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      I stared at the help wanted ad on my phone and then at the creaky train that was supposed to take me up the White Mountains alive. Both were dubious endeavors, but I had little choice. I was homeless, jobless, boyfriend-less . . . a lot of lesses in my life at the moment.

      This would be my fresh start. A time to get back to my roots, like Grandma Fina insisted. She was the one who told me stories about Forgotten Falls. How the paranormal creatures and witches lived in harmony without the outside world to bother them or hunt them. It sounded like a break from the human world I needed.

      Rolling my suitcase to the front counter of the mountain railway, I pulled out my credit card.

      “Need a ticket up to Mount Washington summit?” the girl behind the counter asked.

      “Forgotten Falls,” I said.

      She frowned and looked down at the laminated map that was yellowed with age and curled at the corners. She tapped on the railway path that led up the mountain. “We don’t have stops except at the top. Never heard of Forgotten Falls before.”

      Grandma Fina had given me directions here and specifically told me to take the train to Forgotten Falls.

      “Is there a different train?” I asked. “Am I on the wrong side of the mountain?” Please say no. My funds were already depleted, and I had no desire or athletic ability to traipse around New Hampshire trying to find a town.

      “This is the only one,” she said. “Would you like to talk to the manager?”

      “Would your manager know anything about Forgotten Falls?”

      She shrugged. “If anyone knows about it, he would. He’s been here forever.”

      “Sounds like he’s exactly the person I should talk to.”

      She pointed to an exit door off to the side. “Head out back. He’s always in the rail yard.”

      Rolling my suitcase out the door, I found a sprawling equipment graveyard at the base of the mountain.

      Not seeing anyone, I ventured into a tangled mess.

      “Hello?” I called.

      When no one answered, I blew out a frustrated breath. My future job was slipping through my fingers while I wasted time locating the manager.

      “Hello?” I called again as I weaved my way through rusty metal equipment, tripping on things hidden in the long grass.

      When no one answered again, I stopped and decided it was time to practice a little magic. Being in the human world, I hadn’t been able to practice like Grandma Fina had wanted. So my skills were as rusty as the junk piles that surrounded me.

      Wiping the sweat from my brow as the sun beat down on me, I whispered, “Find the manager.” I let my words swirl in the mountain breeze and then, with a flick of my fingers, I sent them away to hunt.

      “Yer a wind witch,” someone said behind me.

      I whirled around to find an impossibly thin man. His long gray beard had to weigh more than his body.

      “Depends on who you are,” I said, knowing most people were either afraid of witches or didn’t believe in them.

      “Finch Latimer,” he said, hooking his thumbs on dusty jeans that only stayed in place because he wore both suspenders and a belt. “I run Glitchy Gear Railway.”

      “Perfect. You’re the guy I’m looking for. I’m Wren Whisper, and I need to get to Forgotten Falls.”

      He eyed me under bushy brows. “I’ve never seen you ride the train before. You new?”

      I nodded. “I’m applying for a job and need to get to Forgotten Falls before the position is filled.”

      “What job?” he asked. “Not much changes in Forgotten Falls, including jobs. Unless someone died. I think I would have gotten an announcement on that, though.” He fished around in his pocket and took out a  . . . was that a corn-cob pipe? Seriously, how old was this guy? He popped the end into his mouth and eyed me. “I suppose one of them vampires could have killed someone.”

      Corn-cob pipe forgotten, I asked, “What vampires?”

      “The ones in Forgotten Falls.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “What don’t ya understand?”

      “Apparently a lot.”

      While I already knew about the werewolves, thanks to the help wanted ad, I thought the rest of the paranormal creatures would be smaller and less deadly. Grandma Fina always talked about the gnomes and fairies. Not vampires.

      “What else is in Forgotten Falls?”

      He sucked on the end of his pipe even though it wasn’t lit. “Well, ya got your four groups of witches. The earth, wind, water, and fire. Then ya got the werewolves downhill on the west side. They keep the other creatures from going down into the towns at the base of the mountain. The vampires are uphill and farthest away from people for good reason.”

      “Anything else?”

      He nodded. “Ya got the fairies, the gnomes, and the dervishes. Most of them live on the outskirts of Forgotten Falls, but they’ll come to make mischief once in a while.”

      “Anything else?” Please say no.

      “That’s about it.”

      I had heard werewolves were docile unless provoked. Since I had no reason to provoke one, I thought I was safe enough. The fairies, gnomes, and dervishes were smaller creatures that should be harmless as well.

      But vampires?

      “You said the vampires were uphill from the town?”

      He nodded.

      “How do the witches make sure they don’t become blood donors?”

      “Wear a talisman.”

      “Do you have one I can buy?”

      “Wait right here,” he said as he shuffled into a shed that was missing half its roof. When he returned, he handed me an entire head of garlic on a frayed rope. “Wear it around your neck. They won’t come near you.”

      I took the garlic necklace and inspected it. This was a talisman?

      “How much?” I asked.

      “It’s on the house. I suppose you’ll be wanting to get up the mountain now?”

      I slipped the necklace around my neck and grabbed my suitcase. “Where do I catch the train?”

      “Behind that shed. I’ll show ya. First timers never get it right.”

      Following him through the junkyard, he walked past the shed and over to an area that was clear of all scrap metal and parts.

      When I stepped into the space, a train came into view as if it had materialized from the air.

      “How is this possible?” I asked.

      “A little air displacement. And a whole lot of magic.” He gave me a wink. “That’s how the town of Forgotten Falls stays hidden as well.”

      Since it was only the passenger car that sat on the track, I asked, “Where’s the engine?”

      He eyed me. “Are you sure you’re a witch?”

      “Yes,” I said, not wanting to dissect why I was so far behind in the witch world. If it had been up to my parents, I would have never known I was a witch. It was only because Grandma Fina gave me secret lessons when I turned eighteen that I knew anything at all.

      Now, at twenty-nine years old, I was finally going to live in the world that Grandma Fina told me about.

      “Step on up,” Finch said.

      Lifting the suitcase, I placed it on the car and then grabbed the handrails to hoist myself up.

      When Finch didn’t follow, I asked, “Who drives this thing?”

      “No one. It will take you up and then return to base. Sit back and relax.”

      I sat, but there was no relaxing until I safely reached Forgotten Falls.

      “Go on, girl,” Finch said as he smacked the side of the car.

      The car lurched forward, nearly toppling me from my seat, and then slammed me back from the force of the train propelling up the hill. I strained to keep my head upright.

      Trees whipped past the windows. One startled bird squawked as it streaked by.

      Just when I thought my neck would snap, the car screeched to a stop. I smashed into the seat in front of me. My suitcase flung to the front of the car and crashed against a metal panel. Clothes exploded from it, scattering them.

      “There has to be a better way,” I muttered to myself as I stood on trembling legs.

      Righting my suitcase, I gathered my belongings and shoved them inside, not caring about wrinkles. All I wanted to do was get off the death-trap train.

      A lady stepped on board. Her cropped hair, round eyes, and baggy dress were all brown. Because of her rounded shape and overall brownness, she had the unfortunate look of a potato.

      “Oh, dear. You didn’t strap down your suitcase, did you?”

      “No. I didn’t think the ride would be so brutal.”

      She smiled sweetly at me. “I haven’t seen you before. Are you new to the area?”

      Struggling with my suitcase zipper only to find it was broken, I nodded. “I’m applying for a job.”

      “Really? A job opened up? Did someone die and I didn’t get the news?” With a wave of her fingers, vines sprouted on my suitcase and wrapped around it, closing it.

      “I . . . uh . . . I don’t know.” Standing, I picked up my suitcase and lowered it out of the car. “Thank you for helping with my suitcase.”

      She gave a nod and then asked, “May I ask what job it is?”

      After I stepped out of the car, I glanced back at her. “Paranormal tracker.”

      She raised a brow as she scanned me. “Um, dear. You know you’re not a werewolf, right?”

      “I know.”

      “Well . . .” she cleared her throat nervously. “See, the thing is—” The car took off down the track. Her squeal of surprise followed it until both were gone and I was left wondering what she was about to say. I didn’t even get her name.

      Scanning the area to get my bearings, I saw I stood on a brick road that shot through a peaceful downtown. There were no cars to clog the road, but there were a few bicycles, and some witches used nature to propel them down the street. One witch used wind and created a storm funnel under her feet. Another used a puddle of water that sloshed as it moved down the road.

      Since I was a wind witch, I assumed I could move using wind as well, but I had never learned the spell. The most I could do was locate people.

      Once I settled in Forgotten Falls, I promised myself to learn more about wind art. But I needed a job first.

      Looking down the road, I saw many darling shops and cafes that used wooden signs. No neon lights blinked in any of the windows. A clock tower sat at the far end of the town square. But on closer inspection, it wasn’t a clock. Instead, it tracked moon phases.

      Something zipped past me, startling me. A two-foot silver creature with wings and pointy teeth turned and stuck out his green tongue.

      “You little rat! Get back here!” A man blew past me in his pursuit of the winged creature.

      “Was that a fairy?” I wondered, not having seen one before. I didn’t think it was a gnome. Those didn’t have wings, and they tended to hide. Dervishes were like a cousin to the gnomes but with trigger tempers. “Must be a fairy.”

      The man’s hand shot out and a gust a wind blasted from it, nailing the fairy and knocking it to the ground. He grabbed a pouch from the fairy and shoved it into his pocket. “Don’t steal from me again, or I’ll blast you to Greenland.”

      “You know that’s illegal,” someone said.

      I glanced over at a large, imposing man. From size alone, he would have no problem getting into televised pro-wrestling.

      “You okay, Zip?” the large man asked as he reached down and plucked the fairy off the ground and held him up to inspect him.

      Zip dusted off his tiny brown shorts and then bit the large man’s finger.

      The man let out a curse, shaking his hand as Zip flew away.

      “Just one blast,” the other man said. “I can knock him into another continent. We’d be rid of the little thief for good.”

      “You know the chief would have both of our heads if you did that.”

      Chief? As in Chief of Police?

      That was when I noticed the large man wore a blue button-down shirt with a shield embroidered onto the sleeve.

      As he walked away, I hurried to follow him with my suitcase bumping along the brick road.

      “Sir!” I called, failing to keep up with his long stride.

      He paused and glanced back, raising a brow as I dragged my suitcase over to him.

      “You’re not from around here,” he said.

      “I’m looking for the police station.”

      “You’re in luck,” he said. “I’m heading that way. Is there a reason you need to go there? Are you in trouble at all?”

      “No. I’m applying for a job.”

      He scratched his stubbled jaw. “No jobs available except for—” His green eyes widened.

      “Paranormal tracker,” I finished.

      He scanned me. From his expression, I knew he found me lacking. Sure, I wasn’t tall like him. My height was an average five-five. And my body was not athletic. It was more . . . nap inclined. But I could handle tracking.

      “So, if you could show me the way, I’d appreciate it,” I said when the cop didn’t budge.

      He gave a shake of his head as if clearing it. “Uh. Sure. Right this way.”

      Slowing his pace to match mine, he led me past the shops. I tried not to get sidetracked by window shopping, but there were a few times I had to do a double take, especially when I saw a bakery with giant donuts.

      My gaze strayed from the donuts to the nearly seven-foot man. I supposed those enormous donuts weren’t for my sized people, but for his. Still, I vowed to try one . . . or two.

      “What’s your name?” he asked.

      “Wren Whisper.”

      “Nice to meet you, Wren. I’m Officer Thyrius.” He looked thoughtful. “Whisper . . . So, you’re a wind witch. We’ve had no one with that last name living here for a long time. Not after Fina Whisper left.”

      “Fina is my grandmother.”

      “No kidding?” He eyed me as if trying to find a resemblance when there was none. She was vibrant with brilliant green eyes and naturally red hair that needed touch ups since the gray set in. I was more like the potato lady with brown hair and brown eyes. Thankfully, my jeans and T-shirt didn’t accentuate the potato-ness.

      “Grandma Fina sent me the help wanted ad,” I said.

      “Ah, about that. Did she mention it’s a dangerous job?”

      “No, but it’s stated in the ad.”

      “And you still want the job?”

      If I was being honest, the answer was no. I didn’t want a dangerous job. But the ad said nothing about apprehending anyone. It was just tracking. I could do that by standing in the middle of this road. I didn’t have to put myself into a dangerous situation to get the job done.

      “Yes,” I finally said. “I want the job.”

      If nothing else, I needed a change in scenery. I needed to shake up my life and begin fresh. I could leave the jerk and his wife in my rearview mirror.

      Wife . . . Didn’t know he had one of those until she attacked me with a mop.

      I still had the yellowed bruise on my arm to show for it.

      “Before we get to the station,” Thyrius said, “is there a reason you’re wearing garlic around your neck?”

      “Finch gave it to me to ward off vampires.”

      Thyrius snorted. “He’s pulling your leg. Garlic doesn’t ward off vampires. More likely it will make werewolves crazy cuz of the smell.”

      “Oh.”

      “Take that off before we get to the station, or the chief will rip it off you.”

      I quickly slipped the rope off and chucked it into the nearest garbage can.

      “Better?” I asked.

      “Better, but I can still smell it.”

      “Are you . . .” Was it polite to ask someone if they were a werewolf? Judging from his size and the fact that he could still smell the garlic meant that it was plausible.

      “A wolf?” he finished. “Yeah. Everyone at the station is a werewolf.”

      “Is there a reason?”

      “We’re bigger, stronger, faster. And we can keep the peace better. Plus, our sense of smell makes us great at tracking.”

      Maybe that was why he looked at me funny when I said I wanted to be a tracker.

      “Are there no more wolves to fill the tracking position?” I asked.

      “We’re strapped thin on border patrol. With hiking becoming more popular, we have humans straying off paths. And creatures here are always trying to escape, especially the fairies.”

      “Escape? You mean they aren’t allowed to leave?”

      “Gnomes, fairies, and dervishes must stay in Forgotten Falls. It’s for their protection, as well as ours. If they escape or if humans find us, this town is over. Everything we worked for centuries to keep hidden and safe would be destroyed.”

      “Oh. I see.”

      To the left of the tower, a blue building came into view. A sign with white lettering read Forgotten Falls Police Department.

      “Here we are,” Thyrius said. “Before I show you to the chief, just a warning.”

      “I saw the ad. If he’s in a bad mood, I should run. Right?”

      Thyrius nodded. “He has a short fuse and yells a lot. I hate to say it, but he probably won’t hire you.”

      My shoulders slumped at the news, but I would not give up now. Not after the hellish ride up the mountain. Plus, I had already quit my job since the jerk was my boss, and I gave up my apartment that I shared with the jerk. There was no way I’d return to that life.

      “Take me to him,” I said, steeling my resolve.

      Thyrius led me into the police station. A long front counter sat inside. Half walls on either side of the counter sectioned off the lobby from the rest of the office. Behind the walls were rows of desks. Thyrius gave a nod to the older man behind the counter as he escorted me through.

      Only about half the desks were filled by men who eyed me curiously as I followed Thyrius to the back. Thyrius stopped in front of a closed door that was labeled Chief of Police.

      As Thyrius raised his hand to the door to knock on it, the door rattled as someone bellowed, “Get the hell out of my office before I throw you out! And bring in that damn dervish for questioning. Now!”

      The door flung open, and a flushed man hurried out.

      Behind the desk stood a man with his shirt sleeves rolled up and a fierce scowl on his face. His sandy-blond hair was short except for the top, which had been styled in a swept back undercut. His blue eyes targeted Thyrius. While the chief wasn’t as tall as Thyrius, he was more muscular. And with the chief’s intensity, he was formidable.

      I was supposed to ask this guy for a job?

      “What do you need?” the chief asked Thyrius.

      Thyrius placed a hand on my shoulder. I wasn’t sure if he was trying to make me feel better or keep me from running.

      The chief’s hard gaze swung from Thyrius to me, and I attempted not to slink behind Thyrius to hide.

      “Is there a problem?” the chief asked Thyrius.

      “No. This is Wren Whisper. She came for the job.”

      The chief’s expression turned puzzled. “What job?”

      “The only one available.”

      His hard gaze returned, and he pointed to the door. “Out! Now!”
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      Thyrius attempted to escort me out of the office after the chief ordered me to leave.

      “Sorry,” Thyrius said. “But it’s best if you look for a different job. You wouldn’t want to be a tracker, anyway. I’m sure you can find something else.”

      I folded my arms and stayed rooted in the chief's office. Summoning bravery from Grandma Fina’s side of the family, I leveled the chief with a hard gaze that matched his. “The ad didn’t say I had to be a werewolf to get the job. In fact, there are no qualifications specified, only that I must work late nights with possible danger.”

      “And low pay,” Thyrius added.

      “That, too,” I said. “Thyrius told me you’re stretched thin on border patrol. You don’t have options. You have me.”

      The chief flicked a murderous glance at Thyrius, who backed out of the office and closed the door behind him, leaving me alone with the surly chief.

      “Sit.”

      Stepping over to the desk, I sat in one of the two guest chairs opposite of the chief. His desk was a mess of papers that threatened to slide off at any moment. They pushed at the name plate. Chief Zane Lovelace.

      Lovelace? Out of all the names in the world, that one was the least likely to fit him.

      “Why are you smiling?” he snapped.

      I smothered the smile I didn’t know I wore and then eyed him. “I like to smile. It’s a good stress reliever. Try it sometime.”

      I’m not sure what made me poke at the werewolf that eyed me like a pesky mosquito about to get swatted, especially since he was the one person keeping me from getting my new life.

      “Why do you want to be a tracker?” he asked.

      “Why not be a tracker?” I asked. “Sounds better than being a filing clerk for a jerk manager.”

      He raised a brow. “A filing clerk is safer.”

      “Not when you get a paper cut from a folder,” I said with a grin, trying to lighten the mood. “Those hurt for days.”

      “So will getting bled dry from a vampire, getting stuck in a dervish twister, and getting burned by a fire witch.”

      “Fair. But I don’t need to get close to people to track them.”

      “Then how do you propose to track them?”

      “Using the wind.”

      His arms crossed, making his biceps stretch the seams of his blue shirt. “If wind witches could do that, I would have hired them already.”

      “I’m not sure about other wind witches, but I can. Grandma Fina taught me.”

      “Fina Whisper?” he asked.

      “Do you know her?”

      I wondered how old he was. While Thyrius seemed to be in his mid to late forties, Chief Zane looked to be in his thirties. Possibly early to mid thirties, but when he scowled, it was impossible to tell.

      “Fina Whisper was before my time, but I heard stories about her.”

      “Will you tell them to me?”

      “Only if you promise to give up being a tracker.”

      I crossed my arms, mirroring him. “No.”

      He pressed his lips together as he eyed me. “If you want the job so bad, prove to me you can track by using the wind.”

      “Okay. Tell me who you want me to find.”

      “Me. You have ten minutes to track me after I leave the office. If you can do it before the time is up, I’ll give you the job.”

      “Deal.”

      He stood and walked to the door. “Ten minutes. Not a second more.”

      I followed him through the rows of desks, but he was quick and was outside before I reached the lobby. By the time I opened the front door to the station, he was nowhere in sight.

      Starting the timer on my phone, I attempted to keep nervousness from taking over my thoughts. I could do this. I had been practicing finding people for a while now. It was how I found the jerk with his wife.

      Whispering into my hand, “Zane Lovelace,” I set the words free with a flick of my wrist, letting them sail into the wind.

      Soon, a route emerged. The wind teased my vision with its swirling path. When I had first learned to track using the wind, it rarely made sense to me. Wind shifted and was not known for being consistent or, for that matter, seen. But the more I used it, the more I understood it. What I couldn’t see when I trained became as clear as the brick road under my feet.

      The breeze tickled my arms, coaxing me forward. Zane's path led down the main road. It looked like he had hesitated at a few stores since the wind was stronger in those spots, but he didn’t stop for long.

      Continuing, I found myself in front of Rue’s Donuts. The wind whipped at the door. Perfect. I was hungry for a donut, anyway. It could be my victory treat when I got the job.

      Opening the door, I breathed in the scent of freshly fried dough and sugary icing. Before I could get too distracted, I realized Zane wasn’t at any of the tables. His path led to a door marked employees only.

      I glanced that the woman behind the counter. Her blonde hair was pulled back into a ponytail that swayed over her shoulder as she worked at the coffee machine. Part of me wanted to ask for permission to go into the back, and the other part of me knew I didn’t have time to waste. If Zane used a back door to leave, he could be halfway up the mountain by now. With my short and out of shape legs, I’d never catch him in the remaining time.

      Reaching the employee-only door, I took one last look at the woman to make sure she was still distracted and then hurried through.

      The backroom was small, with a desk wedged on one side and a shelf with supplies on the other side. Zane was nowhere to be found in the cramped office and there was no exit door or window.

      Where did he go? As far as I knew, werewolves didn’t have magic and couldn’t vanish.

      I glanced back at the donut shop, wondering if he double backed to trick me. But the wind had been strong here, and it didn’t move me away.

      Scanning the area, I saw there were no trap doors on the floor.

      Glancing up, a startled squeak burst from me.

      Stretched from wall to wall, Zane held himself by muscle alone. He easily dropped next to me, eliciting another squeak from my lips.

      “If I was a vampire, you’d be dead by now,” he said.

      I smiled smugly. “But I found you. And a deal is a deal.”

      His glower was at maximum strength, but I didn’t care it was aimed directly at me. I proved to both of us I could do this job.

      “Shall we celebrate my new job with a donut?” I asked.

      I had been wrong. His glower hadn’t been at maximum, but it was now.

      “Come on,” I said. “I’ll treat. You can go over hiring details while we eat.”

      He grumbled something under his breath. I knew it had to be a curse or something else that I didn’t want to hear.

      I headed from the backroom and into the delightful bakery. The long case had so many delicious looking options.

      “What do you like?” I asked him.

      “My life before you came into town.”

      I frowned at him. “You sound like a sore loser.”

      “I never lose.”

      “And you didn’t this time, either. In fact, you won.”

      “How?”

      “You get me as an employee.” I grinned up at him. “Win-win.”

      He grumbled again.

      “I bet you’re a black coffee with a dark-chocolate donut kind of guy,” I said, pointing to the giant donut.

      “Then you must be the nutty banana,” he said, pointing to a donut that looked delectable.

      “I know you’re insulting me, but it actually looks good.”

      “Hi, Chief,” the blonde woman behind the counter said cheerfully. “Did she actually find you?”

      I nodded. “Yes, I did. And we’re celebrating with donuts. I’ll take the nutty banana.”

      “We’re not celebrating, Rue,” Zane said to the woman.

      “He’ll have the dark chocolate,” I said.

      Rue grinned at him and then glanced over at me. “You must be new here.”

      I nodded. “Got here less than an hour ago.”

      “And you already snagged the catch of Forgotten Falls.” Rue aimed a smirk at Zane.

      “Stop it,” Zane muttered and then took a seat at a table near the back. “Let’s get this over with.”

      “What about the window seat?” I asked him.

      “I’d rather not be seen.”

      “With me or in general?”

      “Both.”

      Until he signed off on the letter of hire, I would behave.

      Zane was the catch of Forgotten Falls? I nearly snorted. And if he was the catch, there might be no one here to get entangled with. Suddenly, Forgotten Falls got a lot better.

      I sat down across from Zane. “I know why you don’t want to be seen with me, but why else don’t you want to be seen?”

      “Citizens are always complaining about something.”

      “What if they just want to say hello?”

      “They don’t. And even if they did, I’m too busy to chitchat.”

      “Which is why you are hiring me,” I said. “Let’s get to it. When do I start?”

      “I’ll let you know.”

      That was a brush off if I ever heard one.

      “I’ll be at the station tomorrow,” I said.

      He raised a brow. “Are you always this bossy?”

      “No. Just with people I like.” I smirked at him.

      “Try to like me a lot less,” he said dryly.

      “Next question. Do I have to wear a uniform? I’d prefer not wearing one, but I want a badge to identify myself. Is that okay?”

      “Trackers can wear what they want. I might issue you a badge.”

      “Do I get a desk at the station?”

      “I’ll see what I can do.”

      “And what about pay?”

      “Four hundred chips per week. Bonus if there is a reward issued.”

      “Chips? Is that like crypto currency?”

      He looked puzzled and then shook his head. “Gold coins are called chips. It’s our only currency here.”

      “Seems cumbersome. Why only gold coins?”

      “It’s the only thing that can’t be forged or reproduced. We’ve used other currency in the past and witches found ways to abuse it.”

      “Oh. Got it. So, how do I exchange my money into chips?”

      “There’s a bank down the road that can help you.”

      I was momentarily distracted by the arrival of donuts and coffee.

      He eyed me. “Are you going to be able to eat it? It’s nearly the same size as you.”

      “Don’t underestimate me.” I picked up the ring and bit into it. Pecans and walnuts mixed with chocolate and banana hit my tongue, sending me to a happy place. By the time I got to my fifth bite, I realized I was the only one eating. Zane stared at me with a mix of bafflement and annoyance.

      I pointed to his donut. “I have more questions for you, so eat to keep your strength up.”

      “My strength is fine, and you have five minutes until I have to get back to work.”

      “This is work.”

      “This is you shoving a donut into your face.” He tossed a napkin over to me and pointed to my mouth. “You’re like a kid.”

      I took the napkin and wiped my lips, finding I had more frosting on me than in me.

      “Do you know of any apartments or rooms to rent?” I asked.

      “You don’t have a place to stay?” he questioned.

      “I thought I’d get the job first. Now that I have it, I can look for a place. Any suggestions?”

      “Yeah. Go back to wherever you came from and forget about tracking.”

      “Nice try.”

      He sighed and leaned forward, propping his elbows on the table as he looked me straight in the eye. His icy blue gaze was unnerving, but I sat still and waited for whatever insult to pass his lips.

      “Go home,” he said. “Even if you become a tracker, you’ll end up quitting after a few days, or you’ll wind up dead. Either way, don’t bother signing a lease on anything permanent.”

      While I wanted to argue, perhaps the cranky chief had a point. This world and job were new to me. While I wanted to forge ahead with my new life that didn’t involve the jerk, I had to be rational as well.

      “I’ll compromise,” I said. “Is there a hotel or B&B in this town?”

      He frowned, most likely hoping I’d leave instead, but then he nodded. “I’ll show you on the way back to the station . . . unless you want to leave town now?”

      “No. You’re stuck with me. Get used to it.”

      He guzzled his coffee and then stood. “Time to go.”

      “But my donut—”

      “Do you want the job or not?”

      “Yes.”

      I abandoned the donut and followed him.

      On his way out, he called to Rue, “Put it on my tab.”

      I jogged to catch up to Zane as he walked down the road. “Do all wolves walk so fast?”

      “Yes. Keep up.”

      In my hurry, I didn’t see a gnome until I nearly collided with it as it toddled across the road. He jumped in fright, knocking the green paisley hat from his head and the pink flower from his beard.

      “Sorry,” I called my apologies as I glanced back at it to make sure I didn’t startle him too much. He didn’t seem any worse for wear as he continued down the road. Before I could return my gaze in front of me, I slammed into something hard and ricocheted back.

      Hands like iron grabbed my arms, keeping me from splattering on the brick road. I glanced up at Zane.

      “Uh. Thank you,” I said.

      He righted me and then muttered something about me dying within a week.
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