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“Danni London Keller!” 

The steady hum of voices, clinking bottles, and other bar noises ceased as all eyes turned toward the short, thick-waisted blonde woman standing ten feet from the booth I currently sat in. Only the song on the jukebox broke the silence, but I didn’t think anyone was listening to it anymore. My mother’s light eyes burned through me, pinning me in place. 

“Of course she just had to screech my full name,” I muttered as I stood from the booth, Rider right beside me. 

My mother didn’t waste any time storming toward us, nor did Rider waste any stepping in front of me. I grabbed his arm, gave a little squeeze to let him know I was good. I could handle my mother. He got the message and moved aside, but stayed close. 

“Mom,” I said by way of greeting once my mother stopped in front of me. The shady-looking man she’d brought with her stood at her side. He had dark hair thinning at the top, a sharp nose, and shrewd little eyes that burrowed into me before shifting over to Rider. He swallowed hard as he took in my boyfriend, wilting a little under Rider’s hard gaze. Rider was a beautiful man, but he didn’t exactly give off friendly vibes, especially when he went into protective mode. My mother’s presence was one of numerous things guaranteed to bring out his protective instincts.  

“Where is your sister?” my mother asked, not bothering with pleasantries. “I know you know something and you’re going to tell me right this moment, young lady.” 

Rider’s body tensed, his head dipped slightly to the side. I recognized the movement and knew someone was communicating with him telepathically. He looked over at the bar to where Daniel sat with Lana, the dragon shifter’s attention focused on me. Their eyes met, Rider nodded, gave my back a gentle parting touch, and moved toward the door at the back of the room which led to his office. Clearly, something requiring his immediate attention had just come up and Daniel had been left in charge of handling whatever shitfest was about to go down between me and my mother. 

“Is she dead?” my mother asked, clamping her hand around my forearm hard enough her nails almost penetrated my flesh. “Tell me what you know!” 

I shook my mother’s hand off and turned my head in a subtle side-to-side movement, locking eyes with Daniel as he stood from the bar, ready to intervene if need be. “You’re making a scene.” 

“My daughter is missing. I’ll make all the scenes I want. I’ll make an entire production!”

“Calm down.” The song finished playing on the jukebox, adding to the silence. “Let’s take this somewhere private.” 

“Let’s take this to wherever you’re hiding Shana.” Her nostrils flared as she stepped close enough I could feel the heat radiating from her body. “I am done playing games with you and these thugs. I want my daughter and I want her now.” 

A low growl came from my left. My mother jerked back as Kutya crept to my side. His head lowered, lips peeled back. I hadn’t even realized Rider’s new dog had stayed behind. He usually went wherever Rider went. 

“Get control of that beast!”

“He isn’t a beast,” I said, scratching between the Doberman-shepherd mix’s ears as he maintained the warning growl at my side. “My friends aren’t thugs either, and I’m not a little girl you can yell at and boss around anymore. I’m also not my sister’s keeper.”

Her eyes narrowed. “You know where she is. You know her husband’s body was found, or what was left of it.”

I winced. I knew Kevin had been murdered and his body had been found, but Rider hadn’t shared details about the where or how of his disposal. From the sound of it, it wasn’t pretty. 

“Just tell me if Shana was with him. Tell me what happened to her. Tell me what you did to her!” 

“What I did to her?” Okay, so maybe Shana was lying in a coma-like state in a room in one of the bar’s sublevels, and maybe I was part of the reason for that, but my mother had no clue about that or any reason to think I would harm my sister. I grabbed her by the arm and pulled her across the room, giving her skeevy-looking acquaintance who had yet to utter a word no choice but to follow as my mother tried in vain to pry my fingers off her bicep. 

“Unhand me! I will not have this disrespect,” she sputtered as I dragged her to the front door. Rome held it open as I stepped through, my mother in tow, along with her companion and now Daniel and Ginger. 

I didn’t release my grip on her arm until we were all outside and away from the entrance. “Just what exactly are you implying I did to my own sister, and who the hell is this guy?” 

“Nick Pacitti,” he introduced himself. “I’m looking for your sister.” 

I studied the man, taking in the day’s worth of stubble covering his round cheeks and the cheap suit that stretched a little too snug over his midsection. A bulge beneath the jacket indicated a gun holstered at his hip. He hadn’t flashed a badge, so I figured he wasn’t a cop. “Private dick, Dick?” 

“It’s Nick,” he said, and fished out a business card from his pocket. “Pacitti Private Investigations.”

I glanced at the card but didn’t take it. I returned my attention to my mother. She stood still as a stone, except for her chest. It rose and fell forcefully with each angry breath. 

“Kevin White’s remains were found and two men who worked private security for him have gone missing, along with your sister,” the man said. “We have reason to believe you know their whereabouts.” 

“I haven’t seen Shana since she went back to Kevin shortly after their wedding,” I told him, “and I don’t know anything about anyone who worked security for her husband. I barely knew Kevin, let alone his employees.” 

This wasn’t entirely true. I’d killed a man named Jamal who worked security for Shana’s husband. He’d offed Kevin after being seduced by my sister, but I really had no clue anyone else Kevin had employed had gone missing. I was pretty sure, however, the other missing security guard was probably dead, a consequence of knowing too much. Shana had gone a little psycho after being turned. Maybe she’d killed the guy just to drink fresh blood, or because he’d annoyed her. It was hard to say what had happened in the short time between her turning and the spell that had been worked which now left her comatose. 

“You know something,” my mother snapped. “She was perfectly happy all the way up to her wedding, then you said something, did something, to cause her to leave her reception with you. You hid her here with this gangster you’ve taken up with.”

“You spoke with her while she was here,” I reminded her. “She told you she was here of her own free will.”

“Maybe she was forced to say that!”

“Why would she be forced to say that? What reason would I have to kidnap my sister from her wedding reception? She had doubts, and she needed time to work through them. Once she did, she went back to Kevin. You know she did. You spoke with her.” 

“She was changed after you got through with her.” 

Well, that was kind of true. However, my mother had no clue just how changed she was. “I don’t know what to tell you, Mom.”

“You can start by telling me what the two of you got into it about. Your boyfriend said the two of you got into an argument and he hadn’t seen her since.” 

Crap. I forgot Rider had told my mother that. I’d been a little busy with other life or death matters when I’d discovered Kevin’s body had been found. I still hadn’t entirely caught my breath from those events. Now I was stuck facing off with my mother and having to make up an argument off the top of my head.

“Well?” She tapped her foot, waiting. 

“I don’t remember.”

“Oh, that’s convenient.” She turned toward Pacitti. “I want you to stick to her like glue. She knows what happened to her sister. She’s always been jealous of her.”

“I’m not jealous of Shana. She doesn’t have anything I want,” I said, and for the first time in my life I meant it. “Except for a mother’s love, maybe, but you know what... I’m over needing that too.” 

I heard my mother gasp as I turned away, but I didn’t react to it, sure it was the sound of indignation. She’d have to actually give a damn about me in order to be hurt, and she’d only ever given a damn about Shana. 

Daniel squeezed my shoulder as we made our way back into the bar, but didn’t say anything. The normal sounds of the bar greeted us, everyone inside having found other sources of amusement after we’d moved the show outside. We barely had time to enjoy the normalcy before the door opened behind us and Pacitti stepped inside.  

Rome glanced down at the man, then over at us, raising an eyebrow in silent question. His meaty hand clamped on the shorter man’s shoulder, holding him in place, before the detective could fully step to us. 

“Watch the hands, Goliath!” Pacitti squared his shoulders. “I have every right to be in this establishment, and I’m meaner than I look.” 

“Don’t toss him out... yet,” I said, closing the distance. “Look, Dick, I know my mother hired you to find my sister and I appreciate that you have a job to do, but you’re wasting your time with me. I haven’t seen her and have no clue where she’s at. In case you didn’t figure it out from that little exchange we had outside, we aren’t close. My family is a little dysfunctional.”  

“What family isn’t?” he said. “And it’s Nick.” 

“Sure, Dick. I’ll be sure to tell Shana to call my mother if I hear from her.” 

“That’s kind of you, but if you don’t mind, I’ll just hang around to see if she shows up.” He shrugged out of Rome’s hold and took a step forward, putting himself directly eye to eye with me. “And I’ll follow you until you slip because I have this gut, you see, and this gut is telling me you know exactly where your sister is. This gut is telling me you’re going to eventually give me exactly what I need.” 

I looked down at his rounded belly. “You might want to listen a little closer to that gut. I’m pretty sure it’s telling you what you need is to lay off the beers and snack cakes.” 

His eyes narrowed. “Where’s your sister?”

Where the hell was this guy’s toothbrush? I stepped back, distancing myself from the halitosis burning my corneas. “Look, Dick, I’d love to hand Shana over, but I’m afraid that’s impossible. I just got back into town and haven’t seen her since before I left, which was weeks ago. I just heard her husband’s body was found, and that is all I know. I don’t even know where his body was found, how it was found, or how he was killed. I have nothing useful to give you, so why don’t you do us both a favor and go look for Shana somewhere else?”

“You know, you don’t seem very concerned about a missing sister whose husband was just found murdered.”

“I have to be honest with you, Dick. If the situation were reversed and I was the one missing, neither my sister nor mother would even notice. Sue me if I can’t muster more emotion than they’d spare for me. Now, I think I’ve given you more than enough of my time. You can leave.” 

“Lucky for me, it’s a free country, and this is a public place. I think I’ll order a beer and do a little people-watching.”

“Unlucky for you, my boyfriend owns this establishment and you’ve gotten on my nerves.” I looked up at Rome and nodded. The big guy immediately grabbed the private detective by the shoulder again. 

Pacitti managed to wriggle out of Rome’s meaty fingers before the hulking guard could get a firm grip and turned toward him, craning his head back to look up at him. “Grab me one more time, you oversized jackass, and I’m going to have to get physical.” 

Rome blinked, unbothered. “Are you really threatening me, little pot-bellied man? I shit things bigger than you.” 

“He does,” Daniel said. “Don’t ask me how I know.” 

“Thank you both for that image,” I muttered. “Now, please, see Dick out.” 

“It’s Nick,” the red-faced investigator growled.

“Later, Dick.” I gave him a little finger wave as Rome grabbed the back of his collar and hefted him off his feet. 

“See ya, Dick.” Daniel waved goodbye.

“Toodles, prick.” Ginger blew him a kiss.

“Have a nice flight, Dick.” Rome opened the door and literally tossed the man outside before returning to his post. 

“Is it just me, or did that guy seem really shady?” I asked. “Was I unnecessarily mean to him?” 

“No, he seemed like a greasy little rat to me,” Ginger said.

“Always trust your gut instincts,” Daniel told me, “and considering your go-to move on men who annoy you is to pulverize their balls, you were kinder to him than most.” 

“Yeah, you’re losing your touch,” Ginger said before grinning at me. “Don’t tell me you’re going soft. I still have Danni the Teste Slayer keychains on backorder.”

I rolled my eyes and looked around the bar, searching for Kutya. I noted Daniel also scanned the room, no doubt looking for Lana to continue the cozy conversation they’d been having, but the anaconda shifter was no longer at the bar. “You and Lana seem to be getting along well.” 

“We have history,” he said, still scanning the room.

Something I didn’t want to put a name to flared deep in my chest. Lana had helped us out a lot in West Virginia. If not for her, we all might have ended up spider food. Not only was she a pretty awesome fighter, she was a nice person, as far as I knew. The fact she was a blonde bombshell, prettier than even my “perfect” sister, enhanced by the fact she didn’t seem self-absorbed like Shana, shouldn’t bother me at all. Rider had shown no interest in her, and if Daniel did.... Well, I shouldn’t have any issues with that. I really shouldn’t. So why the hell was it bothering me that he might be scanning the bar for her? 

“I’m going to go find Kutya,” I told them. “He must have gone off to look for Rider.”

“No doubt,” Ginger said. “That dog is his shadow.”

I parted from my bodyguards and moved toward the back of the bar, carefully avoiding the servers balancing trays of bar food and alcoholic beverages. 

I’d just stepped through the door to the narrow hallway that ran between the public business part of The Midnight Rider and the secret business part that filled the back of the building and the sublevels when I collided with a cute woman about my size with ebony curls and green monolid eyes. 

“Jadyn! I heard you were working here now. Sorry, I didn’t see you.” I looked toward the door she’d just come through, the one that led to the secret part of Rider’s building, and couldn’t imagine why someone would come out of that door unless they were part of his security staff, which Jadyn wasn’t, or visiting his private quarters. 

“I was just coming from downstairs,” Jadyn said, seeming to know where my thoughts had gone. “Rider let Christian and I stay in a room down there while we were hiding out and now he lets me use the room for studying before my shift.”

“Studying?”

She nodded, all bright-eyed, then frowned. “Rider is paying my way through veterinary school as a wedding gift for me and Christian. He didn’t tell you?” 

Now it was my turn to frown. I’d missed so much. “No, but most of our communication while I was away was of the life or death variety. I heard about the wedding. I’m sorry. I should have led with a congratulations.” 

“It’s fine.” She waved my apology away. “You were in a pretty deep mess in West Virginia. Christian filled me in. I’m so happy you’re all here, and safe.” 

“I’m happy you and Christian have joined the team.” I smiled genuinely. “And I’m glad Rider thought of such a perfect wedding gift. Your ability to communicate with animals will make you the best vet they could ever have. Speaking of animals, I was looking for Kutya.”

Jadyn inhaled deep and looked up as if in deep thought, then grinned. “He’s bounding up the stairs now, and he needs a potty break.” 

I cast out my own senses. “And Rider’s with him. Of course.” 

“Those two adore each other, even if one denies it.” She chuckled and moved toward the door I’d just come from. “Work calls. Maybe we can talk more later.” 

I gave her a nod and an automatic smile, her own smile pretty darn infectious, as we parted, each going through a door leading to a different section of the building. The door leading to the sublevels opened as the door I’d come through closed behind me, and Kutya barreled through, Rider close behind him. I watched the dog run right to the garage door and start pawing at it. 

“Stop that, Kutya. You’ll scratch the door.” 

“Jadyn said he’s really got to go potty.”

Rider frowned at me. “He doesn’t go potty. He’s a man.”  

“Whatever.” I fought a grin as I rolled my eyes. “He’s got to go.” 

Rider walked over to the set of hooks that had been installed while I’d been away and grabbed a black leash. He held it out to me with a grin while Kutya spun in circles in front of him.

“Sure, I’ll walk him,” I said. “And you bag the poop.”

Rider groaned. “It’s beneath my station.”

“Oh, whatever. He’s your dog. The poop is your responsibility.”

He looked down at the dog, sighed, and halted the spinning canine long enough to clip the leash onto the ring on his collar, which was black and studded with metal bones. “Let’s go.” 

I walked over to the door as Rider placed his palm over the access panel next to it. There was a click as the bolt unlocked, then Rider pushed the door open and Kutya took off like a horse fresh out the gate at the Kentucky Derby, but Rider pulled back on the leash. “Whoa. We’re going, we’re going.” 

Rider closed the door behind us, then walked over to the front of the garage to place his palm over yet another access panel and open that door. Kutya pulled against the leash as we waited for the garage door to roll up. As soon as it cleared enough we could walk out into the cool night air, we allowed Kutya to lead the way. He beelined it over to a large dumpster, hiked a leg up, and emptied his bladder.

“Geez, he really did have to go,” I observed, and tried not to think of my last encounter with a dumpster, but it proved too difficult and I shuddered at the memory. 

“Remind you of that time you rolled around in spoiled milk and baby crap?”

“Smartass.”

Rider chuckled. “You love me anyway.”

“Very true.”

“Good.” He grew serious as Kutya finished what had to be the world’s longest pee stream and we strolled down the alley. “Now, what was the deal with your mother and the shifty-looking toad with her?” 

“She thinks I know where Shana is, or worse, did something to her. The toad is the private detective she hired to follow me until I reveal all my secrets.” 

“That’s going to be a problem. Your secrets are the paranormal community’s secrets.” Rider scratched behind his ear, thinking. “Grissom just got bumped to detective and is handling that case. He’s supposed to be handling your mother, but she’s proving to be a major pain.”

“Rome tossed the guy out.”

“Yeah, but keeping him from following you isn’t going to be as easy as keeping him out of the bar. If you must go out, be mindful of any shifting, feeding, or other paranormal activity you and Daniel do outside The Midnight Rider. I’ll contact Grissom to make sure he knows about this rodent and if he becomes too much of a risk to our community... we’ll have to retire him.” 

I blinked. “You want to kill the guy?” 

“I’m hoping there’s another choice to be made, but if you can’t persuade him to back off...” He shrugged one shoulder. “You need to stay alert anyway. I received word there could be an incubus in the area.” 

Goosebumps broke out on my arms. “Your brother?”

“I haven’t been able to break Trixell yet. For all we know, he’s still toasting his ass in Hell, but I wouldn’t put anything by the sneaky fucker. There’s no such thing as a good incubus though and they aren’t above poaching from others. Your succubus side makes you pretty appetizing to incubi, so while I look into this thing, I want you to stay inside. If you want to work, you can work security inside the bar. You are not going out unless necessary and unless you have me or Daniel with you, at minimum.”

Ah, home sweet home, I thought. It seemed some things hadn’t changed much while I was gone. 

“I know what you’re thinking and I am loosening my grip, Danni. You know the old me wouldn’t let you go out, period, not when there’s the possibility of an incubus in the area, and you know—”

I kissed him, cutting off what I was sure would be a long spiel. “I know, and I know I said I would trust your gut more and trust that you’re protecting me, not controlling me. I’m working on it, but these knee-jerk reactions of mine are a bitch. I guess they’re a habit, like the bossy way you say things.”

His lips twitched. “Oops.”

We stared at each other for a moment, both fighting grins. Then he dipped his head to kiss me, but a whiff of something absolutely revolting blew us each back a foot before our lips could meet. I held my hand over my nose as we turned to see Kutya straightening up from a shaky-legged squat, a large mound of poop in his wake. He looked at us with what appeared to be an actual smile, his tongue lolling out, eyes bright. I was pretty sure he was proud of himself, and I guess I would be too if I’d just broken a Guinness World Record, but damn. 

Without a word, Rider gave the leash a tug and herded us back toward the building. 

“You have to clean that up,” I told him, my hand still covering my nose. 

“Sorry. Didn’t bring a shovel.” He looked down at Kutya, who practically skipped with joy between us, and shook his head. 

Hank, one of Rider’s more muscle-bound security staff, stepped out of the garage and jogged toward us. His nose wrinkled in disgust, his shifter-nose no doubt able to pick up the smell of what Kutya had left in the alley easily, but the smell didn’t stop him. “Hey, Boss. Another report just came in.”

“Shit,” Rider muttered as he plucked a baggie from the little bag-holder attached to Kutya’s leash and handed it to the tank of a man. “Kutya’s mess needs to be cleaned up. Grab a shovel if the bag doesn’t work. There’ll be extra in your paycheck.”

Hank stared open-mouthed as Rider urged me and Kutya along, then looked between the little bag in his hand and the smoldering pile down the alley. The way his shoulders slumped as he accepted his fate and jogged toward the small mountain pulled at my heartstrings.

“Aww, you can’t make him—”

“You’re welcome to do it for him.”

“Nope. You said you’d pay him extra. It’s all good.”

Rider’s eyes gleamed with silent laughter as we entered the garage. “Daniel’s going to take you to your appointment with Eliza and then I want the two of you to come right back here.”

“Sonofabitch!” Hank bellowed from the alley. “That’s a Rome-sized turd!”

Rider laughed as I stopped and looked back toward the alley, befuddled. “Why does everyone seem to know the size of Rome’s poop?”

Rider laughed harder and smiled wide, but didn’t say anything. Men. I would never understand them or their concept of humor. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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“What behind us has you so interested?” I asked Daniel, turning to look through the back window of his truck, but Kutya stood in the truck bed, blocking a lot of my view.

“We’ve had a tail since we left the bar,” he explained. “Your ratty new friend.”

“Pastrami?”

Daniel frowned. “Spaghetti?”

I dug around through my memory. “I honestly can’t remember the guy’s name.” 

“Me neither, but now I’m kind of hungry.”

“My session shouldn’t last long and I know he said he wants us to come straight back, but Rider won’t mind if we dip through a drive-thru on the way back to the bar.” 

He glanced at me. “I can wait until you turn in for the day.” 

“Daniel, you don’t have to skip eating just because I can’t eat a lot of foods yet. I appreciate the thought though.” 

His mouth curved up at the corners. “So if I go through Dunkin’ and grab a dozen chocolate frosted cake donuts?”

“I’ll drag you into their kitchen, fry up your balls and serve ‘em up as Munchkins.”

He barked out a laugh. “You’d have to do a lot of carving to get me to Munchkin-sized.” 

I scrunched my nose, earning another laugh. “Anyway, you can grab a burger, taco, or whatever you want, but please have a heart and skip the sweet stuff.”

“Deal.” He glanced at the side mirror and took a hard last-minute turn into an alley.

“Hey, watch it!” I turned toward the back. “Kutya’s in the back of the truck.”

“He was lying down. He’s all right.” The dog in question stood up, looked through the rear window and barked at the dragon shifter. “I had to lose our tail before the weasel follows us to Eliza’s house. You know she’s not much of a fighter, physically or verbally. I don’t want the creep harassing her.” 

“Good point.” I glanced back, not seeing any cars following us. “I think you lost him.” 

“For now,” Daniel muttered. “I have a feeling he won’t give up easily.”

Daniel’s maneuver appeared to have worked. We were the only vehicle in motion when we turned onto Eliza’s street. Daniel parked along the curb in front of the small gray brick house.

Kutya jumped out of the truck bed, landing on his feet before we’d managed to get ours on the ground. We joined him on the sidewalk, where he promptly trotted over to Daniel and raised his leg.

“Hey, you sonofa—”

I laughed as Daniel jumped back, narrowly avoiding the stream of urine that had been aimed at his ankle. “Well, I suppose now you’ll be more careful not to take any more hard turns while Kutya’s in the back.”

“Remind me again why we have this dog with us.”

“Because he can’t be cooped up inside all day and night, so I figured we’d bring him with us when we go places and Rider can’t get away from The Midnight Rider.” 

“If I’m going to have to haul that fleabag around, I guess I’ll need to upgrade to an extended cab.” He shot us both a dark look before leading the way to Eliza’s front door.

I admired the yellow, pink, and white flower bushes running along the front of the house as Daniel knocked. Eliza was always quick to answer her door with a warm smile and welcoming energy, so I was surprised when Daniel knocked a second time. My stomach started to feel a little queasy. 

“Something’s wrong,” Daniel said. His nostrils flared. “I don’t sense her. Do you?”

Scanning using my supernatural senses wasn’t second nature to me, especially when sensing for someone other than Rider, but I could do it if I focused. I took a breath, cleared my mind, and reached out with my senses, sort of like casting a net, but didn’t sense Eliza inside the small house. I took my cell phone out of my pocket and checked for messages. “I don’t sense her, and it isn’t like her to just skip out on a session. Even when we did them by phone while I was away, she was always right on time. She didn’t send me any messages about needing to reschedule either.”

“Call her.”

I nodded and pressed the button to dial her number. We locked concerned eyes as Eliza’s cell phone rang from within the house. A second later, Daniel disappeared in a shower of rainbow-colored sparkles and opened the door from the inside. “She can forgive us for trespassing later,” he said, gesturing for me to follow him. 

Kutya and I stepped inside and I closed the door before taking a quick look around Eliza’s living room. I’d never actually spent any time in the living room and I’d never seen any of the other rooms, always going directly to her office for our sessions. The living room walls were a pale blue. A large painting of a pastel hummingbird in flight hung above a white couch with pink and blue roses. A gorgeous cherry blossom bonsai tree rested in the center of the glass coffee table and a record player stood where most people would have a television set. Next to the record player was a pretty impressive record collection, which consisted mostly of 60’s and 70’s artists. 

“Call the phone again.” 

I pressed the button, and we both followed the sound of the ringing into a bedroom. I ended the call so the ringing would stop and picked up the cell phone, which had been left charging on the oak nightstand. It was locked, but I could see bubbles showing missed calls, including mine. Heavy brown light-blocking curtains were drawn, but my eyes were good enough to make out the dark green walls with framed prints of animals and nature scenes, and the thick sunflower comforter and pale yellow sheets on the unmade bed. 

“Does Eliza strike you as the type of person who’d leave her bed unmade?” I asked. 

“She carries a mouse on her shoulder,” Daniel answered, scanning the room. “I doubt she’s a neat-freak, but I know where you’re going. I don’t see any signs of struggle indicating she was snatched while getting in or out of bed. I don’t smell any blood or traces of intruders. Of course, a person’s scent only stays behind for so long.”

“Her phone is locked, but I can see a lot of missed calls going back to three nights ago.” 

“That doesn’t sound good.” Daniel ducked to look under the bed.

“I don’t think she’s hiding under the bed, Daniel.” 

“I know that.” He gave me a mildly perturbed look and walked over to the closet. “There are a lot of clothes in here. There are some empty hangers, but I can’t really tell if anything’s missing without knowing what all she actually owns. I see a suitcase, but without knowing how many she has, I can’t say if this one being here means anything or not. She could have easily packed a small duffel and went somewhere.”

“Without telling Rider? Eliza may be a bit of a free spirit, but she’s responsible when it comes to her job, and she wouldn’t just go somewhere and not tell Rider.” 

“We just got back into town. Maybe she went somewhere and told him while we were gone. Maybe she’s just not back yet.”

“And she left her cell phone here?” I arched an eyebrow. “Besides, Rider reminded me of my appointment, remember? She clearly didn’t tell him anything.”

“Yeah.” Daniel closed the closet and scanned the room again, hands on hips. “This is strange. Let’s check the office.” 

Closest to the door, I led the way to the office. The moment I opened the door, Kutya let out a growl and bounded past me, dashing head-first into the wall next to one of Eliza’s bookcases. 

“That dog clearly wasn’t the brightest pup in the litter.” 

“Don’t insult him just because he tried to pee on you,” I said and watched as Kutya backed up, shook his head, and barked at the wall. “That’s where the mouse hole is. He probably just chased the poor thing in there. Kutya, stop it! Leave it be.” 

The dog whined and looked back at me with a sad look that said, but hoooooman, I wants to eats the nugget. 

“Leave it.” Kutya let out a sound resembling a frustrated sigh, walked over to Eliza’s desk, and plopped down in front before resting his head on his large paws. “See. He’s smart. He understands.” 

“Good, then train him not to piss on me.” Daniel walked over to the desk and opened a drawer. 

“Should we be going through Eliza’s office? She’s a counselor. We could be snooping into other vampires’ personal business.” 

“If she’s missing, we need to look for anything that’ll help us find her. She has file cabinets back here. I’m sure anything personal about her clients is locked up. I’m just checking the desk.” 

“I guess that’s all right then.” I gave Kutya a scratch between the ears and walked behind the desk to join Daniel. I saw the light to Eliza’s monitor was on and moved the mouse. An image of Jimi Hendrix popped up, along with a password request. “Crap.”

“You didn’t expect it to be that easy, did you?” Daniel asked, pausing in his rifling to glance at the monitor. “If it comes down to it, Rider’s tech team can crack it. Maybe we should call him.”

I dialed Rider. 

“You miss me already?”

I bit my lip to avoid the ridiculously goofy smile I felt wanting to break free, sure to invite an eye roll, maybe even a gag reflex, from Daniel. “I do, but I actually need to tell you about something.”

“What’s wrong?” All traces of amusement fled Rider’s tone. I could practically see him drop everything he was doing to straighten up, stiff as a rod, completely focused. 

“Nothing’s wrong with me, but Daniel and I are in Eliza’s house and she’s not here.” 

“You have a scheduled appointment with her.” 

“Yes, I know,” I said dryly. “That’s why I’m here. Her cell phone was on her nightstand and I can see she’s missed some calls the past couple of days, but there are no obvious signs of abduction or violence. Her bed’s unmade, but I’m not sure that’s a big deal. We’re checking her desk now. Did she tell you anything about going anywhere?”

“She left town shortly after you left for assignment at Gruff’s, but she’s been back at least a week now.”

“Where did she go? We still had our weekly sessions by phone, and she never said anything about being away.”

“She doesn’t always ask for time off when she leaves town because, for the most part, her job can be done by phone or through the internet,” Rider explained. “She always advises when she’ll be away, but I don’t pry into her plans because she’s never given me trouble and she’s so kind by nature she’s never drawn any negative attention. I know she likes camping and anything nature related.” 

“You don’t say,” I murmured, thinking of her décor as I watched Daniel tapping away at Eliza’s keyboard. “Well, I’m worried about her. Why would she leave her phone?” 

“I could see her taking a technology break while off on one of her nature excursions, but not without notifying me. She’s usually very reliable.”

“Can you use your vampire master radar or whatever to locate her?”

“That works for you because I’m your sire.” He grew quiet as I sensed him thinking. “And it doesn’t look like she’s checked her phone in three days?”

I looked at the phone in my hand. “Nope.”

“Shit. Yeah, that doesn’t sound like she just ran out to the store, and it’s unusual for her to miss an appointment or not notify me of time she’ll be away or unavailable. Bring the phone to my tech team. Leave the computer. They can remote in to it if need be. I’m notifying them now.”

“Ha! I’m in,” Daniel said, eyes focused on Eliza’s monitor.

“Daniel just got into her computer. We’ll take a quick look and bring the phone in.”

“Danni, she’s a counselor. You can’t just go looking through all her files. My tech team will know what to look through and what to bypass. Bring the phone. I’m going to have Grissom check out her place too, so don’t disturb anything.”

“All right. We’re on our way.” I disconnected from Rider and moved to Daniel’s side to see he’d figured out Eliza’s password. “How did you do that?” 

“The power of deduction. Her password was WOODSTOCK69. Big surprise, huh?”

“Astonishing.” I was pretty sure Eliza had probably been at the original Woodstock. 

“Rider tell you he doesn’t want you snooping through her computer?”

“Yep.”

“Hmm. Well, he didn’t tell me not to.” Daniel opened the internet browser and went right to Eliza’s email account, which we could easily access because she’d stored her password. “I don’t want to dig into her files unless necessary because we could invade clients’ privacy, but a general glance at her personal email shouldn’t... What’s this?” Daniel clicked on a confirmation email dated over a month ago.

“Lovefest,” I read over his shoulder.

“Sounds like an orgy.”

I rolled my eyes. “Could you see Eliza in an orgy?”

“I can see any woman in an orgy if I close my eyes and wish hard enough.” 

“Ew.” I swatted the back of his head before reading the whole email. “A festival of peace, love, and community with free-minded inhabitants of... oh brother. Eliza was definitely one of the original hippies. This sounds right up her alley, and took place while we were at Gruff’s, but Rider said she’d been back from wherever she’d gone to about a week, so this is old.”

Daniel clicked back to the inbox and scrolled down the email list. “That appears to be the most recent thing she had planned. I didn’t find anything else interesting in her desk.”

“I guess we’ll just take the phone to the tech team, like Rider said, and let them handle it.” I sighed and tried to remember it didn’t matter if I was part of the investigation or not. The important thing was finding Eliza and making sure she was safe. I turned toward the barely audible sound of tiny feet scurrying and saw a little nose and pair of whiskers twitching from within the hole in the wall next to Eliza’s bookcase, and perked up. “We’ll also take the mouse.”

“We’ll what now?”

“Eliza always has that mouse with her. I bet it knows more about her than Rider’s tech team will find on the computer or phone, and Jadyn can talk to animals. Hell, she communicated with the dragon soul inside you. She can question a mouse.”

“All right,” Daniel said, then shut down the computer and stood. “But Jadyn does all the questioning. The last time you interrogated a rodent, you stabbed it in the testicle.” 

***
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“Your friend is back,” Daniel said as he parked his truck and cut the engine. 

I followed his line of sight to see Pacitti parked along the curb across from the lot outside The Midnight Rider. He shoved a handful of pork rinds into his mouth as he watched us from within an old Ford Crown Victoria that had seen better days. The investigator stuck his hand out the window while rubbing his fingers together to rid himself of pork rind crumbs, then gifted us with a pudgy middle finger. 

“I guess he doesn’t appreciate how we ditched him earlier.”

“Yeah,” Daniel said. “That was the impression I got too.” 

We unbuckled and exited the truck. I carefully held the teapot I’d used to transport the mouse, having to get creative since apparently Eliza didn’t believe any animal should ever be caged. I understood given her free spirit and in most cases would agree, but capturing the little critter so used to freedom had been an adventure. Luring the mouse out had only taken food since Eliza hadn’t been around to feed it in a few days, but Kutya had gotten excited, the mouse had tried to flee back to its haven in the wall, and chaos had ensued.

“Don’t you bother this mouse anymore,” I ordered Kutya as he stood looking up at the teapot in my hands, ears perked. I closed the door with my hip and rounded the truck to meet up with Daniel. “Let me do all the talking about the mouse, all right?”

He glared down at the teapot as we walked toward the building. “Danni, I’m supposed to be a badass fire-breathing giant beast of a security expert who beats information out of criminals and psychopaths. Believe me, I have no intention of telling people I’m on board with sweet-talking information out of a freaking mouse, especially not one that bit me where a man should never be bit.”

“Oh, it wasn’t so bad. Her teeth are tiny, and if you didn’t want to get bit there, you shouldn’t have blocked access to her shelter with your crotch.”

“You told me to block the hole and sitting in front of it was the fastest way I could think of. How was I supposed to know the little demon was going to bite me in the nuts?”

“She’s not a demon, and hello, she’s a girl. A guy was in her way and she had a clear path to his balls. With all the time you’ve spent with me, surely by now you should know to guard those when going up against a girl.”

“I’d love to argue with you, but you’re right. I guess I didn’t realize your evil desire to castrate all mankind could spread to animals.” He grinned roguishly. “And I should have known not to give her such a big target.”

I rolled my eyes. “I’ll never understand why men brag so much about the size of their testicles when it merely takes the tiniest flick at one of the delicate things to turn you into crying babies.” 

Daniel opened his mouth to respond, then frowned as he took a moment to process. By the time we’d reached the front of the bar, the only comeback he’d managed was “Nuh uh.”  

I smiled sweetly at him and batted my eyelashes. “Would you care for a demonstration? I promise I’ll just give you one good flick, nothing more.” 

I realized my mistake the moment his shoulders tensed, and we stood before the entrance staring awkwardly at each other. I’d accidentally gone from innocent joking to flirtatious teasing. Once upon a time, Daniel would have taken the bait and hit me back with commentary on how I couldn’t keep my hands off his balls. We’d laugh and go about our day, but that was before a demon had lured me into a dream realm, and even though he had yet to admit it, had lured Daniel in with me. Now we just stared at each other, both knowing a line had been crossed inside that realm, neither wanting to speak of it, and apparently neither doing a good job of ignoring the fact it had happened.

Kutya barked and pawed at the door, thankfully giving us the push we needed to break eye contact. Without a word, Daniel held the front door open for me and we stepped inside The Midnight Rider. Posted at the front, still on door duty, Rome gave the teapot a curious glance, but said nothing as we passed him.

I looked around the room, noting who was on duty, and saw Jadyn. At the moment, she appeared busy taking orders from a group at one of the tables on the left side of the bar, so I decided to check in with her later. 

“Let’s check in with Rider first,” Daniel suggested. 

“Sure.” I opened my senses and located Rider in his office. I led the way toward the back of the bar. Kutya took off running as we pushed through the back door, slid to a stop in front of the office, and started pawing at the closed door.

We picked up the pace before Kutya could scratch up the door. I twisted the knob and Kutya pushed through, barreling into the room. The big dog went around the desk and came to an abrupt stop next to where Rider sat in his leather chair. Rider gave the dog a head pat and a chin scratch without taking his eyes off the teapot in my hands. “Lay down,” he ordered, and Kutya obeyed the command, merrily taking up his post in the plush dog bed Rider kept in the office. 

“Your tea sounds frantic,” Rider said dryly, still eyeing the pot.

Daniel bit his lip, but didn’t say anything, and followed suit as I took a seat in one of the two chairs before Rider’s desk and set the teapot on top. “This is the mouse Eliza carries around on her shoulder,” I explained. “I thought I’d take care of it while she’s ... wherever she is.” 

“Eliza has never kept a pet in her life,” Rider told me. “It goes against her nature to take away an animal’s freedom. That thing will be fine if you put it back where you got it.” 

“It was hungry. She may let the poor thing roam freely in her house, but I’m positive it was hand-fed by her. I’m going to care for it until she returns. I’d be glad to do so at Eliza’s house.” 

Rider’s eyes narrowed as he slowly turned his head from side to side. “You know that’s not going to happen, and I can tell you’re not telling me something. Spill it.”

Ugh, I could never get anything past him. “You’re not cheating and reading my mind, are you?”

“Don’t have to. You haven’t been able to look me straight in the eye since you walked in here and Daniel’s vibrating, so whatever you’re going to tell or ask me has got to be good.”

I glared over at Daniel and he looked away, lips twitching. I noticed the vibrating Rider mentioned in the way his shoulders shook. 

I guess I was just going to have to come out and say it. “I want to question the mouse.”

Rider sat stone still, staring straight ahead of me. Just when I’d begun to think he’d gone catatonic, he blinked and repeated what I’d said very carefully, as if he thought he might have misheard. “You want to question the mouse?”

I felt my cheeks go warm, but straightened my shoulders. I didn’t care how silly it sounded. I knew my idea was good. “Eliza always has this mouse with her. I know she talks to it. It has to know everything that happens in that house. If someone did somehow abduct her from inside the house, the mouse might have even seen who, and you have someone employed here who can communicate with animals.”

“So you actually want Jadyn to communicate with the mouse and see if it knows anything about what happened to Eliza?”

“Yes.”

“Thank goodness,” he said, the tension in his shoulders loosening as he leaned forward and reached for his phone. “The last time you questioned a rodent, you stabbed it in the testicle.”

Daniel lost it, doubling over in laughter, which only caused Rider’s mischievous grin to grow as he hit a button on the phone and told Tony to send Jadyn to his office.

“Don’t you have a phone to take to the Bat Cave?” I asked, not bothering to hide my irritation.

“Yeah, I better get the phone to the tech nerds and get out of your way,” Daniel said between hearty guffaws as he stood and turned for the door. “Your rodent interrogations can get messy.”

I swatted at him, but he swerved out of my reach and ducked out the door, leaving me with a highly amused vampire. “My idea is good.”

“Your idea is smart,” Rider agreed. “Grissom wouldn’t have thought of it.”

“Then what’s so funny, and you better not utter the words Danni the Teste Slayer.” 

Rider’s eyes shone with amusement, but a light knock on the door saved him from having to respond. “Come in, Jadyn.”

Jadyn entered the room, her gaze immediately zeroing in on the teapot and the noise that increased from inside it since she’d entered. “Oh dear. Someone is upset.” 

“Two someones,” Rider said. The corner of his mouth curved up as he winked at me. “But we’re hoping you can see if the mouse can help us find our friend.” 
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Jadyn took the seat Daniel had abandoned and carefully lifted the lid of the teapot before tipping it over so the mouse could crawl out into her open palm. 

“Don’t you dare,” she told Kutya in a firm voice as he sat up, legs braced to take a flying leap at the fussing mouse. I couldn’t communicate with animals like she could, but I was pretty sure the little fur ball was cussing out me, Rider, Kutya, and the horses we rode in on. “You lie there and behave like a good boy.”

Jadyn waited until Kutya did as told despite the beautiful big guy looking thoroughly put out about it, then turned her attention to the mouse. “Yes, yes, I know you’re upset. Take a breath, little friend, and I will help you.” Jadyn listened intently as the mouse chattered away, nodding her head at what I assumed to be the appropriate times. The mouse glanced at me a few times as it squeaked on, and I got the impression I wasn’t its favorite person. Not by a long shot. 

“I am so sorry for that. I know Danni didn’t mean any harm,” Jadyn told the mouse after it wrapped up an exceptionally long spiel. “Her friend is missing. She is concerned and is hoping you will help her.” 

The mouse gave me a long appraising look, its little eyelids narrowing until its beady black eyes became mere slits, did the mouse equivalent of a humph sound and started off on another long squeaky tangent. Rider’s eyes sparkled with amusement as he watched. 

Only you could thoroughly piss off a mouse, he spoke into my mind. I glared at him in response and ignored his silent chuckling as I settled back in my chair, unable to do anything until Jadyn translated for us. 

Jadyn listened intently and asked questions whenever the mouse took a pause. I tried to follow along, obviously not able to understand the squeaky chitter-chatter, but thinking maybe I’d get the general sense of what was being said. From where I sat, the mouse still seemed irate, with very little chance of calming down. 

Daniel knocked once and slipped into the room, immediately zeroing in on Jadyn and the mouse. His golden eyebrows rose as he walked over to the couch that ran along the wall next to the door and sat down. That is one pissed off mouse, he spoke into my mind. You following any of this?

You’re closer to the animal species than I am, I responded in the same way. Sounds like jibber-jabber to me.

Same, and just because I hold a dragon soul inside me and shift into one doesn’t mean I can communicate with animals. Dragons aren’t really that similar to animals like rodents and dogs and such either. Like gargoyles, they’re kind of their own separate thing.

I studied him, from his rainbow-colored hair to the hoop in his nostril that looked silver to me, but I knew was really imortium, some kind of gorgeous multi-colored gem. Interesting. The world you come from sounds so amazing.

He grunted, never taking his eyes off the mouse. It was, then it wasn’t. Maybe it’ll get back there someday.

I watched him close enough to notice his shoulders sank, sorrow filled his eyes, and regret rolled off of him in waves. I knew he thought of her. Salia. His beloved, whose death haunted his every memory of Imortia. I wanted to reach out to him, hold his hand or simply rest mine on his shoulder, anything to let him know he wasn’t alone and he was loved. Loved? Where had that come from?

I gave my head a little shake, redirected my full attention back to the squeaky conversation happening between Jadyn and the mouse, but didn’t miss the fact Rider’s eyes were on me. 

“All right, guys.” Jadyn removed a shelled peanut from her coin pocket and handed it to the mouse, who snatched it greedily and immediately started doing its best impression of a wood chipper on the thing. “I got as much information as I could once our little friend here vented enough to work with me.”

“I knew that mouse was pissed off,” Daniel said as he leaned forward, rested his elbows on his knees. “Still no reason for it to bite me. It give us any leads?”

“Maybe. It’s a little hard explaining how I communicate with animals. Although I often speak aloud to them because speaking is how I’m used to communicating, I think it’s really my thoughts they pick up on. Apparently I do sometimes slip into their language though, or I think I do. I’ve been told that I sometimes growl or bark when communicating with dogs.” Her cheeks filled with pink color as she looked at Rider. He grinned at her and nodded, giving me the impression he’d been the one to hear the dog sounds come from her. “They speak to me in the way they communicate with their own kind. I hear the sounds, but I get images with the vocalizations. The sounds they make do translate, but it’s mostly the images that help me communicate with them, especially when they’re trying to communicate something more difficult. Does that make sense, or am I just making this all even weirder?”

“No, I think I get it,” I said. “It’s like you get words and images, puzzle pieces you have to put together to see the complete picture.” 

“Yes, that’s a good way of putting it.” 

“Were you able to decipher if the mouse saw or heard anything that helps us?” Rider asked.

“She says the house lady went away and came back different. Animals can sense our emotions, and she sensed something like worry or sadness, maybe confusion. She’s not sure what it was because once she’d sense it, the house lady would get real happy, but it was a different kind of happy. The happy she felt from the woman before was calm, peaceful. She says the house lady seemed to force the happy.”

“The house lady being Eliza?” Daniel asked.

Jadyn nodded. “Animals don’t always know our names, and some struggle more than others.”

“Forcing the happy,” I said softly, processing the words. “So Eliza went somewhere and came back in a different mood from what she normally was in... but she was pushing through it, like something happened during that time, something that stayed with her after she returned, but she put on a happy front, even to herself.” 

“That’s about what I gathered,” Jadyn said, nodding her head in agreement. “I got the sense that something was bothering her, but she refused to give in to whatever it was.” 

“Lovefest,” I said to Daniel. “She went to that Lovefest thing. Something must have happened there.” 

“Maybe she met someone and got her heart broken,” Daniel said.

“And you really think a broken heart would cause her to just up and leave without a word, and without her phone?”

“People have done worse while nursing a broken heart,” he replied.

“That’s true.” I turned to Rider. “Did she tell you about Lovefest? Can we send people there to look for her?”

“Let’s not jump to conclusions and set off on a wild goose chase,” Rider said. “She never mentioned any Lovefest to me, but it sounds like the type of thing she’d enjoy. The woman goes to all kinds of festivals and retreats and weird hippie things. Before freaking out unnecessarily, keep in mind we’re discussing the whereabouts of a woman who communes with the moon in the nude.”

Daniel and I shared a wow look, eyebrows raised.

“Exactly,” Rider said. “So the mouse didn’t actually see anything to indicate she was or could now be in danger?”  

Jadyn’s brow furrowed in thought. “Well, our friend here did not see anyone unusual visit with Eliza, definitely didn’t see her leave with anyone, but she says there was a terrible smell in the house that drew her and her mate from their dwelling just before sunrise. The smell lingered until the next sunrise and they never saw Eliza during that time or after.”

“So she was taken,” I said, my gut churning.

“I wouldn’t rule it out,” Jadyn said. “Her disappearance certainly seemed to coincide with the smell, which, if I translated correctly, was the smell of flowers over rotten eggs.”

“Magic and demon-stench,” Daniel growled. “The rotten eggs the mouse smelled had to be sulfur, indicating something demonic, and the flowery smell was whatever magic it used, or could be its own scent. Sometimes the sulfur scent isn’t from the actual creature, but where it came from.” 

“You’re saying a demon snatched sweet, gentle Eliza?” My chest felt hollow as I imagined the kind woman at the hands of some red-skinned, clawed entity. I’d had enough dealings with demonic entities to know they generally weren’t red-skinned, clawed monsters. Many were actually quite gorgeous men and women, but that was still the image my mind conjured.

“Maybe,” Daniel said. “Maybe it was just something that came through a really gnarly portal. There’s also the possibility that the smell resulted from a nasty spell, but I didn’t see anything in Eliza’s house that indicated she practices magic.”

“She doesn’t,” Rider said, drumming his fingers along his desktop. “She dabbles in herbal concoctions, but never magic.” 

“Would something herbal have left behind that smell?” I asked.

Rider’s jaw was set tight as he shook his head. “Highly doubtful. The flower scent could have been from something she did, but not the rotten eggs.”

“Could a witch have cast a spell on her home that left that smell?”

“If it worked a really dark spell,” Daniel answered. “Twenty-four hours is a long time for the scent to linger though. If it were a spell, it would have to be a powerful one, or cast by someone much more powerful than your average witch.”

The mouse let loose with another long, squeaky rant. Jadyn cringed a little. “Uh, so you recall I mentioned her mate? Turns out you kind of snatched her from her family and she’s really not happy about that, especially since she wasn’t able to tell them and is sure her mate is worried about her, not to mention her children. She’s also pretty furious you’d intended to care for her as if she were some pathetic house animal. Her words, not mine,” Jadyn quickly advised when Kutya sat up and released a clearly insulted bark.

I blinked at the dog for a moment, realizing Kutya understood what Jadyn had said on some level. Or maybe he understood the mouse. Either way, it took a moment to wrap my mind around that before I gave my head a little shake and moved on. 

“All right, but in my defense, I didn’t know about her family. I’d only ever seen one mouse with Eliza before, so I assumed it was this one and this was the only rodent in residence. And she came right out when I offered food, like she was starving for it, actually. Eliza had to be feeding her,” I continued as Daniel stifled laughter, clearly amused I’d managed to piss off a mouse. “It’s not funny.”

“It kind of is,” he said, but still attempted to stop laughing.

Annoyed by his amusement and angry my good deed had been looked at as an insult, I looked right into the mouse’s beady little eyes. “If you didn’t need my help, if you were perfectly fine, why did you run out and scarf down the food I offered you? Huh? Ask her that,” I told Jadyn.

The pretty, dark-haired guardian gave me a wary look, but did as asked. The mouse looked right at me, stood on its back legs, and released several sharp squeaks. Jadyn barked out a laugh before covering her mouth with her free hand. “Oh, that came through loud and clear.” 

“What did she say?”

“Um, I believe the closest translation would be... Bitch, because I’m fat.”

I glared at the adorable yet infuriating and highly unappreciative mouse while Daniel bent at the waist, laughing until his eyes sprung tears. Across from me, Rider’s mouth curved with amusement, but his concerned gaze was somewhere distant.

“Thank you for your help, Jadyn. We’ll see to it the mouse is returned safely to her family.” He shook his head as if just realizing what he’d said and wondering how he’d come to the point of chauffeuring mice around the city.

“No problem.” She stood and looked at the mouse in her palm. “She’s not crazy about being in the teapot. She’s not a pet.” 

Rider sighed. “I can’t have a mouse running around my bar. Make sure it knows it better not run off. I’ll let Kutya eat it.” 

Kutya’s ears perked up at this, but Jadyn didn’t take the bait. “I’ve seen what you do to animal abusers. You would never hurt this mouse.”

He held Jadyn’s amused stare with his own hardened gaze. When she didn’t break, he softened with a grunt. “Ask the damn thing nicely then to please not run off in my bar and draw the attention of the health department.”

Jadyn chuckled softly, passed along the request, listened to the mouse’s return chitter-chatter, and lowered it to the teapot where it climbed in and hung from the edge of the opening, peeking over the rim. “She requests you just leave the lid off.”

Rider nodded his agreement, and Jadyn said her goodbyes to both animals with plenty of pets and scratches before leaving the office.

“I can—”

“No. You’re not going back to Eliza’s. If someone snatched her, who’s to say they aren’t still watching the house?”

The three of us stared at the mouse, watching its little nose twitch. Apparently wondering what the delay was, it let loose another of its squeaky rants, this one high-pitched enough Kutya whined and covered his ears with his paws.

“If my enemies could see me now,” Rider muttered softly, “catering to a damn mouse.”

I sensed Daniel’s amusement, but he was smart enough not to laugh as Rider’s eyes flickered gold. His power filled the air as he summoned someone. Shortly after, heavy footsteps traveled the hall, followed by a loud knock on the door, and it opened. Hank stepped in, his large black-clad frame filling the doorway. His pale gray eyes flicked over to the dog and made a quick scan over the floor. I
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