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      Don’t look a gift newt in the mouth.

      

      Deandra has officially moved to Axia! She’s rooming with her best friend and cousin, Wendy, and has her trusty baby dragon, Havoc, by her side. She’s basking in the joy of having no schedule and no demands on her time. While taking a relaxing stroll with Havoc in Oracle Park one day, however, her peace is shattered when she overhears a violent altercation.

      

      Yet, when she and Havoc track down the source of the commotion, it’s not a crime in progress they stumble on, but Chester and his yappy dog, Charles Barksley, squaring off against Deandra’s nemesis: Sunshine the fire newt.

      

      After rescuing the pair from Sunshine, Deandra is flabbergasted when, instead of being met with animosity, the newt gives Deandra a gift. The newly acquired coin is grimy, old, and possesses strange magical properties. Deandra is confounded further still when her research into the coin’s origins reveals a past not only connected to the fae realm—but to Havoc.
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      Deandra walked along the path that circled Oracle Park, her dragon happily trotting ahead of her. It was the middle of the afternoon and she, blissfully, had nowhere to be. There wasn’t a sense of dread in her belly over the reality that her day was to be spent making expensive coffees for ungrateful customers. She didn’t need to check her bank account and log the week’s figures in a spreadsheet, doing the math on how many ride-share gigs she’d need to do to guarantee she could make rent this month.

      When Havoc stopped to sniff a rose, she halted on the path and tipped her head back, basking in the warm sunlight on her skin.

      It was a truly beautiful day. The sky was a cloudless blue. The faint sound of laughing children on the playground was punctuated by the occasional soft quack of a duck paddling in the nearby pond.

      This was all somewhat dampened by old Chester’s frantic shouting, and his dog, Charles Barksley, yipping his little head off from somewhere up ahead. She instantly knew it was him. Despite being a new resident of Axia, she’d already grown accustomed to Chester yelling at someone or something while walking his constantly barking dog.

      “Get away from us, you monster! Get away! Help!” came Chester’s distant voice.

      Deandra glanced down at Havoc, who was sitting on his haunches and closely watching a bee. Hopefully he wouldn’t try to snatch the thing out of the air—he’d tried and missed several times during their walk already, despite Deandra admonishing him. Though, if Havoc got stung and his face swelled up, it would not only teach him a lesson, but it would be an excuse for Deandra to see Dr. Cruz Caddel.

      She was fairly certain the ball was in her court when it came to seeing the veterinarian again. A simple text message would no doubt work, so using her pet’s potential self-inflicted injury as a means to see him was admittedly a touch extreme.

      Dr. Caddel was one of the few people in town who knew Havoc was actually a dragon and not a dire wolf. The enchanted white leather collar Havoc wore shielded his true identity from the population at large. It was Dr. Caddel’s theory that only people Havoc trusted, and thereby looped into his inner circle, saw him for what he truly was.

      That circle was more of a dot, though, as Deandra was currently the only person on the list of trusted pod members.

      She and Dr. Caddel had texted quite a few times back when Havoc was still in animal jail after being seized by Ranger Vicks and Ranger Dancy of Parks Management. Dr. Caddel had offered to swing by the facility to drop off Havoc’s cold medicine and to make sure he was okay. And, even more importantly, to assure his glamouring collar was still around his neck. Dr. Caddel had also been cooking up a way to break Havoc—albeit through legal means—out of confinement.

      
        
          
            
              
        Deandra

      

      
        Officer Dancy said he’ll be checking on him tomorrow. He seems like a good guy. He might be able to help you with whatever your mysterious prison break plan is

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Cruz

      

      
        Noted

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Deandra

      

      
        I appreciate you doing this. Do I owe you anything? Medicine delivery probably isn’t in your job description …

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Cruz

      

      
        Buy me lunch sometime and we’ll call it even.

      

      

      

      

      

      Had he meant that as a date? Was it a platonic suggestion? Was it a throwaway offer since, at that time, Deandra hadn’t made a decision about moving to Axia? Dr. Caddel had probably thought he’d never see her again.

      “Help! Charles Barksley, stop! You’ll lose an eye!”

      Deandra glanced in the direction of the shouting elderly man and his yappy dog but couldn’t see them from here. Surely someone else would come to Chester’s aid. Right? If Deandra strolled up with Havoc in tow, it would set off Chester even more.

      Last month, Chester had made it abundantly clear he thought a dire wolf was too dangerous for anyone to keep as a pet. Actually, he didn’t think dire wolves should be in Axia at all. The last thing she needed was for Chester to wig out on her and call Ranger Vicks.

      “Oh, Goddess above! Won’t anyone help us?”

      Groaning, Deandra glanced down at Havoc. “Let’s go see what that’s about. Try not to scare the crap out of Charles Barksley, okay?”

      Havoc offered a chirp, but his muzzle was bunched as he did it, muddying an already unclear message.

      They set off toward the commotion. Deandra kept hoping that whatever the apparent threat was would be dealt with before she reached Chester. His dog hadn’t stopped barking in several minutes, though that didn’t mean much. A niggling fear voiced the possibility that Chester could be in the midst of getting mugged, and Charles Barksley was attempting to play hero, protecting his human.

      Deandra picked up the pace.

      By the time they rounded the bend in the walking path, Deandra could finally see Chester and his dog. There was no mugger in sight. In fact, there were no people around at all. Charles Barksley was squared up against a bush covered in small red berries, and he was barking and snarling at it as if it were a fearsome monster, not an immobile bit of shrubbery. The dog lunged with enough force that Chester had to grab hold of the leash with both hands to keep from losing hold of it. The dog couldn’t have weighed more than ten pounds, though; Chester acted as if he were fighting against the might of a ravenous tiger.

      Deandra made eye contact with a woman at the far end of the path who, upon seeing Charles Barksley losing his ever-loving mind, came to a dead stop. She offered Deandra a tentative wave.

      Chester yelped as his tennis shoes slid half an inch forward on the dirt path. “Charles Barksley! Stop this instant! You’re too brave for your own good. Oh, Goddess, help us!”

      The watching woman winced dramatically and shook her head in a clear sign of “Nope, not today!” She made an abrupt about-face, then headed back the other way.

      Coward.

      “Hi, Chester!” Deandra called from several feet away, raising her voice to be heard over the dog’s increasingly high-pitched barks. She stopped in the middle of the path so as to not freak the pair out further. “What’s the problem?”

      Chester glanced over. His eyes widened when they landed on her, then grew wider still when he spotted Havoc.

      He went rigid—then screamed bloody murder.

      Oh, for goodness’ sake …

      “You stay right there, young lady! It was within my rights to call Parks Management about your hellhound! Even if he wasn’t the one who committed the arson, he’s still a danger! You weren’t complying with the leash laws. You can’t seek your revenge on me now in retaliation! Help! Heeeelp!”

      Charles Barksley had been distracted from his war with the bushes by all the shouting. He stood in the middle of the path now, too, facing Deandra and Havoc. He’d gone quiet, which Deandra’s ears appreciated.

      Havoc had flopped onto his belly when Deandra stopped walking, and his head was wedged between his front paws. He was in the least threatening position possible, save for being on his back. Perhaps that was why Charles Barksley had gone mute, though given the way the small white dog seemed to be trembling, he’d gone quiet out of fear.

      “Ranger Vicks was just doing his job,” Chester said, also trembling, as if Deandra were the mugger from her own imagined scenario. “And I was doing my job as a concerned citizen. Your … your dire wolf is a menace. He could tear Charles Barksley’s legs off and use them as chew toys.”

      The dog in question let out a terrified tiny woof.

      Havoc lifted his head at the sound of the word “toys.”

      Chester screamed again. “Please don’t hurt us! Your beast was released! You don’t have to do this!”

      Deandra considered just walking way. Chester was in near hysterics, even though there was a good ten feet separating them. “We just wanted to make sure you were okay. You called for help.”

      “Not from the likes of you!”

      Deandra rolled her eyes. “Fine. We’re leaving. Have the day you deserve.”

      Just as she started to turn away, Charles Barksley, with nary a warning, beelined for the bushes again. He moved so quickly, it startled Chester, and the leash was ripped from his hand. The dog dove headlong into the bush, and Chester tipped forward, arms pinwheeling.

      Havoc darted forward, dragging Deandra after him. His speed was even more impressive than Charles Barksley’s, causing Deandra to lose hold of his leash as well. She stumbled forward but managed not to hit the ground. When she looked up, Havoc was in front of Chester, the dragon standing on his hind legs with his forepaws on the elderly man’s chest, propping him up. Chester wasn’t necessarily fragile looking, but he couldn’t have been younger than eighty—who knew what injuries a hard fall could have caused.

      When Chester was steady on his feet again, he scuttled backward a few steps and stared down at Havoc. The man’s chest heaved. Havoc’s muzzle bunched.

      “Come, Havoc,” Deandra said.

      Without hesitation, Havoc bounded over to her, his leash trailing behind him. When she had the loop firmly in hand, she eyed Chester.

      The man wrung his age-spotted hands as his gaze flitted between Deandra and Havoc. “I, uh, thank you.”

      Deandra only offered a tight nod before she turned away. She’d only made it a few steps when Chester called out.

      “Um … miss?”

      She stopped, tipped her head back, and willed herself the patience needed to deal with Chester. When she looked down at Havoc, he offered her a tongue-lolling smile. A laugh slipped out, taking some of her tension with it.

      Turning to face Chester once more, she cocked a brow in question.

      He was still wringing his hands. He seemed so much older in that moment, as if his overly exuberant dog had been his shield or security blanket and now he was lost without him. The rustling issuing from the bush suggested Charles Barksley was still inside. The barking hadn’t resumed, so Deandra was unsure who was winning the fight—foliage or canine.

      “Could you possibly help me get Charles Barksley?” Chester asked hesitantly. “An awful fire newt is in there, and I’m worried he’s going to get hurt. That newt is nasty—been lunging out of bushes and from branches at us all week. It landed on me yesterday and burned a newt-shaped hole in my shirt! It torments Charles Barksley more than any squirrel ever has. What if that terrible thing goes kaboom in there while my … while Charles … I can’t …”

      Deandra held up a hand to quiet him. “I’ll see what I can do, okay? I might know the newt.”

      Chester’s thin lips flattened in distaste. “That doesn’t surprise me.”

      Deandra crossed her arms and leveled a flat stare at him.

      After several long seconds of silence—save for the rustling in the bushes—Chester caved. “I … apologize. Charles Barksley was my wife’s pride and joy. She passed last year. I can’t bear to have anything happen to him.”

      Dang it.

      “Okay. I’m going to unhook Havoc’s leash. Don’t panic. He won’t come anywhere near you, and he won’t hurt Charles Barksley, either. But if Havoc is on the other side of the hedge, it might help flush him out,” Deandra said.

      Chester clearly wanted to say something sassy, but he just wrung his hands and nodded instead.

      Deandra unclipped the leash from Havoc’s harness. Without her needing to tell him anything, he bounded over to the far side of the bush, partially disappearing from sight. Deandra made her way to the spot where Charles Barksley had been barking when this all started and placed her hands on her knees as she attempted to peer into the thick shrub. She was reminded of doing something similar when she’d dropped by the Clarion pixie clan’s residence. Then, she’d had acorns and small bags of lila sugar. If only she had some mealworms with her now.

      “Sunshine?” Deandra whisper-hissed. “Sunshine, are you in there?”

      The rustling in the bushes stopped for a moment, followed by a startled yelp from a dog. The thrashing within the bush resumed in earnest.

      “Sunshine! Leave him alone!” She grabbed a handful of branches with berry-dotted leaves in each hand and pulled them apart. The white of Charles Barksley’s fur was easy to spot in the dark depths of the bush, but to get to him, she’d need to get half her torso inside the shrub. The rustling, she realized, was because the dog’s leash was tangled around him and several branches. She could make out the white of one of the dog’s eyes. The poor thing was terrified.

      Despite Sunshine having a lot of yellow on her body, the color was only vibrant if her magical stores were topped off. Otherwise, she was mostly black. The newt might have done some terrible things in the past when she was under the magical influence of a forced familiar bond, but regardless of that, there was a calculating intelligence in the amphibian. Not knowing where the psychotic little thing was made Deandra’s heart rate double, but she needed to get Charles Barksley out of there. Too much more thrashing, and he could end up seriously hurt.

      “You better not bite me,” she told the dog, then used her arms to push the branches and leaves out of the way so she could partially wiggle into the bush. The shrub wasn’t so deep that she couldn’t keep her feet firmly planted on the ground, but the dog was far enough in that, if he’d gotten stuck any deeper, she’d have a much harder time reaching him. Her arms were getting scratched up, but at least there were no thorns to contend with.

      Charles Barksley’s eyes were wild with fear, and he started bucking and thrashing once he saw Deandra coming for him, but he was so tangled, it was clear he wasn’t going anywhere on his own. The fight went out of him once he figured out Deandra was trying to help.

      It took some maneuvering and some blind finger flailing to finally unhook his leash from his harness. Deandra looped an arm around the dog as best she could, then slowly pulled him free, leaving the leash in the depths of the bush.

      She’d just gotten him out and clipped Havoc’s leash to the dog’s harness when a blur of black and yellow shot out the top of the bush like a tiny rocket. It landed atop Charles Barksley’s head. The dog froze in Deandra’s arms for a moment, then scream-howled as if he’d just been electrocuted. Deandra got smacked in the face by a paw, kicked in the stomach by a back leg, and then Sunshine hissed in her face for good measure.

      The dog wriggled free, somehow landed on his feet, and then bolted toward Chester. Havoc darted around the bush toward the man, too, presumably to catch him again should he get knocked over. Sunshine was still riding Charles Barksley’s head like a hat, hissing in triumph as if she were a cowgirl astride a bucking bull. The leash that trailed after the dog, who was running circles around Chester in blind terror, wrapped around the man’s ankles.

      Deandra was yelling at Sunshine to knock it off. Chester was yelling at Deandra to “do something!” Havoc chased after Charles Barksley, circling the elderly man again and again as if Chester were a maypole. The poor dog continuously shrieked in fear, though it was hard to tell if he was more scared of Havoc behind him or Sunshine on his head.
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