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      Nothing was worse than waking up as a squirrel. Not knowing where she is, why she's a squirrel, and why she should be in Georgia comes a close second.

      Vicky does know several important things. First, she's not supposed to be a squirrel. Second, two-legger males are intriguing creatures. Third, she likes one particular two-legger male more than the others, and she means to keep him.

      Finding her true self is only the beginning. Vicky must hunt those who have taken her friends and ruined her hopes for the future so she can reclaim what is rightfully hers.

      Finished with being a victim, Vicky will do everything in her power to put an end to Basin once and for all, even if it means she must make the ultimate sacrifice and bite a silver bullet for the sake of her family, her friends, and the rest of the supernatural world.
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            I wasn’t supposed to be a squirrel

          

        

      

    

    
      I missed Samantha. Samantha would’ve known what to do, what was going on, and why I was stuck in a tree.

      She also would’ve known why I was a squirrel.

      She had known a lot of things. There were only four things I knew for certain: my name was Vicky, I missed Samantha, I was supposed to be in Georgia, and I wasn’t supposed to be a squirrel.

      I couldn’t remember the details, but with sickening certainty, I understood Samantha was gone and wouldn’t be coming back. The brand of her loss cut deep and left scars time hadn’t healed.

      Digging my tiny little claws into the tree branch for a better hold, I chittered curses at the world.

      A squirrel, a real one, stared at me before scampering down the tree and taking off through the forest. I found its fear of me amusing. Shaking my head, I struggled to focus my attention on the facts.

      My name was Vicky, and I wasn’t supposed to be a squirrel.

      Unfortunately, I had no idea what I was supposed to be, but a squirrel wasn’t it. I chittered my annoyance. The sound was wrong, and I didn’t even know what was wrong about it.

      Knowing my name and having the knowledge I wasn’t supposed to be a squirrel didn’t do me any good. That left me with Georgia. I groped for scraps of memory but remembered nothing. I paced, twitching my bushy tail while regarding my surroundings with disdain.

      Snow dusted the forest, and a cold wind rustled through my fur. I wrapped my tail around myself and shivered.

      A single fact asserted itself: a chill wind blew in Georgia during the winter, but it didn’t often snow. Had I lived there once? The details slipped away. I clung to the bark eyeing the ground far below.

      The real squirrel had made it look so easy. Another flurry of chitters burst out of me, a curse at myself for having gotten stuck in a tree, and another one for having forgotten everything of use—assuming I had known anything of use. Had I?

      I really missed Samantha. She’d known everything.

      The certainty she wouldn’t return hurt, and I wished I remembered why. She’d been important to me, and the wrongness of remembering nothing spurred me into skittering towards the tree trunk. A brisk, metallic scent filled the air, and my nose twitched. More snow drifted through the bare branches, blanketing my fur.

      I shook it off, chattering complaints at the cold and the wet. The first squirrel had had the right idea. When in doubt, diving down the tree trunk and stopping before I smacked face first into the ground seemed wise.

      I mastered the diving down part with flying colors. The stopping part gave me problems. I hooked my front claws into the tree bark, and they stuck far better than I expected. Failing to find purchase with my hind paws, I flipped and crashed onto the ground, landing on my back.

      My breath whooshed out of me, and I twitched from the impact. Claw by claw, I freed myself from the bark. I rolled over with a low groan, shaking my head before staggering upright.

      The real squirrel mocked me with its chittering cries. I bristled, turning my ears back.

      My ears weren’t as mobile as I thought they should be. I wanted to pin them back, but they didn’t swivel much, which angered a wave of squeaks out of me. My tail didn’t do what I wanted, either. The fact it was so large and bushy pleased me, but I couldn’t figure out how to lash it from side to side, forcing me to settle with unsatisfying twitches.

      Maybe my tail didn’t impress me all that much, but the other squirrel turned and ran up a nearby tree, cursing at me before it scrambled into a hole far above. For a moment, I was tempted to chase after it and test out my teeth on its scrawny neck.

      Instead, I turned and scurried away in search of Georgia.
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      With no idea how to get to Georgia, I wandered, hoping for some clue to help me reach my destination. My scattered memories gave me the impression Georgia lacked snow, and if I headed south, I’d escape from the cold.

      I didn’t like the cold. Something about the snow, the frigid bite in the air, and the wind saddened me, filled me with longing and loneliness, and made me miss Samantha even more. No matter how often I thought about her, I couldn’t remember what had taken her from me.

      Something—someone—else was missing from my memories, too, but unlike Samantha, I couldn’t remember who or why they were important to me. Unlike her, nothing substantial remained, although I had the impression he was a male—no, not just a male, but a man.

      I understood the uses of a male, but the distinction between a male and a man puzzled me. I certainly didn’t want a male squirrel. I wasn’t supposed to be a squirrel, and I certainly wasn’t going to lower myself to bearing squirrel young. I shuddered at the thought.

      Was a man a male of the appropriate species? If I discovered what a man was, would I learn more about myself? Was I searching for any man or a specific one?

      I didn’t know, and it frustrated another storm of chitters out of me.

      As though winter’s ire was stirred by my souring mood, the cold intensified, the skies darkened, and the snow fell harder. The wind whipped it into white clouds. Dismayed, I took shelter near the trunk of a tree. I clutched my tail in my paws and held it close, relying on it to keep the worst of the weather off me.

      Maybe I couldn’t remember why I didn’t like the cold, but the storm gave me plenty of reasons. Snow froze to my fur in clumps, and while hiding my face in my tail helped, the wind nipped my nose and bit at my lungs when I breathed.

      By the time the snow eased to swirling flurries, it had deepened enough I had to hop to venture through it. While I didn’t know what or where Georgia was, it had to be better than the wintry forest.

      Maybe I’d find a man in Georgia and he'd know what I couldn’t remember.

      Maybe.
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      Where the forest met dark ground dusted with snow and slicked with ice, the world became a busy, noisy place. I took shelter beneath the bare branches of a bush, staring at the obstacle blocking my path.

      I recognized the death traps speeding by as cars, and I associated the memory of vehicles with countless animal carcasses left rotting along the roadside. How did I know? Had I once driven one?

      It didn’t matter; if I got hit, I would be flattened.

      Why couldn’t I remember anything more useful? Who I was and why I needed to go to Georgia would’ve been a good start. Knowing what—and where—Georgia was would’ve helped, too. Knowing how to get there would’ve solved most of my problems. Chittering my annoyance, I watched the road and waited until there were no cars before darting across. I made it, sighing my relief.

      On the other side of the road, snow-encrusted grass crackled in the wind, gleaming in the fading sunlight. I flicked my tail, considering my options. Roads led somewhere, but I couldn’t remember how to make the pathways cutting across the land reveal their destinations.

      While the fields and forests were safer, the road and its many cars would take me somewhere. Unlike the grass, the roads triggered memories. I considered my choices, but only for a moment.

      Where the road went, I would follow.

      To my dismay, I discovered the road was long, winding, and bitterly cold. The sun dipped below the horizon, night fell, and the asphalt continued with no end in sight.

      I spent the night huddled in a ditch where the wind couldn’t reach me, curled in a tight ball so my tail could protect me. Hunger cramped my stomach, and when I slept, it came in fits and bursts. Every sound disturbed me, and the cars, without fail, frightened me awake. Near dawn, I clambered up the slope and chittered insults at the departing taillights.

      I disliked cars almost as much as the cold. My hunger intensified, and my fragmented memories failed me once again.

      I had no idea what squirrels ate.

      Standing on my hind legs, I regarded my paws and chuffed. While I had claws, they didn’t seem right for hunting, and that knowledge angered me even more.

      Why did I know my tree-climbing claws weren’t suitable for hunting, yet I didn’t know what I could eat? A frustrated scream burst out of my throat. With every piece of memory I managed to catch, I uncovered more questions I couldn’t answer. What drove the cars? Were they my species? In the darkness, I could barely make out the flat streak of the road. I kept to the shoulder, using the lights of passing vehicles to guide me.

      When the predawn gloom brightened to day, the road emerged from the forest and neighboring fields and entered a noisy, smelly hell. Snow drifted across the asphalt, and the cars crammed together, parked in long, snaking lines. Horns blared, and the sound hurt my ears. Instead of trees in the distance, buildings rose towards the sky.

      I eased away from the road to keep a safe distance from the trapped cars while I studied the skyline.

      Recognition hit me hard.

      I approached a city, and the cars were stuck in traffic. Excitement coursed through me. Who—or what—lived in the city remained a mystery, but if I got closer, maybe I’d remember more.
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      The snow brought traffic to a halt, crippling the city and its strange two-legged occupants. I scampered along a path safe from the reach of the vehicles. Real squirrels lived in the city, too, and they chittered their anger when I infringed on their territory.

      Their aggression made me want to bite. My hunger gnawed at me, fraying my already worn temper. Most of the squirrels who showed aggression towards me were male. They were smaller than me, their fur a dull gray compared to the red of mine, except for my paws, which were black.

      I had no idea how far I’d ventured into the city, but there were no forests, and the trees lining the streets didn’t provide enough shelter to protect me from the loud noises and choking fumes.

      A squirrel lunged out of one of the snow-ladened trees and charged me, squealing its fury. I ached, I hungered, and a small, gray squirrel dared to interfere with me?

      I took out my frustrations on the male, tearing at his fur with my impotent claws while he snapped his teeth at me.

      I closed mine around his throat and bit down as hard as I could before shaking my head. When he ceased fighting me, I dropped his body into the snow drifting around the tree rising from the middle of the sidewalk.

      While I found the taste of blood intriguing, I also hated it, and I dipped my paws in the snow and used it to clean the mess out of my fur. Squeaking my annoyance over the waste, I regarded the squirrel’s tree.

      Maybe he had food I could actually eat. He didn’t need it any more. I spiraled up the trunk in search of what the other squirrel had been guarding. Near the top, I found a knotted hole where a branch had broken. Bits of fluff, twigs, and scraps of cloth were stuffed inside.

      It stank of male squirrel, and sneezing my disgust at the smell, I wiggled into the den. I barely fit, and I tore apart the nest searching for food. Buried at the bottom, I discovered a stash of nuts and seeds. I grasped an acorn, glaring at it before putting my teeth to work breaking into it.

      My squirrel body seemed to like what I choked down, but I didn’t. I ate until I couldn’t handle the thought of another swallow. The overwhelming smell of male squirrel drove me out of the nest. When I slept, it would be somewhere warmer, safer, and a lot less offensive to my nose.
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      The sense of rightness about the city started as a warmth deep within and strengthened with each hopping step I took. When I strayed, the warmth cooled, rekindling when I changed directions and moved on. I had no idea what was happening or why, but I had no other options.

      The warmth kept the winter chill at bay, and as the snow continued to fall, the life in the city ebbed. The two-leggers hid in their buildings of stone, brick, and glass. While I heard squirrels chittering and screaming their anger at my presence, they remained high up in their trees.

      If any of them bothered me, I’d kill them like I had the other squirrel. I should’ve felt some guilt over killing another of my kind, but I didn’t.

      I wasn’t a squirrel, not really, and if he’d left me alone, I wouldn’t have snapped his scrawny neck.

      I decided I’d no longer worry about stupid squirrels and focus on more important matters. The two-leggers intrigued me. While I’d been able to identify things about them, the most important details slipped away. I remembered some specifics. Some two-leggers carried bags they called purses. The jangly bits others held while shuffling through the snow to their parked cars were keys. The buildings of glass, steel, and stone weren’t homes, dens, or nests, but places two-leggers gathered in big colonies to do the things they thought were important before returning to their nests.

      Their nests interested me far more than their other gathering places. Would I find a man in a nest? Was a man a pet of the two-leggers? Could he be a two-legger?

      I stopped long enough to observe the two-leggers braving the snow. They bundled up in thick, fake furs, and in their voices, I heard their complaints. I recognized the words they spoke, but none of them evoked the sense that I’d found a man.

      Chittering at the two-leggers got me nowhere; either they didn’t understand me or they didn’t care about a squirrel, not that I blamed them for that.

      Squirrels annoyed me, so I probably annoyed the two-leggers.

      I stopped making noises and scurried on my way, navigating through the city with the warmth in my chest as a guide. I understood what the lights where streets met meant, and I bided my time, waiting for the two-leggers to cross the roads so I wouldn’t end up flattened by one of their cars.

      Two-leggers puzzled me. They packed everything so close to together, pretending scant trees planted in the middle of their walking paths somehow brought them closer to nature. Then, rejecting their glass, steel, and stone gathering places, their nests were skirted by lawns with proper trees, but they insisted on keeping their noisy, smelly cars close to where they nested.

      The deeper I ventured into where the two-leggers lived, the more I liked it. Snow covered the grass, and the nests were often separated by tracks of forest. The road I followed ended, and a smaller asphalt trail disappeared into the trees. I sniffed, pleased over how little of the city’s stench I could detect.

      With no other options, I followed the smaller trail, leaving prints in the untouched snow. It led to the largest nest I’d seen so far, surrounded by a white fence. Curiosity drove me into climbing up on top to discover what the nest’s owner wanted to hide.

      The snow fell harder, but instead of sticking to the ground, it melted into a large pond surrounded by flat, concrete stones. I tilted my head and chittered my puzzlement. Why would a two-legger hide a pond behind a fence?

      A memory surfaced, and the subtle differences between a pond and a pool elicited an annoyed chitter out of me. Both had water, so what did it matter if it was a pool or a pond? I scampered my way down, twitching my tail as I crept closer.

      The presence of water lured me closer. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d had anything to drink. Water was water, and I wasted no time hopping my way to where the flat stones met the pool’s edge.

      I dug my tiny claws into the concrete and stretched out as far as I could in my effort to reach the surface. I lost my hold, squawked my dismay, and plunged in head first.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Two

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            Only neglectful two-leggers left their pool open in the middle of the winter.

          

        

      

    

    
      Squirrels sucked at swimming.

      I made it work, somehow, although I wanted to gnaw off my tail and be rid of it; the bushy fur soaked up water and threatened to drown me. My winter coat weighed me down, too. Scrambling at the slick side of the pool, I struggled to secure my grip and climb out.

      It was then my uncooperative memory decided to inform me squirrels liked drowning in pools, leaving their floating bodies for two-leggers to find. I also remembered only neglectful two-leggers left their pool open in the middle of the winter.

      At least the water wasn’t as cold as I thought it should be.

      Not only did squirrels suck at swimming, they were stupid, too. Why had I thought it would be a good idea to get a drink from a pool? The water tasted terrible, and by the time I figured out how to stay afloat, too much of it had gone down my throat. To make matters worse, the pool had a current, one that threatened to sweep me away from the steep edge.

      Fortunately, I remembered two-leggers had a way of climbing out of pools, and if I could find where they escaped the water, there was a chance I could, too. I lunged for the ledge and caught my claws on the concrete so I could rest without my head submerging.

      Screaming because things weren’t going my way wouldn’t help, but I did it anyway. I shrieked my fury until I panted for breath. The falling snow obscured my vision; I couldn’t see the far end of the pool, which frightened me almost as much as the thought of drowning.

      Huffing curses over my inability to pull myself up and out of the water despite having caught hold of the concrete, I considered my options. Did other squirrels recognize there were ways out of the pool, or did they ineffectively try to scramble out where they had fallen in?

      Since drowning as a squirrel wasn’t how I wanted my life to end, I let go and swam along the edge, seeking a better place to escape the water. When I needed to rest, I scrambled at the side until I caught hold of an imperfection in the concrete, dangling from my claws while I caught my breath.

      It took far too long to locate the steps. The top one was several inches below the surface, which gave me a chance to sit and recover. Gathering myself, I jumped for freedom, smacked into the concrete, and slid into the water. Spluttering, I shook myself and tried again. The water weighed down my fur while the falling snow and cold air stiffened my muscles.

      Determined to escape, I crouched so low my nose submerged before launching myself at the ledge. My forepaws and chest hit the edge, and with a triumphant squeak, I scrambled for purchase.

      “What the hell?”

      The words startled me so much I let go, sliding backwards into the pool. A two-legger had somehow approached without me noticing, and moments after I landed in the water with a splash, he plucked me out, holding me in a firm grip around my back and front paws.

      The two-legger didn’t hurt me. Hanging in the air beat drowning in the water, so I kept still, gasping until my lungs no longer burned. My nose confirmed the two-legger was a male, but I couldn’t tell anything more than that. The snow clung to my wet fur, and I shuddered from the wintry chill.

      The two-legger made soothing noises and carried me away from the pool towards his nest. When he opened the door, heat washed over me, and while I still shivered, my body relaxed.

      “Never thought I’d actually see a live squirrel in my pool,” the two-legger said.

      I found it curious his words had meanings I understood. I hadn’t been able to understand other squirrels beyond a basic realization they didn’t want me in their territory.

      The nest smelled pleasant, filled with scents I recognized but couldn’t name. I liked them, which put me at ease despite nearly drowning and my subsequent captivity. Squirrels didn’t belong in pools, and it was a lesson I wouldn’t forget anytime soon.

      I hoped.

      The two-legger carried me into a large, tiled room, setting me on top of a gleaming counter. He stared at me, crossing his arms over his chest. “What, exactly, am I supposed to do with a half-drowned squirrel?”

      What use was a squirrel to a two-legger? His nest warmed me, and while I could have fled, I sat still and waited, watching his every move. He pulled a device out of a pocket, something I recognized.

      My unwilling memory regurgitated the device’s name: a phone. The tapping the two-legger was doing on the screen was dialing, and the phone would let him communicate with others of his kind.

      Why couldn’t my memory provide me with useful information?

      “Hey. I just rescued a squirrel out of my pool. I didn’t want it to freeze to death, so I brought it in the house. Any idea what I should do with it?”

      There was a long moment of silence, then the two-legger snorted. “No. It seems friendly enough, and it’s flopped on my counter looking sorry for itself. Hasn’t even tried to run away since I put it down. No, it hasn’t bitten me. I’ll try to avoid that. I don’t need rabies on top of everything else. What do I feed it?”

      I hoped two-legger food would appeal more than squirrel food did. Once I wasn’t dripping all over the place while half frozen, maybe I could figure out a way to communicate with the male. Was he a man? I wasn’t sure, but he seemed friendly enough.

      I waited, wishing I could hear the full conversation between the two-leggers.

      “I thought you knew everything. Fine. I’ll look it up on the internet. Any news from the meteorologists about the storm?” After a moment, the two-legger sighed. “That’s what I figured. Keep me in the loop. Go ahead and notify employees they should stay home tomorrow. Have the mandatory staff work from home if possible. This is going to get worse before it gets better, especially without…”

      Grief had a scent, and the two-legger reeked of it. I wondered how I knew emotions had a smell and why I was so familiar with the scent of grief.

      When I thought he’d remain quiet, he sighed again, shrugged, and said, “If I was in the office, I wouldn’t have the time to fish half-dead squirrels out of my pool. If you learn anything new, call me.”

      The two-legger returned his phone to his pocket. “Looks like it’s you and me tonight. If I show up at the office uninvited, they’re going to put me in handcuffs and toss me in a cellar somewhere until I learn to do as I’m told. I’m supposed to be the boss.” The scent of the two-legger’s grief strengthened. “Let’s get you dried off and warmed up, then I’ll figure out what to give you for supper.”

      Since biting the hand about to feed me classified as idiocy of the highest order, I kept my teeth to myself and submitted to the indignation of being handled by a two-legger.
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      The two-legger found my existence amusing, and when I didn’t try to bite him, protest his gentle handling, or otherwise show any sign of aggression, he placed me on his shoulder. I clasped his shirt with my claws so I wouldn’t fall, careful to avoid his thin skin.

      Smart squirrels kept the two-legger able to open the refrigerator door happy, and if he wanted me to ride on his shoulder, I wouldn’t object.

      His shoulder was warm, I liked the smell of his hair, and he was pleasant enough despite his tendency to pace around his nest. I shuffled closer to him, curling my tail around his neck.

      The two-legger pulled out his phone again and put it to his ear. “Hey, Richard. Any news?”

      Once again, the two-legger smelled of grief, and I didn’t like it.

      “No news here, either. I was kicked out of the office and got told if I went in tomorrow, they’d take steps. One of the steps involved handcuffs. It’s been three weeks. If they think I’m going to sit around and do nothing while my brother and—” The two-legger sighed. “Yes, I have the locations and copies of the operation charts. I managed to copy them before I got kicked out of the office. No, I didn’t tell anyone I was taking them. Yes, I’ve been making sure to ask others to handle pulling files and records from those databases for the past week. Yes, I modified the access logs to cover my trail. If you can convince Alex to keep watch over Yellowknife, I’ll get on the horn with Desmond and get him on the move.”

      The two-legger returned to the kitchen, opening the refrigerator long enough to grab a piece of red fruit, which he dropped on a cutting board. Selecting a knife, he went to work slicing it. He offered me a piece, and sniffing the air, I detected a tart sweetness. I grabbed it in my paws and nibbled on it.

      My tongue triggered a memory. The fruit was an apple. I took a bigger bite, and the two-legger made a satisfied noise in his throat. “Good. No pissing contests on this one, Richard. I’m paying. Get your ass in the air and park your bird at one of the Inquisition airfields outside of the storm zone. I’ll send you the information.”

      The two-legger blinked, lowered his phone, and stared at the display. “Well, shit. I didn’t get a chance to ask him if he knew what squirrels ate.”

      I bit down on my apple so I wouldn’t drop it and jumped from his shoulder to the counter. Sitting beside the cutting board, I stuffed as much of the fruit into my mouth as I could and grabbed a second slice.

      “It’s all yours. Don’t choke on it.” The two-legger wandered away, once again putting his phone to his ear to call someone. While he was gone, I ate my apple, stuffing so much down my throat my stomach bulged. Groaning, I flopped on the counter.

      When the two-legger returned, he had a wicker basket in one hand and a throw blanket in the other. He set the basket on the island, stuffed the blanket inside, and picked me up. “I wasn’t going to steal your apple. I’ll go to a pet store tomorrow and buy you food, but I’ve been told my choice of apple was tolerably acceptable for tonight. Who knew squirrels had such specialized diets? For now, you’ll live here.”

      The two-legger set me on top of the blanket and hesitated before patting my head. When I stayed still, he stroked his hand along my back. “Try not to destroy my house.”

      I burrowed into the blanket, which smelled like him. My memories associated a similar scent to his as comfort and security, so I made myself at home. If the two-legger was a man, he seemed like a nice one, even though he didn’t know anything about squirrels.

      Then again, neither did I, and I meant to keep it that way.

      After I rested, I would explore the two-legger’s nest and learn everything I could about him.
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      The two-legger spent a great deal of time pacing his nest. When night fell and everything grew quiet, I climbed out of the basket, jumped to the floor, and explored. Dim lights illuminated the nest, barely bright enough to see by. The hardwood floors were slick beneath my paws, and I found evidence of a creature with far larger claws than mine inhabiting the place, scarring the wood. I sniffed the air.

      Of the scents in the nest, the two-legger’s was the strongest, although I could detect a second, spiced smell lingering in the air, old but persistent, as though it somehow clung to everything in its determination to remain.

      I located the two-legger’s main nest and jumped up to join him. The lingering spice scent was weakest in this room, and I sniffed the air. A fresh hint of it marked the two-legger, and I scampered closer. He slept, hidden beneath a plush blanket while his head rested on a pale pillow.

      Even in sleep, grief marred his scent. I reached out with a paw, careful to keep my claws lifted so I wouldn’t scratch him. His cheek warmed me, and I hopped closer, giving him a tentative nudge with my nose.

      He remained asleep.

      I curled alongside his throat, tucked beneath his chin. Dozing in the basket while waiting for the nest to quiet had revitalized me, so instead of sleeping, I guarded him. The dim glow from the other room offered enough light to make out shapes in the darkness. I wouldn’t bite my two-legger, but if anyone came close while I watched over him, I would introduce them to my teeth and claws.

      Whatever I was, I savored the thought of protecting what I viewed as mine. I didn’t care what the two-legger thought about it, either.

      Samantha would’ve been proud of me. One day, maybe I’d remember why.
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      Someone was in my two-legger’s nest.

      The creaking of a door alerted me to the presence of the intruder, and I lifted my head, squeaking my alarm. My two-legger jerked, snorted, and mumbled something unintelligible before quieting.

      I chittered another warning, hopping to my paws with my fur standing on end.

      The soft padding of feet drew closer. I twitched my tail, digging my claws into the bedding. I had no memory of falling asleep, but the sun had risen. My two-legger slept on, oblivious to the intruder in his nest.

      Another two-legger stepped through the doorway. I bristled and screamed a warning.

      My two-legger jerked upright, knocking me aside. I squawked and tumbled across the bed, scrambling to get my paws beneath me.

      “When you told me you’d taken in a squirrel, I wasn’t expecting you to be sleeping with her,” a deep voice rumbled.

      My two-legger groaned and flopped onto his back, grabbing his blanket. He burrowed before grumbling, “What do you want, Richard?”

      “There are a bunch of people who were expecting you to start calling them two or three hours ago. When I showed up at your office, they were working themselves into a panic since you weren’t answering your phone. I volunteered to come over and check on you.” The two-legger named Richard crossed his arms over his chest and leaned against the doorframe. “It’s unlike you to sleep so late.”

      “Squirrel did it,” my two-legger replied before rolling over.

      I twisted my ears back and regretted my decision to keep my teeth to myself.

      “Your rescued squirrel did it?”

      “Soft and warm.”

      “When was the last time you got a full night’s sleep?”

      My two-legger grunted. “Don’t ask.”

      “All right. Why don’t I make you coffee while you get up? You’re about ten minutes from having an army of Inquisitors crawling all over your property if you don’t convince them you’re safe and sound. Maybe answer your phone, eh?”

      Stifling a groan, my two-legger fumbled for the nightstand. “I don’t get what they’re complaining about. Danielle told me she was going to have me handcuffed and locked up if I showed up for work today.”

      “Trust me when I say everyone is shocked, appalled, and alarmed you listened. Just give them a call. What are you feeding your squirrel?”

      “There are apples in the fridge. You said it’s a she?”

      “Unless you brought some other females around no one knows about, your squirrel is a girl.”

      “Go away, Richard,” my two-legger ordered.

      The intruder chuckled but obeyed.

      “Alphas.” Grabbing his phone off the nightstand, my two-legger fiddled with the device. Within moments, it rang. “Anderson,” he answered.

      I hopped onto my two-legger’s pillow and scolded the unseen caller in chitters. With a soft laugh, my two-legger reached up with his free hand and stroked my back. “Yes, Danielle. I was sleeping and had my phone silenced. Richard woke me.”

      I squeaked and chittered, twitching my tail in my agitation over being ignored.

      “That’s my squirrel.” For the first time since meeting my two-legger, the grief in his scent eased, replaced by a more pleasant, warmer smell. “Yes, I’ve taken complete leave of my senses and brought a wild animal into my home. She’d fallen into my pool. I wasn’t just going to let her drown. Anyway, I let Richard in, didn’t I?”

      “I heard that,” Richard boomed from somewhere else in the nest.

      “Yes, I knew Richard was coming into town. Yes, he’s invited. No, you don’t have to send anyone over. I think I can handle a single Canadian on my own. I’m sure he’s had his shots.” My two-legger sighed. “Any updates?”

      The grief returned to his scent. “Call me if you learn anything.”

      After hanging up, my two-legger lurched upright and rubbed at his face. He wasn’t wearing a shirt, and his muscles flexed with his movement. He staggered to his feet and swayed unsteadily before crossing the room to grab a white bathrobe draped over his dresser.

      While I lacked confidence in claiming I was supposed to be a two-legger like him, I appreciated his lean, furless body, and I was disappointed when he covered himself, securing his bathrobe with its sash.

      Whatever I was, I understood two-leggers far better than I did squirrels. Hopping off the bed, I scurried to him, jumped up, and caught hold of his clothes, climbing until I found a pocket.

      With a little work, I fit inside. I turned until I could poke my head out and watch from my new vantage point.

      “If I were a better man, I’d try to identify who you belonged to,” my two-legger confessed. “Maybe Danielle’s right, and I’ve lost my mind.”

      “You can’t lose what you’ve never had, Elliot. Come get your coffee,” Richard said, poking his head through the doorway. “It’s been a bad few weeks for all of us, and you’re the one who’s been hit the hardest.”

      “Richard,” my two-legger protested.

      “Don’t start. It’s not a pissing contest for who gets to be the most miserable, and unlike me, you have to pretend everything’s all right when it isn’t. It’s a good thing you invited me, else Alex and Lisa were going to force me out of my own house. I’m astonished the Inquisition hasn’t demoted you as a safety precaution.”

      “I tried to resign.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I tried to resign. They wouldn’t let me. I even told them there were personal reasons it wasn’t wise for me to remain in my position. I forced the vote. The Archeons told me to fuck off and get back to work.”

      “Unanimous in favor of you remaining the Shadow Pope?”

      “Unfortunately. I told them it’d serve them right if I developed a severe case of witchcraft or lycanthropy.”

      “Lycanthropy? Really? You really went there?”

      While Richard sounded annoyed, his scent betrayed the lie; he found my two-legger amusing, although I didn’t understand why.

      “They gave me your name and suggested I talk to you if I was interested in contracting a severe case of lycanthropy.”

      Richard laughed. “And the witchcraft threat?”

      “One of the Archeons manifested water over my head and told me I needed to go cool off.”

      “I see. Anything else of interest?”

      “One of them proposed a motion to strike the ban on the Shadow Pope being a null. It passed unanimously. The motion included a new method of selecting a Shadow Pope.” My two-legger spat curses and ran his hands through his hair. “They want to continue bloodline inheritance of the role with no limitations on successor’s magic. To make matters worse, the eligible successors can be drawn from the best suited candidate of the current line.”

      “When did this happen?”

      “Yesterday morning, about an hour after I finished my research.”

      “What do you have for me?”

      “Not nearly as much as I’d like. I gave Desmond what I have, and he said he would put together a few ops and check the west coast installations. I told him to bill me after his work was done to cut down on the red-tape bullshit.”

      “You realize if he gets his hands on whoever took his daughter, it’s going to be a bloodbath, right?”

      My two-legger shrugged. “If I thought I’d get away with it, I’d be giving you the same exact orders, Richard. I proposed a different motion to the Archeons, and it passed unanimously.”

      “Dare I ask?”

      “Basin is to be eliminated, no questions asked. We find them, and we wipe them out. They started this war, but we’re going to finish it. I have three approved objectives. First, we wipe Basin out. Second, we locate and take possession of all blood diamonds. If…” My two-legger sighed, and the stench of his grief surged. “If we find Dante alive, we’ll restore the victims we can. Otherwise, we’ll destroy the stones and hope for the best. Third, we destroy all research material and equipment associated with the creation and use of blood diamonds. Everyone agreed we can’t let Basin continue to strip witches of their power and use their stolen magic. It’s only a matter of time before Basin targets Normals.”

      “But Normals make up the majority of Basin’s operations.”

      “I’m aware.”

      “The US and Canadian governments aren’t going to be happy with the Inquisition killing a bunch of Normals.”

      “I already notified them. I’ve also spoken with representatives from the UK, the European Union, China, and Russia.”

      “And?”

      “I was honest. I told them it was personal. I told them about my brother’s daughter, my brother, and the thousands murdered for being born a witch. They won’t interfere.”

      “Good. Come have some coffee, and we’ll make plans. Our pack’s ready to move, and we’ll stop at nothing to get our bitches and your brother back. They’ll pay for everything they’ve done, that I swear.”

      My two-legger said nothing, but I could smell his doubt.
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            Coffee isn’t good for squirrels.

          

        

      

    

    
      My two-legger pulled me out of his pocket and set me in my basket in the kitchen, petting me before taking a steaming mug from Richard. “Have you had any luck nailing down the timeline leading up to their disappearance?”

      “Are you going to blow your lid if I mention her name?”

      Heaving a sigh, my two-legger hunted down a stool and dragged it close to me. He sat down, placing his mug on the polished countertop. “Probably.”

      “It wasn’t her fault.”

      “I know that. If there’s any blame, it’s mine. I authorized it, I didn’t check it over as thoroughly as I could have, and I let them go. I just—”

      “Elliot.”

      My two-legger fell silent and shrugged before taking a sip of his drink. It smelled strong, and I peered over the edge of the basket to investigate. Black liquid filled the steaming cup.

      “I should’ve insisted they take a few special ops with them.”

      Richard grunted and fetched a steaming mug for himself before sitting beside my two-legger. “Lisa and Amber both looked over the plan, our blueprints of the place, and every bit of intel we had. Both agreed it was low risk. Until we find out what actually happened, we’re pointlessly speculating. Lisa’s been running special ops ever since she became a Fenerec. I know very few fire witches as talented as Amber, and she’s no stranger to special ops. Between the two of them, if there was any evidence of danger, they would’ve found it.”

      “I know that.”

      “Amber’s convinced Nicole’s alive somewhere. Evelyn’s likewise convinced your brother is still alive, too. I can’t feel anything from my mate at all, but I trust Amber. Evelyn’s so damned sensitive to Dante I can’t tell if she’s picking up echoes or if she’s right. But, if Nicole and Dante are still alive—and I see no reason to gainsay either Amber or Evelyn—then there’s a chance we can rescue them all.”

      “I’ve sent witches of all types to the place, Richard. There isn’t a trace of their kidnappers nor any sign of where they were taken. We found some of Dante’s blood and evidence of a firefight, but that’s it. They even took the fucking bullets out of the trees. Police have questioned everyone in the area, and no one knows anything. We don’t even have the description of a single vehicle as a starting point. It’s like they disappeared into thin air.”

      Frustration added an acrid bite to my two-legger’s scent, and I perched on the edge of my basket, stretching my paws towards his mug. He shifted it out of my reach, and I chittered a complaint.

      “Coffee isn’t good for squirrels.”

      “You said you fished her out of your pool?”

      My two-legger nodded, rising long enough to fetch an apple from the fridge and a knife. I accepted his offering, nibbling while I listened.

      “She fell in sometime after it started snowing. I went out to check the pump was still running when I heard the splashing. Poor thing was about frozen solid. I dried her off and fed her an apple, and she’s been happy to sit in her basket the rest of the time.”

      “She lets you handle her?”

      “Didn’t even try to bite me. I figure she’s someone’s pet. I don’t think I’ve seen squirrels this color around here before.”

      “Now she’s your pet?”

      “She was in my pool, so she’s now my squirrel.”

      I kept eating my apple, pleased I had manipulated my two-legger into understanding he would share his nest with me, like it or not.

      Richard laughed. “You’re almost as bad as Lisa and that damned cat of hers. I count my blessings Cindy has decided she owns the lodge rather than my house. It shames me our pack is terrified of a cat.”

      For a long time, the two two-leggers sat in silence. Finally, my two-legger mumbled, “I don’t know what to do, Richard.”

      “That makes two of us. Let’s start at the beginning. When did she approach you about the op?”

      My two-legger groaned and slumped over the counter. “She had another fight with that fucking shaman. The asshole took the kids, managed to convince one of the uppers she needed to focus on company business, and got custody revoked. Since she hadn’t told me about the situation, I didn’t learn about it until after the paperwork was finalized. She talked me into letting her have a copy of the Basin database my brother had acquired. She found the connections and wanted to do something about it.”

      “It’s hard telling her no, isn’t it?” Richard muttered, his tone wry.

      “I don’t think she was going to give me a choice. She’s incredibly stubborn.”

      “Stubborn and old-fashioned. There’s a silver lining, Elliot. The asshole shaman’s out of the way. You can court her properly without her guilt getting in the way. Where is he? I know some people. If he steps out of line with the puppies, I’ll make sure they’re taken care of. I can’t promise he’ll live to regret it, though.”

      Groaning again, my two-legger covered his head with his arms. “That’s a huge part of the problem. She’s convinced she’s the worst thing to happen to the kids.”

      Richard’s scent soured, and I identified the smells as surprise and dismay. “The puppies adore her.”

      “Good luck convincing her of that. I’m at my wit’s end, Richard. I’d bet my entire fortune that shaman knows she was holding on because she didn’t want to hurt him or the kids, and he took advantage of it.”

      “Was she sleeping with him?”

      My two-legger snorted. “That’s none of my business.”

      “Like hell it’s not your business! She’s your mate.”

      “Accidental and in name only. She smelled Evelyn on my brother and lost her mind over it.”

      “I’ve told you this before, and I’m telling it to you again. Accidental or not, it takes a sorcerer to break a mating bond, and I know damned well you won’t ask one to do it. It won’t stop male Fenerec from trying to break a weak bond, but right now, she’s your mate, and you know it. When you don’t think anyone’s looking, you’re a smug bastard about it. She’ll be yours in all ways as soon as you get your head out of your ass and compete with that low-life shaman for her.”

      “I don’t want to hurt the kids.”

      Richard growled and slapped his palm against the counter. Squeaking, I darted for the safety of the basket, jumping inside and burrowing beneath the blanket.

      “You’re scaring my squirrel.”

      “Sorry. Look, Elliot. She can’t help her instincts. She hasn’t been properly mated yet, she’s been taking care of another bitch’s puppies without the help of the pack, and she’s old-fashioned—and I mean really old-fashioned. She’s so old-fashioned it’s painful to watch. I’ve been doing some research.”

      “Research? What sort of research?”

      “About Fenerec from her era. I had to ask Desmond for help. I tried asking Evelyn, but she told me to pester someone else. She’s not getting involved. All she’ll tell me is to remember that she’s Queen Victoria’s little girl.”

      The name resonated, and I stiffened in my hiding place.

      Victoria. Vicky.

      It had to be a coincidence.

      My two-legger snorted. “Trust me when I say I still have a very difficult time imagining her as a princess.”

      “You and me both. Anyway, I talked to Desmond to verify some things. He’s older than her, though he refused to say how much older. Back then, Fenerec approached mating in a completely different fashion.”

      “How different?”

      “From my understanding, every mating was a full courtship, and when a couple mated, that was it. There was no trial and error like now. Mating bonds were always approached systematically—very traditionally, complete with betrothals.”

      “You betrothed your little brother to Lisa.”

      “Desmond and I put that together so the packs would stop sending all their unmated males after his puppies. Okay, so I sacrificed my little brother so Desmond wouldn’t kill me. They decided to mate entirely on their own, and they bonded when they underwent the ritual together. That’s as traditional as we get nowadays. Your mate grew up believing the first man she slept with would be her mate for life.”

      I peeked out from beneath the blankets. My two-legger got up and paced the kitchen. “So, you’re saying on top of all my other problems, I have to figure out how to seduce the absolute shiest female on the entire fucking planet?”

      “I can’t help you with that, Elliot. Sorry. I’m used to bitches who can’t keep their teeth to themselves, not the other way around.”

      “It still amazes me you were able to hide your mating bond for so long.”

      “Desmond flipped when he figured it out, which was sometime after my mate bagged herself a pair of sorcerers. He hunted me down, Elliot. When he caught me, he locked me in his basement for almost a week.”

      The grief, frustration, and anger in my two-legger’s scent eased. “I know. He called me about ten minutes after he locked you in the silver cage I had made at his request. He told me, and I quote, ‘I have kidnapped Yellowknife’s Alpha. That rat bastard slept with my daughter!’ Then he made a bunch of incoherent noises and hung up on me. I thought I was going to get a call you’d been skinned for your pelt. I thought it wisest to just keep my nose out of Desmond’s business. I did request he leave you alive.”

      “You could’ve rescued me.”

      “You’re joking, right? Me? Get between Desmond and the male who stole his puppy from him? I think not. For the record, I knew a week after you married her. I waited years for that call.”

      “You knew?”

      My two-legger’s scent sweetened from satisfaction. “I knew. The Canadians notified me when your marital status changed. I wasn’t expecting you to mate with one of Desmond’s daughters, but I can’t say I’m upset about the results. You two are a good match, and I enjoy how close Seattle’s pack, Yellowknife’s pack, and the Desmonds are. I regret I hadn’t thought of betrothing you to one of Desmond’s daughters before you eloped. Then again, I doubt your mate would’ve been quite as eager to put up with you if she’d been forced.”

      “Truer words have never been spoken. I’d convinced myself I’d be stalking the woman for the rest of my life.”

      “I understand. Trust me, I understand.”

      I twisted my ears back and twitched my tail. I had competition for my two-legger, and I didn’t like it. Maybe he wasn’t in my memories, but I wanted him all to myself. I liked him.

      Unwilling to draw attention to myself and end their conversation, I kept quiet.

      “Just how long have you been after her? I know you’d sent Dante a picture of her when Basin first started making their move. Beyond that? You’ve been pretty quiet about her. I’d figured you liked her, since you’d actually mention her sometimes on calls with me, but I wasn’t holding my breath, considering I knew the Inquisition’s rules regarding who an Anderson could marry. I’m still amazed you convinced them to let Dante marry the first time.”

      “Not long after I first talked to her,” my two-legger grumbled, sliding back onto his stool and grabbing his coffee mug. “I didn’t actually meet her face-to-face for almost two years. Originally, I started working for her company while checking a lead on rogues. When I figured out what she was doing, I stuck around and decided to aid her efforts from the inside. Not all rogues deserve death, and the ones in her company? They’re just in a bad spot. She gives them purpose, and her company essentially functions as a pack for them.”

      “Your predecessor would’ve had them all killed for breaking the rules, your mate included.”

      “She’s the reason I’m not just like him.”

      “Bullshit, Elliot. You were born a nice guy like your brother. You just hide it a lot better than he does.”

      My two-legger shook his head. “I’ve killed a lot of people for breaking the rules, Richard. There are a lot of rogues alive right now because of everything she’s done. She showed me a different way things could be done. Once I saw what she was doing, I used her and her company to keep track of the rogues and get them sanctioned.”

      “I know you have. I’ve helped you kill many of them, remember? We’re both guilty. You give the order, I make it happen. The world just isn’t ready for the supernatural yet. Groups like Basin would come out of the woodworks. A lot of people will die—or worse.”

      “It’s getting harder to hide us, Richard. It’s going to happen one day.”

      “And it’ll be business as usual. That’s the beauty about how you run the Inquisition. Even if the entire world knows we exist, we’ll still hide. We’ll still slip under the radar. We’ll still be careful about who we bring into the fold. But it’ll be easier to find new witches and protect them—and others—from their powers. Fewer people will die. We’ll still have to hunt rogues, and the military will still want witches and Fenerec to work as special ops. There’ll still be a need for people like you and me. It won’t change that much. We’ll just have a lot more enemies like Basin.”

      “I know.”

      “I’m willing to bet you know better than anyone else. Let the Inquisition help you for a change. Let them stretch their wings and put all those skills you shoved down their throats to good use. Let them go on a warpath to find your mate, my mate, and your brother. You need her as much as I need Nicole.”

      The misery in my two-legger’s stench was so strong I sneezed.

      “If only she needed me half as much.”

      “And you called her dense. You’re an idiot, Elliot. Of course she needs you as much as you need her. If she didn’t, she wouldn’t be so tormented about the choices she’s made. She wants you. She just doesn’t know how to get you without breaking her word to another man.”

      “I can’t even fault her for that. That’s the whole problem. I can’t even blame her for keeping her promise. I’d do the same fucking thing. She drives me crazy, Richard,” my two-legger muttered.

      “Of course she does. You love her.”

      The sigh that slipped out of my two-legger was so sad it hurt me to hear it. I huffed, crawling out from under the blanket to perch on the basket’s edge. When the two-leggers ignored me, I chittered and clicked my tongue.

      Instead of capturing my two-legger’s attention, Richard turned to me. Before I could do more than squeak my alarm, he scooped me up. I struggled in his hold, squealing when I couldn’t free myself. “Hey, Elliot?”

      “Why are you torturing my squirrel? Put her down before she bites you.”

      “Is squirrel stew out of the question?”

      Fury burned away the scent of my two-legger’s misery. He surged to his feet, balling his hands into fists. “Richard!”

      Something wet splashed onto my nose. Startled, I looked up.

      A wall of water cascaded from the ceiling and flooded the kitchen.
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      Water soaked through my fur and froze me. Without Richard’s grip on me, the torrent would’ve swept me away. The force of the cascade knocked both two-leggers over, and Richard hit the tiles hard, cradling me to his chest.

      My basket floated away.

      The lights flickered before my two-legger’s nest went dark.

      Spitting curses, Richard surged to his feet, dumped me on the water-slicked counter, and reached down to grab my two-legger’s arm. He hung limp in Richard’s grip. “Fucking witch!”

      With a grunt, Richard lifted my two-legger and dumped him on the counter beside me. Within moments, he dug a phone out of his pocket, cursing another storm. “It’s Richard Murphy. I need a team to the Shadow Pope’s residence. He just manifested, and there’s at least two feet of water in his kitchen.”

      Another cascade of water gushed from the ceiling. I squealed and grabbed hold of my two-legger’s bathrobe, but the current was so strong it swept me off the counter. I splashed to the floor.

      Richard snagged me by my tail and lifted me out of the water. “Make that three feet. I’m also going to need a fire witch, and if there happens to be a sanctioned sorcerer in town, I could use one of those, too.”

      When it started to rain, Richard sighed. “And now it’s raining. How do you turn off a water witch? No. He dropped like a rock. I fished him out of the water so he wouldn’t drown. Fuck, this is fucking cold!”

      I twisted and pawed at Richard’s hand, scrambling to find purchase so he’d stop pulling my tail. He adjusted his hold on me, and after a moment, set me on his shoulder. “Also, I need someone to bring a heated blanket for a squirrel and some towels. No, I have no idea if he flooded the whole house. Better put in an order for new phones for the both of us. I’m shocked mine still works. Thanks.” Richard hung up and sighed.

      I shuddered, scooting closer to Richard’s neck. While he wasn’t my two-legger, he was warm.

      “Sorry. I wanted to test his reaction. It worked far better than I expected. I’ll take care of him.” Richard reached up and scratched under my chin. “You stay there and hold on tight in case he manifests again.”

      I had no idea what Richard was talking about, but since I didn’t want to end up in the swirling water rushing around the two-legger’s legs, I grasped his shirt as tight as I could with all four of my paws.

      After a final stroke, Richard waded to my two-legger’s side and gently slapped his cheeks. “Elliot, you really are an idiot. I wasn’t going to eat your squirrel.”

      My two-legger groaned, but his eyes remained closed.

      “If you don’t want to go to the hospital, you need to pull yourself together. You have about five minutes before the cavalry arrives, eh?”

      I worried when my two-legger answered with another unintelligible groan. Sighing, Richard kept patting my two-legger’s cheeks until he roused enough to crack open an eye. “Wakey, wakey.”

      “Richard?”

      “You flooded your house, and since I didn’t want you to drown, I put you on your counter. I wasn’t going to eat your squirrel. Look, she’s right here on my shoulder.” Richard reached up and pet me, and because I wanted to reassure my two-legger, I nuzzled Richard’s hand. “See?”

      My two-legger blinked. “I did what?”

      Richard pointed at the water. “You flooded your house. You made it rain in here, too. If that wasn’t bad enough, you tried to drown yourself. At least my phone worked long enough to call headquarters and let them know. They should—”

      A bang made Richard whirl around so fast I lost my hold and splashed into the water. I swam for his leg, scratching at his pants. The current caught hold of me, and I squealed when it swept me away. Richard bent over and picked me up. “Your squirrel is determined to drown herself. Here, hold her while I wade to the door.”

      My two-legger lurched upright, shaking his head with a glazed look in his eyes. Richard handed me over before splashing through the water. “Keep your pants on, I’m coming. Don’t knock the damned man’s door down. His house is damaged enough.”

      I climbed onto my two-legger’s shoulder and grabbed his robe so I wouldn’t fall.

      Startled cries heralded a drop in the water level. Richard’s deep, rumbling laugh boomed. “I told you he flooded his house.” Several moments later, Richard reappeared with several more two-leggers in his wake. “Give me one of the towels so I can get his squirrel dried off before she freezes to death.”

      I dove into my two-legger’s robe so Richard wouldn’t catch me. My two-legger yelped, grabbing hold of me before I could wiggle out of his reach. I kicked my paws, squealing my protest.

      “Take care of him,” Richard ordered before wrapping me in a towel. “I’ll go figure out where all that water came from. When the sorcerer gets here, let me know.”
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      Richard opened the door leading to the pool, and a wave of water rushed out of my two-legger’s nest. Sighing he shook his head. While snow still fell, the evidence of the snowstorm no longer touched my two-legger’s yard.

      His pool was also empty.

      “Well. That explains why it was so cold. Did he really have to take the snow, too? I suspected he’d start manifesting one of these days, but did he have to be so bloody dramatic about it? I swear, he’s worse than a newly mated Fenerec male.” Shaking his head, Richard retreated back into the nest and waited for most of the water to flow out the door before closing it.

      “Where’s my squirrel?” my two-legger demanded, storming out of the kitchen.

      “She’s right here,” Richard said, holding me up. “Was just getting her dried off. I’d say keep your pants on, but you’re not wearing any.”

      “Richard.”

      I hadn’t known two-leggers could growl.

      “You haven’t figured it out, have you?”

      “Figured what out?”

      Richard chuckled, cradling me and my towel cocoon to his chest. “Have you had trouble sleeping lately?”

      “You know I have. What does that have to do with my squirrel?”

      “You slept so soundly this morning I had to wake you up several hours after you would’ve been at work pestering people.”

      My two-legger scowled and toweled his hair. “And?”

      “You’re really attached to a squirrel you pulled out of your pool yesterday.”

      “So? She’s cute. Can’t a man like a cute squirrel? She’s better behaved than you are.”

      “While you’re a sucker for strays, Mr. Anderson, you don’t usually bring them into your house and cuddle with them.”

      “There was a fucking blizzard going on out there. I wasn’t going to ask someone to come out in a blizzard to fetch my squirrel.”

      “There’s barely six inches on the ground, Elliot.”

      “Blizzard.”

      Richard sighed. “Our differences of opinion regarding snowfall accumulation aside, don’t you think you’re being a little possessive over a squirrel?”

      I squeaked my protest. If my two-legger stayed possessive, he wouldn’t want to get rid of me.

      “You were going to eat her!”

      “I wasn’t. I just wanted to see your reaction. Go see if any of your clothes are dry. You all right?”

      “I feel like my head is going to split in half.”

      “And your minions actually let you out of their sight?”

      “I told them I was going to get changed.”

      “What are they doing?”

      “Trying to figure out where the water came from.”

      “Your pool. It looks like you yanked all the snow off your yard, too.”

      “My pool?” my two-legger choked out.

      “It’s empty.”

      “My pool’s empty?”

      “I hope your pump shut itself off, else it’s fried.”

      “My lines!” my two-legger wailed.

      “Elliot, you flooded your entire house. Why are you worried about your pool?”

      My two-legger blinked, turned in a slow circle, and his scent changed, although I couldn’t identify the cause of it. Richard, however, sucked in a breath and hurried to my two-legger’s side, taking hold of his elbow. “Deep breaths, Elliot. It can be fixed. I’ll take care of it. Get dressed, and I’ll drive you to my hotel. You can share my room with me while your house is being fixed.”

      While unsteady on his feet, my two-legger made it to where he slept with a little help from Richard. Richard stood vigil while my two-legger rummaged through his dresser for dry clothing.

      “Did the water get into your clothes?”

      “The bottom two drawers. Hopefully the closet door spared my suits.” Wearing nothing but a pair of briefs, Elliot opened the door to what I assumed was his closet. “They’re dry.”

      “Good. Grab a couple. I’ll ask one of the Inquisitors to bring more along. Let’s get out of the wet and cold before you catch your death.”

      My two-legger jerked his head in a nod. I squirmed in my towel prison, and Richard rubbed the top of my head. “Easy, girl. He’ll be fine.”

      “Mr. Murphy?” someone asked from behind us. I considered the two-legger’s voice and decided she was a female.

      Richard turned. “Yes?”

      “The sorcerer you asked for is here.”

      “Good. Send him over along with his guard.”

      The female backed out of the doorway.

      “You asked for a sorcerer?” I flinched at the sharp edge of anger in my two-legger’s scent. “Why?”

      “Elliot.” Richard unwrapped me from the towel and held me up. “While there are red squirrels in America, and while there are black squirrels in America, there are no red squirrels with black paws in America. You, who hasn’t been able to sleep for three weeks because your mate is missing, slept so soundly last night you made your detail panic when you didn’t answer your phone or call the office to make a nuisance of yourself. All it took to unhinge you was the threat of hurting your squirrel. You have a brain. Use it.”

      “I don’t get it.”

      Richard groaned and thrust me at my two-legger. “Hold her and be quiet, Elliot. And you accuse your mate of being dense.”

      My two-legger blinked, shifted his suits to one arm, and took hold of me, setting me on his shoulder. I nestled beside his neck, licked my paws, and went to work trying to restore my fur to order. “Just tell me, Richard.”

      “Mr. Murphy? You asked for me?” An old two-legger limped into the room, leaning on a twisted stick. “How may I serve?”

      Richard pointed at me. “What do you see?”

      The old two-legger drew close, and the pervasive stench of decay filled my nose. I chittered, bristling at the male’s approach. “I see she doesn’t like me.”

      “It’s the smell.”

      “You don’t have to be rude about it.”

      “Sensitive nose, Alfred. I smelled you the instant you stepped into the house.”

      My two-legger cleared his throat. “Richard, I’m about ten seconds from losing my temper with you.”

      Richard leaned to the old two-legger and whispered something in his ear.

      The old one laughed. “Yes. Confirmed. Is that all you needed me for?”

      “For the moment. I might need you later,” Richard replied. “Thank you.”

      “Richard,” my two-legger growled. The sorcerer chuckled and hobbled out of the room. “What are you doing?”

      “If you don’t figure it out by the time we get to the hotel, I’ll tell you. Let me talk to
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