            
               
                  You.

                  Me.

                  Bed.

                  Now.

               

            

         
         The officer’s stern expression cracked into a smile that made her assume he approved, and then a low growl had Pet glancing
            over her shoulder to see that Marguerite and all four men were coming down the stairs. She couldn’t tell where the sound had
            come from, but did notice when Marguerite reached out to clasp Santo’s arm as if to soothe him.
         

         
          

         Santo felt Marguerite’s touch on his arm but didn’t take his gaze away from the petite woman in the entry and the tall policeman
            looking her over so lasciviously. At least the man had been before Santo had growled. Now the officer had his cop face back
            on and was eyeing Santo and the others narrowly as he opened his notepad and retrieved a pen.
         

         
         Forcing himself to relax, Santo frowned slightly at his possessive reaction to the officer’s obvious interest in Pet. It had
            caught him by surprise, coming on rather abruptly, and violently. He’d wanted to plow the man in the face and then pluck the
            eyes from his head for daring to look on her so.
         

         
         But then, Santo acknowledged, he seemed to be having odd reactions to Pet as well. For instance, he’d been desperate to get
            to her when he’d spotted the man creeping around the house. And the scream he’d heard had scared the hell out of him. The
            second scream had just added to his concern. While his cousin, uncle, and Bricker had chased after the dark figure, he’d gone
            to the door and been about to crash through it when Marguerite had caught up to him and insisted he knock first. He’d reluctantly
            done so and then barely waited the length of a breath before knocking again. But that was all he’d managed before he’d sent
            a fist through the door, grabbed both edges of the hole he’d made, and literally torn the wood apart.
         

         
         His relief on spotting Pet safe and well upstairs had left him weak and almost gasping. Or perhaps her outfit had been responsible
            for the breathless part. The woman was a sexy little bundle in the boxers and cropped T-shirt. The top clung lovingly to her
            skin and was so damned thin he could see the color and shape of her nipples through it. The saying hadn’t helped any. You. Me. Bed. Now. Good Lord! He’d been hard pressed to think of anything else after that and had stood there like a drooling idiot while everyone
            else had spoken.
         

         
         Santo was distracted from his thoughts when a second officer appeared behind Cross and tapped him on the shoulder. They exchanged
            a few words and since he couldn’t hear them, Santo slid into Cross’s mind to read what they were talking about. It seemed
            Zani and Bricker had spoken to the men briefly before coming inside, and while Cross had come to the door, the second officer
            had gone around to the back of the house, taken the outside stairs up to the balcony, and checked all the windows. Finding
            one had marks on it as if someone had tried to force it open, he’d then used his flashlight and walked around a bit outside,
            scouting the area. There was no sign of the would-be intruder.
         

         
         “Right,” Cross said suddenly and turned back to Pet to offer her a smile. “Petronella, you said? Can you spell that for me?”

         
         Santo noted that the man still had his cop face on, but his gaze kept trying to skitter down over Pet’s body as he waited,
            pen poised, for her to spell her name. It was Parker who answered.
         

         
         “P . . . E . . . T . . . R . . . O . . . N . . . E . . . L . . . L . . . A,” Parker spelled out, and then added, “S . . . T . . . O . . . N . . . E.”

         
         “Thanks, little guy,” the officer said with a grin. “I figured Stone was spelled that way, but it’s good to be sure, and Petronella
            is an unusual name.” His gaze slid back to Pet as he added that, his grin widening.
         

         
         “It is unusual but not unheard of,” Parker assured him solemnly. “For instance, there were six female babies named Petronella
            in 1924. There were 1,161,210 babies born that year, making it only one in 193,535 babies given the name. But it’s much more
            popular in Europe. There have been explorers, Olympic sailors, swimmers, a painter, a poet, a British journalist, and loads
            of other women with the name. There was even a Doctor Who character named Petronella Osgood.”
         

         
         “My nephew; the walking dictionary,” Pet said. Her tone of voice was wry, and Santo noted that she took Parker’s arm to draw
            him in front of her so she could rest her hands on his shoulders. It also helped
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