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      The jolting feeling of being dropped in a freefall had me waking with a snort. Darkness surrounded me, and I let out a scream as the disorienting freefall continued.

      “Quiet!” someone shouted at me. “You’re not dying, Wren. But I think my eardrums are.”

      It took a moment for me to place the voice and to realize this wasn’t a bad dream and I wasn’t falling to my death.

      Letting out a tired groan, I willed my heart to resume its normal rhythm.

      “How long have we been traveling?” I asked.

      “Just an hour,” Niles said. “You passed out when the flock of birds came at us.”

      I wiped away the drool from my cheek and shifted so I was more upright in Niles’ makeshift wind-funnel air mobile. Whatever magic he used to keep us in the air was quite nice to travel in. Besides the near miss with the flock of birds, the air mobile comfortably cocooned us. Calm and wind-free, the funnel’s eye held me suspended, making me feel weightless.

      Only an hour ago, I had been safely on the ground in Forgotten Falls. Then Niles lured me into an alley and whisked me up and out of town. He used the cover of a cloud to move us through the darkening sky at a rapid pace.

      Now it was dark, and I could only make out the lights of the scattered towns below us.

      “Where are we going?” I asked.

      “I already told you.”

      Niles was as secretive as they come, and it was impossible to get any information out of him. But I supposed I might be like him if I had been a middle-aged man who had suddenly turned into a black cat. To this day, no one knew how or why he had been turned.

      “You said it was because of the letter I got,” I said, remembering the odd summons from Black Moon Cooperative, a secret organization of vigilantes. “It said I would be picked up on a specific date and time. It didn’t say I would be absconded. And why did I get the letter in the first place? What do they want with me?”

      “Everything will be explained when we get there.”

      “You’re part of the organization, aren’t you?”

      He didn’t say anything. He didn’t have to. A secretive witch and a secretive organization went together like wind and windmills.

      “By the way, where have you been?” I asked.

      When I had first moved to Forgotten Falls and got stuck with Niles as my roommate, I couldn’t get rid of him. And I had tried. Now I could never find him.

      “Mind your own business,” he said.

      Standard Niles answer.

      I kept quiet until a few minutes later when Niles began lowering us toward a farmhouse surrounded by dark fields that, judging from the inky flatness, might have already been plowed after the growing season.

      He dropped us off at the back door and landed gracefully on four paws. I landed on my feet but wasn’t ready for the gravity or motion from the descent and stumbled face-first into a bush near the porch.

      As I detangled myself from the prickly bush, the weathered back door creaked open and warm light spilled from the inside.

      “It’s about time, Niles,” a woman said, then glanced at me. “Are you okay?”

      “I’ll survive,” I said, brushing the leaves and twigs from my clothes.

      “You got some . . .” She pointed to her dark raven hair. “A little right there.”

      Combing my fingers through my medium-length brown hair, a few leaves fell out.

      “You must be Wren,” she said. “I’m Hildee.”

      “Can we do this inside, please?” Niles said. “You never know who might be listening.”

      “Niles, you know we choose meeting spots at random so no one will find us.”

      “Unless they follow us,” he said. “Some of our members are not diligent enough to watch their backs.”

      “It was one time!” a male voice called from inside the house.

      “One time too many,” Niles said.

      Hildee held the door for us. I followed Niles through the back mudroom that had seen a lot of use over the years and into a mint-green kitchen that still had Formica counters edged with dented silver metal.

      A charcuterie board sat on a worn wooden table in the kitchen’s center, and eight chairs surrounded it. Five witches were seated there, already digging into the food.

      “Have a seat,” Hildee said, taking one of the empty chairs for herself.

      Once Niles and I sat, all the seats were filled, making me suspect we weren’t waiting on anyone else to arrive. A few members cast curious glances in my direction. They mirrored my own curious glances.

      The ages of the members ranged from slightly younger than my twenty-nine years to my grandmother’s age. And for a secret vigilante group, I thought they’d look more like rogue rebels. However, they looked . . . normal. Well, normal-ish. We had a talking cat at the table. And between the fire witch who had flames dancing on his leather jacket and the water witch who was dripping water, the kitchen was a little steamier than the bland summer night dictated.

      A friendly looking woman placed a glass of lemonade in front of me along with a small plate.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “Let’s get started,” Niles said.

      The man next to him frowned. Out of everyone, this guy looked the most laid-back. His attire was more suited for salt-life than vigilante missions. “Niles, you always want to get down to business right away. Can we not take a few minutes just to chat with each other?”

      “Reef, it’s never just a few minutes,” Niles said. “And you know what we’re up against.”

      “Exactly. We all know what we’re up against. It would be nice to have a few moments that aren’t all doom and gloom.”

      “You’re more than welcome to quit,” Niles said.

      Hildee leaned forward. “No one is quitting. And we’ll reserve time after the meeting for those who want to chat. Now, before we scare away Wren, let’s take a moment to bring her up to speed. Everyone okay with that?”

      Niles and Reef conceded.

      “Good,” she said, then turned to me. “Welcome, Wren. I know you don’t know too much about us or why we brought you here.”

      “You’re the Black Moon group, right?” I asked.

      She nodded. “How much have you heard about us?”

      “That you’re basically a secret vigilante group that comes out of hiding when there is an issue.”

      She nodded again. “That’s pretty accurate. The word vigilante can have a negative connotation, but we accept it because we’ll do anything to get the job done. We keep our group active so that if there is a need, we’re ready to go. And we do like to stay hidden as much as possible. While most people are okay with us, because we try to keep the world safe, there are some who think we do more harm than good.”

      “What kind of harm?” I asked.

      She frowned. “Plans go sideways sometimes. Just like when you called a hurricane to stop a murderer. It wasn’t your intention to cause house damage, but the result was the same.”

      “You know about that?” I asked.

      “The news made the rounds,” she said. “While we never intentionally set out to do harm, it can be a byproduct of our goals.”

      “And what’s your goal right now?”

      “We’ll get to that in a minute. Right now, we want to see if you’re interested in joining our group.”

      “Me?” I asked, flashing a questioning glance around the room of witches who probably all had functioning magic. “I barely have any useful magic. Isn’t there someone more suitable?”

      “Yes,” Niles said. “Skill wise, you’re probably our least qualified candidate.”

      “Thanks for the confidence,” I said flatly. “And it’s not for lack of trying to get you to teach me things.”

      “You know why there is some magic that is unteachable to you,” he said with no heat. Just a matter-of-fact statement.

      “Yeah, I know.” It wasn’t his fault my parents had sabotaged me and used questionable methods to strip me of most of my magic to make me “normal.”

      “Our choice in you has nothing to do with magic skills,” Hildee said. “The reason you’re at the top of our list is because you push boundaries. We’ve been monitoring you, and you don’t back down on cases when Chief Lovelace tells you to. You keep going even at your own detriment.”

      Not sure if that was a good thing. But I supposed they wouldn’t want someone smart enough to know when to back down.

      “What happens if I don’t want to be a part of the group?” I asked.

      “Then Niles will take you home and you’ll forget this meeting ever happened,” Hildee said.

      I eyed Niles. “You have a way of making me forget?”

      “I have ways of making you disappear, too,” he said with a smirk.

      I rolled my eyes at him, knowing that for all his biting comments, he actually did like me.

      “And if I decide I want to join Black Moon, what would that look like for me? I obviously can’t help with magic like the rest of you unless you’re looking for a hurricane.”

      Reef grinned. “You’d be amazed how many times we could have used a hurricane.”

      There was a round of nods that didn’t make me feel better about joining the group. Just what were they doing that they needed hurricanes?

      “Actually,” Hildee said, “a lot of what we do is research, which you can do at home. We all have jobs and lives outside of this group. We occasionally meet up so we stay in communication with each other, and we utilize a secured website to track our findings. Once we find we need to activate, we work out everything ahead of time, including exit strategies.

      It sounded reasonable. I wasn’t sure about “activating,” but with seven skilled witches, I couldn’t see how we would be in too much danger.

      A man with a jagged scar down the left side of his face leaned in. He was probably in his forties but could be younger. “Don’t put too much stock in abilities and disabilities. It makes no difference here. We have all been through personal setbacks. Just look at Niles. He’s a cat.”

      Niles narrowed his eyes at the man. “At least I can wield magic without it glitching.”

      “Now, now,” Hildee said. “What Ransome said is true. We are all differently abled and have experienced setbacks. That’s one reason we work so well together. We each use our strengths and aid where someone else might struggle.”

      A woman in her sixties nodded. She had pretty gray hair that cascaded down her back. “I had gone in for what I thought was routine lab work and ended up with my water magic turning everything liquid to the consistency of gelatin, yet my hands will leak water. No one knows how it happened or how I can fix it.”

      Reef grinned. “It’s badass when she can fill a room with it.”

      Hildee nodded her agreement. “We were all called here for a reason. Now it’s your turn, Wren. Would you like to join?”

      It made me feel better that I wasn’t alone with my faulty magic. But I wasn’t quite ready to jump in yet.

      “What are you working on now?” I asked.

      “A few things,” Hildee said. “When we’re working on more than one issue, we break into small groups. If we have to activate, we come together as a team. So, if you decide to join us, you will work with Niles and Autumn for now until you complete the research.”

      I eyed Niles. “Would you actually work with me or keep me in the dark like normal?”

      “He’ll work with you,” a woman said, whom I assumed was Autumn. She was slightly older than me and had chin-length blonde hair. She wore white overalls over a pink sweater, which looked flattering on her lithe body. If I tried to wear that outfit, there’d be nothing flattering about it. “Or we’re having another conversation, Niles.”

      I glanced over at Niles to see him roll his eyes at her, but he didn’t retort, so I figured he must have fallen in line with what the group needed and not just his own disgruntled and taciturn ways.

      “So, what do you think?” Hildee asked me.

      “I think I’m very interested. But one more question. What happens if I work with the group and decide it’s not for me? Or if the group thinks I’m not what they need? Do we go our separate ways? Or is this like gang mentality where once you’re in, you’re in forever?”

      Her gaze was stern even as she smiled at me. “We’re definitely not gang mentality, but we also don’t want people coming and going. It would hardly be beneficial to have a constant rotation of people. That being said, we’ve all signed an NDA stating anything that happens in our group remains in our group. You will be required to sign one as well.”

      I nodded. “Sorry, one more question.”

      Niles let out a long-suffering groan.

      “What happened to the person I’d be replacing? I assume I’m replacing someone, right?”

      She nodded. “A member decided to start a family. She didn’t feel comfortable staying with the group when she had a baby on the way.”

      That made sense. And somehow it eased my mind even more. This wasn’t the group I had assumed it was. Not that I put much thought into the group before, other than that they existed. But if I could make the world a little better and help people who needed it, why shouldn’t I become a member?

      Zane. That’s why I shouldn’t. I already had a job with the Forgotten Falls Police Department and was just given a promotion to detective. If I wasn’t available for an assignment, I’d have to make an excuse. What if those excuses became too many, too frequent, and I lost my job?

      “I know you said members had jobs and lives outside of the group. Does anyone find it difficult juggling everything?”

      Hildee smiled patiently at me. “I’m glad to see you’re really thinking about this. It makes me relieved we chose to talk to you first. I can’t speak for everyone, but I do Black Moon work on my time. And if we need to activate, I request time off from work. Usually, it’s only a day or two. We try to get in and out as quickly as possible. Most of us have reasonable bosses or are our own boss and don’t have to worry about getting time off.”

      “I call in sick,” Reef said. “I have a great water spell for making it sound like I have an epic cold. If you need it, I’m your man.”

      “So, what do you say?” Autumn asked with a beaming grin. “Want to make a difference?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, I do.”
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      “Hey, sunshine. You got home late,” Roman said the next morning when I followed the scent of French toast into his kitchen.

      I mumbled my eternal gratitude as he slid a plate piled with fluffy French toast and a cup of coffee in front of me.

      When Roman had offered me a room at his house, I hadn’t expected him to provide private chef service as well. It wasn’t like I was paying rent or contributing toward household bills or food. I was essentially a leech.

      Repeatedly, I’d asked him what I could give him in exchange, but he always said he was happy to have the company and to cook for someone.

      As a vampire who had been turned in the late eighteen hundreds, Roman had had little reason to cook until I came along. And even though he was over a hundred years old, he only looked to be in his early thirties. Adding to his youthful look, he wore jeans and T-shirts on his six-foot frame and kept his short brown hair casually styled.

      “Did you run into any issues at work?” he asked.

      “No issues. Niles nabbed me.”

      He nodded as if he already knew. “I picked up his scent when you came in last night. What happened? Normally, you’re not out so late.”

      I eyed him, wondering how much I could say without getting into trouble with Hildee. Roman was the one who had told me about Black Moon, so he knew of their existence. But I also signed an NDA with the group, which meant I needed to keep their secrets.

      Still, Roman had helped me out with several cases and had already proved he was trustworthy.

      “Do you smell Niles anywhere near here?” I asked.

      Roman inhaled deeply, then shook his head. “I don’t smell him.”

      “I’m not supposed to say anything because I signed an NDA, but I know you’ll figure out something is going on since we live together. And I trust you to keep this to yourself.”

      Roman nodded. “Of course.”

      “Niles took me to a Black Moon meeting. I officially joined their group.”

      His dark blue eyes widened just enough to let me know I had stunned him. Felt like a small victory when he was usually unflappable.

      “You joined the vigilante group?” he asked. “Niles is involved?”

      I nodded. “Yes to both. And that’s about as much as I can say.”

      Roman rubbed his hand over his heart. “I now understand why Zane gets stressed out when you’re on the job.”

      I snorted a laugh. “You’re being dramatic like him. The members of Black Moon know I only have a few spells I can use. And it sounds like most of what I’ll be doing is research. I’m on a team with Niles and one other person.”

      Roman dropped his hand to his side. “That doesn’t sound too bad. What are you researching?”

      I shook my head. “NDA.”

      He frowned but stepped over to the refrigerator and took out a pouch of blood. He poured it into a dark-tinted glass and sat next to me at the island.

      “Just promise me you’ll stay safe and you’ll ask for help if you need it.”

      “I can’t promise anything, but you know I don’t like danger. And if I can get around the NDA while still getting your help, I totally will.” I poured syrup on my French toast and cut into it. They were so fluffy, they almost made getting up early worth it.

      I tucked my brown hair behind my ears so I could eat without dragging tangled locks through the syrup river on my plate.

      “Here,” Roman said, taking a hair tie from a small jar set off to the side of the counter.

      “Why do you have a collection of hair ties?” I asked.

      “They’re yours and Elwood’s. Between the two of you, I find them all over the house.”

      I grinned, knowing I had a tendency to lose them.

      “Not sure whose is whose, so I keep putting them in the jar.”

      Some people were fussy about wearing used hair ties, and I would be too if I didn’t know Elwood. But he was always clean, and I figured he lost his hair ties just as quickly as I did, meaning they were likely only worn for a few hours. At least that was before poor Elwood singed off his hair in the fire.

      Thankfully, Elwood had made a full and swift recovery, and thanks to Roman, who bought Elwood a bunch of colorful wigs, Elwood was the happiest fashionista on White Mountain.

      Pulling my hair back, I tied it in a messy bun to deal with later and inhaled breakfast.

      By the time I had gobbled my meal, showered, and dressed in jeans and a basic blue T-shirt, I had ten minutes left to walk to the station.

      Roman handed me a lunch bag on my way out.

      “You didn’t have to,” I said.

      “I know. But I wasn’t sure how busy you’d be with your new job. Good luck, Detective.”

      “Thanks, Roman.” Outwardly, I smiled. Inwardly, I did a little happy dance. Not only was I a tracker for the Forgotten Falls Police Department, but Zane promoted me to Special Tracking Detective. However, other than watching fairies linger at the train station, I hadn’t been assigned any cases.

      I stuffed the lunch into my beat-up backpack and slung it over my shoulders.

      The early start time meant the walk to the station was cool. The morning sun had barely crept up along the mountainous horizon. Just enough to navigate by, but not enough to warm. While August weather could be stifling, the forest shaded most of the Vampire Shire, but once I passed through the tunnel under the train tracks, the sun would eventually beat down on the red-brick road that led to the township of Forgotten Falls.

      “Don’t go into town today!” I heard Elwood shout as he blurred past me in his hurry to get home from his shift at the hospital.

      “You’re cutting it too close! The sun is on the horizon!” I shouted back, not sure if he heard me or not. At vampire speeds, he was already long gone. Why was he so late coming out of work? Why shouldn’t I go into town?

      When I made it out of the tunnel, I paused, taking in the scene at the hospital. A line of witches stretched down the road, past the police station, and over to the moon tower in the town square.

      Thyrius and a dozen other officers tended to the people in line.

      “Stay back!” I heard a shouted order. I glanced down the road to see Chief Zane Lovelace jogging toward me.

      “What’s going on?” I asked when Zane stopped in front of me.

      “There’s been an outbreak,” he said, running a frustrated hand through his sandy-blond hair. “We’re not sure what’s going on, but a rash has infected every witch in Forgotten Falls.”

      “A rash? What would cause it?”

      “We’re not sure yet. It started last night with a few witches, and now everyone seems to have it.”

      “Doesn’t look like you got it,” I said. “Is it because you’re a wolf shifter?”

      “Wolves and vampires aren’t being infected. Only witches.”

      While I didn’t want a rash, I was bummed about not working. I enjoyed my job. And it wasn’t like I had anything else to do. I briefly thought of Black Moon, but I’d have to wait for Niles to know what research he needed from me.

      Zane put gentle hands on my shoulders and turned me back toward the tunnel.

      “I’ll let you know when it’s safe to come to town.”

      I glanced back at him. “If I go, promise to give me updates.”

      “When there is an update to give, I will. Until you hear from me, stay away.”

      As he attempted to nudge me toward the tunnel, I leaned back with all my weight, which was hardly anything when compared to a large wolf, but was still a few pounds heavy for my five-five frame. Like I thought, he didn’t seem to notice and continued to propel me away.

      “What if I continue watching the fairies?” I suggested. “We never did figure out what’s going on with them and why they’ve been hanging out at the train station. I can keep watch from the other side of the track.”

      “The other side is Fairy Forest, and you’re not allowed to step foot over there without backup.”

      “I’ll be fine. The worst the fairies can do is steal from me. I have nothing of value.”

      “The fairies are up to something. And until I know what it is, they aren’t to be trusted. You going anywhere near Fairy Forest is a recipe for disaster.” He gave me a firm nudge. “Go. That’s an order.”

      I sighed. “Fine. I’m leaving. Don’t forget about updates.”

      He mumbled an agreement of sorts, which meant I would be the last to know anything. Typical.

      Still, he was the boss, and he had a scary neck vein that twitched when he was mad, so it was better to retreat now. However, after he jogged away, I glanced back at the line of witches. I hadn’t noticed it before, but whatever rash they had wasn’t normal. A faint glow radiated from each person.

      What could cause a rash to glow?

      Thinking either Niles or Roman might know, I headed home to start a little investigation of my own.

      I had only taken a few steps when Roman blurred to a stop next to me. “Are you okay? Elwood told me about the rash that broke out. I was going to warn you.”

      “Zane caught me as I left the tunnel. Elwood didn’t make it home in time, did he?” I said, thinking he was cutting it way too close to dead-vampire hour.

      “He barely made it to my house. What hair he had grown is gone again.”

      “Poor Elwood.”

      “He said he had to stay at the hospital and help as much as he could.”

      “Why?” I asked as we followed the path home. “He’s not trained to help patients. They should have let him leave on time.”

      “I guess the rashes aren’t common. And the entire medical staff has rashes as well. They desperately needed his help.”

      “I was too far away to see details, but I noticed the witches were glowing.”

      Roman nodded. “According to Elwood, the skin bubbles up and turns a bright yellow that glows before popping. Spare yourself from him recounting the details. There are fluids and oozing involved.”

      My stomach churned just thinking of exploding skin bubbles. But fluids and oozing? No, thanks. I’d stick to the shire.

      “After the bubbles do their thing, does the rash go away?” I asked.

      “Not from what Elwood said. The bubbles reform, and the process starts again.”

      “That’s horrible.” And disgusting.

      Roman frowned. “I’ve never seen it before in my life. Never even came across such a thing in history books either.”

      “Is Victor at home? Did you ask him? Or Niles?”

      “Niles isn’t home yet. Victor came down for blood after you left, but he’s back in his room. I’m sure he heard Elwood’s detailed account. If he knows something, he hasn’t said anything.”

      Victor rarely said much. As a vampire exiled from Forgotten Falls under a false conviction and newly reinstated, I understood why he hesitated to trust anyone, let alone be friendly with them. He needed time. Or more of Elwood’s good-natured pestering.

      Once we arrived home, I kicked off my shoes on the porch and headed inside to find Elwood lounging on the living room couch. He was freshly showered and dressed in pajamas. I assumed they belonged to either Roman or Victor because they were traditional, not Elwood’s usual brightly colored or goth style. Sometimes both styles at once.

      Elwood glanced over at me and let out a relieved breath. “I was hoping Roman caught you in time.”

      “He filled me in on the rashes,” I said, sitting down on the comfortable chair angled next to the couch as Roman went to the kitchen.

      Even though Roman dealt in antiques, and he decorated his home with bits of the past, his furniture and house were modern. He spared no expense on the comfy furniture and cloud-like mattresses.

      “It was awful. And gross,” Elwood said with a shiver.

      “Do the doctors have any idea what’s going on?”

      He shook his head. “Nothing. Well, other than that this must be the result of magic. Because no normal rash would act like this.”

      “So someone cast a spell on the witches?” I pondered.

      “I’m not sure if it’s as simple as a spell,” Roman said as he returned from the kitchen with a cup of coffee for me and a dark glass for Elwood.

      Elwood made grabby hands and sniffed the dark liquid once he held the glass. After he took a sip, he moaned and looked at Roman with hearts in his eyes. “Cinnamon roll flavored? You’re the best daddy ever!”

      Roman chuckled. “Thought you might like that one.”

      “Marry me,” Elwood said. “Actually, you don’t even have to marry me. I’ll happily give you anything you want.”

      “Your friendship is enough,” Roman said.

      “Roman,” I said, attempting to steer the subject back on track, “why don’t you think the rash is from a spell?”

      “It would be hard to cast a spell on the entire town. You would need powerful magic to do so, and I don’t think any of our residents have that kind of power. They would have to cast the spell person by person.”

      “But someone outside of Forgotten Falls might have that power?” I asked.

      “Not anyone that I can think of.”

      “So if not a witch casting a spell, then what?”

      Roman looked thoughtful for a moment before shaking his head. “I’m not sure. It could be a new virus, or maybe an earth witch grew something that everyone is allergic to.”

      “Oh, I like the earth witch idea,” Elwood said. “Remember the year Nesta Grove grew a ten-ton mushroom in the town square? When it started decaying, the whole town smelled like a giant fart.”

      “Yes, that was a pleasant time for all,” Roman said.

      I placed my cup down on the coffee table and grabbed my notebook out of my backpack. We needed a list of witches who could make something unusual enough to cause a widespread rash breakout.

      Zane might not want my help, but he should know by now he’d get it.
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      My list of suspects was dismal. Even after I called Grandma to get her input, we were no closer to figuring out who might be responsible for the rashes. Not only would the witch need to be extremely powerful, but what element magic could cause rashes?

      Possibly a water witch if they had used water as a conduit. Possibly an earth witch if they found an allergen they could grow. Possibly a wind witch if they scattered an allergen in the wind. The only witches we decided couldn’t possibly be involved were fire witches.

      I glanced at my mostly blank notebook and frowned.

       Roman reached over and slipped the notebook from my lap and placed it on the coffee table. “We’ve been at this for hours. Let’s take a break for lunch.”

      Elwood nodded. “I could go for a libation. Do you have anything hot-man flavored? Firefighter? Rugby player?”

      “I don’t have such a thing,” Roman said. “But feel free to raid the refrigerator. What would you like, Wren?”

      “A sandwich is fine. I can make it.”

      I thought he might argue since he seemed to enjoy making food, but he nodded. “Help yourself. While you eat, I need to check on a few things at my shop. I’ll be back in an hour or so.”

      “Okay. Take as long as you need. I think I’ll try to track down Niles after lunch.”

      When Roman left, Elwood and I headed to the kitchen. He veered over to the refrigerator and swung the door open.

      “What does Daddy Roman have for me?” He poked around the selections and pulled out a pouch. “Sunsets and Sangrias? Heck, yes. Orgasm!”

      I swapped places with Elwood and pulled out everything I would need for a basic ham sandwich.

      “Want one?” I asked Elwood.

      He scrunched his nose. “And ruin my Sunsets and Sangrias with the taste of processed flesh?”

      “You drink blood.” I teasingly rolled my eyes at him. “You’re ridiculous.”

      He smiled and hopped up on an island bar stool with a glass, a loopy straw, and the pouch. “I know what I like.”

      I couldn’t fault him for that.

      By the time we were finishing lunch, Victor appeared, looking a little reluctant to come into the kitchen while we were there.

      “Hungry?” I asked, trying for something neutral that wouldn’t spook him. He was like a cat who was people shy.

      Victor had died in the late eighteen hundreds, like Roman. As a vampire, he kept the appearance of the age he had died, which looked to be about mid-thirties. He wore modern clothes that ranged from gray to black with no colors. And he kept his soft brown hair slightly long, allowing his natural curls to halo his face. Once, Elwood had been able to wrangle his hair into mini pigtails that looked like tiny horns sprouting from his head.

      Today those pigtails were gone, and he dressed in black pants and a gray knit shirt.

      Victor said nothing when he walked over to the refrigerator and grabbed a pouch without reading the label.

      “What did you get?” Elwood asked.

      Victor glanced down at the pouch in his hand. “Uh. French Bistro.”

      “Oh, that might be good. But watch out. Occasionally, I’ll get a five-pack-a-day smoker.”

      “Blood is blood,” Victor said with a defeated shrug.

      “What are you up to today?” I asked.

      He glanced at me, and I wondered if I had overstepped, but he sighed and grabbed a glass from the cupboard. “Nothing today. Not that I can go anywhere while the sun is up. But I’ll work on my new house tonight.”

      “You know how to build?” I asked.

      He nodded. “I used to build. That’s . . . uh . . . never mind.”

      “You can’t almost tell me something about yourself and then say never mind,” I said.

      Elwood nodded solemnly. “There are rules against that.”

      From Victor’s exasperated expression, he knew Elwood was fibbing. While he poured the blood into the glass and tossed the pouch, he said, “I was a builder before I was turned. Mostly homes. A wealthy man contacted me and asked to build a gazebo for his wife. I thought nothing of it, but he was insistent that the gazebo offer abundant shade in any sunlight and that a tunnel run from the house to the gazebo.”

      I had an uh-oh feeling as Victor continued his story.

      “I was not permitted inside the house, and that was fine. I didn’t need access to the house. At least not until I had to connect the tunnel. By then, I had built the gazebo and had only one last step. What I didn’t know was that his wife was a newly turned vampire who didn’t have control of her hunger.”

      Elwood gasped. “She turned you.”

      Victor nodded. “The man apologized after the conversion and even paid me for the inconvenience.” Victor huffed out a laugh. “Inconvenience.”

      “I’m so sorry,” I said.

      “But now you’re here with us, and that’s good,” Elwood said.

      Victor raised a brow but didn’t comment. Instead, he took his glass and left, heading back to his room.

      “I’ll get him to love me,” Elwood said. “Everyone does, eventually. Do you think he’ll let me take a nap in his bed? I’m getting tired and need to sleep before my shift tonight.”

      “I doubt he’ll let you into his room. Use mine.”

      “I’ll use yours as a last resort. If I can’t get into Victor’s room, I’m snuggling with Roman’s pillow.” He placed his empty glass in the dishwasher and blew me a kiss goodnight.

      Soon, it was just me rambling around the first floor, wondering what I should do. I was stuck with nowhere to go and too much on my mind. If I couldn’t help with the rash case, I needed to do something else.

      Taking out my phone, I walked to the front door and opened it a crack. I then navigated to the GPS and called to the wind. “Find Niles.”

      The wind enlarged the map before shrinking it back down and pinpointing Niles’ location. He was at the base of White Mountain and looked to be near the train tracks. He must be heading to Forgotten Falls. Since he didn’t have a cellphone, I couldn’t warn him about the rash. I wasn’t even sure if he could contract the rash in his cat form, but I didn’t want to take the chance either.

      Instead, I messaged Zane.

       

      
        
          
            
              
        Looks like Niles is going to take the train to Forgotten Falls. Can someone warn him to take the fairy route to the shire?
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